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Psychologically, Bolton, like the rest of the Britain, went to war 
three times in the years 1938-40, and ironically the official 
occasion (3 September 1939) seemed less dramatic than the 
Munich crisis a year earlier or after the fall of France in June 
1940. In August 1914 war had come as a thunderclap to the 
relatively prosperous Bolton people out of a literally cloudless 
sky. Although for some years before 1914 there had been some 
shadows cast by anxiety about naval competition with 
Germany, there was a general assumption earlier that year that 
Britain had won the race and that international relations were 
getting better.- The shadows of 1938 9 were much denser and 
stretched back to black memories of the western front in the 
Great War, to the onset of the Great Depression in 1929 (by 
1938 employment in cotton manufacture, Bolton's staple 
industry, had dropped by 50 per cent since 1914 and a third of 
the workforce was unemployed), 3 and to the rise of the fascists.

1 Acknowledgements are due to D. C. Watt's exhaustive diplomatic 
history, How War Came (London, 1989). This article is about how 
ordinary people in one northern town reacted to the crisis, and is a 
sequel to the author's 'Bolton and the Outbreak of the First World 
War', T.H.S.L.C., CXXXVIII (1989), pp. 181 99.

2 Ibid., pp. 183^.
3 P. A. Harris, 'Social Leadership and Social Attitudes in Bolton, 1919 to 

1939' (unpub. Ph.D. thesis, Lancaster Univ., 1973), p. 464; Bolton 
Evening Mews [hereafter B.EM), 8 Sept. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
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The shadows deepened in people's minds in the thirties with 
Hitler's bellicose rabble-rousing, newsreel footage of war in 
China, Abyssinia, and Spain, 4 and by the widely believed 
Baldwinian prediction that in a future war British towns would 
be devastated by high explosive, incendiary, and gas bombs' 
dropped from enemy air fleets which would be able to ignore 
the Royal Navy's hitherto invincible shield. 6 Three weeks into 
the war, Bolton's municipal emergency committee for civil 
defence quietly ordered 100 extra metal slabs and 60 three- 
storey trolleys for the town's mortuaries."

We are privy to the views of Bolton people on the gathering 
crisis as they were reflected in the broadsheet Bolton Evening 
News (small ads on the front page until spring 1940) and 
weekly Bolton Journal, both of a Liberal persuasion in a town 
with two Tory M.P.s and a Conservative-led council. We also 
have the findings of the pioneering social survey Mass 
Observation (M.O.), which concentrated (though not 
continuously) on Bolton on the eve of the war. The Evening 
News gave its readers a concise local, national, and 
international news service and column-length tightly argued 
editorials consistently critical of Chamberlain's appeasement 
policy from the beginning as fundamentally wrong. 8 
Occasionally it commented on townspeople's reactions to 
international events and provided them with a 'letter box' to 
air their views. As the manager of a local paper aiming to 
appeal to all sections of the Bolton community, the editor 
published letters reflecting a wide selection of opinion, some 
of which quarrelled with his editorials. However, we cannot be 
confident that once the war started the paper was as 
representative or reflected prevalent opinion on the streets,

4 B.E.K, 3 Sept. 1938, p. 5 (news item and letter); 6 Sept. 1938, p. 5 
(letter); C. Madge and T. Harrisson, Britain by Mass-Observation 
(London, 1939), p. 52.

5 B.E.M, 7 Sept. 1939, p. 6 (news item).
6 B.EM, 1 July 1939, p. 6; 25 July 1939, p. 2 (news items).
7 Bolton Archives, AB/43/1 (Emergency Committee for Civil Defence, 

21 Sept. 1939).
8 Of the national newspapers only the Liberal News Chronicle and the 

Labour Daily Mirror shared the Evening Jfews's persistent scepticism 
towards appeasement: Watt, How War Came, pp. 37, 386.
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since the editor clearly felt he had a duty to warn against 
defeatist ('fifth column') comment and rumour, especially in 
the dark days of the early summer of 1940. 9 Mass Observation 
recorded a much more pessimistic atmosphere than the paper 
at this time. The Evening News had a considerable circulation 
in the Bolton area, more than the combined 'nationals' in a 
working-class area of the town. Reliance on the views which it 
published must be tempered by the findings of Mass 
Observation in 1938 that only 7 per cent of Boltonians 
believed all that they read in the papers and that on an 
ordinary day only 0.3 per cent of overheard conversations 
were about politics. 10

Unlike 1914, townspeople in the Thirties had an alternative 
source of information in the B.B.C. wireless service which, 
because it was seen as politically neutral, was perhaps more 
trusted. Only 55 per cent of householders owned wireless 
sets, 11 but their number increased significantly during the 
Munich crisis of September 1938, especially portables 
enabling people at work to keep right up to date with 
developments and, it was surmised, in the event of war to use 
in shelters or the countryside should they flee there. 12 This 
generated in Boltonians a far greater sense of national 
identity, of sharing a collective trauma, than had existed 
before the First World War; they could actually hear the 
inspiring voices of the king and prime minister. 13 In 1914 
Bolton saw invasion scares as a concern only for south-east 
England, but in 1940 it shared the general national fear that 
nowhere was immune from the aerial threat, whether bombs 
or parachutists. An 'ex-sergeant' wrote to the local paper in 
the wake of the Austrian crisis in March 1938 predicting that 
enemy planes would attack unprotected Lancashire and 
Yorkshire towns and recommending that every Territorial

9 B.E..N., 3 May 1939, p. 7 (article, 'Our Jeremiahs', against defeatist 
talk).

10 Britain by Mass-Observation, p. 42.
11 Sussex University, Mass Observation Archive, Worktown Collection 

[hereafter M.O. Archive], Box 50 (Kay St-Higher Bridge St Report).
12 K.EM, 6 Sept. 1939, p. 2; 8 Sept. 1939, p. 1;'SO Sept. 1939, p. 7 (news 

items).
13 Ibid.
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Army (T.A.) unit should be given anti-aircraft batteries and 
every town should have an aerodrome with a squadron of 
fighters for its protection in wartime. 14

The Mass Observation project led by Tom Harrisson 
started in 'Worktown' (Bolton) before the war but was spread 
to other parts of the country, especially 'Metrops' (Ham 
mersmith in London), as the crisis intensified. Principally, 
dozens of M.O. volunteers sampled opinion (social and 
economic as much as political) by recording overheard public 
conversations and the qualitative and quantitative responses to 
formalized interviews addressed to a socially stratified sample 
of townspeople. 15,000 snatches of overheard conversations 
were recorded in 1938. 15 Although the methodology has been 
criticized by later sociologists as crude, M.O. findings do 
provide historians with powerful indicative evidence of the 
nature and trends of opinion.

