Violet Hewitt’s bravery averted disaster at Earsham munitions site after VE Day
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While the recent VE Day celebrations primarily honoured the thousands of troops who fought valiantly in Europe against the Nazis, a significant yet lesser-known act of heroism from Norfolk deserves recognition. Violet M. Hewitt, a crossing keeper from the village of Earsham, played a pivotal role in averting a disaster that could have decimated her community in the immediate aftermath of World War II.
On 6 July 1945, as American army lorries transporting cluster bombs made their way through Earsham—home to an ammunition depot known as Station 545—a critical incident unfolded. Some wooden bomb cases slipped from the lorries and onto the railway track at Drake's Lane Crossing. When the driver of the following lorry braked sharply to avoid the fallen cases, more bombs cascaded onto the tracks, directly in the path of an oncoming train. In a moment that epitomised bravery, Mrs Hewitt disregarded the urgency from American servicemen urging her to flee and instead dashed down the track, brandishing a red flag to alert the engine driver. Miraculously, the train halted just 175 yards from the danger.
For her extraordinary courage, Violet Hewitt was awarded the London and North Eastern Railway (LNER) Medal—becoming the first woman to receive this honour. Eight decades later, her bravery was remembered with the unveiling of two plaques during this year's VE Day anniversary celebrations in Earsham. The event featured a poignant exhibition attended by over 120 villagers, including schoolchildren and nursing home residents, offering a rich tapestry of local memories and wartime history.
Richard Randlesome, chair of Earsham Parish Council, and borough councillor Nicholas Meade undertook extensive research on both Mrs Hewitt’s legacy and the wider context of Earsham during World War II. "If it wasn't for Mrs Hewitt, the village wouldn't be here," Randlesome remarked, highlighting the fragility of life during the war. The exhibition included impressive displays alongside personal artifacts contributed by local families, providing firsthand accounts of the American presence in the village.
Earsham Hall served as a crucial Forward Ammunition Depot during the war, with munitions stored in the surrounding woods and fields, creating a significant logistical hub for the United States Army Air Forces (USAAF). Bombs transported from factories arrived via rail and were then relayed by convoy to nearby airfields, including those at Hardwick, Seething, and Flixton. Over three years, 625 trains, carrying approximately 21,038 wagons and 200,000 tons of supplies, traversed the line, underscoring the scale of wartime operations. 
While much of the history surrounding Earsham is often overshadowed by prominent headlines, it is crucial to grasp the full narrative of wartime contributions, not just military but also civilian acts of courage. The area's logistical significance has implications that resonate today, as current infrastructure and communities still thrive in areas once shaped profoundly by the war.
The contributions of individuals like Violet M. Hewitt remind us that heroism in times of crisis often does not come with medals or accolades but rather through sheer resolve and selflessness. The unveiling of her memorial serves as a touching tribute to her legacy, ensuring that her name and story endure as part of Earsham's rich and complex history. The residents, who attended the exhibition, not only commemorated the past but also forged a stronger community bond, ensuring that generational stories remain alive.
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