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Æthelflæd, Lady of the Mercians, with her nephew, Æthelstan 

(Source: Wikimedia Photo of the statue at Tamworth) 
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Signalman Herbert Butcher at Arnhem Bridge 

His Story 

Many of us have stories about family members who served in World War II. I have heard 

stories about my great uncle Herbert ‘Bert’ Butcher and his involvement in Operation Market 

Garden at Arnhem Bridge since I was a boy. Usually, it was a passing comment by a relative at 

some gathering and always short on details. All I knew was that Uncle Bert was with the 

British 1st Airborne Division and fought at Arnhem.  

As the 75th anniversary of VE-Day approached, my interest in Uncle Bert’s story began to 

peak. I contacted Jackie Richards, Bert’s daughter. Jackie had a lot of detailed information that 

gave a fascinating insight into what it was like to be in the front lines of this desperate battle. 

This is the story of my great uncle Bert Butcher and his fellow soldiers who fought in 

Operation Market Garden at Arnhem in September 1944. 

Operation Market Garden 

The Plan 

In early September 1944, Allied forces had 

halted their advance after the liberation of 

Brussels. During this operational pause, Field 

Marshal Bernard Montgomery presented a 

daring plan called, ‘Operation Market Garden’ 

to General Dwight D. Eisenhower, Supreme 

Allied Commander.  

The objective was to capture three key bridges 

in the Dutch towns of Eindhoven, Nijmegen 

and Arnhem. In  doing so the Allies would flank 

the well-defended Siegfried Line which 

protected Germany  along the Rhine. If 

successful, this by-pass manoeuvre had the 

potential to end the war by Christmas of 1944.  

Field Marshal Montgomery with some 
of his planning staff 

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 

Operation Market Garden consisted of two parts. Operation ‘Market’ was the largest ever 

airborne assault operation supported by 41,628 men of the U.S. 101st Airborne Division, the 

82nd Airborne Division, the British 1st Airborne Division (Red Devils), and the Polish First 

Independent Parachute Brigade. Their bold objective was to drop in behind enemy lines and 

capture key bridges in the Dutch towns of Eindhoven, Nijmegen and Arnhem. The 101st 

Airborne were to take the bridge at Eindhoven, the 82nd Airborne were to take the bridge at 

Nijmegen and the British 1st Airborne the bridge at Arnhem. They would then hold the bridges 

and await the arrival of XXX Corps who were to race to the airborne troops with tanks, 

supplies and troop reinforcements.  
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Operation ‘Garden’ was the ground component conducted by the British Army XXX Corps 

consisting of some 50,000 men, tanks, troop transports and supply vehicles. Their goal was to 

rapidly advance from Belgium up Highway 69 into Holland and relieve the airborne forces 

once they had captured their objectives. The intent was to get to the airborne troops as quickly 

as possible. This would prove to be a weak link in the execution of the plan. 

The Battle 

British 1st Airborne Division  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 

Operation Market Garden began on September 17, 1944.  The airborne component was to be 

inserted into the battlefield by some 1,000 transport and bomber aircraft and 500 gliders. The 

Airborne force set out from airfields across England. Signalman Bert Butcher’s glider towed 

behind a Sterling bomber departed from RAF Fairford in the first waive. They were to be the 

furthest deployed force going all the way to Arnhem. The assault had to be accomplished in 

three waives over a two-day period due to a shortage of aircraft. Bad weather in England 

delayed the operation even further. This slow deployment was to prove problematic as the 

battle progressed. 

Complicating matters further, the RAF was reluctant to air drop the paras too close to Arnhem 

fearing that the bridge would be heavily defended with anti-aircraft artillery. They preferred 

landing zones (LZ) much further out. The army did not push back on this decision forcing the 

paras to march several miles to reach their objectives. 

Another complication was the presence of the 9th and 10th SS Panzers who were resting and re

-fitting in the Arnhem area. This was a failure of intelligence analysis. General Browning, 

commander of the Airborne forces, was made aware of the presence of  German Panzers in 

Arnhem in advance but chose to ignore this intelligence. Bert Butcher and his fellow soldiers 

were dropped right on top of the Panzers. 
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The Battle Map 

The Battle Map for Operation Market Garden 

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 

As can be seen on the map, the landing zones, especially in the case of Arnhem, were a long 

distance from their objectives. Despite this handicap,  airborne assault forces were able to 

achieve some of their goals early on. From the information I can gather, Bert Butcher’s LZ was 

among the most northerly.  
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SIGNALMAN BUTCHER’S PERSONAL EXPERIENCE OF LANDING AT 

ARNHEM SEPTEMBER 1944 

 

“We were in a Horsa glider towed by a Stirling bomber and as we left Fairford, I 
felt a tremendous sense of adventure.” 

 

“I was at the back of the glider with my mate and we were getting a bumpy ride 
due to the slipstream. At last we cast off and landed OK. 

 

We hacked off the tail end of the glider and got the jeep out , then moved off with 
Division HQ.”  

An RAF Stirling bomber with a Horsa glider in tow  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 

As a signalman with the British 1st Airborne Division, Bert Butcher’s job was to maintain 

radio communications between the Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force 

(SHAEF) in London and the Division HQ at the Hartenstein Hotel in Oosterbeek. Given all the 

radio comms troubles that plagued combat units in the field throughout the battle, Bert and his 

team did succeed in keeping radio communications open between London and General 

Urquhart’s HQ in Holland. The many failures of radio sets with the smaller units in the field 

remains something of a mystery. Modern radio enthusiasts, using the same sets as available in 

1944, reported no problems in communicating in the sort of country around Arnhem in 1944. It 

is one of those instances when the ‘frictions of war’ intervene to confound the best laid plans.                                                                                   
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The Red Devils unload their jeep and equipment from back of a glider  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 

Signalman Butcher (right) on the ground at Arnhem. Radio communication with 
London was kept active throughout the battle. They did not encounter many of 

the radio problems that smaller units in the field were experiencing  

(Source: Jacqueline Richards) 
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The paras had to march from their LZ  some 7 to 8 miles away from Arnhem fighting the 

Germans along the way.  As a result, a force of  only around 740 paras were able to reach 

Arnhem bridge. This was simply not enough manpower or firepower to ensure success in 

capturing and holding the bridge. They were lightly armed airborne troops going up against 

heavily armed  German Panzers. This intelligence blunder by senior command allowed the 

Germans to pin down 90% of the British fighting force several miles from Arnhem bridge and 

removing the possibility of deploying reinforcements to the bridge later in the battle.  

As day one ended, these 740 troops of  the 2nd Battalion, British 1st Airborne Division under 

the command of Lt. Col. John Frost occupied the north end of Arnhem bridge. They took up 

defensive positions using local homes as cover and awaited the arrival of XXX Corps.  

