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Edited by Celia Lee and Paul Strong

		 WOMEN in WAR From 
Home Front to Front Line 
illuminates the debate on women’s 
contribution to war by exploring a 
wide range of examples of experi-
ence of women in conflict, enabling 
a degree of comparison. Many of 
the essays deal with the Second 
World War (1939-45), but we have 
included a selection of other exam-
ples so that the role of women in 
combat can be fully explored.

News Letter Special Edition No: 3

Women in

War

		 Women have served in a be-
wildering array of roles and those 
nations that recognised the value 
of mobilising their population 
had a priceless strategic and eco-
nomic advantage over those with 
a more limited vision of what 
women could contribute to their 
country’s war effort. 

		 The Women in War group 
offers congratulations and wel-
comes: 

Major General Mungo Melvin CB 
OBE MA as the new President of 
the British Commission For Mili-
tary History; Dr Matthew Ford as 
the new editor of Mars & Clio, 
BCMH. Professor Gary Shef-
field PhD FRHistS FRSA as the 
new President of the International 
Guild of Battlefield Guides.
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		 Chapter 1, Dr Tony 
Heathcote introduces a key fac-
tor in the traditional view of 
the role of women in ‘Sir Col-
in Campbell’s Incumbrances: 
Women as a Factor in British 
Command Decisions during 
the Indian Mutiny 1857’. The 
Indian Mutiny began as a rising 
by discontented soldiery, but 
within days, it had turned into 
a bloody civil war, challenging 
British mastery of northern In-
dia.  The campaign was fought 
with all the horrors of a servile 
war or slave insurrection, as the 
insurgents targeted all West-
erners, Anglo-Indians, and In-
dian Christians. They wanted 
not merely regime change but 
sought to violently expel the 
British from India. The protec-
tion of dependants, women and 
children, often inhibited Brit-
ish military decisions from the 
beginning of hostilities. Only 
when Lucknow was relieved, 
and what their Commander-in-
Chief called his ‘incumbrances’ 
sent to safety, could he correct 
this distortion in his strategy. 
Women in this context were 
seen as something that should 
not be associated with warfare 
and reducing the risk of their 
involvement was a key objec-
tive.

Chapter 2, Leicester Chilton. 
Few warrior women left de-
tailed records of their experi-
ences, and Leicester Chilton, a 
retired history teacher living in 
New Zealand, provides us with 
a stalwart Maori example from 
the nineteenth century: ‘Heni 
Te Kiri Karamu: The Heroine 
of The Gate Pa’.  New Zealand 
in the early, nineteenth century 
was characterized by unrest and 
conflict as two diverse cultures 
struggled to share occupation

of the same territories.  Heni 
Te Kiri Karamu was a woman 
involved in the fighting.  Then 
proving herself a compassion-
ate, Christian woman, she later 
helped some of the injured par-
ticipants from both sides, even 
to the extent of providing water 
for the injured enemy

		 Chapter 3, Elspeth John-
stone considers how, by creat-
ing a ‘Home from Home on 
the Western Front, 1914-1918’, 
women during the First World 
War made a large contribution 
to the morale of the men of the 
British Expeditionary Force. 
Besides their traditional role as 
nurses, a huge array of women 
worked through voluntary and 
charitable organisations, and 
church-based groups, to pro-
vide an air of normality behind 
the lines for the millions of 
soldiers serving in France and 
Belgium.  Lady Angela Forbes 
was the first woman to set up a 
voluntary canteen, at Boulogne 
Station in November 1914, and 
later a rest hut at Etaples.  Lady 
Mabelle Egerton set up a coffee 
shop at Rouen Station in De-
cember. It was not long before 
women in uniform were taking 
over rear area duties and free-
ing men for the front. 

		 Chapter 4, Professor 
Mark Connelly, in ‘Working, 
Queuing and Worrying: Brit-
ish Women and the Home 
Front, 1939-1945’, examines 
the Home Front. The Second 
World War is a key area of de-
bate for historians of women 
in Britain. The war used to be 
presented as the moment when 
British women emerged ‘from 
the dolls’ house’ into a wider 
world of opportunities, social, 
cultural and economic.

However, in more recent years 
this perspective has been re-
examined and it has been ar-
gued that whatever advances 
British women made were in 
fact temporary, and a return to 
1930s normality was demand-
ed by British society in 1945. 
This chapter explores the role 
of British women on the home 
front, and how they contributed 
to victory in a plethora of ways. 
The chapter emphasizes that 
heroism was often seen ‘in the 
minor key’, as the sheer abil-
ity to continue as normal was a 
vital part of Britain’s progres-
sion to victory. British women 
not only worked in the war fac-
tories, on the land, and in the 
forests, but also continued to 
be wives, mothers and primary 
carers at home. British women 
were multi-tasking as never be-
fore and it took some time for 
the British state to understand 
the complexity of this situation 
and to intervene in a helpful, 
constructive manner.  The role 
of film in this chapter shows the 
importance of female labour to 
the war effort.

