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Shrapnel, Swings and Sweeties
Reflections on a WW2 Childhood
1
This reflection is one of a collection of monologues on the theme of children’s experiences of war.
 My mother’s own experience of a WW2 childhood was the starting point for this particular piece and although I have never got the impression she had much in the way of fun as we might understand it, I know that she believes there were many positives that emerged from that time. She did indeed have four older brothers all in the services, although happily none of them were killed in service. That story belongs to my dad’s family.
 My mum was bombed out of two homes in the naval dockyard city she lived in and was evacuated to a Devonshire village where she had a very happy time. I was born less than a dozen years after the end of the war. As a child I remember my city being full of bomb sites, a lot of re-building happening, two of my uncles and their families still living in prefabs, the temporary housing erected to cope with the enormous housing shortage. Memories of war were still very fresh in the minds of many.
I thought it would be interesting to explore ways in which children might manage to maintain aspects of their childhood in spite of the realities of war. That children can be much tougher and more resourceful than adults sometimes give them credit for. That given the right circumstances, they are able to make the best out of a bad situation and are able to find fun in the strangest of situations.

An elderly lady in her 80s recalls her experiences as a child in WW2 Britain.

2 “Dorothy!” my mother would exclaim “You are a child not a kid. A kid is a baby goat.” Worse than that even, kids was what the damned Americans called us, and that would never do. So I was a child for the first few years of the war. Nine when it started, so I’d had plenty of practice being one. Spoilt a bit by my four big brothers. Not too much, mind you, mother made sure I knew how to do my chores around the house. Does anyone know what chores are nowadays? Perhaps some of you might. But even then there was always time for playing. For fun.
3
Dad had been a soldier in the Big War. No more than a boy when he joined up. He never talked about it, but something showed in his face when he listened to news about Mr Chamberlain and Herr Hitler on the radio. I could see it, but it wasn’t my job to worry. My job was to have fun with the gas masks we soon all had to carry around with us. Even in school- what a laugh watching Miss 4 wearing hers and how funny it made her voice sound. You could get away with anything behind a gas mask, and we did. Make faces, whisper rude words, roll your eyes, yawn. She’d never have known in a month of Sundays! Shame they stank like a piece of old rubber piping and made you all hot and sweaty around where your skin and hair join on your forehead. We used to play bashing each other with the long nose bits like pigs’ snouts, see if we could make each other fall over. Forgot that they were supposed to be serious. My dad knew about gas, but he wouldn’t let on. Just told me not to muck about. I don’t suppose babies and toddlers liked them, but I didn’t mind. I’d spent ages making my carrying box look pretty, ribbon instead of string, a bit of colour instead of boring old brown. There was a lot of that about already. You can do a lot with a bit of paste and some magazine cuttings. Make do and mend and all that palaver.
Getting ready for war was a bit like preparing for a scary party that you’re not really sure you want to go to. D’you know what I mean? 5 We had these shelters that we had to get into when the siren started wailing. In the house, my dad had made a sort of cage under the big kitchen table. It’s where we had to sleep sometimes if a raid was expected. It was great, just like a den. A bit squashed and the floor was hard, but cosy and safe feeling. Usually it was just me and mother in there, my brothers all away wearing their uniforms, dad out making sure no lights were showing anywhere. A den’s a safe place, it would have protected us from the house falling down, wouldn’t it? Our other shelter was down the back of the garden. This was even better! Like a cave under the ground. I loved it in there, even though it was a bit damp and smelt of wet earth and there were spiders and worms. Dark too, with only a paraffin lamp smarting your eyes with smoke. But it was an adventure, one where you had to be really brave because of the noises outside that were like thunder and giants fighting.
Those noises! I still don’t like thunderstorms. They make me want to get somewhere safe like under the stairs. And what we saw afterwards. Things changed beyond recognition. Rubble, dust, strips of wallpaper, a sink hanging off a wall. I can hardly describe it, make you understand. I mean really understand.
 We lost two houses, flattened, mangled. Spent a long time living at Granny’s or Aunty’s without any of our own belongings. Imagine that. But the bomb sites! They were wonderful. 6 We made them our playgrounds. Goodies and baddies- charge! Games of footie, cricket, a swing on a lamppost. 7. Where else were we going to play? We were children, we had to play. Had to be normal. Don’t let anyone tell you that children are not resilient and resourceful. Our mothers were glad for us to be out of the house. They always warned us to be careful, but do you think we listened?
 There was always the chance of discovering some scraps of shrapnel, war trophies, or even better an enemy’s badge or bit of clothing. We didn’t stop to think about the body they might have belonged to. Why would we? The best enemy is a dead one. It was simple, them and us. We even made up stories about finding a crashed enemy pilot and capturing him, taking him prisoner, being awarded a medal by the King. It was great for my childish imagination, the war.