Despite being surrounded by the II SS-Panzerkorps, Lt. Col. Frost  took the initiative and 

ordered his troops to take the south end of the bridge using flame throwers. The assault was 

abandoned after they ignited a German ammunition store. The resulting explosions and fire 

lasted most of the night and illuminated the bridge causing the British to withdraw. During the 

battle, Lt. Col. Frost was injured in the foot by shrapnel.  

A rebuilt Arnhem bridge would later be re-named in honor of Lt. Col. John Frost (later Major-

General) for his heroic actions. 

Lt. Col. John Dutton ‘Johnny’ Frost, of the 
Cameronians (Scottish Rifles)  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 

Meanwhile, the slow insertion of the remaining 

airborne forces, namely the 4th Parachute Brigade, 

dragged on into the second day of the battle. The 

Polish Brigade was delayed even further. There 

were just not enough aircraft available to do the 

job in one go. To further complicate things the 

weather was not good. Eventually, through dogged 

determination, all airborne elements were 

delivered to the battlefield. 
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XXX Corps 

Now it was XXX Corps’ turn. Led by the Guards Armoured Division, they were to advance 

north to Arnhem as rapidly as possible to relieve the paras and permanently secure the three 

bridges. Unfortunately, the route chosen was Highway 69, a narrow two-lane road running on a 

causeway through low-lying, sodden fields. This was far from ideal for the movement of heavy 

tanks and troop transports. From the start things went wrong. Nine of the lead British vehicles 

were destroyed by German infantry using Panzerfaust anti-tank weapons. This blocked up the 

road and the ensuing traffic jam slowed XXX Corps’ advanced to only seven miles that first 

day.  

As XXX Corps continue northeast, they encountered heavy resistance from the Germans. The 

106th Panzerbrigade continually harassed them and attempted to cut off their route.  On day 

two XXX Corps made contact with the 101st Airborne at Eindhoven only to discover that they 

had failed to capture the bridge at Son intact. A Bailey bridge had to be constructed by the 

engineers but this further delayed their progress. On September 19th, after fighting off 

numerous German attacks, XXX Corps arrived at Nijmegen to find that the 82nd Airborne had 

not yet captured the Nijmegen bridge.  Two companies of the 504th Parachute Infantry 

Regiment, using small boats, were ordered to paddle across the river and captured the north 

end of the bridge. This was accomplished allowing the Guards Armoured Division from XXX 

Corps to cross the bridge and secured the north end. 

After five days of continuous fighting, the Guards Armoured Division were exhausted. The 

43rd Division was then brought up to continue the fight. They successfully defeated the 10th 

SS Panzer Division at Nijmegen. However, the failure of the 82nd Airborne Division to take 

Nijmegen bridge on time delayed XXX Corps’ advance to Arnhem. This delay caused massive 

losses to the British 1st  Airborne Division at Arnhem. Some 1,200 were killed in the fighting 

and almost 6,000 were captured or forced to surrender. These losses to the British 1st Airborne 

Division made further combat operations impossible. 

Lt. Col. Frost and his paras held Arnhem bridge, denying the Germans its use, for 4 days. This 

was twice as long as the entire division was expected to hold it. His position was eventually 

overrun by the Germans. On October 7, 1944, the USAAF 344th Bomb Group flying B-26s 

destroyed the bridge.  
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Operation Market Garden had ground to a halt. They had lost the initiative and momentum 

effectively ending the battle. All that was left was to extract as many of the paras as possible 

from Arnhem.  The bulk of the paras and Urquhart’s HQ including signalman Bert Butcher, 

were pinned down by the Germans near Oosterbeek. Ultimately, they would have to withdraw 

in the face of superior firepower and numbers. They were worn down and exhausted by days 

of battle and lack of supplies and reinforcements.  

 

An urgent message from the front 

On September 24, 1944, General Urquhart sent a desperate message to General Browning, 

commander of the 1st British Airborne Corps Command in England, describing their dire 

situation and request for immediate assistance.  

Most of what was left of  the British 1st Airborne Division, including Bert Butcher’s unit, was 

surrounded by German Panzers at their HQ in Oosterbeek. General Urquhart had ordered a 

shallow perimeter be setup around the HQ in an effort to forestall the paras from being 

overrun. He knew it was only a matter of time now.  

General Urquhart at his HQ in the Hartenstein Hotel in Oosterbeek  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 
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General Urquhart’s message to General Browning from his HQ on the evening of September 

24, 1944. 

 

Transcript of the message: 

 

“Must warn you unless physical contact is made with us early 25 SEP consider it unlikely we 

can hold on long enough. All ranks now exhausted. Lack of rations, water, ammunition and 

weapons with high officer casualty rate. Even slight enemy offensive action may cause 

complete disintegration. If this happens all will be ordered to break towards bridgehead if 

anything rather than surrender. Have attempted our best and will do so as long as possible.” 

 

I was unable to determine if Bert Butcher transmitted this message himself. In any event, he 

was most certainly in a position to do so.  

Original message 

(Source: National Army Museum NAM. 1994-06-201-2) 
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Original messages 

(Source: National Army Museum NAM. 1994-06-201-2) 
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The Evacuation 
 

Once the SHAEF received Urquhart’s message, an evacuation plan codenamed “Berlin’ was 

put into motion. It would see to the extraction of the surviving paras of the 1st Airborne 

Division under cover of night.  

Their extraction was facilitated by the gallant actions of the 4th Battalion of the Dorset 

Regiment who were detached from the 43rd Division for this purpose. They crossed the Rhine 

from the south in a diversionary attack. This distraction allowed the remaining paras to begin a 

retreat across the river to safety.  There they would join up with the Polish Brigade who were 

holding a stronger position south of the Rhine.  

When what was left of the British 1st Airborne reached the river, they were greeted by the 

Royal Canadian Engineers who were waiting with boats. But as we will see from Bert’s 

account, there were not enough boats for all to cross together. The evacuation began at 22:00 in 

terrible weather. Once the Germans realized what was going on, they rained down constant 

machinegun and mortar fire. It took until dawn, and some 150 boat crossings, to get the 

remaining 2,400 men to safety. Sadly, of the 315 Dorsets who crossed the river to support the 

withdrawal of the paras, only 75 returned. 

Because of their bravery, the 4th Dorset were awarded an Airborne Pennant and were the only 

non-airborne unit to win the battle honour ‘Arnhem’.   

Left: One of the last dispatches sent by Bert Butcher from Arnhem to the SHAEF in 
London just before his evacuation across the Lower Rhine River. Right: A signals 

specialist prepares dispatches for transmission back to London. 

(Source: Jacqueline Richards (Left), Wikimedia Commons) 
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The selfless sacrifice of the men of the 4th Dorset 

Regiment allowed my uncle and many others to escape 

to safety and live to fight another day.  

