
Don’t Forget Your Life Jacket! 
National Museum of Flight Scotland
Teachers’ Resource pack
Make sure your pupils take Mae West with them wherever they go!

During the Second World War, East Fortune, now the site of the 
National Museum of Flight, was used for training pilots.  One of the 
jobs for these pilots was to attack ships and much of their training 
was done over water and at low level.  This meant that though they 
did not always wear their bulky but warm flying jackets, they always 
wore their life jackets.  They would have taken them to briefings and 
had them with them for a lot of 
the time.

The slang term for the life jacket 
was “Mae West”, after a well known 
actress of the time.  This term was 
used so much it became 
the official name.

At the National Museum of Flight
Your pupils can make their own lifejackets in class and then wear them on their 
visit.  If you want to dress them up more than this then ask them all to wear blue 
or grey (RAF colours) and wear Wellingtons (which are similar to the boots pilots 
wore).  This will work particularly well if you book for our Draft Day Programme 
but can also fit with a general visit.

When you visit the National Museum of Flight you can see a real Second World 
War Mae West in the Fortunes of War Exhibition. 
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National Museum of Flight Teachers’ Resource Pack

Don’t Forget Your Life Jacket!
Making Your Life Jacket
you will need

•	 Paper	or	thin	card

•	 Scissors

•	 String

•	 Pencil

•	 Pens	to	colour	it	in

 

Instructions
1 Take a large piece of 

paper or thin card (A3)

2 Fold it in half lengthways

3 Place a small plate or 
other round object on 
each of the two corners 
away from the fold.  Start 
on one edge and draw to 
the other so that when it 
is cut out it will give you a 
rounded corner.

4 Place a large plate half 
on the paper near to one 
end and draw round it.  
This will be the hole for 
the pupil to put their head 
through so leave enough 
paper so that it will not 
tear through.

5 Cut out the semi circular 
hole and round the 
corners.

6 Open the piece of paper 
out and poke a hole on 
either side and knot a 
piece of string through it, 
these are the strings to tie 
it on to the pupils body.

7 The children can now 
colour them in orange or 
yellow.  It was also quite 
common to draw a picture 
of something that you 
liked, such as a cartoon 
character, on the front 
so that it would be easily 
recognisable as yours.

Using your Life Jacket
This can be an interesting exercise in getting your pupils to remember 
things.  The idea is that they get used to having to carry a piece of 
safety equipment with them at all times.  This can also be done with 
a gas mask case which had to be carried by all civilians as well as all 
members of the armed forces.  These are even easier to make as they 
were carried in small cardboard boxes strung around the neck on 
pieces of string.

Having made your life jackets (or gas mask cases) get your pupils 
to carry them around at all times.  Pupils who forget their jackets 
can be given a punishment.  This is supposed to be a fun activity so 
punishments can be imaginary or fun.

Fined six pence (this can be expanded, start off with pay for a week 
and then fine for breaking rules.  Pupils get different coloured stickers 
at the end of the week depending on how well they have done.)

March 20 times around the parade ground (this can be reduced to 5 
and use the playground or other similar area) in full pack

Peel potatoes for 200 people (scrub 20 potatoes)

Confined to barracks (kept in for 1 minute at break).
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