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About this book 
 
 
 
This book contains information 
which was produced to help 
teachers and pupils who were 
preparing to visit an historic house 
or museum and take part in a 
participative performance designed 
to support programmes of study in 
History, as well as in English, 
Drama and PSHE.  
 
Although you may not be planning 
for a trip out, you may find the 
contents useful before you work 
with a costumed actor in role in 
school. 
 
Your pupils have to imagine that 
they are living in the year 1940. To 
help them prepare, you will find in 
the following pages: 
 
 
·  Background History 
·  Themes  
·  Information about role - play  
·  Songs 
·  Costume ideas 
·  Bibliography 
 
 
This book is made available free for 
educational use only. It is not for 
sale or resale. No part of this book 
may be copied for sale or for 
resale. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

‘No time for dances’ is written and 
directed by Matthew Townshend. 
Music is arranged and composed 
by Michael Jeffrey, with original 

lyrics by Rhoda Koenig. 
Choreography is by Mary Tear. 
Costume design is by Ella Kidd. 

Design by Peter Clark. 
Cover artwork by Ruth Garrett. 

The photographs of children from 
Queen’s Manor School, 

Hammersmith, at Fulham Palace in 
2001, were taken by Ken 

Cumberlidge. 
 
                                          

      
 

Arrival: ‘At the going down of the Sun’, 2001 
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Introduction  
 

 
Our freedom as free lances 
Advances towards its end; 
The earth compels, upon it 
Sonnets and birds descend; 
And soon, my friend, 
We shall have no time for dances. 
 
(From ‘The Sunlight on the Garden’ by Louis 
MacNeice, 1937) 
 
The last summer of peace for Britain in 
1939 was one of the wettest people 
could remember. Even the garden 
party at Buckingham Palace – the high 
point of the ‘Season’ for upper-class 
society – had to be cancelled because 
of the rain. The next year was to be 
very different; a beautiful summer but 
a country alone and at war. 
 
In our story, it is late spring 1940. 
Local people and Visitors (the roles 
adopted by your pupils) have been 
invited to a picnic by Miss Nancy, a 
strange American lady (a character 
played by one of the actors). Perhaps 
the picnic is to welcome home another 
one of the characters we shall meet, 
an officer just back from Dunkirk. We 
shall find  ourselves in  the    middle  of  

 
 
 

 
mysterious goings-on, together with 
the two other characters played by the 
actors, a land girl called Sally 
Morrison and Mr. Fitchett, the ARP 
warden. 
 
Britain has a new Prime Minister: 
Winston Churchill. A coalition 
government has replaced the 
discredited conservative administration 
led by Neville Chamberlain. 
Meanwhile, in the world of the play, 
the Local People are worried: their 
Visitors are unhappy and want to go 
home. 
 
So far, the biggest effect on ordinary 
lives has been caused by the 
blackout. Many people have been 
killed in accidents. Since January, 
food rationing has changed the way 
we eat and how we get our food. 
However, the’ bore war’ is coming to 
an end. The German army has 
smashed through Belgium, the 
Netherlands and into northern France. 
A desperate effort is underway to 
rescue British and French soldiers 
from the chaos on the beaches at 
Dunkirk. 
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At a glance: 
1930–1939 
 
1930 

America, 
Britain and 

Europe 
continue to 

suffer the 
effects of the 

Great 
Depression, 
with millions 

unemployed. 
 
 

Amy Johnson gives up her job  
as a typist and flies solo to 
Australia. 
British 
airship  
hopes end 
with  
the crash of the 
R101. 

1931 
Japan invades Manchuria, 
a part of China. 

1933 
Adolf Hitler becomes 

German Chancellor. 
 

 
 
 

 
1934 
‘Belisha beacons’ introduced, 
indicating a safe place to 
cross the road. They are named 
after the home secretary, 
Leslie Hore-Belisha.  

1935 
Italy invades Abyssinia. 

1936 
Edward VIII abdicates to marry Wallis 
Simpson. George VI becomes King. 
 

 
Walt Disney produces ‘Snow White’, 
the first full-length colour animation 
film. 
 
Civil War in Spain. 
 
The Jarrow March. 
Jarrow is a town 
ruined by the 
Depression.  
 
 

The BBC begins 
television broadcasts. 
 
 

1937 
The Hindenburg, Germany’s huge 
airship, crashes in America. 
Neville Chamberlain becomes British 
Prime Minister and proclaims a policy 
of ‘appeasement’. 

1938 
Hitler occupies Austria (the 

“anschluss”) in March and 
demands the return of the 

Sudetenland, a part of 
Czechoslovakia. 

