Ramsgate evacuees boost numbers on roll at Church Eaton School!

During May and June 1940 the German army pushed the Allied armies to small coastal ports, including Dunkirk, where a flotilla of boats evacuated the soldiers. Their arrival in the coastal towns of the southeast must have caused fear and foreboding regarding a predicted attack on our island. Nowhere was this more apparent than in Ramsgate, Margate, Broadstairs and Hastings where hurried plans were made to evacuate the children to safer parts of England. 

They chose Stafford and its surrounding villages and in early June 1940, 3225 children and 241 staff and helpers arrived at Stafford station. On June 3rd. eighty Ramsgate evacuees travelled by omnibus to Church Eaton School, along with 3 of their teachers – Mr. C. Fox, Mr. G. Evans and Miss E. Danby. A meeting was held later in the day to, ‘discuss the problem of arranging classes and work’.

John Hitchens, then an Infant pupil at the school, remembers bewildered evacuees sitting cross-legged  in Miss Skells room, (now Class 2), with labels on their collars. Their lodgings were already decided and a succession of ‘foster parents’ came in and ‘sorted them’.

Ron Lippitt of Church Eaton remembers several of the boys, Victor Eastwood, Joker Jones, (who the girls greatly admired) and Dicky Dawson and has provided photographs of his old chums. Recipients of evacuees included Mrs Hayward of Little Onn Hall, who looked after two girls and two boys, (not too much of a challenge with maidservants to assist) and the owners of Dolphin House who looked after Sadi & Phoebi Corper. John Hitchens has never forgotten that the Headteacher and his wife had no evacuees under their roof. 

The next day they arrived back at school and the 151 pupils, (80 Ramsgate and 71 Church Eaton) were ‘organised in 6 groups, under 6 teachers, according to age’. John Hitchens recalls that the Ramsgate evacuees were ‘tidy people, well behaved, who settled down well’. 

Mr. Booth was the Headteacher and his logbook records in detail over the next few weeks, what many would consider trivial incidents, considering that this country was fighting for its survival in the Battle of Britain. There is no mention of homesickness in the evacuees and nothing which could be considered an opinion, just a factual re-telling of daily happenings, including Mr. Booth’s absence for a day to attend his father’s funeral.

Here are a few examples:

June 21st, ‘I have cautioned children about the danger of riding behind a cyclist on a carrier or mudguard.’

‘The standard of religious knowledge of CE children and Ramsgate children is quite different, since the evacuees have come from a non-church school –C Dugmore Assistant Diocesan inspector June 1940.

‘August 1st. school broke up for 2 weeks and a day except for 18 evacuees who attended school with Mr. Evans.’ (Presumably this is because the ‘foster parents’ did not want them at home.)

‘Sept. 10th. 1940, Captain Wolseley of the Home Guard visited (10.10-11.10am) to attach new fitments to pupils gas masks and also to deal with any defects.’ (John Hitchens remembers a green metal filter being taped on the end with white tape. He also remembers wooden frames with chicken wire being fixed over the school windows.)

‘Oct 14th Mr Evans left to teach at Colwich School. 

‘Nov 7th Mr Fox reported for service in the RAF.’

By the end of October 1940 the Battle of Britain had been won and with the threat of invasion diminished, evacuees were sent for and gradually returned home. 

The logbook continues:

‘Nov 6th 18 books were brought in from Gnosall school for the evacuees.’

‘Dec 11th. the grand sum of £2 3s 6d was shared amongst 58 evacuees 9d each. (This could be a local collection to provide children with pocket money).

In Jan 1941 attendance was 23.6% for CE and  40.7% for evacuees. (I would imagine foster parents are stricter, because attendance figures for evacuees were consistently better than for locals). Childhood illnesses were severe and common, with outbreaks of flu, diphtheria, scarlet fever, scabies and measles being recorded.

‘Jan. 28th. 1941 - Suckitt and Bayliss are forbidden from snowballing because they broke a school window.’

‘Feb 10th a new tin of Horlicks was opened, the last to be supplied by the firm.’

‘April 3rd gas mask practice watched by the village warden.’

In the summer of 1941, ‘Miss Danby retired on pension’ and Mr. Richards, a Ramsgate teacher transferred from Forton School.

Sept 1941 ‘Harvesting operations are causing several evacuees and Church Eaton boys to be absent, with permission of the education authority on fine afternoons only for a fortnight.’ (This is less of an issue knowing that children were at Church Eaton School until they were 14 and farms were short of labour).

‘Oct 13th a good many children absent due to potato picking without permission’.

‘Oct. 21st 1941 Mr West, Director of Education for Ramsgate children visited.’ 

‘Dec 2nd Ron Lippitt owned up to breaking the support to the girls pump. (He still remembers this misdemeanour).

‘Dec 3rd my deck chair had part of the arm broken during the dinner hour. As no one has owned up to the deed I have stopped football until further notice, until the guilty one owns up. (He did so later – H. Thackett.)

Dec. 1940 Mr Richards, evacuee teacher allowed to leave, by train to London, to see his son wounded in the tank battles of Libya.

Thereafter hardly a mention of evacuees in Mr. Booth’s logbook, until in January 1942 there were just eight left. These children had been in this community for 18 months and their fate was still to be decided!

I asked John and Ron is they know of any evacuees who stayed on after the war and they remember one-Tony Moss, who stayed to work at Little Onn Hall.

They were tough times and they were brave children, who endured their separation from home with patience and fortitude. The present Headteacher of Church Eaton School, Mike Winkle, occasionally receives enquiries and visits from Ramsgate evacuees, most of whom are now octogenarians. 

Many thanks to Ron Lippitt and John Hitchens, both of them villagers and ex pupils of Church Eaton School, for their memories, comments and photographs.

