
A York Civic 
Trust/Explore 
York Libraries 
and Archives 

education  
pack

TEACHER PACK

York in  
the Second 

World  
War



A York Civic Trust/Explore York Libraries and Archives educational resource pack PAGE 2

TEACHER PACK

TEACHER’S NOTE: HOW TO USE THIS WORKPACK
This workpack has been designed to be easy to use and as flexible as possible. It comes in both a print and digital format. The digital pack - available at yorkcivictrust.co.uk/home/education/ks2-education-packs/ - includes a greater range of case studies and authentic material.

The idea is for you to use as much or as little of the pack as you like. It is aimed at Key Stage 2, but can be used for any classes/age groups that you think appropriate. There is a students’ version of the pack, and also a teachers’ version, which includes extra notes, suggestions and background information.
The pack uses authentic materials, including photographs, documents, newspaper reports and case studies, to show how the Second World War affected the people of York.Questions are used to get your pupils thinking about these materials, about what life was like during the Second World War in York and for York people, and about how their own lives compare to the lives of the people whose stories are told here. The questions are open-ended, and designed to provoke interest, thought and debate. 

You can use these questions and the associated materials however you like: to spark class discussions or debates, to promote drama sessions, to stimulate children’s imaginations for a writing exercise, or as the starting point for research projects on local history.

The workpack is colour-coded. The main text is in black Franklin Gothic for easy reading. Case studies are designed to stand out and appear separate from the main text. In the teachers’ pack, notes for teachers (which contain background information which you may want to present to children in your own way and in your own words) are in blue.
York Explore’s online archive of historic photographs of York is a great resource. It can  be searched, free of charge, from any computer linked to the internet: simply visit:  www.imagineyork.co.uk
Children can be encouraged to search this archive looking for more photographs of York.You are free to use, share, copy or redistribute the material in this pack in any way you want for educational purposes relating to school. However, please remember many of the images are covered by copyright. These images, and the pack itself, should not be used for commercial purposes. When using the pack or material from it, please give appropriate credit, in accordance with the principles of creative commons:  https://creativecommons.org
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Look at the photo.
In the early morning of 29 April 1942,  
many bombs were dropped on the city of  
York from German aeroplanes flying overhead.  
By the time the bombing stopped and the 
‘final all clear’ sounded it was about 4.45am.
As a result of the air-raid a total of 115 people 
– more than 90 civilian men, women and 
children in the city and its  
suburbs, plus some British  
military personnel and 6  
German flyers - had been  
killed, or were so badly  
injured they later died. 

What do 
you think 
happened 

here?

Do you  
recognise 

this famous 
York  

building?

SUGGESTED ACTIVITY
You may like to start a word wall displaying all the new vocabulary and definitions linked to this 

topic. Encourage the class to add to it as they come across words which are new to them. (They could always do this on post it notes in order to avoid duplication and to keep the wall tidy!) At the end of the topic, you could give the children a word search to reinforce their learning. (There are many word search 
generators available on the 

internet).

TEACHER’S 
NOTE:

Explain what ‘all 
clear’ means, and 
how the ‘all clear’ 

was sounded.

York Railway Station after the air raids of 29 April 1942.
Photo: attribution uncertain
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‘The worst night in York’s  
modern history’

Photos: The Press, York

Here are some more  
photographs…

Do you  
recognise 

these  
streets or 
buildings?

Where 
are 

they?

Why  
do you  

think this  
happened?

What do  
you think the 
men standing 
below him are 

thinking?

What do  
you think the 
man standing  
at the top of  
the ladder  
is doing?

What do 
you think 
has just 

happened?
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The German bombing of York in the early morning of 
29April, 1942, has come to be known as the Baedeker 
Raid. It is remembered as the worst night in York’s 
modern history.

But why 
did the 

Germans 
bomb 
York?

TEACHER’S NOTE:
On 28 March, 1942, the Royal Air Force bombed the 

German city of Lűbeck. More than 1,000 people were 

killed and the historic ‘Old Town’, primarily made up 

of old wooden buildings, was all but destroyed by 

incendiary bombs. Hitler was furious. He ordered a 

series of reprisal attacks on British cities. The raids on 

British cities such as York, Bath, Exeter, Canterbury and 

Norwich which followed became known as the Baedeker 

raids, after a spokesman for the German Foreign Office 

linked the attacks with the German Baedeker guides to 

beautiful historic cities. There is more detail on the raids 
later in this pack.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITY

Be a camera lens! 
Begin by asking the class to write down what they can SEE in the picture. They can work on their own or in pairs and the idea is to encourage close observation. 
Then zoom the lens out metaphorically and ask them to DEDUCE what they think has happened. Encourage different levels of detail, from “a bomb has dropped” to “the people on the far left of the picture may be talking about what they heard in the night”.
Next, zoom out again and ask the class to write down what QUESTIONS they have about the picture and what may be puzzling them. What happened just before the picture was taken? Who was first on the scene? How did the pilot who dropped the bomb feel as he flew away? Have there been any casualties? What emotions do the people in the picture have, etc.

Come together as a class to share ideas.
This exercise will encourage curiosity, inquiry, structured thinking and interpretation. 
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In the 20th century there were two  
‘world wars’. Millions of people  
were killed in each of these wars,  
and the fighting spread to many  
different countries. The first of these  
wars lasted from 1914 to 1918.  
Although it was fought mostly in  
Europe, people called it the First  
World War (World War 1).
The Second World War lasted from 1939 to 1945. 
It was fought in Europe, in the Soviet Union, 
North Africa and in Asia. 

The Second World War

The Second World War was fought by two groups of 
countries: The Allies and the Axis Powers. 
Britain fought on the Allied side, along with France, 
Australia, Canada, New Zealand, India, the Soviet 
Union, China and the United States of America.  
Italy, Japan, and Germany  
were on the Axis side.  
The two sides were  
enemies.

Why do  
you think so 
many people 

might have been 
fighting each 

other?

Why do you 
think the two 

wars were 
called ‘world 

wars’?

TEACHER’S 
NOTE: 
Explain  

‘The Allies’ and 
‘The Axis Powers’

Why do  
you think  
the two  

sides were  
enemies?

What does 
‘enemies’ 
mean? 
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Look at the poster.

VOCAB: “Tyranny”: cruel and controlling government or rule; a state 
under cruel and controlling government

The Second World War was one of the largest and most 
devastating wars in world history, with over 60 million people 
killed.

What are 
the men 

carrying?

What  
was the  
British 

Commonwealth?

Can you 
recognize 
any of the 

flags?

Who do 
you think 
they are?

What 
can you 
see in it?

What 
are they 
wearing?

Do you 
know who 
the Nazis 

were?

Why did  
it want to 

destroy the 
Nazis?
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Here are two more posters.

© IWM PST 14812

©IWM PST 15708         

What do  
you think 

these posters 

were for?
How do 

they make 
you feel?

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
You could include a session on 
propaganda and how it works, 

using these posters as an 
example, and other examples 

from modern life. How is 
propaganda different from 

advertising?
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITY: 
Get children to research some of the 

other uses of the swastika.
According to the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, 

the swastika is a symbol that was 
widely used for thousands of years, 
long before it was adopted by the 
Nazis. The word itself comes from 
the Sanskrit svastika, which means 

“good fortune” or “well-being.” The 
motif (a hooked cross) appears to 
have first been used in Eurasia, as 
early as 7000 years ago, perhaps 
representing the movement of the 
sun through the sky. To this day, 

it is a sacred symbol in Hinduism, 
Buddhism, Jainism, and Odinism. 
It is a common sight on temples 
or houses in India or Indonesia. 
Swastikas also have an ancient 

history in Europe, appearing 
on artifacts from pre-Christian 

European cultures.

TEACHER’S NOTE: Nazi Germany is the widely-used name given to Germany between 1933 and 1945. “Nazi” is a short form of the official name ‘Nationalsozialismus’, or in English the National Socialist Workers’ Party. Nazi Germany was the period when Adolf Hitler’s Nazi Party controlled Germany. It is also sometimes called the Third Reich (German: Drittes Reich) which means The Third Empire or Third Realm.

The Nazis

While Germany wanted to  
control Europe, on the  
other side of the world,  
Japan wanted to control  
Asia and the Pacific Ocean. 
In 1937 Japan invaded  
China. Then, in 1939,  
Germany invaded Poland. In response, France 
and Britain declared war on Germany. This was 
the beginning of the Second World War.

Do you 
recognize 
this flag? 

Do you 
know 

what it is 
called?Who used 

it during 
the war?

Germany was ruled by Adolf Hitler  
and the Nazi Party. Hitler wanted Germany to 
control Europe, so that his own people could 
take more land on which to live and build.

Why do  
you think 
Germany 

wanted more 
land?

What  
would they 
do with the 

land?

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
Explain the idea 
of ‘Lebensraum’. 

Lebensraum, literally 
‘living space’, is 

the territory which 
a group or state or 
nation believes is 

needed for its natural 
development.
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The Battle of Britain
If you had lived in York in 1939, it might have seemed that in the first few 
months of the war not much was happening. But then, in 1940, Germany 
decided it needed to invade Britain. The Germans had already conquered most 
of Europe, including France. Britain was the only major European country left to 
fight them. But to invade Britain, the Germans had to send their army across the 
English Channel in special troop ships. That would be dangerous – especially 
if the British aeroplanes of the Royal Air Force (RAF) were able to attack the 
German troop ships from the air. So Hitler decided that before invading Britain, 
he would need to destroy the RAF. He sent his own German air force, the 
Luftwaffe, to do this. He wanted to bomb British air bases to destroy them. The 
RAF tried to protect its air bases. The Battle of Britain began. 

