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This book is dedicated to the memory of the people of the Air Transport Auxiliary who sustained the Royal Air Force and the Fleet Air Arm during the Second World War.





‘Remember then that also we, in a moon’s course, are history’





(From the poem ‘Passage’ by John Drinkwater, inscribed on the ATA Memorial in the crypt at St Paul’s Cathedral, London.)





‘Some people, both sexes, didn’t make it. They dropped out. There’s a lot to flying. You need “the touch”. I think women were much better when it came to flying the Spitfires. Women have a lighter touch. They’re not as ham-fisted.’





(Yvonne MacDonald)
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FOREWORD


The story of the Air Transport Auxiliary is one of the most inspiring of the Second World War. It is an almost unbelievable tale of courage, skill and sacrifice. I first came across the Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA) in 1990, when I was researching an exhibition about the aviation history of Maidenhead. As a commercial pilot, I was awestruck and my interest in this forgotten story grew from that point on, encouraged by the fact that ATA’s headquarters had been just outside Maidenhead at White Waltham, which is still an active airfield. Subsequently, in 1993, I was one of the team that set up and launched the Maidenhead Heritage Centre, of which I have been the Chairman since 1995.


Over the years, we have built up an impressive collection of historical ATA material, which we believe is the largest outside the Imperial War Museum and the RAF Museum at Hendon in North London. HRH Prince Michael of Kent opened Maidenhead Heritage Centre’s dedicated ATA exhibition and archive in 2011 and it is already a centre of excellence for research into ATA, located two miles – or 30 seconds away by Spitfire – from White Waltham airfield.


Women taking to the skies was not new when the Second World War broke out. In 1910, Orville Wright’s sister, Katherine, became the first woman in the world to fly and a year later the first British woman to receive her pilot’s licence. The trail-blazing pioneers of aviation in the 1920s and 1930s included wonderful people like Lady Mary Bailey, Amy Johnson and the US aviator Amelia Earhart. These pilots caught the public imagination like no other before them. When Amy Johnson flew to Australia in 1930, Britain and Australia went crazy.


Pauline Gower, Head of the Women’s Section of the ATA, was one of the most prominent women in aviation in the pre-war period. She was unusual in that she made her living out of flying, joyriding in the flying circuses. When she was asked, before the war, ‘If there’s a war, women won’t be able to fly, will they?’ Pauline’s response set the tone for what was to happen. ‘Why not?’ she asked. Flying might have been seen as a man’s world but her reply was spot on. There are no skills for flying that are inherently exclusive to men. So, for the women who flew for the ATA, there was nothing special about it. 


Margaret Frost said she didn’t care what the men thought. She just wanted to fly. She was a pilot and had a job to do; her gender was irrelevant. Initially, it was the Establishment that had the problem, despite the precedent of women flying in the 1920s and 1930s. One of the most interesting aspects of the story is that through the quiet diplomacy of Pauline Gower the basic principle of women in the ATA was conceded in the autumn of 1939, despite the resistance of certain sections of the Establishment. Then it was really a case of fighting for equality of opportunity and pay. The first women were restricted to flying trainer and communications aircraft, but in July 1941 Winifred Crossley became the first woman to be cleared to fly fighters. Then the sky was the limit and in 1943 a few women were at last permitted to fly four-engined bombers such as the Lancaster. In May that year the politically astute Pauline Gower won equal pay for the ladies of ATA, which thus became one of the first ‘equal opportunity employers’.


People often marvel at the fact that the ferry pilots flew in the ever-changing British weather without radios or navigation aids, in the days before SatNav. Flight instruments showed how fast or high they were flying. However, because ATA pilots were required to stay within sight of the ground, they were not taught the art of flying on instruments – flying blind. Nevertheless many ATA pilots did teach themselves instrument flying, sometimes by scrounging sessions in a Link Trainer, a kind of rudimentary flight simulator. Flight above cloud was not permitted, though sometimes practised, simply because without radios there was no way for a pilot to find his or her way back down through the cloud. In time of war, radio silence was the order of the day, except for combat missions, whilst the radios themselves were pretty unsophisticated and the crystals needed changing all the time. Only when ATA started flying into Europe after D-Day in 1944 were its pilots given courses in how to use radios. Their call-sign was ‘Ferdinand the Bull’.


Planning each day’s work was a logistical nightmare. Each day, Central Ferry Control at Andover, Hampshire, would pass details of the next day’s movements to the individual Ferry Pools. There, the operations officers worked out the most efficient way of using their available pilots. This might involve using air taxis to take the pilots to and from jobs.


The plane came out of the factory in a flyable but possibly unfinished state, sometimes with radios, armaments and some secondary instruments still to be fitted. So the ATA ferry pilot would arrive at the factory to fly the brand-new plane to a maintenance unit, generally in the west of the country – as far from enemy bombers as possible. When the plane was completed, another civilian pilot was sent by Ferry Control to fly it to the front line squadron, which could be anywhere in the UK.


So before the boys in blue got to see this shiny new plane, it had already been flown twice by an ‘amateur’. Then the plane would go into battle and perhaps be damaged or need overhauling. So another civilian pilot would take it to a repair or maintenance unit, while yet another would deliver the serviceable plane to keep the squadron up to strength. In some cases, you could have the same plane being flown three, four or even more times by an ATA ferry pilot.


ATA work was dangerous. Some ferry pilots were shot at by the enemy and occasionally by their own side. But weather was the biggest hazard. Getting ‘stuck out’, in a location far from base, was not uncommon. Often, pilots would have to turn back or land if conditions were too bad. Yet the casualty rate among ATA women was proportionally much lower than amongst ATA men. One of the reasons is that the women were more reliable, tending to obey the rules more readily than some of the wilder elements amongst the men. Of course, there were always exceptions. One American woman told me: ‘I flew across the airfield at a height of 10ft at 300 miles an hour!’ Another frightened herself flying a Spitfire under a railway bridge across the Severn Estuary when the tide was in.


Perhaps ATA’s women were more cautious because at the back of their minds they knew that people were looking over their shoulders, looking for any excuse to say: ‘I told you women couldn’t do it,’ though I very much doubt if anyone ever said it to their faces.


These modest ladies often insist they were not ‘special’, that they were just doing their job. But they were special, along with their male colleagues, because they did such extraordinary things. To us, in a world of regulation, licences and certificates, the idea of flying six different types of plane in one day is unbelievable, particularly when you consider that they would be seeing some of those planes for the very first time. Nowadays it just would not be allowed to happen.


