
 

 

MEMORIES OF AN EVACUEE & WRNS RECRUIT. 
 

Taken from a 1995 Merton Heritage Service interview with  

Raynes Park resident,  JENNY HAMILTON.  
 

Jenny was 15 years old when war broke out. 

 The Munich crisis: 
 When I was 12, the Munich crisis erupted. I had to hand out Gas  
 masks at my London school. There was a special Mickey Mouse mask  
 for younger children. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 I won the Lady Astor essay prize, writing about my fears over Munich.  
 I went to her home, Cliveden, and spoke to her. Lady Astor (the first  
 female M.P. ) had tried very hard to make peace with Germany but we  
 knew war was coming. At the time, people either accepted it or refused  
 to believe it. 
 

 The Home Front: 
 During the war we lived at Grand Drive in Raynes Park. We were all  
 given some sort of war work, no matter how young. One of our  
 neighbours was an expectant mother ( I hadn’t known because you  
 didn’t talk about such things in those days ). My job was to take her to  
 the hospital when necessary. 
 

 We always tried to help each other, for instance when gas mains were  
 fractured during raids, my mother would share our electric cooker with 
 other families. Expectant mothers were always sent to the front of the   
 queue in shops and no-one ever complained.  
 

 Only one form of help was discouraged and that was to offer directions.   
 ( Careless talk costs lives! ) If someone needed directions, they  
 shouldn’t be there! People didn’t move around that much, there were  
 few deliveries as fuel and transport were precious. 
 



 

 Entertainment: 
 I used to go to dances at the Town Hall. ( My father wouldn’t allow trips   
 to London. ) We were even allowed to hold a dance in Colliers Wood   
 library once. I can remember dancing round rows of books! 
 

 I also remember the London Fire Brigade had a dance band - you  
 won’t believe it but their signature tune was “I Don’t Want to Set the  
 World on Fire”! 
 

 Local stationing of troops: 
 There were large guns on Prince George’s Fields and army occupation  
 huts. These were eventually used to house families who had been  
 bombed out. 
 

 Members of the Eagle Squadron were here before the war. They were  
 ordinary U.S. citizens with flying skills - many are buried in Woking  
 Military Cemetery. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 Welsh Guards were stationed on Wimbledon Common, until they were  
 replaced by Canadian troops. They were digging burial trenches for  
 air-raid casualties. ( there wasn’t enough room at Garth Rd. ) I can  
 clearly remember seeing piles of thick cardboard coffins standing ready  
 for use.  Even prisoners were drafted into the Forces. 
 

 American troops were stationed at Bushey Park. When Telegraph  
 Cottage, Bushey Park was bombed, General Eisenhower had to find  
 different quarters and stayed in an Officers’ Club somewhere on  
 Parkside [ Wimbledon ]. 
 

 Canadians troops were wealthy compared to the British but the  
 Americans had the most money. 
 

 There may have been some local hostility towards the overseas troops  
 initially but after the Canadians were cut to pieces at Dieppe, attitudes  
 changed greatly. The Czech and Polish pilots also showed incredible  
 bravery during the Battle of Britain. 



 

 Civil Defence: 
 Buses had no lights on the top-deck and strips over the windows to  
 protect against shattering glass. 
 

 Local Air Cadets responsible for fire-watching and control, were posted  
 at garages. Some of the Air-raid wardens were rather strict. I remember  
 once they complained that housewives must remove their washing  
 from clothes-lines because it was “signalling to the enemy” ! 
 

 During the Battle of Britain, I was working at Ely’s department store.  
 I used to have to stand on the roof to see if everything was clear, or if  
 we had to evacuate the shop. I was amazed at the amount of  
 responsibility which was given to young girls. We were given a full  
 office training and apprenticeship. 
 
 Shelters: 
 

 Work: 
 There was a shop next to the Gaumont cinema opposite Ely’s in   
 Worple Rd ( where MacDonalds is now ). In its basement there had  
 been an ice rink and a public baths, this was where the staff from Ely’s  
 sheltered during air raids. Some of the raids were very long, I used to  
 take my knitting to the shelter ( we were always knitting socks and  
 gloves for the troops ). I remember during one raid, I knitted eighteen  
 inches! 
 

 Home: 
 I think we were the first in our street to receive a Morrison shelter,  
 probably because we were in an end house, but this went back when  
 the Anderson shelter arrived. I don’t remember us having both. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 

 We usually gave our pregnant neighbour priority when it came to  
 sheltering from raids - her husband was away in the Forces. 

https://dd4ia1o5xjk7o.cloudfront.net/wp-content/uploads/cms/w/ww2_morrison_shelter.jpg


 
 Air-raids: 
 I can remember from the highest part of Grand Drive you could see  
 London burning. At one stage you could even see the fires in  
 Birmingham, flames lit the sky, followed by plumes of black smoke. 
 