TEACHER’S NOTE: THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN•	 The Battle of Britain began on 10 July 1940.
•	 It is known as the first major battle to have taken place using only air forces. 
•	 Although there were more German pilots in the sky, the British had the advantages of flying over their homeland, defending their territory, and using radar to detect German planes and movement.•	 Knowing when and where the German planes were gave the RAF an advantage because they could prepare their own flight path and get their planes in the air to help.
•	 On 30 October 1940, the Battle of Britain ended.•	 Hitler decided that it was too risky to continue attacking the British in the sky because the RAF was too strong and well equipped. •	 The Battle of Britain was a turning point in the war because Germany had not lost a battle before they tried to invade Britain.•	 It is estimated that around 1,000 British planes were shot down during the battle, while over 1,800 German planes were destroyed.•	 Luftwaffe is German for ‘air weapon’.
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TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The photograph shows a 
German Heinkel He 111 

bomber flying over the Isle of 
Dogs in the East End of London 

at the start of the Luftwaffe’s 
evening raids on 7 September 
1940, the first day of the Blitz.

What do you  
think the people 

on the ground felt 
as they saw these 
German bomber 

planes flying  
overhead?

What do 
you think 
they did?

Does it  
remind you 
of a popular 
TV show?

Who do  
you think 
took this 

photograph? Where 
is it?

What  
can you see 

in this  
photo?
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Eventually, after more than three months of fighting in the air, in which 
thousands of aeroplanes were shot down on each side, the Germans gave 
up. They realised that, even though the German air force was bigger, the RAF 
was too strong and well equipped to defeat. Britain’s Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill publicly thanked the young pilots of the RAF in a famous speech. 
“Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to 
so few,” he said.

Thanking ‘the few’:  
Sir Winston Churchill:  
commons.wikimedia.org
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Not all fighter pilots who defended the skies above Britain during the Battle 
of Britain and later in the war were British. Some of them were refugees from 
France or Poland. When their own countries were invaded by the Nazis, they 
fled here to Britain to continue the fight. One of these was the Free French pilot 
Yves Mahé, who helped save York from German bombers on the night of the 
Baedeker Raid.

The dangerous life  
of a fighter pilot

CASE STUDY

Yves Mahé, Free French fighter pilot  
who helped defend York during the  
1942 Baedeker Raid

In the early hours of 29 April 1942, a fleet of 

German bombers arrived in the skies above 

York.

For more than 90 minutes during what became 

known as the ‘Baedeker Raid’ they rained 
down 84 tonnes of incendiary and high 
explosive bombs, setting the city ablaze. More than 90 civilians died, 

more than 200 were injured and it was estimated that 9,500 houses 

were destroyed or damaged.

Many public buildings were also severely damaged, including the 

medieval Guildhall and the church of St Martin le Grand in Coney Street. 

The old Rowntree factory in North Street was burned to the ground; the 

railway station was badly damaged and the incoming King’s Cross to 

Edinburgh train crowded with service personnel took a direct hit. Also 

hit were Clifton Aerodrome; St Peter’s School; Queen Anne Grammar 

School for Girls; the Manor School, Marygate and the Bar Convent, 

where the building collapsed killing five nuns.

Four RAF stations had been tasked with defending York - including 

RAF Hibaldstow, where 253 Squadron had a number of Free French Air 

Force pilots. Among them was a young Pilot Officer, Yves Mahé.
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITY: 
Imagine you were an RAF pilot during the Battle of Britain, how do you think you would 

have felt?
Imagine you were a civilian during the Battle of Britain? Would you have been scared? What do you think you and your family would have done? Would you have been grateful to 

the RAF? 
Imagine you are Yves Mahé. You are writing a letter to your family in France the day after helping to save York from German bombers. 

Describe what York looked like from the air, and how you felt when you went to fight the German bombers. Did you feel afraid? 
Excited? Guilty?

SUGGESTED CLASS  
ACTIVITY: 

Go to visit the plaque to Yves 
Mahé. It is in Coney Street, 
opposite the entrance to St 

Martin’s church. The children 
might also want to visit the 
church – you could take a 

photograph of what it looked 
like after it had been bombed 

with you.

CASE STUDY  CONTINUED

Mahé was born in Nantes, France, in November 1919. He qualified as 

a civilian pilot and then joined the French Air Force. During the Second 

World War, as German troops advanced across France he refused to 

accept his country’s defeat. Joining the Free French forces he made 

his escape on a stolen plane, first to Gibraltar then on to England, 

where he was reunited with his brother, also a pilot.

By April 1942, at the age of 23, Mahé was serving with 253 Squadron. 

On that fateful early morning of 29 April, he saw the city of York ablaze 

from a distance. He set off alone with all eight machine guns of his 

Hawker Hurricane blazing and shot down a Heinkel bomber in flames 

over the River Ouse. The bombers had been lining up to attack the 

main Rowntree factory but then retreated. Although Mahé received 

support from other aircraft which followed, it is thought to have been 

his lone intervention which set the attackers in retreat.

Mahé is honoured in York today with a blue plaque on Coney Street, 

opposite St Martin’s Church, which was badly damaged in the 

Baedeker Raid.
From an article in the York Press, August 2018

TEACHER’S 
NOTE: 

Explain the  
‘Free French’
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After war was declared on Germany, on 3 September 1939, life in York began to 
gradually change. Food began to run out in shops, and people who were fright-
ened of being hungry began to hoard foods which could be kept easily, such 
as tinned food and sugar. This meant food ran out even more quickly. To try to 
make food last longer, the government introduced rationing. This limited the 
amount of food each person could have. Each family was given a ration book.

VOCAB: “Ration”: During wartime, supplies of food often run short. 
This happened in Britain during the Second World War. Some foods 
were in such short supply that the government restricted the amount of 
food each person could have. This restricted quantity of food allowed 
to each person was your ration. Ration books were issued which 
contained tear-out vouchers that you could use to exchange for your 
weekly ration of bread, or milk, or butter.

York in the Second World War

Courtesy of Explore York Libraries and Archives © City of York Council
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Courtesy of Explore York Libraries and Archives 
© City of York CouncilLook at the pages from the  

ration book above.

SUGGESTED  
ACTIVITY: 

Ration lunch exercise: 
have lunch as a class, 
eating only food that 

would have been issued 
as rations during the 

Second World War. Be 
sure and stick to the 
quantities provided! 

Who did 
this book 
belong to?

Where 
did he 
live?

What kinds 
of food was 
he allowed 

to eat?

In your  
family, who  

decides what 
you are allowed 

to eat?

Do you think 
you would 

enjoy eating 
this food?
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Do you  
or your  

parents grow 

vegetables?

Where  
do you 

think they 
are?

Dig for Victory

‘A civilian walks past a large horizontal ‘Dig for Victory’ poster, which can 
be seen on railings somewhere in London.’ Photo ©IWM D650A 

To try to make sure there  
was more food for everyone, 
the government launched a 
‘Dig for Victory’ campaign.  
It asked people to grow  
vegetables instead of flowers  
in their gardens and in public parks.

Look at the photo.

Look at the photo.

What do  

you think the 

phrase ‘Dig 

for Victory’ 
meant? 

‘School boys pick vegetables which they have grown 
as part of their lessons at the local school in Knighton-
on-Teme in 1943.’ Photo: © IWM (D 17504)

Can you  
see what 

the children 

are doing?

What do 
you think 

the children 
would do 

with them?

Would you 
like to have 

helped 
them?

Do you 
have a 

garden?

What  
vegetables 
can you 

see?



A York Civic Trust/Explore York Libraries and Archives educational resource pack PAGE 18

TEACHER PACK

In York today we have a campaign 
called ‘Edible York’. There are 
several ‘public gardens’ which 
grow vegetables that anyone can 
eat.

Michelle Burns, left, Chloe Smee and Jamie 
Searl at the Edible York site next to the York 

Barbican in 2014. Photo: York Press

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The photo shows schoolboys 
picking vegetables which they 

have grown as part of their 
lessons at the local school in 

Knighton-on-Teme in the Malvern 
Hills, Worcestershire, in 1943. 

These vegetables, grown in the 
school garden, provided part of 

the day’s lunchtime meal. 

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
Here’s a link to  

find out more about 
Edible York:  

edibleyork.org.uk

Is there an 
Edible York 

garden 
near you?



A York Civic Trust/Explore York Libraries and Archives educational resource pack PAGE 19

TEACHER PACK

What can 
you see in 

them?

The need for metal
As the war progressed, it wasn’t only food that began to run out. The 
government also needed metal, to make the guns, weapons, aeroplanes, tanks 
and ships it needed to fight the war.
There was a national campaign to find metal. Ordinary people donated 
everything from pots and pans, and cities like York even gave things like public 
railings that had lined many streets.

Look at the photos:

Courtesy of Explore 
York Libraries and 
Archives © City of 

York Council

The ‘funny-shaped object’ is a tank which had been used in the First World War.
After the First World War ended in 1918, the tank was presented to the people 
of York by the government. This is because during the First World War the 
people of York had donated money to buy weapons, such as tanks.
For many years the tank stood in York’s Tower Gardens as a monument to the 
First World War. But at the start of the Second World War even this was melted 
down to make new weapons.

Do you know 

where these 

photographs 

were taken?

Do you know 
what the big, 
funny-shaped 

object is?
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Do you  
notice  

anything  
unusual 
about it?

Another prominent landmark  
which disappeared was the two  
cannon memorial at the Blue 
Bridge in York. These cannon 
dated from the Crimean War 
and had stood at either side 
of the bridge for decades as a 
memorial to that war. You can 
see them in the photo, which 
dates from about 1892. But 
they, too, were melted down 
as scrap metal in the Second 
World War.

Courtesy of Explore York Libraries and Archives © City of York Council

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The Crimean War of 1853-1856 
was a war between the Russian 

Empire and a group of allied 
nations including Britain, France 
and the Ottoman Empire (today’s 

Turkey), who wanted to stop 
Russian power growing too great. 
Russia was defeated. The famous 
Charge of the Light Brigade took 

place during the Crimean War.

Why do 
you think 
it looks 

different 
now?

Do you  
recognise 

this  
bridge?