II

The awakening consciousness of many Boltonians over thirty 
that they might be plunged into a second great war in their 
lifetimes was first registered by M.O. in February 1938 with 
Anthony Eden's resignation as Foreign Secretary, before Hitler 
had made any aggressive move across Germany's frontiers. 16 
Although Eden resigned specifically over Chamberlain's 
Italian policy, Nazi pressure on central Europe was already 
stimulating alarm in Bolton. One of the town's Tory M.P.s 
(clearly an Edenite) told the local Conservative Association: 
'Dictatorships are a menace to peace and should be 
confronted. It is impossible for liberty-loving democracies to 
make terms with gangsters ... By all means come to terms 
with Italy and Germany, provided the basis was permanent 
peace, not in the hope of putting the war off a little longer.' 17 
The Bolton Evening News agreed and went on to argue a theme

14 B.E.K, 15 Mar. 1938, p. 6 (letter).
15 Britain by Mass-Observation, p. 42.
16 Ibid.
17 B.E.N., 18 Feb. 1938, p. 5 (news item).
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constantly reiterated in its editorials up to September 1939, 
that Hitler was following the programme mapped out in Mein 
Kampf, ending with the warning: 'The integrity and 
independence of minor peaceful nations is defended today to 
prevent an attack nearer home tomorrow'. 18

Published correspondence in the Evening News at this time 
tended to support its pro-Eden line; two letters (perhaps with 
the national campaign of the Peace Pledge Union since 1934 
in mind) suggested that people who agreed with Eden should 
send postcards to that effect to the local Tory M.P.s. 19 Bolton's 
two M.P.s voted for Chamberlain's continuing appeasement of 
Italy and were rebuked by the Evening Mews leader writer (and 
several correspondents): 'We hope they are not unmindful of 
the pledges by which they secured Liberal and non-party votes 
at the last election'. 20 But the News also felt that Herbert 
Morrison (the national Labour leader), in a speech in the 
town a week later, was going too far when he likened 
Chamberlain getting rid of Eden at the behest of Mussolini (as 
he saw it) to the Austrian Chancellor Schuschnigg having 
Nazi Seyss-Inquart forced on him by Hitler. 21 However, it did 
ask of Germany after her accomplishment of the Anschluss 
with Austria in March 1938: Ts there any way, short of 
another Great War, of curbing her aggressiveness?', 22 adding 
the next day: 'Our only safety is in counter-strength, 
reinforced by national service and discipline, economic and 
financial husbandry'. 23

Mass Observation discovered that 69 per cent of a sample 
of 100 Bolton people believed at the time that the situation 
was serious and something should be done about it. They 
were not as clear as the Evening News was what that might be, 
largely (according to M.O.) because of a sense of helplessness 
engendered by official secretiveness and newspaper 
contradictions. M.O. also detected a counter-current of 
resistance to the idea that war was coming, which grew over

18 Ibid., p. 6.
19 B.E.N., 22 Feb. 1938, p. 6; 25 Feb. 1938, p. 10 (letters).
20 B.E.N., 23 Feb. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
21 B.E.N., 28 Feb. 1938, pp. 2, 4 (leader).
22 B.E.N., 14 Mar. 1938. p. 4 (leader).
23 B.E.N., 15 Mar. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
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the next eighteen months as a conflict in fact became ever 
more likely. 24

As the Czechoslovak or Munich crisis developed and took 
Britain to the brink of war during September 1938, it provoked 
a mixed reaction of bewilderment, resignation, and fear, but 
also some pugnacity in the Bolton townspeople.- : ' General 
street opinion, as recorded by M.O., was heavily conditioned 
by the horror of war (particularly marked amongst women, 
while men tended to exhibit a more phlegmatic acceptance of 
it as possibly the only honourable reaction to Hitler's challenge) 
and by the belief that the public was not being told all that was 
going on, which led to caution in forming definite opinions. 26 
There was a vigorous debate on the implications of the crisis 
for Britain in the letter column of the Evening Mews. The paper 
itself, while applauding Chamberlain's dramatic personal 
diplomatic attempts to prevent war. remained largely sceptical 
about his chances of securing anything more than a delay, and 
a day after the final settlement it ended up condemning the 
shame which Munich had brought upon Britain. 27

A few of the editor's correspondents agreed with him that 
Hitler would not halt his aggression unless he was forcibly 
stopped and the sooner the better. There was some uncertainty, 
however, in people's minds at this time about Britain's state of 
war preparedness. This arose from the government's difficulty 
in convincing a doubting public that it had to race ahead with 
rearmament while simultaneously implying that it could 
threaten Hitler with immediate retribution. Berlin was similarly 
confused. 28 A Bolton workman remarked to M.O.: 'We're 
supposed to be well equipped now, so why not have a bang at 
him', while a letter in the Evening Mews claimed that war was 
impossible for Britain at the moment, 'because we are not war- 
minded, neither are we sufficiently prepared'.-9

24 Britain by Mass-Observation, pp. 26, 30, 43-4, 50.
25 Ibid., p" 32.
26 Ibid., pp. 34, 78, 86. They were right: C. Thorne, The Approach of War, 

1938-1939 (London, 1967), p. 57. "
27 B£M, 15 Sept. 1938, p. 6; 17 Sept. 1938, p. 4; 20 Sept. 1938, p. 4 (leaders).
28 B.E.K, 21 Sept. 1938, p. 8 (letter); 15 Mar. 1939, p. 6 (leader).
29 M.O. Archive, Box 50/W49A (interview, 18 Mar. 1938); B.E..N., 22 

Sept. 1938 (letter); 23 Sept. 1938, p. 8 (leader).
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Most letter writers in the Evening News saw the crisis 
through ideological lenses and from different perspectives, 
and were generally against the editor's interventionist line. 
One correspondent identified calls to ally with the Soviet 
Union as encouraging the true ogre of Europe, an echo of 
pre-First World War local Liberal antipathy to linking up with 
Tsarist Russia. 3 " Another saw Chamberlain as a member of 
the Cliveden set and 'therefore' pro-fascist. 31 Others did not 
see the merit of fighting for capitalist interests in 
Czechoslovakia, 'to save Bata who is flooding this country 
with cheap sweated goods, or Skoda the notorious armaments 
firm'. 32 M.O. found support for this view amongst the poorer 
working classes in Bolton. 33 Little Englanders saw 
Czechoslovakia as an artificial state mistakenly created by 
Britain and France at Versailles in 1919 and one claimed to 
have askecl around: 'Are you prepared to shed your rich red, 
warm blood ... on the soil of Czechoslovakia?' and reported 
that none said yes. 34 Cross-currents came from those who 
made feeble appeals to revive the League of Nations' role, 
and from conspiracists who felt that the government's hyped- 
up recruitment drive for air-raid precautions (A.R.P.) was 
'designed to secure a regimented, docile population 
dominated by air wardens and police', and that the mass 
issuing of gas masks was aimed either to frighten people into 
accepting Britain's Munich humiliation or to condition them 
to accept war in the long run. 35

