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FOREWORD 
 
 
My mother Mickey Baxter was born on 6th April 
1928, which meant she was eleven when the 
Second World War broke out. At the age of 
nineteen, not long after the war ended, she married 
my father Brian Daniel. 
 
Mickey recorded these memoirs at the prompting of 
my daughter Dora who was intrigued to know what 
it was like growing up during the war. Through 
various means – handwriting, digital tape and 
cassette player - we put the story together.  
 
At the same time my brother Tom and I took the 
opportunity to look through old photographs and 
papers, which our parents had kept from the war 
period. Some of these are included here for added 
interest. 
 
The action takes place in and around Huddersfield, 
Yorkshire. Meltham is the village where mum grew 
up. 
 
 
Patricia Daniel 
Christmas 2007 
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Bridlington, summer 1939 
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GRAN’S WAR 
 

Mickey Daniel 
 
 
I remember the start of the Second World War. 
 
It was a lovely sunny Sunday morning. My friend 
and I were going to take a baby out in his pram and 
at eleven o’clock I was waiting for her to turn up. At 
the same time, everyone knew the Prime Minister 
(Neville Chamberlain) was due to make an 
announcement on radio and were expecting the 
worst.  
 
For years the radio, newspapers and newsreels at 
the cinema kept us informed about the awful things 
going on in Germany. And when Germany occupied 
Czechoslovakia in 1938, we began to fear war.  
 
The horrors of the First World War were still live in 
people’s minds. Chamberlain had flown to Munich 
to meet Hitler and come back waving his ‘little bit of 
paper’ - which was the Munich Agreement.  War 
had been avoided, for the time being anyway.  It 
was some relief, but also people felt ashamed, that 
Hitler had got away with it - and that we had 
abandoned the Czechs. 
 
However, when Germany invaded Poland, they 
were given an ultimatum. The time limit was 11 
o’clock on the third of September.  
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Some preparations had already been made. Indeed 
the air-raid sirens went only a few hours later, 
although there was no actual raid. The ARP (Air 
Raid Precautions) was a public service like fire-
fighting or the police. It was manned by volunteer 
wardens, who carried on their normal occupations, 
but trained for this special job. When the alarm 
went, they dropped everything and rushed off to the 
emergency.  
 
A blackout was strictly enforced. Heavy dark 
curtains or blinds were put up at windows. There 
were no streetlights and even the headlamps of 
vehicles were partially obscured. The idea was that 
the incoming bomber crews would have difficulty 
identifying their targets. Everyone complied with the 
rules and it wasn’t only the ARP wardens who 
yelled: ‘Put that light out!’  Going out on a dark night 
meant taking a torch, and preferably a friend, but 
still people got lost and even had accidents… 
 
There were also air-raid shelters. If your house had 
a cellar, that was your shelter. If you had no cellar, 
you were given some pieces of corrugated iron. You 
had to dig a large hole in the garden, lined and 
roofed with the metal, and the displaced soil piled 
on top for extra protection. If there was no cellar or 
garden, under the stairs or even a stout table was 
recommended.  
 
In London, people used the underground stations, 
trotting off with blankets and flasks of hot tea 
whenever the sirens went. This was actually 
prohibited – and no wonder, because on one 
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occasion, a station entrance was hit, trapping those 
inside, and hundreds died. Not that this stopped the 
Londoners, who calculated the risk as less 
dangerous than staying above ground.  
 
 

  

 
 
         Great, great granddad Henry Daniel died 
late 1939 after being hit by a car in the blackout 
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2. 
But all that came later. Through autumn 1939 life 
went on much as usual. Except for me – because I 
started grammar school. I loved it. The building was 
younger than I was and of very good quality. 
Everything seemed so civilised after our Victorian 
primary school. The toilets were indoors, with 
separate cubicles and tiled floors. There were wash-
basins all around an adjoining room, hot water, 
soap, towels and even mirrors on the walls! We all 
had our own coat peg in the cloakroom and there 
was a bench underneath with an open locker for 
your indoor shoes and PE pumps.  
 
The first thing we did in needlework lessons was to 
make a bag for our PE kit, with our names 
embroidered, to hang on our hooks. The PE bags 
were dark green, like our uniforms – dark green with 
a red stripe on the ties and blazers. The colours 
were good but the design of the clothes was terrible. 
 
We had a garment called a gymslip, presumably 
worn for exercise in years gone by. It was 
sleeveless with a square neck under which was a 
band holding three box pleats back and front. For 
some reason the bits that went over the shoulder 
were held by a couple of buttons, which were never 
used because the garment was easy to get on and 
off.  
 
