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Evacuation 

Background 

Before World War Two even started Britain had made plans for evacuation. Evacuation meant 

moving children and some adults out of cities to the countryside. When the enemy sent 

planes to bomb the cities the children would be safe. The Government had made its plans 

because it knew war might come.  

Two days before the war began in 1939 the evacuation 

plan went into action. School children, their teachers, 

mothers with children under five, pregnant women and 

some disabled people were sent out of cities and towns. 

They travelled on the road and by train to smaller towns 

and villages in the country.  Over 1.5 million people were 

moved in the first three days!  

The government had hoped to move 3 million people but 

it was voluntary. This meant that you only went if you wanted to. If you went to school on the 

evacuation days it meant you would be evacuated. 

But there were no big air raids in the first few months of war. 

Many children went home to their families because they 

thought it would be safe. The Government tried to get them 

to stay. They put messages on the radio, in the newspapers 

and on posters. The messages tried to persuade people that 

evacuation was important. They were right to be worried.  

In the summer of 1940 the German Air force (the Luftwaffe) 

attacked Britain. They tried to destroy the Royal Air Force 

(RAF) so they could invade. But the RAF fought the Germans 

back.  

The Germans however still sent bombers. In the autumn 

1940 the Blitz began. The cities held another big evacuation. 

Then near the end of the war in 1944 the Germans sent flying 

bombs and rockets to attack the cities. Another evacuation 

took place, but this was the last one.  

When the war ended evacuees could go home. Not all of 

them did. Some had no family to go back to because they 

had died in the air raids. Some had no homes anymore 

because they had been destroyed. But some of the adults 

chose to stay. 

© West Sussex County Council Library Service 

and Record Office 
 

Advert in the West Sussex County 

Times, 1940. Advert trying to persuade 

people to keep evacuating and not 

return to the cities.  
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Horsham Evacuees 

When the first evacuation took place the people of 

Horsham were told up to 3000 evacuees would come. 

These evacuees mostly came from London. They all 

had to carry a gas mask and have a label with their 

name on it. The evacuees would stay with local 

families. The families would get some money to help 

them take care of the children.  

Many evacuees came from schools in London with 

their teachers. They were put together with schools in 

Horsham and the surrounding villages. For example 

Oxford Road Boys School took in two schools, The 

Tavistock School from Croydon and Wimbledon Central Boys School. And Colgate School took 

in children and teachers from Jessops Road School in London. The teachers had too many 

children to teach. So lessons were not taught the same way. Sometimes one class would 

spend a morning outdoors on a nature walk. Or they would do war work. They would help 

build the air raid shelters or collect useful plants like sphagnum moss. 

It was very different in Horsham for the evacuees from London. Many of them had never seen 

farm animals before. They found the country very strange. The locals were not always happy 

about the evacuees. Some had come from poor areas of London and the locals thought they 

were rough. It was a big change for everyone.  

It was even stranger for Ernest Dieter Ball. He had moved to Britain from Germany just before 

the war. It was too dangerous for his family to stay in Germany because they were Jewish. 

Once war began he was evacuated to Horsham. He was already away from his parents. The 

evacuation also took him away from his brother who was sent to another town. He stayed in 

Horsham through the war then moved to the United States of America. 

When the war ended most of the London evacuees went home but some of the evacuees and 

teachers stayed in Horsham. 

 
Glossary 

Voluntary When doing something is your choice not something you have to do. 

Air Raids  attacks by planes dropping bombs 

Blitz the name given to the intense German air raids on Britain in 1940-41 

Evacuees  children and adults who had been evacuated 

Sphagnum 
Moss 

This moss was special. It could be used to treat wounds because, 
when it was dry it could act like a sponge and it was ‘anti-bacterial’ 
which meant it could help prevent infections getting into wounds. 

 

© West Sussex County Council Library Service and 

Record Office 

Evacuees arriving in Horsham, printed in 

the West Sussex County Times, 1939 
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Worksheet 1: Evacuation 
 

Activity 1: History Detectives  

When Historians look for clues to what happened in 

the past they use sources. Useful historical sources 

include: photographs, posters, books, films, 

newspapers, diaries, recordings and oral histories. 

 

Look at the 5 sources we have from Horsham. Can 

you use the sources to answer the questions below? 