The sudden war-scare of 20-21 May 1938 over Czecho 
slovakia had been soon over (and hardly registered in the 
Bolton consciousness), as an unready and infuriated Hitler 
had backed off. However, the agitation of the Sudeten 
Germans (with public support from Berlin) for greater 
autonomy within Czechoslovakia had kept the issue to the 
forefront throughout the summer, coming to a climax in 
September. On 1 September Boltonians were told by the

30 B.EM, 21 Sept. 1938, p. 8 (letter).
31 B.E.M, 22 Sept. 1938, p. 2 (letter).
32 B.E.M, 1 Sept. 1938, p. 2 (letter).
33 M.O. Archive, Box 50/E (comment by ex-miner).
34 B.EM, 22 Sept. 1938, p. 2 (letter).
35 B.EM, 2 Sept. 1938, p. 3; 3 Oct. 1938, p. 4; 4 Oct. 1938, p. 6 (letters).
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News that commentators in Paris believed Germany was 
preparing a lightning attack on Czechoslovakia. Over the 
next few days the newspaper reported the government's 
desire to press on more vigorously with recruitment for the 
A.R.P., T.A., Civil Air Guard, and other services, all to rally 
people to the country 'on what was virtually a war-time 
basis'. 3 '5 Evacuation plans and a barrage balloon strategy for 
London were now talked of; on 6 September the News 
prematurely declared that the next few days would determine 
whether the crisis would cause another war. 37 In fact tension 
grew only slowly, though it was raised to a new plane by 
Hitler's threatening speech to the party faithful at the 
Nuremburg rally on 12 September. 38

Then came word of Chamberlain's first visit to Germany 
on 15 September, enthusing even the Bolton Evening News, 
which expected him to draw a firm line against further 
German expansion so that there could be no repetition of 
the charge made over the outbreak of the First World War 
that Britain's determined views had not been made known. 39 
No detailed communique of the talks was issued but the News 
heard rumours of major concessions, concluding: 
Altogether, on this showing, democracy cuts a sorry even 
despicable figure a thing of words and legal documents, 
devoid of moral fibre and physical courage, lacking in good 
faith to its friends'. 40 After Chamberlain's second visit on 
23 September it was reported that Hitler had made more 
humiliating demands, attached to a six-day ultimatum 
for Czech acceptance. The Evening News clearly assumed that 
Chamberlain would not be prepared to make any 
concessions and reported that Boltonians shared its views of 
the seriousness of the crisis. 41 On the 27th in a leader 
headed 'Four Days' the editor, in wry approval of 
Chamberlain's continuing desperate peace-making diplomacy, 
wrote:

36 B.EM, 3 Sept. 1938, p. 8 (news item).
37 B.EM, 6 Sept. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
38 B.EM, 13 Sept. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
39 B.EM, 15 Sept. 1938, p. 6 (leader).
40 B.EM, 20 Sept. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
41 B.EM, 26 Sept. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
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He has gone further in tangible concessions than Sir Edward Grey went in 
1914, but by his patience he has obtained a full disclosure of Germany's 
aims and methods and in doing so has made easy what in 1914 was not 
easy united resistance to intolerable aggression. 42

The paper reported elsewhere of the previous night:

It isn't often that so tense an atmosphere prevails in Bolton as was the case 
last night. Herr Hitler's new speech was awaited with almost feverish 
interest and anxiety, and it is questionable whether there has been a 
previous occasion on which the aid of the wireless invention was invoked so 
generally for the reception of the news ... hundreds of people also waited 
patiently in the vicinity of the Evening News Office and Bolton's main 
streets for the special edition which gave a summary of Hitler's speech. 43

Earlier that day 53,000 gas masks had been issued in the 
town, reportedly with a truly traumatic effect. 44 Trenches 
were being dug in the parks and first aid and decontamination 
posts established in the town's schools; nationally, the Royal 
Navy was mobilized. Mass Observation interviewed one 
young man at this time who said:

Yes I would fight. Hitler has gone too bloody far this time. I'm a Britisher 
and proud of it. I'll fight to my last drop of blood. Some of these bloody 
pacifists want an operation to take out their bloody urine and inject some 
British blood into them the soft buggers. 45'

But from the News's letter column came an anguished cry 
from 'Spinster': 'We don't want another generation of our best 
wiped out, leaving another generation of spinsters.' 41 ' And the 
next night, a 'legless veteran' argued that the problem arose 
from the French-dictated Versailles settlement: 'surely it isn't 
necessary to sacrifice the youth of this country every twenty 
years or so as a substitute for calling a world Conference to 
revise the existing treaties'. 47

On cue, Chamberlain announced to a delirious Commons 
that afternoon (28 September) that he had been invited by

42 B.EM, 27 Sept. 1938, p. 4 (leader).
43 Ibid.
44 Britain by Mass-Observation, p. 90; B.EM, 30 Sept. 1939 (news item).
45 M.O. Archive, Box 50/E (28 Sept. 1938).
46 B.EM, 27 Sept. 1938, p. 6 (letter).
47 B.EM, 28 Sept. 1938, p. 8 (letter).
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Hitler to a four-power conference in Munich for a last attempt 
to resolve the dispute peacefully. In Bolton, the News reported, 
'Bonfires were lit, fireworks went off, everyone discarded the 
cloak of tension they have worn for the past week and rejoiced 
that there was now some hope of peace.' 4ii In a local 
Methodist church, the mayor declared his relief at the 
prospect of peace: 'After the last war this country was shaken 
to its very depths. Their faith was shaken, and as a result of 
the war a good many young men did not regain the faith of 
their fathers. He dreaded the consequences as regards the 
higher things of life, if this great catastrophe should take 
place.'49 The vicar of Bolton concurred: 'War would mean the 
end of Civilization for decades. And war would be worse than 
ever before. Christians should see friendship . . . with 
Germany as a better way'. 50 Others did not: 'Bet you two bob 
he wants something else inside a year' (overheard on a bus), 51 
and a News correspondent labelled Chamberlain's 
achievement as 'Peace with Dishonour', predicting that Hitler 
would absorb the rest of Czechoslovakia shortly, 52 which he 
did in one way or another six months later. A representative of 
the local Communist Party wrote: 'Looking back over the past 
week it is obvious that there has never been a danger of this 
country being involved in war for the simple reason that 
Chamberlain is a fascist who would sooner fight for Germany 
against Russia than vice versa'. 53 The editor of the Evening 
News was inclined to agree with the first part of this 
judgement, but concluded that the reason for Chamberlain's 
desperate appeasement was the inadequacy of London's air 
defences. We now know that the politico-strategic reasons 
were wider: advice by the Chiefs of Staff that Britain was 
generally not ready for war, and representations by four 
Commonwealth High Commisioners against war. 54

48 B.EM, 29 Sept. 1938, p. 8 (news item).
49 Ibid, (news item).
50 B.EM, 4 Oct. 1938, p. 6 (letter).
51 B.EM, 3 Oct. 1938, p. 4 (letter).
52 Ibid, (letter).
53 Ibid, (letter).
54 Ibid, (leader); Watt, How War Came, p. 27; Thorne, Approach of War, p. 