A narrow sash of loosely woven cloth in school 
colours pulled everything together round the waist. 
The gymslip was unflattering to every sort of figure. 
The curves of big girls became lumps and bumps 
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and small girls’ shapes disappeared entirely. Under 
this monstrosity we had a beige blouse, which was 
all right, but we had to wear the school tie with it… 
 
Because the collar was attached directly to the body 
of the garment without the band which men’s shirts 
have, it was impossible to keep collar and tie tidy.  
 
Outside, we were supposed to wear a hat, felt in 
winter and straw in summer. These were round, 
with a brim and a hatband in school colours, the 
school badge at the front. We put pleats in the 
winter hat and bent the brim but whatever we did, 
we couldn’t make them look nice. The straw ones 
were worse because they were too rigid to be 
changed. Mostly we just carried them and crammed 
them on our heads if we spotted a teacher or an 
awkward prefect who would tell us off.  
 
In the summer we had dark green cotton frocks with 
short sleeves, white piqué collar and cuffs and four 
large pearl buttons on the chest arranged in a 
square for decoration. They had no shape 
whatsoever and were finished off by a red leather 
belt.  
 
For PE we wore baggy square-necked short-
sleeved blouses with elastic round the bottom and 
thick dark-green knickers – yes, knickers, not 
shorts. Goodness knows who devised these 
horrors, other schools had much more acceptable 
uniforms and even the boys sympathised.  
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The one normal-looking piece of clothing we had 
was the school blazer, the same for both sexes – 
and rather smart. Mind you, the girls at Greenhead 
High were not allowed to wear patent leather shoes 
in case their knickers were reflected in the shiny 
surface.  
 
A further cause for resentment was our gym 
teacher, who strode about the school all day, 
beautifully made-up and coiffed, wearing a well-cut 
black tunic so short it hardly covered her bum, a 
roll-neck sweater, black tights and pumps. Apart 
from the clothes, we were not allowed to wear 
pumps except for PE because they were bad for our 
feet. We also had to change our shoes for indoors, 
to preserve the floors.  
 
Three pairs of shoes – that was a big expense, as 
we were mostly working class and scholarship 
children. The school accepted a sprinkling of fee-
paying pupils from better-off families, but they 
couldn’t really cope with the work (if they had been 
able to, they would have passed the scholarship 
exam like the rest of us). 
 
3. 

If your dad earned less than a certain amount, the 
county council also paid your bus fares. We had a 
bus contract, a bit like a small passport, brown for 
one return journey, blue for two, for those who went 
home for lunch. Meltham children had a special bus 
because the journey for us involved two separate 
bus routes.  
 



 11

 

 
 

Netherthong Primary School1 
 
 
We caught the bus in the market place at 8.10am, 
although it was always late setting off because of 
Denis Holmes, who couldn’t get up in the morning. 
Luckily he lived at the top of Wesendenhead Road, 
all of which could be seen from the market place. 
So when the conductor went to ring the bell, she 
was begged to wait a minute – because Denis was 
just coming. I couldn’t myself recognise the speck 
way up the hill as Denis, but it was a good bet that 
he it was – and he always got to school on time.  He 
finished up with a degree in geology and became 
somebody important at ICI.  
 

                                                 
1
 Grandad Brian Daniel (far right on the bottom row) also 

went on to experience the modernities of Holme Valley 
Grammar School, although Gran didn’t meet him there.
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When I started school, the boys sat downstairs on 
the bus - under the eye of the conductor – and the 
girls were upstairs. This arrangement was rapidly 
reversed because it was decided it was the girls 
who needed supervising. We were actually rather 
proud of that.  
 
At school, in the hall, dining room and classrooms, it 
was boys on one side, girls on the other. We 
resented the fact that the boys always had the 
window side. Not only could they see out but the 
radiators were under the windows and could be 
cosied-up to on cold winter mornings. 
 
Cloakrooms, even the staff common rooms, were 
girls and women at one side of the building, boys 
and men at the other. The gym was in a separate 
building with changing rooms and showers. What 
luxury! Playing fields for football, cricket and hockey 
- and hard courts outside for tennis and netball.  
 
School dinners were good. They were eaten off 
large tables - with a cloth – with a prefect at the end 
who served the food, people beside her doing the 
veg. We were expected to have good manners. If 
we wanted small portions – not often – we got them, 
and then were expected to clear our plates. If there 
was anything left, we could have second helpings.  
 
