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About the Book



For fans of Century Girls comes a new book by Tessa Dunlop.


Army Girls is the intimate story of the final few women who served in World War II and are still alive to tell their tale. They were female soldiers in a war Britain wanted to fight without conscripting women. It was a vain hope, by December 1941 for the first time in British history women were called up and a generation of girls came of age in khaki, serving king and country. Barbara trained to drive army-style in giant trucks and Grace swapped her servant's pinafore for battledress and a steel hat, Martha turned down officer status for action on a gun-site and Olivia won the Croix de Guerre in France.


Commemorating the 80th anniversary of conscription for women, Army Girls captures remarkable stories from the last surviving veterans who served in Britain's female army and brings to life a pivotal moment in British history. Precious memories and letters are entwined in a rich narrative that travels back in time and sheds new light on being young, female and at war.


Uniquely this moving Second World War memoir is embedded in the present day. Written in the midst of a global pandemic, the parallels and paradoxes between two very different national crises are explored in a book that honours the women who fought on in extreme youth and now once more in great old age.
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Introduction



‘I just want to take a pill and make everything stop. I know I mustn’t but I want to.’ Daphne’s had a tough year. She fell crossing the floor in early June and broke her hip. Her target was the ringing telephone (mea culpa). A stint in hospital followed and then a care home, no visitors allowed: this was no ordinary year. She’s been back at home for four months, but the pain is incessant and the carers intermittent and now she has tested positive for Covid-19. ‘I had a chest infection but the doctor wouldn’t come out unless I took a test.’ The NHS front line is staying as far away from Daphne as it can, and aged ninety-seven, she’s struggling.


‘I don’t want you to come.’


‘But I’ve had coronavirus recently, Daphne. I can help you.’


‘Yes, but I don’t want you to see me like this. I have everything laid out next door. I want you to come when I’m back to normal. I’ve not told you what happened after I left 16th Searchlight Company.’1


Returning to her restorative tonic – the war – puts the mettle back in Daphne’s voice. She’s rallied and is quick to remind me that she only accepts guests when her hair is freshly set and coloured (soft chestnut). ‘In the army they encouraged us to take care of ourselves, that was very important.’ Daphne’s stayed loyal to her feminine identity and by the end of our conversation has found her military brio, insisting Covid-19 is not an excuse for lax standards.


No, Daphne didn’t wield a gun, nor did she meet or physically repel a German soldier. Unlike Russia’s female soldiers who, post-war, couldn’t stomach the butcher’s cuts in the Motherland’s meat markets, Daphne didn’t see blood. But she did serve. For four years she was one of 290,000 girls who supported Britain’s largest military institution, the army. Daphne was a soldier, but because she was a girl they called her an auxiliary. She was full time and paid, but her military branch was always Territorial. And the Service she provided? That was for the ATS – the Auxiliary Territorial Service – separate from but essential to the functioning of the over-stretched British army.


Born feet-first in September 1938 and initially offering women little more than the opportunity to scrub and cook in khaki, by the end of the war the ATS had changed beyond recognition. This book is not a history of that exceptional service but rather the story of the few surviving women from its ranks. Their jobs spanned a wide array of trades: clerks, drivers and cooks but also interceptors, cipher and intelligence officers, teleplotters and gun-site operators. The largest military service for British women, the ATS was the umbrella organisation that incorporated the older First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (affectionately known as FANYs) and provided girl power across a vast range of fields. The women featured here return to a bygone era, when girls worked alongside the Royal Corps of Signals and the Royal Artillery, in Bletchley Park and for the Special Operations Executive, and served with the British Expeditionary Force in France and later in the British Liberation Army across occupied Europe. Daphne resists the idea of equality – ‘there was absolutely no such thing then, and I don’t believe in it now’ – but she does admit that ‘yes, I was part of a brave new world’.


In Norwich Joan has laid out her badges and medals on the nearby armchair: the France and Germany Star (‘we had to apply for that one once we demobbed, it arrived in a padded box’), the Defence Medal, for non-operational military service, and the War Medal (‘awarded to everyone who served full-time in the armed forces’). Beside these conventional silver and bronze accolades is Joan’s ATS badge, sporting the service’s three initials above crossed laurel branches. To the lay person it is just another military insignia, but embedded in this woven emblem is a history of struggle; laurels eventually replaced the demeaning roses and stalks that were the hallmark of female military service in World War I.2 Like everything else in the women’s army, the right to wear badges of rank and belonging was fought for. Joan’s medals and insignia are over seventy-five years old, and they matter hugely to their centenarian owner; her abundant wartime correspondence suggests they always did. In occupied Germany by 1945 British army girls were shored up by civilian recruits. Faced with this ill disciplined influx, Joan admitted in a letter home, ‘we do polish our medals!’3


As a little girl Anne had prayed nightly for king and country; brought up miles away from the Metropolis in Burma, she was imbued with a steely Victorian faith in all that was good about Great Britain. Her British identity was important and as a young soldier it added gusto to the more drab and difficult aspects of drill and duty. ‘I was very, very proud of having been in the army. My parents were proud of my service too. It was one of the proudest things in my life.’ Later she will tell me that her younger brother Douglas was also proud of his big sister’s man-sized war. I ask Anne to explain what that pride means, to break it apart so that we can all understand. ‘We felt we were better than everyone else. Yes, the German army was better equipped, and the American girls had fabulous uniforms, we were so shabby! But we felt we were the best. And I was proud to belong with the best.’ Not an uncritical woman, Anne concedes that this unabashed pride belongs to a different era and a different Britain. ‘There are some things this country has done recently that I’m ashamed of.’ But time has not dimmed Anne’s very real feelings about the war. She’s proud, and with good reason.


As I write we are currently in the eye of another global storm and there is perhaps no better time to revisit that idea of national solidarity, when individuals are obliged to act and think as one. The current Covid-19 crisis is in so many ways World War II’s reverse; the enemy’s invisible, and the national restrictions are lonely, even divisive, but the threat is real, particularly for the extreme elderly. I began this book with a cast of seventeen women, all sitting on the precipice of life with a virus swirling in their midst. I’ve met most of them, in gardens, across draughty thresholds and between lockdowns. I talk to the majority on the telephone, others have voice recognition email or helpful carers and children and every day I work as fast as I can, aware that at any time one might die and take her story with her to the grave. As Daphne regularly reminds me, ‘I really am doing my best to stay alive for you.’


