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Introduction 

How the WAAF was Born

 
 No one knew it then, but the First World War was in its final year. On 1 April 1918, the Royal Air Force was formed by the merger of the Royal Naval Air Service and the Royal Flying Corps. And on the same day, the Women’s Royal Air Force emerged from the Women’s Royal Naval Service and Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps, both already attached to flying units of their respective Service to release airmen for more active duties.

 By autumn 1918, the WRAF had expanded dramatically, while reports from the Front in France became better each day. People were talking about the end of the war, though this had been heard too often to be taken seriously. Then suddenly the news of the Armistice came as a stupendous surprise. Peace returned at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month.

 Altogether, 556 officers and 31,764 women passed in and out of the WRAF. Women went to work on a remarkable number of RAF trades. Besides the normal clerical branch, girls served in technical trades from acetylene welding to mending balloon silk. In the clerical branch, the WRAF only enrolled girls as shorthand typists if they had trained for the job in civilian life. RAF pay offices were glad of girls for bookkeeping, while the WRAF also took over as stores clerks. As early as 1918, with the war still in progress, many RAF telephone switchboards were run by women, who sometimes also operated as telegraphists.

 Next to the clerical branch, the largest was the domestic or household branch. WRAFs enrolled in their hundreds as cooks, mess orderlies and general domestics. Many of the girls had the advantage of having cooked at large houses in the pre-war era of cheap labour for servants. As well as orderlies, WRAFs also worked as laundresses.

 
 But it was on the ‘flight’ side that girls really shone and showed their technical abilities. They were trained as carpenters, sail makers, dopers, painters, riggers and salvage workers. In this war, new planes came in crates from the factories to be assembled on the spot: an early example of do-it-yourself. In the carpenters’ shops they worked on the wings, propellers and struts of the biplanes, making the frames later. As riggers, too, WRAFs acquired a real reputation and came as close as women were likely to get to the actual business of war in the air.

 The RAF also trusted the girls to be trained as engine fitters, while more feminine in character was the work of women in the sail makers’ shop. Their sewing machines seemed strange appliances for helping to build aeroplanes, but they did, in fact, cut out, stitch and machine the fabric for the main planes, tail planes and ailerons. After assembly of these model-aircraft-like machines, the dopers took over. In most RAF stations, girls entirely operated the dope shop, where there was always a strong smell of pear drops. WRAFs saw that the planes were tautened by a first coat of dope, while another one gave the machines extra strength. Finally, tape bindings were doped on to aircraft frameworks.

 The girls of the WRAF also grew proficient in paint shops, adorning wings and fuselage with the familiar red, white and blue roundels. In technical stores, women replaced and released men. And so to the pigeon women! The WRAF became responsible for the pigeons taken up in airships to fly to base with messages. At airship stations around the coast, WRAFs helped to form landing parties for airships. In bad weather, all the WRAF was called out to help the landing party, or when an especially large airship was due. On one stormy Sunday a coastal patrol airship came in quite unexpectedly and all WRAF ranks including the cooks had to help. Afterwards the cooks had to hurry back to finish preparing the Station’s Sunday dinner. Even in those far-off days, the girls wore trousers when working as fitters or on other technical jobs.

 
 Biggin Hill, immortalized over twenty years later, was a wireless experimental station and one of the few employing WRAF officers on technical work. They acquitted themselves with distinction on experimental duties in connection with wireless telegraphy and telephony, as well as in the test department. Another link with later events in the Second World War was the London Photo Centre, where seventy women did the developing, printing, retouching and enlarging of aerial photos, including negatives of sectors of the battlefields. They also handled photos of all the types of aeroplanes, seaplanes and airships.

 Of course, WRAFs could not foresee then that link with the WAAFs of the 1940s on the flying bomb and aerial reconnaissance interpretation. Meanwhile, after the First World War, WRAF recruiting was naturally reduced and eventually the Service was disbanded.

 Under two decades later, however, war clouds were lowering and looming once more, and in Douglas Bader’s words ‘Hitler’s shadow was long over Europe.’ On 28 June 1939 the WAAF was born. It then had just 1,734 members serving under the umbrella of the Royal Air Force companies of the Auxiliary Territorial Service. Their six kinds of duties seemed very similar to those of the original WAAF: cooks, clerks, mess orderlies, Military Transport (MT) drivers, equipment assistants and fabric workers (on Balloon Squadrons).

 As September started, Germany was invading Poland and refusing to withdraw. Just after 11am on Sunday 3 September, the British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain spoke these historic words: ‘Consequently, this country is at war with Germany …’

 At that time, Britain was still seriously under-armed. In the air, the RAF would rely on the Spitfire and Hurricane fighters, but in September 1938 at the time of the Munich crisis just five squadrons had received Hurricanes, while deliveries of Spitfires were only just starting. From the point of view of Britain’s air power, the extra respite given by Mr Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler at Munich was crucial. The intervening year enabled the RAF to double its Fighter Command strength. From the total of nearly 500 Hurricanes delivered to squadrons and to the reserve, some three-quarters had been built in that vital year. When war started, eighteen squadrons were equipped with Hurricanes. There were then 400 Spitfires already in service and over 2,000 on order. But Britain was still short of fighters, pilots to fly them and ground personnel of both sexes.

 
 The first few months were dubbed ‘The Phoney War’ which was, in fact, far from the truth. The RAF and WAAF were expanding steadily. Then in mid-May 1940 the German juggernaut thundered through the Low Countries. Within a week, the British Expeditionary Force was in drastic danger. On 21 May, the War Office was considering emergency evacuation of very large forces.

