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A comparison of the effects that World War II had on Bristol and 
Bordeaux 

 
 

The Bristol to Bordeaux student exchange was the first one in the country 

(www.bristol.gov.uk). This materialised after World War II and teachers from 

both cities thought it would be a great way of building bridges after the war. 

Both cities are located in the southwest of their countries and are known for 

their ports. I’m taking part in this exchange and this provided a good starting 

point for my project. World War II was an important time for everyone in the 

country, and in Europe in general, and in my opinion it’s one of the most 

important periods in world history. This is obviously because it’s still relatively 

recent (only two generations ago), so we still have many links to this period. It’s 

a period that has interested my greatly and since I didn’t take up the chance to 

pursue my history lessons, I thought this would be a great chance to expand my 

knowledge into something I’m hugely interested in.  

 

England       France 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

Bristol        Bordeaux 

 

In the essay, I’m going to compare the effects and the impact that World War II 

(WWII) had on these two cities. I will look at the similarities and the differences 

and get an insight as to what it would be like to have lived in these places. I’m 

expecting to see a big difference in life in Bordeaux and Bristol in preparation 

for the war, during the war and post war. 
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Background 

 

At the time of the war, and a few years preceding it, 

Germany was under Nazi dictatorship. This meant 

that Adolf Hitler, with the help of his advisers, had 

complete control on how the country was run. Their 

aim was to make Germany the capital of the world 

and to create a “perfect” race. In Hitler’s mind this 

meant the execution of the Jews, the disabled and 

anyone who dared to disagree. He effectively brain 

washed the German public, blaming the economic crisis 

the country was having, on the Jewish 

(http://www.calvin.edu), even though it was Treaty of Versailles which was more 

responsible (www.historyonthenet.com/WW2/causes). The Germans were 

happy to finally have a group of people who they could blame and vent their 

frustration at. The rest of Europe was next in line, as Hitler started his conquest. 

Great Britain and France both got involved and issued an ultimatum to 

Germany. This was that if they continued with their plans to invade Poland, who 

had already signed a peace agreement with Germany in 1933 with the aim of it 

lasting ten years, then war would be declared on them. Hitler ignored the 

warning and proceeded with the invasion, prompting the British and the French 

to act. 

 

Preparation for the War  

 

Britain started preparing for the war as early as 1935, shortly after it was 

revealed Germany had been preparing their new air force, The Luftwaffe 

(Penny, 2002). Subsequently, the Government decided it was necessary to 

appoint people who would form a department, with the aim of specifically 

dealing with the threat of air raids. As well as creating a new department for this 

threat, the Government also made it a priority to recruit more people into public 

services such as the Police, the Fire brigade and the health services. This was 

a clear sign that the Government was preparing for war. They clearly felt that by 

http://atschool.eduweb.co.uk 
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preparing as early as possible, there would be less chance of civilian life being 

lost.  

 

According to John Penney in the book “Bristol at War”, Bristol started preparing 

for the war in 1938 when it was decided that if instructions could no longer be 

received from the government, then a regional commissioner would be 

appointed who keep order in the region. Penney’s information was confirmed by 

my Grand Mother who was living at the time. He was also from Bristol and has 

carried out vast amounts of research on World War II and Bristol during this 

period, so I consider his information to be accurate. The regional commissioner 

of the South West was General Sir Hugh Elles and he was responsible for 

Gloucestershire, Somerset, Wiltshire, Devon and Cornwall. Bristol’s most 

noticeable preparation began after the Munich crisis, which was when Hitler 

convinced other European leaders that it was right for Germany to seize control 

of Sudetenland ( the western land of Czechoslovakia) (Gilbert 1967;Gott 1967).  