 There were some terrible night raids. I remember the morning after one  
 such raid - one of the cashier girls arrived at Ely’s wearing trousers.  
 When asked what she thought she was doing dressed like that, she  
 explained that her home had been bombed and she’d grabbed what  
 she could. In spite of this she was sent home to find a skirt - she said  
 she’d be lucky if she could find one!  
 ( You had to sleep in your clothes so you could get to the shelters more  
 quickly. Trousers were far more practical than skirts. ) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 I remember a Junkers ‘88 crashed in Worple Rd. The site looked  
 different for years, possibly because the houses had been newly  
 painted which was unusual in those days. 
 

 A British plane also crashed near Hillcross Avenue and the RAF later   
 honoured the pilot. 
 

 Machine-gunning: 
 On one occasion an enemy plane fired its machine guns at me. ( This    
 was a frequent occurrence, particularly in Morden. For some reason  
 Morden was highly visible from the air. Often at 10am, when house 
 wives were out shopping, planes would fly down and spray the streets  
 with bullets - anything to cause inconvenience. ) 
 

 German planes would fly very low indeed, in fact so low that during one  
 raid, I could clearly see the pilot - he was very young. 
 



 

 Evacuation: 
 Many children from Wimbledon were evacuated to Woking and  
 Guildford but my brothers and I weren’t evacuated until quite late in the   
 war. I would have been evacuated to relatives in Oklahoma City, USA  
 but when a U-boat sank a famous transport ship ( “City of Benares” )  
 sea-borne evacuation to America was stopped. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 I came home after one air-raid and the local ARP Warden stopped me.  
 “You think you’re very grown up don’t you,” he said. “ I’ve seen you  
 before and you’re going to be evacuated my girl!” ( I think he had heard  
 about my near miss with the German plane. ) 
 

 So, at 16, I was evacuated to Glasgow of all places!  ( Raids were just  
 as bad there, in fact I received a shrapnel wound to the cheek and was  
 eventually sent home. ) 
 

 When I first saw Clydebank, there were ships everywhere, some torn in  
 half by enemy action and balancing in the water. The ship workers   
 would weld them back together - they did wonderful work. I think that  
 was when I decided that I wanted to join the WRNS ” ( Wrens) 
 

 The WRNS ( WRENS ): 
 I joined up from opposite 9, Pepys Rd. which coincidentally was also  
 where Dame Vera Laughton-Mathews, Director of the Women’s Royal  
 Navy, had lived. 
 

 In those days when you joined the Wrens, you had two weeks to  
 decide if you definitely wanted to stay in the service. ( We weren’t  
 covered by the Naval Discipline Act, so there was no problem about  
 leaving if you changed your mind. ) 
 

 Before I was drafted for D-Day, I was responsible for taking care of  
 those girls who had proven unsuitable for the Wrens - some had had  
 illegitimate babies, many were unhappy. 



 The Sailors’ attitude: 
 Members of the WRNS were hand-picked for the service, which always  
 surprised me, given the treatment which they had to put up with from  
 the ordinary sailors. They treated us terribly. I remember some of them  
 shouting “ Go home to your mother!” and flinging things at us. There     
 was a lot of talk about how they “did things differently in the real Navy. 
 

 WRNS quarters were always at least a mile from those of the sailors, to  
 prevent trouble. Home quarters were quite comfy but working  
 conditions were terrible, partly due to bombing raids on the docks and  
 partly because there were no other female staff. The men would make  
 all sorts of “suggestions,” - you can imagine. 
 

 I remember once going to fetch a pair of bell-bottomed trousers from  
 the store. A huge, high counter had been erected to protect the woman  
 serving from the sailors! She was absolutely terrified and begged me  
 not to leave her alone, as the sailors had just had their Rum and she  
 was expecting trouble. In the end I had to stay and help her behind the  
 counter. There was always hell to pay if a Wren was served in the  
 stores before a sailor. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 D-Day: 
 Our work was gradually taken more seriously. I became a Commander  
 in Chief’s Wren and an Honorary Infantry Officer.  
 

 I was one of a team working somewhere below the water-line doing  
 secret planning for D-Day, ( although we didn’t realise its importance at  
 the time.) I had had no training whatsoever, except at Ely’s and  
 Wimbledon Technical College, yet I was immediately put to work in an  
 overworked, highly skilled team. God knows how many times we typed  
 and retyped plans for D-Day. 
 