 Throughout the week the now-immortal small ships and smaller-still boats assembled around the south coasts, while over in Belgium four divisions of the BEF were in imminent danger of encirclement near Lille. Then on Sunday 26 May the order was given to implement Operation DYNAMO. It was estimated that the enemy would reach the coast in two days, but for some reason they headed away from the retreating troops, giving them an extra week before the all-out attack. The result was the historic evacuation of Dunkirk. The Battle for France was over. The Battle of Britain was about to begin …





Chapter 1

The Battle of Britain

 
 Before the Battle of Britain really began, WAAF Corporal Joan Pearson was posted to the Fighter Command station of Detling. The air was in her blood and she had been learning to fly herself before the war. Now she was doing the next best thing by helping the RAF in the spring of 1940.

 The WAAF quarters were near the airfield and the girls heard planes taking off during the evening of 30 May 1940 – the week of Dunkirk. Joan was off duty and went to bed as usual that night. She dozed into a fitful sleep soon after midnight. It was hard to sleep soundly as planes were continually revving up; patrols going out or returning. Being in the medical branch, she was always on the alert, even when off duty. It was instinctive.

 About 1am, Joan awoke at the approach of a plane. One engine had cut out; she could tell that at once. Before she could do anything except sit up in bed, she heard a reverberating, rending crash followed by an uncanny second’s silence. The engines started to roar.

 The aircraft had crash-landed near the WAAF quarters. By then her duty trousers and fisherman’s jersey were on, and she was groping her way out of the hut. She could not remember if she had put on gumboots or shoes. All she knew was that here she was, running over the wet, dewy grass and across the cement road, stumbling toward the guardhouse. A few flames were moving in the air and there must have been the noise of the crash.

 A twinkling light – that meant the ambulance. She must warn the guard to undo the gates and be ready to let it through. The guard grunted as she ran by him. He knew her, and she shouted to him: ‘The ambulance is behind.’

 
 She kept running hard towards the crash and came to an RAF policeman. ‘You can’t go over there,’ he yelled, trying to stop her climbing the fence. But she could and did. Men were shouting for the doctor and the ambulance.

 Joan yelled: ‘Coming!’

 A fire crackled from the crash. The nettles stung her in the ditch on the far side of the fence. She was near the scene now. A figure panted up and she saw another one silhouetted against the flames. A man tried to drag at a person in the plane. Joan told him: ‘Go and get the fence down for the ambulance.’

 She knew there were bombs aboard the burning aircraft, which must explode soon, yet she WAAFatWard to drag the pilot – seriously hurt by the crash – free from the flames. He was groaning, so she decided to render first aid on the spot, in case of further damage. Another officer had been killed outright.

 She fought her way through the wreckage, stood on it and roused the stunned pilot. Somehow, in the holocaust of heat, she stripped off his parachute harness and found that his neck was hurting. ‘Keep clear,’ he gasped weakly at her, thinking of the bombs. But she stayed with him and helped him out of his cockpit.

 It was then that the petrol tanks blew. Joan lay down quickly and tried to shield the light from the pilot’s face, as he was suffering from severe shock and was only semi-conscious. Somehow again she got him completely clear of the aircraft, to about thirty yards off, and was holding his head carefully to prevent further dislocation or injury. She had the bombs at the back of her mind.

 It was then that a 120-pounder erupted. Instinctively she hurled herself on top of the pilot to protect him from the blast and splinters. There was one more bomb still to go. Meanwhile, Joan continued to comfort him. He was conscious now and most concerned about a small cut on his lip in case it showed. A man crawled up and lent Joan his handkerchief to tend the pilot while she waited for the ambulance to arrive. The bomb seemed to have taken all the oxygen out of the air.

 Joan knew it must be a matter of only seconds before the other bomb went up, so she ran to the fence to help the medical officer over with the stretcher. The pilot would soon be safe and in a few moments they got aboard the ambulance, still in the middle of the May night.

 
 They were just in time, for the second bomb burst with an earth-quaking explosion. More blast and more splinters. But they were safely tucked in the vehicle and on their way to the sick quarters. Joan went straight on duty to see to the pilot’s wounds herself, finishing for the night about 3am. Sick parade was at 8.30am next morning, as usual. And she was there – as usual.

 On 18 July 1940 Assistant Section Officer, no longer Corporal, Joan Pearson read her award of the Empire Gallantry Medal, later to be converted into the George Cross.

 With the Battle of Britain came the deluge from the skies. Detling seemed to breed bravery, for one of the six WAAF girls to win the Military Medal received it for her behaviour there during an air raid. She was Corporal Josephine Maude Gwynne Robins.

 As the Luftwaffe was attacking this valuable fighter station, Josephine was in a dugout listening to the crescendo overhead. Then a bomb suddenly struck the shelter. Several of the RAF men in the dugout died instantly. Two more were badly hurt by the blast. Though dust and fumes filled the crumbled shelter, Josephine at once staggered her way to the wounded and did what she could for them. As the dust began to settle, she helped get them out of the demolished dugout and then ran for a stretcher. After she had fetched it, she stayed with the wounded men until they could be evacuated from the area. All the time, Josephine displayed courage and coolness amid a fierce air raid, which caused casualties not only to men but to the WAAF as well.

 Now the Battle of Britain was really on, and two more Military Medals were soon won by WAAF girls. In August 1940, nineteen-year-old Sergeant Jean Mary Youle, from Weybridge, was on duty in the telephone exchange when the station – one of the Army Co-operation Command – was bombed by five enemy aircraft. Then the bombs got nearer and nearer until the building containing the exchange received the shattering sound of a direct hit.

