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The British Waterways Archive. 

 
About us. 
 
The British Waterways Archive has produced this outreach pack. The Waterways Archive 
collects, preserves and makes publicly available rich and diverse records in many forms, 
including plans, drawings, accounts, photographs and audio-visual recordings. At its core 
are the archives of British Waterways and the early canal companies, which trace the 
history of Britain's inland waterways back to its very roots. When The Waterways Trust 
was formed in 1999 it not only brought together the waterways museums, but also the 
British Waterways Archive in Gloucester and the David Owen Archive collection at The 
Boat Museum, Ellesmere Port.  
 
Many archives are directly managed, with others held at public record offices across 
Britain. The Waterways Archive has an interest in all of Britain's inland waterways, 
whatever their ownership, and assists in the fields of archaeology, and historic building and 
vessel preservation. A resource for formal and informal education at all levels, it is also 
frequently asked to provide material for TV, press and publications programmes. It is also a 
valuable source of information for the restoration projects of the 'New Canal Age'.  
 
The Waterways Archive is, at present, based around the British Waterways Archive in 
Llanthony Warehouse, Gloucester and the David Owen Archive at The Boat Museum, 
Ellesmere Port. The Waterways Trust is currently in the process of planning a new 
Waterways Archive & Research Centre. Eventually, this will bring together all of The 
Waterways Archive under one roof, for safe and effective storage. In August 2001 the 
announcement was made of a major new Heritage Lottery Fund backed initiative, the 
Waterways Virtual Archive Catalogue. This £650,000 Internet-based cataloguing project 
will bring together information about the records contained in the British Waterways 
Archives, currently inaccessible as a total resource, and dispersed at fifteen locations from 
Inverness to Gloucester. The project will also provide FREE online educational resources 
aimed at Key Stage Two and Three. 
 
Have a look at our website to access the free resources ! 
 

www.virtualwaterways.co.uk 
 
How to contact us. 
 
The British Waterways Archive,  
7th Floor,  
Llanthony Warehouse,  
Gloucester Docks,  
Gloucester. 
GL1 2EH. 
Telephone: 01452 318224  
Email: bwarchive@thewaterwaystrust.org 
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The Impact of the Second World War. 

 

Background information. 
 

 
 
Everyone had to do their share to help Britain win the war, and all unmarried women 
aged between twenty and thirty were interviewed to see how they could help. Later in 
the war married women were also expected to help, although pregnant women and 
mothers with young children did not have to take part. Those men and women who 
stayed in Britain to help win the war made what is called the ‘Home Front’. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
Source 1. 

A photograph showing the Minister 
of Transport visiting the Grand 
Union Canal during the Second 
World War. 
 
 
The Second World War began in 
Europe on 1st September 1939, 
when Nazi Germany invaded 
Poland. In Asia the war started on 
7th July 1937, when Japan invaded 
China. It lasted for six years and 
millions of people throughout the 
world were killed.  
 

When the war started Parliament 
passed the National Service (Armed 
Forces) Act, which said that all men 
between eighteen and forty-one had 
to join the armed services. Some 
men, such as miners, did not have 
to join the army, air force or navy 
because it was more important for 
them to stay in Britain and continue 
working.  
 
 
 

1. When did the Second World War begin in Europe? 
2. Find out some of the reasons why the war in Europe started.  
3. Why did miners not have to join the armed services? 
4. What was the Home Front? 
5. Why do you think the Minister of Transport visited the canal? 
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Why were canals important during the Second World War? 

 
 

During the Second World War the canals were important because they moved goods 
around the country. A Canal Control Committee was set up to help make the canals do their 
job better. There were not enough men to run the canals properly because they were away 
fighting, so women were asked to work on the canals. In 1942 the canals used in the war 
effort were put under the government’s control. The Canals had a very important role in the 
work of the ‘Home Front’.  

