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Why was the evacuation of September 1939 a failure?

The first wave of evacuation, in which a planned and orderly transfer of vulnerable persons from perceived danger zones to the safer areas of England, Scotland and Wales, began in earnest on Friday 1st September 1939. In light of heightened fears that, in contrast to the First World War, severe and sustained German air raids over British cities would rapidly ensue; a mass exodus was deemed necessary.  Most attention was given to the organisation of the actual transferral of evacuees and railway timetables were cautiously worked out. Consequently, the dispersal process was an administrative success: indeed not a single casualty was incurred. In spite of this however, overall the evacuation of September 1939 has been deemed a failure.  It has assumed this appellation because it failed to meet its chief aim of ensuring the vast majority of vulnerable citizens were in areas of safety when the air attacks came. Indeed, the drift back to the danger zones was swift: by the end of 1939, over 900,000 mothers and children had returned home leaving only about 570,000 in the reception areas; this rapid return represents the ultimate mark of failure.
 However, when castigating the evacuation scheme, especially for its inadequate preparations, is important to take into account the other political and international dilemmas facing the  government at the time which can help explain failure. In the later 1930s, the Chamberlain government came under strong pressure to increase rearmament, and was forced to abandon their preferred isolationist stance from Europe. In addition, evacuation involved an overwhelming human sacrifice: parents were obligated to send their children away to an unknown destination for an unknown period. The absence of anticipated aerial bombardments rendered this disruption unwarrantable thus stimulating the drift back.  Objections to the deplorable conditions of evacuee children from the first wave initiated a discourse about society and the prevalence of child poverty. Contemporary historians William Boyd and Richard Titmuss have noted that, although in terms of achieving what had been hoped, the first evacuation was a failure, the quickening of ‘a realisation of social ills’ strengthened the argument for social reform.
 However, more recently revisionist historians such as James Hinton have stressed that the evacuation revealed divisive ‘rifts and chasms’ in British society between town and country and further entrenched attitudes towards urban poverty.

During the summer of 1938, questions of civil defence featured high on the political agenda, were anxiously discussed by the public and widely reported on in the press. The Times regularly featured grim forebodings regarding the primary concerns over aerial bombardments. Apprehensions about large scale air invasion had increased fundamentally in the light of acknowledgement of the changed nature of future warfare and methods of attack:  ‘the civilian population has now become a definite military objective … future raids will be of a very different character from those of the Great War, when the total number of casualties in England was 1,414 killed and 3,416 wounded, produced by about 270 tons of bombs. It is now perfectly possible to unload this weight in ... about three nights.’
  It was widely believed that in the event of a war, an unrelenting German aerial bombardment would begin immediately. Evacuation of vulnerable groups was thus deemed to be the necessary solution to this urgent threat. The Anderson Committee had been appointed in May 1938, its task was the preparation of plans for the evacuation of the civilian population; the Anderson Report which outlined the basic principles of the scheme was completed in the midst of the Munich crisis, on 26th July 1938. It acknowledged the immensity of the task and anticipated complex social difficulties to be encountered at every stage. Soon after the first wave beginning 1st September 1939, these problems were brought to the fore. 

During the 1930s, the inadequate planning of billeting and reception arrangements served to seriously inhibit the success of the evacuation. Cumulatively, it helped to contribute to the failure of the first evacuation scheme. Richard Titmuss’s prodigious civil history: Problems of Social Policy, published in the 1950s, has had a fundamental effect on all subsequent post-war historians.. Titmuss saw the inability of Government Departments to formulate a comprehensive plan for the evacuation scheme by September 1939, as paramount to its failure; he infers the scheme was thus doomed from the outset.  The shortcomings of the evacuation scheme bequeathed a range of problems onto the local authorities and other voluntary bodies such as the Women’s Voluntary Service who assisted in billeting of evacuees.  In November 1938, the Health Departments took over the scheme, however, as Titmuss informs ‘owing to the backwardness of evacuation plans at the beginning of 1939, the Health Departments were faced with a two fold task:’ that of organising both a long and short term plan. Althought the Home Office recognised that the success of the scheme depended on the adequacy, efficiency and practicality of its arrangements, ‘plans of action were still in a rudimentary state early in 1939’; indeed there were still many details to be settled and a vast amount of operational planning to be undertaken.
 During the preparation stage, the dominating concern was to get mothers and children out of the danger areas as quickly as possible. This overwhelming urgency resulted in the evacuation being ‘conducted in an atmosphere of haste and confusion’.
  In addition to this, ‘no information was given in advance to evacuees of their destination’, and likewise, hosts were not given any indication of the size or composition of the evacuee group they were expecting, a significant flaw in the scheme. 
 Indeed, a rural area expecting ‘a few docile grammar-school girls could find itself at 10 o’clock in the evening invaded by a hundred resentful East End mothers with exhausted and fretful babies.’
 