The business of survival in a pandemic is an arduous task. ‘It’s dreadful,’ Anne concedes, ‘to be alone and old.’ But she understands duty, she has lived in an era when duty was the nation’s watchword; the press was censored, the people were conscripted, and hundreds of thousands of her generation died. Anne’s generation is once more in the firing line, but now they must be still and isolated. Pride is harder to wear in private. For the first time Anne watches Remembrance Day in November 2020 on television, rather than celebrating it with friends in her local church. It is a disappointing replacement.


There is not a woman in this book who’s not proud of her military service, the wealth of memorabilia and anecdotes and association memberships is evidence of that, as are their shared stories and private moments. Many of them have subsequently met the ATS’s most feted members, the late Mary Soames, née Churchill, and (joining much later in the war) our current Queen, Elizabeth II. You too will meet these headline names and discover the significance of their roles; however, even a Prime Minister’s daughter and a future Queen could not dispel the ATS’s enduring image problem. Joan laughs, ‘We were called the officers’ groundsheets.’ Daphne was not amused. ‘It was a nasty thing to say and most unfair as we had far fewer pregnancies than the Wrens and I know that’s the case because I have read about it.’ It doesn’t bother Jean. ‘We might have been affiliated to the ATS but we always called ourselves FANYs. We were terribly snobby, you know!’


The largest of the three female services, unlike the WRNS (Women’s Royal Naval Service/Wrens) and the WAAF (Women’s Auxiliary Air Force) which were regarded as comparatively innovative and modern,* the ATS never had sufficient volunteers and by 1941 the problem was acute. The publication of this book coincides with the 80th anniversary of conscription for women in December of that year. The National Service Act (No. 2) was the first time in British history that women could be directed into military service; the conundrum of how to fill the ranks of the ATS had been solved but not without considerable disquiet.† Compelling girls to serve alongside that bastion of masculinity – the army – at the height of war threatened traditional (read gendered) peacetime British values. Who were the boys fighting for if their girls were no longer at home? It was an issue that the wartime government did its best to duck, with the ATS initially roped in as temporary handmaidens in the male pursuit of war. This ambiguous status has left World War II’s female soldiers with a complicated legacy.


Today’s ideas and presumptions frequently jar and collide with the very distinct spheres that existed in the 1940s. In our fluid, more tolerant society ‘girls’ is a potentially sexiest, even pejorative label. Not so eighty years ago. Barbara talks of the anti-aircraft girls, ditto Daphne when she reminisces about her searchlight company. They were teenagers when they were recruited. Given the choice, the War Office didn’t want women, it wanted girls, hence Army Girls, the title of this book. Conscription began for the cohort aged twenty but the bar was quickly lowered to nineteen. The recruitment net deliberately targeted young females, an age group identified as commitment-free, hardworking, healthy and obedient. These girls were expected to serve day and night, in all weathers, away from home and sometimes under enemy fire and overseas. The vast majority did what they were told and didn’t complain.


‘It was considered quite normal that we were paid less than men. That was how it was everywhere. In shops, industry and in the army.’ Anne is candid. Lower pay for the same job was taken for granted (and complaining unpatriotic). Girls wrote begging letters to their parents when short of money but they didn’t push for equal pay. Among themselves they tutted about the unwanted attentions of fellow soldiers, but they were careful not to offend their suitors; the sexual impropriety of ‘dirty old men’ towards uniformed women emerges as a theme in this book.4 The potential for ‘promiscuity’ preoccupied the wartime government, who viewed it as a women’s problem. Men meanwhile were focused on firing their guns, an activity in which service girls could not partake.


Apprehensive, Joan arrived as part of the British Liberation Army (BLA) in North Rhine-Westphalia in June 1945.* Her compound was surrounded by barbed wire and fraternising with Germans was strictly forbidden. A letter home captures the contradictions of 1940s warfare. ‘It’s strange, the men have to be armed to go out but the ATS are allowed out in pairs with no arms.’ Women were conscripted to fight, but firearms were prohibited. As part of the ATS, former domestic servant Grace served with the only British-based branch of the army that saw continuous action: Anti-Aircraft (AA) Command. ‘I was a gunner girl, but I didn’t fire the guns, we weren’t allowed to.’ Under interrogation she remains loyal to the past. ‘We couldn’t have operated the guns, the shells were too heavy for us girls to lift.’ But ask Grace what she makes of the 2018 ruling that permitted women to serve in every branch of the British army and she smiles. ‘Well, let’s face it, there’s nothing that a woman can’t do.’ Times have changed, and so has Grace.


This book is not about present-day Britain, but nor can it pretend to exclusively represent the past. It is a story based on memories forged in the crucible of a war that has been recrafted for public consumption so many times its commemoration has become simplified and corrupted. Proud Anne is quite sure her generation were ‘pretty run of the mill’, but nowadays the few surviving British World War II veterans are introduced as heroes. Nostalgia has heightened our gratitude, and sentiment impacted on the way veterans remember their service. Letters, on the other hand, have little truck with posterity and this book is full of them. Olivia wrote to her parents from invaded France and blitzed London, ditto Joan from liberated Belgium and occupied Germany, Martha from numerous training camps and gun-sites and FANY Jean in southern Italy to her Wren sister Pat. As young adults striving to find their way amidst the boundless possibilities, obligations and uncertainties of war, their voices live on.


Millions died in a conflict where half the belligerents found themselves on the losing side. Part of a liberating army, Joan witnessed the stench of defeat first hand. Perhaps that’s why the women in this book considered themselves ‘lucky’. Ultimately they were all victors, and belong to a country that’s become adept at celebrating its war effort (commemoration is more complicated on the Continent). For decades the hallmark of this very British war story was masculinity, but finally, with the protagonists in their twilight years, there’s a growing appetite for a female version of World War II. Ninety-five-year-old Barbara has been part of that sea change. She was behind the initial push to recognise the women in Britain’s war effort. ‘It began as a Yorkshire campaign for the anti-aircraft girls but the press got hold of it, that’s when it grew much bigger.’


