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Preface

Growing up in World War II near Manchester was an experience. Everyone

helped each other, and things were never thrown away, just passed on to

someone else or recycled. My parents both worked in the cotton mill, and I

had two older sisters. I knew all my neighbours and had respect for my elders.

We were taught right from wrong and our playground was the street.

Although money was short, I can never remember feeling that I missed any-

thing, as everyone was the same, but we appreciated everything we had. I had

a happy childhood with a close family.
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Chapter 1

The sound of enemy planes overhead sent a chill down Ruth’s spine. Every
time she heard them, she felt the same. Would they get it this time? The
Anderson shelter was cold and damp, and the paraffin heater didn’t give them
much warmth for a cold December night. They didn’t have much protection,
either, if they had a direct hit, but it was their best bet. She looked at her son
Jonathon. He was eighteen and waiting for his call-up papers to join the war.
It was frightening.

“Do you want the last drop, Jonathon?” Ruth shook the flask she held in
her hand.

“No thanks. You have it, Mam. I think Dad’s asleep.” As if to prove him
right, a gentle snore could be heard from Alfred.

Ruth tried to act as normal as she could and keep calm, but it wasn’t how
she felt. Time passes so quickly, and it didn’t seem that long ago when Jona-
thon was off to school for the first time in his little short pants. He was a
lovely child with his blond, curly hair and angelic looks. His temperament
was not like his father’s…not yet, anyway, and she hoped that would con-
tinue. She looked at both girls asleep in the cot they shared. Poor Shirley was
ten years old, with her knees up under her chin. There would have to be some
changes made for her in this shelter, as she would be unable to sleep like that
soon. Then there was Jessie. Little Jessie was two years old, happy and con-
tented, and didn’t know what the war meant. If they had known the war was
imminent, then maybe Jessie would never have been born, but that would
have been sad. Last of all was Alfred, her husband—second husband—father
of her two girls who now shared her life.

They sat in silence for a while except for the activity going on not far away.
They heard the enemy planes going over, and it sounded as if there were many
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of them. It was a threat in their daily life that she could do without. This war
was going on too long; they’d all had enough now. After taking a quick peek
outside, she could see the skies looking red with fire. Ruth sipped the last of
the tea from her cup. She kept her thoughts deep inside as she listened for the
all-clear siren. When it eventually came, Ruth sighed with relief. They had
been spared for another day, but who could know for how long. She gathered
everything she could together.

“Alfred, wake up.” Ruth nudged him awake. “The all-clear’s gone. Come
and help me with the children.”

Alfred got to his feet and, going over to the cot, lifted Shirley.
“Come on, sleepy head. It’s time we went back inside.”
Shirley moaned, but stayed asleep as Alfred carried her up the garden path

to the back door.
Jonathon picked up Jessie from the cot and followed his dad into the house,

while Ruth carried the basket with the flask.
“I’ll come back for the bedding, Mam. Just leave it there.”
“It’ll wait until morning, son. Let’s all get to bed.”
Ruth dumped everything in the kitchen. The fire had died down, and there

was only a glow left in the grate. It felt cold now in the usually cosy kitchen.
The holly they had collected the previous day seemed to mock her as she
placed her flask and basket on the table covered in a chenille cloth. Ruth
looked around the room. It didn’t seem right with the Christmas decorations,
poor as they were. The paper chains that hung across the room, made so care-
fully by Shirley and Jessie, made her smile when she thought of the mess they
made, but it did make them happy doing it. How could the enemy come on a
bombing trip now? They didn’t seem to care that there were children who
were going to die—and at Christmas. No, it wasn’t right. Hitler had a lot to
answer for. This war was tiring, too. If they weren’t bombed in their home,
they were going to die of exhaustion. Locking the back door, she made her
way upstairs again. Ruth tucked the children up in bed, but found it difficult to
go back to sleep when she, at last, lay down. She couldn’t help but think about
the poor people who were bombed that night and would be without their dear
ones and a home, and she tossed and turned until fatigue took over.

They all got up later the following morning…not too late, but late enough
to make Alfred rush around to open up the business next door for the workers.
It was Christmas Eve, and there was much to do. Ruth hurried the breakfast
and rushed the girls so she could take them with her to do the shopping for the
things they would need over the Christmas holiday.

“This Hitler has a lot to answer for,” Shirley muttered as she quickly
washed and dressed.
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Ruth smiled to herself, as she realised her daughter had picked up some-
thing she often said.

