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Cumbria at War, 1939-1945
A Role Play Exercise in seven chapters for use in secondary schools.

Chapters:

1. Introduction: VE Day, Cumbria, May 1945. 

2. In Uniform: those who served in uniform in Cumbria.

3. Working: those who worked in Cumbria to help win the war.

4. Home Supplies: how Cumbrians got what they needed in the war.

5. Away from Home: evacuees, and Cumbrians serving overseas.

6. Missing Home: prisoners of war, Cumbrians and Germans in 
Cumbria.

7. Not Coming Home: remembering those Cumbrians who fell in the 
war.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

VE Day, Cumbria
May 1945

Marking the day the war in Europe ended:  hopes and concerns for the future



VE day was the day on which the war in Europe ended. 

Everyone felt a powerful sense of relief. In this recording, a Burton* woman 

who was just 20 years old on VE Day, describes how she and her friends 

reacted.

Although the war against Japan was still going on, VE day was a very 

important milestone, so a special holiday was announced by the 

government. Parties were held all over Britain to celebrate.

But people still knew that there were plenty of problems ahead. More bad 

news, more struggle, a lot of hard work and continuing shortages. But at 

least, on VE Day, people could pause, think about rebuilding their future 

and look forward to the good times that would arrive in the end.

Listen to Kath Salrein describing how she rang in the 

peace (open the separate link on our webpage)

* Burton in Lonsdale, five miles south east of Kirkby Lonsdale. See the map on p 14 of the 

“Missing Home” section of this project. 4



MEMORIES

Everyone who was there at the time remembers VE Day well.

Here is a letter sent by Ian McDonald 

who is recalling his wartime days in 

Cumbria, including a photo of him with 

his friends celebrating VE Day.

Whitehaven News, 11th May 1995
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Street parties were held all over Britain to mark VE Day. Despite rationing, people 

managed to find enough food for a celebration. These pictures were drawn by the 

primary school pupils.

Pictures from Kendal Castle Street School 

VE Day “Magazine”

Cumbria Archive Centre, Kendal. WDS 8/45
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The Union Flag was waved all over Cumbria, Britain and Europe

Pictures from Kendal Castle Street School VE Day “Magazine”

Cumbria Archive Centre, Kendal. WDS 8/45
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Cumbria Archive Centre and Local Studies Library, Whitehaven.  YDS 15/1

Gosforth School 

Headteacher's

log book

The head reports that 

there were two days 

off for Victory 

Celebrations, followed 

by Victory sports and 

tea on the day school 

reopened. 

But overall, is seems 

that plimsolls and 

attendance were more 

important.
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Bonfires had been banned during the blackout, so VE Day bonfires were very 

popular. Look what’s on top of this one.

Pictures from Kendal Castle Street School VE Day “Magazine”

Cumbria Archive Centre, Kendal. WDS 8/45
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The content of this propaganda leaflet might have made people think about what life had been 

like in Britain during the war. Mum and Dad working long hours, volunteering for extra work, 

wearing uniforms. The children helping with salvage collection in their spare time, doing war 

work with organisations like the Scouts and Guides, youngsters running wild without proper 

supervision. As you will see from the other sections of this project, there wasn’t much time left 

for home life.
Cumbria Archive Centre and Local Studiers Library, Whitehaven. SMBWO/Ministry of Information
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Cumbria was not the main target for German bombers, but there were a few raids. 

Barrow, with its naval ship yards, did experience a serious raid, as you can see 

from this photo. The recollection  of raids like this were still vivid for many 

Cumbrians in 1945.



Although everyone agreed that Victory in Europe was great news, 

everyone had been affected by the war and was concerned about what 

the future would hold.

As people met to celebrate the victory, they were all talking about what 

they had gone through in the last six years, and what they hoped or 

feared the future held in store for them.

As you will see from studying this unit of work, everyone’s experiences 

and hopes were different.

Your group is going to recreate a VE Day celebration. Over the Spam 

sandwiches and cups of tea, everyone is going to be talking. Each person 

is going to take a role, and join in the discussion, expressing his or her 

regrets and hopes, and listening to the problems and aspirations of the 

others at the gathering.