In 2005 a statue was erected in Whitehall that commemorates all ‘the women of World War II’. Barbara explains, ‘It took eight years to find a site and cost over a million pounds. We didn’t want it to be tucked away down a side alley. When it was eventually unveiled people objected. Can you believe it?’ The sculptor, John Mills, was motivated by a 1940s photograph of a dancehall cloakroom and ‘the concept of these women hanging up their uniforms and going back to their normal lives at the end of the war’.5 The result is seventeen bronze headless uniforms all in a row. Former ATS driver Queen Elizabeth II formally opened the monument and fellow one-time ATS driver Barbara looked on: ‘I must admit, I’ve always thought it was particularly ugly.’


The statue remembers the efforts of all British women during the war, but it was the prospect of female conscription into the uniformed services that unsettled the Establishment. Successive British governments had long prevaricated over the issue of women in the military and in 1938 the reluctant formation of the ATS was too little too late. The slow start for female soldiering in World War II exacerbated the difficulty of finding extant veterans who served in the ATS before 1941, a problem for this project which deliberately tells the story of women who are still alive. Faced with the prospect of a book minus a beginning, Army Girls might have been a non-starter were it not for Olivia. An English girl, she too served in khaki, but for the French military not the British.


Now aged one hundred and two, she arrived in France shortly after war broke out and was awarded the Croix de Guerre for her extraordinary military service. It is Olivia’s gumption that kick-starts this story. I was granted a half an hour visiting slot by her Surrey care home between waves of Covid-19. ‘Why are you wearing that mask? Take it off.’ These days Olivia is almost totally deaf and easily confused but 1940 remains vivid. She has been looking forward to my visit. ‘I crossed France with their army when the Germans invaded.’ She wasn’t thinking about military service when she set off on a belated gap year in January 1940, few girls were. She laughs when I ask what she was doing in 1939. ‘Flower arranging!’ But beneath the insouciance is the abiding memory of her utility and derring-do. ‘I was jolly lucky that I was bilingual. Very few were, you know.’ Like almost every woman in this book, conflict on a giant scale gave twenty-one-year-old Olivia the chance to break away from a narrow preordained path and prove herself. ‘It’s a terrible thing to say but I rather enjoyed the war.’





_____________


* This was despite the negative ‘never at sea’ motto that hamstrung the WRNS.


† To reduce the public fall out, conscripted women could opt to work in munitions.


* On 25 August 1945 the BLA in Germany became the British Army of the Rhine (BAOR).
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OLIVIA Jordan (née Matthews), born January 1919 in Sevenoaks, Kent, served with the Sections Sanitaires Automobiles Féminines (SSAF) in the French Army, 1940, and for de Gaulle’s Free French in London 1940–3.
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JOYCE Wilding (née Chamberlain), born September 1924 in Godstone, Surrey, served with the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) as a transmitter hut attendant and later as a driver for the Special Operations Executive (SOE) in Oxfordshire and Essex and in Bristol for the Red Cross Ambulances, 1943–5.
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ANNE Carter (née Garrad), born July 1924 in Burma (now Myanmar), was a clerk in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS), 1943–6, serving in Britain, Italy and Austria and promoted to the rank of junior commander in ’45.
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Lady MARTHA Bruce, OBE, born November 1921 in Dunfermline, Scotland, joined the ATS rising to subaltern in (Mixed) Heavy Anti-Aircraft (MHAA) batteries on gun-sites across Britain, and later served in occupied Italy and Austria, 1941–6. Post-war she was a lieutenant colonel in the Territorial Army.
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DAPHNE Atteridge (née Williams), born June 1923 in Manchester, grew up in Norfolk and served with the ATS as a searchlight teleplotter with the Royal Artillery and as a teleprinter operator for the 21st Army Group, Royal Corps of Signals, 1942–6.
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DIANA Lidstone (née Scott), born May 1924 in Sheffield, grew up in East Sussex and was a cook stationed in Britain serving in both the ATS, 1943–8, and the Women’s Royal Army Corps, 1949–51.
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BARBARA Weatherill (née Crorken), born July 1925 in Morley, Yorkshire, served in the ATS as a driver for MHAA Command gun-sites across England and a driving instructor at a Motor Transport Training Centre in Wales, 1943–6.
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PENNY Bailey (née Daysh), born February 1921 in North London, worked as messenger for Air Raid Precautions, 1939–42, and served as a clerk in the ATS for No.2 Command, Royal Corps of Signals, 1942–6.
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VERA Waddington (née Edwards), born 1922 in Bristol, grew up in Saltash, Cornwall, where she was a domestic and a farmhand prior to joining the ATS as a predictor operator with a MHAA battery and latterly an orderly in Leicester, 1942–5.
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GRACE Taylor (née Clarke), born September 1924 in Ilford, Essex, worked as a domestic before serving in the ATS, 1941–5, as a spotter, height-finder and plotter with a MHAA battery on numerous gun-sites.
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JOAN Awbery (née Stittle), born September 1920 in Soham, Cambridgeshire, was a secretary and joined the ATS with the trade of clerk, 1942–6. Promoted to corporal, she was part of the British Liberation Army in Belgium and the British Army of the Rhine in Germany in 1945–6.
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BERYL Manthorp, born February 1921 in Colchester, Essex, was a dance teacher in Norwich before and after serving in the ATS as a warrant officer and regimental physical training specialist on MHAA gun-sites across Britain, 1942–5.
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Florence MAUD Ward (née Chadwick), born October 1919 in Stourbridge, England, was a clerk in Birmingham before joining the ATS, 1942–5, when she also served as a clerk, working predominantly in Hollymoor Military Hospital, Birmingham.
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BETTY Webb, MBE (née Vine-Stevens), born May 1923 in Shropshire, England, served in the ATS and worked as an Intelligence clerk and paraphraser in Britain’s Bletchley Park and the Pentagon, Washington DC, USA, reaching the rank of staff sergeant, 1941–6. She became a permanent staff officer for the Cheshire Battalion of the Territorial Army in 1959 and was their Birmingham recruiting officer between 1966–9.
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NANZA Downey (née Hughes), born February 1923 in Stirlingshire, Scotland, served in the ATS working with the Royal Corps of Signals as a wireless interceptor near Harrogate, Yorkshire, 1942–5.
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JEAN Argles (née Owtram), born November 1925 in Lancashire, England, served in the FANY as a code and cipher officer for SOE in Baker Street, London before postings in Cairo, Egypt and Bari, Southern Italy, 1943–5.
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ENA Collymore-Woodstock, OD, MBE (née Collymore), born September 1917 in Spanish Town, Jamaica, was a clerk in the Kingston Criminal Court Office before serving in the ATS as a radar operator on MHAA gun-sites in Britain and Belgium and latterly as a clerk in the War Office, 1943–6.