Ruth’s thoughts returned to the last war. She was courting Billy then. Dear
Billy, he was a lovely man and husband. It seemed a lifetime ago, and so
much had happened since. There was a time when she never thought she
would become a mother, but now she was a mother of three.

Alfred and Jonathon went to the other half of their property, the printing
business, and started work. Ruth dressed Jessie in her warm coat and hat,
checked that Shirley was wrapped up well, and then, placing Jessie in her trol-
ley, she picked up her basket and pushed the trolley to Mary’s shop, with Shir-
ley tagging along. She hadn’t seen her sister Mary for a while, so if she could
possibly join her, it would be nice to have a chat over a cup of tea before she
picked up the shopping.

Barbara, her niece, was helping her mother in the shop, so Mary took a
well-earned break. They’d been busy, and Mary looked tired.

“Are you okay, Mary? Did you get much sleep last night?”
“Not really. How are you managing with this war?” Mary pushed a plate of

biscuits towards Ruth. “It’s frightening, isn’t it? And I’m worn out.” Ruth
declined the biscuits, but the children both took one and sat crunching them.

“It’s the children I’m afraid for. At least we’ve had some life.”
“And hopefully we’ll have much more. We’re not too bad here, Ruth. Now,

Manchester…”
“I know. I feel sorry for them.”
“I think they got hit badly last night. From what I hear, it was blitzed. Have

you heard anything?” Mary asked.
“It looked bad. The sky was red. There must have been a lot of fire. You

never know what’s going to happen from one day to the next.”
Mary gave a sigh of relief. “I’m just glad we don’t live near the wagon

works anymore in Dukinfield. They’re always trying to hit that.”
“They haven’t managed it yet.”
“It doesn’t mean they won’t.”
“It’s freezing in the shelter, isn’t it? Or is yours warm? I know ours isn’t.”

Ruth shivered at the thought.
“It doesn’t matter how cosy it is. It’s not like being in your own bed, Ruth.”
“That’s true.”
“Are you still coming over tonight? I was thinking of making a potato pie.”
“That’s tempting, Mary, but I don’t think so. It’s a bit dangerous just now to

be away from home after last night. We just don’t know what Adolf has in
mind. Besides that, there are things to sort out.” Ruth gave the children a sly
look. “You know what I mean? Father Christmas will be coming, so I’ll need
to be prepared.”
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“I know what you mean. Never mind, we’ll postpone it until New Year. It
may have quietened down by that time.”

“And I won’t be so busy. You come over to us, Mary, and I’ll make a rabbit
pie.”

“Good, that’ll do it. I like your rabbit pie, and we haven’t had one for a
while. We’ll see how things go.”

Ruth took the girls to Arcadia, the co-op. Father Christmas was there in his
grotto, and Ruth asked the girls if they wanted to go to see him. Shirley
declined; she said she was too old, but Jessie was excited and couldn’t wait
for her turn. She was given a game and looked forward to getting home to
play with it.

That night the family awoke to the sirens.
“Not again,” Jonathon muttered under his breath. It was a chilling sound—

wails that would penetrate any dream and make you jump awake. He could
hear the sound of his mam in the kitchen and dad waking up the girls. Dad,
whom he always called Dad because he was the only one he’d ever known,
was going through the routine. They always went through it step by step, in a
quick panic, but thoroughly, even though they were always in the shelter
when the enemy planes came over. After, he could hear his mam making a
flask of tea and dad preparing to take his half-sisters to the Anderson shelter
in the back garden.

“Jonathon, are you awake?” Ruth called.
“Coming,” he answered in return.
Jonathon swung his legs out of bed, slipped on his coat and shoes, and went

to help with his younger sisters. He went into the kitchen and found his mam
checking the list on the cupboard door…again.

BEFORE I GO TO BED
1. Turn off the gas at the main.
2. Leave some water in the bath.
3. Fill a bucket and leave it handy with a bucket of sand or fine

earth.
4. Leave additional clothing with a friend, as a further precau-

tion.
5. Put a pair of outdoor shoes and warm coat by my bed for

sudden emergencies. Keep a bag packed with necessities I
may need and have my gas mask ready.

His mam knew what the paper said; she’d looked at it often enough. The
list was issued by The Ministry of Information, and although it was a neces-
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sity, it drove Jonathon mad. His mam swore by it, though, and they had to
check the directions whenever they heard the sirens.