 ‘We had a warning,’ Jean said, ‘and later heard the bombs exploding around us in an attack lasting about five minutes – five rotten minutes. I was standing at the exchange at the time and tried to discover which of our telephone lines were put out of order as a result of the damage. One bomb fell some twenty yards from me and others dropped fifty or sixty yards off. I was neither hurt nor stunned – though debris was scattered. Two other girls with me in the exchange also continued working and the broken lines were in operation again as soon as possible.’

 
 What Jean did not stress was that the staff was subjected to a stream of bomb splinters as well as the inevitable plaster. It was solely due to her example that the telephone operators carried on with their vital task throughout the raid.

 It was still August 1940, when Goering had boasted he would be in London, and the third Military Medal went to twenty-four-year-old Corporal Joan Avis Hearn for her reaction to a similar situation to that of Jean Youle’s. She was at her telephone one night during that fateful month when an air raid developed and a number of bombs began to fall on her observation unit. Damage was extensive, and then several heavier bombs burst alongside the block where Joan was working alone controlling her telephones. The sudden sound was overpowering. All the windows of her block were blown in. Glass split and splintered over the floors. Heavy walls cracked and threatened to collapse. One of the main walls of two rooms had a jagged rent right down it and looked like caving in at any minute. But amid all the din and danger, Joan never moved an inch from her instruments. Steadily she reported the course of the enemy bombers over the phones, realizing how much the RAF fighters and ack-ack gunners were depending on her work.

 She went on telephoning the result of plots coolly, accurately, and in one of the most dramatic messages ever sent by a woman at war, she said: ‘The course of the enemy bombers is only too apparent to me because the bombs are almost dropping on my head.’

 Three more Military Medals were to be won by the WAAF, all of them in the Battle of Britain, and all at that most famous fighter station of all, Biggin Hill. Constantly in the thickest of the battle, the WAAFs there won not only the MMs but an MBE as well.

 
 Towards the end of August, the very first heavy air raid on the station did only slight damage to the actual buildings, though high explosives and delayed-action bombs ripped up the ground around the vital runways in a fanatical attempt to stop the Spitfires and Hurricanes taking off. Twenty-eight-year-old Sergeant Joan Eugene Mortimer was on duty in the station armoury during the raid. Though stacks of ammunition lay stored near her office, just asking to be ignited, she manned the telephone, passing instructions to the various defence posts around the airfield.

 As the raid got worse, she went on with her job and also managed to shout encouragement above the din to airmen in the same building as her. If any of them had had doubts about women at war, they never would again. At last the raid was over, but the tall, slim girl from Yorkshire with blue eyes and brown hair had not finished what she considered as her duties.

 She went outside the Biggin Hill buildings and walking amid the smouldering aftermath of an air raid she calmly pegged out with red flags all the places on the aerodrome where unexploded bombs lay buried. Then asked about her actions and her future, she said simply: ‘Naturally I want to stay here and continue my work.’

 That was MM number one for Biggin Hill. Before the other two were won, in the following month, a massive enemy onslaught one afternoon at teatime presaged a whole series of raids that pulverized the station.

 Assistant Section Officer Felicity Hanbury won the MBE for her part in the first and following raids. At the start of the first, she and two other WAAF officers, together with some RAF men, went to the nearest trench. The steady sound of patrolling aircraft overhead turned to the zoom and roar of dogfights. Bombs straddled the airfield, getting alarmingly louder as they came closer. The thundering grew so loud that Felicity clutched her ears. She thought they would burst otherwise. Bombs were dropping all around them now, and above the noise they could hear the dogfights making an amazing din.

 One bomb fell a few feet from the entrance to their shelter. Stones and earth flew inside, and a blast of hot air pushed them sideways across the trench. Another bomb dropped near, and again the shuddering noise of engines, ack-ack guns, bombs and machine guns made Felicity feel as though she were falling to bits.

 
 It was all over in ten minutes. Then came a lull, and they heard the throb of their aircraft returning to refuel and rearm. A messenger came to get the padre and another officer, as a trench had been hit at the far end of the aerodrome. Felicity went quickly to the airwomen’s trenches by the guardroom. No one knew if they were alright. On her way past craters and debris, she saw her first dead person – a NAAFI girl lying in the hedge. Then she found that one of the airwomen’s trenches had got a direct hit and the airwomen were buried underneath. The station officer came along at that moment and said they must get some volunteers to dig the girls out.

 There was another trench at the other end of a horseshoe of houses. Felicity went to see the airwomen in it and told them they could come out. A corporal ran off to get blankets. A bomb had blown in the end of the first trench, cutting off the entrance and killing a sick-quarter attendant. The wounded were got out, laid on stretchers in the hedges, and they coped with the worst. Some went to sick quarters, others to hospital. Several had broken legs and arms. There was a stream of ambulance traffic towards the nearest hospital for hours after the raid.

 In that trench shelter where the sick-quarter attendant was killed, Flight Sergeant Gartside’s mind went blank after the bomb burst. The girls said she was conscious and issued orders as usual. She made them all laugh for a minute by trying to sit up after the shock and saying: ‘Heavens, I’ve broken my back,’ and then almost in the same breath: ‘Heavens, I’ve broken my teeth, too.’ The girls laughed so much that they did not worry any more till the soldiers asked if anyone were alive down there.

 When medical help came, the flight sergeant said: ‘Look after the others. Don’t worry about me. I’m all right.’ Flight Sergeant Gartside had actually broken her back and spent some weeks lying on it in plaster, before recovering enough to be invalided out of the WAAF.

 Some WAAF quarters had been hit, but they salvaged what they could and put the airwomen inside. Felicity thought the cooks particularly were magnificent. The airmen’s cookhouse was one of the few buildings that had not been hit. It was at the end of the aerodrome. The army ground defence and airmen were all fed from the WAAF cookhouse for some days. The WAAF cooks were frying sausages and mash for the men till long after midnight that first night. Felicity took hurricane lamps along, as the electric light had gone, and then she collected some food to take to the WAAF plotters on duty.

