
Pilning and Severn Beach History Group 
Memories 
As we reach November, we become aware that it is the month that we remember 
those that gave their lives in battle for their country.  

Next year we reach the 80th Anniversary of Victory in Europe Day, or V-E 
Day, when Germany unconditionally surrendered its military forces to the Allies, 
including the United States. On May 8, 1945, celebrations erupted around the 
world to mark the end of six years of World War II in Europe. It was not until 
August 14th that  year, that Victory in Japan was achieved. Villagers of the Parish 
who lost their lives in battle are remembered at the War Memorial in Pilning, their 
names being added to those who died in the first World War. 

How much was our Parish involved in the war, most of our information 
has come from those who lived here at that time , sadly they are becoming fewer 
as the years pass. 

Pilning was surrounded then by gleaming railway lines, the vital highway 
of the River Severn, near the Avon, all easily seen from the air, especially by 
moonlight, and directly in the flight of an aggressive enemy.  German bombers 
intended to bomb the important port of Bristol, with the docks at Avonmouth and 
the aircraft factories of Filton until they were destroyed. 
  Schoolchildren at Pilning School  such as David England, watched from the 
school yard as more and more frequently hospital trains passed, filled with waving 
wounded soldiers. People prepared for the air raids covering windows with sticky 
tape and making blackout curtains. It was very dark everywhere and the 
Americans backed their truck into the War Memorial by the Cross Hands, 
knocking it over. They had come to train on the Rifle Range Camp at Pillhead. 
Troops came from all over the country to the camp here which had its own big 
anti -aircraft guns and fuel tanks.  

Before a proper NAAFI club was built the ladies of the village opened a 
club and a shop in the Zion Chapel opposite the camp gates. They sold 
sandwiches, cakes and played card games and arranged sing songs.  No Tv then! 
There were air raids all through the war, mainly between 1940 and 1942 and 
mostly at night. After a night raid children rushed around the village to see the 
damage, mainly bomb craters. Pieces of shrapnel (bomb and gun casings) were 
highly prized and fought over. Children were allowed off school for war work such 
as helping with harvest and often the school logbooks reported children too tired 
for school work after disturbed nights.  

Pilning certainly caught a lot of raids meant for Bristol, but it was 
important in its own right,  with the training camp, the vital Severn Tunnel and all 

the fuel storage tanks by Hallen, Compton Greenfield  and Avonmouth. In the area 
now covered by warehouses, decoy beacons were set up in the fields, at the start 
of an air raid a group of men would light the fires to fool the bombers into 
thinking they were over Bristol, not empty fields.   It wasn’t regarded safe for 
evacuees to come here until 1944 when there were Doodle -bug raids in London. 

Children remembered when the anti-aircraft guns went off, they would 
shake the whole place. Sometimes bombers would dump their bombs to lighten 
their load on the way home, one leaving a crater the size of a small house in 
Bilsham Lane . Ida Vowles remembered seeing a plane caught in the searchlight 
and releasing its bombs. 

One of the worst incidents of the war was when a family from Pilning Mr 
Williams and his children Seymour and Anne were driving back  along the Filton 
bypass in their horse and cart when they were killed by a direct hit  during a heavy 
raid on the Filton Aero Works. They were buried in Pilning Cemetery. Another day 
Ron Singer found that a house by the Cross Hands, the old forge and a bungalow 
had all been badly bombed.  A stick of bombs fell where the surgery is now, the 
last one falling in Alf Chaney’s allotment just clear of the railway line. Herbert 
Washbourne who lived in Severn Beach spent his evenings putting out incendiary 
fires in Avonmouth. Altogether 58 daylight raids were recorded in Pilning School  
logbook. There were many  more night raids. 

There were also Italian Prisoners of War who worked hard and would dig 
out the rhines and ditches. Polish refugees were billeted at the New Passage hotel  
and who worked in the smelting works. 

It would appear there was a lot going on in our small area, much more 
than we have touched on here. 
 