Chamberlain 
flies to meet 

Hitler 
(the first 

British Prime 
Minister to travel by 
air) and returns with ‘peace for our 
time’. 
 
 
1939         Countdown to War 

 
March: the Wehrmacht (the German 
Army) invades Prague, the Czech capital. 
Poland is next to face the threat of attack. 
The British government promises to 
support Poland.  
April: Britain introduces peacetime 
conscription for the first time. 
Evacuation from cities starts.  
The new BBC television service is closed.  
September 1: Germany invades Poland: 
September 3: the British ultimatum to 
Germany to leave Poland expires. Once 
again, Britain is at war with Germany. 
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Role- Play 

 
Unlike a visit to the theatre or a 
performance in school, your pupils will 
not sit and watch the actors but will be 
involved in the Drama from the very 
beginning. In order to be able to do 
this, they will need (a) to have a 
reasonable grasp of the historical 
context and (b) to adopt a role. This 
page may help you prepare for that. 
 
Who am I? 
Everybody should come with a role 
name (see page 4) and should also 
know to which group they belong: 
Local People or Visitors. Divide your 
pupils equally between the two. Page 
5 contains more ideas about the  
groups. From the moment that your 
pupils first meet the actors, they will be 
talked to as if they were their role 
characters. It is not a good idea for the 
visitors to all come in role as children. 
Sixty-two years ago, children were not 
often asked their opinions! Make sure 
there are sufficient ‘adult’ 
spokespeople – the teachers in charge 
of an evacuated school, or mothers 
with their children, for example.  
 
Why am I here? 
A strange American lady is playing 
host at a picnic. Discuss the rumours 
that could be circulating. (This is a 
time when rumour mongering is a 
national obsession, with invasion  

 
 
scares and stories of spies, ‘fifth 
columnists’ or secret landings by 
German parachutists). Perhaps this 
American lady is going to offer places 
on a ship crossing the Atlantic for 
anybody who wants to get away from 
England.  
 
What do I want? 
Most people who were evacuated – 
adults as well as children – probably 
wanted to go 
back to their 
homes. Talk 
about how 
the visitors 
might be 
feeling.  
Find out how 
the locals 
react to their 
visitors 
when they 
say they 
want to 
leave.  
The 
government 
tried hard to stop evacuees from 
returning home (see above) but 
without much success. 
 

Things to try: 
Hot seat 
Pupils must stay in role while the 
others have a short time to ask them 
questions: who are you? what do you 
do?  Where do you live? 
Arrival 
The Visitors have arrived at their 
evacuation town or village and the 
Local People have to choose which 
visitors will stay with whom.  
Chinese Whispers 
Play the game to find out how a 
rumour becomes exaggerated as it 
passes from one person to another. 
Write to grandparents and ask them 
if they have wartime memories. 
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Names 
 
Adopting a role name is one way of 
helping children enter the world of the 
play. These names all belong to 
people who contributed their memories 
to Mike Brown’s book Evacuees. 
 
Girls/Women 
 
Audrey  Lavender  
Betty   Mavis 
Enid   Miriam 
Evelyn  Pamela 
Iris  Shirley 
Jane  Vera 
Joyce 
 
 

“What’s your name?” 
   
 
 
Boys/Men 
 
Arnold   Eric 
Archie  Frederick 
Bryan   Henry 
Philip   Joseph 
Donald  Kenneth 
Douglas Roy  
Edward 
 
 

 
 
Role call 
Imagine you are in the office or the 
school playground on evacuation day. 
Before walking to the train station, 
somebody must write down all the 
(role) names. Does anyone try to 
change their mind at the last minute? 
Has everybody got what they have 
been told to bring? Have they got a 
label – adults as well as children? 
Bring the list(s) of role names with 
you on the day 
 

 
Surnames 
 
Baker 
Black 
Beardwell 
Bott 
Buckley  
Channing 
Clegg 
Cohen 
Dobson 
Dewar  
Easter 
Farmer 
Fry 
Gagg 
Garnham 
Judge  
Kingham 
Knudsen  
Peppercorn 
Mayhew 
Nott 
Prowse 
Ramagge 
Salvidge 
Sibley 
Toomey 
Withers 
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The Groups 
 

Local People 
 
The Local people are the organisers 
and committee members. Even in the 
years before the war, as the country 
makes plans against the coming crisis, 
these are the people who have formed 
the new civil defence organisations. 
Here are jobs they can have: 
Billeting (accommodation) officer. 
Air raid Warden. 
Volunteer in 
one of the 
emergency 
services 
(such as the 
AFS, or 
Auxiliary Fire 
Service). 
Member of the  
Womens’ 
Voluntary 
Service 
(WVS).  
Volunteer in 
the Observer 
Corps, 
watching the skies for enemy aircraft, 
or in the LDV (Local Defence 
Volunteers, soon to be renamed the 
Home Guard). 
Teacher from a local school that has 
had to take in children evacuated from 
schools in the city.  
Farmer, who has land girls billeted on 
their farm, amongst them Sally 
Morrison, the character played by one 
of the actors. 
 
