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DAILY LIFE IN AMBLE DURING THE WAR YEARS 
When war started everyone was optimistic believing that Hitler needed to be stopped but 

hoping it would be over quickly. However, with the events at Dunkirk and the fall of France, all 

realised things would be changing. Britain was to endure hardship as the years progressed, 

but the people faced it all with great stoicism and communities pulled together to cope with 

shortages and bereavements. 

The Military Training Act passed in April 1939 meant all men aged 20 and 21 were compelled 

to complete six month’s training. However, when war broke out, the National Service (Armed 

Forces) Act meant all men between 18 and 41 were liable to be conscripted into the forces. 

Some skilled workers were exempt so as not to leave major war production schemes without 

sufficient workforce. These included railway workers, dockers, miners, farmers, agricultural 

workers, schoolteachers, and doctors; not all were immediately exempt as these were 

reviewed over time as the situation changed. Amble men mainly worked in fishing, building, 

mining or shipping related industries and so most were free to volunteer at the beginning of 

the war or to be conscripted before the shortage of manpower made some into restricted 

occupations. Many in reserved occupations worked long hours often in difficult conditions and 

some were faced with the high possibility of working in areas subject to enemy bombing such 

as the port areas and munition factories. Those in work of greater need could find themselves 

forced to leave their families and homes and move to another part of the country such as 

dockworkers being moved from Southampton to Clydeside.  

Identity cards were issued to everyone so you could prove you were not an enemy spy! All 

were issued with a gas mask- even babies- which had to be carried at all times. Although 

these were unattractive, they would prove invaluable for survival if gas bombs were dropped.  

Some children did not go to school for full days as others had been evacuated from the cities 

to the more rural areas and this influx meant split classes and days so that all could still receive 

some tuition. Evacuees were taken in usually by those with children or spare space to 

accommodate them. The evacuees came on trains from the city and each wore a label with 

their name and any ailments written on. They had few possessions, and it was generally left 

to the ‘foster’ families to provide for them. They were taken to the Church Hall and prospective 

families chose who to take. Some expected the children to help out with housework or in the 

businesses or farms where they lived. 

After school and at weekends, most children ran about outdoors and played games in the 

street as the very few cars were even more restricted due to petrol rationing. Boys could join 

the Air Training Corp Cadets where they learnt morse code, aircraft recognition using 

silhouettes, had a little rifle practise and even learnt some cooking. Girls could join the Girl 

Guides where they also learnt morse code as well as first aid and home nursing. 

In the evening whilst children did their homework, women knit cosy jumpers or blanket squares 

or gloves for loved ones abroad, whilst men tinkered and mended household items to make 

them last longer or mended shoes and boots. Whilst many served abroad, at home there were 

local Defence Volunteers and Home Guards preparing to defend the country. The Home 

Guard in Amble had a section made up of mainly younger men who, returned from active 

service or deferred due to their occupation in the coal mines, had experience of dynamite 

handling. With their local knowledge of the area, they would have been invaluable as a reserve 

force to carry out undercover operations if the country had been invaded. 
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Others were Air Raid Wardens who were on fire watch in case of enemy disruption and 

assisted those who had joined the Auxiliary Fire Service or they were Special Constables as 

it was felt that there might be an increase in crime during the blackout periods or they joined 

the Observer Corps training to watch for and recognise enemy aircraft approaching.  

The Amble Air Training Corps held a summer camp based at R.A.F. Acklington under Flight 

Lieutenant Bruce Aisbit in 1943 so that the cadets could get some experience of aircraft, their 

firing capabilities and range and communications equipment. The importance of this 

knowledge to aid plane recognition had been highlighted in June 1941 when a plane heading 

north had machine gunned from Hauxley colliery through the town- the Coastguard Station, 

The Amble Camp, Queen Street, the Brickworks, the Station- and then out by High Street. A 

member of the R.A.F. Marine section and a railway guard were injured by the machine gun 

fire. During the latter years of the war, they helped to operate a radar station built just south of 

Amble, designed to offer both coastal and airborne defensive duties.  