 
 

 
 

Source 2.   
This photograph shows a canal boat called ‘Bradford’ carrying important goods for the war 
effort. The canal boat is covered so no one can see what the boat is carrying. You can also 
see military vans and lorries on the side of the canal. The photograph was taken in 1944.   

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Look at the photograph above. Can you think of any advantages of moving goods by 
canal rather than road or railway during wartime?  
2. What goods might have been transported by canal during the war? 
3. Why were there not enough men to work on the canals during the war? 
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During the Second World War Britain’s enemies sent spies to find ways of damaging the 
war effort. That is one reason why the boat in the source below has its cargo covered. The 
people on the canals were told that they must not tell anyone about what their boats were 
carrying, or where they were taking it. In source 3 below we read how the Chairman, who 
was a very important man, asked a boatman what his boat was carrying and got a very rude 
reply! The chairman was very pleased that the boatman would not tell him, and gave him 
ten shillings for a drink as a reward. 
 

 
 

Source 3. 
This source is taken from lecture notes made soon after the war by Mr. E. J. Veater, who 
worked for the Ministry of War Transport. 
 

 
Air raid shelters. 

 
Why were air raid shelters needed?  
 
The Nazis thought that bombing Britain would make the people so miserable that they 
would surrender. They were wrong, and the bombing made the country more united in 
fighting Hitler. The air raid siren was the warning that the German air force (Luftwaffe) 
was approaching to drop their bombs, and on hearing it everyone rushed to get into an air 
raid shelter. By May 1941 over 43,000 British people had died in bombing raids, and over a 
million more made homeless. London was particularly badly bombed, as well as other 
cities such as Coventry and Plymouth. Germany also suffered terrible bombing by the 
British and American air forces later in the war. In February 1945, for example, the British 
and American air forces bombed the German city of Dresden killing over 35,000 people. 
 
William Patterson was asked by the government to design and make air raid shelters to 
protect the people from the bombs. The air raid shelters he designed became known as 
Anderson Shelters. By the end of February 1939 the first Anderson shelters were already 
being given out, and by 1941 over two million families had air raid shelters.  
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What were Anderson Shelters? 
 
 
Anderson Shelters  

·  were free to those that earned less than £250 a year, with a charge of £7 for those 
who earned more. 

·  could hold up to 6 people.  
·  were made from six curved steel sheets to make the sides and roof and two end 

pieces for the back and front of the shelter. The shelters were then covered in a 
thick layer of earth, which made a good place to grow vegetables ! 

·  were cheap to make. 
·  often flooded if it rained heavily. 
·  had their entrance protected by a steel shield and an earthen blast wall.  
·  were dark and damp and people did not like using them at night.  
·  were not sound proof, and sleeping was difficult due to the sound of the bombings.  
·  could not be built by people who did not have gardens in which to build their 

shelters. 
 
 
In London a small number of people used the Underground to shelter from the bombing. 
Most Londoners however became so used to the bombing that they did not even use their 
Anderson shelter in the garden. Many people stopped using the Anderson Shelters as a 
bomb exploding nearby sometimes caused them to collapse and kill the people inside. In 
March 1941 the government began issuing a new type of air raid shelter called Morrison 
Shelters.  
 
 
What were Morrison Shelters? 
  
Morrison Shelters were: 

·  built in the home, and could be used as a table.  
·  designed with one side made of wire that could be lifted up for people to get inside.  
·  big enough for two or three people to sleep inside. 
·  designed so that if the house collapsed those inside could crawl out from the rubble 

unhurt. 
·  supplied free to people earning up to £350 a year, but cost £7 to people who earned 

more.  
·  given to over 500,000 people by November 1941 (another 100,000 were ordered in 

late 1943).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Why did people need air raid shelters during the Second World War? 
2. Why did people not like using the Anderson Shelters? 
3. In what ways were Morrison Shelters different from Anderson Shelters? 
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Did schools have air raid shelters? 
 