A woman air raid warden talks about 
her job following a house being hit: 
“Women wardens are better than men 
in most cases, not all. They can see in 
a moment who is in the house 
because they know what to look for … 
they are better at first aid too; besides, 
women with their clothes blown off 
prefer to have another woman 
attending them.”  
(‘Put that light out!’ by Mike Brown) 
 

 

 
 
The Visitors 
 
The Visitors are all people who have 
been displaced by the War. They are: 
 
Evacuees, who can either be 
schoolchildren with their teachers, 
evacuated from the city (remember 
that the emphasis should be on adult 
roles) or Business Evacuees, 
workers whose office has moved out 
of their city buildings and relocated – 
in a hotel, perhaps. (They will need to 
know what job they have: they could 
work in an insurance office, for a firm 
of lawyers or for a branch of the Civil 
Service – a pensions or tax 
department). 
 
Refugees: families and individuals 
who have fled to England from the 
continent before the outbreak of war. 
These refugees will need to know 
which country they have come from 
and why they have left. 

 
 
 
 
 
Workers: who 
have come to 
the area 
because they 
are engaged in 
the War effort – 
such as women 
workers who 
have taken 
over jobs to 
release men for 
the armed 
services or 
Land Girls. 
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Themes 1 
 

Evacuation 
 
During the Civil War in Spain, 
Germany helped the Fascist forces led 
by Francisco Franco. The Luftwaffe, 
the German Air Force, dropped bombs 
on civilians, most notoriously on the 
town of Guernica. The news and the 
propaganda pictures had a powerful 
effect on people’s imagination in 
Britain. This, thought every family, is 
what War will be like; cities ruined and 
homes smashed. Another fear was 
gas. First used in the trenches in the 
last war, it was believed that it would 
be used again, dropped from 
aeroplanes in bombs. The government 
decided that hundreds of thousands of 
people would be killed in the first few 
days of a new war and came up with 
plans for evacuation from the cities 
that were considered at greatest risk.  
 
In the end, nobody was forced to 
leave: people were encouraged to 
volunteer. The first ‘great trek’ in 
September 1939 was followed by 
another in Spring 1940 and then 
another. Each time, the number of 
people volunteering was less than 
before. Homesick and frightened by 
the strangeness of their billets, most 
evacuees went home, preferring to 
face the bombs, when they came, with 
their families and friends. 
 
List of essentials for evacuated 
schoolchildren: 
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Themes 2 
 

What next? 
 
To most outsiders, Britain in 1940 
must have appeared to be in a 
hopeless position. Some people in 
England thought the same and tried to 
arrange peace talks with Germany. 
 
Across the Atlantic Ocean, President 
Roosevelt was unable to persuade 
America to go to war. The United 
States did not want to get involved in 
another European War. 
 
From the beginning, however, Britain 
received aid from the USA, shipped in 
convoys, which were attacked by 
German U-boats. 
 
Much of the propaganda effort, the 
songs, the comic programmes, the 
‘Britain can take it’ news reports, was 
aimed at America. The radio (or 
wireless) was therefore an important 
weapon, for a while almost the only 
weapon the country had left – the rest 
were abandoned at Dunkirk. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One secret advantage that Britain did 
have was the development of Radar, 
or Radio Direction Finding as it was 
known at first. The chain of RDF 
stations with their tall masts along the 
South coast warned of the approach of 
enemy planes and would give Fighter 
Command a precious lead in the 
coming Battle. 
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Themes 3 
 
Appeasement and Pacifism 
 
To people living in 1940, the ‘World 
War’ meant 1914-1918. Its legacy was 
a determination never to let such 
terrible slaughter happen again. Add to 
this the fear of Communism, or 
‘bolshevism’, from the Russian word 
Bolshevik (majority) and it is perhaps 
hardly surprising that Britain and 
France appeared unable to face up to 
Hitler in the 1930’s. Quite simply, 
nobody wanted another War. 
 