 
 A bomb had fallen plumb in the middle of the road and burst the gas, electric light and water mains. The heat and dust were terrific. The girls stacked up the dirty plates, and later tanks came along and kept the cookhouse supplied with water.

 The WAAF officers slept in the CO’s mess that night, as there was a delayed-action bomb in front of their mess. Felicity went to bed about 2am, as there did not seem anything else to do. But she did not sleep much for delayed-action bombs kept going off and enemy aircraft were overhead all night dropping flares. A cow kept mooing in the field opposite, and she was sure it had been hit. Then there was an alarm at 8.30 the next morning. The station broadcast was out of action, so two buglers stood outside the Operations Room and bugled like mad. They went down the trenches, but the enemy was driven off. The raiders came again at 10am, when Felicity was in the cookhouse, and one heard the zoom of the dogfights once more, mingled with the whistling of bombs. But it did not sound very serious, and they joked in the trenches and were soon back at work. Another raid followed in the afternoon, when the Operation Room’s roof fell on the WAAF plotters, who were dug out without harm. These attacks on Biggin Hill continued for several days.

 In May 1941 Flight Officer Felicity Hanbury left Buckingham Palace with her MBE. Later she became Director of the WRAF and in 1949 was made a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire.

 But back to September 1940 now, and the climax of the Battle of Britain. The Germans were trying to neutralize Biggin Hill, but with WAAFs like Corporal Elspeth Henderson and Sergeant Helen Turner they never would. Elspeth Henderson, of Edinburgh, was small and auburn haired. Before the war she travelled a great deal and lived abroad, some of the time in Ceylon. She spoke fluent French and German, and had been secretary to a surgeon. Helen Turner, of Holloway, London, was among the early women recruits who worked with the Air Force in the First World War, and joined in the days of the RFC. She completed four years’ service. Then for ten years she was a telephone operator at the Savoy Hotel and after that served seven years in a similar job with a big advertising agency.

 
 When enemy bombers throbbed once more over Biggin Hill on a particular day in September, the two WAAF girls were both on duty, Elspeth in charge of a special telephone line and Helen as the switchboard operator. Bombs began falling perilously near to their building, but both of them went on with their jobs, although they knew that there was only a light roof over their heads. Then came a direct hit. Neither of them was hurt and they still carried on with their work. ‘There was nothing much else we could do, anyway, was there?’ Elspeth asked afterwards. Then the building caught fire, and the flames spurted and spat across the room. At last they were ordered to leave.

 ‘When we did leave,’ said Helen, ‘we had to crawl out through the wreckage, crawling through the broken-down walls to safety. I felt a bit sorry for some of the youngsters in the building at the time because it was their first experience of bombs. I did my best to cheer them up.’

 Elspeth Henderson and Helen Turner were awarded the Military Medal at the same time as Joan Mortimer. The Commanding Officer of the station said of them: ‘These three girls have shown amazing pluck in carrying on their work under the strain of falling bombs. I am proud to have them working on this station. There is no doubt that their example during two days of bombing inspired all around them.’

 Meanwhile, the Luftwaffe was dropping load after load of bombs on other Fighter Command stations too, but the WAAFs took it all. Here is what happened at two typical stations, told by the girls who lived through it.

 Aircraftwoman Cooper was at North Weald on 25 August 1940.

 
 ‘It was very hot; we were waiting to go on watch at 4pm when we heard the warning on the tannoy. As we were hurrying to the shelters, we looked up and saw the enemy planes glinting in the sun and getting into formation, ready to do a run across the station. We were just down when the first bomb, a screaming one, fell near.

 ‘There were not more than six WAAF and three RAF in our shelter. When the first bomb fell, we all involuntarily sat forward with our hands over our heads. I think we heard the second bomb. After that it was just a roar. All the corrugated iron of the shelter cracked. There was an incredible smell of explosives and the heat of the blast, which swept through the shelter. The escape hatch had been blown off the hinges, and I shall never forget the smell of the heat.

 ‘We didn’t know when the raid was over. Eventually one of the men put his head out of the trench and heard firing. But soon it stopped. We found afterwards that the tannoy had been blown out of action.

 ‘My first thought was then of the Ops Block. We were due to go on duty at 4pm, and it was almost that then. When we looked out there was a horrible sight. It’s best forgotten. They’d hit a crowded trench quite near. In the next trench to ours, some RAF were taking a boy out with his shoulder off, and another who’d lost a leg. Two plotters who had been in that trench were helping.

 ‘The first bomb had fallen within ten feet of the mouth of our trench and blown up the concrete road between the trench and the WAAF quarters. As we were below ground level, we were all right.

 ‘A WAAF sick-quarter attendant had a bad time. She’d just left the sick quarters when she saw it blow up behind her. She stared into a trench crying: “It’s all right, I’m safe” and found she was alone. She stayed put till the end of the raid. Then she went out and as she was crossing the grass a delayed action bomb went off. But she reached what remained of the sick quarters safely.

 ‘We left the trenches and went first into our quarters where we found the beds riddled with bullets. We’d only got up a short time before. All the glass was out of the windows, and they’d machine-gunned the rooms.

 ‘On the way to Ops Block we met the CO, Wing Commander Beamish, busy worrying about the water mains. He’d been up in the thick of it during the battle.

 
 ‘We then took over in the Ops Room and the business of getting information through to Group were done by the WAAF. The lights and telephones were gone, and it looked like the black hole of Calcutta by candlelight. Operators from this station had never stopped for a minute, and we were all anticipating another attack.