This Project
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Here are the sorts of people who will be there:

• A Home Guard veteran

• A refugee from Europe

• A miner: perhaps he’s a Bevin Boy

• A seaman; he could be a Danish fisherman

• A spiv, someone who deals on the Black Market

• A conscientious objector, who did work but refused to fight

• A German prisoner of war*

• A farmer

• A business person: factory owner with war contracts

• A factory worker

• A Land Army girl

• A WAAF, WREN or member of the ATS

• An evacuee who is still in Cumbria

* He may not have been invited, but he is still there, because he has been working on a farm or in 

an industry locally 13



The list is not exclusive: you can easily add new characters if you give it some 

thought. For example, the injured soldier.

You will not only think about what your character does, but also what he or she has 

suffered in his or her family. Your character will have some of the following: 

children, parents, wife or husband, sweetheart, brothers or sisters, friends etc. They 

have all been involved in the war, so it is certain that some of them will have been in 

danger and overseas. Some of your nearest and dearest may be dead, injured, 

missing, still fighting in the East, prisoners or even on the run from the police! This 

means that you will be concerned, angry, worried, upset, frightened or even just 

relieved when you talk to the other people at the celebration. 

There are some things you may not want to talk about: for example, you may not 

want to blurt out that you’ve made a fortune on the black market since the war 

started. But of course the black marketeer will be listening carefully to what people 

say. He or she might spot an opportunity to buy some bacon from a farmer, or to 

sell something “off ration” to someone who wants a present for a loved one coming 

home.

To prepare for this, you will find it useful to look at the words or recordings of the 

people who really experienced the war. You will also need to be familiar with the 

facts about life on the Home Front.
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First, you need to know the key facts about life in Cumbria 

during the war.

Then you need to work out the back story of your character:

•What has she/he been doing during the war?

•Who in his/her family has been fighting overseas?

•Who in his/her family has been killed, injured or lost?

•What has she/he gained and lost during the war?

•What are his/her hopes for the future?

When you are secure in your back story, you are ready to 

enjoy the VE Day celebration!
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• You are welcome to visit us to 

see the documents that you 

have found out about through 

the project.  Or you might be 

interested in coming to see 

other material that we hold 

here.

• You can do this by printing off 

and completing the form on the 

next page. You will need to 

have it signed by your teacher 

and also get the school stamp 

on it.

At Kendal we are on the lower ground floor of the 

County Offices, Stricklandgate, Kendal

Cumbria Archive Centres 

in Barrow, Carlisle, Kendal 

and Whitehaven
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Bring the signed form along to us on 

your first visit and we will give you a 

reader’s ticket.  It will look like this one. 

If parents or teachers want to visit, please 

ask them to bring along their driver’s 

licence or other official proof of their ID.

You will be asked to leave all bags in one 

of our secure lockers here. You may use 

only pencil in our searchroom.  This is due 

to the unique and irreplaceable nature of 

the documents we have on access.  There 

is also a very strict rule about not eating 

and drinking in the search room.

All the offices are open daily Mondays to 

Fridays. Barrow and Whitehaven Archive 

Centres are also open one evening a 

week and some Saturdays. There is no 

need to book in advance.
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Preparing for a visit
It is always important to know what you want to see.

If you want to see material mentioned in this project please note down and bring along the 

reference number of the document in which you are interested (you will find this in the box at the 

bottom of each page). 

If you are interested in other material here make sure you have a clear idea of what you want to do. 

eg start to find out about your family tree or the history of your house or your village or a specific 

topic.  

In the case of your family tree come armed with some information about where and when your 

parents or grandparents were born. Really you would need to have ancestors born or living in  

Cumbria for you to be able to progress your family tree using the Cumbria Archive Centres.

Please be sure to allow yourself enough time for your research as this almost always takes longer 

than you expect!

Staff here are very approachable and are able to give you the advice you need.  

We look forward to meeting you.

*School groups are also welcome.  Teachers can contact archivists at the Archive Centres to 

arrange this, details are on the next slide.
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Weblinks for Cumbria records

Cumbria Archive Service: www.cumbria.gov.uk/archives

• Contact: barrow.record.office@cumbriacc.gov.uk

carlisle.archives@cumbriacc.gov.uk

kendal.record.office@cumbriacc.gov.uk

whitehaven.record.office@cumbriacc.gov.uk

Kendal Library Local Studies Collection

• www.cumbria.gov.uk/libraries/localstudies

• Wherever you live in Britain, there will be a local record office and libraries with local collections. 
They will be able to help you with similar research about the place where you live.

Copyright conditions apply. 
Material may, however, be copied by Cumbria Schools for the purpose of classroom study.


