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Christmas Social 
Our December meeting will be a social event rather than a talk. We will 

be having a local history quiz, followed by festive refreshments and a sing-
along of old favourites with Bob East on his accordion. 

This meeting will be held in the Clifton Centre on Monday 15th December 
at 7:30pm. 

So that we know how many to cater for, please can you let Sally James 
know in advance if you will be attending. 

St Edburg’s Church Christmas Tree Festival 
St Edburg’s Church is holding its Christmas Tree Festival once again this 

year. BLHS will be decorating one of the trees, this time inspired by wartime 
Christmases in the 1940s. 

It will be open on Friday 12th and Saturday 13th December from 10am to 
7pm, and on Sunday 14th from 12:30 to 5:30pm. 

Our Policy on Taking Photos at Talks 
In response to an enquiry at a recent meeting about photos being taken, 

the committee has decided that a clear policy is needed, and we would 
welcome members’ input. 

Future speakers will be asked to confirm that they are happy, or 
otherwise, for us to take photos of them and the slide on the screen at the 
time. These photos would probably include the backs of the heads of some 
audience members, as they will be taken from the rear of the hall. The same 
approach can be taken at other events, if members favour this 
arrangement. There would always be the chance to opt out of any photos by 
letting the photographer know at the time. 

The photos would be used for publicity purposes, 
that’s to say, for our website, monthly newsletter or 
Facebook page. 

Please let us have your views on the taking of photos 
at talks and meetings. You can email Sally at: 
sallyjames46@hotmail.com. Thanks for your help with 
this slightly tricky question. 

Bicester in World War Two Talk 
World War II officially began when war was declared 

on 3rd September 1939, but preparations had started 
long before that. 

The Air Raid Precautions department had been 
created in March 1935. The Air Raid Wardens' Service 

Dates For Your Diary 

Christmas Tree Festival 
12th-14th December 

Christmas Social 
15th December @ 7:30pm 

January newsletter submission 
deadline 

2nd January 

High Sheriff of Oxfordshire talk 
16th February @ 7:30pm



then started in April 1937 and on 1st January 1938 the 
Air-Raid Precautions Act came into force, compelling all 
local authorities to create their own ARP service. By 
January 1939 Bicester had 33 wardens and they were 
actively recruiting more. Their headquarters were 
located at Claremont House, where they constructed a 
lookout post on the roof so that volunteers on fire 
watch could see the whole area for miles around. As 
well as testing people’s gas masks in a gas chamber in 
the clay pits in London Road, they also held regular 
lectures, demonstrations, and practice exercises. 

The ARP were also responsible for running and 
maintaining the public air-raid shelter that the council 
had built in Market Square in 1940. Though they 
restricted who was actually allowed to use it, and by 
1942 it had been so neglected that the council had to step in and demand it be repaired and made safe. 

One of the biggest impacts the war preparations had on the town was the arrival of 1400 evacuees just a few 
days before war was declared, with many more to follow throughout the war. Of that first batch, 348 were billeted 
in Bicester, with the rest spread out among all the villages in the Ploughley area. 

The evacuation committee regularly received requests for children to be moved to alternative 
accommodation, and a special facility was set up in the old Bicester Workhouse for any problem boys (which 
would eventually take in delinquent boys from all over the southern region), but, for the most part, everyone 
settled down and got on with things as best they could. 

A school was set up for all the evacuee children in Bicester, which was known as Hallsville School since the 
majority of the children and teachers had been evacuated from Hallsville School in Canning Town. Originally they 
used Weyland Hall and Wesley Hall, but after a fire 
severely damaged the interior of Weyland Hall in 
September 1940 they relocated to Bignell Park, where 
they remained for the rest of their time here. 

The Home Guard formed as the Bicester Company 
Local Defence Volunteers on 15th May 1940. 98 men 
from Bicester and 39 from the surrounding villages 
enrolled on the first day and within a week they had 
enough men to form 17 different sections. The Bicester 
Company covered the areas of Bicester, Kidlington, 
Deddington and Woodstock, with a different section for 
each police district. 