 ‘We worked in Emergency Ops all through the night. It was the first time we had been allowed on at night. Apparently they thought it would be too much of a strain. We couldn’t go back to our quarters for a week. There were DA bombs in the gardens, and one had actually landed on my long-cherished cabbage patch. We slept on floors anywhere we could find room. We had to carry water in buckets for 200 yards for washing up and everything else. A serious concern was our makeup, which we couldn’t get. So we all bought powder and stuff at the NAAFI and carried our face around with us in the pocket of our gas masks. Then everyone wondered how we managed to look so smart and clean.

 ‘We had just got back to our quarters to get our things and were allowed in one at a time so as not to disturb the DA bombs (we were sleeping then in the Barrack Blocks) when the station had its second attack. That was 3 September at 10.45am. We sat in trenches for about ten minutes while we heard a running commentary on the tannoy. We had time then to be frightened. Hardly any of us hoped to get out alive.

 ‘There was one WAAF in the trench who hadn’t been on the station for the first raid. She insisted on staying at the entrance to see what happened. But at the first bomb she came down with a rush.

 ‘I sat on the bench and there was one plotter beside me and two others standing in front; and we all gripped each other. It seemed a much longer raid. They used HEs, anti-personnel bombs, which just touch the ground and explode with a terrific blast, and incendiaries.

 ‘After the bombing we heard machine-guns firing off and thought they had got the ammunition dump. The decontamination centre proved to be far from bombproof. The MT yard was ablaze. The Ops Block had been hit, but not much damage was done. There was a DA bomb outside the telephone exchange. In fact, except the officers’ mess, which survived bomb raids, there was hardly any building that hadn’t been damaged. They got some of the hangars, but all our aircraft, of course, were up, except a few, which were being serviced.

 
 ‘Two other plotters and I climbed into a civilian lorry and went off to Emergency Ops. All the service transport in the yard had been blown up. On the way we thought there was another attack coming, but it was only our aircraft returning.

 ‘We ran Ops from Emergency Ops and worked all that day and through the next night. We had to cook for ourselves and the airmen.’

 On the very same day, 3 September 1940, the first anniversary of the outbreak of war, Section Officer Yates (née Petters) was at Debden Fighter Command station in Cambridgeshire. She takes up the story of the WAAFs under fire.

 ‘On September 3, about 2 o’clock, the siren sounded. Before everyone had got inside the trenches – about 15 seconds after the warning – there were the most ear-splitting rumbles and bangs. I was just entering my trench when suddenly I found myself lying on the floorboards, having been hurled down four steps into the pitch blackness. The noise was so deafening and terrifying that our whole lives passed before us in a few seconds, which we certainly thought to be our last. Pieces of the trench fell upon us and my tin hat was knocked off. The bombing ceased and all we heard in the deathly stillness of the trench was the whine of diving aircraft and splutter of machine guns and the roar of our squadrons taking off. Then we smelt burning.

 ‘Before we had time to utter a word or contemplate further, I heard a man’s shout: “Come out of the trench! There’s an unexploded bomb on top!” and the girls’ cry: “It’s on fire this end!” Out we filed and ran to the nearest trench, to find it full, and then to the next with no luck; so we had to throw ourselves on the ground.

 ‘As we emerged from the trench, I thought immediately, this is like the film Things to Come. The buildings around us were damaged and many knocked down. Dust and smoke were in the air, and there was a solid ring of craters around us. Afterwards we counted fifty within fifty yards of our two trenches, and an enormous one just outside the entrance to our shelter.

 
 ‘Then the all clear sounded, and for the next hour a voice came over the tannoy giving instructions. These were mostly about the positions of unexploded bombs, and where not to go. As one had to skirt the bombs by a range of twenty-five yards, it was very difficult to pick a route to anywhere. The playing field was the only safe place, so the airwomen were assembled there and the roll-call taken, to find – by a miraculous piece of luck – that all were present, and only a few slightly injured, bruised, or cut by flying glass.

 ‘Some WAAF drivers were caught in the MT yards, so dived under their vehicles. When they emerged, they found three large craters in the centre of the yard.

 ‘One WAAF was washing her hair, and before she could remove the soap from her eyes and run to a trench, she had ceiling plaster falling about her, so dived under the kitchen table. Those in Ops carried on with complete coolness although the lights went out, and telephones to the squadrons failed.

 ‘After the roll call, a job was found for most people. We discovered that the complete street where the airwomen were quartered was out of bounds. At least half the houses were unsafe, and unexploded bombs were around them. Many who had been off duty in their quarters came out in all states of undress – slacks, overalls, and some even in underwear – with only a coat or mac thrown over their shoulders. They couldn’t get their clothes for several days.’

 HM The Queen paid her own tribute to the bravery of the WAAF when she visited a station of Fighter Command soon after the Battle of Britain had been won. She said to the senior WAAF officer of about 2,000 girls attached to similar fighter stations throughout southeast England: ‘I hear that your women are magnificent.’

 ‘Thank you, Your Majesty,’ replied the WAAF squadron officer. ‘Yes – magnificent is the best word for them.’

 The squadron officer had a file of heroism displayed by WAAFs at various fighter stations – many girls besides those already mentioned. There was the case of the squadron leader in charge of the administration side of one station who owed his legs and probably his life to a single WAAF. He had been about to enter a shelter near the airfield when a bomb fell, badly wounding him in the legs. The WAAF, a nurse before the war, ran over to him as he lay there helpless. The squadron leader was losing blood very fast from the wounds, but she immediately improvised a tourniquet and stopped the flow. The raid went on, and bombs continued to fall very close to them, but she helped a station medical officer to take the injured officer over to sick quarters. Then the raid did eventually end, and it was safe to move about again, the squadron leader was removed to hospital, where the doctors declared quite definitely that the girl’s prompt action had saved his legs from having to be amputated.