 8 Younger children played dressing up games. Nurse and hero. And there were new games to ask for in your Christmas stocking. 9  I had four real heroes in my family, away doing their duty on land and sea, in the skies. Made me feel proud, but it was all still a bit of a game, especially when they came home with stories and sometimes a gift for little sis. You know, I don’t think I ever worried about them when they were away. Not when I was nine anyway. That was my parents’ job, although they never let on.
Does it sound strange if I tell you that being scared was exhilarating? 10 You really knew you were alive. 11 But by the time I was eleven going on twelve it wasn’t safe to stay at home. My friend Robert and his parents had all died when their house across the road took a direct hit. I was sad. Robert had been a fearsome bowler and run-scorer and had always been on my side. So I had to be sent away, along with hundreds of others. Evacuees we were called. Forced out of one place and into another. Another adventure! Going away on a train on my own for the first time ever. Staying in a different place with people I had never met, admittedly a bit scary, but I was going to make the most of it. Independent from my mother, so grown up! They tied labels on our coats, as if we were parcels. 12 Take what you can in one suitcase only. Do I want teddy, aren’t I too grown up for him? Take him anyway, just in case. Why’s mother crying? 13 All those runny noses, waving hankies at the train station. I’m off on an exciting journey. Promise I’ll write as soon as I get there.
I’ve heard that some children had terrible times as evacuees- treated like servants or worse. But me- I’ve got a charmed life! Must be. I loved my new family, had the time of my life on their farm. 14  Had to go to school, but that was one room with everyone in and we did lots of painting, singing and nature walks. I would never have met Dolly and Ted Spencer if it hadn’t been for the war, never have seen a lamb born, milked a cow, collected eggs, learnt the names of hedgerow flowers. Of course I missed my family, but mother came to visit and could see that I was safe. Happy.
After several months I was home again. It was safer now, the bombing had stopped and something new and exotic had arrived. American GIs! 15 They were everywhere, with their film star voices, manners and best of all, chocolate and gum. It’s hard to put into words the excitement their presence caused. For some anyway. I had never seen such tall, strong, dark-skinned men, 16 not even in the picture house on a Saturday morning. They were like visitors from another planet with big grins full of white teeth and pockets full of goodies. And when they called out to you “Hey Kid! Want some gum?” so thrilling, so flashy. We were smitten. Grown- ups weren’t so keen, well most of them anyway. Tuts and looks and suspicions. Couldn’t they see the colour and fun these guys brought with them? My favourite new word, guys. One I could only use among my friends. Mother would have killed me.
You know that it’s a hard time turning from a child into an adult. I was growing into a woman when the GIs arrived. I sensed something new in how I felt about them. I stopped playing on the bomb sites. I still wanted fun, but, well... Strange, but as I grew older I started to lose some of my resilience, started to notice situations outside my childish world. There were things shown on the newsreels at the cinema that made me realise that not all children were as fortunate as me. 17 Yes, I’d suffered some scary times, had boring food to eat, even known the feel of an empty belly, been sent away from home, but I’d never been forced into doing things no child should ever have to. 18,19 Never had no-one there to comfort me when frightened. 20 Never been brutalised.  21 I’d been allowed to be a child, allowed to deal with life as a child should be allowed to do so.
Then we had news that one of my brothers was missing in action. Such a feared statement: Presumed dead. Where was Aubrey?  In the broken fuselage of his plane drifting on the bed of the North Sea? Mother spent months waiting for him to walk back through the door one day. How do you accept a death when there’s no body, no funeral, no farewell? I was thirteen, he was twenty three, four months married. Forever twenty three.  22 When I look at his wedding photo now I realise that both he and his best man, would have been killers. One with a button that lets the bombs drop, one with his bare hands in combat, parachuted in behind enemy lines. Strange to think about your brothers like that, isn’t it, but at thirteen I just felt terribly sad. Began to feel that any fun might be difficult to find from then on. Difficult or different anyway.
But life has to go on, doesn’t it?  23 Keep calm and carry on, that’s what we were told. 24 Life continued. A bit of colour crept in.  25 A miracle happened when a few sweets began to appear in the shops again. 26 Never mind that we had to queue for them, queue for everything. We got really good at that. But then we were all in it together, weren’t we. “When I was a child I talked as a child, I thought as a child, I reasoned as a child.” Who said that? Bible, wasn’t it? After my brother died, I put a lot of my childhood behind me. I don’t know if I realised then that it was gone, that I would never get that almost carefree time back again. Nowadays some might think that my whole childhood was lost to the, what do they call it nowadays, you know… the trauma. Yes, that’s it, the trauma of war, but I can’t say. I knew no different. I will say that it was hard finding my way as a young woman, back before teenagers were invented. Not much fun to be found among drabness and deprivation after you have put away childish ability for invention, for self-preservation. 27
And I’ll tell you this: I’m glad there was some fun to be found in hard times. It’s the human condition isn’t it, make the most out of a bad, live for the moment. At least for as long as you can and for as long as you stay lucky. Until you have to grow up anyway.