Some adults trained in the Red Cross to be able to help out should there be bombing raids 

and casualties. 

Mary Coulson (later Mrs Sherwood) joined the Voluntary Fire Service and at 16 became a 

telephone switchboard operator. She was on duty when there was a fire at the Gas Works and 

realising that the local firefighting team was away on an exercise, she called out the team from 

Alnwick. However as that would take some time to arrive, her father and other volunteers 

called some men from the street and headed down the Wynd. Thankfully, they were able to 

control the fire and prevent extensive damage. She later volunteered as a nurse and worked 

at Newcastle helping returning men suffering from mental problems and combat stress. As a 

lot of the auxiliary helpers had left to work in the munition’s factories on the Tyne, she found 

herself carrying out menial tasks and this left little time for proper training. She went on to 

become a cook at R.A.F. Acklington. 

News was in daily printed newspapers but more often heard on the radio. Instead of the live 

action reports we have today, it was often many days or even weeks before the details of 

battles, casualties and deaths were reported to the general public. Entertainment was either 

by radio or home made with no television, no games machines, and few cinemas- although 

these all had Movietone and Gaumont newsreels. Children listened to Children’s Hour or 

Toytown; adults had Worker’s Playtime with music and comedians. The family played cards 

or board games or danced to the Big Band music from the likes of Joe Loss or sang or hummed 

along with the latest hits from those such as Louis Armstrong or Vera Lynn. Lots played 

musical instruments such as the piano, violin or ‘the spoons’ and held ‘concerts’ for 

neighbouring families in backyards; others volunteered and played their parts in the fund-

raising activities for the war effort. Amble raised money for ‘Salute the Soldiers’, ‘Salute the 

Sailor’, ‘Wings for Victory’ and the Spitfire Fund as well as holding concerts, jumble sales etc. 

to send comforts to those serving abroad. All tried to block out the danger and horror of the 

war for a short while together as a family in the warmth of their little homes.  

Evening also brought ‘Blackout’- no chink of light shining out was allowed as it was thought 

this could enable enemy aircraft to pinpoint targets. To achieve this heavy black material or 

blinds of similar material was stretched over windows, even those with shutters already there! 

Underneath the glass panes were crisscrossed with tape to contain the glass should there be 

a hit.  Wardens who patrolled the streets, in case of emergencies, also ensured everyone kept 
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to the blackout conditions. This included no streetlights and hooded car headlights which made 

movement quite hazardous after dark. 

In many areas the night sky would be broken with searchlights crossing the sky to highlight 

any enemy aircraft flying over so the guns could target them and try to deter them or bring 

them down before they inflicted too much damage or destruction. The approach of these 

aircraft would be heralded by a wailing siren to warn everyone to take shelter. Adults were 

very nervous and frightened but many children, not realising the danger, mixed their fear with 

a bit of excitement at the disruption to their normal routine. In cities there were communal 

shelters but here in Amble most people either had a form of Anderson Shelter built in their 

garden or yard (although some shared these with their neighbours) or a Morrison shelter- an 

indoor table type made of an iron sheet and steel mesh sides. Although the outdoor ones were 

very basic at first, over time people made them more comfortable with makeshift beds, 

blankets, and even little stoves to boil a kettle.   Some still took refuge under the stairs or in 

cellars. There were bombing raids which came very close to the town as the enemy aircraft 

tried to attack Acklington Airfield a few miles away.  

As the war progressed and fresh food was in shorter supply, people were encouraged to ‘grow 

their own’. Gardens were changed into vegetable patches with hen houses, back yards 

housed pigs and rabbits for consumption. Food was rationed- meats, butter/ margarine, 

cheese, tea, sugar, milk, sweets, 1 egg a fortnight- and clothing and other foods such as jam, 

biscuits, tinned fish were available with coupon ‘points’. Dried egg and powdered milk became 

the norm for many. To some children’s delight in 1941 even soap was rationed but they were 

not so happy with the daily doses of cod liver oil! Rice and bread were great ‘filler-uppers’ but 

the National loaf was between brown and white with added chalk for calcium; a treat was 

banana essence mixed with mashed parsnips. Here in Amble there was usually plenty of fish 

to make a meal. Offal took the place of meat cuts which were in short supply; animal bones 

were used to make glue for aircraft; metal railings and aluminium pots were recycled; clothes 

were either handed down or unpicked and remade- even army blankets were turned into winter 

coats. Everything and anything was used and reused as austerity took hold.  