 

 
1. Which source(s) tells us about how evacuees travelled?             Source(s):  

 

Evacuees travelled by  

 

2. Which source(s) tell us about what evacuees wore and carried?  Source(s): 

 

Name 3 items evacuees wore and/or carried: 

 

 

3. Which source(s) tell us about what evacuees and Horsham children did together at school? 

 

Source(s): 

 

Name one activity the evacuees and children took part in at school:  

 

 

4. Which source(s) tell us about what evacuees found different about the countryside? 

 

Source(s): 

 

Give an example of something that surprised the evacuees about the countryside: 
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Activity 2: Suitcase Puzzle 

Evacuees were only allowed to carry one suitcase. This case was small but had to fit 

everything they might need for their stay away from home. Many children did not own very 

much. But the Government made a list of what evacuees were expected to carry.  

(The list is on the poster in Source 5) 

Solve the suitcase puzzle to see what they would and would not carry. 

Hint: Not every piece will go in the case. These are items they would not have taken. 

 

 

Activity 3: Evacuee Diary 

It is time to put yourself in the shoes of an evacuee. Think about what you have learned. 

Look at the sources 1-5 again. Now imagine you are one of those evacuees getting off the 

train in Horsham. 

You are keeping a diary. Once a week you write a little bit about what has been happening 

to you and how you feel about it. 

Fill out the pages of your diary. You can even draw pictures to add to the story. 

In week one think about: 

- Leaving home. How it felt, how you travelled, what you wore, what you carried.  

In week two think about:  

- Your new family, new home. What is Horsham like? What do you do? School 

lessons, war activities? What is new about the countryside? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 
 

 

  



 

 
 
 

 

  



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Week 1 

Activity 3: Evacuee Diary  



 

 
 

 

Week 2 

Activity 3: Evacuee Diary  



 

 

Source 1: Photos of evacuees arriving in Horsham 8th September 1939 published in the West Sussex 

County Times. Each evacuee was only allowed one small suitcase and a parcel of precious items tied 

up with string. They all had to carry a gas mask and had a label tied onto them with their name, address 

and date of birth on it.  
 

 

© West Sussex County Council Library Service and Record Office 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Source 2: Photograph of pupils from the local school digging an Air Raid Precaution trench published 

in the West Sussex County Times. Because there were so many pupils once the evacuees arrived 

normal lessons were mixed up with activities like this.  

© West Sussex County Council Library Service and Record Office 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Source 3: Extract from West Sussex County Times Article, ‘The Town Child adopts the Country life’ 

printed on 29/9/1939. © West Sussex County Council Library Service and Record Office 

 

“In their new homes they had to be provided with food and shelter and with 

schooling [. . .] In Horsham the number of school children has been doubled but 

the accommodation and equipment in the schools remain up to the present the 

same. The majority of schools have surmounted the difficulty by employing the 

‘double shift’ system; that is to say the local children have use of their school for 

three hours in the morning, while the evacuees have two hours of open-air 

lessons. In the afternoon the school is put at the disposal of the evacuees and it is 

the locals turn to get their education where they can find it – in the pars and fields. 

[. . .] In the course of a nature study ramble a group of London children 

encountered a man digging potatoes in a field. After watching him for some time 

one of the children asked; ‘why did he put them in the ground in the first place?’” 

 

 

 

 

 

Source 4: Mr Terry Briscoe’s family still lived in Rusper at the time he told this story to Cliff White who 

published it in his book Horsham Town and Country: ‘When the Siren Sounded’ in 1995. 

Mr Terry Briscoe came to Rusper from London as an evacuee with his brother. 

“Dad moved us in a baker’s lorry, it was a flat top and you could put up a canvas, 

something like a stage coach with canvas covers to it. I sat on an arm chair facing 

backwards and as it was open they put some iron hoops stuck into the floor on 

either side then dragged a canvas top over in case it rained over the furniture. I 

suppose it seemed a long way, but when you are only seven years old it’s exciting 

and the time passes very quickly. We didn’t know where we were going, we knew 

we were going to the country and we actually landed up in a farmhouse with these 

weird looking animals with things on their heads! Some idiot told us that that was 

where the milk came out, we didn’t believe them of course!” 

