
A timeline

Trentham’s War 
1939-1945



The aim of the RAF Volunteer Reserve Training Centre was to provide a pool of 
trained men, who, when qualified could be posted to RAF squadrons. The free 
training included navigation, airmanship, gunnery, wireless telegraphy and 
reconnaissance. A tall tower at the rear of building was used to teach the basics 
of parachute jumping. They received flying instruction at Meir Aerodrome.  

In 1939 there were nearly 200 personnel under training, including 20 pilots, 64 
wireless operators/air gunners, 10 observers and 100 ground staff.

1939
16 May

RAFVR moves into the Institute



1939
July

Hanford ARP wardens already mobilized and ready for duty

Photo: Sentinel



1939
26 

August

Arrival of bank staff from London to establish the Central Clearing 
House for the Bank of England in the ballroom of Trentham Gardens.

They are billeted with local families.

Photo 
Bebbington 

collection



1939
3 

September

Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain broadcasts to the nation that: 
“This country is at war with Germany”

Photo – creative commons



1939 
September 

to 
November

Trentham residents become ARP wardens and civil defence volunteers  
and local boy scouts help to fit gas masks 

The 1939 Register shows that 124 men 
and women were designated as ARP 

wardens. The senior warden was 
Mr J Stuart Maddock of Albert Road.   

Their HQ was in the Sunday School Rooms 
of the Methodist Church. 

Dickie Williams [pictured top left] and other civil defence volunteers 
from Dairyfields practice first aid 
Photo – family collection

Local scouts helped with the distribution  
of gas masks and showed  residents 

how to put them on.  



1939 
September 

to 
November

Trentham War Hospitals Supplies Depot set up and run from The Priory 
by Mrs Isabelle Wenger

The Priory

Photos: Sentinel



1939 -> 

The Trentham Estate supported the Dig for Victory campaign 
and five acres of the Italian and former kitchen gardens 

were used for growing vegetables under the supervision of head gardener 
Thomas Wedd with help from Land Army girls

Photos: Sentinel



1939 -> 

The former North Staffordshire Hunt Kennels off Whitmore Road
becomes a base for Red Cross Ambulances



1939 -> 

Weddings continue to take place at Trentham Church
throughout the War 

Kenneth Wild and Ruby Fielding 1940 Sidney Wild and Kathleen Hickman 1940

Margaret Turner and C. Marshall Amor 1942Joseph Longmore and Rose Bunn 1940Robert Deacon and Betty Yates  1939 



Bank staff settle into life in the Ballroom and Gardens

Photos – Bebbington and Skilbeck collection

1940 ->



1940 
May Bank 

Holiday

Business “as usual” at Trentham Gardens and the Park

Photos: Sentinel



1940
14 June

The War Office takes over Trentham Park as an encampment for 3,500 troops. 
The Duke agrees that admission changes to the swimming pool and gardens 

be reduced to 3d per head for troops.

Artist’s impression of part of the French camp

1940
17 June

Arrival of No. 505 Field Company, Royal Engineers, under orders to 
“stage a camp” in the park, in readiness for occupation by troops. 



1940
18 June

French troops begin to arrive

Joseph Darchen Free French 
Trentham Park 18 June -3 July1940
Photo - Family collection

One legionnaire was impressed with the efficiency of 
British Military organisation in providing tents and 
cooking equipment, plus the camp’s location in the vast 
park, with woods and an enormous lake full of fish.

But morale was poor as the troops were restless at the 
confused situation regarding their future status with 
the newly formed Free French movement of General 
Charles De Gaulle.    

The majority of French troops that arrived 
were survivors of the 13th Foreign Legion 
half brigade and a half brigade of the 
Chasseurs Alpins, (Mountain Light 
infantry). After fighting in Norway, they 
had arrived in Brest to witness the defeat 
of the French Army and escaped to 
England, eventually arriving in Trentham. 



1940
June

Hospitality to French officers by British officers and local people 

The Mayer family from Dairyfields 
with French officers
Back Row - Elijah Mayer
Middle Row –Colin  Mayer
Front Row – Eric Mayer 
All were ARP wardens
Photo –family collectionPhoto: Sentinel



1940 
20 June

Trentham Park Golf Club fundraising for the Red Cross

Photo: Sentinel



1940 
27 June

Henry Cotton joined the Royal Air 
Force during WW2. 

He split his time between active duty 
and fundraising, organising a number 

of charity events with other 
professionals in aid of the Red Cross. 
He came to Trentham Golf Club on 

Saturday 27 June 1940 for an 
exhibition match which raised £1000.  

One of the few times that the 
proceeds reached four figures.

He was later knighted for his hard 
work during the war, an achievement 
that gave him as much pride as any 

golf championship.