The majority of arrangements made before the first wave of evacuation were primarily concerned with ensuring a quick, successful dispersal of evacuees. Problems at the other end, regarding reception and billeting, although anticipated, were largely neglected.  The Government was expecting, and had consequently prepared for, a war on civilian society, which did not materialise for another nine months. Scheduling for this meant civilian defence schemes in the towns had been advanced at the expense of local social services in the reception areas. Little consideration was given by national or local government to the fate of evacuees once they arrived including questions concerning their welfare and access to social services in the areas in which they had been billeted; once the evacuees had reached the private householders, most local authorities perceived their task as complete. That reception areas would need sufficient numbers of staff to continue to administer local services was compromised as considerable numbers of people trained for work in social services had been ‘caught up in the civil defence and casualty services in the cities’. 
 Consequently, in many parts of Britain, ‘children went for months without education and medical supervision’, the dislocation of necessary services added to the general mood which began to prevail, of irritation and frustration in the reception areas.
  Finally, the absence of aerial bombardment caused both hosts and evacuees to question whether such sacrifices were necessary; for the majority of parents it was unacceptable and led directly to the rapid drift back of evacuees. Titmuss has argued that the failure to provide adequate local services for the evacuees was unreasonable, and many of the delays were due to ‘evading or fumbling the question of financial responsibility of the local authorities’.
  William Boyd concurs with this: ‘the matter of expenditure always loomed large… and paralysed initiative.’

Logistically, in terms of the dispersal policy and travel arrangements, ‘evacuation was a … success, and this was confirmed by official observers at railway stations and in the reception areas.’ Indeed no serious problems arose from the assembly and transportation of the evacuees. 
 However, this did not prevent the appalling long journey conditions proving ‘a contributory factor in the rapid return of many evacuees, having created an initial prejudice to the new environment.’
 On arrival, the envisaged ‘social problems’, ‘at the other end’ alluded to in the Anderson Report, quickly began to materialise. After their long and arduous journeys, many evacuees arrived in the reception areas in a tired, dirty and often uncooperative state which was exacerbated when they were faced with the ill conceived, chaotic billeting arrangements which comprised ‘either direct selection by householders or haphazard allotment.’
 The evacuees were subject to a rather degrading billeting process on arrival: ‘reminiscent of a cross between an early Roman slave market and Selfridge’s bargain basement.’
 Reception arrangements often went badly, the indiscriminate distribution of evacuees resulted in ‘every conceivable kind of social and psychological misfit all thrown into intimate daily contact.’
 The settling of evacuees in the countryside involved the negotiation of profound cultural differences, when these were unsatisfactory; the chaotic, often mismatched allocations fostered hostilities which led to a break down of human relationships a major hindrance to the scheme.