		 Chapter 5, Dr George 
Bailey OBE. In ‘Flight through 
the Retreating Allied Armies: 
Non-Combatants and the Blitz-
krieg of 1940’, Dr George Bai-
ley OBE, introduces us to the 
plight of the refugee, linking us 
to the experience of those who 
were caught up in a conflict 
that could be both bewilder-
ing and terrifying as the Blitz-
krieg rolled through the Low 
Countries and France. George’s 
mother, Tatiana’s escape from 
Antwerp via Bordeaux and the 
last ship out of France, well af-
ter the capitulation, involved 
her getting her barely sighted 
and injured mother, Marya,



3

Women in War Newsletter 3

by foot and by train via Dunkirk 
to the UK.  The travelled through 
both retreating British units and 
German raids. Arriving off the 
coaling ship in Falmouth, Tatiana 
and Marya would find that their 
ordeal was not yet over.

		 Chapter 6, Major Imogen 
Corrigan, in ‘The 93rd Search-
light Regiment Royal Artillery’ 
introduces the role of the Auxil-
iary Territorial Service (ATS), in 
both the First and Second World 
Wars. The recruitment of wom-
en was unpopular in both wars, 
and Imogen examines both the 
opposition to the ATS units and 
their eventual success, with par-
ticular reference to this, the first 
all-female military unit on ac-
tive service in British military 
history.  Three generations of 
Imogen’s family served in the 
forces.  Imogen’s grandmother, 
Gladys Brotherton, née Spen-
cer, was a member the Women’s 
Emergency Corps, Women’s Le-
gion. Imogen served for twenty 
years in the British Army in the 
Women’s Royal Army Corps, 
(WRAC), and the Adjutant Gen-
eral’s Corps.

		 Chapter 7, Georgina Natz-
io, Defence Writer in ‘Homeland 
Defence: British Gunners, Wom-
en and Ethics during the Second 
World War’, looks at the ethi-
cal aspect of the involvement of 
women in the conflict. The Brit-
ish and Germans were unsure 
of how closely involved women 
should be in the process of kill-
ing enemy combatants, and their 
role in homeland defence stimu-
lated bitter debate.  By the close 
of 1944, more women than men 
were serving in    Anti Aircraft

Command. Much of the pro-
gress of women in this respect 
was due to the efforts of Gen-
eral Sir Frederick Pile who had 
taken over as Commander-in-
Chief in July 1939.

		 Chapter 8, Celia Lee: 
‘Princess Marina the Duch-
ess of Kent as Commandant 
of the WRNS during the Sec-
ond World War’, concerns the 
role of Princess Marina as she 
travelled all over the country, 
carrying out inspections of the 
women in the Women’s Royal 
Naval Service, (WRNS). Keep-
ing up morale was all important 
in what was often mundane 
and tiresome work.  Marina 
was dedicated to this work, and 
was one of the first members 
of the royal family to make a 
live broadcast during wartime, 
appealing for women and girls 
to join the WRNS. The chapter 
also explains who the WRNS 
were and the contribution they 
made to winning the war.

		 Chapter 9, Mike Ryan: 
‘Hurricanes and Handbags: 
Women RAF Ferry Pilots dur-
ing the Second World War’, 
Mike Ryan deals with the role 
of the Air Transport Auxiliary, 
(ATA), and their tireless work 
as maintenance crews and as 
ferry pilots. The statistics on 
the numbers of aircraft flown 
and the flight hours logged by 
the ATA are impressive.  Mike 
notes in his essay: ‘ATA pilots 
flew more different types of 
aircraft than most operational 
pilots’. The ATA played a vital 
role in supporting the war in the 
air, and the women who served 
in the organisation made a vital 
contribution.  It was Mrs Mary 
(Minnie) S. Churchill’s father, 

Commodore, Sir Gerard 
d’Erlanger CBE, a director of 
the original British Airways, 
and later Chairman of BEA, 
and also BOAC, who suggest-
ed the formation of an aircraft 
ferrying organisation, long be-
fore the outbreak of the Second 
World War.

		 Chapter 10, Dr Juliette 
Pattinson. ‘“You didn’t think 
about being a woman at that 
time” British Secret Agents 
during the Second World War’, 
examines the extraordinary 
wartime experiences of the re-
markable group of ordinary 
young women who were re-
cruited by Special Operations 
Executive, (SOE). Using pub-
lished autobiographies, offi-
cial documents and interviews 
with surviving female agents 
to chronicle their wartime ex-
periences, it examines why 
they were considered suitable 
recruits, the training they un-
dertook, their operational mis-
sions and, for some, their expe-
riences during captivity.  One 
interviewee, Jos commented: 
‘A woman in that time was very 
important because they didn’t 
look so much for women as for 
men of course . . .  .  As a girl 
you could do a lot more.’