Jonathon picked up the bag that contained the bedding for the cot, and they
silently left the house, carrying their necessities, and walked up the garden
path. It was dark, and they daren’t shine a light. They could use a torch, but
when the enemy were imminent, they preferred not to. Jumping down into the
shelter, he gave a helping hand to Shirley and Mam, while his dad held Jessie
in his arms. Jonathon watched as his dad carefully climbed down to join them.
They put down the bags and emptied the bedding into the cot and quickly pre-
pared it.

“Good thing I’ve aired them today,” Mam said as his dad placed Jessie in
the cot and Shirley got in at the opposite end and lay with her knees bent. The
sirens stopped, and they listened intently. The adults sat on hard-back kitchen
chairs as there wasn’t much room in the shelter, and Dad lit the paraffin stove
that stood in the corner.

“Let’s hope we’re not in here for long,” whispered Dad. “I’m already miss-
ing my bed.”

There were a few minutes of snatched sleep, and then the droning sound of
enemy aircraft was heard overhead. The planes seemed as if they were pass-
ing over, but they knew to wait for the all clear before they moved. They lis-
tened to the whining sounds of the bombs dropping and the explosions that
followed. They didn’t know where they were being released, and the girls
slept through it all. Dad put his head through the doorway of the shelter.

“Somebody’s getting it,” Dad whispered, “I can see the red sky again.”
“Come in, Alfred, and thank goodness it isn’t us. The children are far too

young,” Mam sighed with relief.
“Not this time we’re getting it, but it could be us next,” Jonathon answered.

“But I bet Manchester is suffering again.”
“Jonathon, don’t talk like that. I don’t need it, dear.”
“We shouldn’t get complacent, though, Mam.”
“I know, Jonathon, but I don’t want reminding.”
After they emptied the flask of tea, they heard the sirens again for the all

clear.
“C’mon, children, let’s get you inside.”
Shirley woke as her dad carried Jessie back into the house, so the rest of

them followed him up the garden path. The sky had the same red glow as the
night before, and they all climbed thankfully back into bed.

“Merry Christmas!” Alfred called to them.
“Some Christmas,” Jonathon called back.

§ § § § § §
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The evening paper on Christmas Eve had the headline “The Christmas
Blitz: Heavy bombing in the city of Manchester.” The article read: “The
heaviest bombing raids have killed an estimated 684 people and injured
2,364. Manchester Cathedral, the Royal Exchange, and the Free Trade Hall
were among the large buildings damaged. Two hundred and seventy aircraft
dropped 272 tons of high explosive and 1,032 incendiary bombs; on the sec-
ond night, 171 aircraft dropped another 195 tons of high explosive and 893
incendiaries. After the bombings, Nazi propaganda is declaring that the entire
city had been burned to the ground.”

It was a frightening thought and made them all realise how lucky they
were—this time. Ruth worried about Jonathon; she worried about all of them
surviving this war. It was much worse than the last. They didn’t suffer the
bombs like this before. The Germans were making their mark, but Ruth
decided that if this were going to be their last Christmas, then they were going
to enjoy it.

They all slept a little later Christmas morning, and when Ruth got up, she
prepared the breakfast while Alfred lit the fire. The girls opened their presents
that Alfred had left at the side of their bed, and as soon as the room warmed,
Ruth shouted for them to come down. Jonathon chose to stay in bed a while
longer.

“What would you like for your breakfast, girls? Would you like a boiled
egg this morning?” Eggs were rationed, but this was a special morning.

“Please, can I have mine not too soft, Mam?” Shirley asked.
Ruth placed the eggs in a small pan and buttered the bread for the children,

while they took down the socks that had been left on the string and were now
full of little things like sweets, nuts, a tangerine, and a little chocolate, too.
Ruth told them that under no circumstances were they to eat any of it until
after breakfast, but after they pleaded, she allowed them one sweet each.

Alfred prepared the vegetables, while Ruth placed the chicken that was
already plucked and cleaned in the roasting tin. Placing it in the oven in the
fireplace along with a few potatoes, she asked Alfred to stoke up the fire to
make sure they cooked. The black-leaded metal of the fireplace shone. It had
been freshly painted that week and cleaned inside, ready for Christmas. Even
the string under the mantelpiece that had their stockings pegged to it had been
renewed. Ruth and Alfred allowed the girls to open the rest of their presents,
and as soon as Jonathon came downstairs, they all opened theirs. Ruth knew
this would probably be the last Christmas that Jonathon would spend with
them for a while and tried to make it one to remember.

Alfred went to the local club with Jonathon for his Christmas pint, a family
tradition, while Ruth and the girls prepared dinner. The vegetables were in the
pan and placed on the shelf above the oven to cook, and the plates were warm-