 General Eisenhower was my boss and I later met General Montgomery  
 and was thanked for my services. 
 

 I was amongst the boats in the Channel during the D-Day campaign. 



 

 V Weapons: 
 When messages arrived of the first V1 falling in London. I had to go out  
 to the ships to tell the sailors that their families had been killed. 
 

 I remember having to go aboard one ship and tell a sailor that his   
 mother, wife and child had all been killed. Before I gave him the  
 message he was very cocky and disrespectful, but you should have  
 seen his face when he heard the news. From that day on, I never had  
 any more trouble while going aboard the ships. In fact the men would  
 come and ask me if I had any messages for them and I was able to put  
 their minds at rest. 
 

 During the week following D-Day, I managed to get a few hours off.  
 I was enjoying the rest and the relief of finally getting some clean  
 clothes. ( Except for Blackout curtains which were only used in winter,     
 there was no protection through the open windows of my room. ) 
 Suddenly I heard a “Phut-Phut” noise and saw a V1 being followed by  
 a Spitfire, which was trying to shoot it down. Bullets came flying into my  
 room, traces hit my arm and burnt my clean blouse! I started shouting  
 protests out of the window - it’s just the sort of thing people did in those  
 days. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Some of the boys I knew from the 75ft launches shot down V1’s and  
 V2’s. One sailor even managed to shoot down the plane which had  
 bombed his old school in Catford. 
 

 Post D-Day: 
 I remember seeing ships returning from France and thinking it strange  
 that their decks were totally empty - their crews were so exhausted that  
 they stayed below deck. 
 

 We were incredibly busy - I was offered 48 hours leave when my  
 brother returned from the Navy, but I turned it down because it wouldn’t  
 have been fair to all the other girls, many of whom were married and  
 needed leave to see their families. 
 



 

 Arnhem: 
 My mother had served with the Forces during the First World War and  
 was called up again to do control work for the Royal Engineers at  
 Victoria Coach Station, before moving to the War Office. 
 
 In September ‘44, she was working long hours on battle planning for  
 the Arnhem offensive. I can remember arriving home on leave, to find  
 the cupboards bare, as she’d had no spare time for shopping.  
 Shops were only open between 9am and 5pm in those days and my  
 mother was ultimately given special dispensation to get several weeks  
 worth of rations in lieu of those which she had lost. 
 

 Rationing: 
 Food rationing was a real trial. During the war my husband was  
 stationed with the Navy in New York, where he was rather spoiled.  
 He was not at all impressed with the British rations when he returned  
 home. 
 

 Britain maintained rationing even after the war, partly to help Germany   
 where aid supplies were needed to stop the spread of disease,  
 especially from the Concentration camps. 
 

 Even bread and potatoes became rationed during the post-war period.  
 Once I admit I lied and said my husband was in the Merchant Navy  
 because that would entitle me to 5lb of potatoes. 
 

 Help was available, Dame Barbara Cartland and Eleanor Roosevelt did  
 wonderful work, providing wedding dresses for women who wanted to  
 get married during the austerity period. One of my friends had one  
 such dress. 
 
 
 
 



  
 Bundles for Britain: 
 The Wimbledon Guild of Social Welfare issued “Bundles for Britain,”  
 including baby clothes right into the post-war period. Just after the war,  
 I was returning from Plymouth with my Naval husband. By this time I  
 was pregnant and when our baggage was stolen during the journey 
 - the Guild helped to clothe me with American chic. We had never seen  
 such clothes as I was given. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
  
 Post-war: 
 I continued to do post-war work for NATO for as long as I was needed. 
 

 In 1962, I went to Germany and met Admiral Doenitz following his  
 release from jail. [ Doenitz was Hitler’s Second-in-command and  
 successor, following the latter’s suicide in May 1945.] 
 I interviewed him regarding the death of 22 Wrens, who were killed  
 when a U-boat torpedoed SS Aguila, including Chief Petty Officer  
 Elsie Shepherd of St. Helier.  
 

 I don’t think many people realised that women were working on board  
 ships during the war. The loss of those women was felt very badly at  
 the time, particularly as the WRNS was then still quite small. They were  
 all highly trained  Chief Wrens and each was worth 10 men to the Navy. 
 

 I served with all the Allied Navies and have maintained friendships with  
 many ex-service people and their families, including those from the  
 New Zealand and American Forces. 
 

 I’m very pro-international and keen to point out the marvellous work  
 which these people did for the war-effort. Britain could not have won  
 the war without their help. 
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