	28.
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III

Hitler's destruction of Czechoslovakia in March 1939 led the 
Evening .News into further condemnation of Chamberlain, who 
excused Britain's non-intervention, even though she had 
guaranteed the rump state at Munich, by implying that the 
Czech government had provoked German intervention. But at 
least what the editor called Hitler's 'plain brutal aggression' 
should have killed appeasement: 'The cloud of pretence that 
since Munich obscured the issues has been dispersed'. And it 
believed, after Chamberlain's broadcast speech on 17 March 
belatedly condemned Hitler's action in the most trenchant 
terms ever heard from him, that the prime minister agreed. 55

The government tried to show that it meant business by 
introducing a Conscription Bill into parliament, where it was 
opposed by the Labour Party. In Bolton, opposition was 
registered in the local press by the Left and by pacifists. 
Conscription was seen as fascistic and militaristic: conscripts, 
it was argued, would be used to put down strikes, as in 
France.56 The majority of the letters in the Evening News were 
hostile to the Bill, but rejoinders came from patriots and those 
who said that voluntarism was unfair because it allowed 
shirkers to avoid service. 57 Local Liberals put the liberty of the 
individual higher: the pro-conscription Liberal editor of the 
Evening News probably felt uncomfortable in arguing that 'the 
choice is between surrendering a smaller liberty or losing the 
larger liberties'. 58 Mass Observation found that 45 per cent of 
Bolton's working class were hostile to conscription, not on 
principle but because they feared a reduction in their incomes 
and a possible loss of their jobs.59 It would seem that the fear 
was justified, because quite a few Bolton soldiers' wives,

55 B.E.N., 16 Mar. 1939, p. 4; 17 Mar. 1939, p. 4; 18 Mar. 1939, p. 4 
(leaders).

56 B.E.M., I May 1939, pp. 2, 6; 2 May 1939, p. 5; 3 May 1939, p. 2; 5 
May 1939, p. 6; 8 May 1939, p. 6; 10 May 1939, p. 6; 11 May 1939, 
p. 2.

57 B.E.M'., 1 May 1939, p. 6; 3 May 19.39, p. 2; 4 May 1939, p. 6; 5 May 
1939, p. 6; 8 May 1939, p. 6; 10 May 1939, p. 6; 11 May 1939, p. 2.

58 B.EJf., 1 May 1939, p. 6.
59 M.O. Archive, Report on 'Conditions of Living', 23 July 1940.



118 G.J.Bryanl

particularly those with large families, found themselves in dire 
circumstances during the early months of the war. 60

As the Polish crisis built in August 1939 the News wondered 
again (rightly we now know) fil about Chamberlain's 
determination to carry through a policy diametrically 
opposed to the one he had been following, and joined others 
in demanding that Churchill be invited to join the 
government to signal its greater resolve to Germany. 62 Mass 
Observation recorded that Bolton men (though not the 
women) approved the stronger line, which several said should 
have been taken at Munich. 63 Hitler's war of nerves with 
Poland (unilaterally guaranteed by Britain after the 
destruction of Czechoslovakia) over Danzig through the 
summer of 1939 kept Boltonians aware of the unstable 
international scene, which was further disturbed by growing 
tension with Japan over her activities in China. 64 At home, the 
government's frantic rearmament and recruitment for the civil 
defence services continued. Rehearsals of the blackout and of 
dealing with fires and gas attacks were held in the town; 
people were told that in the event of war three quarters of 
patients in the hospitals would have to be moved to make way 
for air-raid and military casualties. 65 They were also told to 
clear their attics of inflammable materials, to lay in stores of 
non-perishable foods, and to plant vegetables in their gardens 
to thwart a blockade. 66 They saw the traffic lights masked, the 
kerbs whitened, and the Civic Centre sandbagged, all in 
glorious weather as in August 1914. They were informed that

60 Bolton Journal [hereafter B.J.], 20 Oct. 1939, p. 6; B.EM, 8 June 1940, 
p. 5 (letter from soldier's wife); M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50B 
(Worktown War Barometer, 6-12 Nov. 1939).

61 R. A. C. Parker, Chamberlain and Appeasement: British Policy and the Coming 
of the Second World Mar (London, 1993), passim.

62 B.E..K, 4 July 1939, p. 4 (leader).
63 M.O. Archive, Box 50/VV49A (interviews on Chamberlain's speech, 18 

Mar. 1939).
64 B.EM, 10 July 1939, p. 6 (article on Russia's ability to help Poland); 4 

Aug. 1939, p. 7 (news item).
65 e.g. B.EM, 13 Mar. 1939, p. 1; 14 Mar. 1939, p. 4; lOJuly 1939, p. 1 

(news items).
66 B.EM, 12 July 1939, p. 6; 1 Aug. 1939, p. 2 (news items).



How War Came to Bolton, 1938-40 119

14,000 Anderson family shelters were on their way, that the 
Town Hall already had ration books for the population, and 
that the borough engineer had examined the local reservoirs 
above the town to assess their bomb-proof qualities. 67 They 
were psychologically prepared for war. On 13 July 1939 the 
first batch of young Bolton men conscripted under the 
Military Training Act went off for their six months' stint. The 
Evening News hoped

that the compulsory mixing of young men from different classes of society 
. . . will help to remove class distinctions and snobbery. It is rather a forlorn 
hope. The 'comradeship of the trenches' was thought to have achieved that 
result, but there is almost as much snobbery and social distinction today as 
there was before the war. 1 '8

Feelings in town during the final phase of the crisis varied 
between fear, fatalism, and wish-fulfilment.69 Despite what was 
happening around them and the constant news on the wireless 
and in the press of national war preparations, and despite both 
a prediction from the News at the end of July that a war was 
likely in September and Chamberlain's warning of 25 August 
of the 'imminent peril of war', the News reported on the 28th 
that 'there is a general air of calmness about the town and 
Bolton people are optimistic enough to believe that the present 
state of affairs may not end in disaster'. 70 Government 
propagandists had problems in striking a balance between 
alerting the public sufficiently to carry through preparatory 
measures, such as setting up blackout in their homes, and 
causing disruptive panic. Mass Observation found in Bolton 
that 60 per cent of the population had not read official leaflets 
on air-raid precautions; but local millowners said that little 
work was done when news was bad: the mill girls just stood 
around talking, some in tears. 71 One working-class Bolton 
housewife told an observer a week before war broke out:

67 B.E.M, 21 July 1939, p. 6; 1 Aug. 1939, p. 5; 3 Aug. 1939, p. 2; 24 Aug. 
1939, p. 4 (news items).

68 B.EM, 15 July 1939, p. 4 (leader).
69 B.EM, 25 Aug. 1939, p. 3 (letter).
70 B.EM, 31 July'1939, p. 2; 28 Aug. 1939 (news items).
71 M.O. Archive, Report on 'Readership of Public Information Leaflets' 

in Bolton and Fulham, 18 Oct. 1939.
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All conversation is war, war, whoever you meet. Most think war will come, 
Hitler cannot go back, although everybody is praying that something 
happens and war does not come. There is a lot more praying now; I pray 
much more myself; usually I don't pray much.' 2

Hitler was not the only one apparently strongly influenced 
by astrology; astrologers and spiritualists who were predicting 
that there would be no war also apparently affected Bolton 
opinion. 73 Another Bolton woman declared somewhat 
contradictorily: 'I think we should stop him this time, but 
don't think there'll be a war. I think Chamberlain has a bigger 
following than ever, but no one would stand another Munich.' 
A third woman admitted: 'My nerves have completely gone; 
we've been waiting for a whole year, not knowing there'll be a 
war or not. I want a knock at Hitler.' 7J

Hitler, more than the Nazis, certainly more than the 
Germans generally, had become for Boltonians the hate 
figure. On the day of the German invasion of Poland (1 
September 1939) M.O. recorded two Bolton women in a 
competitive fantasy of torturing Hitler, if they could have got 
hold of him. 75 Unlike a year previously, the letter columns of 
the Evening Mews were strangely silent on the crisis. Even the 
Nazi-Soviet pact did not stir up the usual entrenched 
ideological attitudes in the letter columns of the News, and 
M.O. did not see it as worthy of notice; perhaps the local 
communists were too embarrassed to comment while the 
Right was relieved that Britain could hardly now become 
associated with the evil Soviets (M.O. registered contempt 
and condemnation for Russia three months later when she 
attacked Finland). 76 In September 1938 strongly opposed 
correspondents had seemed to believe that Britain had a 
choice; this time, as a result of the psychological impetus of 
all the preparations in the intervening period, people 
perhaps felt that there no longer was one. And yet on the

72 Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge, War begins at Home (by Mass 
Observation) (London, 1940), p. 135.

73 Ibid., pp. 134, 136.
74 Ibid., p. 36.
75 Ibid., p. 33.
76 M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50B (Worktown War Barometer, Nov. 1939).
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very eve of Germany's attack on Poland, M.O. found that 
only 18 per cent expected a war, compared with 34 per cent 
after Eden's resignation in February 1938. 77 Was this a 
clutching at straws, generated by the experience of the last 
eighteen months of switchback tension, which, as before, 
might be defused at the last minute by the diplomats? Part of 
the explanation might lie in the unspoken (because shameful) 
sentiment that the threat to Britain was not direct enough to 
create a resolute fatalism that there was no alternative to war. 
A decision to go to war depended on the level of the 
government's (and the people's?) commitment to Britain's 
moral and treaty obligations and on speculation about 
Hitler's ultimate objectives. In 1914 Germany had attacked 
Belgium and France, just across the water from Britain; in 
1939 Poland for some was probably just another 'far-off 
country'; beyond her lay the Soviet Union, anathema to 
many 'Right'-thinking Britons and which (as perhaps they 
wistfully hoped) might become locked into a mutually 
destructive war with the Third Reich. One reader wrote to 
the Evening News in July: 'Before Germany and Italy had 
looked over the Czech or Albanian fence the Russian 
gangsters had stolen half the horses in Asia ... it is small 
wonder the League of Nations died when the Soviets were 
admitted their evil influences, if not checked, will cause the 
death of the British Empire.' 7 "

When war finally came to Bolton on Sunday 3 September, 
one young working-class girl greeted the event with 'subdued 
elation at the prospect of a new and altogether different 
lifestyle'. 79 Bill Naughton, the Bolton playwright and 
conscientious objector, remembered the event nearly fifty 
years later as not appearing 'to portend any drastic change for 
us; life became more burdensome ... It was irksome enough, 
but I remember it more as a nuisance the constant messing

77 M.O. Archive, Box 51 (door-to-door survey oi Bolton working-class 
people, 28, 29, and 31 Aug. 1939); cf. views expressed in B.E.M, 
'Special Supplement', 3 Sept. 1939.

78 B.E.M, 28 Sept. 1939, p. 8 (letter).
79 Edna MacCuish, When all the World was Young: a Bolton Childhood in the 

Thirties (Oldham, 1993), p. 204.
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around with ration cards and the endless talk about food'. 80 At 
the time, at a local cotton mill, Mass Observation recorded 
that when the rumour of war broke it was hardly believed at 
first until someone went out and got a 'special' which 
confirmed it:

A few of the mill girls were crying, but on the whole they didn't bother 
much, till about 4 o'clock when the boys [reservists] got their calling papers 
... At 4 o'clock they were all working. At 5 o'clock they were in uniform 
waiting for their pay. The oldest was only 24. They were all given a hearty- 
send off. They had a mixture of bravado and fear on their faces. Bi

During the following week the News recorded nothing like 
the excitement in the town of August 1914. The paper's 
explanation was that:

Very few in this country have any illusion about what war in 1939 means. 
The young men do not think, as so many of the hapless youths of 1914 did, 
that they are bound on a picnic. The civilian population are well aware how 
vulnerable this country is to attack from the air.