Part One



NOVEL WAR











1



Olivia’s Drôle de Guerre


Olivia was bored. This war malarkey was proving a little hard to take seriously. Her twenty-first birthday had been a bright light in an otherwise bleak midwinter spent ‘twiddling’ her thumbs. She recalls looking out of the window of Heverswood, the large family pile in Sevenoaks, Kent, and admiring the tracks left by departing cars. Neither snow nor war had deterred guests from attending her birthday celebrations and a heavy cold was not going to get in the way of a visit to France to see her ‘enchanting’ friend Veronique, who’d ‘taken Kent by storm’ the previous year. Olivia had always loved the French, but the outbreak of war postponed her long anticipated visit and in the bitter winter that followed (the coldest since 1893) her slump in morale matched theirs. Young French soldier and philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre noted of the army in early 1940, ‘all the men who left with me were raring to go at the outset’ but now ‘they are dying of boredom’.1 Olivia had her own philosophy. ‘Determination is the answer. Determination. I was always very good at doing what I wanted to do.’2 On 29 January 1940, one day after her birthday party, Olivia left for France.


The youngest of four sisters, she’d long felt like the ‘runt’ of the litter. A final push for a son and heir had resulted in yet another daughter, who was small, opinionated and not particularly pretty. ‘It was a great disappointment that they didn’t have a boy.’ Olivia hated boarding school, resented being too young to go on the family’s ski holidays and rarely saw her parents; ‘Harry Bird, our gardener, was more like a father to me.’ But despite these shortcomings (or perhaps because of them), she had a great appetite for life and was well placed to acquire the accomplishments that were an upper-class girl’s lot. Music, tennis and riding were passions and Olivia’s French governess gave her a head start on the language front, an ability that was expanded by a trip to Germany in 1936. Or was it 1937? Things are somewhat foggy now but Adolf Hitler was unforgettable. ‘I was out in Munich being “finished” and we were in the same restaurant, I saw him having a cup of tea next door to me. I don’t think I was politically conscious but I was very conscious of this man Hitler.’


Olivia’s blasé description of Germany’s controversial leader chimes with Britain’s divided opinion in the 1930s. The Left were quick to shout down his fascist credentials but they didn’t push for rearmament, meanwhile the Conservatives admired the Fuhrer’s national assertiveness and always were more wary of Russia’s communists. This muddled picture partially explains Britain’s appeasement policy and is epitomised by Olivia’s conclusion: ‘Hitler hadn’t really got going. We didn’t think of him as too much of a danger, he had a little thing with the Mitford sisters.’ Her brush with Germany’s leader was a minor celebrity sighting and not particularly surprising given she was staying in Munich with a family that had earlier hosted the Mitford girls. These ‘charming German aristocrats’ understood the impending danger; ‘they were dead against Hitler, they realised his dangers, you could feel how unhappy they were about his regime,’ but she admits, ‘they didn’t ram it down our throats.’ Olivia was their guest, why spoil things with politics?


She was still heavily invested in her self-proclaimed ‘permanent gap year’ when Hitler invaded Poland in September 1939 and pushed Britain, then France (six hours later) into war. After a five-month delay, Olivia’s own wartime sojourn across the Channel began with a characteristically ‘super fortnight’s skiing’ in Megève among friends. But elsewhere the strain of war had started taking its toll. ‘The English and the French have never got on.’ Olivia gives a wan smile, but in 1940 fractious relations between the two allies were no laughing matter and the Phoney War (Drôle de Guerre), a damp squib on both sides of the Channel, exacerbated tensions.* By May 1940 Britain and France had dumped their respective leaders and almost fallen out. Meanwhile Olivia’s skiing trip had given way to more important matters. ‘I realised I wanted to do something for England!’ but as she was in France, it was the ‘father of my friend Veronique, General Héring, the military governor of Paris’ who facilitated her next move. In mid-February Olivia arrived in the French capital where she stayed in a student hostel, was kitted out in well-cut khaki and began training with the Sections Sanitaires Automobiles Féminines (SSAF), an elite female wing attached to the French army. Within a matter of months Olivia’s skittish confession that she’d ‘brooded through the beginning of the Phoney War’ thinking this ‘seems rather silly, I will go to France and see what’s going on’ had turned into something much more serious.


A studio photograph of Olivia in her khaki cap, jacket and tie is evidence of that change. She wore her uniform well and beneath the military veneer, cherry lips and waved hair belie an adopted Parisian chic. This English girl knew how to adapt and survive – she’d learnt to the hard way. There’s a story from her early teens: riding on the local cinder track Olivia was bucked from a horse and smashed her face. The injury was so bad that eventually the family contacted a pioneering plastic surgeon in London, who gave Olivia a new nose and took a skin graft from her mouth to patch over the damage – but on the day of the accident it was business as usual. Her sister’s eighteenth birthday party carried on downstairs, and wounded Olivia was stitched up and somehow ‘got through the evening’ in a household where ‘we weren’t allowed to be miserable’. General Héring, her French military host, had chosen well; Olivia was a perfect, non-squeamish addition to the SSAF, a pioneering French service inspired by memories of the Great War. Mud, blood and avoidable death on their own soil led to the establishment of this feted female corps in 1940. It was a hybrid force designed to retrieve and care for the wounded through the combined roles of traditional nursing and more contemporary ambulance driving.