Interest in the ATA is high partly because the Second World War is still – just – in living memory. And although this should not be the case, there is something exciting about women achieving in what has traditionally been a man’s world. Like it or not, there is a romance about the little woman against the elements, flying a Lancaster bomber or a Spitfire.


After the Second World War, many ATA women of course married and became mothers and homemakers. Of the women in this book, only Mary (Wilkins) Ellis stayed in aviation for the rest of her life. A few women, including Margaret Frost, Diana Barnato Walker and Freydis Leaf, continued to fly in the Women’s Voluntary Reserve or the Women’s Junior Air Corps and maintain a partial involvement with aviation. Generally this was with light aircraft and did not represent an aviation career, although Jackie Moggridge became a commercial airline pilot and Lettice Curtis worked for an aviation manufacturer as a senior flight development engineer. She could have been a test pilot but that just wasn’t the kind of thing women did in the 1950s and 1960s. Joan Hughes, who died in 1993, worked as a flight instructor with West London Aero Club and the Airways Aero Association and flew vintage planes in two 1960s movies, Those Magnificent Men in Their Flying Machines and Thunderbird 6.


The contribution of the women of ATA to victory by keeping the RAF and Fleet Air Arm supplied with aircraft cannot be overestimated. I hope that this book will help us all to appreciate their amazing story of courage, skill and sacrifice.





Richard Poad MBE


Chairman of Maidenhead Heritage Centre


‘The spiritual home of ATA’




INTRODUCTION


It was an unbelievably glamorous image. Such is the power of the single picture; it lifted hearts and spirits everywhere in the autumn of 1944 as it was picked up from the newsstands to be read on the way to work or in millions of blacked-out homes.


War weary families gazed in awe at the cover of Picture Post magazine and the black and white shot of a good looking woman, parachute on her shoulder, fingers running through hair streaming behind her in the sun, young, free – and in control of a mighty war machine, a Fairey Barracuda. Here was a female pilot, one of an elite group of civilian women who were helping Britain win the war. Picture Post, the most popular weekly magazine of the era, frequently published the outstanding visual images of wartime. And, of course, without television, such images had huge national impact. 


The young woman, 1st Officer Maureen Dunlop, was part of an elite group of female flyers, women who had joined the civilian organisation, ATA (Air Transport Auxiliary) to carry out a dangerous but crucial wartime role: as a ferry pilot delivering new aircraft from the factories where they were being produced to the frontline squadrons on the RAF bases all over Britain, or ferrying damaged aircraft to and fro between factories, repair shops and RAF airfields.


The work was dangerous. ATA ferry pilots flew by day and did not intentionally face combat, though if they were unlucky enough to encounter a German fighter the result could be fatal. Through the war, sixteen female and 157 male ferry pilots working for the ATA lost their lives. Their 300,000-plus safe deliveries of all types of planes – from light trainers to four-engine bombers – made a heroic and substantial contribution to Britain’s war effort. As civilian flyers, their work freed up the air force pilots to get on with the business of combat.


Each carefully planned delivery was a result of a complex schedule. The flying itself was perilous work: they flew unarmed, usually without radio, often without fully functioning navigation instruments. Ferry pilots had to cope with barrage balloons and unpredictable British weather (especially uncomfortable when flying in open cockpits in the early war years and life threatening if they flew into heavy cloud). At times, they would be flying in aircraft they had never flown before, relying on printed but very detailed notes to guide them through the hazards. Every single delivery counted. In a sense, they were ‘backroom boys and girls’, ensuring the RAF had what they needed, when they needed it. But without the ATA’s valiant efforts, history might have been different.


The mythopoeic power of that Picture Post glamorous photo at the time was such that some even started to believe that it was only women pilots who were carrying out this all important work. In fact, the civilian female flyers of the ATA were a minority group. At the beginning of the war, in January 1940, the first civilian ferry pilots’ pool consisted of just eight female pilots, experienced flyers, all with more than 600 flying hours, some of them with well over l000 flying hours behind them. And while pioneering British aviators like Beryl Markham, Jean Batten and Amy Johnson – who lost her life in bad weather in 1941 while on a flying mission for the ATA – had started to make their mark on the world in the 1920s and 1930s, the female component of the ATA was small.


The ATA was certainly a diverse group of individuals. Men and women from over 25 different nationalities and from all walks of life took to the skies for the ATA as ferry pilots. At one stage the ATA was dubbed ‘The Foreign Legion of the air’ because so many different countries were represented.


‘Ancient and Tattered Airmen’ was another nickname, given because the men who flew for the ATA were those who did not fulfil the physical or age criteria needed to join the RAF and, in some instances, the men were disabled or veterans of the First World War.


The eventual number of women who flew for the ATA through Second World War was just 168 – out of 1245 ATA pilots and flight engineers. And they were superbly backed up: at its peak in August 1944, the ATA also deployed some 2786 civilian ground staff. Ferrying planes from A to B in wartime Britain was a supreme test of logistics and planning: so the operations officers, ground engineers, office and medical staff, drivers, messengers and pilots’ assistants of the ATA all had their important role to play.


Yet it was bound to be the women pilots who captured the wider public imagination, hungry as people were for any glimpse of stardust to distract them from the wartime gloom. Right from the start of the war, in January 1940 when newspaper articles and photos of those first eight women started to appear on breakfast tables across the country, it was clear that an exceptional group of skilled women pilots were boldly striking out, action women in the mould of Earhart and Johnson. Theirs became the glamour, the glory of the smart tailored uniform, the bold gold stripes to denote rank and, of course, the very idea that women were cheerfully and capably doing what was very much seen to be a man’s job – flying.


Our fascination with ‘the female few’, the handful of women who flew Spitfires, Hurricanes, Barracudas, Harvards, Wellington Bombers, Lancasters and more across Britain’s troubled skies in those six years, remains undiminished. Close to 70 years since the Second World War ended, the allure of their wartime adventure lives on. Commercial aviation itself has lost much of its original lustre, so we are still irresistibly drawn back to the Spitfire Women, as they are often known, up there in the skies, helping save Britain.


Part of the reason for this is that the Spitfire itself has, over time, become the superstar of wartime nostalgia. We see it as an important link with a time when a tiny, beleaguered country overcame the odds – and produced a superb fighter plane to help do it.


Built in greater numbers than any other British plane during wartime, the Spitfire has the distinction of being the only fighter to be continuously in production through the war years – though the advent of jets meant that by the time war ended, the ‘Spit’ was becoming obsolete.