With many men at war and new factories opening to produce army clothing and munitions, 

lots of women now began working instead of staying at home all the time. Before the war, 

women who had worked were made to leave when they got married- now employers were 

only too pleased to retain them. Women who were not eligible for service were also very active 

outside of the home, not just filling office and factory jobs left by men going to war, but in the 

Land Army helping the farms to keep producing food to feed everyone or in the forests cutting 

much needed timber. Some became nurse’s aides helping tend the wounded in the hospital 

camps set up for their return. Others joined the Red Cross helping wherever needed including 

handing out refreshments in railway stations to the returning soldiers and the wounded. Many 

organised groups to raise money for parcels to go abroad, also knitting woollen items to 

include in the parcels. 

Fashion changed as long flowing skirts- too much material needed- and wayward hair was not 

the best for production lines- trousers and ponytails or buns became the order of the day. 

Women learnt to drive heavy machinery such as wagons, cranes, and forklift trucks as well as 

buses. 
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Posters urged everyone to ‘Be like Dad- keep Mum’ or to remember ‘Careless Talk costs 

Lives’ and ‘Walls have Ears’. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



8 
 

WARTIME CHANGES 

In preparation for war, the Council offices had been fortified to become a control centre and 

workmen were busy digging trenches and erecting shelters. 

In 1940 a RAF Marine Craft Unit used for air sea rescue was built on the north side of the 

harbour to provide range safety and other maritime support for RAF Acklington which had just 

been opened. Speed boats were manned by civilian crews who rescued pilots and crew who 

had been forced to ditch their crafts and gone down in the North Sea. 

The Lord Mayors Camp site, originally used from 1934 until 1938 for the Lord Mayor of 

Newcastle’s scheme to give city children a seaside holiday, became a Displaced Persons 

camp housing mainly Polish and Russian internees during part of the war years. Nissan huts, 

guard towers and barbed wire barricades were erected to augment the rows of wooden huts. 

Local people worked there carrying out mainly cooking duties, but all reports said how well 

behaved the people were and there are reports of Polish airmen entertaining locals and 

Russian internees making children’s toys. 

 

Along the coastline heading to Hauxley, just beyond the picnic spot of Wellhaugh Point is the 

site of the former Amble Coastal Defence Battery for the Northern Command, operational from 

March 1941- a vital necessity to help protect shipping, the harbour area and R.A. F. Acklington. 

The site of Signal Cottage- now Lighthouse View- is the approximate location and some 

concrete remains are still visible in that area. The area had huts, pillboxes and a signal station 

all surrounded by barbed wire obstructions to make enemy entry difficult. In 1944-45, it was 

armed with two 6-inch naval guns at the north corner of the quarry area of Wellhaugh Point 

operated by 313 battery of 510 Coast Regiment of the Royal Artillery consisting of 108 men 

and 4 officers. 103 of the men were from the Home Guard and 80 were trained as gunners. 

Nothing except some concrete plinths and pads now remain of this once impressive site. 
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There is also written evidence of a Radar Station being built south of the town which was 

operated during the second half of the war and employed on both coastal and airborne 

defence duties. 

At Island View- the ‘Saltpans’- there was a 90cm searchlight with a generator building for a 

22kw Lister generator in case it should be needed. The building is still here. 

 

Regular patrols were needed to inspect the ‘Coquet Stop Line’ which was a series of pill boxes. 

It formed part of the Coquet Valley defences designed to meet the threat of a German invasion. 