 

 

 

 

Sudetenland is the land between 

Germany and Czechoslovakia 

 

 

 

 

Bristol then started building trenches in 

open spaces as well 

as constructing 

thousands of shelters for the public, in the event of an air 

raid. My Grand Mother told me (Locke, R., 2009) how they 

didn’t have enough space to build enough air raid shelters to 

comply with Government regulations, so Bristol was forced 

was to start building them in peoples’ gardens. This was 

www.historyonthenet.com 

www.fortiesexperience.co.uk 
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common across England, which meant that local councils had to spend even 

more money on these shelters, despite them being on private property.  

 Bristol also started recruiting wardens (http://www.woodlands-

junior.kent.sch.uk). Wardens could have many different jobs ranging from 

damage report to bomb reconnaissance. However, despite recruiting both men 

and women, there still were not enough wardens to begin with. However, when 

war became an unavoidable reality, many more people signed up raising the 

strength of the force to over five thousand (J. Penney, 2002). The force 

included more than three thousand men and more than one and a half 

thousand women, which was a surprisingly high 

number considering women were stereotyped as 

being housekeepers. Women were to be relied on to 

do the more sensitive jobs, such as advising the 

public, and helping the injured. The dangerous jobs 

were expected to be carried out by men, such as 

bomb reconnaissance. However that’s not to mean 

that women were not doing heavy work. For example 

the “Women’s Land Army” were formed, and this 

involved women signing up to take over farm work 

when the farmers joined the army. This happened more 

regularly than you might expect, and one of the main reasons for this was that 

the Government lowered the age of conscription to eighteen years old, which 

meant more people had to leave the peace of their every day life. Women 

worked on farms in a variety of regions in the Southwest. Fields by Chew 

Magna and Bridgewater all depended on the Women’s land army 

(www.bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar/stories/). 

After war was declared, everyone in Bristol was issued with an identity card. 

These cards had to be carried at all times and if asked to 

produce one to a warden, you had to do so immediately 

without fail (Locke, R., 2009). Everyone would also be 

issued with ration books which you would get stamped 

off when you collect your rations. It’s important to realise 

also, that it was not only food that was rationed. 

Materials such as nylon and paper were amongst the other materials which 

http://s3.amazonaws.com 
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were rationed. Britain had to ration as it was difficult to import these materials 

and foods, and this was down to the Germans’ bombing boats which were 

importing them. Bristol council also issued every home with several leaflets 

detailing many things including how to act when being bombed, how to prepare 

for being bombed and how to react after being bombed. However, my Grand 

Mother explained to me that after war was declared people were assuming that 

all of the preparations were over the top and people began to get complacent 

and take little notice of the instructions. This was because after war was 

declared, there was a period of nearly a year where nothing happened. This is 

now known as the Phoney War. For example, there was a lights out law which 

meant there was to be no light from thirty minutes after sunset, to thirty minutes 

before sunrise. But as there were no attacks, people were becoming sloppy and 

leaving lights on well into the early morning. Others were smoking whilst 

walking down the road and others lit bonfires in parks! These are the sort of 

things which people may consider trivial even though bombers could allegedly 

see very small light from thirty thousand feet in the air, and even the smallest 

glow could help a bomber to find their bearings. There was however another 

side to the blackouts. They caused many accidents because of the sheer 

difficulty of seeing what was around you. There were many car accidents as 

headlights had to be turned off, and street lights were of course off, which made 

it very hard to see what was around. Cars drove into each other, into people 

and often off roads because of the lack of light. People also used to drown. This 

was because they walked off bridges or into ponds and as it was pitch black, 

they couldn’t get out of the water.  

 

Bristol also employed a balloon barrage safety system 

(http://fishponds.org.uk). These were effectively large blimps 

which were attached to wire to keep them hovering above their 

area. The idea was that if you had a balloon above one of the 

German targets, the German bombers would be forced to fly 

higher, and therefore their bombing would be less accurate 

than it would’ve been if it was lower. The other main 

advantage of the Germans flying higher was that they would then 
http://lancasterdiary.net 
(Photo not of Bristol) 
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be range of the air defences that were in place. The defences couldn’t shoot 

accurately at the planes when they were flying low, purely because they were 

travelling too quickly. The main risk of this was that if the Germans develop a 

way to cut the wire (which they did by attaching razors and explosives to the 

wings) then they would know where there were targets were. This would mean 

that the places which Bristol was trying so hard to protect would be at greater 

risk. 