In 1933, students at Oxford passed a 
resolution in the Union, the University 
debating chamber, that they would 
‘under no circumstances fight for King 
and Country’. Patriotism was out of 
fashion, at least amongst the educated 
middle and upper-middle class. 
 
However, the government began 
preparing for war several years before 
it started. The Air Raid Warden’s 
Service was established in 1937, for 
example, and rearmament had begun 
in earnest in 1935. The following year, 
motor car manufacturers had been 
brought into the production of aircraft 
through the ‘shadow’ factory scheme. 
 
During the 1914 -18 war, some people 
had pleaded Conscientious 
Objection and although this happened 
again in 1939, this time, the evil of 
Nazism seemed more obvious and 
made pacifism a harder argument to 
sustain. 
 
When Chamberlain returned from his 
meetings with Hitler in 1938 to declare 
‘peace for our time’ he was the hero of 
the House of Commons. 
Disillusionment came quickly; Hitler 
invaded Czechoslovakia, then Poland, 
and the sense of guilt that those 
countries had been abandoned 
contributed towards the swing from 
appeasement to War.  
 

Themes 4 
 
Out with the Old, in with the Old? 
 

Songs      1 
He’s the grand old man 
never was an also-ran, 
Britain’s guiding star, 
known both near and far,  
smiling the famous 
bulldog grin and smoking a big cigar; 
He’s the grand old man, 
plus he’s doing all he can, 
And now it’s up to you and me, 
we’ve got a job to do, 
We know that we have got the stuff that’s 
going to see us through,  
There’s the army and the air force and the 
boys in navy blue, 
And we’ve still got the grand old man! 
(sung by Max Miller) 
 
There was a feeling that if another war 
had to be fought, then this time, if any 
good came out of it, it should benefit 
ordinary people. When the country 
turned its back on Chamberlain, it was 
partly because he seemed to be a part 
of the ‘old gang’, the people who didn’t 
have to suffer that much. But Churchill 
was not the obvious replacement. He 
had made mistakes as first Lord of the 
Admiralty in the last war and again 
more recently in the attempt to land 
troops in Norway. He had also made 
himself unpopular during the General 
Strike.  
 
‘it was with despair … we heard the 
King had sent for Churchill’ 
(John Colville, Private Secretary to both 
Chamberlain and Churchill) 
 
‘he (Churchill) warns of possible 
horrors quite openly but this has a 
strange effect, on me at any rate. 
Whereas before, I’ve been scared at 
what might happen, now  … am 
getting mentally ready for the fray. 
Winston’s speeches send all sorts of 
thrills up and down my veins’  
(from the diary of Nellie Carver, supervisor at 
the London Central Telegraph Office, May 
1940) 
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Costume 
 
 
Local people: an armband with the 
initials of the service they have joined. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Men: suit 
(adjust the 
lapels by 
pinning them), 
collar and tie. 
Hair slicked 
back 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Gas mask container:  
a canvas bag or box  
covered with material  
and with shoulder strap. 
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Costume 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
Hats: Women and Men would have 
worn a hat or cap outside. 
Women could wear a scarf. 
 
 
 
 
 
As rationing was extended to clothing 
and materials, stockings for women 
became a rare luxury: many women 
made do by staining their legs with tea 
and drawing a pencil line down the 
back to suggest the seam. 
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Songs 2 

 
 
She’s the girl that makes the thing that drills the 
hole that holds the spring that drives the rod 
that turns the knob, that works the 
thingummybob. 
She’s the girl that makes the thing that holds 
the oil that oils the ring that makes the shank 
that moves the crank, that works the 
thingummybob. 
It’s a ticklish sort of job, making a thing for a 
thingummybob, especially if you don’t know 
what it’s for, 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Women at work in wartime 

 
 
But it’s the girl that makes the thing that drills 
the hole that holds the spring that works the 
thingummybob that makes the engine roar! 
And it’s the girl that makes the thing that holds 
the oil that oils the ring that works the 
thingummybob that’s going to win the war! 
 