The theory was that it would slow their advance from the North, giving time for a field army to 

assemble at the ‘Tyne Stop Line’ near Newcastle. The pill boxes were of a lozenge shape with 

open ground to the front overlooking the river or flood plain and the entrance at the rear with 

cover for a retreating force if needed. Most of these have now been lost over time but if you 

look carefully there are some remains visible. 
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The various intakes of men in the 15th Scottish Division, Northumberland Fusiliers spent time 

in Amble from Autumn 1941 to September 1943 training for duties abroad. They were 

welcomed by the town and given small tokens of appreciation  

In general Church halls, when not in use for religious purposes, were widely used for 

fundraising events and commandeered for training purposes. However the Parish Hall and the 

Masonic Hall which had been set up as first aid posts and field hospitals came into greater 

use to house survivors when a U boat attacked a convoy in the North Sea just off the coast of 

Amble. 
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FUND RAISING 

Although food rationing and clothing coupons were introduced to combat the shortages, there 

were still many activities engaged in raising funds to help the war effort as well as those serving 

and returning. These ranged from national schemes such as Metal Collections, Conserve Fuel 

Ideas, National Savings Scheme, ‘Salute the Soldiers’, ‘Salute the Sailor’, ‘Wings for Victory’ 

and the ‘Spitfire Fund’ to simpler local ideas such as concerts, jumble/nearly new sales and 

faith teas. There is even a tale of a local man who knew he was too old to enlist but he would 

help the war effort by enlisting his loft of pigeons! 

Few people will recall Amble’s very successful campaign under the National Savings ‘Wings 

for Victory’ scheme. A target of £20,000 was set to pay for a Wellington Bomber- Amble raised 

£42,530 which not only bought the bomber but four fighter aircraft too! A logbook was 

presented to the town which recorded the operational activities of the Wellington bomber. The 

plane was put into service in February 1944 and had two crews until sadly it failed to return 

from a mission in June that year. It carried out coastal patrols, search duties and air/sea rescue 

in Europe and the Mediterranean to protect shipping. On occasions it spotted U-boats and 

attacked them to prevent convoys being damaged. 

After the success of this fundraising, Amble held a ‘Salute the Soldier’ week from 27th May to 

3rd June 1944. Under this National Savings Scheme the aim was to raise £30,000 for two 

Churchill tanks. The opening parade on the Saturday evening was led by the band of the 

King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry who also performed a concert the next day. The week 

following saw more concerts held by various bands and entertainers, dances, children’s sports 

and entertainments, a cricket match, whist drives, several film shows, talks about the military 

including the Eight Army, a display by the Home Guard before the grand finale closing 

ceremony. Sadly, it is not known if the sum needed was raised. 
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COASTAL & SHIPPING  
Many city and port areas were subject to heavy air raids however Amble mainly heard attempts 

to locate and destroy nearby R.A.F. Acklington. There was an incident in Spring 1940 when a 

German plane came over the harbour, flying low so as to machine gun the ships there. It also 

strafed the Fish Market area and the bottom of the main part of Queen Street. Until the end of 

the last century marks from the strafing were still visible if you looked closely in the straight 

part of the street at the last property with the junction with Bridge Street (currently Lawrences). 

Two service personnel were slightly wounded and taken to hospital.  

In August 1942, an explosion on Hauxley beach killed a local auxiliary coastguard, Joseph 

Wood. He had been discharged from the Royal Navy in January and was carrying out a coastal 

patrol when he saw the container. Although it was a mortar bomb, he knew it had been there 

for some weeks as he had reported it previously. Believing it had exploded, he had handled it 

several times and noted that the bottom was out and part of the side had fallen away. He 

planned to show the ‘exploded’ bomb to the other men. Picking it up, he shook it to let the 

loose sand fall off, and it exploded. He crawled away from the bomb site even though he had 

several puncture wounds, had lost a lot of blood and his right hand. He lay for over five hours 

before the next person on duty found him by following his footprints in the sand. He was treated 

by a doctor and transferred to hospital where he died that evening from blood loss and shock. 

Times of stick bombs missing their target and landing in fields near the town were recorded- 

on one occasion the local butcher obtained some lambs killed in this way! 

Although Amble’s harbour had mainly been used for fishing fleets and the export of coal, it 

became a vital resource during WW2. However, like many such small ports, its sailing 

population had more than its share of incidents and tragedies. 

