"Good Night Children, Everywhere"

Monday, 4th September 1939 was to be 'back to school' day for local pupils after the summer holidays.  That, at least, is what they thought when the schools 'broke up' in July.  But Hitler had other plans.  The war-clouds grew darker throughout the summer months, until on Friday, 1 September the Nazis invaded Poland and war became inevitable.  The signal was given for the immediate evacuation of schools in London and other major cities to places of greater safety from air attack.  Within hours the biggest civilian exodus in British history went into top gear.

As early as 7:00am on that warm and sunny Friday the first groups of children, with their teachers and adult helpers, began assembling in school playgrounds throughout Deptford and Lewisham.  Most schools were within walking distance of their designated departure stations, but a few needed special buses or trams to take them.  Soon the streets filled with long columns of children trudging along the first leg of a journey which would take them they knew not where.

Festooned with identification labels and encumbered by gas masks, haversacks, hold-alls and suitcases, they plodded along, best foot forward.  Railway stations beckoned them: up Downham Way to Grove Park; over the bridge to Catford; along the tramtrack to Forest Hill; from every side to Hither Green; from east and west to New Cross and New Cross Gate . . . Ladywell, Brockley, Sydenham, Bellingham, Lewisham, Honor Oak - one and all they stood by to receive a human tidal wave.

Small groups of parents and neighbours gathered on corners to wave the evacuees good bye - parents were not permitted on platforms for last farewells.  The onlookers seemed more upset than the children.  Parties of senior girls giggled self-consciously as they hurried along.  Senior boys affected a show of nonchalance.  Mixed juniors seemed to think it was an adventurous day out, though some looked solemn or apprehensive.  Those 'in the infants' were the ones most likely to dawdle, to want to turn back, to cry . . . .

War was not supposed to be like this.  It was brave soldiers who marched off to war, with bands playing, standards flying, and crowds cheering.  But this was a People's War, and here, just to prove its topsy-turviness, the little ones were going away, leaving the grown-ups at home to face the enemy's fire - and to fret for the welfare of the children they might not live to see again.

                 From 'How We Went To War'  by Lewis Blake
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