SUGGESTED ACTIVITY
Get children to think about 

metal objects in and around 
their house, and also in and 

around York.
If there was a war today, what 
metal would they be able to 

donate?

SUGGESTED 
ACTIVITY

Can you find a 
street in York 
where houses 

are missing their 
railings?
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Local historian Van Wilson’s book The Story Of Terry’s includes interviews with 
several people who worked at Terry’s during the war. Here are their memories:

York prepares for war
The war affected York in many other ways than ration books, digging for victory 
and collecting metal. Many of the city’s factories were converted from their 
normal use so that they could produce things useful in wartime. They included 
the city’s two biggest chocolate factories, Rowntree’s and Terry’s.
Much of Rowntree’s office block on Haxby Road was taken over by the Royal 
Army Pay Corps. Instead of making chocolates, the cream department was 
used to make ammunition, and also Ryvita and dried egg. Secretly, the gum 
department was used to make fuses for bombs. The Terry’s factory, meanwhile, 
was taken over by F. Hills and Son, a company which made propeller blades. 

Terry’s workers before the war.  
From: The Story of Terry’s, by Van Wilson 
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CASE STUDY

Betty Metcalfe:

 “The men could volunteer to fire-watch  
and females used to staff the telephones at the weekend.  

And we had the doubtful pleasure of putting the siren on when we got 

the red signal, on top of the five-storey block. It was an electric one, you 

just pressed the button and it started wailing away.

“We were all issued with steel helmets. Well, me in a steel helmet was a 

sight to behold because they weren’t like the army ones with a strap on 

the back, they were very much deeper and had a wide brim.

“Then along came the aircraft people, Hills, who made laminated 

aeroplane blades (for propellers), and repaired them. The smell was 

appalling, like concentrated nail varnish. …They used to bring RAF low 

loaders up Bishopthorpe Road to the factory with blades in various 

states of brokenness.

“I was there when a plane crashed on Nunthorpe estates. Our office 

was on the Bishopthorpe side. We knew the planes were going out, 

then we heard this tremendous crash and the next thing we knew, the 

sky was full of debris…We saw some of the airmen coming down in 

parachutes. There were machine gun bullets whizzing all over, right past 

Terry’s… We just got  
outside on to the back  
of the office block and  
the petrol tanks of the  
plane went up. Well,  
I’ve never heard  
anything like it. It was  
horrifying.”

CASE STUDY 
Cissie Colley: 
Cissie recalled making propeller blades at Terry’s. 
“It had to be a certain amount of varnish on, and if you got more, you had to scrape it off. We were so tired. You’d to go seven days a week, if they wanted you on a Sunday you had to go in.
“They dropped all the rules and regulations about labour, there was no bank holidays. It was terribly important because they were losing a lot of aeroplanes.”

Why was  

Rowntree’s 

being used to 

make Ryvita 

and dried  
egg?

Why do 
you think 
they were 

being made 
in York?

What were 
propeller 

blades used 
for?

What do  
you think the 
Royal Army 
Pay Corps 

was?
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A changing city
Look at the 
photo.

Names carved into the mirror at 
Betty’s café in York. Photo: Betty’s

This is the mirror at 
Betty’s Café in the 
centre of York.
By 1941, the city 
was truly changing. 
It was filled with 
people who had 
come to Britain from 
other parts of the 
world: refugees from 
Europe, and soldiers 
and airmen from the 
Commonwealth.
An entire group of Canadian Airmen from the Royal Canadian Air Force were 
based at RAF Linton-on-Ouse. They often liked to come into York to relax when 
they were not on duty. The Oak Room in the basement of Betty’s Café became 
their favourite place. Many of them carved their names in a mirror with a special 
pen. You can still see their names today.

Do you 
know 

what it 
is? 

Have  
you been  
to Betty’s  

to see the  
mirror?

Why do  
you think the 

soldiers wanted 
to write their 
names on the 

mirror?

Have you 
ever written 
your name 
somewhere 
unusual?

Why 
did you 
do it?
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITY.
Encourage the class to look closely at the mirror and see if they can make out the two names on the left, which appear to be Ken Roddy and Reg Coultas, then get them to create the back story which led up to the men scratching their names there. 

You could ask a series of questions and each child could write down her or his response. For example:
We know the men were Canadian and based at RAF Linton-on-Ouse. How old may they have been? How long had they been in the country? Were they excited to be taking part in the war or homesick for their families in Canada? What day of the week is it when they visit and what time? Did they have to queue to get in? Was this their first visit to Betty’s or had they heard about it from other airmen? Perhaps they had heard there are lots of friendly waitresses! 

They were shown to a table beneath the mirror. Would they catch their own reflection and admire how they looked? Were Ken and Reg the first to inscribe the mirror? Who suggested it and why would they do it? They would have needed something very hard to scratch the mirror. What do you think they may have used? (One theory is that they borrowed the engagement ring of their waitress!) 

Once they had written their names, what do you think the reaction of the manager of Betty’s would have been? (Another story suggests that Frederick Belmont, the owner of Betty’s at the time, was inspired by a similar mirror on the liner The Queen Mary which had the names of celebrities scratched on it. He wanted the names of REAL celebrities – the men who helped protect York and the rest of the country – to be remembered).
Once the class have their back story, you could use it in several ways.
Role play the event as a drama activity.
Storyboard it.

Write the script of the conversation between the two men.
Imagine Reg and Ken return as old men to re-visit York and see their signatures. Write a list of questions you would ask them about their memories of their time here, or interview them for local radio.
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A Canadian airman in York

From The Northern Echo, 23 October 2017

Sprightly 95-year-old veteran airman travels to RAF Linton-on-

Ouse from Canada

A sprightly 95-year-old air force veteran made a nostalgic trip to North 

Yorkshire for an anniversary celebration.

Flight Lieutenant Harry Hopkins, of the 426 Squadron Royal Canadian 

Air Force, made a trip to RAF Dishforth this week to mark the 75th 

anniversary of the squadron’s formation in 1942.

Harry, a former navigator, trained at Dishforth and served with the 

squadron at RAF Linton-on-Ouse where he completed 32 bombing 

missions and was awarded a Distinguished Flying Cross and French 

Croix de Guerre.

For this week’s occasion he was flown across the Atlantic in a 

Canadian Air Force C130 Hercules with his grandson Chris, a current 

serving pilot in the Canadian air force and 18 other past and present 

members of the squadron, including their present commanding officer, 

Colonel Brent Hoddinott.

During their stay, Harry and his colleagues took part in 

commemorative events in Linton-on-Ouse, Newton-on-Ouse, 

Dishforth and Stonefall Cemetery in Harrogate.

The group visited the Yorkshire Air Museum at Elvington near York, 

where Harry re-acquainted himself with a Halifax bomber - the type he 

flew during the war – and even found a picture of himself and his crew 

taken in 1944.

The trip was rounded off with a pint at the Alice Hawthorne pub at 

Nun Monkton, a popular social venue for Canadian aircrew during the 

Second World War.

Reflecting on the visit, Colonel Hodinott said the warm welcome they 

had received at all the places they had visited was “truly amazing” and 

showed that the strong links between the Canadians and the people 

of North Yorkshire, forged in Second World War, were still as strong as 

ever.
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There was also a Free French bomber squadron stationed at RAF Elvington. 
The French airmen from Elvington would often come into York to enjoy a night 
out on the town.

CASE STUDY

Francis Usai and  
Barbara Rigby

During the Second World 
War, a Free French air force 
sergeant stationed with a 
Halifax bomber squadron 
at RAF Elvington fell in love 
with an English girl from  
Liverpool. Their story  
was told in an article  
in the York Press…

A wartime romance
The photographs show an attractive couple: a dark-haired young 

woman with extraordinarily intense eyes and a handsome young man 

with the soulful look of a poet.

She was Barbara Rigby, a teenage student living with her parents in 

Liverpool. He was Francis Usai – a Free French airman stationed with 

a Halifax bomber squadron at RAF Elvington.

Their wartime romance was the stuff of Hollywood films. And it 

continues to resonate 70 years on, thanks to an extraordinary diary 

and a collection of letters which Barbara kept with her all her life.

Over the course of two years, during which he flew countless 

missions over occupied Germany from his base at Elvington, Francis 

wrote more than 350 letters to his “Barbiche”, as he called Barbara.

In her private journal, meanwhile, Barbara recorded her meetings with 

Francis, and her desperate fears for his safety as he flew mission after 

mission.

Sgt Francis Usai, left, and the 
young Barbara Rigby. 

Photos: Yorkshire Air Museum 
& Allied Air Forces Memorial
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CASE STUDY (CONTINUED)

She was right to be worried. Francis was a gunner; part of the seven-

man crew of a Halifax with one of the two Free French bomber 

squadrons based at Elvington.

It was a dangerous life. Between June 1944 and October 1945, the 

two squadrons flew more than 2,800 sorties. Forty-one aircraft were 

lost, and 216 airmen were killed – half the French aircrew at the base.

Two of Francis’s closest friends were among those who lost their lives. 

And on 4 January 1945, Barbara received the news she had been 

dreading: Francis’s plane was missing.

She took to her bed for two days. “I feel numb, I don’t know what to 

do,” she confided to her diary.

Francis survived, although his back was badly injured. But sadly, there 

was to be no happy ever after.

Conditions at the end of the war made it too complicated for a French 

airman and an English girl to be together.

At Christmas 1947, Barbara received a card from Francis saying he 

would never forget her and that he would always love her.

But they both went on to marry other people. Francis had two children, 

worked for Shell near Paris for many years, and died of cancer in 1996.

Barbara married a British army officer. They lived in Uganda, and in 

1962 moved to Australia.

The diary and letters came to light while the Yorkshire Air Museum was 

helping French film-maker Genevieve Monneris make a documentary 

about the French bomber squadrons based at Elvington during the 

war.

Between them, Barbara’s diary and Francis’ passionate letters provide 

an unforgettable portrait of a Britain at war – as well as a true love 

story.