We did not start until everyone at the table was 
served, knew the etiquette for using the cutlery, and 
plates were not gathered up until everyone had 
finished. They were removed by those at the end 
who then brought back the puddings. I can still 
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remember the delicious chocolate sponge and 
coffee sauce! 
 
4. 
By the end of my first year, the war was going very 
badly. The German army had overwhelmed the Low 
Countries and invaded France from the north. We 
sent troops to help but they were forced back to the 
Channel coast. France was doomed and the British 
troops were corralled on the beaches at Dunkirk. 
French troops, to their credit, fought a rearguard 
action to help them escape, which many did. 
 
 It was amazing, and accomplished with true British 
ingenuity. For a start, once they were trapped, the 
enemy thought it was all over, but when they saw 
the sea, the British believed they were nearly home. 
Owners of small boats on the south and east coast 
were told over the radio to get instructions about 
crossing the Channel and they did, hundreds of 
them – fishing vessels, pleasure craft, anything that 
could get there.  
 
The navy was already there, of course, and the little 
boats ferried the men from the beaches to the ships, 
all the while being strafed and bombed by the 
Luftwaffe. We saw film of the troops arriving back, 
dirty, ragged and very weary, to be greeted on the 
dockside by motherly volunteers dispensing hot tea, 
sandwiches and cigarettes.  
 
It was of course a terrible defeat but the mood at 
home was one of pride and solidarity about the 
evacuation and grim determination not to give in.  



 14

 
A neighbour’s son was at Dunkirk. As a toddler I 
used to wander into their house, next door but one, 
and be made a fuss of, and we were always friends. 
Harry did not come back from Dunkirk. He was 
taken prisoner and spent the rest of the war in a 
prison camp.  
 
Several weeks after the evacuation, one of his 
comrades came to see the Adcocks to tell them 
what happened. They were in the Royal Engineers 
and some of the last troops to reach the beaches. 
The friend was wounded and, when it was their turn 
to be taken off, Harry helped him into the boat. But it 
was the last place, so Harry had to go back.  When 
he finally got home, Harry got married and went on 
with his life and I don’t think anybody knew he was 
a hero, but then he wasn’t the only one…  
 
Harry’s younger brother was called up later and 
joined the navy as a submariner. In those days 
sailors had a daily rum ration and, on more than one 
occasion, Frank saved his up to enjoy on his next 
leave. Trouble was, the train was so crowded that 
he was squeezed and jolted by fellow passengers 
and his precious bottle of rum was broken in his 
pocket. His mum was shocked when the smell 
preceded him into the house! 
 
The whole of Europe was now occupied, apart from 
Spain and Italy who had fascist regimes and were 
allies of Germany. So Hitler left the Luftwaffe to 
finish softening up Britain and turned his attention to 
the East. 
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5. 
The next phase was the Battle of Britain and the 
Few, the latter being the fighter pilots who fought 
the wave after wave of German bombers over 
southern England. They became the Few from a 
very famous speech by Winston Churchill in which 
he said; ‘Never, in the field of human conflict, has 
much been done for so many by so few.’  
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We saw film of them sitting in the sun out on the 
airfield, in their leather helmets and jackets – still 
called bomber jackets, when they happen to be in 
fashion – reading, listening to records, playing 
cards, only a short sprint away from their aircraft, for 
when they were needed.  
 
Sometimes they landed just to refuel and rearm 
before they were off again. People in the south 
could stand outside and watch the dog fights just 
above.  
 
Then the Luftwaffe tried a new tactic. Whilst the 
fighters were engaged, a second wave of German 
bombers took off specifically to bomb our airfields. 
They could destroy planes on the ground and make 
holes in the ground, preventing our planes from 
landing.  
 
I doubt if it could have gone on much longer, but the 
days were shortening and the longer nights meant 
night bombing. Now it was not only London, but 
Sheffield, where the steel was made, Liverpool and 
Manchester - where supplies from America were 
delivered – and many other towns and cities. There 
was a long sustained attack against Coventry which 
just about destroyed the whole city. After the war 
Coventry built a new cathedral, but left the ruins of 
the old one, as a memorial.  
 
There have been enough more recent wars for 
people to have some idea what a bombing raid is 
like. People emerged from their shelters in the 
morning, wondering if they still had a house, or work 
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to go to, and who had died. Merchant seamen came 
home to port, after dodging enemy submarines and 
aircraft, often to find house and family gone.  
 