 
 In view of the record of gallantry by WAAFs throughout the Battle of Britain, it was scarcely surprising, therefore, when listeners to a BBC broadcast by an RAF officer heard how he had become ‘a converted man’ in favour of the WAAF. This is how he explained his conversion:

 ‘About six months ago, I tried to tell you something of how the fighter pilots of my station had fought and helped to win the Battle of Britain. Much has happened since. Every day now we are going for the Hun in the Battle of France – but that’s another story that’s only just beginning.

 ‘In that last talk, I very much wanted to say something about the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force, because they helped us out more than most people appreciate. I should like to do it now.

 ‘In the first place, I ought to say that I am a converted man. As an officer of some twenty-six years’ service, I sincerely believed that war was a job for men, that in war women could tackle the more quiet and comfortable civilian jobs and leave it to fathers, brothers, and cousins to fill the fighting services.

 ‘Then at the beginning of this war came the news that we – the Royal Air Force – were to have women. Women in our operations rooms, women driving our transport, manning our signals and our teleprinters, even invading our messes. Petticoats in the RAF.

 ‘When the first little trickle of WAAFs drifted into my station, I was inwardly rather resentful, slightly amused, believing that it could not last; that it might be pretty-pretty during the quiet days, but when the going got tough the folly of it would be seen.

 
 ‘How wrong I was.

 ‘Long before the respite came in November, I had cause to thank goodness that this country could produce such a race of women as the WAAFs on my station. Let me give you an example. In the daylight mass bombing in August and September of last year, in a flimsy building on the aerodrome, I saw my WAAF plotters, with their earphones pressed to their ears to keep out the inferno of noise from the torrent of bombs that were bursting all around, steady and calm at their posts – plotting. Not a murmur or movement from a single one of them, though the building was literally rocking and each one knew that she and the building might be airborne at any moment. But that was last year – those buildings are now no longer in the target area.

 ‘When I look back, how stupid I was to resent that first intrusion of WAAFs, but I didn’t know then what I know now; those men I valued were wanted for work elsewhere, for work more fitted to a man. That first little trickle of WAAFs was a sign of strength, not weakness – it meant expansion. From that moment onwards, I welcomed every succeeding batch of airwomen to my station, as I know every commanding officer does today with good reason, for it means more and more men released to form more and more squadrons to fight the Hun – yet the same efficiency is maintained and often increased. As month succeeds month, I hope to see the thousands more we need come in to give us a hand to fight the Battle of Europe.

 ‘Last year was the proudest and happiest of my life, in command of a fighter station. I venture to say – and I hope they are listening – that last year was also one of the happiest years in the young lives of many WAAFs who served there with me. But then you can’t help being happy on an Air Force station – at least I find it so. There’s so much to do, to see; a thrill a day.

 ‘The Royal Air Force is proud of its WAAFs – each one of them does the work of one man, and does it darned well. They helped us to win the Battle of Britain in ever-increasing numbers. I hope to see them come in to give us a hand in winning the Battle of Europe.’





Chapter 2

The Blitz

 
 Hellfire – or Shellfire – Corner: that was Dover in the Battle of Britain. And for four more years it remained right in the front line. The WAAF was there all the time. As members of the Dover Balloon Barrage, in fact, a small group of them stayed nearer to the enemy than any other girls in the women’s services. On a clear day, they could see across those twenty miles that had meant the difference between defeat and Dunkirk. And on these days, they looked through a telescope and actually spotted German soldiers on sentry duty along the French coast. No one could be closer than that!

 Innumerable times they sustained enemy air attack. And just as often, when the long-range German guns opened up from the other side of the Channel, the shells never burst far away. But the WAAFs were unperturbed. They just got used to it, that was all.

 Once during the course of an hour, some fifty shells from the Germans fell in the Dover area, causing casualties and damage at 961 Balloon Barrage Headquarters. The medical officer was among those killed. Leading Aircraftwoman Kathleen Lucy McKinlay, a motor driver, was wounded in the right hand and left thigh, but she acted as an ambulance driver and succeeded in removing all the other casualties. Not only was she in teeth-gritting pain, but also had to make several journeys under the continuing shellfire to an EMS hospital a mile or two away. It was only when the shellfire had finished and all casualties had received attention that Kathleen could be persuaded to have her own injuries attended. She won the British Empire Medal.

 In charge of these airwomen around the Dover defences was a WAAF officer whose task was to look after their welfare. Every time the siren sounded – and that was up to a dozen times a day – she made the round exposed to whatever danger was on its way. To the cookhouse she went, where WAAF cooks were preparing meals for the RAF; to the messing stores where WAAF messing orderlies were packing food and supplies to take round to the many dispersed barrage balloon sites guarding the coast; to the nursing orderlies, standing ready with their first aid outfits; to the clerks, the equipment assistants, and perhaps most important of all, to the telephonists. For no matter how near the shells and bombs burst, they had to keep the lines of communication open, for this was war.

 
 When the shelling or bombing got dangerously near, airwomen who could leave their posts went into a shelter about twenty yards from squadron headquarters. Across that distance – less than the length of a cricket pitch but seeming so much more – the WAAF officer made frequent trips to see that there were no casualties among her girls still on duty. After a raid, she often quietly congratulated herself on her good fortune, when she saw shrapnel strewn along her path. It was all so much a matter of luck, this chance between life and death.

 The German long-range guns went on firing and their planes went on coming. Working in exposed buildings on the edge of the Channel cliffs, the 200 airwomen did not fail. Another particular case came one night when a salvo of eight shells landed in a compound and destroyed every building except the part of the operational block in which a section of WAAF were working. All electricity was cut off through the action and for seven hours the girls worked by candlelight.