Arnhem - September 1944  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 
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Back Home 
 

Upon their return to England,  Signalman Bert Butcher accompanied General Urquhart to 

London for the opening of an exhibition featuring the British 1st Airborne Division. The 

people of Great Britain were most greatful for the superb feat of arms and bravery 

demonstarted by these British forces in the face of the enemy. 



 16 

The following is an extract from ‘The Willesden Chronicle’  

Friday October 6, 1944  

‘Kept Radio Going in Arnhem Battle’ 

Another Willesden man who landed with the airborne troops at Arnhem and is now enjoying a 

well-earned 14 days leave, is Signalman Bert Butcher, son of Mrs. Butcher, 6 Craven 

Mansions, Craven Park, Harlesden. He was a wireless operator and his glider went in and 

made a safe landing with what they call the first “lift”.  

 

Under great difficulties he and the crew of his section kept communications open throughout 

the 10 days of the battle. The portable aerial mast was soon damaged, so the wire had to be 

hung on a tree. Three times it was shot down and three times a man had to expose himself to 

enemy fire by climbing the tree to replace the wire.  

 

When the night of their withdrawal arrived, the wireless men had to keep the set working right 

up to the time of departure so that the enemy should not guess their intentions. Then the set 

was smashed with an axe so that the Germans would not be able to make use of it. Describing 

his escape Signalman Butcher said: “I was lucky, because I got to the river before ‘Jerry’ 

really knew we were pulling out. Some of us went over in boats, but I hung on to a boat and 

was rowed across. Some had to (I guess swim)”. The glider pilots said Signalman Butcher, as a 

fighting man, did a great job! 

The London 1st Airborne exhibition 1944. Signalman Butcher is to the right of 
the speaker, General Urquhart is seated to the left  

(Source: Jacqueline Richards ) 
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(Source: The Willesden Chronicle) 
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Other individual soldiers accounts from the battle 

 

Often the most poignant stories come from the men fighting on the ground. The following are 

excerpts from an English newspaper in Bert Butcher’s hometown shortly after the battle. They 

give a very human context to the battle. 

 

By Glider Pilot Sergeant Joseph Price of Burnham Road, Chingford Essex. 

 

We had a German SS officer in the cage. Some prisoners complained at the food they were 

getting. The food was the same and sometimes better than we had to eat.  

The SS officer lined the men up and in the middle of one of the heaviest mortar barrages and 

gave them a telling off. He told the grumblers: 

“These British soldiers have shown you what real discipline and real soldiering mean. You 

ought to be ashamed of your conduct before men who have stuck to their positions under such 

intense and sustained fire.” 

 

By Glider Trooper Joseph Rainford of Banks Road West Kirby, Cheshire. 

 

There was one really exciting moment when we were ready with fixed bayonets to meet a 

German attack. We hoped Jerry would come because it would be definite and decisive at least. 

And he did come, shouting and whooping trying to intimidate us. The sergeant got up and told 

us to shout too. We did. - That shook them. 

In one house there was a piano and we had a paratrooper who, in the middle of some of the 

worst barrages sat down, calmly playing the “Warsaw Concerto”. 

 

By Glider Staff-Sergeant Peter Bungoyne, of The Highway, Moulescombe, Brighton. 

 

The German snipers got us on edge a bit. There was one fellow in a tree who shot through the 

open doorway of a house at people going upstairs.  

The water-well was also a favourite target. It was pretty tricky going to draw water. So, we 

used to throw lots to see who would go for it. 

One day it was the corporal’s turn, and when he was at the well someone threw a potato at 

him. You should have heard him shout! 
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The 50th Anniversary of the Battle at Arnhem Bridge in the 

Netherlands - September 1994 
 

For his efforts, Bert Butcher was awarded the 1939/1945 Star, the France and German Star, the 

Defense Medals, the War Medal 1939/1945. He was awarded the Arnhem 50th Anniversary 

Medal at a ceremony in Holland in 1995. 

Bert Butcher, in his red beret, marching with fellow veterans at the 50th 
Anniversary of the Battle of Arnhem Bridge  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons (Top) and Jacqueline Richards) 
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A tribute from the Prime Minister 
 

The following is an excerpt from a speech Prime Minister Winston Churchill delivered to the 

House of Commons on September 28, 1944. 

“Finally, by the largest airborne operation ever conceived 

and executed, a further all-important forward bound in the 

North has been achieved. Here I am to pay a tribute, 

which the House will consider due, to the superb feat of 

arms performed by our First Airborne Division. Full and 

deeply moving accounts have already been given to the 

country and to the world of this glorious and fruitful 

operation, which will take a lasting place in our military 

annals, and will, in succeeding generations, inspire our 

youth with the highest ideals of duty and daring. The cost 

has been heavy; the casualties in a single division have 

been grievous; but for those who mourn there is at least 

the consolation that the sacrifice was not needlessly 

demanded nor given without results. The delay caused to 

the enemy’s advance upon Nijmegen enabled their British 

Second Army and American comrades in the other 

airborne divisions, and the British Second Army, to 

secure intact the vitally important bridges and to form a 

strong bridgehead over the main stream of the Rhine at 

Nijmegen. ‘Not in vain’ may be the pride of those who 

have survived and the epitaph of those who fell…” 

 

A tribute from the Dutch People 
 

Dutch civilians and veterans of the 1st Airborne Division 

watch as children place flowers on graves at the Arnhem-

Oosterbeek Cemetery, 25 September 1945. The previous 

year, the division had flown into action with 10,000 men. 

Just over 2,000 returned across the Rhine. In all, 1,485 

British and Polish airborne troops were killed or died of 

wounds and 6,525 more became prisoners of war. Though 

a costly failure, the Battle for Arnhem today stands as a 

heroic feat of arms. As an indicator of the courage 

displayed by British forces, five Victoria Crosses were 

awarded - four of them posthumously. 

The classic portrait of 
Winston Churchill 
by  Yousuf Karsh  

(Source: Wikimedia 
Commons) 

Dutch children laying flowers 
on British graves 

(Source: © IWM BU 10741) 
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Outcome of the Battle 
 

Ultimately, Market Garden was a failure. The plan was overly ambitious and some of its 

leaders and planners were overly optimistic. The required transportation and logistical support 

were just not up to the task of supporting such a large (the largest to date) airborne assault. It 

failed in its goal to flank  German defenses and clearing a path to Berlin and possibly ending 

the war by the end of 1944. 

Bad weather and fierce German resistance, especially at Arnhem bridge, were decisive in the 

outcome. Even though the first two objectives were eventually achieved, the failure of XXX 

Corps to reach the British 1st Airborne Division at Arnhem Bridge before their collapse was 

critical.  