Food was scarce but very strictly rationed, so that 
everybody had the same. It happened that the very 
poorest were better fed in consequence. Nobody 
was actually hungry, you filled up on potatoes and 
bread, although even that was rationed after the 
end of the war, and people grew fruit and veg if they 
could. One of our neighbours had always kept hens, 
for which she got a ration of poultry food. We were 
able to get eggs from her in return for giving up our 
egg ration. We always kept all scraps and peelings, 
which Mrs Parkin boiled up and the hens ate.  
 
Our district was never heavily bombed as the 
industry was mainly textiles, not heavy engineering, 
so not directly engaged in the war effort. But we 
could see what was going on, and not only at the 
cinema. There were anti-aircraft guns all round the 
village, mostly protecting the reservoirs. But David 
Brown’s was making tanks and we were more or 
less on the route from Germany to Manchester and 
Liverpool. Searchlights probed the sky and the guns 
made a lot of noise. 
 
Me and my dad often stood outside the back door to 
see what was going on, whilst my mum, cowering in 
the cellar, begged us to come in. Odd bombs did 
drop nearby, one struck less than half a mile from 
our house, but nobody was hurt. The general 
opinion was that either the bomber didn’t know 
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where he was or the crew just decided to unload so 
they could get off home.  
 
Of course it was dangerous. In the morning, the 
village was littered with bits of shrapnel from the 
shells. At least one bomber was shot down on the 
moors just above the village. But you got on with life 
and made the most of it.   
 
For instance, my friend Frank, in the same class at 
school as me and Marjorie, used to come down the 
bus steps in the morning to find out if we had 
managed to work out our maths and whether we 
had learned our French verbs. He was in a bit of a 
panic if there had not been an air-raid, because he 
saved his homework to do when the sirens went 
and his mum got him out of bed. (He later emigrated 
to Canada, I wonder if he remembers…) 
 
My uncle was a volunteer fireman. On one 
occasion, things got so desperate in Liverpool that 
he and others from the same distance away as 
Meltham were drafted in to help. The Tate and Lyle 
factory had taken a direct hit and was ablaze. If you 
have ever tried to make toffee, you will know what a 
high temperature molten sugar is, and it was 
running in the streets.  
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6. 
The children were evacuated from the danger zones 
such as the south coast and London. They went as 
a school, including their teachers, somewhere safe. 
When I was teaching, I used a schools broadcast 
called ‘How we used to live.’  One broadcast 
showed the refugees getting on the special train, all 
with just one case or bundle which was as much as 
they could carry, with their mothers’ stricken faces 
shown behind. And whichever class I showed it to, 
were stunned: you could have heard a pin drop.  
 
I always hoped their teddy-bear was in their 
luggage. At their destination, any family with a spare 
room had to take at least one child. And someone 
had to go to the arrival centre to pick up one. What 
must the last one to be picked up have felt like? 
There were horror stories, of course. Kids being 
used as unpaid servants or kids from the slums 
kicking and screaming when put into a bath. Mostly 
they settled down and the country air and food did 
them good. Most of them went back home anyway 
as soon as the worst of the bombing stopped, 
though some stayed for years and some made 
friends for life.  
 
We had a girls’ school from Brighton evacuated to 
us, which made all the boys excited to begin with. 
We alternated going to school, one week mornings, 
one week afternoons. We had to do lots of work at 
home to make up for it. That only lasted for about 
two terms because they mostly went back home 
and those that were left were integrated into our 
classes.  
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People were called up for service. The first batch 
were the over twenty-one year-olds in 1939. Some 
lads who had just had time to grow up after their 
fathers coming back from the First World War were 
just in time to fight in the next. Soon it was 
everybody, from seventeen to forty. The seventeen 
year olds were interviewed and had some choice 
about which service they preferred, though if people 
were needed elsewhere, that’s where they were 
sent. Then came the call-up and a train ticket 
arrived. For some it was an adventure, exciting - 
since few people had the chance to travel in those 
days. There were reserved occupations for those 
whose work was vital to the war effort, such as 
engineers and miners. But lots of miners joined up 
anyway, thinking, no doubt, that the army was no 
more dangerous than being down the pit – and at 
least they were in the open air.  
 
Women were called up too, although sometimes 
they were sent to work in munitions factories. 
Dorothy, who became my sister-in-law, worked 
twelve hour shifts, ten at night, while still in her 
teens. There was also the women’s land army, 
taking the place of men on the farms. They had their 
own military uniform. 
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Women working in a munitions factory 
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But it wasn’t all gloom and despondency by any 
means. In spite of a few spivs making a packet out 
of scarce goods on the black market and the odd 
person trying to get round the rules, there was a 
wonderful sense of solidarity and camaraderie – 
and lots and lots of humour. Many of the slogans 
developed to help the war effort became jokes in 
one way or another. Put that light out – is your 
journey really necessary? Dig for victory and 
Careless talk costs lives were some of them. 
 