 At times there were casualties, fatal and otherwise, among the personnel. But the CO reported that he did not receive a single request for a posting to a less dangerous spot. Moreover, when the strain was at its most intense, and he felt that the girls should be given a rest, his offer to permit one section to have a forty-eight-hour pass was refused until their work was less urgent and the privilege could be extended to everyone on the station.

 During many of the heaviest bombardments, Leading Aircraftwoman Beryl Starkey of Warrington, Elizabeth Davies of Ashford, Kent and Dorothy Wynne of Doncaster, transport drivers, were called on to convey personnel to and from sleeping quarters by night. Their route lay between our own long-range batteries, which were replying to the enemy guns, and the area in which enemy shells were falling. They did this duty by timing the salvoes, which usually fell at intervals of seven minutes.

 
 In their off-duty time, this little band of airwomen found plenty to do – shows, pictures and dances. But if the siren sounded, with its wailing warning of imminent shelling or bombing, they had to return to their duty posts, like any man on active service. The warning of these attacks could be measured in tens of seconds rather than minutes. Loudspeakers all over the town announced the call to girls in Dover to return to base.

 The girls did not always avail themselves of the diversions offered as a relief from the constant strain of bombardment. Instead, they had sewing bees, when they all gathered together to make home comforts for the RAF on dispersed balloon sites. These men were many miles from any towns. The men’s standard setting consisted of one hut and a cookhouse, shared by all the crew who made up each bleak, isolated outpost. They certainly needed comforts, and as many homely things as possible, so at the Balloon Squadron Headquarters, the girls got busy.

 One item that the girls designed gave the men special delight was a quantity of tea cloths, with the number of the particular balloon site stitched on each one. The girls made these as a surprise and put them on the Christmas tree for the balloon men. Washing up became almost a pride and pleasure. Meals were certainly one of the only other pleasures there. Gloves, socks and pullovers also occupied a lot of the girls’ time, as these comforts against the winter were always in greater demand than they could meet.

 The girls did get away from camp sometimes, and on their twenty-four-hour passes off duty, people outside Dover welcomed them. All the WAAFs had their ‘foster homes’, which meant a lot to girls a long way from their real ones. At these houses, out of range of the heavy guns at least, they often spent a well-earned day’s rest.

 Through the years at Dover, the morale remained amazingly high. Cheerfully every morning, the WAAFs changed the emergency water supply, always kept ready in large closed-in tins. Emergencies became almost normal, in fact, and the way of life assumed a state of accepted tension.

 
 When asked which she found the more trying of the two types of attack on the Dover area, one airwoman answered: ‘Well, I would rather have the bombing. Shells seem so uncanny as they seem to arrive out of the blue.’ Which, of course, was just what they did.

 Throughout the country, too, the WAAFs were having a tough time in the Blitz, but like the front-line girls at Dover, they rose to whatever was required of them. Often it happened unexpectedly, as in the lounge of an RAF convalescent home one morning in 1942, when WAAF waitresses were handing round elevenses to pilots recuperating and to the medical staff. Then the level of laughter and chatter dried up suddenly. They heard the unmistakable throb of enemy aircraft overhead, unusually low and menacing.

 With a thin, whining whistle, the bomb came. Glass smashed; masonry crumbled. Recovering with an effort from the shock of the eruption, the men and women in the lounge WAAFatWard through still-swirling dust and the wreckage towards the centre of the direct hit. Within a few minutes, RAF medical officers, nursing sisters and VADs (Voluntary Aid Detachment) had converted the dining room of the convalescent home into an emergency dressing station where WAAF clerks and orderlies worked under their direction.

 The bomb had hit the gas main, but WAAF cooks were heating water on the kitchen ranges as quickly as they could, and waitresses rushed it up to the dressing station to help treat the first wounded. The WAAF telephonists stayed at their posts throughout the incident, working ceaselessly calling extra ambulances and other local aid. Under the orders of the WAAF administrative officer, messing staff and nursing orderlies who had escaped serious injury were mustered and found useful jobs. One girl had her injured arm stitched, sat quietly for a few minutes, and then disappeared. Later they found her sweeping away the glass in the hallway through which the stretchers had to be carried. ‘I might as well use my good arm, anyhow,’ she said.

 
 A VAD and another WAAF had been busy in a patient’s room when the bomb burst. They were shot out to the terrace below and buried among the wreckage. After about half an hour, the two women, badly bruised and cut, managed to free themselves. They thought of their patient, whom they found buried deeper and pinned beneath a beam. They tore away at the debris until they had freed his head and shoulders, with a great strain, and while the VAD hurried for help, the WAAF stayed to support him as well as she could. The moment she was relieved, she went to help other casualties, and there were plenty.

 Two WAAF nursing orderlies were with an RAF patient in one of the upstairs rooms. The blast flung them to the floor. This broke the patient’s leg. The nurses found that they could not get out of the room for help at once, so working as a perfect team, they put the injured leg in a splint. Conveniently at hand, this splint was part of the wreckage in the room! Later, when helpers broke through and brought the casualty downstairs, the RAF medical officer praised the two girls for their efficiency and presence of mind.

 This same characteristic efficiency produced hot soup and sandwiches in under the hour: lunch at lunchtime, despite a direct hit. The WAAF catering officer had reason to be proud of her cooks and waitresses, who all day long supplied the food and stimulants needed to meet the situation.

 Late afternoon found the RAF and WAAF clerks and equipment assistant dealing with the records and clothing of evacuated patients, and collected scattered personal possessions and gear. When the medical officers, RAF nursing sisters and VADs had time to pause, they picked their way in ones and twos trough the rubble and damage, where an evening meal awaited them. They were understandably astonished to find it served on a spotless dining table among silver and flowers.