		 Chapter 11, Jonathan 
Walker: In ‘Sue Ryder and the 
FANYs of SOE’, Jonathon 
Walker reviews the experiences 
of Sue Ryder, from her recruit-
ment into the First Aid Nurs-
ing Yeomanry, (FANY), to her 
work with the Polish Section of 
the Special Operations Execu-
tive, (SOE). Sue was one of the 
agent handlers who chaperoned 
and counselled agents, whilst 
they were being prepared to be 
dropped   by   parachute       into
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enemy-occupied Europe. Sue 
Ryder typified the breed of 
strong compassionate FANYs 
who fulfilled this role, and 
whose service extended over-
seas as the fortunes of the Al-
lies improved in 1943.  In 1953, 
she established the Sue Ryder 
Foundation.  The name was 
changed in 2011 to Sue Ryder, 
and the charity continues her 
work today. Jonathan Walker’s 
book: THE BLUE BEAST: 
Power & Passion in The Great 
War (History Press ), will be 
published  on Sept. 1st 2012.

		 Chapter 12, Christine 
Halsall, ‘Women with a Secret: 
Photographic Interpretation’, 
looks at the remarkable work 
of the intelligence analysts at 
the Allied Central Interpreta-
tion Unit, who reviewed the 
hundreds of thousands of aerial 
photographs taken by the RAF 
over Germany and German-
occupied territories, during the 
Second World War. The unit, 
including the team that identi-
fied the V-weapon threat, made 
a vital contribution to the war 
effort. The secret RAF Intelli-
gence base, Danesfield House 
was hidden in a wood of trees.

		 Christine Halsall’s book: 
Women Of Intelligence: Pho-
tographic Interpretation In The 
Second World War, will be 
published in early May, 2012, 
(History Press).

		 Chapter 13, John Lee: 
While the brilliant exploits of 
a handful of academics and in-
tellectuals are justly celebrated 
for their work in cracking the 
fiendishly complex German 
Enigma code, their work would 
have come to naught without 
the thousands of women who 
processed the data at Station X.  

John Lee’s ‘“Station X”: The 
Women at Bletchley Park’, 
tells the amazing story of the 
Government Communications 
Headquarters at Bletchley 
Park, with a special emphasis 
on the essential role played 
by women of all three armed 
services and civilian workers 
from the Foreign Office.

		 Chapter 14, Tatiana 
Roshupkina. Tatiana Roshup-
kina’s ‘Women in the Siege 
of Leningrad’ takes us into 
the darkest days of the War in 
the East and the suffering of 
an entire population in one of 
the most brutal sieges of his-
tory. The  government mobi-
lised the whole population and 
thousands of women struggled 
to assist in the defence of the 
city in the hope of keeping 
their families alive. Tatiana’s 
mother, also named Tatiana, 
witnessed the entire siege and 
its aftermath.  Her experiences 
as told by her daughter show 
us the terrible price paid by the 
people of Leningrad for their 
freedom. 

		 Chapter 15, Paul Ed-
ward Strong, in ‘Lotta Svärd, 
Nachthexen and Blitzmädel’: 
Women in Military Service on 
the Eastern Front’, looks at the 
varied experiences of women 
in the East. Paul examines 
the experience of women in 
both combat and combat sup-
port units on the Eastern Front 
during the Second World War, 
including sections on German 
intelligence officers, brutal 
SS guards, Russian snipers, 
Soviet tank commanders, and 
the Russian female unit that 
the Germans nick-named the 
‘Night Witches’

		 Chapter 16, Dr. Halik 
Kochanski.  Dr Halik Kochan-
ski’s ‘Women at War: Poland’ 
tells the harrowing story of 
those families living in eastern 
Poland where the German attack 
that opened the Second World 
War was almost the least of their 
troubles. Their homeland was 
invaded from the east by the 
Soviet Union, and they were up-
rooted, hounded by secret police, 
and exiled deep within Stalin’s 
empire. While some escaped to 
the west with General Anders’s 
army, others were conscripted 
into the Polish units of the Red 
Army.  Dr Halik Kkochanski’s 
latest book titled: ‘THE EAGLE 
UNBOWED: The Polish Peo-
ple and the Second World War’, 
(Penguin TBA), will be pub-
lished shortly.

		 Chapter 17, Grace Filby, 
in ‘Women Who Thawed the 
Cold War’, looks at the role of 
women working as analysts and 
researchers at the Eliava Insti-
tute in Tbilisi, Georgia, during 
the Second World War and dur-
ing the Cold War. This chapter 
seeks to explore diseases and 
infections that have plagued so-
ciety for many years, and have 
killed thousands of soldiers 
during wartime. Sir Winston 
Churchill and his family were 
no exceptions. The emphasis is 
on scientific research to produce 
antibiotics and other methods to 
prevent, curb, and cure infec-
tion. 