My dad was building midget submarines in a top-
secret part of the factory known as the hush-hush 
department. One of his workmates, seeing a 
newspaper article about this new weapon in the 
works canteen, cried out “Hey, we make them!” He 
was always known as ‘Hush-Hush’ thereafter.   
 
The purpose of the midget submarine was to creep 
up on enemy shipping and attach magnetic mines to 
them. The navy would send a crew - two men - to 
see the boat in operation and work out with the 
engineers any point of concern. On one occasion, 
dad didn’t come home for his tea. He worked all 
night and most of next day to make sure that 
something that wasn’t quite right would work 
properly, before the sub was sent away. If the 
submariners didn’t come home, it wasn’t going to be 
any fault of Harry’s.  
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Not only did people work long hours but did fire 
watch on a rota basis. They would spend the night 
on the factory roof so that if any incendiary bombs 
were dropped during an air raid they could be put 
out before the fire took hold. The incendiaries were 
often dropped first to make a nice glow and a bright 
target for the high explosive bombs.  
 
 

 
 
The fitters from Thomas Broadbents and Sons in 
Huddersfield. Grandad Harry Baxter is third from the left 
on the top row. 



 24

 
 

Everyone did their bit for the war effort,  
Including Our Nanny. 
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7. 
After Dunkirk we all expected an invasion. The 
Germans seemed to be preparing on the French 
coast. But for some reason Hitler made the decision 
to attack the Russians instead. It wasn’t much of a 
relief because invasion was always on the cards.  
 
Stalin had made a pact with Germany and when 
Poland was invaded in 1939 the Russians also 
invaded from the east. This advanced their frontier, 
which had probably been the object of the exercise. 
They were however pushed back, burning their 
crops behind them, almost to the suburbs of 
Moscow. Russia had been here before when 
Napoleon invaded in 1812. Leningrad, the Baltic 
ports and Stalingrad, on the route to the wheat 
fields and the oil wells of the Ukraine, were 
surrounded and besieged. A fact that has almost 
been forgotten is how many millions of Russians 
died, not only from bombs and bullets, but from 
starvation and the cold. In Leningrad the ground 
froze so hard that they couldn’t bury their dead. But 
the civic orchestra gave a concert every night and 
the city did not give in. The siege of Stalingrad was 
much the same except that the German army, at the 
end of their supply lines, suffered almost as much 
as the Russians.  
 
Meanwhile the Japanese took the opportunity to 
invade Burma. They captured Singapore quite 
easily by attacking overland. All the British defences 
were facing the sea. So now they were pushing the 
British army north through the jungle towards India. 
The German army landed in north Africa and fought 
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its way into Egypt – which meant the Suez canal, 
which we could not afford to lose.  
 
The US sent us supplies on a loan basis, something 
which has affected the British economy ever since – 
another thing which has been forgotten. Gordon 
Brown paid the last instalment only a few weeks 
ago.2 And some of the goods never arrived as we 
lost tons and tons of shipping in the Atlantic to 
submarine attack. Gosh, we were in trouble. But we 
got on with our lives and always found something to 
laugh at. We’d always listen to the 6 o’clock news, a 
habit I’ve never lost, although of course now it’s 
television not the wireless. You’d often be a bit 
thoughtful at the end of the news but then there 
might be a comedy programme. There were some 
really good ones and dance bands were broadcast 
directly from the place where they were playing for 
dancing, for example, at Hammersmith Palais and 
the Savoy Hotel.  

 

                                                 
2
 This was written early 2007, before Gordon Brown took over 

as Prime Minister 
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Not that we stayed in much, except for homework. 
There was a cinema in the village, a different 
programme twice a week. There were two halls 
suitable for dances, so some Saturday nights there 
was a choice – and often a dance Friday night as 
well, and sometimes on Wednesdays. When the 
pocket money ran out you could go for a walk, 
Sunday afternoons or summer evenings, which we 
did when were still at primary school, girls in twos 
and threes, boys in gangs and the groups tended to 
merge.  
 
