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In both London (England) and Toronto, 2020 is very different from wartime 1940 – in population,
weather, energy use, life expectancy, and attitudes to out-of-wedlock childbirth – but the most
important difference could be today’s understanding that we need many more women leaders.

I reached 80 this year – a time for thoughts about my early years and how things have changed
since 1940. I was born in London, England, near the beginning of the Second World War. For most
of my first four years I lived with my grandmother in south-east London, close to Woolwich Arsenal,
then one of Britain’s largest munitions factories and the nearest to Germany. Her rented house
suffered bomb damage twice. I dimly remember the second bombing, and the subterranean
backyard air-raid shelter where many dark, dank nights were spent.
Several months after my birth, I was moved away from the danger to a place south of London –
and left there alone, even though babies were usually evacuated with their mothers. I didn’t stay
long. The children’s home soon told my grandmother to take me back because I was unmanageable
or because one of the war’s great air battles began raging overhead, or both.
I was born out of wedlock, a shameful condition for a mother and child in 1940. The name of my
absent Irish father was on my birth certificate, but in the wrong place. Recently, a London court
confirmed that he was my father and said the birth certificate could be corrected. I’d been given my
mother’s surname, but on re-registration was given his surname. The surname I’ve had for most of
my life is that of my stepfather, who adopted me in 1943 after marrying my mother.
Unwed mothers were shamed in Britain in 1940 more than supported, but perhaps not as much
as in Canada. A recent Senate of Canada report suggested that most unwed mothers in the 1940s
were coerced into surrendering their babies for adoption because they were perceived as unfit to
care for their own children. 1 In Canada today, out-of-wedlock childbirth is almost the norm,
particularly in Quebec. 2
Women were mostly kept down in Britain and Canada in 1940. Now, they often make better
leaders than men. Countries with women at the helm seemed to have thrived better during the
current pandemic. 3
I was born during what is still London’s second-coldest January since reliable record-keeping
began. In January 1940, London’s average temperature was -1.4°C. In January 2020, it was +6.4°C. 4
Toronto, where I’ve lived for the last 52 years, has had a similar increase in average January
temperatures: from -9.5°C in 1940 to -1.5°C in 2020. 5 After all this time, I still can’t quite get my
head around Toronto suffering much colder winters than London while being almost 900 kilometres
further south in latitude. 6
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Even though very warm months of January had occurred in both London and Toronto during
earlier decades, the large temperature increases between 1940 and 2020 could well be linked to
increases in fossil fuel use across the 80 years. Worldwide, little oil had been consumed before
1940 – well under five per cent of the total human consumption up to 2020 – and hardly any
natural gas.7 However, as much as a quarter of the coal ever used had been burned by 1940. Coal
was king in both Toronto and London: for industrial uses, generating electricity and heating indoor
spaces. Buildings reeked of coal dust and smoke. Inhaled poisons played a part in reducing life
expectancy. 8
In 1940, automobile use was little known outside North America, where more than threequarters of the world’s motor vehicles were on the road.9 Electricity from coal and coal itself
powered most motorized movement of people and goods. Horses were still important. In Toronto 10
and especially London, even in the late-1940s, deliveries to homes and businesses – milk, bread,
coal, furniture, mail packages – were made using battery-powered or horse-drawn vehicles. When I
was about nine years old, I used to love controlling the horse’s reins and using the enormous brake
pedal while the breadman went door to door. Coal dust and smoke may have the earliest indoor
things I smelled; horse droppings topped the outdoor odour list.
A male baby born in London or Toronto in 1940 near the lower end of the class ladder had a life
expectancy of some 60 years. 11 I stay in touch with several of my British contemporaries and
conclude that we seem for the most part to have lived for a decade or two longer than that. The
war could have had a beneficial effect in that food rationing limited intake to essentials, while
ensuring that hungry children ate the essentials. 12 Babies born in 2020 are expected to live beyond
80 years,13 but the pandemic may make that questionable.
Increased life expectancy has played a small role in a profound change in the human condition
since 1940: the more-than-tripling of the world’s population from 2.3 billion in 1940 to 7.8 billion in
2020.14 Another profound change has been the massive trend towards urban living. Some 440
million people lived in towns and cities in 1940. 15 Today, the world’s urban population could be ten
times higher: about 4.4 billion. 16
In 1940, London’s nine million residents made it the world’s third most populous urban region –
after New York and Tokyo-Yokohama. 17 Now, with 14 million residents, the London region ranks
27th in population. 18 The Toronto region had fewer than a million residents in 1940 and today has
six million.19 Continuation of these rates of growth would take Toronto past London in 2062, when
each region would have about 18 million residents.
The birth rate in England in 1940 was below the replacement level for the first time in history.
After a post-war boom, it returned to the 1940 level in 1980, where it has remained. 20 Being ahead
of the boomers has to a small degree shaped my life. My first non-vacation job was made possible
by a boomer-induced teacher shortage. I was given an emergency teaching certificate and taught
physics and math at a London high school at the age of 19. For much of 2020 I’ve been teaching
math again – remotely to three young grandchildren. It’s been a good way to stay in touch, but
likely has only a part of the effectiveness of face-to-face instruction.
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London in 1940 was the capital of the world’s most populous political entity: the British Empire
(Commonwealth) comprising some 550 million people, most in India. Next was Japan and its
colonies, which embraced some 300 million, and then China with 270 million. 21 By the end of
1940s, the British Empire was pretty much a ramshackle relic, mostly kept alive by high-school
history and geography teachers, including my own. 22
2020 may be as much a pivotal year for the world as 1940 was for Europe. Experience there
points to two ways out of the current pandemic-caused social and economic disasters. One would
be to repeat the mistakes coming out of the First World War, when resentments and toxic
ideologies led to an even worse war. The other would be to model the aftermath of the Second
World War, when mutual consideration and international cooperation led to an immeasurably
more caring, congenial and prosperous western Europe.
With enough women leaders, the world may well have a benign recovery from our present
predicament, enabling my seven much-loved grandchildren – now aged 4 to 28 years – to have the
long lives predicted for them.
Toronto, November 2020
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I couldn’t find a place in the text to include a neat reference to what was one of the strongest
formative influences on my life: the Duke of York’s Royal Military School, which I attended from age
nine to 18 – on the cliffs east of Dover in sight of France. This was a residential school chiefly for the
sons of dead or injured non-officers in the British Army. I was able to attend because my stepfather was
there in the 1920s and because he had a stellar war record. The school has admitted girls since 1994 as
it did from 1803 to 1892, when it was in London and known at the Royal Military Asylum. My website
(www.richardgilbert.ca) houses many of the files of Art Cockerill, unofficial school historian, who lived in
Cobourg, Ontario for much of his life and died in 2016. His files can be accessed at www.achart.ca.
When I went to the school in 1949, most students left when they were 15 or 16 years old to go to an
Army Apprentice School or join the workforce. A few stayed longer to qualify for Sandhurst, the Army’s
main officer training centre; almost none went to university. (Then, less than four percent of the UK
population went to university; now it’s above 50 per cent. In Canada, to the extent systems can be
compared, proportionately twice as many went in the early 1950s, but now it seems to be a lower share
of each year than in the UK.) The school has evolved since I went there in 1949 from being an overtly
military school to becoming what is known as a state boarding academy with military traditions, said to
be academically among the highest performing schools in the country. Some of this evolution happened
while I was there. Since 2010, it has been overseen by the UK government’s Department of Education
rather than its Ministry of Defence (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Duke_of_York%27s_Royal_Military_School).
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