Over a million children were evacuated from the cities during the war, but many later 
returned home and some schools reopened. No school was allowed to reopen unless it had 
an air raid shelter. The shelters had to be big enough to fit all of the children and teachers 
in. It was suggested that a trench be built near the school and if possible a strong roof built 
over the top. Source 4 below tells us that in Birmingham during November 1940 a bomb hit 
a trench type air raid shelter. It does not tell us if anyone was killed or hurt, but it does tell 
us that it cost £20 to be repaired! 
 
 

 
 

Source 4 
This is part of a confidential document made by the Grand Union Canal in November 1940. 
 
Not all schools, especially inner city schools, could build a trench air raid shelter, so they 
had to find a different way to make sure the children would be safe in an air raid. 
Sometimes shelters were made within, or near the school, and some had a ‘gas curtain’ in 
case the Germans dropped poisonous gas (though all teachers and children would have had 
their gas mask as well). False alarms were common, and every time there was a false alarm 
the children could be in the air raid shelter for over an hour. Sadly, the air raid siren did not 
always sound in time, and in September 1942 three bombs destroyed a boys’ school at 
Petworth in West Sussex killing the headmaster, a teacher and 29 children. On 20 January 
1943 a single bomb fell on Sandhurst Road School in London killing 6 teachers and 37 
children.   
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Look at source 4 above. Why do you think it is marked ‘confidential’?  
2. What caused the damage? 
3. Where was the air raid shelter built? 
4. How much will it cost to repair the damage? 
5. It must have been very frightening to be in an air- raid shelter, with the sound of the siren 
outside, waiting for the German bombers to fly overhead and drop their bombs. Then, when 
the bombers came, listening to the bombs fall and the ground shake, and wondering if your 
home had been blown up. There must also have been times of boredom as you waited for 
the planes to come; only to find out it was a false alarm. Use the information above, and 
your own research, to write a diary account of one night in an air raid shelter. 
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Why did people wear gas masks? 
 
A gas mask was given to everyone in Britain before the war started. People were afraid that 
the Germans would use poisonous gas, as they had done in the First World War. There 
were different types of gas mask. The simple masks used charcoal and cotton wool to stop 
the wearer breathing in the poisonous gases. The gas mask for children was often called a 
‘Mickey Mouse’ because it had big round eyes and a nosepiece, which made it look like the 
cartoon character. 
 

 
 

Source 5 
A photograph of a Fire and Air Raid Squad, at Google Yard in Scotland,  

during the Second World War. 
 

Wearing a gas mask was not very nice, but as it could save your life you had to carry it 
with you wherever you went. Thankfully, we know today that the Germans did not use 
poisonous gas on the people of Britain. The gas masks were not needed, but those who 
lived through the war on the Home Front did not know that. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

1.Look at source 5 above. Why are the people wearing gas masks? 
2. What do you think it was like to wear the gas masks and the other clothes that they are 
wearing? 
3. Would you have liked to do their job? Why? 
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How did bombing affect the canals? 

 

  
  
During the Second World War Air Raid Precaution (ARP) Officers made sure everyone 
followed the ‘black-out’ rules. The enemy often bombed during the night, and any light 
would attract the German bombers, so all windows had to be covered. The ARP officers 
went around at night to make sure no lights could be seen, and that everything was in total 
darkness. 
 

 
 

Source 7 
This is part of a list of instructions telling people what they should do during the war. It 
tells the people who worked on the canals that they should make sure no lights could be 
seen after dark. You can see that someone has underlined the important sentence in pencil.  

Source 6 
 
This is from a chart with the title ‘A.R.P.’, which 
stands for ‘Air Raid Precautions.’ It was made in 
1940. Paper was in short supply during the war, and 
the quality of paper that people used was not very 
good. In source 6 you can see that the paper is starting 
to decay.  At the Bulbourne works the ARP officers 
were divided into four groups (squads), in case there 
was a bombing raid. These groups were divided into a 
fire fighting group, decontamination group, demolition 
group, a rescue group and a first aid group. 
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Source 8. 
 