VOCAB: “Sortie”: An attack made by 
troops or aircraft coming out from a 
base or a position of defence
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York was surrounded by air bases, including 
those at Elvington, Pocklington, Driffield and 
Linton-on-Ouse. Many were used by bomber 
squadrons which were sent to bomb Germany. 
At Clifton Moor there was even a special base 
for repairing bombers. It was known as York 
Aircraft Repair Depot. It could completely repair 
a Halifax bomber in about eight weeks.
One of the air bases that was used in the war, 
at Elvington, has now been turned into the 
Yorkshire Air Museum. 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES: 
Take the children on a field 
trip to see the Yorkshire Air 

Museum.
Lots of streets in Clifton are 

named after the RAF,  wartime planes, or the history of flight generally. Get the children to list as many of them as they can.
They include: Hurricane Way, 
Stirling Road, Amy Johnson Way, George Cayley Drive – and, of course, the Flying Legends 

pub

Extracts from one of Francis’ letters to Barbara, written in 

October 1944 and describing a night out in York that he shared 

with three other friends, fellow French airmen Jacques Leclerc 

and Henri Martin, and Henri’s English wife Pat. The four referred 

to themselves as ‘the famous quartet’:

“Two nights ago, the famous quartet was seen wandering in the 

streets of York, singing and almost dancing while the flabbergasted 

passers-by looked on. It was a wonderful evening – but without you it 

was incomplete.

We first went for aperitifs. Once these had made us joyful, being in 

high spirits, we headed for the Grand Hotel and sang Ma Pomme and 

other melodious ditties of that sort. We drank another aperitif. Then in 

the dining room we naturally asked for the wine list.

No sooner had we started eating than I got up with great dignity 

and said that I had an urgent phone call to make. Eventually the two 

famous sergeants (Jacques and Henri) followed me to the phone 

booth to the great distress of the head-waiter, who imagined we didn’t 

like his cuisine and were just about to leave. You know the rest: I 

phoned, we phoned, you spoke to Jacques for the first time.

We found ourselves in the streets again, walking towards the dance-

hall, locking each other’s arms and blocking the whole width of the 

pavement, so that no-one could pass in the opposite direction.”
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Of course, many young men from York were serving as soldiers in the war. They 
were sent all over the world: to Europe, Africa and even the Far East, including 
India, Burma and Singapore. 
Among the local regiments which fought in the Second World War were the 
King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry, the Green Howards, the East Riding 
Yeomanry and the West Yorkshire Regiment. HMS York served the Royal Navy 
until it was sunk off Crete in May 1941 with the loss of two crew.
The 1st and 2nd Battalions of the West Yorkshire Regiment played a key role in 
lifting the siege at Imphal in Burma, now Myanmar, in 1944.  Recognising this 
achievement, the council renamed the Fulford Army quarters in York the Imphal 
Barracks.  
While the men of York were fighting overseas, their friends and family back 
home did not forget about them.
Here is a letter 
the Lord Mayor 
of York, Edna 
Annie Crichton, 
sent on 5 
May 1942, to 
soldiers from 
York who were 
fighting in 
India:

York men on the frontline

Courtesy of Explore 
York Libraries and 

Archives © City of York 
Council
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Transcript
5th May, 1942
To the Citizens of York serving in India

“As Lord Mayor of York, it gives me very real  

pride and pleasure to send you the greetings of your fellow citizens at 

home, and to assure you that they have during the past week proved 

themselves worthy of the best traditions of our ancient and noble city.

You have travelled many, many miles in the service of your country, 

which is no less the service of the City of your birth, and we hope and 

pray that your service, so willingly given, may help to bring that just 

and lasting peace which we all desire so much, and which by God’s 

blessing will result from our certain victory.

In its long history York has suffered greatly on more than one occasion, 

and now in its present grievous suffering our thoughts turn naturally 

and affectionately to those of our sons and daughters who are abroad. 

We realise to the full your anxiety for our sake, but would say to you, 

do not worry unduly. Be sure that we shall be as steadfast as you 

would wish us to be, that we shall remain calm and courageous, and 

be sure moreover that those you love will be well cared for, and that all 

that can be done for their protection and succour will be done lovingly 

and well.

Once more I give you our greetings and best wishes. Eagerly we look 

forward to the day, perhaps soon to come, when we shall welcome you 

home to your own City.”

TEACHER’S NOTE: During the Second World War, India was controlled by Britain. British India officially declared war on Nazi Germany in September 1939 and sent over two and a half million soldiers to fight under British command against the Axis powers. India also provided the base for operations in support of China in Burma. Both the 1st and 2nd battalions of the West Yorkshire Regiment served in the Far East throughout the Burma Campaign. The 2nd Battalion served with the 9th Indian Infantry Brigade from November 1940. There was an Independence movement in India during the war and the “Quit India” campaign in August 1942, tens of thousands of its leaders were imprisoned by the British until 1945. India gained independence from Britain not long after the war ended, in August 1947.

Why do you 
think the Lord 
Mayor wrote 
to soldiers in 

India?

How do you 

think they would 

have felt when 

they received  

his letter?
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The Baedeker Raids
Look at the photo

Britain was sending aircraft to bomb cities in Germany. And Germany was doing 
the same, sending its bombers to bomb cities in our country. These attacks 
were known as air raids.
In the first two years of the war, there were several small air raids on York. In 
one, the city gas works was hit. But there had not been a major air raid, until 29 
April 1942.
You’ll remember, right at the beginning of this pack, we talked about the night of 
the 29 April 1942, when York had its worst night in all the five years of the war. 
This attack became known as the York Baedeker Raid. 

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The photograph shows the locomotive ‘Sir Ralph Wedgwood’, a sister-engine of the famous ‘Mallard’.  It was in the engine shed at York North (formal name the North Locomotive Power Depot) being maintained - but received a direct hit by a bomb and was damaged beyond repair.  The engine shed later became the Great Hall of the National Railway Museum. You will find a plaque marking this event on the floor of the Great Hall close to the turntable.  Photographs like this are rare, workers were forbidden to publicise damage to essential war services like railways.

What  
do you 

think has 
happened?

What 
can you 

see?
 The photograph shows the locomotive 

‘Sir Ralph Wedgwood’, a sister-engine of 
the famous ‘Mallard’.  It was in the  

engine shed at York North (formal name 
the North Locomotive Power Depot) 

being maintained - but received a direct 
hit by a bomb and was damaged beyond 

repair.  The engine shed later became 
the Great Hall of the National Railway 

Museum.  You will find a plaque marking 
this event on the floor of the Great Hall 

close to the turntable.  Photographs like 
this are rare, workers were forbidden 
to publicise damage to essential war 

services like railways.
Photo: Yorkshire Air Museum &  

Allied Air Forces Memorial



A York Civic Trust/Explore York Libraries and Archives educational resource pack PAGE 32

TEACHER PACK

TEACHER’S NOTE: 

What were the Baedeker Raids and  
why did they come about?

The Luftwaffe was the aerial warfare  
branch of the combined German 
Wehrmacht military forces during 
World War II.

When France fell to the Germans, 
the Luftwaffe began bombing Britain 
directly. The targets aimed at were 
military, such as airfields. However, 
civilian casualties did occur, and 
soon began to mount, as the 
definition of military targets included 
docks, public utilities and railway 
stations. 

On 28 March 1942, Royal Air Force 
Bomber Command, situated in 
Heslington Hall, attacked the city of 
Lűbeck. There was huge loss of civilian 

life, as well as great damage done to the 

most historic part of the city known as 
the ‘Old Town’. In total, more than 1,000 

people were killed and the ‘Old Town’, which 

was primarily made up of old wooden buildings, was all but destroyed by incendiary 

bombs. Hitler was furious. Not only did Lübeck have minimal aircraft protection and was considered 

a beautiful and historically significant city, but this raid was also a major development in the British 

bomber offensive against Germany. It was the first time the RAF was able to mount a raid which 

really damaged a German city, and more were expected to happen.

Such an action was not to go unanswered, and Hitler ordered a series of attacks, whose intention 

was to meet terror with terror, by attacking the British equivalents of Lübeck. On the 14 April, Hitler 

issued an order for the Luftwaffe ordering that ‘air warfare against England is to be given a more 

aggressive stamp. Accordingly when targets are being selected, preference is to be given to those 

where attacks are likely to have the greatest possible effect on civilian life’.

The raids on British cities such as York, Bath, Exeter, Canterbury, and Norwich which followed 

became known as the Baedeker Raids, after a spokesman for the German Foreign Office linked the 

attacks with the German Baedeker guides to beautiful historic cities.

York was a perfect target for the Baedeker raids: its history stretches all the way back to the Roman 

period, and it is home to several buildings and constructions of both considerable beauty and 

historical significance, such as the Minster, Clifford’s Tower, the Shambles, and the 15th Century 

Guildhall (the oldest in the country after 1940, when the one in London was destroyed).

Photo: Imperial War Museum - Vertical aerial photograph taken during the major raid on Lubeck on the night of 28/29 March 1942, showing the glare of incendiary fires in the Altstadt (upper left), illuminating the Klughafen on which a number of barges can be seen moored. © IWM (C 2367)
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What do  

you think has 

happened to the 

house in the 
photo?

Who do  
you think the 
people in the 
photo are?

The York Baedeker Raid

Courtesy of 
Explore York 
Libraries and 

Archives 
©City of York 

Council

Look at the photo. 
This is Beckfield Lane in York in 1940.

At 2:42 am on the 29 April 1942,  
an air-raid siren began to sound in York. The city was about to experience its 
worst night in the whole of the Second World War.

What do you 
think happened 
to the people 
who lived in 

these houses?

What would 
you have 

to do in the 
event of an 
emergency?