None the less, the editor claimed: 'If there is none of the light- 
heartedness and facile optimism of 1914, there is a deeper 
unity and firmer resolve'. 82 Part of this unity came, it was 
asserted, from the belief that direct suffering would be shared 
more equally between soldiers and civilians. The prospects of 
blackout, bombing, and rationing presented a future of 
civilian privation. 83 There was little talk, as there had been in 
1914, of 'business as usual', 84 but there was also no need to 
bang the patriotic drum to raise recruits for a volunteer army: 
conscription pre-dated the war. The News congratulated the 
town and the country for being generally far better organized 
than in 1914 (there was, for example, no panic-buying of food, 
perhaps because there was confidence that food supplies 
would be sustained). The town had been rehearsing what to 
do in the event of war for nearly two years. 85

80 Bill Naughton, On the Pig's Back: a Autobiographical Excursion (London, 
	1987), p. 9.

81 Harrisson and Madge, War begins at. Home, p. 32.
82 B.E.N., 4 Sept. 1939, p. 4 (leader).
83 B.J., 8 Sept. 1939, p. 3.
84 Ibid., p. 7.  
85 B.E.N., 4 Sept. 1939, p. 4 (leader).
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In the event, the expected air raids did not happen and the 
western front did not ring with clash of armoured Titans. 
People were told that the government was half-expecting 
revolution in Nazi Germany and was encouraging it by 
showering the Third Reich with leaflets rather than bombs86 
(the battle of the Atlantic between the U-boats and the 
Merchant Navy was real enough from the start, but off-stage). 
There was an inverted contrast of expectations between the 
First and the Second World Wars: in 1914 people did not 
anticipate the scale of the initial carnage which their troops 
suffered, while in 1939 they flinched from the worst for both 
soldiers and civilians and did not get it, at least at first. An 
M.O. observer commented in October: 'Before war broke out 
people postponed their precautions. Now they are waiting for 
the war to become a real war'. 87

There were, none the less, grumbles from the start about the 
temporary shutting down of cinemas, dance halls, and sports 
meetings (because of the danger to crowds from air raids), and 
the suspension of the B.B.C.'s normal programmes in favour of 
relentless news bulletins all this lasted only a week. 88 
However, social and community life did not fully revive until 
later. As winter drew in, the continuing blackout became a 
deterrent to older people from going out (torches became 
crucial equipment for those who did ) and many clubs and 
societies did not start up again until the end of the year; people 
were said to be learning to entertain themselves more at home, 
which the Bolton Journal thought would be 'good for us'. 89 In 
the New Year, however, M.O. noted an effusion of more 
extrovert public behaviour: dancing more popular than ever, 
singing in pubs unknown before the war, and attendance up at 
all-in wrestling. 9" Perhaps this was a reaction amongst young 
people to looming separation through conscription, perhaps 
more generally to the gathering gloom and frustration outside.

86 B.J., 8 Sept. 1939; M.O. Archive, microfilm, reaction to outbreak of 
war, Sept. 1939; Harrisson and Madge, War begins at Home, p. 144; A. 
Calder, The People's War: Britain 1939-45 (London, 1969), p. 61.

8 7 M. O. Archive, Box W/ 51C.
88 R.J., 8 Sept. 1939 (feature: 'No Escape from Gloom').
89 B.J., 8 Sept. 1939, p. 3; 24 Nov. 1939, p. 4.
90 M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50B (Worktown War Barometer, Nov. 1939).
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Privation during this period was irritating rather than 
onerous, although it tended to fall unequally on the poor. 
Christmas 1939 was said to have been celebrated in the 
normal way except for the absence of men from some 
families. 91 There were more grumbles about price rises than 
about rationing. When the bacon ration was increased it was 
said to be irrelevant to many Boltonians because they could 
not afford it. 92 The local Labour Party created a committee to 
monitor the impact of price increases, and a grocer was 
heavily fined in February 1940 for profiteering. 93 Fuel 
rationing resulted in cuts in bus services, which led to scuffles 
at bus stops, complaints in the press about lack of community 
spirit, and eventually by-laws to regulate bus queues. 94 The 
worst privation, however, was inflicted in the harsh winter of 
1939-40 by a coal shortage, especially acute for poorer people 
who had not been able to lay in stocks. 95 At the same time, 
however, for those in jobs (an increasing number) things were 
looking up, with production back up to the boom conditions 
experienced in the First World War. Now, it was suggested, 
people could afford those little extras (radios, vacuum 
cleaners, etc.) formerly beyond their reach, though an 
economist in the same paper told the workers that they were 
'not entitled to spend [their extra income] on additional 
comforts', because it would put too much strain on the 
economy, suggesting instead saving, or holidays at the seaside 
which would keep them fit. 96

Children's education was a concern in the early months of 
the war as the authorities failed to reopen schools fully 
because of slow progress in building air-raid shelters. 97 Some 
secondary schools were evacuated to golf clubs on the

91 Ibid.; B.J., 8 Dec. 1939, p. 3; 29 Dec. 1939, p. 7.
92 B.J., 1 Dec. 1939, p. 6; 19 Jan. 1940, p. 4; 2 Feb. 1940, p. 5; B.E.N., 6 

May 1940, p. 1; M.O, Archive, Box 50/W50B (Worktown War 
Barometer, Nov. 1939).

93 B.E.N., 2 May 1940, p. 2; B.J., 2 Feb. 1940, p. 5.
94 B.J., 20 Mar. 1940, p. 7; 17 May 1940, p. 6; B.EJt"., 19 June 1940, 

p. 3.
95 B.J., 16 Feb. 1940, p. 8; 21 Mar. 1940, p. 5.
96 B.J., 19 Jan. 1940, pp. 2,6.
97 j?J.,26Jan. 1940, p. 5.
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periphery of the town, but primary children had to be kept 
nearer home; in the end they went back full-time before all 
the necessary shelters had been provided. 98 The only other 
evacuation was of the town's hospitals in anticipation of air 
raid and military casualties, which of course did not 
materialize." Bolton had been officially designated a 'neutral' 
zone, but Turton, just outside the town boundary, was 
required to billet 1,600 Manchester women and children at 
the beginning of the war. An initial open welcome turned sour 
as hosts and evacuees did not get on, and a tribunal had to be 
set up to adjudicate disputes. 100 There was growing relief in 
Turton when the evacuees steadily drifted home as the skies 
stayed quiet.

The absence of air raids probably explains growing hostility 
to the A.R.P., whose enforcement of blackout regulations was 
seen as increasingly officious, even though blackout was 
generally accepted as a necessary precaution. 101 The blackout 
was none the less blamed for three fatal accidents in the 
opening week of the war. 102 A correspondent of the News 
complained of the 'funk-hole mentality' which had led to an 
official and hence public obsession in Bolton with the air-raid 
risk. 103 Another started a campaign against the cost of civil 
defence to the town and what he saw as the excessive 
dictatorial powers of the emergency committee led by the 
mayor. 104 Probably the sight of bored civil defence workers 
whiling away their time with an impromptu sports league did 
nothing to convince observers of their vital role. 105 Most 
people had given up carrying their gas masks: women were 
warned not to put their make-up in the carrying boxes, while

98 B.E.N., 8 Sept. 1939, p. 3; B.J., 2 Feb. 1940, p. 7.
99 B.E.M, 5 Sept. 1939, p. 4.

100 B.E.N., 1 Sept. 1939, p. 4; 9 Sept. 1939, p. 3; B.J., 15 Sept. 1939, p. 2; 
22 Sept. 1939, p. 8; 29 Sept. 1939, p. 9.