 

The other idea that was employed in Bristol was the idea of a decoy city 

(http://www.culture24.org.uk). This city would have flickering lights in similar 

places to Bristol with the aim of tricking the bombers. Bristol’s decoy city was at 

Blackdown, which is a small place by the Brecon Beacons. The idea didn’t 

always work but on the occasions that it did, bombs were dropped onto the hills, 

causing no damage to the city, which was the aim.   

 

Bordeaux however, seemed to have a lot less pre war activity than Bristol. I’ve 

found it frustratingly difficult to find much information regarding this. Bordeaux 

tourist office offered to send information but that unfortunately never arrived. 

The Jean Moulin (resistance fighter) museum didn’t reply to any of my emails, 

nor did my old French exchange partners family.  The lack of information seems 

that there may not have been much activity pre war. As if the French were 

maybe hoping they could blend in and maybe be forgotten, despite being in one 

of the most important locations of World War II? 

 

On a wider scale, France’s army was first mobilised the day Germany declared 

war on Poland. This was shortly before some of the French military invaded 

Saarbrücken (a westerly German city). The first English troops arrived in France 

by crossing the English Channel by boat. Many troops had to whether storms in 

the Atlantic Ocean before arriving at the more southern parts of France, like 

Bordeaux. Bordeaux hosted many English troops, and this was down to sheer 

importance of the City. Being one of the bigger cities in France (with more than 

250,000 inhabitants before the war) (Terrisse, 1993), it was clear from the 

outset that it would be targeted for occupation by the Germans. It was however, 

from the French and English point of view, in an awkward position. Being in the 
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south of France it was cut off from the government who were situated in Paris. 

The French knew an invasion was imminent and were worried at where the 

Germans would come from. Since the Italians were allied with the Germans, 

there were two big borders which the Germans could enter through. This meant 

that the French army was spread out around the country, which was a big 

problem for the French. The majority of the army was kept up north, with the 

aim of protecting Paris, however this meant that potentially, there would be very 

little resistance should the Germans attack through the Italian border 

(http://www.worldwar-2.net/). 

 

Similarly to England, the French had a plan involving the Government. However 

the French didn’t plan for the lack of communications, it was for the event that 

Paris was occupied. The plan would be for the government to relocate to 

Bordeaux.  

 

Summary of the preparations for World War II 

 

Both cities were preparing very differently for the event of a war. Bristol were 

preparing for an aerial assault whereas in Bordeaux the preparations were 

being made for an assault on the ground. Preparations were made involving 

national government for both cities, albeit different ones. Both cities had a large 

number of people who joined the army, some because they volunteered and 

others because of the conscription laws. 

 

During the War 

 

Just as the preparations for the war were different, the war time experiences 

were to be different aswell. Bristol was lucky enough to have passed a lot of the 

war without much incident; this was until November 24th 1940.  

 

Bristol was a key part to England in the war and this was essential largely down 

to its port. Bristol was one of the main sources of imported goods, meaning that 

for cities in the West Midlands such as Birmingham, or southern areas with 
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smaller ports like Plymouth, then Bristol would be needed for their survival. 

Another key point to remember is that without supplies and imported goods, 

then morale would very quickly be lowered and all faith in the war would be lost. 

A scenario the government could not afford.  

 

The first time Bristol was targeted by the Luftwaffe (November 24th), it suffered 

greatly (Penney J). The defences Bristol had put in place didn’t work as well as 

they should’ve, and the sheer volume of the German attack was just too much. 

It’s rumoured that over 150 tonnes was dropped on Bristol that evening, 

causing devastation and panic everywhere. Also, because this was the first time 

Bristol had been targeted, it didn’t act as quickly as it might otherwise have.  