Have you 
seen houses 
like this in 

York today?
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German aeroplanes flying overhead dropped countless bombs on the city. By 
the time the bombing stopped and the ‘final all-clear’ sounded at about 4.45am, 
94 men, women and children in the city and its suburbs had been killed, or left 
so badly injured they were later to die. 
The raid began with flares and incendiary bombs. The latter were dropped in 
areas such as Pickering Terrace, Bootham Terrace, 
and Queen Anne’s Road. The incendiary bombs,  
however, were only the beginning. In fact, they 
lit up more targets.
The 69 high explosive bombs (10 of which did  
not explode), which followed the incendiary  
ones, were what killed most people. 
As well as the 94 people who were killed, many  
buildings across York were badly damaged. They  
included York Railway Station, The Guildhall,  
and St Martin’s Church on Coney Street.
The railway and railway station area was one of the most affected, as several 
incendiary and explosive bombs hit it – in fact, it was the German air force’s 
main target in York. The booking hall and parcels office were badly damaged, 
and 30 coaches were burnt out.

Look at the photo

A4 Pacific class locomotive Sir Ralph Wedgewood, 
which was damaged in the 1942 York air raid. 

Photo: Science Museum Group, Doncaster Works 
Collection, Creative Commons Zero

TEACHER’S NOTE
Unlike a traditional bomb, which caused an explosion, incendiary 

bombs were not explosive. 
Instead they were designed to 
cause and spread fire, using 
chemicals such as napalm, 

thermite, magnesium powder or 
white phosphorus.

What would  
it have been  

like to be in the 
railway station 

when the bombs 
fell?

Why do  

you think the 

Germans might 

have targeted 

the railway  

station?

What 
can you 

see?
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The railway station was by no means the only major building in York hit by 
bombs. The Bar Convent, the Guildhall and St Martin’s Church were all badly 
damaged in fires caused by the incendiary bombs.

The Guildhall on fire during the city’s heaviest air raid of the Second World 
War which was at 2.42am on 29 April 1942. Courtesy of Explore York 
Libraries and Archives © City of York Council

This picture gives an idea of the 
scale of the damage to the Bar 
Convent from the air raid of 29 April 
1942. It was taken on the 5 May 
during the clean up operation.  
Courtesy of Explore York Libraries 
and Archives © City of York Council

This massive damage to St Martin 
Le Grand on Coney Street. An 

incendiary bomb fell in the belfry 
and quickly gutted the building. 

A contemporary report says that 
a verger remembered that there 
was a wedding booked for 9am 

the next morning and he dashed 
into the burning building to rescue 

the register. Courtesy of Explore 
York Libraries and Archives © City 

of York Council
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David Wilson

David Wilson and his family lived at 
the Guildhall. They were there the 
night the bombs fell – and survived 
to tell their story.

David was 11 at the time.  
His father, Jock, was the caretaker  
and sword-bearer at the Guildhall.

The family lived in the caretaker’s flat, on the second floor above the 

Victorian municipal offices next to the medieval Guildhall itself.

David remembers the Observer Corps’ warning bell going off, followed 

by the sirens. With that, all hell broke loose.

The bombs raining down on the Guildhall were only incendiaries – but 

explosive bombs fell on Blake Street, not far away.

David, his mum and older sister Margaret, who was in the ATS, 

went down to the supposedly bomb-proof ARP headquarters in the 

basement. But his dad was on fire watch – and stayed above, vainly 

trying to tackle the flames.

“He couldn’t deal with all the incendiaries,” David recalls. The roof of the 

Guildhall had been undergoing repairs. There was a floor of new timber 

just beneath the roof so that workmen could reach it, plus scaffolding 

and shavings.

“The whole thing was a tinderbox,” David recalls. “It caught fire and just 

went up.”

David’s own most vivid memory was of going out onto the balcony 

overlooking the river behind the Guildhall. “I remember my mother 

saying ‘The Guildhall is on fire, and so is everywhere else! Take that lad 

outside and show him what’s happening!’”

From the balcony it seemed the whole riverfront was on fire: the 

Guildhall, and buildings on the opposite side of the river too.

David Wilson, who  
survived the raid.  

Photo: The Press, York
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CASE STUDY (CONTINUED)

It was frightening, he admits – but a sight he wouldn’t have missed. 

“You’d never, ever see that again.”

Eventually, as the fires at the Guildhall burned more fiercely, the 

family was evacuated to the Mansion House.

Margaret was in her ATS uniform, and wearing a tin hat. It was 

fortunate that she was. As they walked along the passage beside the 

Guildhall, lead dripped off the roof and on to his sister’s head.

“If she hadn’t had that helmet on...”

From article by Stephen Lewis in The Press

2.	 You are a reporter for The Press. 	 Your editor wants you to write an account of the air raid which took place on 29th April 1942 for the front page.
	 You will need a dramatic headline to sell your paper.
	 What will your lead story be? The bombing of The Guildhall or the bombing of residential areas?

	 Remember to say
	 WHAT happened
	 WHO was involved
	 WHERE the event took place
	 WHEN did it happen
	 WHY did it happen

	 You may also like to include:
	 Interviews with survivors
	 Facts and figures about those who lost their lives
	 An eye witness account of an 

explosive bomb falling

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES RELATED TO DAVID’S STORY

1.	 David outlines the events of 29 April, the biggest air 

raid on York, but the details are missing.

	 Write David’s diary (he was eleven years old at the 

time) recalling in detail the events of that night.

	 Some things to consider:

	 What woke him? He mentions the warning bell going 

off, followed by sirens. Did his Mum come into his 

room or his older sister?

	 How did he feel when he heard the sirens? Excited? 

Afraid? Describe the physical sensations of those 

emotions.
	 He says “all hell broke loose”. Describe what he 

heard. The sound of planes? People shouting and 

screaming? The noise of buildings collapsing? The 

smell and noise of fire? The smell of brick dust?

	 He says his most vivid memory was seeing the 

riverfront on fire. Write about what he saw, smelt and 

heard as well as how he felt.

	 Who made the decision to evacuate to the Mansion 

House, just a couple of buildings away?

	 Walking there, his sister had a narrow escape from 

molten lead. Was he walking in front of her or behind 

her? Did he shout out to warn her?

	 Did he go to school that day? If so, he would have had 

a lot to tell his class mates.

	 Where is he as he writes his diary entry? 
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The Lord Mayor of York at the time of the Baedeker Raid was Edna Annie 
Crichton, York’s first-ever woman Lord Mayor.
She was an inspirational leader.

York’s wartime Lord Mayor

CASE STUDY 

Edna Annie Crichton

Edna Annie Crichton (1876-1970), first 
woman Lord Mayor of York

Edna Annie Crichton was York’s first 
woman Lord Mayor who led York through 
its greatest wartime crisis, the Baedeker 
Raid of April 1942. 

As chair of the city council’s housing 
committee she also oversaw a massive 
slum clearance and house building 
programme.

Edna Crichton was born in Gloucester in 1876. In 1901 she and 

her husband, David Sprunt Crichton, moved to York, where David 

became the first ever welfare officer at the Rowntree Cocoa Works.

Edna had a daughter, Vida, in 1902, and a son, David, in 1906. She 

stood for election to York City Council in 1919, arguing that women 

were more knowledgeable than men ‘in such questions as housing, 

education, maternity and child welfare’. She topped the poll in 

Bootham.

She had served only a year when her husband died suddenly in 

1921, aged 51. 

Edna was elected chair of the council’s housing committee in 1931, 

and chaired the committee for 20 years.  By April 1939, 5,063 

houses and flats had been built and more than 1,000 slum properties 

demolished. 

Image – York Press
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CASE STUDY (CONTINUED) 

War broke out in 1939. In 1941, Edna’s son David, a subaltern in the 

Gordon Highlanders, died of cancer in a German military hospital. 

That same year Edna was elected York’s first woman Lord Mayor. 

Her year in office was the most dramatic in York’s modern history. In 

April 1942 York was bombed. Up to a third of homes were destroyed 

or damaged, as many as 90 people were killed and 200 injured. 

The Lord Mayor visited bombed home after bombed home. 

 

The Yorkshire Evening Press of 30 April 1942, said that the Lord 

Mayor had set a fine example. She had been “an inspiration to the 

citizens. Working untiringly for about 18 hours, superintending ARP 

arrangements, visiting hospitals and first-aid posts and generally 

alleviating distress among the victims.”

Edna remained on the council for 10 years after the war before 

retiring. She died in a York nursing home in 1970, aged 93.

The Lord Mayor, Edna 
Annie Crichton (right), 

visiting bombed homes in 
York with princess Mary, 

the Princess Royal (centre) 
and Lord Harewood, the 
princess’s husband (left). 

Photo: The Press, York
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Many schools in York also suffered serious damage during the air raid.

Schools during the York Blitz

Excerpts from City of York Council’s Education Committee report on war 
damage to schools following the Baedeker raid. Courtesy of Explore York 
Libraries and Archives ©City of York Council

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The former Queen Anne 

Secondary School is now  
St Olave’s
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The death toll during 
the York Blitz

List of Air Raids 
in the City 3 
September 
1939 to 6 May 
1945. Courtesy 
of Explore York 
Libraries and 
Archives ©City of 
York Council

This figure is broken  
down as:
•	109 British fatalities
•	6 German Luftwaffe fatalities
The 109 British deaths are 
broken down as:
•	82 householders
•	15 military personnel
•	4 members of the ARP
•	6 members of the Firewatch •	1 member of the National Fire Service
•	1 member of St John’s 

Ambulance

The air raid was over by 4.45, when the  
all-clear sounded.
As a result of the air raid a total of 115 people 
were killed or died of their injuries.
The Baedeker Raid was the worst air raid 
on York during the Second World War, but it 
wasn’t the only one.
A document held in the city archives records  
all the major air raids on the city between  
1939 and 1945:

Look at this document.

Do you  
recognise the 
names of the 

places that were  
damaged? Can you 

see where 
you live on 
this list?How many 

people were 
killed?