A Red Cross first-aid course was secondary to Olivia’s training in map-reading and mechanics in the wealthy Parisian suburb Versailles. ‘As I hadn’t the faintest notion of how an engine worked in English, it was double Dutch to me in French.’ Olivia was better at riding horses than driving cars but mastered sufficient basics to be given her own ambulance. These vehicles were the SSAF’s essential weapon and generous donations its life blood. In an all-French regiment, Olivia’s special status as the token English girl had not gone unnoticed and she was duly allotted a Renault ambulance gifted by the Duchess of Windsor, a diplomatic affront which still stings today. Blamed for Edward VIII’s abdication, divorcee American Wallis Simpson was loathed in Britain and the couple’s reputation had gone from bad to worse. Untimely fraternising with Adolf Hitler at his exclusive Bavarian retreat, including Edward’s full Nazi salute, was compounded by the latter’s appeasing attitude and rumours of a leaked battle plan to the German High Command. The Duchess of Windsor was the last person Olivia wanted to meet and she struggled to maintain composure when Wallis arrived to hand over the ambulance. ‘My colleagues all curtsied to her. I firmly stood my ground and just shook her hand.’ This was war, reputations (and gestures) mattered.


*


Clement Attlee, the self-effacing leader of the Labour Party, understood the currency of reputations: ‘To win the war we want different people at the helm than those who have led us into it.’ In May 1940 he launched an uncompromising attack against Neville Chamberlain’s Conservative government; German ascendency in Norway had finally called time on Britain’s political appeasers.3 It was the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, Hitler’s most vocal and consistent critic, who took the helm at the head of a new national government. A belligerent patriot, this seasoned sixty-five-year-old politician was not naive about the Allies’ prospects in the spring of 1940; in his first House of Commons speech as Prime Minister he predicted ‘blood, toil, tears and sweat’. But even Churchill was taken aback when, two days later, the French leader Paul Reynaud telephoned him and despairingly predicted ‘we have been defeated . . . we are beaten’.


Like all the Allied commanders, Churchill was surprised by the sheer speed with which the Blitzkrieg punctured British and French defences. Panzers streamed through the Ardennes into the north-eastern corner of France and by 16 May nothing lay between the steel snake of Germans and Paris.4 Olivia’s crash course in ambulance mechanics and first aid came to an abrupt halt. ‘I never took my exams.’ Instead, on 30 May, an ordre de mission dispatched the SSAF ambulance fleet towards an advancing enemy.




Dear Mummy and Daddy . . . we arrived last night after a rather hair-raising journey from Paris . . . a good deal of time was spent hopping in and out of ditches when the aeroplanes came over but they didn’t seem to want to waste anything on us.





General Erwin Rommel’s Panzer Division was moving so fast it overtook the retreating French, and Olivia was heading into the eye of the storm. With a leg that scarcely reached the pedal, going ‘flat out’ to keep up with the convoy was a challenge, but doable if she tipped forwards in her seat. Frantic days were matched by nights spent loading and unloading injured troops off trains. ‘The news doesn’t seem good, but let’s hope we will win in the end.’ She signed off her last letter home with an optimistic flourish. After muddy intermittent breaks taking cover from German bombers they eventually arrived at ‘some barracks in a heavenly old town’.


Surrounded by undulating vineyards and equipped with an improvised evacuation hospital, Bar-le-Duc in north-east France provided a brief reprieve. There, basic food was supplemented by a local greengage conserve and measures of French wine. A photograph with a handful of uniformed girls standing and staring against the backdrop of a whitewashed barrack holds the moment. Olivia is sitting centre stage, her cap defiantly on her head, clutching a large bottle of wine and smiling for the camera. She’s a foreigner in a strange land but this young female soldier exudes an extraordinary confidence. At the high noon of her war, Olivia even found time to perfect her French slang with male troops (girls in khaki worked wonders for morale).


Is this where she first became aware of the Allied retreat? When she felt scared for Dick and Raymond, her British brothers-in-law fighting in France? Where she saw her first German soldier? She can’t remember, but amidst the chaos and with an ubiquitous Red Cross on her sleeve, she is certain that among the injured she nursed a couple of German prisoners. Her recollection is of gauche adolescent boys in hostile grey, the youngest just fourteen years old. What more could she do for this lad in his last hour? The reply was uncompromising: ‘Thank you but there is only one thing I want and you cannot give me that.’ She pressed him. ‘I want my Fuhrer, mein Fuhrer.’ The enemy had fanaticism on its side.


It was a female French officer who ordered the SSAF out of the town. Olivia was back behind the wheel, with one attendant and one casualty but this time they were heading south: France was on the move and Germany in the air. The Luftwaffe were dancing and diving in the sky, swooping into low attacks, strafing helpless victims. Trained soldiers and pitiful civilians were caught like rabbits in headlights, ‘momentarily seized by the instinct to stand and watch’ instead of taking cover or firing back. Olivia didn’t have the luxury of either option. ‘If you had injured personnel on board you had to keep driving.’ Sometimes that was difficult; the roads were log-jammed. The great French Exodus had begun.


In Britain by the end of May the military focus had shifted dramatically. The Dunkirk retreat between 27 May and 4 June 1940, when 338,000 troops were rescued from France’s northern coastline, has gone down in history as a victory snatched from the jaws of defeat. Britain was still in the game of war, but only just. English Olivia meanwhile was clinging to life in a French odyssey that had lost faith in its British allies and its own ability to fight back. As a flotilla of ships set sail for British shores, over six million French refugees began to pour south. Pilot and writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry watched from the air and thought it looked as if someone had kicked a massive ant hill.5 Olivia was in the middle of a man-made nightmare.