Over 20,000 Spitfires were made for the RAF during the Second World War. At one point, one Spitfire factory at Castle Bromwich, near Birmingham, was manufacturing 320 Spitfires a month, ten a day. In the month of May 1944, Mary (Wilkins) Ellis’ log notes 25 Spitfire deliveries from factory to base, sometimes ferrying three Spits in one day. Some have seen it in one way as a ‘woman’s plane’. ‘You could dance with a Spitfire, it responded to the lightest touch,’ said Molly Rose, who flew 36 different types of plane for the ATA through the war. Today, just a handful of Spitfires are left in the world. The memories of the remaining ‘few’ who lived to tell the tale and remain with us are becoming as valuable and rare as the legendary planes themselves (an airworthy Spitfire was reported to have sold for close to £2m in 2009).


As a journalist, the Female Few entered my life courtesy of an excellent documentary on the BBC followed by a phone call from a publisher a few days later, asking me to look into the idea of interviewing some of the surviving ATA women pilots. Some fascinating books had been written about and by ATA female pilots over the years. A number of documentaries have also celebrated their work. Yet a small number of female ATA pilots were still alive and well. The idea was to interview them about their wartime work, certainly, but also to attempt to tell their personal stories, their individual lives before and since those days, in their own words.


Since ‘what happened next?’ is high on every journalist’s agenda, this struck me as a most intriguing assignment. Who were these women? And what did life throw at them once they had made their last delivery and the ATA was disbanded?


I thought, more by instinct than research, that any surviving ‘Few’ who would be willing to tell me their stories would have put their flying days behind them for good as soon as the Second World War ended (I wasn’t quite right on that one) but the opportunity to find out so much more about these women, their lives and their memories, was compelling. And here were important stories that needed to be told for posterity.


The five women I have interviewed for this book have retained the links with their past and the Air Transport Auxiliary, aviation ‘celebrities’ in their own right who deserve all the attention they are getting late in life. Age and distance now make it more difficult for the surviving pilots to meet up with each other. An ATA reunion in the autumn of 2011 gave me a chance to meet Joy Lofthouse and Margaret Frost for the first time and introduce myself. Yes, they were happy to tell me their stories. By now, they had become experienced interviewees anyway. It was a good start. Clearly, their advancing years would be no barrier to the occasionally tiresome process of a series of interviews.


As the history of the ATA’s early days includes the recruitment of a group of women from well-to-do backgrounds, I started out assuming that all my interviewees came from privileged, or upper class backgrounds and that was why they were able to indulge their passion for aviation in the first place. I wasn’t quite right. Whilst the early war years saw civilian pilots with existing flying experience or training being recruited by the ATA, as time went on the need for more ferry pilots meant pilots, both sexes, were also being recruited without any flying experience, ab initio through magazine advertisements. Once recruited they were then trained from scratch.


So it came as a surprise to learn that some of the women did not fit the stereotype: the Gough Girls, Joy and Yvonne, as the young sisters were known locally in Cirencester, came from ordinary backgrounds, had never been near a plane before and wanted to fly because they were, like millions of other women, keen to make their individual contribution to the war effort.


Margaret Frost was a country parson’s daughter who had carefully saved up her schoolgirl pocket money for flying lessons, much to the initial dismay of her family. Molly Rose and Mary (Wilkins) Ellis were, indeed, from comfortable backgrounds. Though their inherent modesty – a trait of all the women interviewed for this book and so typical of their generation – meant that they did not, quite clearly, view themselves as in any way different from anyone else or deserving of any special treatment.


As you might expect from people who were born in the early part of the twentieth century, while their memories of their wartime experiences were vivid and had left a powerful imprint on their subsequent lives, they had also encountered their own personal tragedies or setbacks. Yvonne MacDonald was already a young war widow and still grieving when she decided to apply to the ATA; but like many other bereaved women then, she was not about to let personal feelings prevent her from making her contribution to the war effort.


Clearly resilient and definitely not prone to hyperbole, each woman told me – insisted – that their ATA work meant doing a job, no more, no less, and that heroics or courage didn’t come into it, this was simply the way it was, ‘doing your bit for your country’. That was what millions of women did. Today, such reticence or understatement is uncommon. And the fact that they were, essentially, doing a man’s job in wartime was, for them, something to smile about, rather than provoking any militancy or table thumping attitudes about women’s roles or rights, either in aviation or peacetime.


As for all the attention they got in their smart tailored uniforms – all that perceived glamour for flyers, both sexes – it was not unwelcome. Why should it be? They were young and attractive women. But the inherent truth of it all was, they wanted to fly. The ATA motto: Aetheris Avidi, ‘Eager for the Air’ sums it up perfectly.


They also, in turn, expressed an essentially feminine common sense about their task: they were cautious in their approach to their work as ferry pilots. And they were, of course, constantly reminded of the wisdom of such an approach: ‘We pay you to be safe, not brave’ was the notice prominently displayed at the entrance to the Operations Section at Hamble, the all women’s Ferry Pool. They might have been widely portrayed as adventurous daredevils in leather flying jackets and goggles, yet right from day one of their training, they were acutely conscious of the huge responsibility they undertook.


Being tasked with transporting these very expensive, often brand-new war machines from factory to base meant not making any mistakes. A daredevil, gung ho approach to flying was out of the question. Was that fear of crashing and loss of life? I asked them all in turn, knowing that one in ten ATA female ferry pilots lost their lives, though the women’s fatality record was lower than that of the men. No, they all told me, the fear was not for themselves or their own survival. Their overall concern was not to thwart the war effort by damaging the aircraft in any way. You had to be extra careful. That was how you were trained.


One thing that also came out loud and clear to me through our interviews was that the language of their generation was totally different to the everyday language of the 21st century. Essentially, I was seeking their personal stories and memories. They were happy to answer every question. But understatement was, mostly, their style. Florid expressions of emotion – or displaying emotion – had never played a part in their world. The torrent of personal, intimate revelations we are bombarded with now, the finer detail of what it’s like to experience shock, grief, pain is very much a hallmark of the times we live in now. It wasn’t like that back then.


Beyond the physical difficulties or dangers of their flying, consider the day-to-day realities they sometimes faced on the ground: turning up for the day’s work at the ferry pool to learn that a close friend, another female pilot, had been killed in an accident. Whilst working for the ATA, Molly Rose placed ads in The Times for news of her husband, missing in action, believed killed. Then she learned he was alive, but imprisoned. Yet even had she not received the good news, it is doubtful that she would have stopped flying. Many others had to fly knowing close family members were lost. 