Walking  
through those  

places now would 
you think they  
had ever been 

bombed?
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The council document lists 11 air raids on York 
in the Second World War, all between 1940 
and 1942.
As soon as the war began, the authorities 
realized that bombing raids were likely.
Advice was issued to households about what 
to do if there was an air raid.

City of York Air Raid Precautions – 
details on what to do in case of air raid, 

the classification of possible  gases 
used during an attack, types of bombs, 
protection of food. Courtesy of Explore 

York Libraries and Archives ©City of 
York Council

The document included information about 
how to use a gas mask, like this one:

A child’s gas mask from WW2. 
Photo: York Museums Trust

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
Documents in the National Archives reveal that Germany considered the use of gas attacks in the event it invaded Britain. It was considering the possibility of adapting aircraft to spray gas, foot and mouth disease – or even drop anthrax shells. However, according to the Science History Institute, while poison gases were used in Nazi concentration camps to kill civilians and by the Japanese army in Asia, and while nerve agents were stockpiled by the Nazis, chemical weapons were not used on the European battlefield.

Why do 
you think 

children were 
given these 

masks?

Look at the 
gas mask in the 
picture. Would 

you have liked to 
wear a mask 

like this?

What do 
you think it 

would have 

felt like to 
wear?

Are there 
different 
types of 

gas?

What is 
‘gas’?
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More than 1,500 
Anderson shelters 
were distributed 
in York for poorer 
families to take 
shelter from the 
air raids.  And a 
map of 23 air raid 
shelters in the 
city centre was 
published for the 
use of shoppers 
and others. 

Air raid shelters

Public air raid shelters in the centre of York. Courtesy of Explore York Libraries and Archives ©City of York Council

TEACHER’S NOTE
There is still a bomb crater in 
York that is believed to date 

from the Baedeker Raid. It is to be found at Clifton, between the 
river and St Peter’s School.

It may be worth organizing a 
class outing to see this bomb 

crater.

The Baedeker Raid was not the first nor the 
last air raid on York during the war. There were 
three more raids in 1942, but none of them 
were anything like as serious. And 1942 was to 
be the last year that German bombers directly 
threatened the city.
Nevertheless, in major cities the risk of air 
raids was always there. That is why so many 
city children were evacuated away from their 
homes in the city to live in the countryside…

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
An Anderson shelter is 
a small prefabricated 

air raid shelter of a type 
built in the UK during 

the Second World War. 
https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=rHyxP3epU-w
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The bombing of major cities like York and London meant that they became 
increasingly dangerous places to live. At the very beginning of the war, the 
Government decided to evacuate many civilians - especially children, but also 
mothers with babies and pregnant women – to the countryside or to smaller 
towns that they thought were safer. These people were known as evacuees. The 
operation to send them to safer places was known as Operation Pied Piper.

Children and evacuees

VOCAB: The word ‘evacuate’ when used about children who moved 
home during the war is nothing to do with leaving an empty building 
when there is a fire (or fire alarm). It simply means to be moved from 
one place to another that is less dangerous.

Look at the photo. This girl was an evacuee.

Look at  
her hat. Can 
you see what 

is sewn  
onto it?

Where 
might she 
be going?

How do  
you think 

her parents 

felt when 
she left?

If you  
were being  
evacuated,  

what would you  
bring with  

you?

Why do  
you think the 

evacuation was 
called ‘Operation 

Pied Piper’?

Why do  

you think 

she brought 

her dog 

with her?

How 
do you think 

she felt  
leaving her 
parents?

Where 
might she 
have come 

from?

Photo: © IWM (FX 12765)
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Children evacuated from Hull arrive in Clifton in 1939. Photo:  Explore York Libraries and Archives © City of York Council

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The photograph shows an evacuee girl with her pet dog in 

a rucksack ready to depart to British countryside, probably 

from one of the London railway stations, in 1940. Note the 

White Rose of York symbol on her beret.

Evacuation was administered by local authorities, under the 

direction of the Ministry of Health, and with an involved effort 

from the Ministry of Education.

Sir John Anderson (a member of the House of Commons and 

placed in charged of Air Raid Precautions or ARP) divided the 

UK into three areas:
1. Evacuation – areas where heavy bombing was expected.

2. Neutral – areas that would not need to send or receive 

evacuees.
3. Reception – rural areas where evacuees would be sent.

Evacuees themselves were split into four categories, focused 

on specific social groups deemed non-essential to war work:

1) school-age children; 

2) the infirm; 
3) pregnant women;
4) mothers with babies or pre-school children (who would 

be evacuated together). 

SUGGESTED ACTIVITY
The picture of the little girl 
with the dog in a rucksack 
would lead the viewer to 

think she is quite happy to 
be evacuated. You may wish 

to discuss with the class 
the positive connotations 

the photo suggests and why 
this may be. From here, you 
could introduce the idea of 

propaganda, censorship 
and the supposedly modern 
phenomenon of fake news.

What do  
you think might 
be in the boxes 
the children are 

holding?
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CASE STUDY 

John Wright

Retired teacher remembers wartime evacuation to North Yorkshire

On a beautiful September day in 1939, a small boy sat on a train with 

his mum and little brother, George, as it clattered from Middlesbrough 

through Great Ayton and up on to the North York Moors.

John Wright was only four-and-a-half. He and his brother were among 

thousands of children being evacuated from wartime Middlesbrough.

In a book he published in 2009 John, by then aged 74 and a retired 

technician turned teacher who lived in Leamington Spa, remembered 

that day.

“It was a glorious day and sweet, heady scents of sun-warmed heather 

and gorse wafted in through the partly open window,” he wrote in his 

book Child From Home: Memories of a North Country Evacuee.

“Journeys are always exciting to young children and I was loving this 

one. We climbed steadily up to broad uplands where great clumps of 

sunlit purple heather stretched away as far as the eye could see.”

The train passed Grosmont and Goathland, skirted the bluff of Pickering 

Moor, and began a long slow descent to Pickering.

From there, the family took a motor coach to Cropton. A few miles north 

of the village, they finally reached their destination: Sutherland Lodge, 

pressed into use as a nursery for evacuated children. 

For the first few months, John and George’s mum stayed with them at 

Sutherland Lodge. “But then she had to go home to Middlesbrough,” 

Mr Wright recalled. “My father was in the army, based up on the North 

East coast. She had to be home for when he came on leave.”

John loved it at Sutherland Lodge. But eventually the brothers were 

moved to Haxby, boarding with a woman known, in the book, as Mrs 

Harris.

It is not her real name – and there is a reason for that. “She was a 

horrible woman. She was constantly smoking, and her cold stare could 

take the warmth out of the sunniest day”, John wrote. Worse, she beat 

and bullied the children. 
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CASE STUDY (CONTINUED)

John went to the village school, and was placed in the ‘baby’ class 

at St Mary’s Hall. But the evacuees weren’t always popular with other 

children.

“We vaccies were often looked on as non-persons and were blamed 

for anything that went wrong,” he wrote. “In the ‘big school’, there 

were sometimes fights in the playground between vaccies and the 

locals.”

There was much that he came to like about his life in Haxby – nature 

study at school, and the walks beside ploughed fields armed with 

bags, nets and bottles; watching the Halifax bombers stationed 

at Linton-on-Ouse. But he and George were homesick: and they 

wondered why their mum never visited.

The great day came in 1944 when their Gran came to collect them to 

take them home.

She sat them on the sofa in Mrs Harris’ front room.

“I’m very sorry to tell you that your Mam and Dad were killed in 

the bombing of Newport Bridge in 1942,” she said. “So you will be 

coming to live with me.”

From an article by Stephen Lewis in the York Press,  
November 2, 2009

Not all of those eligible to be evacuated wanted to go. In London, out of the 
1,800,000 potential evacuees, only 660,000 actually left (among them were 
377,000 children). Most evacuees travelled by train to their new host families 
and their new homes, which went by the name of ‘billets’. Evacuees were 
provided with gas masks, food and a small bag for the journey.
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This document shows the things children were allowed to bring with them:

Before they left, each child was given a 48- 
hour food ration pack at the railway station. 
This document shows what they would have been given:

Courtesy of Explore York Libraries and Archives copyright City of York Council

SUGGESTED  
ACTIVITY: 

Imagine you were being 
evacuated today. What 
else would you want to 
bring with you? Make a 
list. Compare your list 

with your classmates to 
make sure you haven’t 

forgotten anything 
important!

Courtesy of Explore York Libraries and Archives copyright City of York Council

How would 
you feel if this 
was all you 

had to eat for 
two days?

What do  
you think of 
the ration  
distribution 
packets?

What  

would you put 

in a ration 

distribution 
today?
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When they reached their destination, often the children had to stay with 
strangers. They were tired, they missed their parents – and sometimes they 
didn’t behave very well. Many children had to live in hostels with other children, 
like the one in this photograph:

Look at the  
photograph.

Photo: 
Imperial War 

Museum

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The photograph shows 'Mrs R' (left), the Welfare 

Officer for High Wycombe Rural District Council, 

visiting a local hostel for evacuees. Here she can be 

seen with the warden of the hostel watching as the 

children play 'tug of war' in the garden of the hostel. 

About 20 chickens are kept at the hostel to provide the 

children with eggs, and they can be seen scratching 

about in front of the children. 

The people who took children into their own homes 

often complained about the state of their health. 

Research suggests that around half of the evacuated 

children had fleas or headlice. Others suffered from 

impetigo and scabies. Host families were sometimes 

appalled by the behaviour of the evacuees. It is 

estimated that about 5 per cent of the evacuees 

lacked proper toilet training. One host reported how 

when one six year old boy went to the toilet in the front 

room his mother shouted: "You dirty thing, messing up 

the lady's carpet. Go and do it in the corner."

How many 
children 
can you 

see?

What  
are they 
doing?

Where do 
you think 
they are?

Who do you 

think the two 

women in the 

front of the 

photograph 
are?