Roadsides were strewn with animal corpses and abandoned cars, German airborne attacks added to the panic. Olivia had no idea where she was going. Surrounded by machine gun fire and chaos she recalls a ‘pathetic assortment of people fleeing’. Farm carts, old folk, pigs, dogs and the odd cow amidst a giant swell of humanity on foot. Her status as an ambulance driver afforded a level of priority and speed and a final supper (bread and chocolate) upon arrival at Dijon. There was no more sustenance for a week; adrenaline mitigated the impact of hunger and constipation. As for sanitation, Olivia won’t talk about that, but adds it wasn’t a French strength at the best of times. By now the SSAF girls were in the heart of France, and the numbers of broken men in Olivia’s ambulance mounted; one died en route and there was a final intake from a hospital in Clermont-Ferrand. The fleet of Red Cross vehicles with their young female drivers exited the town and climbed a hill; Olivia’s convoy was heading straight into a ruthless German attack on a freight train station. ‘The marshalling yards were being bombed, but we had casualties on board so we couldn’t get out and hide or stop. I was so frightened I started singing the Marseillaise at the top of my voice.’ Do you hear the roar of those ferocious soldiers? Her injured men joined in. They are coming right into your arms! An ambulance was hit and abandoned. To cut the throats of your sons, your comrades!


Olivia and her cargo survived, but France was about to capitulate. World War I hero, the noble, blue-eyed Marshall Philippe Pétain, replaced Prime Minister Reynaud and on 17 June talked of his ‘compassion and solicitude’ for the ‘unhappy refugees’.6 Millions of French received the news of an Armistice with relief, but for Olivia it changed the game entirely.


When she ‘finally arrived at a beautiful chateau in Bordeaux’ Olivia was summoned by the female Commandant who explained that the French had surrendered and a new government was being set up in Vichy (where the SSAF were heading). ‘Being the only English girl I was now “de trop” (unwelcome) and in no way could they take me with them.’ The Third Republic was dead; Britain and France were no longer fighting on the same side. Despite all she’d been through, it is this time that Olivia describes as a really ‘frightening experience for me’. Until now she’d been part of a regiment, wearing the same uniform, singing the same songs, driving the same ambulances, focused on the same goal: survival. Serving the French army and coming under fire was tough, terrifying even, but they’d had each other. Now Olivia had to find her way back to England, alone.





_____________


* The Phoney War was the period before major British–French land engagement with Germany began in May 1940.
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‘Flowers for the mess room’


Olivia was by no means the only British girl serving in France. Behind the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) lines were several thousand Auxiliary Territorial Service women. Their presence was a last minute affair; in December 1939 the ATS’s first director, Dame Helen Gwynne-Vaughan, was still struggling to find a French-speaking orderly.1 The service’s stuffy ten commandments for supporting the BEF were finally drawn up in February (including ‘no frills or flounces’, no lipstick, no powder2) and it was early spring before units were posted across the Channel, by which time Olivia was already training with the French SSAF.


With headquarters in Le Mans, by May the ATS had a contingent of drivers and a dedicated team of bilingual telephonists alongside cooks and orderlies. Dame Helen noted with pride that in the Paris exchange, ATS girls went on putting calls through until the last possible moment, tumbling ‘into lorries just as the Germans were marching into the other side of Paris’.3 These service women were among the final Allied troops to leave Dunkirk at the same time as Olivia was hurtling across war-torn France but it’s hard to imagine this unusual Francophile girl in the British ATS. She shakes her head when I mention its name. The largest women’s military service in Britain had an unspectacular start and was unlikely to appeal to gadfly Olivia. ‘No,’ she insists, ‘I was the French equivalent of a FANY.’


In one short sentence Olivia identifies the complexities of uniformed service for women at the beginning of World War II. Established in 1907, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) was an independent, socially elite, ground-breaking organisation. Or as former FANY Joyce puts it: ‘a very conscientious group of helpful intelligent women, of whom most were privately educated!’ She giggles. We are sitting in her West Sussex garden in the summer of 2020 and she is raking through FANY memorabilia with pink polished nails. A carefully crafted card dated 12 May 1945 catches our eye. ‘Oh, that was given to me when I was a driver at Briggens House near Harlow, where they forged documents for resistance fighters.’ Together we pore over the handwritten lyrics.




. . . the FANY are so well brought up


They’d suffer no confusion


But in a voice of cool disdain


Would deprecate intrusion


And yet the temptation’s very strong


In face of FANY beauty


Hold on a second while I see


The next time I’m on duty





While Olivia began her war driving, Joyce ended hers behind the wheel serving in an organisation that always provoked a titter. ‘Oh yes, everybody always made a joke out of the name. It was rather embarrassing! But the FANYs were impressive women and World War I was their first important event.’ Joyce is one of two FANYs we will meet in this book; in their early teens at the outbreak of war, they both joined up in 1943 and ever since have retained a keen affection for their former FANY status.*


Inspired by Florence Nightingale notions of women riding out and administering aid to dying men on the battlefield, by World War I this first uniformed service for women saw FANYs on horseback give way to FANYs in khaki behind the wheels of ambulances and armoured vehicles. A subscription-only organisation (early members were expected to own and ride a horse), it remained deliberately small and selective, or ‘a bit snobby’ in the words of numerous ATS veterans. But there is no doubting FANY bravery.


They had an exceptional World War I with hearty women staffing a regimental aid-post right behind the front line and providing the first female ambulance convoy to officially drive for the British army.4 This service cemented a reputation that saw the FANY front up to conflict at the end of the 1930s with a cadre of 400–500 well-trained women, a vantage point which helps explain their broad-ranging, often highly confidential and dangerous war work, the scope of which went well beyond driving.5 But the latter is what they were best known for and Olivia is correct, her French Sections Sanitaires Automobiles Féminines had much in common with the FANY. Before the ATS had arrived on the Continent in February 1940 a convoy of ambulances with forty FANY drivers had already departed for Finland via Sweden, and in France that summer the FANY served alongside the Free Poles, providing them with a mobile canteen and returning to Britain after the majority of the BEF had withdrawn from Dunkirk.


Joyce muses that although the FANY began as a voluntary organisation, when she ‘joined I thought of myself as part of the army and was paid’. The FANY temporarily relinquished their voluntary status in World War II, a change which necessitated their inclusion under the umbrella of the ATS. That Joyce has no recollection of this and instead identified with the army is indicative of the acrimonious relationship between the two female organisations. The FANY’s anomalous position infuriated the ATS’s inflexible Dame Helen, who was derided by a FANY grandee as ‘the most tactless person I think I have ever had the misfortune to know’.6 Neither side conceded ground easily, with the FANY only partially sacrificing their independent identity to the ATS and its intractable leader.