The Ministry of Home 
Security made this 
poster during the war to 
warn people not to touch 
small bombs.  
 
 
 
 
 
What should people do 
if they see a bomb like 
the one in the poster? 
 
Make your own poster 
warning people about 
the dangers caused by 
German bombing. 
 
 

Source 9 
 
This photograph shows 
bomb damage caused by 
the German air force to 
the canal at Banbury in 
September 1940. 
 
 
 
The German’s began 
bombing Britain in the 
summer of 1940. At first 
they tried to destroy the 
Royal Air Force, but 
later they bombed towns 
and cities and even 
bombed Buckingham 
Palace.  
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The RAF fought very bravely to defend Britain from the Germans, and this became known 
as ‘The Battle of Britain.’ The Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, said on 20 August 1940,  
 

“Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few.” 
 
From November 1940 the German air force began to bomb many towns and cities in the 
United Kingdom. These included Belfast, Birmingham, Bristol, Cardiff, Hull, Liverpool, 
Newcastle, Plymouth, Portsmouth, Sheffield, Southampton and Swansea. Among the cities 
most heavily hit were Liverpool and Coventry, which suffered terrible German bombing on 
the night of 14th November 1940.   
 
 

 
 

Source 10 
This photograph shows firemen at Gloucester Docks during a fire drill in 1940. 

 
Look carefully at source 10 above. It shows a warehouse used to store goods. On the 
ground outside the warehouse is a lot of wood piled up ready to be used in the war effort.  
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Why might Gloucester Docks have been a target for German bombers?  
2. Do you think the seven fire fighters could cope with a real fire if the Docks were 
bombed?   
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Source 11 
Part of a book called ‘War Damage Records. Regents Canal Dock and Canal.’ 

Many canal companies kept a record of the damage caused by enemy bombing.  The short 
handwritten report in source 11 above tells us that on the night of the 11th and 12th 
September 1940 the windows, frames, doors, and roof of Salmon’s Lane Lock cottage were 
badly damaged by a high explosive bomb blast. It does not tell us if anyone was hurt, and 
hopefully the people who lived there were safe in an air raid shelter. 

Source 12 below records damage caused by a direct hit on a tow path by a high explosive 
bomb (a tow path is next to the canal, and was used by horses to tow the canal vessels). The 
source also mentions damage to property in Birmingham by a German air raid. 

 
 

Source 12 
A copy of a confidential document made by the Grand Union Canal Company in 

November 1940. 
 
 
 

 
 

1. Look at the document above. What part of the canal was damaged?  
2. What caused the damage and when? 
3. What does the document tell us about Birmingham? 
4. How much will it cost to repair the damage? 



British Waterways Archive. 
World War II Outreach Pack. 

 
 - 14 - 

 
Rationing. 

 
What was rationing and why was it needed? 
 
Rationing was introduced on 8th January 1940 so that everyone had a fair share of food. 
The Germans stopped food and other supplies getting to Britain by using submarines called 
U-boats to sink ships taking food and materials to Britain. Rationing was important, 
especially in cities where people could not grow their own food. Wasting food was thought 
to be a terrible thing to do as Britain became short of food and other materials. People were 
given special ration books, which they needed to buy food. Some of the food that was 
rationed was butter, sugar, chocolate, bacon, cheese, fresh eggs, tea and milk. Some things 
such as bananas, which do not grow in Britain, could not be bought during the war. People 
with gardens were encouraged to dig them up and grow food. Food Inspectors went around 
the country to make sure people were not cheating and having more food than they should 
have. Even though food was rationed most people had a very healthy diet, much healthier 
than many people have today! 
 
 

 
 

Source 13 
Part of a food rationing order for men, made by the Ministry of Food, about 1947. 