In many cases landing zones were too far away for the objectives. This sapped the strength of  

the already lightly armed airborne troops before they could even commit to battle. Poor to non-

existent radio communications plagued many units throughout the operation and caused a loss 

of battlefield  synergy. The willful disregard of available intelligence clearly showing the 

presence of German SS Panzer divisions in the vicinity of Arnhem proved to be catastrophic. 

Finally, with some exceptions, a lack of tactical initiative once committed to the battle played a 

part in the eventual collapse of Market Garden. 

The individual troops who fought at Arnhem in September 1944 were dedicated and highly 

motivated. They wholly committed to the battle and it was their professionalism that will be 

remembered in the annals of military history. Like the Spartans at Thermopylae, the Light 

Brigade at Balaclava and General Gordon’s desperate battle to save Khartoum; it is the 

inspirational heart of the soldier that endures.  

I never had the opportunity to speak with my uncle Bert about his participation in Operation 

Market Garden. The human side of war is always so fascinating. Newspapers and photos 

cannot tell the complete story. That feeling in the pit of your stomach when going into battle. 

The loss of friends. Was your kit up to snuff and was the food good? What did you think of 

your commanders and their plans you committed your life to? These are some of the questions 

we would like answered.  

One thing is for certain. Were it not for men like Burt Butcher and his comrades, we would be 

living in a different world today. 

After the successful battle a Nijmegen, the Allies failed to capture the third and final bridge at 

Arnhem; it became the proverbial 'bridge too far'. Even though the mission failed to achieve all 

its objectives, it in no way diminishes the courage of the Men of Arnhem.  
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“Brave and ever watchful” 

Female Military Leadership before the Modern Era 
 

By Paul Edward Strong 

 

In the millennia between the emergence of organised warfare and the modern era (post 1800), 

most tribal cultures and emerging states were dominated by warrior elites. In theory, this 

limited the pool from which skilled warlords were drawn but, due to the societal pressures 

created by constant conflict, the military leadership of most warrior-based cultures was often 

more diverse than any society in the modern era. The decisive societal change occurred after 

the Peace of Westphalia in 1648, the rise of modern states and international law ended the 

cycle of violence that plagued Europe and enabled military professionalisation to emerge, but 

arguably limited the pool of potential leaders to an ‘educated meritocracy’.  

The Enlightenment and the revolution in military affairs enabled this new European elite to 

both expand their dominion across the world and create the patriarchal social structures that we 

still live with today. This social paradigm has created considerable confusion about the process 

by which leaders emerge and has led to the modern assumption that women are inherently 

peace-loving - when history suggests that the gender of senior decision-makers is irrelevant 

and that women are just as ruthless and effective as men when faced by a strategic imperative.  

Women appear in classical mythology in leadership roles in many cultures, as the teachers of 

skill in hand to hand combat or wisdom in battle. Training for war began at a far earlier age 

than today and women were often directly involved in preparing their sons for war. The Greek 

goddess of wisdom and strategy, Athena, and the Sumerian goddess of war, Inanna were both 

noted for their preference for cunning stratagems. Male deities dedicated to war, such as Ares 

and Thor, tended to be notable for their strength and brutality. An excellent example of the 

training role appears in Irish Celtic mythology in the story of Scáthach of Skye as she prepares 

Cú Chulainn for battle so he can become champion of Ulster.  

Herodotus records that some of the Scythian tribes mandated that their noblewomen should 

prove themselves in battle before marriage. These young women appear to have acted as 

scouts for the main Scythian host (intriguingly the Soviets also found women to be highly 

effective scouts and snipers) and it is not surprising that the Early Greeks assumed that they 

were a separate tribe - the famed Amazons. The Sassanid Persian Empire, a culture that was 

closely related to the tribes of the Caucasus, even included gender-specific military ranks for 

female commanders. Notable examples from this period include Queen Tomyris, of the 

Scythian Massagetae, who led the horde that wiped out the army of Cyrus the Great of Persia 

in 530 BC, and Queen Artemisia of Caria, who commanded one of the most formidable of the 

Achaemenid Persian allied squadrons that gathered to offer battle to the Greeks during the 

Salamis campaign in 480 BC. 
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In many ancient societies, women played an important role in their military evolution. Notable 

amongst these remarkable individuals are Empress Jingū in Japan, Saint Olga in Russia, and 

Queen Semiramis in Assyria. Archaeology and archival research have done little to refute these 

stories and older assumptions about the role of women, particularly those from the warrior 

elite, are evaporating as new discoveries emerge. For example, ritual offerings found in female 

Scythian and Sarmatian graves in the Caucasus include well-used weapons and pieces of 

armour that were clearly treasured possessions.   

Not all ancient societies were so open-minded. Most of the examples we have of women 

leading armies in the Roman period are the ones that were recorded precisely because they 

purported to demonstrate why women should never be allowed to command in battle. The very 

idea of a dux-femina (female commander) was assumed to be a threat to the auctoritas  of her 

husband or father. For example, Queen Boudicca of the Iceni was portrayed as an exemplar of 

how a female commander would prefer bloodthirsty revenge to developing a coherent strategy 

and thus fell prey to a more disciplined force. One of the few who was described with 

considerable respect by Roman chroniclers was Queen Zenobia of Palmyra, the Third Century 

AD Arab queen who successfully defied both Rome and Persia.  

Queen Tomyris of the Massagetae  

Modern interpretation in Akan Sataev’s 2019 movie about the Scythian warrior queen) 
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Christian Rome inherited a combination of both Roman and Hebrew traditions and this hybrid 

socio-political culture arguably limited the options for women with military aspirations. The 

Bible has only a few examples of female military commanders and Medieval Christian 

scholars tended to cite exemplars of personal courage (such as Deborah in the Book of Judges) 

when examples were required to strengthen the case for female leadership. The barbarian 

invasions of the Late Roman period shifted Europe back towards the Germanic tradition, and 

this led to the re-emergence of a military elite which accepted women as leaders in war – as 

long as they had noble antecedents and won victories. 

The Germanic tradition is based upon the very sensible assumption that marrying a strong 

woman ensured that the dynasty would gain a new generation of strong sons and formidable 

daughters. As most warfare consisted of raids, noblewomen often found themselves 

commanding the defence of their family’s territory while their husbands were away or while 

their children came of age. The Viking sagas included many notable female leaders, including 

Ragnar Lothbrok’s wife, the redoubtable Lagertha, who  Saxo Grammaticus described as “a 

skilled Amazon, who, though a maiden, had the courage of a man, and fought in front among 

the bravest with her hair loose over her shoulders. All marvelled at her matchless deeds, for her 

locks flying down her back betrayed that she was a woman”. The Franks also produced 

impressive female leaders, Brunhilda of Toledo ruled Austrasia with and iron fist in the Sixth 

Century and sought confirmation of her authority from Pope Gregory I (the Great). Though her 

ruthlessness and independence undoubtedly caused the Pope concern, he was impressed by her 

proven ability as a ruler and granted her ‘the power to correct evil-doers’. For centuries, this 

ancient document was cited as proof that women could hold both legal and military authority.   