Certainly, intensely personal dramas like these were being experienced by millions all through the Second World War. And even now, sadly, our armed forces and their families must face the worst at times. Whilst due homage is now frequently made to the way the women of Britain coped courageously through wartime, whether they were dashing aviators or ordinary women, struggling to raise families as best they could, the way they all dealt with tragedy or wartime uncertainty transcended their backgrounds or individual circumstances: they didn’t stop or collapse. They simply got on with it. They took in the truth of their situation and dealt with it as best they could. Histrionics or self pity were as unacceptable to the ATA women pilots as taking the slightest risk in the air. As Molly Rose put it: ‘Everyone was doing their part for the war. Ours was just a more interesting job than most.’


You need a cool head to be a safe, capable pilot. And you need excellent co-ordination skills. Joy Lofthouse believed the athletic background she and her sister Yvonne shared gave them a real advantage when it came to being accepted as trainee pilots without experience. Mary (Wilkins) Ellis, a sickly infant, confidently took the controls and soared into the air in a Spitfire, aged 90. And there’s the dogged determination factor too: Margaret Frost was rejected initially, told she did not quite fit the criteria. Yet eventually she was in the cockpit, safely ferrying Spitfires. So it is fair to say that their collective determination to do a good job, not take any risks, coupled with a resilient temperament or personality well suited to the times – where staying cool and calm was the only way to get through the worst – meant they could withstand what we now view as the awesome difficulties of their wartime role.


Today, we make so much of sharing our feelings, showing we care or how we feel. This generation were schooled completely differently: mostly, you kept such personal feelings to yourself. Spending time with these women made me understand very clearly, that the ‘stiff upper lip’ was not a cliché about the wartime British invented by Hollywood. It was real, the only sensible way to get through the worst times.


The American women who joined the ATA pilots later in the war were known to comment on this remarkable restraint. Frequently, silence was out of consideration for other people’s feelings, knowing they too had their share of wartime concerns. There was no counselling or talking balm for sudden loss or bereavement. You got a day or two off the roster. Then you went back to the job. As Margaret Frost put it so succinctly: ‘Feelings? We didn’t have time for feelings. There was a war on.’


Recognition for these women and the work of the ATA took a long time to come. Whilst a memorial plaque was placed in the crypt of St Paul’s Cathedral in London in 1950, commemorating the 173 men and women of the ATA who were killed serving in the organisation, the important role of the ATA women pilots themselves went largely unnoticed for decades. And it is fair to say they did not expect any kind of praise or acclaim.


Only in 2008 were the few surviving members presented with special award badges by the then Prime Minister, Gordon Brown, at 10 Downing Street after an ATA reunion at Maidenhead, near White Waltham, ATA’s headquarters.


For anyone keen to learn more about the ATA, the Maidenhead Heritage Centre is a very good place to start, with its collection of ATA memorabilia and stories of its past. There have, of course, been several books written about the ATA, though some are no longer in print and require some diligent tracking down. Most notable of those available are Spitfire Women of World War II by Giles Whittell and Spreading Their Wings by the late Diana Barnato Walker. Lettice Curtis’ book, The Forgotten Pilots: A Story of the Air Transport Auxiliary 1939–45 is a very detailed history of the female flyers and their wartime work.


Unfortunately, the fragilities of old age meant it was not possible to interview Lettice for this book, the first woman permitted to fly the four-engine bombers. This was also the case with other surviving female ferry pilots in the UK like Freydis Leaf-Sharland and Mary Guthrie-Cunningham. It is to be hoped they see this book as telling part of their story in a proper and accurate way. In my research I was fascinated to learn more about the ATA women who continued to fly after the war, so I have included short histories of these remarkable women in appendix IV. I have also included an introductory brief history of the ATA’s formation, the work of the women pilots and other key areas of interest until its disbandment in November 1945.


For families seeking more of their own personal history, there is a full list of the names of all the female ferry pilots who flew for the ATA. This book focusses on the five women who have told me their story, but it is intended as a tribute to every one of the ATA female flyers.


I would like to offer sincere thanks to those who were so helpful and generous to me with their time. Richard Poad, whose continuous hard work and dedication keep the ATA flame burning so brightly; the British Legion Press Office, whose initial assistance led me to Eric and Mary Viles, (whose diligent work on behalf of the ATA Veterans’ Association came as a result of Eric’s wartime work as an Air Cadet/Pilot’s Assistant from 1944–1945); and, of course, all gratitude and thanks to the remarkable Few. Molly Rose, Mary (Wilkins) Ellis, Joy Lofthouse, Yvonne MacDonald and Margaret Frost – inspirational, brave, modest women, so deserving of the attention that came to them late in life.


They have insisted repeatedly that all ‘the Female Few’ were just ordinary women ‘doing their bit’ like everyone else. Most of us, nevertheless, cannot help looking up and remembering all those fighter planes making their way across the stormy skies of war with a tinge of awe and wonder.





Jacky Hyams, London, 2012
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A BRIEF HISTORY


In the 1920s and 1930s, the idea of taking to the skies was growing in popularity. Flying clubs had already started up in the 1920s, partially subsidised by the British government. It was not until October 1938, when it was clear to some that war was imminent, that the Civil Air Guard scheme was devised, thanks to the efforts of Gerard D’Erlanger, a director of the then British Overseas Airways Corporation and an enthusiastic private pilot. The idea of this scheme was to encourage civilian would-be flyers. They might well be needed if war broke out. The scheme offered subsidised flying lessons at flying clubs. It was widely available to civilians, either sex, ages 18–50, who passed the private pilot’s ‘A’ licence medical.


The response to the news that the Government was contributing to flying lessons via the Civil Air Guard was overwhelming. Over 4000 would be flyers signed up. By May 1939, female members of the Civil Air Guard included approximately 200 pilots.


At that point, while the Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Air had told the House of Commons that in a national emergency, civilian women would certainly be used to ferry aircraft, it remained unclear where or how they would be deployed. Would it be via the ATS (the Women’s Army Auxiliary) or the WAAF (the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force)? No decision was made.


When war finally broke out at the beginning of September 1939 it was still unclear what kind of role, if any, the civilian women pilots would be playing. Yet the Air Transport Auxiliary or ATA was formed – thanks again to the resourceful efforts of Gerard d’Erlanger, founder and Commanding Officer of the ATA. He had foreseen a shortage of trained pilots if the qualified civilian group who could fly were excluded from joining the RAF. And it had been agreed that civilian women pilots could fly, so they could fly for the ATA.