 

This was only the start of the problems on this night though. There were over 

one hundred unexploded bombs reported around the city. This was a massive 

task for the bomb reconnaissance, many of whom were volunteers, which 

would take a lot of time during the next few months. Fires were also raging 

around the city.  The attacks were not only in one area of Bristol though; th ey 

ranged across the whole city, from Knowle to Eastville. 

The effects were disastrous for the city. Many of the 

churches were destroyed as well as theatres and shops 

but most devastating, were the amount of homes which 

were destroyed. People were left with nowhere to live and 

had to stay with friends, or in public shelters which were 

provided. However the spirit of Bristol was never in doubt. 

During raids such as this one, people would join together 

in the shelters (Locke, R., 2009) and sing songs. They 

would range from anti Hitler songs, to songs they would 

know from their childhood. The songs weren’t important to 

them; it was the concept of sticking together which was 

important. This idea was imperative, not just for Bristol but for the whole of the 

country, as it would keep people believing in themselves, in their family, and in 

the army who were fighting for their right to live.  

 

http://cache.gettyimages.com 
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However, as expected, the assault on Bristol had commenced via air strikes. 

Bordeaux were also confronted as expected, by foot soldiers. With the rest of 

Europe putting up little resistance against the Germans, Britain’s penultimate 

defence, after the Channel, was the French.  The French had already been 

pushed back in Sudetenland and general feeling was it was a matter of time 

before the Germans reached the western coast of France.  

 

With the French army taking heavy losses up North, 

the South was becoming more and more vulnerable. 

With the Germans breaking the French defence at 

Sedan, panic ensues around the North of France. This 

was disastrous for the French army who are making 

their way up north because the French civilians were 

fleeing to the southern parts of the country, blocking 

roads and were basically unwanted obstacles. Bordeaux was the goal that 

many of the French wanted to reach. Many succeeded in arriving there 

bringing the population up from 270000 people, to a staggering 750000, which 

is three times the size (Terrisse, 1993). This caused mixed feelings between 

the people who lived there before and the people who had fled the northern 

areas. Some of the Bordelaise felt the northerners had betrayed them and 

shouldn’t run away but in fact be helping the struggling army. The other 

problem was that Bordeaux wasn’t big enough for so many people. Supplies 

ran short and over population was a problem. People had nowhere to stay 

and lots of people knew nobody there, meaning they felt they couldn’t ask 

people for shelter.  

 

At this time in Bristol however the feeling had lifted as opposed to dropped 

like Bordeaux. It wasn’t a feeling of happiness however, but more of duty and 

patriotism. With the Germans advancing at breakneck speed through northern 

France, the allied troops were in a no win situation, which is where operation 

Dynamo came in (www.worldwar-2.net). This was the code name for the 

Dunkirk evacuation. This was one of the biggest operations in modern British 

history and required everyone to pull together. More than 50,000 soldiers are 
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evacuated each day between 29/05/1940 and the 01/06/1940. The next two 

days of the operation saw more than 25,000 people evacuated bringing the 

total number of evacuees to well over 300,000. This wasn’t just an operation 

saving the lives of the British. French and Belgian soldiers were rescued to. 

Operation Dynamo was even more amazing when you think of how they did it. 

Lots of civilians in England owned private boats, which were obviously kept at 

docks, and thousands of them sailed to Dunkirk across the Channel, and 

brought back soldiers. Many of these people were from Bristol and many 

more people took evacuees into their homes when they needed shelter 

(Locke, R. 2009). The success of this operation brought morale back up. The 

people of Bristol were glad to have a part to play and help out in any way they 

could.  

 

Unfortunately for the people of Bordeaux, the German 

invasion didn’t cease, and it was a matter of time before 

they would be required to fight. News arrived that the 

French government had left Paris for Tours, with the 

reason that the Germans were only 60 miles from Paris. 