For Dame Helen, ‘the very existence of the FANYs, with their tradition and panache, within her ATS’ presented ‘both a challenge and an affront’.7 Certainly the much larger, more cumbersome ATS was a very different beast. Its predecessor, the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC), also had a presence in France during World War I, which helped establish the forthright reputation of Dame Helen. She emerged in 1918 as a minor celebrity and was the first female to be awarded a military CBE, but on the whole jobs in the WAAC were menial and the project short-lived. Despite Dame Helen’s best efforts and in contrast with the elite FANY, the service was disbanded after World War I.


As late as 1936 the Committee for Imperial Defence argued that a female force in peacetime was neither desirable nor necessary. Given the subject’s neglect, it is perhaps no surprise that nearly twenty years after the end of World War I, when Dame Helen was almost sixty (as she noted, too old to serve), the government had no one else to turn to for help. In September 1938 she headed up a new ATS instruction school which relied on her anachronistic know-how, social network and recruitment tactics. This loyal band of country ladies masquerading as local officers and executing drill in drab khaki had limited appeal. Few working-class girls could afford to attend weekly training sessions and the elite FANY kept their distance for as long as possible. Debonair young ladies like Olivia (racy enough to get her ears pierced!) and Joyce (‘I loved tennis and music’) were unlikely to have much truck with the local squirearchy’s efforts.


Joyce laughs at her pre-war existence: ‘The awful thing is as a child, I never remember my mother doing any cooking. There were all sorts of people, a nanny, a houseman, a cook, looking back it was an extraordinary life.’ With a family home in Surrey and attending the same school as the Churchill daughters, it’s no coincidence that she ended up in the FANY, a service which considered itself a cut above the prosaic realities of war. Similarly, before September 1939 Olivia recalls parties (lots of them), musical quartets, house guests, ponies and tennis galore, and when Kent got tiresome there was a second home in Devon supported by a clutch of servants. The wireless with its mass-appeal messaging was abhorred. If hair-raising adventures across a foreign country suited Olivia’s gusto, more socially conservative ideas of military service belonged elsewhere.


*


‘My mother was the first woman to be recruited into the ATS.’ It lands like a bombshell. The daughter of Mrs Garrad is sitting in front of me. ‘My family were all rather imbued with the Anglican idea of duty, which has gone a bit out of fashion now.’ We’re talking in the sunny annex of Anne’s attractive Norfolk home. Legs set square in front of her and hands on knees below a direct gaze, she admits, ‘I can be intimidating.’ Aged ninety-six, there’s plenty of the former soldier in Anne, and when she expands on her family tree, travelling through the branches of service and devotion, she opens a window to another world.


Her Victorian-born parents were Anglican missionaries in Burma, where Anne was born; the Garrads’ marriage was a compassionate one between two equals whose Christian duties and commitment to Britain’s imperial project shaped their adult lives. When Anne’s father contracted sprue (a disease which required a stint in London’s Tropical Diseases Hospital) the family returned to Britain in 1932. Briefly in Worcester, and then Somerset, local vicarage life in the Mother Country replaced religious evangelism in the Empire. ‘Going to church was like cleaning my teeth, preparing for Sundays was part of life.’ It is fitting therefore that chorister Anne, cherub-like in a maroon gown and white bib, was in the vestry when she heard that Britain was at war. ‘The service had been put back ten minutes and we all stood on tiptoe for the wireless announcement. I remember the broadcaster’s centurion-like voice very much. My friend Jane fainted and we all had very very serious faces.’8


She couldn’t profess to understand what war meant exactly, but in 1939 fifteen-year-old Anne was more familiar with the terminology of war than most girls of her age. In Barrow Gurney, their Somerset home, her mother Marjory Garrad was good friends with Mrs Gibbs, a local aristocrat who’d been tapped up in early 1938 to become the local county commandant for a newly formed Auxiliary Territorial Service. Charged with the appointment of junior officers, vicar’s wife Marjory was Mrs Gibb’s first port of call. ‘Mum’s brother had been killed in France in the last few weeks of World War I. He’d returned from Canada to fight for Britain, it was ghastly.’ This painful loss accentuated Marjory’s desire to ‘do everything within her power to prevent a second conflict. I think the idea was that if she had a hand in it, she could control the horror of it.’ While other mothers contented themselves with a spot of part-time work in the Women’s Voluntary Services co-ordinating evacuees and distributing gas masks, Marjory’s previous form as a single woman who served in the Red Cross during World War I and then travelled alone to Burma explains her choice of a more strident form of service. The ATS, initially designed to provide women in a supporting structure for all three armed forces, was established on 8 September 1938, just a couple of weeks before Prime Minister Chamberlain’s ignominious return from Munich. Anne recalls, ‘Mother duly set off to the county town of Taunton to sign on.’9 A quirk of fate perhaps, but fitting nonetheless, that Marjory Garrad was given the very first ATS ‘number ever issued in the whole country. W/1.’


Anne concedes that yes, Marjory’s pioneering appointment had the blessing of her father. This was 1938, when vicars might have expected their wives to occupy a more backseat role. Not Reverend Garrad however, who would soon be urging young men to leave their farms and fight for king and country. Sacrificial duty was national service in its most noble form. If Anne dreaded her father’s patriotic hectoring, in equal measure she felt pride when Mrs Gibbs and her mother, county commandant and senior leader respectively, hot-footed it to London for obligatory square-bashing and a staged press photograph. Their timing was impeccable, there was an uptick of interest in the service after the Munich Crisis and Anne delights in the memory of a picture in the Bristol Evening Post. ‘A bevy of middle-aged ladies wearing ATS armbands, twinsets and pearls and high heels, being drilled by a purple-faced sergeant major of the Guards, so we all felt in very safe hands!’10


Dame Helen could be reassured that recruitment went ‘on apace’ in Somerset, albeit within the confines of rural England’s social hierarchy. ‘The class system was used as a recruiting tool’, of this, Anne is sure. Up and down the country reports of unlikely ladies and roaring drill sergeants – ‘L-e-f-t turn!’ Q-u-i-c-k march!’ – had a surreal air, as journalists picked their way between describing the pantomime of posh women, addressing the country’s acute military needs, and preserving the status quo. Newspapers revelled in the feminine invasion of numerous army barracks. ‘Floors got an extra polish, pans got an extra scrub.’ Women had ‘left their maids at home’ and ‘brought with them flowers for the mess room and smiles for the parade ground’. But beneath the brouhaha and gloss the message was clear: ‘More recruits are needed – especially women who can cook!’11 Initially no effort was made to hide the fact that the ATS was intended as little more than the army’s domestic wing, dressed up in military garb.