Gerard D’Erlanger initially saw the ATA as a courier service, flying VIPs and wounded servicemen. But it quickly became obvious that the role of these civilian pilots would extend beyond that – and would involve ferrying aircraft from factory or maintenance to airfield so the RAF could then fly the planes into combat.


Letters had been sent out to about 1000 male pilots asking if they were interested in joining the ATA. After interviews and flight tests, 30 civilian men were chosen to fly for the ATA, qualified pilots who did not fit RAF eligibility criteria. Initially, the first group of male ATA pilots were seconded to work out of RAF ferry pools. It might have seemed obvious that any female ferry pilots recruited by the ATA could simply join them. But the RAF was not keen on the idea of women pilots, civilian or otherwise, at that point: war might have just broken out and all resources were needed. But women pilots? It didn’t seem likely.


If Gerard d’Erlanger was the driving force in the formation of the Civil Air Guard and the creation of the ATA, the individual who was largely responsible for the successful push to recruit women ferry pilots was the daughter of a well known Tory MP, Pauline Gower (see Appendix IV).


An experienced commercial pilot and a canny strategist, Gower had already made it known to the authorities that a women’s section of experienced flyers could be deployed as delivery pilots, to complement the group of early male ATA pilots.


The combined efforts of these two people in the history of the ATA’s female pilots cannot be underestimated. Certainly, both were well placed to influence events and put their case forward at the highest level (d’Erlanger was a member of a renowned banking family as well as an accomplished pilot). But most importantly, they were far-sighted enough to see that gender issues would be irrelevant at a time of national crisis: what mattered was that those civilians who were qualified to do the job as pilots were given the opportunity to do it.


On 23 September 1939, the Director of Civil Aviation Finance wrote to Gerard d’ Erlanger giving him authority to form a small women’s section of ATA qualified pilots. It would be separate from the men’s section. Pauline Gower would be in charge of it. Qualifications for women pilots would be exactly the same as those for men. In theory, at least, women pilots could be employed in the ATA.


But the plan to recruit women stalled in those early months of the ‘phony war’ mainly owing to the resistance of the RAF. It was politely suggested that perhaps the women pilots could take other war jobs? They could be useful. But no, they couldn’t fly with the Air Transport Auxiliary.


Yet events were moving fast. By November of that year, the picture was changing. It became apparent to the authorities that the ATA civilian flyer, either sex, had a key role to play. And Pauline Gower got her breakthrough agreement – an all women pool of women flyers could now be recruited to ferry small Tiger Moth training biplanes from the De Havilland factory at Hatfield, in Hertfordshire. Eight women pilots could be employed. More might be required by 1940.


Pauline Gower immediately got to work in December 1939. At 29, she was the newly appointed head of the women’s section of the ATA. She had held a commercial pilot’s licence for nine years, run her own aviation business and had completed over 2000 hours of flying time. Though in some instances, the experienced women pilots she was recruiting were older than her.


From her list of qualified women pilots, she invited a group of twelve to be flight tested at Whitchurch, near Bristol, on 16 December, taking them all out to lunch in Bristol before the test. Not everyone could be invited to join, so it was agreed that a few of the women would remain in their jobs. For the time being, at least.


The First Eight


Four months after war had been declared, eight women pilots joined the ATA on 1 January 1940. They were taken on as 2nd Officers. Their pay was set at £230 per annum, plus £8 a month flying pay (this was £80 per annum less than the earnings of a man on the same grade). The ATA male pilots were getting some assistance with their billeting (accommodation) expenses. Yet this did not apply to the women because they would be based at the Hatfield aerodrome to the north of London. They would be paying for their accommodation out of their own pocket. It definitely was nothing like equality. But thanks to Pauline Gower’s determined lobbying, the equal pay issue would eventually be remedied in 1943, the first instance in UK history of equal pay for equal work.


The ‘First Eight’ were Winifred Crossley, The Hon Mrs Margaret Fairweather, Rosemary Rees, Marion Wilberforce, Margaret Cunnison, Gabrielle Patterson, Mona Friedlander and Joan Hughes. They were all qualified flying instructors with impressive experience in the air.


Winifred Crossley, a doctor’s daughter, had worked as a stunt pilot in an air circus. The Hon. Mrs Margaret Fairweather, had already worked as an instructor for the Civil Air Guard at Renfrew (her pilot husband Douglas had also signed up with the ATA). Mona Friedlander was, remarkably enough, an ice hockey international. Gabrielle Patterson, married with a young son, was the first woman in the country to work as a flying instructor; she had also been chief instructor and head of the women’s corps at the Civil Air Guard in Romford, Essex. Joan Hughes had started flying lessons at fifteen and became the country’s youngest girl flyer two years later. Rosemary Rees had completed a considerable amount of air touring. Marion Wilberforce was a pilot with her own Gypsy Moth. Margaret Cunnison was a flight instructor.


Out of this first group of pilots, Winifred Crossley, Joan Hughes, Marion Wilberforce, Rosemary Rees and Margot Gore (who would join the ATA a few months later and leave as a Commander) went on to complete nearly six years continuous ferrying for the ATA and remained with the organisation until it closed down when war ended.


The early women ATA pilots were mostly from wealthy backgrounds. But it is wrong to portray them as dilettantes, adrenalin junkies flying for kicks. Certainly, they had taken up flying pre- war because they or their families had the means to pay for lessons or even buy an aircraft – but they also flew because it was a hugely attractive proposition for the more adventurous, forward thinking type of 1930s woman: status alone did not satisfy their need for a challenge or excitement.


Much has been made, over time, of their social status, their depiction in glossy magazines, their upper crust partying in London hotels and nightclubs, their ‘It’ girl lives, in complete contrast to most of the country, struggling to cope with bombings, shortages, blackouts and wartime uncertainty. Certainly, in a superficial way, some of these upper crust flyers did bring a touch of much needed colour to the grim, grey perspective of war.


Diana Barnato Walker, millionaire’s daughter and debutante, who joined the ATA in 1941, is a good example of this type of fast living wealthy ATA flyer (see Appendix IV). But the upper crust or wealthy women were as committed and determined in their desire to ‘do their bit’ for their country as anyone else; as they would prove over time.