Anglo-Saxon women were just as formidable. Alfred’s daughter, Æthelflæd, gained the title 

Lady of the Mercians due to her key role in continuing her deceased father and husband’s 

campaigns to liberate English territory from the Vikings. Æthelflæd followed her father’s 

example and built an integrated system of fortresses to secure her territory before launching a 

brilliant series of offensives into the Danelaw. The secret of her success was the offer of 

‘equality under the law’, a promise fulfilled whether her enemies chose to fight (and be 

defeated) or if they surrendered immediately. After several humiliating encounters, the Vikings 

of Derby offered to recognise her rule and the Vikings of York sent messengers to negotiate 

being absorbed into Mercia. During one of her campaigns, the Welsh attacked her Western 

provinces but her swift and decisive return left the raiders scattered and a swathe of Welsh 

towns ablaze. Interestingly, both the Welsh and Irish chronicles criticise the Welsh leaders who 

attacked Mercia, pointing out that Æthelflæd had been an honourable ally and that she had 

proven that she was as deadly in battle as her father. 

The Normans also produced numerous female leaders. Duchess Matilda (of Flanders) 

protected Normandy for several years as Duke William conquered England and consolidated 

his rule. Later Countess Adela, their daughter, ruled the County of Blois as her husband, 

Stephan I, went on the First Crusade and her predatory neighbours wisely sought weaker prey.  
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In Greece, Sichelgaita, an Italian noblewoman married to the Norman mercenary Robert 

Guiscard, led his knights to victory at Durres in 1081. The Byzantine chronicler, Princess Anna 

Comnena, describes her dramatic intervention. “As they continued to run, she grasped a lance 

and charged at full gallop against them. It brought the Normans to their senses, and they 

returned to the battle.” Eventually, William the Bastard’s granddaughter, Empress Maud of 

Germany, and Adela’s son, Stephan II of Blois, fought a bitter campaign to contest the crown 

of England. Maud proved to be a skilled strategist, but a poor politician, and it was Matilda of 

Boulogne (Stephan’s Queen) who defeated the Empress’ field army and captured London. In 

the end, the nobility forced a compromise and Stephan continued to rule, eventually succeeded 

by Maud’s son, Henry II.  

The Anglo-Norman historian Orderic Vitalis includes the tale of a blood feud between Isabel of 

Conches and Helwise, the Countess of Evreux. In a fascinating passage, explaining the turmoil 

in the 1090s, he describes them as being as deadly as any male commander:  

“Both the ladies who stirred up such bitter wars were persuasive, high-spirited, and 

beautiful; they dominated their husbands and oppressed their vassals, whom they terrorized 

in various ways. But they were very different in character. Helwise on the one hand was 

clever and persuasive, but cruel and grasping; whereas Isabel was generous, daring, and 

gay, and therefore lovable and estimable to those around her. In war, she rode armed as a 

knight among the knights; and she showed no less courage among the knights in hauberks 

and sergeants-at-arms than did the maid Camilla, the pride of Italy, among the troops of 

Turnus. She deserved comparison with Lampeto and Marpesia, Hippolyta and Penthesilea 

and the other warlike Amazon (Scythian) queens…”  

The most impressive female commander of the Medieval era was Matilda of Tuscany, La Gran 

Contessa. Matilda had been trained as in strategy after it became apparent that there would be 

no male heirs. She took part in her first skirmish at sixteen and quickly gained a reputation for 

conducting lightning raids against anyone who dared to cross her territory. Once it became 

apparent that the reformed papacy had withdrawn the Holy Roman Emperor’s right to appoint 

bishops within his territory, a decision that stripped him of much of the patronage that enabled 

him to dominate the fractious Imperial nobility, Henry IV of Germany invaded Italy. The 

Emperor sent army after army into Tuscany, some were initially successful but again and again 

they were harried and then destroyed by Matilda. The Pope was delighted, but when he dared 

to offer advice to the Countess he was told to keep to religious matters while she dealt with the 

threat from the north in her own way. Eventually, after numerous hard-fought battles, Henry IV 

was forced to compromise with the Pope and his ritual surrender was conducted at Matilda’s 

fortress at Canossa in 1077. The core causes of the conflict were unresolved, and war re-

ignited within a few months, with Matilda fighting many more battles, and the Investiture 

Crisis continued well into the 12th Century. The Church remembered La Gran Contessa’s role 

in saving the reformed papacy and her statue is one of the most impressive in St Peter’s in 

Rome – holding the crown and keys of the Pope as their immortal guardian.  
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“Brave and ever watchful, she often tormented the perverse. Mightily she undertook terribly 

violent battles with the king. For she endured steadfastly through thirty years. Fighting day 

and night to quell the tempests of the kingdom.”  

La Gran Contessa  

(Source: Angus McBride’s illustration in Tim Newark’s Women Warlords) 

In the 12th Century, Henry II naturally chose one of the most powerful women in Europe as his 

bride. Duchess Eleanor of Aquitaine had tired of her French husband, Louis VII, during the 

Second Crusade after it became apparent that he did not value her advice. Eleanor had 

offended some of Louis’ commanders during the march to the Holy Land and admittedly made 

a few minor tactical errors. Her strategic advice was far more impressive, and Louis’ decision 

to ignore her was a contributary factor in the failure of the Crusade. Eleanor made a formidable 

Queen of England and, once her sons rebelled against their father, a wily strategist in the wars 

against her husband. Both King Richard I and King John relied on her advice and her key 

retainers (including William the Marshal) were selected for both their mastery of courtly 

etiquette and their prowess on the battlefield.  
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Queen Eleanor’s success in creating a more cultured court, dominated by arts other than war, 

had unforeseen consequences. Women from the 13th Century onwards were less likely to 

command armies in the field though there were some spectacular exceptions, including the 

redoubtable Joanna of Flanders, Countess of Brittany, during the Hundred Years War. 

Leadership in a siege was more common, the most remarkable being Nicola De La Haye, the 

castellan of Lincoln castle. She successfully resisted two sieges, one in 1191 and the second in 

1217. The latter was against the army of the foreign usurper, Prince Louis of France. Nicola’s 

success enabled William the Marshal to destroy the besieging force and place Henry III on the 

English throne, a campaign that enabled Magna Carta to finally become law and laid the 

foundations for the freedoms we enjoy today.  