Why do you 
think there 
are so many 

hens?
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To try and make children feel less unhappy after being taken away from 
their parents, a special song was written for children in 1939 by Gaby 
Rogers and Harry Philips, entitled ‘Goodnight Children Everywhere’ and 
broadcast every night by the BBC Radio:

Goodnight Children Everywhere

Sleepy little eyes in a sleepy little head,

Sleepy time is drawing near.
In a little while you’ll be tucked up in your bed,

Here’s a song for baby dear.
Goodnight children everywhere,

Your mummy thinks of you tonight.

Lay your head upon your pillow,

Don’t be a kid or a weeping willow. 

Close your eyes and say a prayer,

And surely you can find a kiss to spare.

Though you are far away, she’s with you  
night and day,
Goodnight children everywhere

Soon the moon will rise, and caress you 
with its beams,
While the shadows softly creep.

With a happy smile you will be wrapped  
up in your dreams,
Baby will be fast asleep. Goodnight  
children everywhere.

Listen to the song here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iQWY31G3B58

Can you  
remember your first sleepover? Do you think these children’s experience would have been different? 

If so, how?

How do you 
think you would 
have felt if you 
were a child 

evacuee hearing 
this on the  

radio?
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SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES

Earlier we learned about John Wright who was evacuated at the age of four and a half and 

his little brother who presumably would have between a couple of years younger. 

Some of the children will have siblings of about that age and will be able to empathise with 

how John and George would have felt when their mother left them.

As a starting point for some creative writing, get the class to answer some of the following 

questions about the experience of being evacuated.

On the morning you were to leave your home, how did you feel? What were you wearing? 

What did you take with you?

Your Mum took you to the railway station where there were lots of other evacuees waiting. 

How did you feel when you said goodbye to her? Did you think it was important to be brave? 

Perhaps you had a younger sibling with you to look after.

Describe what the journey was like to reach your new home. Was it a long way? Did you 

speak to anyone? Were you hungry?

When you arrived at your destination, who told you where to go? Did you have to wait to be 

collected by your host? Or perhaps you had to wait for your name to be read out.

What were your first impressions of your new “parent”? 

Where is your new home? In a small village? On a farm?

Do you have to share a room with one of your host’s children?

Did you feel wanted and welcomed?

What do you miss most?

Are you treated well?

Are you given food that you have not eaten before?

You have to go to a new school, very different from your old one. It is small and everyone 

seems to speak differently from you.

How are you treated? 

Do you understand the lessons?

Perhaps it’s at least a chance to meet up with another evacuee.

Does the child from your host family stick up for you and help you settle in?

The class could then write a diary entry or a letter to a friend who has not been evacuated 

describing their experience. Equally, the material could become the basis for a story or a 

piece of drama.

Imagine an evacuee time travels to your classroom. One class member takes on the role and 

answers questions in character from other members of the class.

You could also ask the class to write a diary entry from the point of view of one of the host 

children, expressing his or her opinion of the evacuee who may or may not welcome an 

addition to the household.

This could pave the way for class discussion about how it feels to be a newcomer at a 

school, or an organization and how it feels to “fit in” or not.  Some of the children may have 

moved to York from overseas, perhaps having to learn a new language and the “rules” of a 

new culture. This could then be widened to discuss the plight of refugees.
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Not every child who was an evacuee went to the British countryside. In 1940, 
more than 2,600 children were evacuated to Canada, Australia, New Zealand, 
and South Africa, under the Children’s Overseas Reception Board organization. 
These were not the first children sent overseas: immediately before the war 
began, almost 14,000 children had gone overseas, sent by private charities. 
Brian Procter was evacuated to Canada, here is his story:

Evacuees overseas

CASE STUDY

Brian Procter

Cowboys or kangaroos?

On 3 September 1939 I was with 
my mother at chapel in York when  
I heard that we had declared war 
on Germany. I wondered why 
many women started crying.

One night the siren went and we  
all snuggled under the kitchen table  
and heard a plane droning over.  
Trenches were dug in open land near us and dad built an Anderson 

shelter in the middle of our back lawn. I remember my gas mask 

and carrying it around.

It must have been about this time that Mother and Dad latched 

on to the idea of joining the CORB scheme (Children’s Overseas 

Reception Board) to send us away to safety briefly (or so they 

thought). York, a big rail centre, was a prime target - in fact, my 

school got a direct hit later, smack in the middle.

My parents asked me which I preferred, cowboys  

or kangaroos, and so I chose Canada. I was nearly  

eight years old and didn’t realise I wouldn’t see my  

mother and father again for five years.

British evacuee children having lunch at Hart House, Toronto 
University, August 1940. Brian Proctor is the fourth boy from 

the right; his sister Jean is the fourth girl from the right.

TEACHER’S 
NOTE

Children were 
not evacuated to 
Ireland because 
Ireland was a 

neutral country.
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CASE STUDY (CONTINUED)

Crossing the ocean

In August 1940 we left York  
station for Liverpool, but an air 
raid made the convoy divert to 
the Clyde and we sailed from 
Glasgow. I remember the only 
protection for our vast convoy 
being the battleship Revenge, 
but later research indicates 
there were seven destroyers 
too. It proved to be the last 
children’s sailing because 
shortly afterwards a children’s 
ship was torpedoed and the 
whole CORB scheme was  
abandoned.

The voyage was quite slow — I believe  
we went far north to avoid U-boats (towards Iceland and Greenland). 

I spent long periods just watching the sea, sitting under a large gun 

which had been mounted towards the stern. At a CORB reunion at 

York University years later I met the young (then) naval gunner who 

manned it.

At Halifax, Nova Scotia, we entrained for Toronto, two or three days of 

flat countryside away. We had mixed sleepers with a central corridor 

just like in the film ‘Some Like It Hot’.

In Toronto we were put up at the university, whilst being sorted out. 

We were gathered together occasionally and were expected to sing 

patriotic and very English songs.

Lake Simcoe

After a few unfortunate moves, I ended up with a nice middle-class 

car-owning family in Barrie, which was a middle-class town on Lake 

Simcoe, 60 miles north of Toronto. They also owned a summer 

cottage 40 miles away on Georgian Bay, Lake Huron - fabulous! They 

had two sons who came over to Britain with the RCAF, as well as 

another son and daughter.

Evacuated children in bunk beds on board a 
ship, the HMS Empress. Photo: © IWM
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Why do you  
think the family 
‘snuggled under 
the table’ when 
they heard an 

aeroplane flying 
over?

If he’d  
preferred  

kangaroos, 
where might 
he have been 

sent?

CASE STUDY (CONTINUED)

I had a rather free life - at weekends and holidays I would play or 

roam for hours away from the house at will. I was with the Canadian 

family for five years and it was a wrench to leave in 1945 and return 

to war-torn Britain (by the last convoy). My parents seemed like 

strangers when they met me at the station. It must have been terrible 

for them to have given up so much for so long and to be faced with a 

teenager with little appropriate comprehension.

At a CORB reunion at York University about ten  

years ago, several hundred evacuees attended for  

three days and exchanged memories. A research  

student from Princeton University gathered  

information for a thesis which I later found was  

subtitled, more or less, ‘British wartime children  

evacuated to homes above their status’. I  
understand her point but it’s a bit brutal  
considering the circumstances and the deep  

emotions involved.

‘Brian Procter, WW2 People’s War’

NOTE FOR  
TEACHERS: 

WW2 People’s War is an 
online archive of wartime 
memories contributed by 

members of the public and 
gathered by the BBC. The 
archive can be found at 

bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar

Brian says that many women started 
crying when war was declared. 

Why do 
you think 
this was?

Why did  
Brian’s parents 

ask him if  
he preferred 
cowboys or 
kangaroos?

Do you 
know what 
a ‘convoy’ 

is?
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Why did  
the convoy 

want to avoid  
them?

Brian talks  
about singing. 
What patriotic 

English songs do 
you think the  

children sang in  
Toronto?

If you had  

been sent abroad 

without your mum 

and dad, would 

you have wanted 

to sing songs?

How do you 
think Brian 
felt when he 
first got to 
Canada?

How do you 

think he felt 

when he came 

back to the UK 

after 5 years 

in Canada?

Look at the  

photo of the  

children in their 

bunk beds on a 

ship. Does it look  

comfortable?

Would you 
like to have 
gone with 

them?

What  
are 

U-boats?

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
Play Vera Lynn’s ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’ 

(you can find it here: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6U7vRc-
wR68&feature=youtu.be)

The song was written by Walter Kent and Nat 

Burton before the United States entered the 

war. Germany had been bombing Great Britain 

in 1940 — the Battle of Britain — and the song 

looked forward to a time when peace would 

reign again in the skies over the cliffs of Dover. 

Ask the children to imagine they had been sent 

to Canada. Ask them to write a letter home.

VOCAB: “Convoy”:  a group 
of ships travelling together, 
often accompanied by 
warships or armed ships for 
protection.
VOCAB: “U-boat”: a German 
submarine (from the German 
word ‘unterseeboot’, which 
means ‘under sea boat’).
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Here are some more photos of children who are being evacuated.

Photos: © IWM

Where  
are the 

children in 

the photo?

What 
are they 
doing?

Do you 
think they 

know each 
other?

How do 
you think 
they feel?

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
The photo above shows children waving 

goodbye to their parents from a 
train window, possibly in 1939. The photo 

overleaf shows British evacuee children waving a 

greeting to New York from the rigging of the liner 

SAMARIA as they reached America under the 

guardianship of the American Committee for the 

Evacuation of British Children, 14 October 1940.

Look at the 
picture
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Where do 
you think 
they are?

What  
are the 
children 
doing?

Look at the 
picture

Do you  
recognise 
any of the 

buildings in the 
background?