Famous golfer Henry Cotton helps local fundraising for the Red Cross



1940
28 June

Visit of General Charles de Gaulle to the camp as part of his 
attempt to rally support for the Free French movement

Photo –
creative 

commons

Over 600 French troops leave Trentham for repatriation to 

North Africa, having decided NOT to join de Gaulle's movement

1940
1 July



1940
3 July

Arrival of French sailors following the seizure of French warships 
in British ports

Washing and cooking 
in the camp

Photos: Sentinel



1940
4 July

French sailors continue to arrive following evacuation from Dunkirk 
the previous month

Photo: Sentinel



1940
10 July

The French troops who decided to join de Gaulle’s Free French 
leave Trentham for Aldershot



1940
12 July

The Duke writes to the Secretary of State for War to complain 
about the damage to the Park

The complaint against the French troops:
• Stealing railings and fence posts for fires.
• Breaking locks on the gates into the park and gardens.
• Sneaking out night and shooting at deer. 
• Using the Spinney as a latrine, constituting a menace to health.
• Washing in Park Brook and the reservoir, which is reserved for breeding fish.
• Poor conduct drawing complaints from residents of Dairyfields.

Claim for compensation £50

“…while it may be a desirable site for a camp of British soldiers, it is scarcely suitable for 
a camp of soldiers of various nationalities, as it is next to a residential estate. 

I request that orders be given that no foreign troops be sent to Trentham and that the 
damage be made good!”



1940
29 July

War Department requisitions 100 acres of the Park, as more troops expected.
Wooden buildings erected for kitchens and latrines. Complaints continue.

1940
7 

August

1940
13 

August

Complaints about the French sailors: 
• Chasing and killing deer with pistols
• Trespassing over the shooting coverts 
• Snaring rabbits and digging their burrows 
• Stealing potatoes and chickens from tenant farmers
• Fishing in the reservoir, reserved for breeding fish 
• Cutting down young larch trees. 

Letter to Camp Commandant stated: 
Nearly 50 deer escaped as they were pursued by French sailors.
The deer forced their way through fencing by Gravel Pit Lodge.
They will cause considerable damage and will have to be destroyed. 
A claim for compensation will made.

Deer in the Park, private collection

Gravel Pit Lodge – private collection



1940
25 August

King George VI and General de Gaulle visit French camp in the Park

Troops who did NOT rally to de Gaulle, were moved for repatriation

1940
23 

September



1940
14 

September

Clearing Bank employees organise swimming gala for the Red Cross 



1940
28 

September

Competitions continue at Trentham Park Golf Club

Photo: Sentinel



1940
5 October

Trentham Home Guard’s fundraising idea

…Each member of the Home Guard should 
give up one night’s subsistence of 1s 6d 
to raise the sum of £120,000 to provide 

120 Spitfires for the RAF…



1940
10 

October 

On the home front - Trentham Parish Hall opens 
and becomes the HQ of the local Home Guard 

Photo: Sentinel



1940
16 

November

First Trentham casualty Sergeant-Pilot Hugh Sharpley
Lost at sea



1940
Late 

November

The remainder of French troops leave Trentham Park
for repatriation to North Africa 

Photo www.historyonthenet.com/free-french-forces-during-world-war-two



1941

Requisition of 26.43 acres of land off Eccleshall Road by 
the Air Ministry for a Maintenance Unit, connected to RAF Stafford



1941
29 

August

Evacuees treated to a visit to Trentham Gardens 

Photo: Sentinel



1941
25 

September

Local children raise funds

“We baked our own bread, churned butter, made jam, 
grew our own veg. A favourite meal was lobby, with 
little meat but plenty of veg, suet dumplings and gravy. 
We also ate rabbits caught by our father – they were 
pests in the garden and he trapped them. During the 
war he would take rabbits to the butcher’s shop, where 
he worked, and portions were added to the meagre 
meat ration.”

Sybil Gould, mentioned in the article and 
seen in the photo, shared some memories 
of World War 2… 



1941
13 

November

Speed the Tanks tour comes to Trentham Park

Photos: Sentinel



1942

Clearing Bank Employees stage plays under the name Siren Theatre

Photos:  Peter Skilbeck



1942
21 

November

Staff of Director of Medical Services, Western Command 
visit the Park to assess its suitability for the purpose 

of a 1700 bed Military Convalescent Unit 

Detail from 
1937 rev 1940  

25 inch 
OS Map



1942
21 

December

First staff arrive with equipment and ambulances 
to establish No.122 Military Convalescent Depot (MCD)



1943

Staff at the Clearing House continue to make the most 
of their evacuation and location, whatever the season

Photos: Peter Skilbeck



1943

Convalescents enjoying spudbashing duties

Photo: Sentinel



1943
14 

October

Improved facilities and number of staff increased 

at No. 122 MCD, to provide 2000 beds

Similar military 
convalescent depot 

at Cheltenham



1943
2 

December

Requisition of additional land off 

Eccleshall Road and Park Cottages by Air Ministry

Photo - David Cooke



1944
6 June

'D' Day — Operation Overlord, 156,000 Allied troops invade France, 
causing a surge in casualty numbers in convalescent units 