Accompanying   Powerpoint:
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But the bomb sites! They were wonderful. We made them our playgrounds. Goodies and baddies- charge! Games of footie, cricket, a swing on a lamppost. Where else were we going to play? We were children, we had to play. Had to be normal. Don’t let anyone tell you that children are not resilient and resourceful. Our mothers were glad for us to be out of the house. They always warned us to be careful, but do you think we listened?



Reflection

It became clear from the start of this module that The Conference would be a team effort. Once we had discussed a theme and settled on War is Fun, which we thought would have many possible outcomes, roles were assigned. My contribution to the planning was to organise the catering for the conference day. I acquired four quotations from various sources in Lampeter, including the university, submitted them to the forum and a group decision was made. I then ensured that the chosen supplier had the details and signed necessary paperwork, forwarding all information to my tutor. I also organised hot drinks to be supplied by the university. Unfortunately, the chosen supplier closed its business premises the day before the university finished for the Spring break. I was assured, however, that they would honour their agreement.
A few days before the Conference the supplier let my tutor know that they were unable to provide the catering for us, and so the university was approached and its catering department supplied our lunch for us. The original quotation was the cheapest- perhaps a lesson that you get what you pay for!
When the decision that War is Fun would be the theme for papers for the conference, I immediately thought about producing something to do with children and war experience. I think it was the word fun that inspired me to do this. Mindful of the terrible images from Syria, refugee camps and other places of conflict in which children’s lives are blighted by their experiences, I did not want to write anything in a contemporary setting. I felt I did not have enough insight, understanding, or experience to be able to produce something worthy of investigating the apparently absurd title that we had chosen if it were to be set in the present day. Instead I drew on personal experiences from my family and my own childhood and set my piece during World War Two.
I chose to write a creative piece in the form of a monologue; an elderly woman in her eighties, Dorothy, reflecting on her experiences as a child in the Second World War. The challenge was to write in a child’s voice when describing the memories of war time, but also to ensure that the listeners would understand that the narrator is an elderly person, that through her memories she reverts to childhood language. Apart from enjoying writing in the form of a monologue, I think that it gives an immediacy and intimacy to recollection. I was intrigued that when we had a run-through, those students who are not creative writers believed that my piece was the transcript of an interview with a real person I had heard on the radio or somewhere similar! That gave me confidence that my writing had a truth and believability about it.
Having worked with children for many years as a primary school teacher, I have a good understanding of how they function. I believe that children are much better at coping with difficult situations than adults sometimes give them credit for in that young children are very good at living for the moment, not worrying about the future and finding ways of ensuring  that life goes on as normal as much as possible for themselves. Hence, young children during the war years did turn bomb sites into playgrounds, did play games involving hunting for trophies, goodies and baddies, role play and so on. 
Many coped with the separation of evacuation well, although of course many did not. Drawing on my own mother’s experiences, I was able to describe the positive side of this to fit in with the idea of the side effects of war as fun, as a big adventure, until realities become apparent, such as the death of a family member, or until the young child begins to grow up. I needed to indicate changes that happened with physical maturing and I did this with the arrival of American soldiers that coincided with my character Dorothy beginning to mature from a girl into a young woman. Also at this point I brought in a growing awareness of the horrors of war that a young child would not have had any knowledge of, such as children forced into combat and concentration camp atrocities.
 Dorothy’s reflection on whether she believes she had been traumatised by her experiences was interesting to me because this awareness and understanding is a relatively modern concept. My opinion is that people of her generation mostly just got on with things without delving too deeply into the effects on their psychological well-being.  The fact that everyone was in the same situation perhaps made difficulties more bearable.
I found some appropriate photographs, some of which were of my own family, to accompany my presentation. I think that they added to the experience for the listener and reinforced the idea that this was a personal reflection. I enjoyed the process of presenting my paper and feel I did so with confidence. I was asked about a statement Dorothy makes: The best enemy is a dead one and I think I answered succinctly when I replied that in my experience young children accept what they are told by adults without question and this fact impacts on their own judgements. Also that they see things more in terms of black or white, shades of grey come later with maturity. The question about why I chose to write in the style of a monologue I think I have answered in better detail earlier in this reflection than I did at the conference.
From this module I have gained an insight into how a conference is put together and presented. Offering an abstract and then expanding on that has been a useful skill to learn, especially for a would-be writer. It is similar to making a pitch to a publisher. The diversity with which my fellow students have responded to the main theme War is Fun is a testament to the wide-ranging potential of the idea that was developed as a group. I think we chose well.
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