SUGGESTED ACTIVITY:
You could ask the children 

to watch this 1940 video clip 
about children being evacuated: 

https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=ZPs8hbksOg8

Photo: © IWM



A York Civic Trust/Explore York Libraries and Archives educational resource pack PAGE 58

TEACHER PACK

The Normandy Landings
In 1944, British, American and other Allied soldiers launched a huge invasion of 
continental Europe to try to finally defeat the Nazis.
York soldiers were involved in the Normandy landings. These were the landing 
operations on Tuesday, 6 June 1944 of the Allied invasion of Normandy in 
Operation Overlord during World War Two. Codenamed Operation Neptune and 
often referred to as D-Day, it was the largest seaborne invasion in history. The 
operation began the liberation of German-occupied northwestern Europe from 
Nazi control, and laid the foundations of the Allied victory on the Western Front. 
Seven York men who were involved in the Normandy Landings, dubbed 
The Magnificent Seven, returned to Normandy in 2014 for the major 
commemoration of the 70th anniversary. Former French President Francois 
Hollande announced then that surviving veterans were to receive France’s 
highest honour - the Legion d’Honneur.
Listen to the York Normandy Veterans in their own words  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wC9vWNw1UH0

The war draws to an end

Normandy Veteran Ken Smith in 2018. Photo: Frank Dwyer/ The Press, York

CASE STUDIES: YORK NORMANDY VETERANS REMEMBER D-DAY

In June 2014, surviving York Normandy  
veterans spoke to the York Press about the 

 D-Day landings. Here is what they said: 

Ken Smith, 89, from Wheldrake

“As we crossed over to the beaches of 
France on a landing craft, we had been 
told to expect heavy machine gun fire and 
40 per cent casualties. The machine gun 
fire wasn’t as bad as we’d thought, but the 

beach was alive with shells and we had to 
pick our way out carefully because of the 
thousands of mines.
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Normandy veteran 
Ken Cooke in 2017. 
Photo: Frank Dwyer/ 

The Press, York

“Another young man went down but we weren’t allowed to stop. I 

heard a voice from behind saying “keep going,” and I never found out 

what happened to him. It was the first time I had seen death - and  

violent death and destruction.”

Ken Cooke, 88, of Newland Park  
Drive, York

“We got off the main ship and onto the 
landing craft and from then on there was 
just one tremendous noise. Battle ships 
were bombarding the beaches and we 
were under machine gun attack. About six 

or seven miles from the French coast, we 
had to climb down a scramble net onto 
a landing craft. It was on these craft that 
many people were seasick, although I was 

a good sailor and wasn’t. Some of the 
other landing craft were struck by shells.

“As we went in the water, some were in 
above their heads and drowned, although I 

was just up to my ankles. We landed on  
Gold Beach at about a quarter to eight in the  

morning. We were told to get off it as quickly  

as possible.”
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The end of the war
D-Day, when allied armies landed on the coast of Normandy, marked the 
beginning of the end of the war. The Allied armies advanced steadily across 
France and into Germany, and in May 1945, the war in Europe ended after 
almost six years, when Germany surrendered. VE Day (Victory in Europe Day) 
was celebrated on May 8.
The war continued in Asia until August 18, when Japan also surrendered, after 
Americans had dropped atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
In York, there were huge celebrations to mark the end of the war in Europe. 
Street parties were held across the city and the Gazette newspaper reported 
that: “The citizens made merry in celebrating their release from five years 
and eight months of war in Europe…The weather cleared and happy crowds 
thronged the streets, singing and enjoying themselves thoroughly.”

New Earswick villagers celebrate 
the end of WW2 in 1945 at a street 

party in Sycamore Avenue. Photo 
from The Press, York

TEACHER’S NOTE: On August 6, the United States dropped an atomic bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. Over the next two to four months, the number of people who died as a result (either directly in the explosion, or as a result of injuries received) is estimated at between 90,000 and 146,000. On August 9, the US dropped a second bomb on the Japanese city of Nagasaki. The number of people who died as a result of this second bomb is estimated at between 39,000 and 80,000. In each case, about half of the deaths occurred on the first day, but people continued to die for some time from the effects of burns, radiation sickness and other illnesses. Most of the dead in both cities were civilians. These two bombings are the only time nuclear weapons have been 
used in war.

Look at the 

photo. Why 

do you think 

there are so 

few young 
men?
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The war in the rest of the world

German Graves following the Invasion of 
Soviet Union ©IWM HU 5031

Look at the photo:

What 
can you 

see?

What 
are the 
hats?

Whose 
graves do 
you think 
these are?
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The United States
While Germany was invading the Soviet Union, on the opposite side of the 
world Japan wanted to control the Pacific Ocean. The main thing stopping 
it from doing so was the United States, which had a powerful fleet at Pearl 
Harbour. Pearl Harbour was in Hawaii in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.
Look at the map. You can see the areas controlled by Germany and Japan in 
1941.

TEACHER’S NOTE: 
You might want to talk about 

the value of being able to 
control trade routes across 
the oceans. It might also 
be worth discussing the 

different way the Americans 
and British spell harbour – 
the word is spelled in the 

American way on the map.

Why do  

you think Japan 

wanted to  

control the  

Pacific Ocean?

Pearl Harbour
Japan and the United States were still not at war. But on 7 December 1941, 
Japanese planes launched an attack on the US fleet at Pearl Harbour, hoping 
to destroy it. More than 2,300 Americans were killed, and many ships were 
destroyed or damaged: among them the American battleship USS Arizona, 
which was completely destroyed, and the USS Oklahoma, which capsized.

Why was  
Japan worried 
about the US 
fleet at Pearl 

Harbour?
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Do you know  
what the word  

‘infamy’ means?  Why would President  Roosevelt have used this word to describe 
the attack?

How do you 

think Americans 

would have felt 

after the  
attack?

The destroyer USS SHAW after an explosion in her forward 
magazine - 7 December 1941 ©IWM OEM 3589 .

The New York Times reported the attack like this:

“Japanese bombers, with the red circle of the Rising Sun of Japan on 
their wings, suddenly appeared, escorted by fighters. Flying high, they 
suddenly dive-bombed, attacking Pearl Harbor, the great Navy base, the 
Army’s Hickam Field and Ford Island. At least one torpedo plane was 
seen to launch a torpedo at warships in Pearl Harbor.”

Look at the 
photograph:

What 
can you 

see?

What would 
it have been 
like if you 

were on the 
ship?

The next day, President Franklin D. Roosevelt  declared that 7 December 
1941, was “a date which will live in infamy.” Within an hour, the US Congress 
had declared war against Japan.

Would people  

in York have  

cared about the 

Japanese attacking 

Pearl Harbour?  
Why?
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Do you  
notice that  
they are all 

wearing a similar 
badge? Do you 

know what  
this is?

In 1942 the Nazis began murdering hundreds of thousands of Jewish people in 
concentration camps.
Auschwitz, where 960,000 people were killed, was the location of several 
concentration camps. These are areas where a large group of people, typically 
political prisoners, are held by force. Auschwitz had three main camps: the 
original concentration camp, an extermination camp and a labour camp.
The Nazis who controlled Germany during the war hated Jewish people and 
thought they were harmful to Germany. They created concentration camps for 
Jewish people. The Nazis invaded Poland and built concentration camps there, 
too. As the war started to turn against the Nazis, they came up with a plan 
called the Final Solution. This was a plan to exterminate all the Jewish people 
they found. They used train carriages, normally used to transport animals, to 
transport people to these camps.
Women and children were separated from men. Those who could work were 
taken to barracks, which were large prisons with boards  
for beds where many prisoners would sleep. People who  
couldn’t work, which included nearly all the women and  
children, were taken immediately to a ‘shower’. They were  
told that it was to get rid of lice, but the Nazis were lying.  
The doors were shut, the people were locked in, and a  
toxic gas was released, killing the people inside.  
Afterwards, the Nazis cremated,  
or burned, the bodies.

The Holocaust

Transport of Jewish Hungarians arriving at Auschwitz II-Birkenau camp, May-June 
1944. Old and unfit men, women and children waiting in the pine woods by Gas 

Chamber V before being gassed. © IWM (HU 90295)

How do you 

think the  

people in this 

photograph 
feel?

SUGGESTED 
READING:

 The Secret Diary 
of Anne Frank.
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In 1944, Allied forces launched the 
Normandy Landings or D-Day, making a 
surprise attack on Nazi-occupied France.

D-Day Have you 
heard of 
D-Day? 

Do you 
know 

what it 
means?

©IWM EA 25908 Troops of US VII Corps move over the sea 
wall on Uncle Red beach, UTAH area, 6 June 1944. 

 What is  
happening  

in this  

photograph?

VOCAB: “D-Day”: In the military, D-Day is the day on which a combat 
attack or operation is to be initiated. The best known D-Day is during 
World War Two, on 6 June 1944—the day of the Normandy landings. The D 
simply stands for “day.” Thus, the day before 6 June 1944, was known as 
D-1 and the days after were D+1, D+2, D+ and so on.
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Landing craft assemble in the Solent off Gosport D-Day 4 June 1944 ©IWM B 5120
What  

can you  
see in this 

photograph?
In May 1945, when the Soviets reached Berlin, 
Germany finally surrendered.

HM King George VI and Queen 
Elizabeth with Princess Elizabeth 
and Princess Margaret joined 
by the Prime Minister, Winston 
Churchill on the balcony of 
Buckingham Palace, London on 
VE Day. © IWM (MH 21835) – 
UNDER COPYRIGHT IWM

A truck of revellers passing 
through the Strand, London, 8 
May 1945. © IWM (HU 41808)
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The atomic bomb

The mushroom cloud over 
Nagasaki, photographed from 

an escorting American B-29 
aircraft. ©IWM MH2629

In August of the 
same year, the United 
States dropped 
two atomic bombs 
on Japan: one in 
Hiroshima and one 
in Nagasaki, forcing 
Japan to surrender. 

Do you  
know what 
an Atom 
Bomb is?

Why did  
it force 

Japan to  
surrender?

VOCAB: “The Atomic bomb”: also known as an atom bomb, is a bomb 
with great explosive power that results from the sudden release of 
energy upon the splitting, or fission, of the nuclei of a heavy element 
such as plutonium or uranium.