1944
16 June

Convalescents begin to arrive locally

Photo -
The Sentinel



1944
19 July

Local children raise money for Red Cross Funds 

Photo: Vanessa Barnish

Children from the Marquis Kindergarten present musical playlets in Trentham Gardens 



1944
11 August

Crisis expansion situation at No. 122 MCD 
requiring marquee accommodation, 

with some patients being transferred to other units

1945 rev 1948 6 inch OS 
map of Trentham Park 
showing camp layout 



1945
8 May

'VE' Day — Victory in Europe Day 
Local celebrations include a bonfire in Trentham Park 

Photo: Sentinel



1945
15 May

Casualties continue to arrive at Trentham Park station

Photo credit: Ambulance train - Wellcome collection. 
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0)

Trentham Park station



1945
11 July

No. 122 MCD relocated from Trentham Park 
to Stoneleigh Park in Warwickshire

Rehabilitation training at Stoneleigh
1943 © IWM D 16614



1945
28 July

Post-war visit from the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland 
and garden party for Trentham tenants

Children from the private school in the grounds of the Gardens 

The Duke and Duchess entertained about 300 tenants, employees, 
pensioners of the Trentham Estate and schoolchildren in an 
informal garden party.

Tea was served in a large marquee and there were motorboat rides 
on the lake, trips on the miniature railway, a Punch and Judy Show 
and musical entertainment. 

Photos: The Sentinel



1941 
-

1945

Prisoners of War were never located at Trentham, but they were 
brought from the nearest POW camps to provide labour

Italian POWs worked 
on local farms from 
1941.  They also carried 
out maintenance of 
grounds and gardens 
on the estate.

German POWs did not 
appear until 1944. 
They often worked 
around the 
convalescent camp and 
were more closely 
guarded than the 
Italians, although often 
with rifles containing 
no ammunition. 



1945
15 August

'VJ' Day — Japanese surrender



Ten names of local men who died on war service 
inscribed on Trentham War Memorial

Michael Beswick
29 June 1944

John Brassington
22 November 1943

Thomas Deakin
11 November 1944

Eric Heath Hughes
20 March 1945

Eric Lakin
7 April 1945

Hugh Sharpley
16 November 1940

Albert Wilson
17 January 1945

Donald Chatham
25 October 1944

Michael O’Ryan
1 June 1944

Roger Sharpley
12 February 1944



1945
November

Arrival of No. 164 Officer Cadet Training Unit (OCTU) 
from Barmouth

First passing out parade 
5 January 1946Photo: Sentinel



1946
20 

February

Notice of impending return to London 
given to Central Clearing House staff occupying the Ballroom

Farewell dance 29 April 1946



1946
October

Relocation of No. 164 OCTU to Eaton Hall, Chester 

Photo: Sentinel



1946
July

Camp briefly occupied by Unit of Polish Resettlement Corps 
before its relocation to Blackshaw Moor

Photos – Wandzel family collection 

Tadeusz Wandzel is 
on the left. He was 
originally from 
Zywiec in southern 
Poland. He came 
to England with 
the 12th Polish 
Lancers which he 
joined after being 
liberated in April 
1945, after a year 
in Buchenwald 
concentration 
camp. He went to 
Paris and then 
Naples before 
arriving in England.

The man standing 
is Alf Rybinski. He 
was Polish and 
originally from 
Poznan. Some of 
the men had been 
together in 
Buchenwald and 
became firm 
friends.  
Afterwards many 
stayed on in 
Stoke-on-Trent.  
The Rybinski and 
Wandzel families 
remain friends 
today. 



1946
16 August

Termination of lease of Trentham Gardens Ballroom to CCH

Farewell 
event



1947
-

1950s

Royal Auxiliary Air Force No 3059 Air Defence Unit set up at 
The Institute to work systems for air raid reporting and fighter control  

The RAF finally left Trentham 
in 1955 and the Institute was 
demolished in 1960



1947
9 

September

Surrender of all Trentham Estate land requisitioned for 
military purposes prompts discussions about future use of the Park



October 
1947 –
January 

1950

National Coal Board use Park camp as 
a hostel to accommodate miners
from Poland and other countries   



1950

Miners’ camp closes and buildings sold or dismantled

Thefts from huts 
6 July 1950 19 May 1950          

Photo - Bebbington Collection



2022

All that remain today are scattered foundations…

Photos –
Glyn Bull

Brick from Potteries 
Brick Company



Originally produced by the Trentham Heritage Project for VE Day 75
Amended and updated for Heritage Open Day 2022

Special thanks to Graham Bebbington for his support for this presentation.
Copies of his book Trentham at War : The Story of a Country Estate During World War II
is still available for purchase.

Thanks also to Alan Myatt for his artistic impressions, where no photo images were available.

Thank you to others who shared their own or family photos.

News cuttings are from The Sentinel through the British Newspaper Index 
and Stoke on Trent Archives Service.

Available as a scrollable document on the website: https://trenthamheritage.org.uk/

https://trenthamheritage.org.uk/
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