Yet the dawn of those early days in 1940 at Hatfield aerodrome could hardly be described as glamorous. The eight women all lived in billets in the Hatfield area and worked out of a small wooden hut on the airfield. It was a cold and muddy winter. There wasn’t much glamour in flying small, slow, training aircraft in freezing British weather in an open cockpit. Yet in this winter period they ferried over 2000 planes without any accidents. When you consider that many of the Tiger Moths being ferried from Hatfield were scheduled for storage in places like Kinloss and Lossiemouth in Scotland, ferry flights in those early years could also be an exhausting proposition.


The Hatfield pool could use three-seater Fox Moths to ‘taxi’ the pilots back from their short delivery trips to places like Kemble, in the Cotswolds or Lyneham in Wiltshire. But the only way back from a Scottish delivery flight was to take the night train south, often without a sleeping berth. Ferry pilots did not know where they would be flying to until the day itself, therefore there was virtually no chance of booking a sleeper. So the return trip from Scotland was often spent sitting upright in a crowded train that slowly crept its way south, through snowstorms and air raid alarms, often arriving in London many hours later than scheduled. Then, the woman pilot, laden down with her flying kit, would have to catch yet another slow train back to Hatfield, on occasion to report back to the ferry pool and discover she would be flying another plane up to the north of England.


The general public, of course, were completely unaware of what went on behind the scenes, although the opening of the Hatfield women’s pool had been accompanied by a blast of publicity. The war had only just started and the need to create a positive perspective on Britain’s air effort was important. So the ‘First Eight’ were photographed in flying gear and smart navy uniforms to be depicted in newspapers, newsreels and magazines everywhere. Pauline Gower was interviewed on the radio.


It certainly looked exciting and daring, this elite female group photographed scrambling to their Tiger Moths in their flying suits and fur lined leather flying boots. The image of goggles, flying helmet and sheepskin-lined Irvin jackets is instantly associated with the ATA female flyers but in fact, the jackets and leather boots were only ever issued to the First Eight and the goggles and helmet were required for open cockpit flying only.


The idea of bold women pilots doing war work usually seen as ‘a man’s job’ did not please everyone. Equality was still a long way off. ‘I am absolutely disgusted,’ one reader wrote to Aeroplane magazine. ‘When will the RAF realise that all the good work they are doing is being spoiled by this contemptible lot of women?’


Nor, alas, did the criticism come only from men. One letter, from a Betty Spurling, opined: ‘I think the whole affair of engaging women pilots to fly aeroplanes when there are so many men fully qualified to do the work is disgusting! The women … are only doing it more or less as a hobby and should be ashamed of themselves!’ One wonders what the comments were at the Hatfield aerodrome when the women learned they had stirred up so much controversy simply by wanting to fly and help the war effort. 


By July 1940, the Battle of Britain was about to start: Britain was about to engage in the fight for her life, a fight conducted in the air. The women ferry pilots had toughed it out through the winter of 1940. They had proven their worth. So it was decided that the women’s pool at Hatfield should be expanded.


The First Year’s Expansion


In the summer of 1940, two more experienced women pilots joined the pool and one of them was a flyer known to millions: Amy Johnson, or Amy Mollison, her name as a divorcée.


Despite her world-wide fame and fabulous exploits, Amy Johnson came into the ATA like the rest of the women. She took her ATA flying test in a Tiger Moth. Tragically, she only would fly for the ATA for a matter of months (see Appendix III).


In June and July 1940 the intake of women pilots was increased. Ten more women were recruited, bringing the female contingent up to 20. Now they would be allowed to ferry all types of non-operational trainer aircraft, rather than just the Tiger Moths, so they could be ferrying the full output of the Hatfield de Havilland factory where the Tigers, Oxfords and Dominies were produced, as well as the Magisters and Masters then being produced at Woodley, near Reading, Berkshire, at Phillips and Powis (later known as Miles Aircraft). Further training on the twin-engined machines was given throughout that summer. The workload was on the increase.


Those early ATA days saw meagre ground resources: the women pilots would have to take it in turns to act as Operations Officer, collecting all the necessary information about the location of balloon barrages, prohibited areas of flying, weather reports from the nearest RAF Meteorological Office, all the crucial information the ferry pilots needed to fly safely.


At one stage, before a standard operations book was established, Pauline Gower would have to take down over the phone details of the planes to be ferried, scribbling them on a slip of paper. It was all very piecemeal. Yet the method of allocating jobs and attention to detail was meticulous, as it would remain throughout the war.


By the end of 1940, the ATA had expanded. Eight ferry pools were in operation all over the country; this would double by the end of the war. Central Ferry Control at Andover, Hants, was the hub of all ferrying operations, allocating all the work daily to each individual ferry pool.


At that point, the ATA employed 616 staff. 243 were ferry pilots and over 10 per cent of these were female: the number of women ferry pilots had now increased to 26.


Amongst the latest intake were Lettice Curtis, whose five years in ATA led to her delivering nearly 400 four-engined aircraft, 150 Mosquitos and flying over 50 different types of planes (see Appendix IV) and Margot Gore, who would later be Commanding Officer of the second all-women ferry pool at Hamble, near Southampton.


The Ferry Pilots Notes


Few civilian pilots joined ATA in the early days with any serious technical knowledge or experience of military aircraft. ‘A ferry pilot has so much to learn and remember that it is important that he is not taught one unnecessary fact.’ This was the sound philosophy around which ATA training revolved. As aircraft production increased as the war intensified, however, it became clear that ATA pilots were likely to be flying a variety of aircraft types. So handling notes were devised. First issued in 1941, the notes ensured that pilots had all the information and data they required to fly a particular type of plane.


Two types of handling notes were designed: White notes (with a white cover) contained information on one type of plane only, designed for pilots to read when flying a particular type of plane for the first time. They also drew attention to any unusual features of a plane – a tendency to swing on landing for example.


The other type were the pocket sized Ferry Pilots Notes which contained information on all types of planes, produced in such a way that in theory, all the information the pilot needed was printed on one or both sides of a 6 inch x 4 inch card. In time, these notes became so important that no one would dream of flying without them. Their postcard type size meant they could simply be slipped into a pocket.


Producing these notes took a great deal of diligent work by the ATA’s technical department. And while it may seem remarkable now to learn that wartime ferry pilots would sometimes be using what was, essentially, a simple printed primer to fly a brand new plane they had never flown before, this was war and time was at a premium. Training was given on each different group or class of plane. Yet so many different types of plane were being produced, the Pilots Notes were the most efficient way of ensuring the pilot had all the necessary information to do the job safely. By the time the war ended, there were cards with notes issued for over 70 different types of aircraft.