This news brought an anxiety to Bordeaux causing 

people to panic. Shortly after arriving in Tours, the 

French government relocated again to Bordeaux. The 

Government being moved all over the place didn’t help to 

ease the tension. Everyone knew it was a matter of time and 

many were intent on not fighting, but embracing the Germans. All the English 

were ordered to leave Bordeaux to return to England, when it became clear 

that they were just delaying the inevitable.  

 

The French government soon left Bordeaux and set up in Vichy, which would 

be remembered for its role in the war, a long time after fighting ended. With 

little army left, the Germans occupied Bordeaux quickly, taking prisoners and 

killing anyone resisting. There wasn’t much of a fight for Bordeaux; however 

the Germans did have to send over part of the air force to drop some bombs. 

This helped see off the French army. Their port was also targeted before 

German occupation of the city. The British were using it as a link, and were 

http://maps.google.co.uk 
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receiving materials and weaponry from Europe via this port. The French also 

used this port to get to Britain so it was a key target for the Germans. Fighting 

ended between the Germans and French on the 25/06/1940, meaning 

France, including Bordeaux, was now occupied. With France now under 

German control, Britain launched an attack on Le Touquet, a small coastal 

town in Normandy. The French government took exception to this, and broke 

off all relations with Britain.  

 

Although Bristol had been happy with its part in the Dunkirk evacuation, it was 

still suffering greatly from bombings. The bombs themselves were destroying 

important parts of Bristol, such as the Docks in Avonmouth, Many churches 

were still being destroyed such as Holy Nativity in Totterdown, causing people 

to lose faith and feel isolated. However, the bombings were slowing down and 

the defences were improving in Bristol. They were able to shoot more 

bombers down thanks to better defences and this would have saved the lives 

and homes of many people. It was also decided to move the gun sites further 

out from the city, with the aim of shooting down the planes before they even 

made it to the city. These sites were in Westbury, Chew, Hanham and 

Keynsham. It’s very important to remember that Bristol hadn’t expanded out to 

these places yet so even though these places are classed as Bristol now, they 

wouldn’t have been during the war.  

 

Morale in Bristol rose to a new high during June 1941. This was because the 

Germans were turning their attention to Russia, meaning less of the army 

would be assaulting England (http://www.worldwar2database.com).  

 

Although relief was in the minds of many, rationing of important items still 

made life very difficult. With the majority of industrial companies working on 

war materials, there was a lack in materials which people consider 

necessities. These materials include clothing, and footwear. My Grand Mother 

(Locke, R.) told me how lots of young women, who were older than her at the 

time, used to paint their legs with all sorts of substances, to give the 

impression they were wearing stockings! Food was also in low supply, and 

favourites such as chocolate and sweets were also put on ration.  
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Living under the Nazi regime in Bordeaux wouldn’t have been easy, and to 

suggest everyone embraced would not only be hugely unfair, but would 

actually be completely incorrect. Many people from Bordeaux were not happy 

with the Nazi way of living, and joined la résistance. They were a group who 

opposed the German’s and they undertook many different tasks. For example, 

they helped an American pilot who had been shot down return to England. 

They blew up rail ways to stop the Germans transporting goods. Some even 

tried shooting some of the Germans, but this wasn’t as successful as some of 

the other methods! This group didn’t accept defeat and fought on until the 

very end. They also passed on false information from the allies, who had 

briefed them on what to say. The resistance were key in the war, as they 

slowed the Germans down. This was vital for the British especially, who then 

had time to prepare for the next German onslaught, which would be more 

predictable, since they had given the Germans the information.  

 

 

Summary 

 

Despite Bordeaux actually having been taken over by the Germans, it 

sustained less damage than Bristol who resisted. The general feeling in 

Bordeaux seemed to be fear whereas in Bristol it was more about working 

together. Both cities suffered many losses because of the Nazi’s and even 

though Bordeaux was taken over, there was a lot of ill feeling towards them, 

just as there was in Bristol.  