 
 
As bread was in short supply, it also had to be rationed. In Source 13 above you can see an 
application from Mr. Cox to the Ministry of food for a bread ration. From 1st June 1941 
clothing was also rationed. The government needed cloth to make things needed for the 
war, such as uniforms and parachutes. People were given ration books for clothing, and 
adults were given enough coupons to have one new set of clothes a year, but Children were 
given extra coupons. Second hand clothes, and clothes for babies under 4 months old, could 
be bought without coupons.  
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Every family had to register with a shop, and the shopkeeper was then given only enough 
food for the people who were registered with him. This system made it difficult for those 
who worked on the canals, as they were moving around the country and could not always 
use the same shop. Below you can see source 15. This document was made on 2nd October 
1941. It tells us that railway workers were not allowed to have a special cheese ration. 

 

 

1. When, and for what reason, was the document made? 
2. To whom was the document sent? 
3. Why do you think metal was in short supply during the Second World War?  

Source 14 
During the war 
there was a 
shortage of 
metal. This 
document, which 
was made on 15th 
October 1941, 
asks for old 
metal buttons to 
be returned so 
they can be 
reused.   
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Source 16 
This photograph was taken during the 1940s. During the war some women worked on the 
canals. The ladies in the photograph are called Evelyn and Anne, and they are using some 
of their rations to have a nice cup of tea.  
 
After the war some of the women wrote about their time working on the canals. This is 
what one of them wrote; 

 
‘….. late in 1945 ‘bread units’ were introduced, which meant that 
bread, our staple diet, would now be rationed and it was hard to 
imagine how we would manage on a limited supply. Even worse, 
when any commodity was rationed, it became difficult to obtain for 
those who could only shop with emergency ration cards.’ i 

 
Food continued to be rationed after the war, and did not finally end until 4th July 1954. 
Some things had been taken off the ration list before then, such as for canned and dried 
fruit, chocolate biscuits, treacle and syrup on 19th May 1950.  Most people were very happy 
that rationing was over.  

 
 
 
 

Have another look at source 15 and try and answer these questions. 
1. When, and for what reason, was the document made? 
2. To whom was the document sent? 
3. Why were some things rationed during the war? 
4. Make a list of the items and goods that were rationed during the war.  
5. If food were rationed today, what food would you miss the most? 
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Who were evacuees? 
 

When the war started in September 1939, nearly three million people, mainly school 
children, were moved from towns and cities to the safety of the countryside. The people 
who moved were called ‘evacuees.’ Many of the children went to the countryside with a 
female teacher (many male teachers had joined the armed forces). Places such as cities, 
which were thought to be dangerous to live in, were called ‘Evacuable Areas.’ The places 
in the countryside where the evacuees went were called ‘Reception Areas’. Evacuation was 
never compulsory. The families that looked after the evacuees were called ‘Hosts’ and their 
new home was called a ‘Billet’. When the evacuees arrived at the ‘Reception Areas,’ the 
host family would decide which ones they would take, and families were sometimes split 
up. It must have horrible to have been the last child to be picked by the host families. It was 
a stressful time for the children, as many had never left home before. The letter below 
(source 17) tells us about a canal family who got into trouble for taking in evacuees.  If you 
find it hard to read, have a look at the box on page 18. See if you can find any mistakes in 
the spelling and grammar! 

 Source 17 

Source 17 
shows the 
first page 
of a three-
page letter 
written on 
17th July 
1944. The 
letter 
complains 
about Mr 
Hatton and 
his wife 
taking in 
evacuee 
children 
without 
permission. 
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Help reading source 17. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The new schools that the children attended were often overcrowded due to the large 
number of evacuees, and there was not enough books or pencils for everyone. In some 
places the evacuees were given a warm welcome, but in others they were not made to feel 
welcome. After the war was over, some of the children found it very hard to settle with 
their real families because they had been away from them for up to five years.   
 