 



 
 

 

Source 5: This poster was made by the government and put up in Horsham in 1939. It lists the rules 
for people billeting evacuees. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is a larger print transcript of Source 5.  
 

Poster No.: 1998.2216.1 © Horsham District Council’s Horsham Museum and Art Gallery 

 



 
 

 

Horsham Rural District Council. 
Government Evacuation Scheme. 

POINTS FOR HOUSEHOLDERS. 
 

UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN. 
 
Billeting Payments. 
Payments would be made at the rate of 10s. 6d. a week where one child is taken, and 8s. 6d. a week 
for each child where more than one child is taken.  The Billeting Officer would leave with you a form 
enabling you to claim these payments at the local Post Office.  The form would have to be presented 
at the Post Office when the payment was claimed.  Payment would be made weekly in advance, and 
the first payment would be made as soon as you presented the form to the Post Office. 
 
What the Payments would cover. 
These payments would be intended to cover full board, lodging and all care necessary to give the child 
a home.  The payments would not be intended to cover the cost of clothes or medical expenses, which 
you would be under no obligation to meet. 
 
What to do with the Children. 
Arrangements would be made to continue the education of these children under the teachers who 
came with them.  It might take a little time before the new arrangements were in working order.  It is 
also hoped that it would soon be possible to organise games and play centres for the children out of 
school hours, so that they might be kept occupied away from home as much as possible. This would 
largely depend on local voluntary effort. 
 
Communal Meals. 
It is hoped that in most districts it would be possible to arrange for the children to have their mid-day 
meal at or near the school.  A small sum would be charged to householders who wished the children 
whom they had received to have this meal. 
 
Clothes. 
The children would bring hand luggage, and their parents would be asked to send them with their gas 
masks, a change of underclothing, night clothes, house shoes or plimsolls, spare stockings or socks, a 
tooth-brush, comb, towel and handkerchiefs, and a warm coat or mackintosh.  Some parents would 
no doubt be unable to supply their children with all these articles, but you would be under no 
obligation to supply extra clothes or equipment.  The teachers who came with the children would be 
able to tell you whether the parents were likely to be able to send further clothes or money to buy 
them. 
 
What to do if the child becomes ill. 
The local doctor or the district nurse should be called in in the ordinary way if the child’s state seemed 
to require it.  The local authority will arrange for payment. 

 
PERSONS OTHER THAN UNACCOMPANIED CHILDREN. 

 
Who these people are. 
Persons other than unaccompanied children whom you might be asked to receive would normally be 
children of pre-school age, accompanied by their mothers or other adults, who would be entirely 
responsible for looking after them.  You would be under no obligation to look after children 
accompanied by their mothers, &c. 
 



 
 

 

Billeting Payments. 
Payment would be made at the rates of 5s. a week for each adult and 3s. a week for each child.  The 
Billeting Officer would leave with you a form enabling you to claim this payment at the Post Office.  
The form would have to be presented whenever payment was claimed.  Payment would be made 
weekly in advance, and the first payment would be made as soon as you presented the form to the 
Post Office. 
 
What the Payment would cover. 
These payments would cover shelter and access to water and sanitary accommodation.  You would 
be under no obligation to give any other services, but the Government feel sure that you would wish 
to do all you could to help the children and their mothers forced suddenly to leave their homes and 
families and finding themselves in strange surroundings,.  It would be particularly appreciated if you 
could make cooking facilities available. 
 
Identity Papers. 
The mothers and other adults who came with the younger children would have Identity Papers which 
would enable them, if they had no means of their own, to claim a payment from the Ministry of 
Labour’s Office.  They would therefore be in a position to provide themselves with food and other 
necessaries. 
 
Difficulties. 
If you should find yourself in any really serious difficulty you would be able to report the circumstances 
to the Clerk to the local Council. 
 

GENERAL. 
 
Emergency Food Rations. 
Arrangements are being made for the supply to persons evacuated of emergency rations. Plans are 
also being made for augmenting as soon as possible the retail supplies in shops in receiving areas 
sufficiently to meet the needs of the increased population.  It is hoped that the issue of emergency 
rations would ease the demand on local shops at the outset. 
 
COMEWELL HOUSE, HORSHAM, 
May, 1939. 

 