Women still faced inequality and 
prejudice in factories and jobs that 
were traditionally done by men. Even 
women pilots in the ATA (the Air 
transport Auxiliary) were paid less than 
the men at the beginning of the war. 
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Songs 3 

 
As I’m an air raid warden, I know when 
danger’s nigh 
And now there’s trouble coming from the 
sea and from the sky 
You say it’s not your quarrel? It’s half a 
world away? 
But don’t forget tomorrow is not far from 
today. 
(chorus) Uncle Sam take our hand 
through this darkness of night, 
It’s your old motherland needing help with 
her fight. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Getting Uncle Sam on board 

 
You know we’ve proved our mettle in lots 
of foreign lands. 
We didn’t win an empire by sitting on our 
hands. 
We’re all in this together – each Harry, 
Tom and Jack. 
We’ve shown that we can take it, now we 
want to give it back! 
(chorus) Uncle Sam take our hand, help 
us do what is right, 
It’s your old motherland needing help with 
her fight. 
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Practical information 
 
Each performance lasts approximately ninety 
minutes. A morning performance starting at 
10.15 is finishing at 11.45 and an afternnon 
performance starting at 2pm is finishing at 3.30. 
 
If you haven’t already done so, please let mtp 
know if there are any children with special 
needs in your group – even if the special need 
is a temporary one – a broken arm, for 
instance. 
 

PLEASE DO: 
 
Arrive on time, with twenty minutes to spare 
for lavatories and a last-minute focus session. 
Plan to be on site by 09.55 at the latest for a 
10.15 atart or by 1.40pm for a 2pm start. As 
with any theatrical performance, No time for 
dances cannot be delayed beyond a certain 
point and a show may have to be cut or even 
cancelled due to late arrival. 
 
Come in costume. Even a basic item of 
costume – a coat, an armband, a hat, cap or 
headscarf – helps children enter the world of 
the play. Make sure your children dress 
warmly; we shall be working both inside and 
outside and many big old houses are cold even 
in Summer. 
 
Remain with your pupils throughout the 
show; you should not feel that you have to take 
an active part, although a little gentle 
encouragement can sometimes help, especially 
in the early stages of the performance. The 
actors may or may not involve you, but will 
expect you to be present at least as an 
observer. 
 
Help to care for the buildings and gardens: be 
aware that shoes with sharp heels damage 
floors and lawns. Discourage ‘props’ such as 
sticks or umbrellas. 
 
Plan to leave by 1.30pm (perhaps you are 
picnicking) to allow afternoon schools time 
before their performance. It will not normally be 
possible to tour the museum, house or gardens 
after the performance unless you have made 
made special arangements with education staff 
at the venue. 
 
Why not bring a wartime picnic, which you 
could eat before the show or at the end 
(remember the action of the play is set at a 
picnic!) Visit the Sainsbury’s archives at 
www.sainsburysvirtualmuseum.org.uk. where you 
can find pages devoted to wartime rationing 
and recipes for a wartime tea party. Weather 
conditions and site restrictions may limit  your 
picnic being included in the performance itself 
(see below). 
 

 
 
PLEASE DON’T: 
 
Film or photograph indoors. Weather 
permitting, you should be able to take video or 
still pictures outside, but please be sensitive 
and avoid coming between the actors and the 
children. 
 
Bring lots of baggage. Space is very limited 
and, except in very bad weather or by prior 
arrangement, coats and bags should be left on 
the coach or minibus. It is normally possible to 
picnic outside in dry weahter, but covered 
space is not always available in wet conditions. 
 

Who to call: 
 
If you have any questions about the 
performance or about your booking, please call 
mtp on 0208 563 1085. The enclosed leaflet 
has telephone numbers for the venue should  
you have an emergency on the day.  
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Checklist 
 
What’s my role name? 
See the suggestions on 
page 4. 
 
Who am I? 
Am I local, or am I one of the 
visitors? What has happened to my 
family? Am I still at school? 
 
Where do I live? 
Do I live in a city, in the local town 
or village, or on the estate or base? 
 
What do I do? 
If I have a job, what work I do? Has 
the war changed my job? 
 
How has my life changed? 
Have I, my job or my school been 
evacuated? Have members of my 
family joined the services?  
 
Why am I here? 
A visitor from America is playing 
host at a picnic to which we have 
all been invited. 
 
Do I know any of the songs? 
All the songs printed in the 
resource book will be sung during 
the performance. We don’t expect 
you to learn them all, but if you 
know at least the chorus to one or 
two of them, it will make it easier to 
join in. 
 
What am I wearing? 
How different are the clothes I am 
wearing to those I wear in 2002? 
Do they tell other people anything 
about me? 
 
 

Key Questions 
 
 
 
 
·  Who are we at war with? 
 
·  What do I know about the 

war? 
 
·  Why have people been 

evacuated?  
 
·  What is rationing? 
 
·  Who has recently become 

the new British Prime 
Minister? 

 
·  What can Britain do now? 
 
 

 
 

 
         Departure: ‘At the going down of the Sun’, 2001 
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