*


History has regarded Dame Helen’s legacy with caution. A product of the old governing class, her commitment to the idea that ‘patriotism is more foreseeing among educated people’ today makes for uncomfortable reading.12 It’s likely that her failure to adapt to changing times contributed to Dame Helen’s inability win a parliamentary seat in the 1920s, with her later high-handed treatment of the FANY indicative of a brusque intolerance. But viewed in the narrow context of the army, this was a woman trying to push fellow women into an institution that was the very embodiment of patriarchy and hierarchy. It’s small wonder she relied on old-fashioned recruiting techniques in an inter-war world where feminism had more or less fizzled out and equality didn’t exist. Whatever her failings, Dame Helen was a survivor, a ‘termagant’ even, who didn’t take no for an answer, and by July 1939 she had been appointed the ATS’s first director.13


Like Dame Helen, Martha (Lady Martha Bruce, OBE) was and still is a product of feudal Scotland. Aged ninety-nine, this diminutive wise-owl, neatly tucked into a hooded Orkney chair, recalls her most intimate encounter with the then-director of the ATS. ‘Post-war I was driving Dame Helen to a reunion event in Glasgow. She was bent forward, very arthritic, a bit like me now! I knew she was very bright, I wanted to be able to hear what she was saying, but she was so disabled that it made conversation difficult.’ It was the late 1950s; Martha was a major in the Territorial Army and Dame Helen a figure she had long regarded with awe. Both women shared a passion for the military and both were pioneers in their own right but Dame Helen came first; she paved the way for Martha, who was struck by the achievements of this military director. Beyond her impact on two world wars, Martha stresses that Dame Helen was a ‘full-time professor, a botanist’ when university-educated women were still considered an oddity. Perhaps even now, in extreme old age, Martha feeds off her memories of this extraordinary woman. It’s hard talking to a stranger in your sitting room or on the telephone about years of service long ago when you’re a bit deaf and blind and tired, but just as Dame Helen turned up to a final reunion bent double, Martha always answers my questions.


Martha’s own Scottish backstory is a helpful reminder of the world in which Dame Helen operated. Rising democracy and taxation had knocked the landed aristocracy, but one per cent of the population still enjoyed over half the nation’s wealth.14 Britain, particularly in rural areas, was a highly stratified society, the functioning of which, Martha concedes, depended on the heft of ‘the hierarchy as it was in those days, far more than it is nowadays’. Yet although born the oldest child of Edward Bruce, the 10th Earl of Elgin, and his wife, Katherine, there are no airs and graces about Martha. In a pair of scuffed trainers and an old brown jersey, she doesn’t use her title, has a track record of speaking truth to power and form when it comes to commanding respect. And her parents were exceptional, of that she is in no doubt. Much more than a product of their rank and class, the Earl and Countess of Elgin were passionately committed to their local community and country. Martha describes her father as a man whose life was split into multifarious forms of service; early on he was a commanding officer in the Territorial Army and a lieutenant colonel in France during World War I. Later the Earl of Elgin sat in the Lords pressing Scottish matters and in Scotland he was a lord-lieutenant and two times Lord High Commissioner.*


Martha pauses, and pats her hand gently on her knee. ‘He more or less ran the county. And my mother was equally busy.’ Kitty, as she was known to friends, had worked in the Foreign Office, organised the Red Cross across Fife and ‘knew everyone in Scotland worth knowing’. This active life was only partially interrupted by the onset of motherhood and the demands of primogeniture – ‘she could pause a bit when her third child was a boy’. Despite their commitments, Martha remembers very hands-on parents. ‘Our nanny always told us we were lucky to have so much contact with our father and mother.’ Younger sister Jean concurs that their childhood was an exceptional one, ‘but we didn’t realise it was different from everybody else’s until we went to the local Brownies and discovered that the other girls’ “nannies” were in fact their grannies!’


While younger brother Andrew was packed off to boarding school aged eight in preparation for Eton, the girls’ education was accorded less importance. There were several governesses before Martha led the way to Downham School in Hertfordshire, a well-known destination for classy Scottish girls. She jokes that the main educational quest was to ‘find a rich husband’ but concedes her grades were good (the best even) and believes that schooling away from home instilled a respect for authority and discipline. Martha thrived in Downham’s structured environment; she enjoyed a brief stint as head girl and was awarded a first-class guiding certificate. The latter involved a trip to Buckingham Palace and a meeting with a fellow guider and childhood acquaintance, a shy younger Princess Elizabeth. Martha is tight-lipped on this subject; personal discretion and respect for the monarchy are hallmarks of her personality.


Guiding also ran through Anne’s formative years, although in Burma its precursor, the Brownies, were renamed Bluebirds for ‘obvious reasons’. A trend for patriotic uniformed youth movements had seen Baden Powell’s Boy Scouts take off in 1909, but the world’s first Chief Scout didn’t anticipate that his winning combination of physical exercise, military training and moral vigour would attract so many girls. Female scouts wriggling on their tummies and leaping over dykes were deemed wholly inappropriate, and the Girl Guides Association was quickly introduced as a replacement. The scouts’ rough-and-tumble spirit and martial training were sorely missed and by the 1930s the adventure aspect of guiding had been pushed to the fore in an environment where physical exercise for girls was actively encouraged.15 Martha’s aunt, ‘who practically ran the village’, was a very keen guider and Anne, a Bluebird from the age of six, was soon adept at camping, lighting fires and outdoor cooking. Aged ninety-six she is still a Norfolk County Vice President of the Guide Association and, sitting alone mid-Covid-19 pandemic, explains that ‘the reason why Guiding has been so successful is that we were all involved together in our activities. Humans are built to be together.’
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