I always loved dancing and I can remember twirling 
around the dining room table before I ever went to 
school at all.  I must have been about twelve when I 
started going to dances in the village. Sometimes 
there was a whist drive and dance and a friend of 
mine went with her mum who played whist. It was a 
bit boring for her so she asked me to go with her. 
Since we had grown-up supervision, my parents 
allowed it. We didn’t play whist so we turned up 
when it just ended, then there was tea and a snack, 
the band arrived, the card tables were put away and 
off we went. We learned the steps by watching the 
others, practising together. Sometimes the grown-
ups danced us round, especially if there was a set 
of lancers, which is a sort of square dance. The 
grown-ups guided us to the right place and told us 
what to do next.  
 
These kind of dances didn’t happen every week so 
we quickly progressed to just dances for people in 
their early teens and twenties – and the dances 
were modern ones. Seems very young now to be 
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out on the town but there was always the odd 
grown-up about to keep an eye on things. If the 
boys misbehaved they got a clip round the ear. And 
since everyone knew everybody else, by the 
morning after the jollifications, your mum knew 
everything you got up to! Besides everything 
finished at 11.30 or so, places were not licensed for 
dancing any later.  
 
 
8. 
It must have been 1942 when things began to 
change.  The Japanese bombed the US pacific fleet 
in Pearl Harbour without warning - which catapulted 
the Americans into the war.  Meanwhile Britain and 
the Russians had clung on and manufactured 
weaponry to replace what had been lost.  The 
eighth army was re-armed and began to push the 
enemy back, starting with the battle of El Alamein.  
The RAF pummelled enemy lines and then tanks 
rumbled into action, accompanied by the infantry, 
led, if you can believe it, by a guy playing the 
bagpipes in full highland rig - kilt and all - with shells 
bursting all around him!  Meanwhile the Russians 
also began to advance.  The siege of Stalingrad 
was broken by its defenders and the German army 
was beset not only by furious Russians but by 
starvation and the bitter cold just like 1812.  The 
RAF was also on the attack. Instead of the news 
saying 'Last night there was a heavy raid on 
Liverpool and Coventry' now it was 'Hamburg and 
the Ruhr'.  And the lads who thought of themselves 
as the 'Forgotten Army' were still enduring the heat 
and disease and the Japanese in Burma.  
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Burma 
 
 
Meanwhile, I was growing up.  I still enjoyed school 
and dancing and eventually got quite a good school 
-leaving certificate and had to think about what next.  
Some grammar schools, like the all-girl Greenhead 
high school in Huddersfield, taught shorthand and 
typing to the girls so they were equipped for an 
office job on leaving.  But not us.  In those days only 
grammar school teachers needed a degree.  Other 
teachers went to residential teacher training 
colleges for two years.  The West Riding county 
council owned two and offered scholarship places 
on the results of your school certificate it being 
understood that you would then teach in a West 
Riding school.  All your living expenses had to be 
provided by your parents and mine would have 
managed that somehow but I really hankered after 
university - which was out of reach.   
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Scholarships for university education were rare and 
hard to get and boarding fees expensive.  Our 
school took the brighter children from a very wide 
area but I only remember two going on to university 
whilst I was there.  Anyway at the time I had really 
had enough of school.  Strange considering I took 
up teaching later and loved it.   
 
So I did a year in the sixth form and got a job doing 
the accounts at a butcher's in Huddersfield and I 
really liked it.  When the shop was busy I stood at 
the till and gave change and stamped the ration 
books.  I made out the bills for the posher 
customers who paid monthly and kept the books.  
Monday mornings I took the previous week's takings 
- a considerable amount of money - out of the safe 
and walked across town to bank it.  I wouldn't do 
that today!   
 
And the war news was cheering.  The eighth army 
having chased the Germans out of Africa crossed 
the med and landed in Italy to begin slowly fighting 
their way to Rome.  Italy gave in but there was still a 
German army there.  We were all waiting for the 
second front - invasion across the channel.  There 
were resistance movements in the occupied 
countries mostly but not exclusively connected to 
left-wing politics.  France was near enough to get 
supplies to by air.  Weaponry and radios along with 
experts to teach the maquis how to use them were 
dropped secretly by parachute and spirited away!  
Real cloak and dagger stuff.  The partisans in what 
was then Yugoslavia finished up more or less 
liberating themselves.   
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At this time Britain was flooded by US troops and 
their supplies hence the rueful chant 'overpaid, 
oversexed, and over here!'  Well they were better 
paid than British troops though no more oversexed 
than any other young men but they were certainly 
over here.  And since so many Brits were overseas 
and had been for years no wonder British women 
gave them a warm welcome although it was 
insulting to suggest they could be bribed with 
cigarettes and nylon stockings.  I myself disliked 
American fags and it was years later before I even 
saw nylon stockings.   
 