		 Grace Filby will launch 
‘WOMEN in WAR – From 
Home Front to Front Line’ at 
a Churchill Centre Chartwell 
Branch reception in Kent, later 
in 2012.  Details from the Chair-
man, Mr Nigel Guest, e-mail: 
nglguest6@googlemail.com
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		 Chapter 18, edited Celia 
Lee, ‘War Veterans’, is three 
short accounts of service in the 
Second World War, plus Mrs 
Mary (Minnie) S. Churchill’s 
address at the Air Transport 
Auxiliary Association’s Annual 
Dinner, in 2002.  

		 Mrs Georgina Ivison, 
Mrs Stella Collingwood and 
Mrs Josie Letton, related Geor-
gina’s experiences as an army 
schoolmistress, in Egypt and in 
South Africa.  Mrs Ivison lived 
to age 101 years.

		 Beryl, a 92-year-old lady, 
living today in Lewisham, 
southeast London, was in the 
Women’s Royal Naval Service, 
(WRNs).  Beryl was for a time, 
one of four valets to the Duch-
ess of Kent, Commandant of 
the WRNS, at her London base. 
Beryl later worked as a nursing 
assistant in a hospital that was 
set up in Billy Butlin’s holiday 
camp in Wales.  She related her 
story to Celia Lee, but Beryl is 
a very private person and does 
not want her surname revealed 
or her photograph printed.

Irish nurse, Sister Theresa Jor-
dan, worked with No.10 Casu-
alty Clearing Station, which 
was part of Queen Alexandra’s 
Imperial Military Nursing Ser-
vice, during the Second World 
War, in North Africa and in 
France, and was Mentioned in 
Despatches.

Mrs Mary (Minnie) S. Church-
ill, gave the address at the Air 
Transport Auxiliary Associa-
tion’s Annual Dinner, in 2002.  
Minnie’s talk highlighted how 
women in the modern age have 
risen in status from the time 
when during the war, official 
sources described

them as having ‘not the intel-
ligence to scrub the floor of 
a hospital’, to become fully 
fledged pilots.  Minnie’s contri-
bution brings the reader some-
what into the modern world 
in relation to women veterans 
who have survived into their 
80s and 90s.  Diana Barnato-
Walker, aged 86 years was pre-
sent.  In 1963, Diana was the 
first British woman to break the 
sound barrier, flying one of the 
RAF’s new supersonic Light-
nings. 

The Authors

Dr Tony Heathcote (right) with his wife, Mary, (far left), pho-
tographed attending a dinner at Middle Temple Hall, October 
2010, where they were guests of their daughter and son-in-law 
also in the picture.

Leicester Chilton climbs the Materhorn

Elspeth Johnstone

Dr George Bailey OBE with his wife Janet

Georgina Natzio Defence Writer 

Major Imogen Corrigan with her late Majesty Queen Elizabeth The 

Queen Mother, 1992, at the Army Women’s Training Centre, Guild-

ford, the OC Warrant Officers and NCOs Training Wing. The Queen 

Mother’s visit marked the disbanding of the Women’s Royal Army 

Corps, (WRAC), before they went their separate ways into other 

Corps. The servicewomen attending the course put on an assault 

course race for the Queen Mother, and that is what Imogen and the 

Queen Mother were discussing when the photograph was taken

Celia Lee

Mike Ryan

Dr Juliette Pattinson

Jonathan Walker

Christine Halsall

John Lee
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Should you wish to pur-
chase copies of Women 

in War at a preferential rate then 
please use the form below and 
send it to Pen & Sword Books 

Limited.

A debt of gratitude is owed to Mr Phil Mills, who obligingly and sometimes at very 
short notice travelled to London and took photographs of events, including a talk 
given by Celia Lee on the Churchills in the presence of HRH The Duke of Kent KG 
GCMG GCVO, at the Polish Club, London.  

Phil also helped the editors of WOMEN in WAR From Home Front to Front Line with 
photographic enhancements, which work he carried out as a favour.

Phil is a member of the Western Front Association, OXnBUCKS, Branch. In 2007, 
he took part in the Annual sa80, 25-metre range shoot at Commando Training Centre, 
Lympstone, Devon.  Having the highest score, Phil won their biggest and most sought 
after cup, (pictured above), along with a medal and framed certificate.  The second cup 
was presented to Phil as best newcomer in the branch. The small cup is the reminder 
cup that he once won the shooting cup, which is passed on each year to the next suc-
cessful candidate.  The flags are mementos from the Royal Marine’s shore party boats.

Tatiana Roshupkina

Paul Edward Strong

Dr Halik Kochanski

Grace Filby

Mary (Minnie) S. Churchull and Mr Simon Bird


