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Introduction

The history of warfare is often told through battles waged, borders redrawn, and the
ambitions of statesmen. Yet, woven into every war are deeply personal stories—those
of children whose innocence and stability are among the first casualties of conflict.
"Children of the Conflict: Childhood, Evacuation, and Education During World Wars"
seeks to bring these stories to light, exploring how the global upheavals of the
twentieth century reshaped a generation at its most vulnerable and most resilient.
This book takes the reader into the hidden history of children whose lives were
disrupted, identities remolded, and futures reimagined in the crucible of world war.

During both World Wars, millions of children experienced displacement on an
unprecedented scale. Some traveled hundreds of miles from their families, sent away
by desperate parents hoping for sanctuary from bombings or invasion. Others found
themselves refugees, their homes and communities destroyed, forced to wander
strange lands. These mass movements were not simply logistical or humanitarian
undertakings; they were profound ruptures in the lives of the young, experiences
marked by confusion, loss, and, at times, unexpected solidarity. Through oral histories
and contemporary records, this book gives voice to the children who navigated new
homes, strange languages, and unfamiliar customs, enduring hardship but also forging
new kinds of families and friendships.

Education, a cornerstone of childhood, was both a casualty and instrument of war.
School routines shattered as teachers and classmates disappeared, buildings
repurposed or destroyed, and lessons warped to serve nationalist ideologies. Yet even
in the darkest days, communities improvised, creating makeshift classrooms and
curricula. Education became a battlefield in its own right—a space for struggle over
identity, loyalty, and dreams of the future. Drawing on school records and government
documents, this book examines how wartime education became both lifeline and lever
for broader political aims, shaping not only what children learned, but what they
believed.

The upheaval went further, as states and movements realized the power embedded in
childhood itself. Governments weaponized innocence, mobilizing children for
propaganda or service, enlisting them as symbols of suffering or sacrifice. National
youth organizations and civic bodies indoctrinated children with ideological fervor,
teaching them not just to survive, but to fight, produce, and inspire. In some cases,
boys and girls crossed the threshold from childhood to frontline, pressed into military
service or militant youth brigades as the war ground on.

When the guns fell silent, the hardest work often remained—the challenge of recovery,
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reintegration, and reckoning with trauma. Children carried the burdens of loss,
separation, and violence, shaping their adult identities and the communities they
would help rebuild. For educators, social workers, and policymakers, the postwar years
demanded new models of care, education, and citizenship, as the world grappled with
the lessons—and scars—of war.

By reconstructing these histories, "Children of the Conflict" seeks not only to honor the
experiences of those youngest shaped by twentieth-century warfare, but to offer
insights for the present. As conflict continues to imperil children worldwide,
understanding the legacy of past wars is vital. This journey into the childhoods
fractured by global conflict is not only a work of memory, but a call for
action—reminding us that the fate of children is always entwined with the fate of
peace.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Gathering Storm: Children on the
Eve of World War |

The summer of 1914 was, for many children across Europe, a time of seemingly
endless sunshine and carefree play. The world was theirs to explore, full of bicycles,
kites, and the budding mysteries of adolescence. Parents, absorbed in their own
routines and the prevailing sense of peace, often saw childhood as a protected sphere,
largely untouched by the complex currents of international diplomacy and political
maneuvering that churned in the background. Yet, beneath this veneer of tranquility,
a storm was gathering, one that would irrevocably alter the landscape of their young
lives.

For the vast majority of children, particularly in Western Europe, the early 20th
century represented a period of relative stability and slow but steady progress.
Advances in medicine meant fewer childhood diseases claimed lives, and compulsory
schooling was becoming more widespread, even if attendance wasn’t always strictly
enforced. The rhythm of life was often dictated by agricultural cycles in rural areas or
the industrial clock in burgeoning cities. Children played in streets that were not yet
dominated by motorcars, and their imaginations were fueled by penny dreadfuls,
adventure stories, and the emerging spectacle of cinema.

Despite this general sense of calm, distinct differences in childhood experiences
existed across the continent. In Britain, for example, while many urban children still
faced poverty and deprivation, social reforms were slowly beginning to address issues
of child labor and provide rudimentary welfare. The Scout and Guide movements,
founded in the years preceding the war, were gaining traction, offering organized
activities and fostering a sense of civic duty and outdoor adventure for both boys and
girls. These organizations, with their emphasis on discipline, self-reliance, and
patriotism, would later prove instrumental in wartime efforts, albeit in ways few could
have foreseen.