The problems incurred during the planning and billeting stages were insignificant compared with the outcry over the alleged deplorable medical condition and anti social behaviour of the evacuees. Almost immediately after the first wave of evacuees had been haphazardly billeted, a stream of protests which proliferated into to an unforgettable ‘chorus of complaint from the hosts’ began to make headlines, regarding the allegedly deplorable condition of the evacuees: both physically and morally.
 An evacuee stereotype emerged and quickly crystallised of dirty, verminous, lice ridden children ignorant of the basic rules of civilisation. Most deplorable and exasperating of all for the hosts was ‘their lack of toilet training extended way beyond mere bedwetting’.
 The problem of enuresis loomed large over the evacuation scheme, a major component of the evacuee stereotype as espoused in Evelyn Waugh’s satiric novel of the Phoney War period: ‘ the little ‘un, she’s a dirty girl… It’s not only her wetting the bed; she’s wetted everywhere, chairs, floor and not only wetting’.
  Enuresis proved one of the major menaces to the comfortable disposition of evacuees. In terms of the scale of the problem it represented another factor which had neither been adequately foreseen nor been mentioned, as something that might be expected to the foster parent prior to the first wave. Indeed, mackintosh overlays for young bed wetters had been ordered by the Ministry of Health prior to September 1939; however, a small percentage had been delivered to local authorities by the outbreak of war.
 Enuresis was initially a widespread problem for recently billeted evacuees. As a psychological expression of protest it represented ‘primarily a symptom of emotional disturbance… caused by an acute sense of insecurity’.
 In the majority of cases, enuresis cleared up rapidly as the evacuees settled into their new environments; however this did not stop the issue from accruing rancorous debate and occupying superfluous newspaper column inches. Most complaints came from those predisposed to parochial snobbery and therefore ready to blame the problem on ‘low social standards’ and ‘a reflection of inferior maternal care’. 
 It was unfortunately, the minority of cases, where the enuresis problem was deep seated, that merged with the majority and fostered the malevolent evacuee typecast.  Over exaggeration of the occurrence of enuresis was common, irresponsible hosts occasionally invented cases in order to ‘claim the extra 3s 6d billeting allowance for additional laundry costs.’
 However, once the government proceeded to conduct an official enquiry into the actual incidences of enuresis, the reported case numbers fell dramatically, a clear indication of exaggeration of case numbers. Thus many accounts of  the conditions of the evacuees represent problematic sources that need to be treated with caution.

In a similar vein, grievances over the prevalence of head lice and skin diseases such as impetigo and the complaints regarding the inadequate clothing the city children possessed, attributed to the further entrenchment of the evacuee typecast: ‘heads of some of the children could be seen as crawling with vermin.’
 Protests resulted in castigation of the School Medical Service for negligence during the interwar period and also the planning of the evacuation scheme came under criticism as the Government had failed to incorporate a systematic medical examination into the first wave. The absence of medical inspections created a void in which the allegations regarding the children’s condition thrived and could be exaggerated.  Middle class complacency was shocked at the deficiencies in the city evacuees' clothing and footwear, reports on the matter confronted them with uncomfortable statistics: ‘in Newcastle… of 31,000 children registered for evacuation, thirteen per cent were found to be deficient in footwear and twenty one percent deficient in clothing.’

In the thousands of complaints aired in the autumn of 1939, venomous criticisms and culpability for the shocking state of city children was directed wholly at the parents. They were seen as the deplorable root cause of low standards of cleanliness and insufficient provision of clothing, with the most damning vilifications reserved for the mothers: ‘To this woman the war had come as a God-sent release. She had taken her dependents to the railway station, propelled them into the crowd… and hastily covered her tracks by decamping from home.’
 This comical description features in Evelyn Waugh’s sardonic novel, Put Out More Flags it is almost certainly exaggerated thus needs to be treated with caution; however vilification of mothers was widespread. Famously, WVS leader Lily Boys propagated contemptuous characterisations of working class mothers. She considered them simply impossible, rude and ungrateful: ‘the low slum type… dirty … idle and unwilling to work or pull their weight’.
  She employed a Social Darwinian rhetoric, suggesting as a group they be put into camps where they could live dirtily and happily together. Thus, the parents, many of whom were overburdened with poverty and sent their precious children away in the best they could afford, were highly sensitive to such myopic criticism. It undoubtedly contributed directly to the retreat back to the cities. 

The evacuation scheme contained the seeds of its own destruction; it was too reliant on human nature for its success: ‘No more than the parents were the householders willing to go on indefinitely… Evacuation on these terms was bound to fail’, overall, it was asking too much.
 Underlying and quietly exacerbating the complicated intricacies of human nature in the reception areas was the Phoney War period itself.  