The company headquarters were in the Lodge by the 
gates of the Garth. 

As their numbers continued to increase the company 
became a battalion and each section became its own 
platoon. Gradually more platoons were added and by 
the end of 1943 the battalion was made up of 22 
platoons. By the time they were disbanded at the end of 
1944 they had 62 officers and 1,611 other ranks. 

The Women’s Land Army played an important part in 
the agricultural side of local life. Helping the farmers to 
yield as much as they could from the land to meet the 
government’s ever increasing targets. Initially the 
women were billeted with local families, but in August 
1941 a hostel was built to accommodate them at the 



edge of Highfield, where the Highfield Social Club now stands. 
It was a prefabricated structure, split into three blocks and designed to accommodate up to 50 workers. One 

block was the dormitory. One was for ablutions and laundry, and included an outdoor foot bath for cleaning 
rubber boots. And the third, seen here, was the welfare block, which housed the dining and recreation room, 
kitchen, a small sick bay and the hostel manager’s private accommodation. 

The hostel was run by Mrs Eve Hillaby, who came from Huddersfield with her daughter, Enid. While the 
majority of the Land Army girls were from rural areas, over a third originated from London and the industrial 
cities in the north. Reactions to country life were mixed but some of them, including Enid, found it to their liking 
and went on to settle in the area. 

The Women’s Voluntary Service, or WVS, headed by Margaret Coker, was another driving force in the local 
area. They made up a lot of the volunteers that helped distribute the evacuees when they arrived. Throughout 
the war they were involved in collecting items for various appeals, be it refugee bedding, homemade jam, or 
waste paper. They also helped the evacuee women to set up a social and welfare club in November 1940. The 
evacuee women took over the former premises of Payne’s Outfitters in Market Square and fitted it out with a large 
room downstairs for general use and a room upstairs for their children to play in. It was well lit and heated, had a 
bomb shelter in the basement and had facilities for hot baths and washing babies clothes. 

Despite everything that was going on, everyone still 
managed to devote a lot of their time to charity work. 
Women made gloves, balaclavas and things to send to 
soldiers and prisoners of war. The Bicester British 
Legion Women’s section collected donations of small 
items like soap, sweets, tobacco and notepaper for the 
soldiers stationed in Oxfordshire. Members of the home 
guard also raised funds to send aid parcels to Bicester 
men who were prisoners of war. Most of the efforts 
though went to raising money, both for charities and 
the war effort. Often done through jumble sales, fetes, 
dances, whist drives and flag days. There were also big 
national initiatives, like when Ploughley raised 
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£230,000 for War Weapons Week in September 1941 and another £189,000 for Wings for Victory Week in June 
1943. 

When the war came to an end and Winston Churchill announced victory in Europe at 3pm on 8th May 1945, the 
announcement was received with great enthusiasm, having been anticipated for a few days. The rest of the day 
was spent in general high spirits. But things got even livelier at dusk when fireworks started simultaneously in the 
town, at the army depot, and at RAF Bicester. A bonfire was lit in Market Square and had people dancing around it 
all evening. There was also dancing outside The Star, in Highfield, and at the junction of Sheep Street and St 
John’s Street, where a piano had been brought out onto the pavement. It all lasted well into the early hours of 
Wednesday morning. 

On the Wednesday, a party of evacuee children were entertained with a tea in the Eclipse Mineral Water yard 
and various street parties were held all over the town, like the one in Victoria Road pictured below. Then more 
bonfires and dancing continued in the evening. Then on the Saturday they held a fancy dress parade and burnt an 
effigy of Adolf Hitler on a bonfire in Market Square. 

The celebrations were repeated, on a slightly smaller scale, to celebrate VJ Day three months later. After that 
things slowly got back to normal. Prisoners of war were still returning to the area in the early months of 1946, 
petrol rationing continued until May 1950, and food rationing didn’t completely end until July 1954. But they had 
come through it all and allowed us to be here today to tell the tale. 

- Matthew Hathaway
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