 
 
 
  

July 17th 1944   Holt Lock 
Mr Bradley   Holt Heath 

Nr [near] Worcester 
Dear sir 
I am sorry to have to make this 
complaint about RH Hatton he and 
his wife have been to Worcester today 
Monday 17th July 1944 and brought 
back two children evacuees with them 
and also 5 children and two women 
they have taken in without the 
Billeting  officer order for he as not 
been up here. When he got back 
with the two he wanted to sign up 
Mr Ninett and asked if he was al- 
right in doing so. I told him he should 
enquired first before doing so. he then 
flew in a temper and told me he should 
please his self what he did. he should not 
asked me he as not got the commod- 
ation for then he as got very little 
furnisher ore bed linen to make them 
comfortable. 

1. What had Mr. Hatton done wrong? 
 
2. How many people did Mr. Hatton bring back from Worcester?  
 
3. Did the person writing the letter think that Mr. Hatton could look after the people 
properly? Give reasons for your answer. 
 
4. Imagine that you are Mr. or Mrs Hatton and write a letter about this event from your 
point of view.  
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Source 18 
Children working on a school boat at Bulls Bridge during the late 1930s. 

 
 
 

 
It was not just people that were evacuated from the cities, important paintings and museum 
treasures were also moved for safekeeping. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Was it only men who took part in the war effort? 
 
By the end of 1943 about 90% of single women and 80% of married women were working 
to help Britain win the war. 
 
Younger women were called on to work on the land, and many joined the Women’s Land 
Army . Many women also worked in factories, such as the Rolls Royce factory in Glasgow 
where 10,000 women worked to make engines for fighter planes called ‘Spitfires’. Older 
women often joined the Women's Voluntary Service, which by 1943 had a million 
members. The Women's Voluntary Service did a variety of jobs, including giving food and 
drink to those who sheltered in the London Underground, collecting scrap metal, and 
helping those who had lost their homes in the bombing.  
 

1. How is the classroom in the picture different from/the same as yours? 

Use the information above, and your own research, to write a story about an evacuee 
leaving his/her home to go and live in the countryside with people they had never met 
before. How would they have felt leaving home? What did they take with them? What were 
their new homes and school like?  
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Women also served in the army, air force, and navy as well as air raid wardens. Many 
women joined the Auxiliary Territorial Service . They worked as drivers, cleaners and 
also worked in the canteens. Later in the war some women also worked as electricians. 
Women who wanted to work in the Royal Air Force joined the Women’s Auxiliary Air 
Force and did similar jobs as those in the Auxiliary Territorial Service, but also worked in 
the radar stations. Women in the RAF were not allowed to be fighter pilots, but women 
who joined the Air Transport Auxiliary  (ATA), were allowed to fly new RAF planes 
from the factory to a fighter base.  
 

 
Source 19 

This photograph was taken on 31 March 1944. It shows a meeting of five women who 
worked on the canals, called Audrey, Evelyn, Mary, Frankie and Anne. The lady in the hat 
was called Kitty Gayford, and she was teaching the women how to use the boats.   
 

During the Second World War there were not enough men to work on the canals and 
women were encouraged to take their place. The pay that the women were given on the 
canals was low, and not many women wanted to do the work. In 1943 it was reported that 
fifty pairs of boats were not being used because there was not enough people to crew them. 
The Leeds and Liverpool Canal however had over fifty women ask to work on the canals in 
February 1945.ii  
 

In September 1944 Susan Woolfitt, whose children had been evacuated to Devon, saw a 
poster made by the Ministry of War Transport asking women to work on the canals. She 
thought it would be a good idea to work on the canal, and joined up. She enjoyed working 
on the canals, but found it very hard work. When the war ended and the soldiers started to 
come back from fighting she left the canals, but she was interested in canals all her life. In 
1947 she wrote a book about her life called ‘Idle Women.’ In her book she tells us about 
what life was like as a 'trainee' working on canal boats during the Second World War. 
Never mind how good the women were at working on the canals, they were always called 
‘trainees.’  The name of the book is taken from the letters ‘IW’ that the trainees wore on 
their hats. The letters stand for ‘Inland Waterways’, but the men said it stood for ‘Idle 
Women’!  
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Susan Woolfitt tells us in her book about how difficult and dangerous life was on the canals 
during the war. This is what she wrote about a bombing raid on the Regent's Canal in 
London: 
 