Christine de Pisan, a Venetian lady writing in France in the Early Fifteenth Century, famously 

highlighted the importance of noblewomen becoming familiar with military affairs – notably 

focusing on the conduct of siege operations: 

Eleanor of Aquitaine on Crusade 

(Source: Modern Interpretation, 
Wikimedia Commons) 

“She should have the heart of a man. 

She must know the laws of arms and all 

things pertaining to warfare, ever 

prepared to command her men if there is 

need of it. She has to know both assault 

and defence tactics to ensure that her 

fortresses are well defended, if she has 

any expectation of attack or believes she 

must initiate military action. Testing her 

men, she will discover their qualities of 

courage and determination before overly 

trusting them. She must know the 

number and strength of her men to 

gauge accurately her resources, so that 

she never will have to trust vain or feeble 

promises. Calculating what force she is 

capable of providing before her lord 

arrives with reinforcements, she also 

must know the financial resources she 

could call upon to sustain military 

action…” 
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In the 14th Century, Joan of Arc showed that a peasant girl could be as formidable as any 

noblewoman. Under her decisive leadership the French drove the English back to their core 

possessions in Normandy and Poitou. Those that claim she was little more than a figurehead 

ignore the fact that the French were regularly defeated before she appeared and were often 

unsuccessful after her capture. The difference is that her lack of noble blood meant that she had 

no protection from the fury of her enemies after her capture and there was no family to petition 

the ungrateful Dauphin to pay her ransom. It is important to note that other women of low 

station showed their mettle during sieges, inspiring others through their bravery such as Jeanne 

Fourquet (la Hachette) who fought the Burgundians in 1472, or Agustina de Aragón who 

fought in the Siege of Zaragoza in 1808. 

Jeanne D’Arc 

(Source: Modern Statue, 
Wikimedia Commons) 

During the Wars of the Roses, Queen Margaret 

of Anjou took command of the Lancastrian 

Army after Henry VI was captured in 1460. 

She refused to acknowledge her husband’s 

treaty with Edward of York and continued the 

war. At the Second Battle of St Albans, 

Margaret took a direct part in the fighting, 

reputably leading a force through the city to 

flank the Yorkist defenders. Margaret liberated 

her husband, but the Lancastrian cause was 

undermined by her insistence on killing a 

group of Yorkist prisoners who had displeased 

her. In 1471, after years of brutal campaigning, 

she watched the final battle at Tewksbury from 

a nearby abbey and saw her son and principal 

advisers defeated by Edward IV.  

By the 1500s, few noblewomen held field 

commands and instead focused on the raising 

and organisation of armies. A notable exception 

was the Tigress of Forlì, Caterina Sforza, who 

was fully prepared to use military force to 

intimidate the Pope and famously defied 

Cesare Borgia at the Siege of Forlì. In England, 

Katharine of Aragon, the daughter of the 

Conquistador Queen, Isabella of Castile, raised 

the army that destroyed an invading Scots army 

at Flodden in 1513, though Henry VIII showed 

her little gratitude for saving his kingdom.  
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. The most famous example of a female Tudor military leader is Queen Elizabeth I of England, 

a ruler understood both the power and limitations of female leadership in the 16th Century. 

Elizabeth’s speech at Tilbury in 1588 is a masterpiece in inspirational speechmaking and 

contains core concepts based upon fairness, justice and shared peril in the face of invasion that 

could easily have been penned by Æthelflæd. The text, generally assumed to be in her own 

words, is a beautiful combination of Medieval views on royal authority and Renaissance 

realpolitik.  

“My loving people. We have been persuaded by some that are careful of our safety, to take 

heed how we commit ourselves to armed multitudes, for fear of treachery; but I assure you I 

do not desire to live to distrust my faithful and loving people. Let tyrants fear. I have always 

so behaved myself that, under God, I have placed my chiefest strength and safeguard in the 

loyal hearts and good-will of my subjects; and therefore I am come amongst you, as you see, 

at this time, not for my recreation and disport, but being resolved, in the midst and heat of 

the battle, to live and die amongst you all; to lay down for my God, and for my kingdom, and 

my people, my honour and my blood, even in the dust. I know I have the body of a weak, 

feeble woman; but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too, 

and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade 

the borders of my realm; to which rather than any dishonour shall grow by me,  

Queen Elizabeth I at Tilbury 

(Source: Cate Blanchett in  

Elizabeth: The Golden Age in 2007) 

I myself will take up arms, I myself 

will be your general, judge, and 

rewarder of every one of your virtues 

in the field. I know already, for your 

forwardness you have deserved 

rewards and crowns; and We do assure 

you on a word of a prince, they shall 

be duly paid. In the meantime, my 

lieutenant general shall be in my stead, 

than whom never prince commanded a 

more noble or worthy subject; not 

doubting but by your obedience to my 

general, by your concord in the camp, 

and your valour in the field, we shall 

shortly have a famous victory over 

these enemies of my God, of my 

kingdom, and of my people.”  
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The historical record shows that female military leadership was far more significant before the 

modern era. Command in battle based upon blood produced uneven results, but sometimes 

allowed more diversity than a system based upon selective hurdles which were often used to 

restrict advancement to even narrower elites than the military nobility. It is important to note 

that it took until 2015, when Admiral Nora Wingfield Tyson became commander of the US 

Third Fleet, for a woman to hold a rank equal to that held by Artemisia of Caria at Salamis. 

Intriguingly, one of the few military roles that women continued to excel in, up to the 

Nineteenth Century, was piracy – a career with no entry requirements except talent and 

ruthlessness (most notably Gráinne O'Malley, Anne Bonney, and Ching Shih). 

When battlefield prowess is factored into the equation, the older and more brutal system seems 

to have allowed successful female commanders more opportunities to establish a reputation for 

effective leadership. One of the key advantages for both royal and noble  women is that they 

didn’t have to demonstrate the physical attributes required to excel at more junior ranks and 

thus were able to focus on developing the skills required for higher levels of command. This 

does not mean that they didn’t have direct experience of war, what we now understand as staff 

roles would be very familiar to most pre-modern noblewomen, it just meant that they wasted 

less time acquiring skills that were irrelevant to operating as commanders at the highest level. 

As the warfare becomes more complex and dependant on an increasingly sophisticated 

understanding of the changing character of war, perhaps we should be less interested in 

training lieutenants to be generals and instead find ways to discover what makes an effective 

21st Century battlefield commander in the first place. 

 

Further reading: 

Amazons: The Real Warrior Women of the Ancient World by John Man for an introduction to Scythian 

culture. 

Empress Zenobia: Palmyra’s Rebel Queen by Pat Southern and Zenobia: Shooting Star of Palmyra by N. 

Andrade 

The Warrior Queen by Joanna Arman and The Lady Who Fought the Vikings by Don Stansbury for the 

story of Æthelflæd. 