101 B.E..N., 12 Sept. 1939, p. 3 (letter from warden); B.J., 29 Sept. 1939, 
p. 7 (letter from A.R.P. attacking denigration of wardens in an article); 
M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50.

102 B.E.N., 11 Sept. 1939, p. 3.
103 B.EM, 19 Sept. 1939, p. 4.
104 B.J., 22 Sept. 1939, p. 7; 29 Sept. 1939, p. 7; 6 Oct. 1939, pp. 6-7.
105 B.J., 19 Jan. 1940, p. 4.
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one man told M.O. that his wife has found hers useful only 
when peeling onions. 106

Mass Observation, testing the temper of the townspeople 
during the first winter of the war, found a degree of gloom 
created by the blackout and the lack of action on the fighting 
front, but at the same time the Bolton Journal claimed that the 
earlier depression had been 'chased away'."17 The economic 
news should have lightened spirits, for unemployment during 
early 1940 dropped back to pre-Depression levels as war work 
came to the town, but prices were rising faster than wages and 
the longer working week was exhausting. People were also 
anxious about the loss of traditional markets for goods 
produced in the town, and fearful of a post-war recession, as 
in 1919, since many continued to believe that the war would 
be over soon. 108

Also worrying for opinion formers, 30 per cent of a sample in 
town admitted to M.O. that they listened to German 
propaganda on Radio Hamburg while the main B.B.C. news 
was on (an M.O. observer believed that people did it because 
there was 'a spice of disloyalty about it'), while Bolton 
Communist Party's demands for an immediate peace 
conference were getting support from non-members, largely, it 
was said, because prices were rising without the compensation 
of the highly-paid war work which later came to the town. 109 
One man, when asked what Britain was fighting for, replied: 
'They're supposed to be oppressed in Germany and we're 
supposed to be free; still, that's a question isn't it?' 110 Generally, 
while there was an ingrained belief in Britain's ultimate victory, 
there was also at the same time widespread apathy, even 
depression, because so little was happening in the 'Bore War', as

106 Harrisson and Madge, War begins at Home, pp. 111-12; B.E.M, 6 Sept. 
1939, p. 4; M.O. Archive, Box 50/E.

107 M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50B (Worklown War Barometer, Nov. 1939); 
B.J., 24 Nov. 1939, p. 4.

108 M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50B (Worktown War Barometer, Nov. 1939); 
/3.J., 19 Jan. 1940, pp. 4, 6, 8. The cost of living index rose from 155 to 
173 in the first three months of the war: Harrisson and Madge, War 
begins at Home, p. 145.

109 M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50B (Worktown War Barometer, Nov. 1939). 
1 10 M.O. Archive, Box 50/W50D (answer to questionnaire, 20 Nov. 1939).
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it was called, and some embarrassment that the limited action 
was hardly touching Bolton. ul The long run into the war had 
built up expectation and apprehension of a grim and terrible 
struggle ahead; the reality seemed to be that not much had 
changed. Salvage and savings, which the local press continually 
badgered Boltonians to pursue, were not particularly heroic. 112

IV

However, all this changed when, on 10 May 1940, with the 
bungled Norwegian campaign rocking the government, 11 ^ and 
complaints in the Bolton press of a national and local lack of 
energy and commitment in mobilizing the country for war," 4 
came the trauma of the German invasion of Holland and 
Belgium. Now 'the war starts in earnest', said the News, 
anticipating air raids at last and attempted invasion; it was 
noted that on that morning many came to work with their gas 
masks for the first time in months. 115 The new Churchill 
coalition government's more radical and wholesale approach 
to the war was warmly applauded by the Evening Mews: if 
Churchill 'can prove that the interests of property are truly 
considered as nothing compared with the struggle, he will 
have the working class behind him as they have never been 
behind the last Government'. 116

Indeed Bolton people responded, shaken out of their 
lethargy possibly more by events than by Churchillian 
rhetoric. The spectacular (and therefore magnified) German 
parachutists' assaults on Holland 117 galvanized the frustrated

1 11 M.O. Archive (observer report on Bolton morale, 9-11 Nov. 1939);
B.J., 1 Feb. 1940, p. 6; 23 Feb. 1940, p. 8; 10 May 1940, p. 5. 

1 12 An article in the Bolton Journal, 'The Home Town in Wartime', remarked
that in this 'strange war' people had enough food and clothing and that
blackout was the only major change: B.J., 1 7 May 1940, p. 5. 

1 13 B.E.M, 8 May 1940, p. 4; 9 May 1940, p. 4 (leaders); M.O. Archive,
Box 50/F. 

1 14 B.E.K, 8 May 1940, p. 5; 3 June 1940, p. 6 (letters); B.E.M, 5 June
1940, p. 4 (report on council initiatives). 

1 15 B.E.K, 10 May 1940, p. 4 (leader). 
1 16 B.EJf., 20 May 1940, p. 4 (leader). 
117 B.E.N., 15 May 1940, p. 3 (report).
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veterans in the town to propose the setting up of a local militia 
(soon endorsed nationally by the government as the Local 
Defence Volunteers, later Home Guard) to patrol the 
surrounding moorland and golf courses and guard against 
similar operations. 118 Silhouettes of the main German 
parachutist planes and gliders were published in the News', the 
local police stations appealed for veterans to register guns 
collected as souvenirs from the previous war and all local 
signposts were removed to foil invaders (a Bolton man in an 
unfamiliar part of the town found that only a policeman 
would tell him where he was); 119 and the town's director of 
education opened school gymnasiums in the evenings and 
offered instruction for men anxious to improve their fitness. 120 

The 'community ethos' which became a national 
characteristic of the war had shown itself early in Bolton. 
Poorer areas without gardens collaborated to build communal 
shelters in the streets and dig trenches on waste ground, and the 
middle-class women in the Guild of Help rallied round, as in 
the First World War, to help the disadvantaged, especially the 
wives and families of soldiers. 121 Most people were anxious 'to 
do their bit' and were urged on by the local press to 'dig' (and 
'pig' by keeping an animal in their back yards) 'for victory'; to 
economize in their use of food, petrol, and telephone calls; and 
to support the national savings campaign by collecting salvage 
and sacrificing their pots and pans for guns and planes. One 
alderman deplored the removal of park railings as encouraging 
orgies, but an Evening News columnist welcomed it as a blow 
against the 'keep off the grass' mentality. 122 Labour and 
management got together in local mines and mills to work out 
new working practices which would raise production. 123

118 B.E.M., 14 May 1940, p. 6 (letter). On the eve of Dunkirk 2,400 had 
volunteered: B.E.M, 22 May 1940, p. 3 (report).

119 B.E.N., 24 June 1940, p. 2 (report).
120 B.E.N., 22 May 1940 p. 4 (report); 19 June 1940, p. 3 (letter); 20 June 

1940, pp. 4, 8; 21 June 1940, p. 4; 22 June 1940, p. 6 (news items).
121 B.EM, 5 Sept. 1939, p. 5; 5.J., 8 Sept. 1939, p. 7; 29 Sept. 1939, p. 8.
122 B.E.N., 13 May 1940, p. 3; 14 May 1940, p. 4; 8 June 1940, p. 4 

(reports); B.J., 31 May 1940, p. 5.
123 B.E.N., 17 June 1940, p. 3; 18 June 1940, p. 1; 19 June 1940, p. 6 

(reports).