 

The S.S. Amble, a collier on a North Sea voyage with seventeen crew of mainly Amble men, 

struck a German mine on 16th December 1939; there was an explosion and the men 

abandoned ship but were picked up seven hours later. However, the ship did not sink but was 

later found severely damaged and adrift on the coastal rocks; it was towed to Sunderland and 

broken up. Captain Punshon had previously been torpedoed in the Atlantic; Boatswain Lisle 
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was injured; the Donkeyman, Joseph Park, had worked for the company for over fifty years 

and had been aboard fourteen years earlier when the ship ran aground; the Second Mate, 

James Shewen, had been a boy deckhand on a minesweeper in WW1 which had been struck 

by a mine in the same area in December 1914. 

At that time, the Chairman of the Council, Mr Alfred E. Green, in his Christmas message stoutly 

said that Britain would not be beaten by the actions of the Germans. The town itself may be 

small but it could lay claim to already having men in every branch of the services. He 

particularly praised the crew of the S.S. Amble who were determined to go back to sea despite 

their ordeal. 

S.S. Bondicar with nineteen crew, eleven from Amble, had been attacked by a German 

submarine in the Bristol Channel during WW1 but the torpedo missed; however, in WW2 it 

was damaged twice by bombs during convey operations. 

S.S.  Chevington carrying a cargo of cement from London to Grangemouth was torpedoed 

and sunk off the Norfolk coast by an E-boat 12th October 1941; seven crew and gunners died- 

five were from Amble. Richard A.D. Charlton, a Fireman, had a wife and two children; William 

B. Hedley, a Fireman, also had a wife and two children; Charles M. Hultgren had served on 

local ships for many years; James B. Murray, a Mess Room Steward, had been at sea for 

fourteen years and Charles R. Straker who had served in the Northumberland Fusiliers in 

WW1 where he was awarded a Military Medal, left a wife and nine children. Three of Mr 

Straker’s family were involved in WW2- a son had fought at Dunkirk and been discharged after 

suffering from severe exposure; another son was serving in the Royal Air Force and a 

daughter was in the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. 

MV Clifton Hall was torpedoed and sunk in the Red Sea by a Japanese submarine 12th June 

1942 and the Fourth Engineer, James Beverley from Amble died. 

 

Dredger Coquet Mouth, Amble’s dredger, was dredging the North Side so a R.A.F. Sea 

Rescue base could be built there. She was sailing out to sea on 4th July 1940 when she 

triggered a German magnetic mine  Six days later a minesweeper swept a channel from the 

harbour, six miles out to sea to clear any other mines. 

There are no available written accounts of the incident- local knowledge saying that at the time 
the authorities did not want shipping or the crews to feel harbours were not safe and so it was 
kept secret with the survivors under strict instructions to remain silent on the event. Whilst the 
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above are the facts, local people recall the event in different ways. Some say it happened 
around 8-9am, others around noon; some say she was taking a load of sludge out to sea, 
whilst others say she was sailing out to allow another bigger boat access; some say one man 
was trapped inside but dispute who he was, others say more; there is even some debate about 
whether a man was left trapped despite the rescue attempts and his body left aboard or 
whether it was recovered the next day.  
Regardless of the exact details, this was a tragic loss of local lives and today there are plans 
to erect an information board to commemorate the men and the contribution made by 
merchant seamen to the war effort. 
  
S.S. Empire Statesman developed engine trouble whilst in a convoy from Freetown. On 11 th 

December 1940, she was torpedoed by a German submarine and sank with the loss of all 

thirty-one crew. Three Amble men died- Captain James Brown; Third Officer James Brown 

and Able Seaman Thomas Davis leaving a wife and child. 

 

S.S. Hauxley in convoy from London to Warkworth 17th October 1940 with ballast was 

torpedoed by an E boat 6 miles off Smith’s Knoll, Cromer on the Norfolk coast. She was towed 

ashore but later sank. Eleven of her twenty-man crew were from Amble but all were lucky to 

survive despite one death. 