The Military Leadership of Matilda of Canossa, 1046-1115 by David Hay for Matilda’s campaigns. 

The Alexiad by Anna Comnena for the Normans in the Mediterranean. 

Various works by Kaveh Farrokh for female commanders in Ancient Persia. 

Orderic Vitalis for the Normans (particularly Norman noblewomen) in Northern Europe. 

Eleanor of Aquitaine: A Life by Alison Weir. 

Christine de Pizan’s The Book of the City of Ladies and The Treasure of the City of Ladies for a 

contemporary view. 

Men, Women, and War by Martin van Creveld for the counterarguments to this essay. 
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With so many books published yearly about Sir Winston Churchill the question is bound to 

arise: is there room for one more?  The answer on this occasion is most definitely ‘yes’.  

Allister Vale and John Scadding are both doctors of many years’ experience and I, personally, 

know the years of pains-taking research that has gone into this book.  I expected a tome of 

heavy medical terms and analysis but Vale and Scadding have dealt with Churchill’s health 

issues as though they were a pair of stand-up comedians!  That is not to say that all issues are 

not gone into in depth with clinical analysis – they are – and in a way in which the subject has 

never before been addressed. The serious is told in a light-hearted way, encapsulating 

Churchill’s powerful personality and his wit.   

The book is written in an engaging narrative that can be understood by anyone. Here is a 

summary of a couple of passages from the time Winston, aged just 24, served in the 4th 

Hussars in India, when he participated in the last British cavalry charge in history at the Battle 

of Omdurman, September 1898: 

‘Churchill witnessed the bravery of Private Thomas Byrne in rescuing Lieutenant Richard 

Molyneux.’ Byrne, though shot in the arm and bleeding heavily, went to the aid of Molyneux 

and saved his life.  For his bravery, Byrne was later awarded the Victoria Cross. On the return 

journey home by ship, Churchill met up with Molyneux at Cairo, who was in the charge of a 

nurse. An Irish doctor came in to attend to Molyneaux’s wounds. He had a terrible gash, and a 

skin graft was necessary.   

WINSTON CHURCHILL’S 

ILLNESSES  

1886-1965 
 

Allister Vale and John Scadding 

Pub. Frontline Books 2020 

522 pages 

Foreword by Randolph Churchill 

Reviewed Celia Lee 
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The doctor turned first to the nurse to cut off a piece of her skin, but she squirmed and could 

not face it and the only alternative was Winston.  Said the Irish doctor to Winston, ‘Oi’ll have 

to take it off you.’ Churchill rolled up his sleeve, and later told the story with some gusto: ‘He 

then proceeded to cut a piece of skin and some flesh about the size of a shilling from the inside 

of my forearm. … This precious fragment was then grafted onto my friend’s wound. It remains 

there to this day … I for my part kept the scar as a souvenir.’ Many years later, January 21, 

1954, Lord Moran who was Churchill’s physician recorded that Churchill showed him a scar 

on his  right arm and told him: ‘That’s where I gave some skin for grafting to Dick Molyneux 

after the battle of Omdurman – it hurt like the devil. His death is in today’s paper. He will take 

my skin with him, a kind of advance guard, into the next world.’ 

Another episode was when Churchill suffered an appendicitis and had to be operated on, aged 

48, October 1922. He was taken care of by a number of experienced and highly skilled doctors. 

When he was opened in the theatre, ‘a black, gangrenous perforated appendix was identified’ 

and ‘removed with difficulty.’  In recovering from major surgery, one would expect Churchill 

to be groggy from the anaesthetic and weak from the wound – but not so!  ‘On coming to from 

the anaesthetic he immediately cried “Who has got in for Newport?  Give me a newspaper.” 

He was referring to the Newport by-election of October 18. The doctor told him he ‘could not 

have it and must keep quiet.’ Shortly afterwards, the doctor returned to his bedside where he 

found Winston ‘unconscious again with four or five newspapers lying on the bed.’  

Lord Stamfordham, Private Secretary to King George V, wrote to Churchill,  October 25, 1922: 

‘The King desires me to say, firstly that he trusts you are making steady progress and that you 

must not impede it by your natural eagerness to join the Political Fray! … .’ A general election 

was called for November 15, and Churchill ignoring all advice, rose from his sick bed to 

defend his parliamentary seat of Dundee that he had held since 1908.  In order to help her 

husband Clementine had gone to Dundee ahead of him, November 6, to represent him. 

Undeterred, Churchill set out still very weak and arrived in Dundee, November 11.  It was only 

21 days since his operation, and he addressed two great assemblies. The second at Drill Hall, 

he described as ‘a seething mass of eight or nine thousand people, among whom opponents 

greatly predominated.  I was unable to stand, my wound was still open.  I had to be carried in 

an invalid chair onto the platform and from place to place.’ When the result was announced, 

November 16, Churchill’s huge majority of 15,000 was slashed and he was beaten by over 

10,000 votes.  Edwin Scrymgeour, Scottish Prohibition, had taken the seat from him. It meant 

Churchill was out of parliament for the first time in 22 years. His biographer Martin Gilbert 

recorded that as he left Dundee by the night train, he was seen off by a crowd of supportive 

students. Through the open window of his sleeping compartment he addressed them, saying 

that he had ‘always been a Democrat, and had always believed in the right of the people to 

make their own institutions.’ He went on to say he ‘bowed to that now, even though he thought 

that it was misguided.’  
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Such was the mettle that Winston Churchill was made of even from he was a young man. It 

would be this ‘never give in’ stance and his personal stamina that would sustain him as Prime 

Minister, whilst suffering various illnesses, throughout the Second World War. 

There can be no doubt that this is the definitive work on Churchill’s many illnesses, and the 

authors address also, his supposed alcoholism, and ‘black dogs’ of depression. 

ALLISTER VALE is a Consultant Clinical Pharmacologist and 

Toxicologist at City Hospital, Birmingham, and holds an honorary 

chair in the University of Birmingham.  He is a former Censor of 

the Royal College of Physicians and was awarded the Presidents 

Medal.  He has been elected President of the professional societies 

in the UK, Europe, and the US. He was Chairman of the Ministry 

of Defence Research Ethics Committee. 

JOHN SCADDING is honorary Consultant Neurologist Emeritus 

to the National Hospital for Neurology and Neurosurgery, Queen 

Square, London, and was formerly also its Medical Director and 

Chairman of its Medical Committee. He was Academic Dean of 

the Royal Society of Medicine.  He is Chairman of the 

Independent Medical Expert Group at the ministry of Defence and 

formerly Vice-Chairman of its Research Ethics Committee. 
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MINNIE CHURCHILL 

In her father’s footsteps 

By Celia Lee 

Today, Remembrance Sunday, November 8, 2020, Minnie Churchill stepped into her late 

father’s place and laid a wreath at the cenotaph in honour of the Second World War Air 

Transport Auxiliary (ATA). For posterity, it was an unusual Remembrance Sunday in that 

London is in lockdown due to Covid19 Coronavirus that has killed thousands of UK citizens, 

conjuring up the haunting memory of the deadly H1N1 influenza virus, known as the post First 

World War Spanish Influenza pandemic. 