In 1940 plans were made to organise flying training into groupings of different types of planes. There were six main classes or groups of aircraft:



Class 1    light single-engined


 Class 2    advanced single-engined


 Class 3    light twin-engined


 Class 4    advanced twin-engined


 Class 5    four-engined


 Class 6    sea planes




The general idea was that pilots joining ATA would be able to graduate through each class in turn, returning to training after time spent ferrying planes for conversion to the next class (organised training for Classes 4 and 5 did not start until 1943).


Ferry pilots did not always deliver the planes solo. In the case of the four-engined planes and a few of the ‘twins’, the ATA specified that a second crew member should be carried. In some cases this might be an assistant, an Air Training Corps cadet, or a flight engineer might be required as crew. At its peak, ATA employed 109 engineers – four of these were women.


The Spitfire Breakthrough


Through 1941, more female pilots were recruited. At Hatfield, a small flying school was established with female instructors. There were times when the main flying school at White Waltham HQ, near Maidenhead, Berkshire, was too busy to train male pilots. So a few men found themselves being taught by women.


In the summer of 1941, another significant landmark was reached: women pilots were authorised to fly operational aircraft. The oft repeated story about how this came about is that Gerard d’Erlanger and Pauline Gower were at a party when d’Erlanger said: ‘I suppose there isn’t really any reason why women should not fly Hurricanes.’ The opportunistic Pauline replied: ‘Fine. When can they start?’


In July 1941, four of the First Eight, Winifred Crossley, Margaret Fairweather, Rosemary Rees and Joan Hughes each climbed into the cockpit of a Hurricane and completed one circuit of the Hatfield aerodrome, watched by an admiring group of onlookers.


Just under two years into the war, the women had reached the point where they were able to share the workload of the male ferry pilots fully. That night, the four women celebrated, using their carefully hoarded petrol ration to drive up to London to dine at L’Ecu de France, a well known French restaurant in Piccadilly. In another two years time they would be tasked with flying all kinds of operational planes, including the heavy bombers.


The following month, Pauline Gower told attendees at a ‘Women with Wings’ fund raising luncheon that the prevailing theory concerning the women ferry pilots was ‘the hand that rocked the cradle wrecked the crate’. Yet as she pointed out, the women ferry pilots had not broken the 1000 plus Tiger Moths they’d been required to ferry. Now, in principle, she told the guests, there was no limitation on the types of planes the women could fly. Not long afterwards, the ATA women pilots were being handed chits to ferry Spitfires. And they all loved flying them. As Lettice Curtis said of the Spitfire in her book, The Forgotten Pilots,



I never heard of anyone who did not enjoy flying it. It had a personality uniquely its own … The cockpit of any single-seater aircraft is a very snug and private world. But to sit in the cockpit of a Spit, barely wider than one’s shoulders … was a poetry of its own.


Hamble and Cosford


As the war grew in intensity, recruitment of ATA pilots continued to increase and by the end of the summer of 1941 the number of women ferry pilots had reached 50. As production and deliveries were stepped up, the number of ATA ferry pools had also increased to twelve – eventually there were sixteen by the time the war ended.


At the end of September 1941, seven women from the women’s ferry pool moved to Hamble, near Southampton, closer to the all important Vickers Supermarine factory at Southampton (which was producing the Spitfires) and other factories. Work at Hamble would involve shorter ferry trips of 20 or 30 minutes, enabling more aircraft to be ferried each day.


Wartime Spitfire production was based in two main areas, Southampton and Birmingham at Castle Bromwich. As a result, Hamble became the all-women’s ferry pool to the south and Cosford on the Shropshire/Staffordshire border the all-women’s pool in the Birmingham/Midlands area; though women could be posted, if necessary, to other pools at White Waltham, Prestwick, Ratcliffe, near Leicester and Kirkbridge, near Carlisle. The working routine was rigorous: thirteen days on, followed by two days off.


1941/2 was a cold, harsh winter and while runways were being constructed at many large airfields, the snowy conditions could sometimes make it extremely difficult to land the Spitfires. Yet no major accidents took place at this time. Hamble would remain a ‘front line’ aerodrome until war’s end and it was attacked from time to time by stray enemy planes. It was a dangerous environment. 


Nearly all the women interviewed for this book worked out of the all-women’s pool at Hamble with elementary flight training carried out at Thame in Oxfordshire and Barton-in-the Clay, Bedfordshire. Advanced flying training was carried out at White Waltham. (The only exception interviewed, Yvonne MacDonald, worked out of Cosford, the Midlands all-women’s pool.)


Everyone recalls the camaraderie amongst the women and the well run efficiency of the ferry pool operation. The description by Diana Barnato Walker of the Hamble restroom in the morning, while the women waited for the weather to clear so flying could start, gives a vivid impression of exactly how it was. Her thoughts were recorded in E. C. Cheeseman’s book, Brief Glory:



A jumble of chairs and tables and a few well arranged flowers first meet the eye, which scans to see ‘Jackie’ from South Africa turning her morning somersaults at the far end of the room. A radio (won by us for ten shillings in a raffle) provides the background to a cacophony of voices and other sounds until one sees next, as a contrast, an intent bridge four in session in a corner.


In the midst of these … can be seen the more domesticated type cutting out a frock on hands and knees, with the material stretched beneath her on the rather uneven linoleum floor … a backgammon game is going on and Maureen is trying to do a jig-saw puzzle in the small space left between the letter writers and the players …


There is the eternal good natured bickering as to whether certain windows shall be open or shut. Jackie and her somersaults want them open; the backgammonites want them shut and so does Rose – except when she and Phillipa are doing their exercises …


Suddenly the loudspeaker blares: ‘Will all pilots report to the Operations Room for their chits!’


Everyone immediately drops what she happens to be doing and goes to the hatchway to be briefed for her job for the day. Then follows a scurry into lockers for maps and helmets, followed by a visit to the ‘Met’ for the weather and to the Maps and Signals Office for the latest information as to stray balloons and airfield serviceability. If a pilot gets a type of aircraft she has not flown before she goes to the library for a book of Handling Notes which will tell her all she requires to know about how to fly the machine. The taxi pilots study their carefully worked out itineraries and go out to the Anson or Fairchild to get the engines started and warmed up.