 

 

Post War Effects 

 

Bordeaux still has many battle scars from the Second World War 

(http://www.suite101.com). However, instead of morning the loss of buildings 

and people, Bordeaux has basically embraced it. By this I mean that there are 

museums and tourist sites set up with the sole purpose of retelling the story of 
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World War II. This is a part of history that many people are interested in, and 

Bordeaux has taken advantage of this. Much of their income is through 

tourism, and people come in their thousands per year, to see the World War II 

monuments (http://www.bordeaux-tourisme.com/).  

 

However, immediately after the war ended was a different matter. There was 

quite a lot of ill feeling between those who were in the resistance and those 

who embraced Nazism straight away (Heurté Y). Those who fought felt let 

down by those who didn’t, and those who didn’t were embarrassed that they 

didn’t. This is still a nervy subject, as families don’t want to believe their 

ancestors gave up so easily. Though in Bristol, the subject is less of a taboo 

subject. Bristol, and Britain in general, remain very proud to the day of the fact 

the Germans didn’t occupy Great Britain.  

Bristol, being the fifth most heavily bombed city in Britain (Penny, 2002), 

suffered lots of damage to buildings. More importantly though was the amount 

of life lost. 1378 Bristolians were killed because of German raids. Also, there 

are still unexploded mines around the city. For example, recently in Cabot 

Circus, the new Bristol shopping complex, there was a bomb scare. Everyone 

was evacuated while it was investigated. World War II has left its mark in 

Bristol and there is still a risk of injury and even death.  

Another effect the war had was a very interesting one. Winston Churchill 

came down to Bristol and was greeted by a chorus of boo’s and jeering from 

the Bristol public (Penny, 2002). This was because people felt not enough 

was done to help the city during the Blitz. This shows how although he is now 

perceived by many as a national hero, at the time there were mixed feelings 

as passions were obviously running high and although the overall outcome 

was as everyone would’ve wanted, many felt isolated and slightly let down by 

the leadership of the country.  

 

Conclusion 

 

Although Bristol and Bordeaux are now very similar cities, their war time 

experiences were complete contrasts. Bordeaux obviously had more of a 

direct threat of the Germans and their regime, but Bristol also felt the full force 
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and in the case their experiences were similar. The biggest difference I’ve 

found is clearly the type of war they had to fight and how they did it.  

 

Bordeaux and France in general clearly had to fight mainly on the ground, 

with the occasional exception of bombers. They had to fight not just with their 

weapons but with their heads. They had to be tactically very astute to cope 

with the threat of the Germans. In the end they weren’t clever enough to out 

think the Germans. The sheer size of the German army was obviously a factor 

in this aswell.  

 

Bristol however was fortunate in the sense that it didn’t have fight on the 

ground with the Germans. Instead it had to build as many defences as it could 

and try and stop the planes. This was obviously a lot harder than it sounds, as 

when one gets through and causes damage, then everything gets a lot 

harder.  

 

Both Bristol and Bordeaux showed signs of character and determination. The 

Bristolians were very strong in keeping morale up (for the most time!) and 

some of the Bordelaise resisted German occupation, which in my opinion, is 

the bravest thing that you could do.  The sheer power of the German was 

there for everyone to see, and to the day people are still not quite sure how 

Britain survived without being occupied. The Americans obviously were a big 

factor, but I think more importantly were the Russians. This gave the Germans 

another worry and this made it easier for everyone to finish them off as it 

were.  

 

The biggest question I have left is whether Great Britain would’ve been any 

different to France in the face of German invasion. This obviously can never 

be answered and proved, but it’s a big question which I don’t feel people have 

ever given much thought to. This is presumably because it doesn’t matter in 

the slightest anymore as the war is over, but it’s an interesting thought 

because I feel the French are, rightly or wrongly, perceived very negatively as 

a result of their role in the Second World War.  
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