 The recruiting staff of the WAAF was subjected to bombing in the big cities, and they naturally behaved just as well. At Bristol, the area headquarters and the hotel where the airwomen lived were both hit and three girls killed. Birmingham area headquarters received a direct hit too, and several combined recruiting centres in the south were severely damaged. Despite the Blitz, the London and southeastern area headquarters never failed to send off the daily draft of recruits to the appropriate centre, although the staff and recruits sometimes had to spend half the day in tile shelters, and railway stations were often not functioning.

 
 The Blitz involved many branches of the WAAF, but none more so than the girls on the barrage balloon units. All over the country they won admiration and awards. It was about the time of the Battle of Britain that the Air Council had first explored the chances of replacing valuable RAF manpower on barrage balloon sites with women from its sister service. Training started soon afterwards, and by the time the maximum numbers had been reached, 15,700 WAAF balloon operators were at work, fulfilling the dual function of making low-level enemy air attack impossible, while releasing men.

 Life in balloon units was hard and often lonely, with small parties working under the command of a young NCO in areas needing extra protection from air attack. But the girls were happy and became very attached to ‘their’ balloon, often giving it a name. This might be Baby, Big Bertha, or even, in private, the commanding officer’s own nickname!

 Apart from the loneliness and toughness of the job, there was also the danger, for the presence of barrage balloons presupposed that here were the very targets the enemy wanted to blast with their nightly cargoes. The WAAF balloon operators knew what might happen to important war factories, docks, marshalling yards or military bases if their particular Baby failed to go up on time. But they soon proved that they could handle the great clumsy creatures in their care. They learned to fill the tough bag with hydrogen, pay out the mooring cable, repair the cables themselves and check the state of the balloon fabric, for a balloon that was not absolutely gas proof would be like a bucket with a hole in it – and about as much use. Before the repairing could be carried out, the girls had to master as many knots, splices and sundry whippings as any able-bodied seaman.

 Here are just two of the many cases of gallantry by the girls of the balloon barrage units. Twenty-year-old Corporal Mary was an assistant in a food product distributor in Edinburgh before joining the WAAF. This is her version of an enemy raid on her site:

 
 ‘Just after the siren had sounded, flares were dropping all round the site and lighting up the sky like day. I sent the crew into the dugout immediately and stayed on the lookout with another airwoman, watching for incendiaries, which I could see were dropping not far away from the site.

 ‘In a little while, two incendiaries dropped on the site just beside the winch, and we put these out quickly with sandbags before they could do any damage. About six others dropped at various parts of the site, some near the hut and on top of the dugout. I called the crew to come and help put them out, but as a matter of fact my call was unnecessary, because they were out asking to help.

 ‘I admit I was a bit nervous, but having found that the first two could be dealt with quite easily, I told the girls how easy it was and they soon became speedy in dealing with other incendiary bombs. One fell through the roof of the wooden hut, and the roof caught fire as well as the table and the floor. We carried out the bomb on a shovel, put it out with sand, and put out all the fires that were blazing in the hut with buckets of water.

 ‘Just outside the site, a Corporation tar boiler was set alight by a further incendiary. We carried this away and put it out, using water and sand to put out the flames on the boiler.’

 One warm May night in Wales, Aircraftwoman Lilian Ellis won the British Empire Medal when in charge of No 953 Balloon Barrage, RAF Station, Llandaff. It was 2.31am when the urgent order reached her balloon unit: ‘Stand-by.’

 Enemy bombers were expected, with their target Cardiff, the source of steel for the war products of Britain.

 ‘Stand by. Stand by.’

 The city’s balloon barrage was already at 500 feet and within 3 minutes of the alert, the barrage control officer passed the emergency: ‘Shine’.

 This meant action for the balloon girls. Up strained and soared each balloon to operational height, the heavy cables tautening. Lilian’s balloon went up with the rest in the middle of that night.

 
 At 2.41am enemy pathfinders paved the trail of the attack, throbbing and thrusting in first to pinpoint their pre-arranged target with flares that hung over the whole area. Then the bombers brought in the main load. Searchlights stabbed and raked round the sky. Balloons kept the bombers above a low-level altitude. Lilian busily directed her crew to pushing their balloon to the highest point possible. Every aircraft within radius seemed to be hurling high explosives down, and incendiaries started up fires.

 On site 53/18, Lilian and her girls watched the raid developing. Bombs came from every height. A kaleidoscope of colour lit the sky. Here and there a plane fell, hit, but the enemy pressed on. It seemed as if Lilian and her crew could not escape.

 3.10am, and their bomb came: a direct hit on the site, and with it the squadron’s first casualties. Four WAAFs were killed, three others wounded. One of the wounded was Lilian Ellis. But through it all, their balloon kept on flying high, preventing still lower attacks, still worse losses. The ironic thing was that the girls had released RAF personnel for active service, only to find the battle brought home to them as bitterly as it could be: a battle with mortal losses. The girls met the challenge, though, and Lilian’s BEM, awarded for her part in keeping their balloon up, could be construed as an honour to all the WAAFs on Balloon Barrage.

 But by now the Germans were beginning to get a bit of their own back and the WAAFs were behind these Bomber Command blows. Before the Bomber Command story, however, there comes one WAAF’s log to revive those early days more vividly than any official records.
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Sept 1939-Dec 1940 14,546 14,546
Jan 1941-Dec 1941 81,928 81,928
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Jan 1943-Dec 1943 11,144 17,192 28,336
Jan 1944-Sept 1944 11,225 494 11,719
July 1945-Dec 1945 2,383 2,383

Total 183,317 33,932 217,249
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