After all the pessimism and anxiety regarding the imminent German air threat; in reality there did not seem to be a real war on the Home Front, ‘there were no bombed cities and no charnel house of flame and death.’
 Although the alleviated threat to civilians was without doubt a relief, it proved decisive for the scheme. Evacuation entailed an upheaval and heightened degree of interference and inconvenience on both sides: to evacuee and host. Such disruption would have been only acceptable in conditions of intense aerial bombardment. However, without a shared experience or common purpose binding participants in the scheme together, the Phoney War represented a void in which the short comings of the evacuation policy were exposed. Indeed, it was during this interim that human relationships matured, rapidly deteriorated and turned sour. The cumulative effect of this was breakdown; of which the ultimate failure was demonstrated in the return to the cities.

The harshest verdict on the government’s preparations for the evacuation was the substantial drift back of the first wave of evacuees: by early 1940 ‘something like eighty per cent had returned’.
 The Air Raid Precaution Co-ordination Committee conducted an enquiry to analyse the causes behind the return. In their report they infer that the scheme failed due to a melange of poor civil defence planning and human nature. They concluded that the basic cause of the drift back was ‘the failure of the scheme to take account of either the viewpoint or the welfare of those concerned, be they evacuee or host.’
 Indeed, many deemed the risk of being bombed in the cities as negligible compared with the miseries of living as unwelcome guests in other people’s houses. Such sentiments are exemplified in the anecdotal account of Irene Elgar which features in the BBC’s People’s War online archive. It is pertinent for this study, however needs to be approached with caution as in terms of utility the BBC archive represents an ambiguous source. It houses thousands of personal memories which are difficult to substantiate, indeed the 47,000 stories were not checked for validity which poses a major obstacle for usefulness.  Irene eloquently explains the difficult to express feeling of being a stranger in another’s house:

‘One of my saddest memories was that I was split from my brother… quite a lot of the families at the other end wouldn’t take on boys only the girls…. Overall I felt like I was there under sufferance. I was an encumbrance. I just lived with it … and I just accepted it. …It was a miserable time, horrendous at times but I’ve but it all to the back of my mind.’

Thus, the evacuation scheme did not fail simply due to the administrative problems of planning: it became an overwhelming and complex crisis of human relationships and nature. When castigating the evacuation of September 1939 as a failure, it is important to recognise the wider problems facing the Chamberlain government at the time. The international situation meant it was politically necessary for preparations to be conducted in an atmosphere of secrecy as during the precarious climate of the early 1930s, planning for war could be misinterpreted as encouraging war.  In addition, plans were underscored by pessimistic fears regarding the number of civilian casualties expected as a result of German air raids. Detailed plans for evacuation were thus deemed pointless by Whitehall officials in light of the nature of war that was expected. It was anticipated that evacuation would take place in an atmosphere of panic and confusion; as a result, many specific administrative arrangements were settled late in the day. In a similar vein, historians Nick Smart and Talbot Imlay have given a sense of the multiple challenges facing the Chamberlain government at the time of the evacuation which, due to their effect on the planning of the scheme, help to account for its failure. In the period preceding the evacuation, Britain was preoccupied by the question of how it was to mobilise its economy for war. In addition following Munich in September 1938, ‘the government came under increasing pressure to increase rearmament.’
  In response to both mounting international threats, and the 1937 report of Sir Thomas Inskip, Minister for the Coordination of Defence, which prescribed a sharp increase in defence spending; the government decided in early 1938 to enlist the support of the trade unions and industrials in order to accelerate rearmament. Thus during these years the Chamberlain government was heavily engaged with broader questions of economic planning. The government was under great financial pressure during this period as the Air Ministry sought a ‘huge increase in its existing building programme… an estimated cost of £350 million’, to achieve parity with the Luftwaffe however Britain’s gold reserves were dwindling steadily and the pound was weakening against the dollar.
 In addition there was increasing pressure on the government to establish a peacetime Ministry of Supply to co-ordinate the supply of equipment to all three British armed forces. There were specific concerns about the British army, feared, particularly by the French to be ‘small, widely dispersed, incapable of rapid expansion, and unprepared for anything beyond a token commitment to a European war.’
 British strategy in the 1930s was generally one of isolation from Europe. However, by 1938, Germany’s mounting threat coupled with pressure for commitment from the French rendered this detachment from the Continent an increasingly untenable position. Consequently, Britain’s strategy  underwent a remarkable evolution as they converged more with the French approach and thus abandoned the long war strategy in favour of a short one.