How War Came to Bolt on, 1938-40 129

And there was a campaign to get Bolton parents to join the 
national scheme to evacuate their children to America and the 
Dominions so that they could more singlc-mindedly devote 
themselves to the war effort. A News letter writer suggested that 
a child guidance clinic be set up in Bolton: 'with a war 
atmosphere and with many fathers away from home, children 
may tend to become more difficult'.'-4

But apparently not everyone was as fully committed as 
expected. In May 1940, as the town prepared to receive 3,000 
refugees from Belgium and Holland (in fact it got Channel 
Islanders), the Evening News unfavourably contrasted middle- 
class reluctance to offer spare accommodation as temporary 
billets with the readiness of poorer people to find room in their 
more cramped quarters. Middle-class Turton protested 
fruitlessly against the return of the Manchester evacuees, 
fleeing the renewed threat of bombing and invasion, even if 
they had been deloused first. 125 Generally it was noted that war 
seemed hardly to have bothered the middle classes so far, and 
local officials of the Ministry of Information, clearly concerned, 
laid on a programme of lectures and meetings in Turton to 
raise commitment. 12 '' The heightened tension arising from the 
invasion threat also generated fears and intolerance in the local 
press. An article in the News, headed 'Our Jeremiahs', chided 
anyone guilty of defeatist talk and hinted darkly that they might 
be fifth columnists. 127 A pathetic story was told of how an old 
lady who drank on her own in a pub was accused of being a 
fifth columnist; she claimed that she was lonely and liked 
people around her but was too shy to talk to them. 128 A vitriolic 
campaign was directed by correspondents in the News against 
conscientious objectors; one letter advocated that they be put 
into concentration camps: T have more admiration for a 
German parachutist (he will fight for a cause such as it is) than

124 B.EJf., 20 May 1940, p. 3; 21 June 1940, p. 6 (letters).
125 B.E.M., 13 May 1940, p. 3; 14 May 1940, p. 4; 8 June 1940, p. 4 

(reports).
126 B.EJf., 7 June 1940, p. 3.
127 B.E.K, 3 May 1940, p. 7 (feature article); M.O. Archive, Boxes 50/E, 

50/G (overhead conversations, 2 June 1940).
128 M.O. Archive, Box 50/E (report (by Bill Naughton, an observer) of 

incident in a Bolton pub, 28 June 1940).
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for these spineless parasites'. 129 This drew the angry response a 
few days later: 'If being "British" consists of making hysterical 
and cowardly attacks on sincere men, then I am sure Mr Price 
[a Quaker advocate of conscientious objection] will be glad 
that he is not considered a suitable member of the chosen 
flock'. 130 Possibly of greater concern was a fear that soldiers 
returning on leave from the salvation (or humiliation) of 
Dunkirk would be angered and demoralized by the far greater 
pay received by the men who had stayed at home and found 
employment in the booming war industries. 131 Armament 
workers were earning £10 to £14 a week when they were used 
to £3, while a private soldier with a wife and two children 
received £\ \0s. including all allowances.

All this was dwarfed by the continuing bad news from across 
the Channel, culminating in France's acceptance of an armistice 
on 17 June after only six weeks of fighting; in many ways this 
was the most unpleasant surprise of the previous two years. The 
News bitterly criticized the Ministry of Information for its lack of 
candour in describing the plight of the French: 'The nation has 
asked for news since September the 1st and been given the 
selling talk of patent medicine merchants'. 132 According to 
M.O., Boltonians were traumatized by the news as never before, 
fearing 'that Hitler was a supernatural being who had got any 
number of tricks up his sleeve and we can't do anything about 
it'. 133 Remarks overhead by M.O. included: 'In twelve months 
time we shall all be up the spout', 'We're none of us safe 
anywhere now', and 'he's got the Channel Islands I'm telling 
you. He's as good as here'; contrary optimistic views were much 
rarer: 'Ah well, as long as there's a Union Jack flying we shall be 
all right' and 'He'll try to invade us, but he won't get far. He'll 
find he's up against something different to the French.' 134

129 B.E.M, 15 May 1940, p. 5 (letter).
130 B.EM, 20 May 1940, p. 3 (letter).
131 B.EM., 3 May 1940, p. 7; 6 May 1940, pp. 2, 4 (reports); 8 June 1940, 

p. 5 (letter from soldier's wife); 28 June 1940, p. 2; M.O. Archive, Box 
W50/E; Calder, The People's War, p. 53.

132 B.EM., 18 June 1940, p. 2.
133 M.O. Archive, Box 51 (report on the atmosphere in Bolton on the news 

of the fall of France).
134 Ibid.
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Six days after the French armistice M.O. summed up 
Bolton opinion as a mixture of bravado and apprehension, 
reflecting a feeling that Britain was better off without 
undependable allies. 135 But soldiers returning from France 
also lambasted leadership in their own army: 'The officers 
were useless, everyone said that. They ran like hell'. 136 The 
observer added that Boltonians 'are beginning to think we 
can't win a war with this sort of command and this sort of 
government'. 137 A week later (two days after the French 
armistice), another observer wrote of 'a real and dangerous 
apathy' and a third reported that informal overhead talk 
revealed 'more despair, defeatism, disunity, etc., than is shown 
in the direct answers to questions from interviewers'. 138 The 
Evening News did its best to raise Bolton spirits, 139 but perhaps 
the last word should be left to an overhead sardonic exchange 
between two working-class women:

1st woman: 'When Hitler comes over here he'll shoot all the capitalists
anyway'.
2nd woman: 'Yes and the Jews'.
1st woman: 'Oh no. They'll get away. So will the King. They'll all get away
and leave us poor buggers to lace it'. 140

135 Ibid, (impression of observer, 23 June 1940).
136 M.O. Archive, Box 50/E (soldier's account to friends, 28 June 1940).
137 Ibid, (impressions of observer, 15June 1940).
138 Ibid., Box 51 (impressions of observers, 23 June 1940).
139 B.E.N., 18 June 1940, p. 3; 19 June 1940, p. 3 (leaders).
140 M.O. Archive, Box 50 (overheard conversation, 18 June 1940).