The day’s work has begun, as the pilots plod out one by one across the grass, lugging parachute and overnight bag, none knows what the day may bring or whether she will manage to get back to base in time (or at all) for that long standing date for a lobster dinner at the Bugle Inn on the edge of the Hamble River.


The Foreign Legion of the Air


In December 1941, Japanese planes bombed Pearl Harbor and the Americans entered the war. The ATA would, over time, employ pilots from 25 different countries. The American pilots – 176 men and 27 women – made up the largest group from overseas.


The first five of the American women pilots to join ATA arrived in April 1942, under the leadership of Jackie Cochrane, an experienced flyer who had already set about organising a scheme for 25 American female pilots to join the ATA even before America had entered the war.


Jackie and her industrialist husband Floyd Odlum were extremely wealthy and influential, members of the US elite. And as head of the American ‘gals’ Jackie was an unpaid Flight Captain – though she did little ATA flying. Like the First Eight, she too became a glamorous character, based at the Savoy hotel in London, clad in expensive furs, turning up at White Waltham in a Rolls-Royce.


The contribution made by the American women to ATA was considerable: pilots such as Ann Wood Kelly, Virginia Farr, Edith Stearns, Jane Plant and Grace Stevenson completed nearly four years continuous ferrying, flying all types of aircraft, right up to heavy twin-engined bombers.


Other women from all over the world had joined them: from Canada, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa and others from closer to home, women from Ireland and Holland. The Poles included Stefania or ‘Barbara’ Wojtulanis, (Poland’s first female parachutist). Anna Leska (daughter of an army colonel who had already been flying unarmed for the Polish Air Force) and Jadwiga Pilsudska, daughter of Poland’s Marshal Pilsudska. Anna and Jadwiga had been shot at in their escape from Poland by air.


Margot Duhalde (eventually known affectionately as ‘Chile’) came to England from Chile at age nineteen in 1941. She could speak no English at all – yet went on to rise to the rank of 1st Officer, continuing to fly with the ATA until the end of 1945.


Maureen Dunlop arrived from Argentina by ship in 1942. Of Australian and English parentage, she had obtained her pilot’s licence at seventeen. A highly accomplished pilot, 1st Officer Maureen Dunlop became, thanks to that glamorous Picture Post photograph in 1944, the cover girl who unwittingly created the idea that the ATA was an all-female flying enterprise (see Appendix IV).


Starting from Scratch


By the spring of 1943, aircraft production was increasing and more ferry pilots were urgently needed. As mentioned earlier, the ATA even took the step of advertising (in Aeroplane magazine) for suitable trainee pilots without any flying experience at all. Men ages 28–50 and women ages 22–45 were invited to apply, provided they were over minimum height requirement (5 feet 6 inches) were in good physical health and had an aptitude for sport.


No less than 2000 applicants wrote in offering their services. Such was the rigorous selection process, of these only seventeen applicants were eventually accepted for training as ferry pilots. Training itself was an expensive and time-consuming process. It is a measure of the high standards of the recruitment/interview process that such a relatively small number of pilots were eventually recruited this way.


By the autumn of 1944, aircraft production had peaked and the urgency about aircraft deliveries was gradually starting to diminish. The number of women ferry pilots was now over 100, about 20 recruited in 1944.


Prior to the Normandy landings in the summer of 1944, certain ferry pools increased their pilot strength and some pilots volunteered for overseas ferrying into Europe. As the Allies advanced into Europe, male ATA pilots were ferrying into Europe by September 1944. But not the women.


Disappointed at the snub, Diana Barnato Walker later wrote: ‘For many years the women pilots had been flying – and dying – in the same aircraft types and in the same conditions as the men, yet now we were being denied these foreign trips.’


Not for long. In the summer of 1944, Diana had married Wing Commander Derek Walker, newly appointed personal assistant to Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham. Derek, on a mission to deliver two Spitfires to Brussels, which had just been liberated, suggested to his new wife that she pilot one. Technically, it was breaking the rules. But she was off duty, on honeymoon. So in October 1944, the newly-weds piloted the two Spits to Belgium. It was an eventful mission, especially on the return trip when Diana got lost in fog. Her rule breaking exploit made the point: women were capable of flying into Europe – though she was docked three months’ pay for her reckless behaviour. By January 1945, ATA women pilots were officially given clearance to ferry into Europe: one of the earliest was 1st Officer Diana Ramsey, who had joined the ATA in 1941.


As the five women interviewed for this book remember so clearly, by spring, as the war was ending, the ATA too was gradually starting to wind down. Before the war in Europe had ended, all flying training had stopped. By summer 1945, one by one, the ferry pools were starting to close down. The horror of war was over; but putting it all behind them and stepping back into peacetime was a strange transition for many ATA women flyers.


For those hoping to keep flying, prospects were thin on the ground: with so many pilots leaving the RAF, they knew they would be very far down the line in the queue for jobs in aviation.


On 29 September 1945 at White Waltham, ATA made a very public farewell on a beautiful cloudless sunny day. After years of wartime secrecy around their work, thousands of people could now pay to be admitted to the airfield to inspect the aircraft and watch a flying display (the farewell Pageant was a fund raiser for the ATA Benevolent Fund for the widows and children of those pilots who had lost their lives) and it was the first Minister of Aircraft Production, Lord Beaverbrook, who opened the event. His speech paid fitting tribute to what the ATA had achieved:





Without the ATA the days and nights of the Battle of Britain would have been conducted under conditions quite different from the actual events. The ATA carried out the delivery of aircraft from the factories to the RAF, thus relieving countless numbers of RAF pilots for duty in the battle. Just as the Battle of Britain is the accomplishment and achievement of the RAF, likewise it can be declared that the ATA sustained and supported them in the battle. They were soldiers fighting in the struggle, just as completely as if they had been engaged on the battlefront.





By the end of autumn, Hamble and Cosford pools had wound up. On the last day of November, the few remaining women still flying at White Waltham cleared out their lockers, returned their uniforms (they could buy them if they wished) and said their final farewells. On 30 November 1945, the ATA flag was lowered for the last time.


As for the women who flew Spitfires, a small group did go on to find careers in aviation (see Appendix IV) but most returned to civilian life and gave up flying for good.


Their exploits were, after the event, mostly forgotten until recently; but it is doubtful if any of the women themselves would have ever forgotten those years in the skies, when all that mattered was being handed a small slip of paper telling them where they were going that day – and whether they would be flying a couple of Spitfires or a brand-new bomber they had never flown before. Atagirls indeed.
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