All this activity meant that when war was declared a lot had already been accomplished: rearmament had been underway for several years, indeed at the start of the war; the Royal Navy was in the fourth year of its five year rearmament programme in addition the Ministry of Supply was already in existence. However, this naturally meant evacuation plans were compromised.

Aside from aforementioned pragmatic judgements about its failure, the evacuation of 1939, initiated a discourse about society in which Britain was once again imagined as a Disraelian ‘Two Nations’, torn by class conflict with town and country contra each other and the 1840s ‘Condition of England’ question thrust into the fore.  The evacuation of urban children was disproportionately from the most impoverished families; it thus forced ‘a national spotlight on the lives of city children and their mothers’ and facilitated a rediscovery of abject poverty as dire as the Victorian model.
  Despite its origins as a life saving emergency measure, evacuation quickly revealed a burgeoning and uncomfortable social question. The extent of the problem was deemed to be of nineteenth-century proportions; therefore, often the Victorian rhetoric of pauperism was applied: the poor were morally responsible through thriftlessness for their own condition. This attitude was not universal; the Socialist Lord Provost of Glasgow for example was willing to accept an environmental explanation of the poor condition of the evacuee children they were: ‘ denied the amenities of modern civilisation…the victims of an environment that would have been impossible if in bygone years men had thought of homes and families than of profits and dividends.’ 
  One of the most influential reports on the evacuation was the Women’s Group on Public Welfare’s Our Towns: a close up. Published in 1943, in direct response to the discourse aroused by the evacuation it surmised the social debate and was able to adopt an analysis of social problems that combined both behavioural and environmental interpretations of poverty. The WGPW did employ a late Victorian interpretation as they informed that Charles Booth’s ‘residuum’ and ‘submerged tenth’ Booth still existed in towns. Sonya Rose has argued that the issue of class inequality was central to the wartime nation and the public controversy roused over the evacuation represented a dangerous challenge to British national identity depicting ‘a Britain riven in two rather than a unitary nation’.
 In this way, many revisionists such as John Macnicol have departed from the Titmuss thesis and historian Paul Addison who have argued a new political consensus which enabled the welfare state was facilitated by the war. Instead, Macnicol has argued that the evacuation merely reinforced differences between competing analyses of poverty concluding ‘the ideological consensus of wartime, so stressed by Titmuss and some historians, was something of a myth.’
 In a similar vein, Jose Harris argues that evacuation ‘confirmed middle-class stereotypes about the urban poor… [and] did not reduce but increased class conflicts between social classes.’

The evacuation of September 1939 was a failure: it proved futile in its vital attempts to keep the evacuees in the safe reception areas. As William Boyd has noted: ‘as far as the primary purpose of the scheme is concerned, the results have been extremely disappointing… when big air raids came, practically all the children were… in the danger zone.’
 The first wave was unsuccessful for many reasons: it was not adequately administered or planned for which bequeathed chaotic and haphazard billeting arrangements onto the reception areas. People temperamentally unsuited were brought into close association with one another which gave rise to a plethora of problems and discomforts affecting both host and evacuee which, when coupled with parochial snobbery and the shocking state of city children cumulatively, rendered the experience intolerable. Fundamentally, the evacuation came up against human nature; of which the private billeting scheme asked too much from both parents and hosts. 

Underscoring the scheme’s precarious foundations was the mentality that the general upheaval and inconvenience caused was not acceptable in the absence of air attacks. Indeed without such shared, binding experiences, the scheme was untenable from the start. The pitiful local amenities made the pull of the cities stronger, and when combined with homesickness and a stoic willingness to face the enemy as a family unit come what may; the drift back was irresistible.  Perhaps if one looks more broadly in terms of the spotlight evacuation threw onto the festering poverty in Britain’s cities, evacuation was not a failure as the discourse about society it promoted, although as revisionists have argued revealed a divided nation, it provided an overwhelming motive for social change.
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