
Wartime in Moordown 

...some schoolboy memories from Russ Barnes....

I was born in ‘Guesting Thorpe’, a mother and baby home in Maxwell Road, 
Winton, in October 1929 - on the day of the calamitous US Stock Market 
crash!  -  in  an  era  when  Bournemouth  was  entangled  in  the  county  of 
Hampshire.

My mother’s family had deep roots in Shaftesbury, where some of the men 
were skilled in stone masonry.  In the early 1920’s my maternal Grandfather 
and family had moved to Ensbury Park Road,on account of him having been 
offered  employment  on  the  early  construction  of  the  St  Francis  of  Assisi 
Church in Charminster Road.

I lived in Wimborne Road, Moordown for 38 years and with sentiment can 
recall the time when it clung to the echoes of its once bucolic charm.  

And I recall with poignant clarity that Sunday morning the 3rd of September 
1939, when visiting my aunts, uncles and cousins at 17 Cowper Road....

At 11.0am the old valve radio was switched on and silence was requested. 
Through the crackles and hiss across the radio transmission we listened to 
the  solemn  voice  of  Mr  Chamberlain  announcing  ‘and  consequently  this 
country is at war with Germany’.     Sometime later the air-raid sirens wailed, 
but nothing happened.  A Luftwaffe Bomber crashed in Scotland and the crew 
were killed.  They were given a mini state funeral with coffins draped in the 
German flag – it was part of a bizarre period known as ‘the phoney war’.

I was just a few weeks from my tenth birthday.  There had been much talk 
and speculation about war – and now it was upon us.  To understand and 
rationalise what grave events were about to unfold was difficult for a ten year 
old.  Earlier, I had listened to my elders discussing events in Spain, where 
combined  Spanish  and  German  fascists  had  destroyed  a  small  town 
(Guernica) by aircraft dropping bombs on them.
 
Surely that wasn’t going to happen to Winton and Moordown ?...



My father ‘Bert’ Barnes - a Printer’s Compositor - immediately became an 
active member of Moordown ARP (Sector B3) and remained so throughout 
the war years.  Their first post was a private garage alongside a house in 
Barrie Road (no telephone),  and later  the Sports Pavilion,  Redhill  Avenue 
where - for a while - he worked full time.      One of his first tasks was to visit  
numerous  local  families  and  measure  them  for  gas  masks  which  they 
subsequently collected from the Church Hall, at the bottom of Malvern Road. 

When Germany commenced their serious night air raids Dad was on duty 
(and away from the home) several nights a week.  I quickly became more 
aware of the world and my uncertain future in it.  

Towards the end of the summer of 1940, being interested in aircraft and the 
development  of  Hurn,  we  noticed an  Anson aircraft  flying  in  peculiar  and 
repetitive patterns.  It appeared to fly up Charminster Road to Alma Road and 
return along Wimborne Road.  It would do this circular journey repeatedly – 
as  though  it  was  searching  for  something  which  we  thought  was  on  the 
ground.

A week or so later, after several circuits, it would now modify direction and fly 
due North and out of sight.    It  wasn’t  until  years later that details of this 
secret behaviour were disclosed.   It was locating ‘Knickebein’ transmission 
beams, and then following them to discover that night’s target.  

During the early years of the war the German Luftwaffe developed an aircraft 
radio  beam  guidance  system  known  as  ‘Knickebein’.  This  was  a  wave 
technique enabling path finding bombers to find designated targets in Britain, 
and drop incendiary devices to mark out target areas.    When the industrial 
midlands of the UK were their target these guidance beams passed over our 
area.  The Warning Sirens would sound between 5.0 – 6.30pm and soon the 
Pathfinders  of  Kampfgruppe  100  were  the  first  to  arrive.   Formations  of 
bombers  would  follow  crossing  the  coast  at  Southbourne  flying  above 
Moordown  heading  for  Wimborne  and  due  north.   Their  return  journey 
obviously was via the same corridor.

Early in 1990 I was privileged to discuss this, and other subjects, with Group 
Captain Frederick ‘Freddie’ Winterbotham, a charismatic man who had retired 
to North Dorset.    During WWII he supervised the distribution of the Ultra 
Intelligence gleaned by Bletchley Park from German cypher.  Post war he 
wrote and published a book ‘The Ultra Secret’ regarding this.    He seemed 
disappointed about the decision not to take more action to intercept bombers, 
once knowledge of their intended targets had been established.



Anti-aircraft guns would arrive at dusk and take up various positions on open 
and undeveloped areas, such as ‘Chestnut Woods’, which today is Bushey 
Road, to Haddon and Brackendale Roads.  
(In 1944 this area became an encampment for black American soldiers )

Similar open areas around Muscliffe Lane, Castle Lane and Redhill Common 
were used.  In  Ruskin  Road there was a permanent  site  with Bofors  type 
guns.   Charnwood (Avenue now) opposite West Way Garage was then a 
short gravel cul-de-sac off Castle Lane.  It ended in a field which had at least 
one gun.

In a field adjacent to Throop Road – south of The Mill, and a little after Mill  
Lane junction (it was all open fields then) was a powerful searchlight.  The 
beam would sweep the sky and worry the Luftwaffe.  The guns would open 
up and tracer projectiles raced skywards.  Due to the bright rosy luminosity 
locals bestowed on them the title ‘flaming red onions’.