Minnie Churchill and her partner Simon Bird 
(Source: Author’s Collection) 
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Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA) 
 

During the seven years preceding the outbreak of the Second World War, (1939-45), Minnie 

Churchill’s father, Commodore Gerard d’Erlanger who was by profession a banker, had 

become very interested in civil aviation. He was constantly flying and being something of a 

visionary, he could see the potential for developing communications via the new science of 

flight between nations, with both national and international airlines. 

Second World War Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA), Maidenhead,  

Gerard d’Erlanger centre. 

(Source: Author’s Collection) 
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War was looming due to Germany’s aggressive policies towards her neighbours. Gerard was 

therefore from 1938 in far-sighted discussions with representatives of the British Air Ministry. 

His plan was for an auxiliary air force of private pilots that would have to be found amongst 

those who were either too old or too unfit for active military service.  Gerard reformed the pre-

war Civilian Air Guard, turning it into the Air Transport Auxiliary (ATA).  In September of that 

year it had a mixed-sex membership of twenty-two pilots. The ATA functioned as a ferry 

service, moving aircraft from their factories to the airfields of the Royal Air Force (RAF), that 

were the point of collection for use by a variety of pilots. When war was declared between 

Britain and Germany, September 3, 1939, Gerard became Commandant of the ATA from then 

until the end of the war, 1945. During the war years as well as administering the ATA, Gerard 

also undertook his normal active pilot’s duties and, in 1943, he was awarded the CBE.   
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The volume of ATA work involved 742,614 flying hours, and over 308,567 aircraft delivered, 

comprising over 200 types, including spitfires, flying fortresses and Lancasters, plus 883 tons 

of freight, along with 3,430 passengers. Air taxi movements accounted for 179,32 aircraft 

hours. The types of aircraft flown, ranged from fighters to bombers, amounting to 147 different 

types, including 360 Flying Fortresses, 9,326 Halifaxes, 29,401 Hurricanes, 9,805 Lancasters, 

12,480 Mosquitoes, 26,176 Wellingtons and 57,286 Spitfires.   Those employed for these tasks 

numbered 1,152 men and 600 women, including 166 pilots and flight engineers, from fourteen 

nations. Women pilots performed exactly the same duties as men and received equal pay.  The 

ATA were responsible for the delivery of military aircraft into position, ready for the range of 

tasks already mentioned. The function of the ATA pilots was to move military aircraft, trainers, 

fighters, and bombers, from manufacturers’ factories, storage bases, and repair depots, into use 

at airfields to flight squadrons for use by pilots going out on bombing missions, those carrying 

out reconnaissance, photographing enemy territories, and carrying freight. Twelve women 

pilots, one-woman flight engineer, and a nursing sister, were killed in the course of their duty 

during the war. 

 

Gerard d’Erlanger supports women pilots in the ATA 
 

Gerard set up a civilian ferry pool at White Waltham airfield near Maidenhead, Berkshire, that 

began operations, February 15, 1940.  Due to the number of pilots needed to fight the 

Luftwaffe over Britain there was a shortage of male pilots and Gerard supported the 

introduction of women pilots into the ATA and, they would prove that they could do the job as 

well as any man.  By the early part of 1940, women pilots numbered twenty-six.  Women who 

would later become famous as war heroes, like Pauline Gower, Amy Johnson, Diana Barnato 

(later Barnato-Walker), Maureen Dunlop, and many more, were ferrying all types of 

operational aircraft.   

Diana Barnato  

(Source: Wikimedia Commons) 
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The ATA uniform comprised a dark navy-blue service tunic with four patch pockets, flapped 

and buttoned, and a cloth belt with a brass buckle.  The plastic buttons had a raised crown and 

ATA cypher insignia. A shirt of WAAF blue was worn with a black tie.  Blue skirt and slacks 

were provided for walking out, along with airfield, and flying wear.  There was also a dark 

blue great coat, and a Field Service cap of the same shade, with a brass badge on the left side. 

Rank was indicated on the shoulder-straps, one and two gold stripes identifying Second and 

First Officers. A pair of gold embroidered wings were worn on the left breast by all pilots. [1]  

 

Gerard attends memorial service crypt of St Paul’s Cathedral 
 

Gerard’s dedication to the ATA was reflected in his attendance at the memorial service at St. 

Paul’s Cathedral, September 23, 1950. Ex-ATA pilots formed a Guard of Honour at the front 

door, whilst 3,000 people, including Lord Beaverbrook who had been Wartime Minister for 

Aircraft Production, packed the nave. Dr. W.R. Matthews the Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral 

officiated at the ceremony. In placing the ATA wreath in the crypt, Gerard was flanked by 

wartime pilots Diana Bernato-Walker and Faith Bennett, both wearing the ATA uniform.  

Gerard placed the wreath on the memorial tablet dedicated to the 173 ATA pilots who lost their 

lives in the war [2] Sadly, absent was Pauline Gower who, having done so much for the ATA, 

and survived the war, had died tragically in childbirth, 1947. Gerard died in 1962, and 

following that time his son Robin d’Erlanger placed a wreath at the cenotaph. 

Gerard d’Erlanger in company with His Majesty King George VI and Her Majesty 
Queen Elizabeth the Queen Consort, on a tour of inspection during the Second World 

War. (Photo Minnie S. Churchill) 
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The distinguished military 

historian,  

Major Gordon Corrigan MBE, 

has set up a website  

https://gordoncorrigan.com  

via which he gives pay-to-view 

lectures on a range of military 

subjects.  

The cost of each lecture is £5.   

After the war, in 1963, Diana Barnato-Walker MBE FRAeS (15 January 1918 – 28 April 

2008), having delivered 260 spitfires, took up an RAF Supersonic Lightening jet into the skies 

above Britain, and flying at speed of 1,262 miles per hour, became the first British Woman to 

break the sound barrier. Mrs Mary Ellis, who delivered Spitfires and bombers during the war 

passed away, July 2018, having flown about 1,000 aeroplanes during the war, before moving to 

the Isle of Wight in 1950 to take charge of Sandown Airport. [3]  

 

NOTES: 

[1] Details obtained in part from British Forces website. 

[2] Report on the front page of the Sunday Express, September 24, 1950. 

[3] Mike Ryan, WOMEN IN WAR From Home Front to Front Line, Ch.9 Hurricanes And 

Handbags, pub. Pen & Sword 2012.   