 

S.S. Togston was carrying a cargo of coal from Blyth to London 8 th March 1941 when it was 

torpedoed and sunk by an E boat off the Norfolk coast. Of the nineteen crew, eight were lost, 

five of whom were from Amble- Able Bodied Seaman Charles Anderson; Able Seaman John 

R. Armstrong; Fireman Robert A. Miller; Donkeyman Mark Rutherford and Mess Room 

Steward Robert S. Mossman. 
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MEMORIALS 

Names were added to the Clock Tower Memorial, Radcliffe Memorial and Amble Club.  

 

The churches had new tablets and plaques made. St. Cuthbert’s is a stone tablet mounted on 

a wall. Trinity Methodist Church has a Brass plaque with names in two columns using Roman 

Capitals sunk in casting and enamelled black. 

St. Marks United Reformed Church has a brass plate mounted on a wooden pattress with a 

single line border around the edge with the lettering sunk in casting and enamelled Roman 

Capitals in black. The names are in 4 columns, two each side of a central dedication. The 

organ was rebuilt as a memorial in 1948 but this was water damaged in a fire in 1970, removed 

during refurbishment in 1983, and subsequently replaced by an electronic one which is not a 

memorial.  

A unique memorial of a heart wrenching incident is that at Cliff House Farm Estate (Gloster 

Meadows) on Acklington Road. Part of this housing estate - 28 houses- are named after the 

5 children who died at Cliff House Farm, North Togston.  On Dec 2nd, 1943 at 22:40hrs several 

Bombers of 75 Squadron (New Zealand), were returning from mine laying operations off 

Denmark when they were diverted to R.A.F. Acklington because of poor weather conditions. 

The Robson children were all in bed upstairs sleeping with their parents downstairs playing 

Clock Tower Panel 

Radcliffe Panel Amble Club 
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cards with company, when a R.A.F. Sterling Bomber on its second approach in dense fog, 

caught overhead wires and took the roof and whole top storey off, killing all the children and 

six of the seven crew members. The streets are Sylvia’s Close- Sylvia aged 9, Ethel’s Close- 

Ethel aged 7, Margery’s Close- Margery aged 5, William’s Close- William aged 3 and Sheila’s 

Close- Sheila aged 18 months. They were buried together in Amble West cemetery. The 

parents moved from the area, had a still born child and never got over the shock of losing all 

the children.  
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WAR ENDS 

When war ended it was a tremendous sense of relief but also of pride not just at how people 

had coped but how Britain had defeated an aggressor. Colliery buzzers signalled no work that 

day; amusement rides re-opened for free until the early hours of the next morning. Church 

bells rang out and a thanksgiving service was held at the War Memorial. There was bunting 

and flags hung everywhere; a huge bonfire with community singing took place on the Links; 

street parties were held to celebrate- no more blackouts, no more gas masks- happiness but 

tinged with sadness for all those lives lost and all those who had returned but were maimed 

or affected in some dire way by the things they had witnessed or took part in. Soon mines and 

railways were nationalised, and new Health and Education Services began.  

Men returning told of the terrible conditions they had endured under fire, the horrific casualties, 

the dreadful noise of guns, tanks and bombs, the deaths of close friends and comrades, the 

fear of whether they would survive or even live, with physical or mental problems, to see their 

family again. Prisoners of War had even worse experiences of starvation and deprivation with 

Red Cross parcels and letters- widely censored- delayed or not received so that they often felt 

abandoned. Even more horrific stories emerged when those who had been interred in 

Japanese camps returned home. 

Some returning soldiers and families were housed in buildings which had originally been part 

of the Isolation Hospital of Battery Camp- a lot of these disappeared after the violent storms 

in 1953. 

Society had changed over the war years and those returning must have been a little perplexed 

to find women working and being able to cope so independently. After all they had seen and 

experienced it would be hard to fit into domestic life again even without all the changes. Life 

and social conditions could not be the same as before. The previous divide of social class had 

been partly blurred due to the men mixing in the forces and the women either working together 

or carrying out charitable work or fund raising. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  