What goes up must come down, and for some while you could clearly hear 
shell fragments cascading to earth, and ricocheting off the tiles and slates of 
people’s  roofs.   Sheds  and  small  buildings  with  corrugated  iron  roofing 
generated a real clatter.   No place to be without a steel helmet! 

One night - immediately above Moordown – the searchlight beam ensnared 
and held a German bomber in its intense light.  Behind it you could clearly 
see a fighter (possibly from Hurn) with its guns blazing.   However – some 
time later - I watched as a German fighter, fully illuminated, flew down the 
beam with its guns blazing.  

The searchlight was extinguished and an officer killed, with other personnel 
wounded.   I cycled to the field the following morning where you could clearly 
see the severely damaged equipment.   The light was never used again, and 
the military vacated the site.      Subsequently, up to three searchlights were 
in use - but they appeared to be in the West Howe/Ringwood Road area, and 
were probably mobile units.

The long nights of  November 1940 were dark – the ‘blackout’ regulations 
insured that.  I recall November 1940 as a terrifying and distressing month. 
Night after night we were kept awake, wondering if any of the hundreds of 
German bombers  flying back and forth  would  include us,  as  one of  their 
targets?



On November 14th four hundred bombers blitzed Coventry, and not one was 
shot down.  It was some four hundred in, and the same number out.  
I  remember the dinner plates and crockery on the kitchen shelves, and in 
cupboards, vibrating in time with the engine noise, and pressing my hands to 
my ears to block those gruesome and distressing sounds. 
No wonder we didn’t sleep!
 
(Years  later  I  read  the  personal  diary  of  Mr  Arthurs  (Headmaster  of 
Coronation Avenue Boys School) where he referred to the ‘weary and tired 
children and staff – awake night after night’).

From the 23rd November to the 1st December 1940 the Luftwaffe focussed 
their  attention  on  Southampton,  and  this  reduced  their  flights  across 
Bournemouth.  We stood at the top of Priory View Road and watched the 
flashes and heard the rumbles in the distance – and, as the fires took hold, 
watched as the eastern horizon developed a distressing red glow. 

The Parachute Mines. 

On the night  of  16th November the Luftwaffe arrived as we had come to 
expect.   For  reasons I  can’t  now recall,  my father  and I  were out  on the 
Wimborne  Road,  about  a  hundred  or  so  yards  from  the  house  -  so 
presumably there couldn’t have been any anti-aircraft fire that night.   
Then an aircraft – flying very low – came from the south, yet turning west.  It  
was heading (as it were) towards Winton and the town centre. 

It was a quiet night and I remember thinking from the sound of the engines 
how slow they were turning - the engine noise was so different from anything 
I’d heard before.  The noise faded until it I could no longer hear it.

A minute or so later there were two brilliant flashes south west of us. This was 
followed by two violent explosions, a split  second apart.    Then the eerie 
sounds  of  masonry  collapsing  followed  by  repetitive  sounds  of  glass 
breaking.   Then – the most surprising – a breeze which gently flapped the 
tails of our coats.

The next day we heard about the Parachute mines and realised from the 
amount  of  damage  we  had  actually  heard  the  houses  and  school 
disintegrating.  Shop windows in the Wimborne Road as far as Peters Hill 
were shattered. The large store of Butlers’ Drapers and Furnishers at 384 
Wimborne  road  (junction  with  Withermoor  road)  lost  every  plate  glass 
window.  So we had heard the repeated sounds of windows breaking as the 



lethal shock wave expanded.  And the most surprising was the light breeze 
we felt ; the weak remains of the blast wave generated more than two miles 
away.

Unlike conventional  bombs – which because of the weight and speed are 
actually some way into the ground before detonation.   A mine suspended by 
parachutes exploded above ground thereby generating a flat shock wave and 
a discharge of energy capable of demolishing buildings over a sizeable area 
and breaking windows over a great distance.

Parachute and Cable projectile.

Following this winter period of the war - perhaps in the spring of 1941 - a 
strange incident occurred.

Dad arrived home early in the morning, saying that during the night a curious 
device had dropped in the front garden of a house, and they were waiting for 
military bomb disposal.  The property was located in The Avenue between the 
junctions of Cowper with Ashton Roads. As my cousin Bob Barkas lived at 17 
Cowper Road, I set off on my bike to find him.  

The device had come to rest behind a low brick wall, which bordered the front 
garden of house number 4. We peered over the wall and there, just two feet 
below, was a cylindrical device similar to a tin of paint, but drab grey-green in 
colour, and some seven inches in diameter. 

From it emerged wire (comparable to piano wire) which ran up over the wall, 
across the width of the road and over the front wall of number 3 The Avenue.  
It continued up the front of the house, over the roof and – we were told - the 
length of the back garden.  

Later that day, we gathered an identical device, but without wire, had fallen in 
Strathmore Road,  then an undeveloped gravel road off  Muscliffe Lane.

(Later research into the mysterious device revealed a small cordite charge 
was used to ignite a rocket motor, which propelled the fin-stabilized 7 inches 
(18 cm) diameter rocket out of the tube to a distance of about 1,000 feet (300 
m) where it exploded and released an 8.4 ounces (240 g) mine, attached to 
three parachutes by 400 feet (120 m) of wire, designed to entangle an enemy 
bomber!)
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