Evacuation –leaving somewhere – is most famously associated with World War 2, when children (living in
cities such as London and Portsmouth) were sent to live in the countryside. Evacuation started due to the
beginning of the war, as many people worried that Germany would bomb the towns and cities of England
with their bomber planes. By 1939, more than 3.1 million children had been evacuated from the main British
cities as part of Operation Pied Piper. There is still much debate surrounding whether this dramatic policy
was worthwhile and now it must be decided, was it right to send young children away to live with
strangers?
On the one hand, some people believe that evacuation was important and meant that millions of children
avoided being killed! Since the threat of deadly bombs falling was a constant worry for many parents,
evacuation was one way to keep children safe from these air raid attacks. These parents claimed that, whilst
they missed their children dreadfully, they would prefer to know that they were safe rather in danger. One
parent, Mrs Wilkins, explained: “I missed my Mollie and Billy terribly but I wouldn’t have been able to live
with myself if either of them had been injured or killed!” A further reason why evacuation was useful to the
city-dwelling children was that it allowed them to experience opportunities that they would never have had
in the city: helping on farms, picking strawberries and having open space to play in. Also, the countryside
air was much healthier than the air in the city, which improved the health of many of the unfed, sickly
children. Surely, these arguments are convincing?
However, on the other hand, many people argue that evacuation was not a good initiative. Obviously, the
worst part of evacuation was children being separated from their parents, which could lead to many
becoming very homesick. This was made worse when older brothers and sisters, who were too old to be
evacuated, stayed in the cities. Sometimes, babies were kept at home meaning that evacuated children were
apart from their siblings so might feel quite lonely. Furthermore, when evacuees were interviewed, many
said they had awful experiences: they were targeted and teased by local children; were expected to work for
long hours; and were unable to write to their families as stamps were rationed. It was not easy to change to
this new life and so many children ran away or asked that their parents let them return home: they’d rather
face the danger than live with strangers. Is that so hard to believe?
In conclusion, having carefully considered both sides of the argument, it seems that there are more powerful
arguments for evacuation. Historians have discovered far more positive accounts from evacuees during this
period and many of the children formed excellent relationships with their host families and saw them as a
‘second family’. However, it must be remembered that it would still have been a very upsetting experience,
especially for younger children, who maybe didn’t really understand why they were being sent away from
their homes.
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