
At 4.45am on 1st September 1939, Germany invaded Poland. This 

led to a series of events which caused the Channel Islands to become 

the only part of the United Kingdom to be occupied by German forces. 

Britain and France gave Germany an ultimatum to withdraw from  

Poland. The ultimatum expired on 3rd September, so Britain and France 

declared war on Germany. Ten hours later, a German submarine sank 

the British liner Athenia with the loss of 112 lives and the Battle of the 

Atlantic began with a vengeance. The sinkings went on day in day out.

Nine months later, without warning, before dawn on 10th May 1940, 

the German air force unleashed a massive air assault on neutral  

Holland and Belgium, while invading with two huge armies, including 

paratroopers. The BEF (British Expeditionary Force) and the French 

Army, both ill-prepared, moved forward to help the Dutch and Belgians 

who fought valiantly but were overwhelmed. By the 14th May, there  

was a 50-mile breach in the French lines and the next day Holland  

surrendered after sustaining very heavy losses of soldiers and civilians. 

The Belgians fought on but were forced to surrender on 28th May. 

French cities fell one after another as the German army advanced. 

French and British troops fought a rearguard action and strengthened 

the defences of Dunkirk while evacuating men to England. Dunkirk was 

heavily bombed but the RAF defended British forces by shooting 

down German bombers. Dunkirk fell on 4th June 1940, by which 

time 338,226 British, French and Canadian troops were evacuated. 

Remaining French and British forces continued to fight and escape from 

other Channel ports. On 10th June, Italy declared war on Great Britain 

and France, attempting to invade France through the Alps, while the 

Germans advanced through Northern France. On 12th June the French 

declared Paris an open city and two days later German troops marched 

in. British forces were still being rescued from ports along the French 

coast including Saint-Malo and Saint-Nazaire where the Lancastria was 

sunk with the loss of 3,000 lives, mainly RAF personnel. At Cherbourg, 

156,000 members of the BEF and 20,000 Polish troops were rescued 

under heavy German bombing. On 17th June, the French leader 

Marshal Petain asked the Germans for an armistice and capitulated on 

22nd June 1940. Having invaded Poland, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, 

Norway, Holland, Belgium, Luxembourg and France, Germany then set 

its sights on Great Britain.

The Channel Islands being so close to France were obviously the 

most vulnerable part of the United Kingdom. The people of the Channel 

Islands were told by the British Government that they could evacuate 

to England if they so wished. Most of the population were farmers and 

market gardeners and were reluctant to leave their land, especially after 

the Island’s government advised people to stay. By the 28th of June 

only 17,000 of the 42,000 population of Guernsey had left by ship 

from St Peter Port for Weymouth in Dorset. They were only allowed one 

suitcase and banks would only let them withdraw £20. Evacuees had  

to leave everything behind; many buried valuables and gave away 

belongings to those that stayed. Some livestock was slaughtered and 

a large number of pets were put down. On 28th June, as people were 

being evacuated, German aircraft bombed and strafed St Peters Port 

thinking that wagons loaded with tomatoes for export to England were 

military trucks. This panicked more people into leaving and the last 

boat was packed. Included in the many refugees leaving Guernsey were 

5,000 school children and their teachers. Altogether, 2,000 people 

were evacuated from the island of Alderney, 6,000 from Jersey, 17,000 

from Guernsey, and a small number from Sark where the population 

was only about 500. Ten thousand Channel Islanders joined the British 

armed forces. On 30th June, the Germans invaded Guernsey.

After arriving in the South of England, the Channel Island children and 

teachers were spread across the country. Some went to Glasgow, Denbigh, 

Derbyshire and Yorkshire, and many to Lancashire towns including 

Wigan and Manchester. In Cheshire, some were sent to Cheadle Hulme 

and the Guernsey school of St Andrews was evacuated to Wirral village 

of Irby. The teachers, Mabel Le Pelley, Winifred Woodgate, Peter Cherry 

and the Headmaster, Lester Robilliard, were given Irby Village Hall to set 

up school and the children were taken in by local families. The Village 

Hall had only been completed two years earlier on land donated to the 

people of Irby from the Glegg Estate by Miss Lettice Townshend. My 

friend and distant cousin Don Broster recalls that he was a little lad at 

the time and the village was buzzing with talk about the evacuees. He 

was told that they spoke French, so he jumped on his bike and raced 

from his home at Caves Farm, to the Village Hall, expecting them to 

have two heads or something. Don’s mother had agreed to take  

children in and two young lads in their early teens were sent to her 

farm. Although Mrs Broster had a heart of gold, she was certainly not a 

person to be put on or taken for granted so she took the lads straight 

back to the Village Hall to confront the powers that be. She asked: 

“Where are all the young girls that could help me with the washing up, 

cooking and housework on my farm? I suppose your wives have got 

them and you’ve sent me the lads.” To which the committee coughed 

and spluttered and the two lads pleaded with Mrs Broster to let them 

stay on the farm. Mrs Broster had no intention of turning the lads away. 

She just wanted remind certain ‘important’ people in the village that 

she was not a person to be taken for granted. 

Sometimes families which took children in could not cope or things 

went wrong and the children had to be found new homes. One lad was 

to have been taken in by a family in Roslin Road. When they saw him 

they asked why his head was shaved and when he said because he 
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Don Broster at Caves Farm 1941, with two of the evacuees from Guernsey. 

Left to right, Charlie Pinchemain, Don Broster and Wilson ‘Ginger’ King.

Irby Village as it was then, taken from in front of the old Prince of Wales Inn,  

which, during the war, became the headquarters of the Irby Home Guard. 

30 HESWALL MAGAZINE • AUGUST 2017