‘ I had no experience of London air-raids, having been more than 
usually lucky to date, and it was with mixed feelings that I 
walked through the streets of broken glass and saw the efficiency 
of the Defence Services in Action. I shall not easily forget the 
roped off street and the little crowd gathered around a 
policeman on duty there. One girl of about fifteen was frantically 
trying to get news from him, but the casualty list wasn’t yet 
known. In reply to a query she said: “My mum’s in there.” There 
didn’t seem to be anything at all to say in answer to that.’ iii  

 

 
Source 20 

This photograph was taken during the 1940s. It shows two women ‘trainees’ called 
Margaret Cornish and Helen working on the canal at a place called Hawkesbury Stop. The 
canal boat was called ‘Hercules.’  

 
Another lady who worked on the canals was called Margaret Cornish. You can see her on 
the boat in the photograph above. In 1987 she wrote a book about her life on the canals 
during the war called ‘Troubled Waters: Memoirs of a Canal Boatwoman.’ During the 
Second World War she worked for the Grand Union Canal Company. In her book she tells 
us about how tough her life was, and the good friends she made. She describes the life of 
the canal people. This is what she wrote about enemy bombing: 
 

‘There were nights when the rumble of planes overhead and the 
nearby barking of the ack-ack guns made us feel horribly vulnerable 
in our small boats, so that we were glad to be loaded and off again to 
the comparative safety of the countryside.’ iv 
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Below Margaret Cornish mentions the ‘black-out’ where everyone had to make sure no 
light could be seen by the enemy planes. If the enemy saw lights at night they would think 
that people were living there and drop their bombs. 
  

‘Nightly raids by aircraft and the flying bombs were beginning to sap 
the life and energy of the City so that in early evening all activity 
retreated behind the million acres of black-out material.’ v 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Use the information above, and your own research, to write a newspaper report about 
woman working on the canals during the Second World War.  

Source 21 
 
Working on a canal boat was 
often tough. In this photograph, 
taken during the war, two 
women trainees are checking 
the ice on the front of their 
boat.  The winter of 1939-40 
was very bad, and the canals 
became frozen.  
 
This is how Margaret Cornish 
remembers working on the 
canal during the winter: 
 
‘It was useless to wear gloves 
as they soon got soaked and 
froze to our hands. The danger 
of slipping made every move 
precarious, and hands stuck to 
the frozen guardrails on the 
lock gates.’  
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How did people celebrate the end of the war? 
 
The Germans surrendered on 7th May 1945, and the war in Europe came to an end. The war 
had lasted nearly six years and many millions of people had died. Many of those who 
survived the war had lost their homes due to enemy bombing. Everyone was glad that the 
war in Europe had finally ended and Germany and her allies had been defeated. All around 
Britain people had parties to celebrate the end of the war in Europe, but it was not until 15th 
August 1945 that Japan finally surrendered and the Second World War ended.   
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
                                                
i Cornish. M. Troubled Waters: Memoirs of a Canal Boatwoman. Robert Hale. 1987. p 184. 
ii Freer. W. Women and Children of the Cut. p 24. 
iii  Woolfitt. S. Idle Women. p 102. 
iv Cornish. M. Troubled Waters: Memoirs of a Canal Boatwoman. Robert Hale. 1987. pp 55-6. 
v Cornish. M. Troubled Waters: Memoirs of a Canal Boatwoman. Robert Hale. 1987. p 44. 

 
 

Source 22 
 
This document was 
made in May 1945. It 
tells us about holidays 
for people working on 
railways and canals to 
celebrate the end of the 
war in Europe. This 
important day was called 
Victory in Europe day, 
or VE day for short, and 
was celebrated on 8th 
May 1945. 

1. Find out how people celebrated the end of the Second World War. 
2. Imagine that you are an evacuee at the end of the war. Write a diary entry for your 

last day with the host family.   