 
9. 
D-day came at last.  The Germans were led to 
believe that the invasion would be in the Pays de 
Calais area.  A reasonable assumption since it was 
nearest to Britain at one side and Paris on the other.  
But of course it was actually on the beaches of 
Normandy and there were even troops landed who 
had been taken off at Dunkirk four years before.  
Emotions were mixed.  Excitement, relief and 
apprehension.  An artificial harbour called Mulberry 
had been invented – a triumph of engineering – and 
was floated across the channel to take the place of 
existing and heavily guarded harbours.  Paratroops 
were landed both by parachute and glider but 
mostly it was men jumping into the surf from landing 
craft dashing up the beaches.  It was not easy.  The 
Americans got bogged-down on their beach and 
suffered heavy casualties.  But the armies 
advanced.   
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There was a hold-up at Caen - which was just about 
flattened in consequence.  That was heart-breaking 
because the French greeted our troops with cheers, 
kisses, flowers, and wine at each place they 
liberated.   
 
The Americans carried on east but had to deal with 
concentrated attack in the Ardennes region.  The 
Brits met severe resistance to the north at the Dutch 
town of Arnhem on the Rhine.  'The bridge too far' 
as the film was called.  But the river was crossed 
and the armies from East and West met.  The 
grinning soldiers shook hands, gave each other 
cigarettes, but couldn't converse because they 
didn't speak the same language!  So the surrender 
was signed and then the full horror of the Nazi 
regime was laid bare.  The Brits got the Bergen-
Belsen concentration camp and for the first time we 
saw people who were literally skin and bone.  
Skeletons covered in skin and great empty eyes 
staring out.  Over at Auschwitz in Poland the camp 
had been built specifically for extermination.  People 
got off the train and were herded straight to the 
notorious gas chambers pausing only to be stripped 
bare.  Clothes, shoes, glasses, and false teeth and 
even their hair was shaved off and neatly stored in 
piles.  The survivors were cared for with great 
tenderness and many went on to live long and 
useful lives -albeit without any family left or only one 
or two.  Like any other pieces of freight they were 
carefully marked for dispatch.  This was with a 
tattoo, which many of the survivors always kept 
covered up. 
 



 33

But on VE day we still had that to come.  Everybody 
left work, there was singing and dancing, and lots of 
kissing in the streets.  And best of all, the church 
bells were ringing – for the first time in five years!   
 
The war in the Far East continued for a couple of 
months or so and then 'The' bomb was dropped on 
Hiroshima - which finished it.  I don't think 
celebrations were quite the same as VE day – the 
results of a nuclear weapon were really nothing to 
cheer about.   
 
 
10. 
During 1945 I was working and still spending my 
free time with a group of friends.  I was involved 
with one of the boys for a few months but that 
fizzled out.  And then I went on holiday with my 
friend Sheila to Blackpool.  Just behind the East 
Lancashire coast is very flat - just right for the US to 
build their own airfields and army camps.  So come 
Saturday night the American troops flooded into the 
fun town.  We found they had beautiful manners, 
were always well turned-out, and best of all – they 
knew how to jive!  So, I was monopolised by this 
guy called Bob for the whole of my holiday and then 
he came to see me at home and met my parents.  
They didn't try to influence me in any way but I 
began to think seriously – obviously he would 
shortly be sent to Europe or back home to sunny 
California and I decided it would be best not to get 
too involved.  So I became a bit elusive. 
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Then I met Brian.  Just home from what was then 
Rhodesia where he had learnt to fly and sporting a 
wonderful African tan.  So he danced with me all 
night, walked me home, and took me out all day 
Sunday.  We went to Leeds and he put me on the 
train home before he returned to somewhere near 
Wolverhampton where he was stationed.  He wrote 
to me and asked for a reply promising to go out with 
him again.  Then my American wanted to see me 
again.  And so we met and he proposed and I 
turned him down.  When I got home I told my mum 
what had happened and then burst into tears with 
my head in her lap.  She patted my shoulder and 
didn't say a word but it must have been a relief to 
know that her only child didn't intend to sail away to 
the States.  After all, I was only seventeen. 
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Brian got home frequently.  He met my parents and 
I met his and he proposed on Boxing Day.  My Dad 
said he hoped the wedding wouldn't be as quick as 
the engagement!  But I knew choosing someone 
who lived only three miles away had to be better 
than three thousand.  At this time, Brian was re-
training as a driver since pilots were no longer 
needed.  Driving wasn't much trouble since he'd 
worked in a garage before joining up and managing 
a road vehicle must have been easy after doing it in 
three dimensions.  Anyway, he bought my 
engagement ring with his 21st birthday money and 
was posted to Italy a couple of months later.  We 
wrote to each other every single day and I've always 
believed that was how we really got to know each 
other.  Brian wasn't much of a talker – he told me 
that he didn't sleep the night before he first took me 
out trying to think of topics of conversation, and of 
course I just chatter on.   
 