Across the Channel in France, childhood was often characterized by a strong emphasis
on family and tradition, interwoven with a deep sense of national identity. Education
played a crucial role in cultivating republican values and a historical consciousness,
often with an undercurrent of patriotic sentiment related to past conflicts. Children
learned about Joan of Arc and Napoleon, and the lost territories of Alsace-Lorraine
were often discussed in hushed tones, shaping a collective memory that would
become potent when war finally broke out. For rural children, life revolved around
farm work and community, with school acting as a bridge to a wider world.
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In Germany, a rapidly industrializing nation with a strong sense of imperial ambition,
childhood was often more structured and disciplined. The education system was highly
organized, instilling obedience and respect for authority. Youth organizations, though
not yet as pervasive or ideologically driven as they would become under the Nazi
regime, were already promoting physical fitness, national pride, and militaristic ideals,
particularly for boys. The Kaiser’'s Germany envisioned its children as future soldiers
and citizens who would uphold the nation’s power and prestige. This meant that while
everyday life could be quite pleasant, there was an undercurrent of nationalistic
expectation that subtly influenced the upbringing of many children.

Further east, in the sprawling Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Russian Empire,
childhood experiences varied even more dramatically, often dictated by social class,
ethnicity, and geography. In many areas, life remained largely agrarian, with children
contributing to farm labor from a young age. Access to education was less universal,
and poverty was more widespread. Yet, even in these regions, children were not
entirely insulated from the political currents. Nationalist sentiments simmered among
the empire’s diverse populations, and these tensions, though often adult concerns,
could filter down to children through family discussions, local folklore, and early
political awakenings. The intricate web of alliances and rivalries that would soon
engulf Europe was a distant hum to most children, but its threads were already being
woven into the fabric of their societies.

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, was the
spark, but for many children, it was merely a confusing news item, if it registered at
all. The summer holidays were approaching, or perhaps already in full swing. For a
child in London, the Archduke’s death was an abstract event in a faraway land. For a
child in Vienna, it might have been more immediate, a topic of anxious adult
conversation overheard from another room. But the full gravity of the situation, the
domino effect it would unleash, was entirely beyond their comprehension. Their
concerns were more immediate: a scraped knee, a lost toy, the promise of a swim in a
local river, or the excitement of a visiting fair.

The declarations of war in late July and early August caught many by surprise,
including many adults. For children, the news often arrived as a sudden, bewildering
shift in the atmosphere around them. The initial reactions varied wildly. In some
places, there was an outpouring of patriotic fervor, with parades and cheers as men
eagerly volunteered for service. Children, swept up in the excitement, might have
seen it as a grand adventure, a temporary disruption before everything returned to
normal. Toy soldiers, often a staple of childhood play, suddenly seemed to take on a
new, more serious significance.

In other communities, particularly those with strong pacifist leanings or a history of
hardship, the news was met with dread and quiet resignation. Children would have
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sensed the change in their parents’ demeanor, the hushed conversations, the worried
glances. The promise of an exciting summer evaporated, replaced by an unspoken
anxiety that permeated their homes. The world, which had seemed so solid and
predictable, was suddenly revealed to be fragile, capable of shattering without
warning.

As men began to enlist, children witnessed the first waves of separation from their
families. Fathers, older brothers, and uncles donned uniforms and marched off to
training camps. For some, it was a moment of pride, a hero’s send-off. For others, it
was heartbreaking, a tearful farewell to a beloved figure whose absence would create
an immediate void in the family structure. The initial enthusiasm for war, carefully
cultivated by propaganda in some nations, often masked the profound personal costs
that were already beginning to accumulate, even before the first shots were fired on a
large scale.

The early days of the war also saw immediate changes to daily life. Rumors of
impending shortages, though often exaggerated, led to a degree of panic buying.
Basic goods, once taken for granted, began to feel precious. Children, accustomed to
certain treats or comforts, might have experienced their first taste of deprivation as
families tightened their belts in anticipation of leaner times. The concept of "total
war," where the civilian population played a crucial role in supporting the war effort,
had not yet fully crystallized, but its initial stirrings were already impacting the
youngest members of society.

Furthermore, the initial movements of armies led to localized displacements,
particularly in border regions. Children living near the Franco-German frontier, or
along the eastern front, might have experienced the sudden arrival of soldiers, the
requisitioning of their homes, or the fear of impending battle. While mass, organized
evacuations were largely a feature of the Second World War, the initial months of
World War | saw spontaneous movements of families fleeing perceived danger, with
children caught in the confusion. These early refugees, though their numbers were
comparatively smaller than those who would be displaced later, offered a chilling
prelude to the vast human migrations that would soon become a hallmark of the
conflict.

The innocence of childhood, while not entirely eradicated, began to recede with the
onset of the war. Playtime might still involve make-believe games, but the themes
often shifted to soldiers, battles, and heroes. The simple act of flying a kite or chasing
a ball took on a new context, overshadowed by the looming reality of conflict.
Children, with their keen observational skills and developing understanding of the
world, began to interpret their surroundings through the lens of war, preparing them,
unwittingly, for the profound changes that lay ahead. The gathering storm was more
than just a political crisis; it was a fundamental alteration of the world into which these
children had been born, and from which they would emerge irrevocably changed.
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