 
 
‘Here’s the smash. What do you think of it?’
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11. 
It was wonderful when the killing stopped.  But 
otherwise things stayed very difficult, if not worse.  
Food and other rationing stayed tight, fuel was 
scarce, and we often had electricity cuts when the 
power station ran out of coal.   
 
The troops stayed on in Europe until each nation 
was able to re-establish its own government.  But 
the British and USA kept a large presence in 
Germany for some time.  Indeed, there are still 
bases there to this day.  But gradually the men and 
women began to come home.  The technical term 
was demobilisation soon shortened to 'demob'.  
They got a set of civilian clothing known as the 
'demob suit' - which got replaced as soon as 
possible.   
 
Coming home was not always easy.  Children 
sometimes resented the strange man called 'Dad' 
who came to live in the house.  They had often 
forgotten him or in some cases had never known 
him.  Marriages had broken up, either one or the 
other had met someone else, or they had simply 
drifted apart.   
 
There was a severe housing shortage, courtesy of 
the Luftwaffe, and prefabricated houses were put up 
as a temporary measure until re-building began.  
They were so cosy and convenient that lots of 
people were reluctant to leave and they stayed long 
after the 20 years they were designed for.  The 
Luftwaffe had done people a favour in destroying so 
many poor and nasty houses.  Now everyone had 
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enough bedrooms and there was a bathroom.  The 
re-building meant there was plenty of work for 
everyone and over time as well so poverty began to 
disappear along with shortages and rationing.  
There was great rejoicing when the first banana 
boat for years sailed into Liverpool.  There were 
children already at school who had never tasted one 
so that cargo was kept exclusively for kids!   
 
During the war party politics disappeared.  Churchill, 
Tory, was Prime Minister but Clem Atlee, Labour, 
his Deputy.  And the government ministries were 
likewise divided amongst the parties.  For instance,, 
the lads conscripted into the mines were called 
'Bevin boys' after Earnest Bevin, Labour.  The 
garden air-raid shelters were called 'Morrison 
shelters’ after Herbert Morrison, also Labour and 
Peter Mandleson's granddad, and no doubt 
spinning in his grave.   
 
So now we had an election.  I didn't yet have a vote.  
It was arranged that troops serving overseas should 
be able to vote if eligible – that is over twenty-one.  
The Tories expected to win.  After all, Churchill had 
been an inspiring leader throughout the war years.  
But the electorate thought differently.  We had got 
used to working together to a common end, and 
used to sharing resources on an equal basis. 
Labour won by a landslide.  We got the National 
Health Service, free in all particulars – lots of people 
got glasses and false teeth they had never been 
able to afford and now they could eat and see 
properly.  This was the Welfare State taking care of 
us in sickness and in health from the cradle to the 
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grave.  We got the Education Act, free secondary 
schools for all and free university education for 
those who qualified with grants for those who 
couldn’t afford books and living expenses. There 
was nationalisation of the whole transport system, 
the mines, all public services like electricity, gas and 
so on. Oh, Brave New World!  
 
As for us? Well, Brian came home, bringing pure 
silk stockings for me, a silk bedspread (which I still 
have) for us and bottles of Asti Spumante for the 
wedding. And so, like all the best stories, we were 
married and lived happily ever after.  
 
 
 
 
 
Shepley, Huddersfield 
2007 
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Meltham Parish Church, September 20th 1947 
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Also from the album 

 

 

 

 
 

The four Daniels  
(from left, Brian, Clarence, Ivy, Maurice) 

 
‘Some lads who had just had time to grow up after their 
fathers coming back from the First World War were just 

in time to fight in the next.’   
 

Grandad Clarence Daniel was invalidated out of the 
first war having been shot in the leg in action.  
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Mabel Adcock, mum’s babysitter 
 

 

 
 

Amy Stanley (centre). 
 Mum’s boss at the Children’s Home after the war. 

(Note the NHS glasses) 
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Torquay 1949 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 


