Writing Home

Lesson Eight Archival Resources – Writing Styles

KS2 Writing Home

Writing Home

Lesson Eight Archival Resources – Writing Styles
Darling Son,
Just a few lines hoping you are still O.K. We are just
about the same at home.
I have not sent you a parcel this week. I will send you
one this week on Sunday but Lily being at home has
made time go so quick. It is Thursday and Lily’s time is
up today but they have not sent her papers yet to say
where she is being posted but she is worrying all the
time where she will be posted. I hope near home.
Well dear Son, don’t worry we are all well, longing to
see you. Don’t worry too much abut your course.
Connie and Jean send their love. We are going on
lovely with the news.
P.s. it is Friday morning and Lily has not heard yet - so
we have got to wait and see.
Well dear Son
God Bless You
Keep Smiling and Happy + don’t worry
Heaps of love
From Mum
xxxxxxxx
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RAF HEROINE GOT A ‘MAN’S MEDAL’ FOR COURAGEOUS ROLE IN BATTLE OF BRITAIN
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IGGIN HILL was the crucial
British air base of World
War II and a constant target
of the German Luftwaffe.

Nightly air raids on the runways and
operations rooms were a matter of course,
yet it was never put out of action and the
RAF’s planes kept flying.
The air force may have been a very
male-dominated arena but Biggin Hill
was also home to many hundreds of
women – each of them as determined
as their male colleagues to assist in the
war effort.
One of them was Corporal Elspeth
Henderson, and she was about to earn a
place in RAF history.
Elspeth Candlish Henderson was born
in Edinburgh in June 1913, the daughter
of a professor of Scots Law.
She went to the local St Denis School
before her parents decided to send her
to the prestigious Harrogate Ladies’
College in Yorkshire. Here she developed
a talent for languages, particularly French
and German.
When Elspeth left school aged 16,
she went off to Europe to develop her
linguistic skills and travelled widely.
On her return to Scotland, she became
a secretary.
But in September 1939, when Downing
Street announced Britain was at war
with Germany, she handed in her
resignation and joined the Voluntary
Aid Detachment.
Th is unit, which consisted largely
of untrained women, was fi rst
mobilised in World War I
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in Kent – one of Fighter Command’s main
operations air bases.
Elspeth’s daughter, Heather Redfearn,
said: “My mother believed very fi rmly that
it was morally wrong that men were being
sent out to fight on the front line, and
were risking their lives, while single
women like her could literally sit at home
and lead quite a normal life.
“But what a turnaround it must have
been for her – one moment taking
dictation in Edinburgh, and only months
later in the very thick of the action.”
Elspeth was soon promoted to corporal,
giving her the responsibility over many
other WAAF plotters. These women
displayed the progress of enemy bombers
as they headed for the south coast, and for
Biggin Hill itself.
“Even today, so many people think of
the RAF as very much a man’s operation,”

Elspeth was one of the fi rst to help dig
them out.
After a night spent in makeshift
quarters, she was back in charge of the
phone lines to HQ the next day.
And when the Luftwaffe returned in
force, Elspeth and her colleagues stood
their ground.
But then the ops room took a direct hit
and fi re broke out.
Elspeth and the others were ordered to
evacuate but she remained on her post
until the very last minute. When she
eventually left, it was through a shattered
window, with the roof ablaze and with
bombs dropping all around her.
More attacks followed the next day. But
Elspeth and her team moved into
temporary accommodation and kept the
flow of signals and messages going on
hastily repaired makeshift lines.
Miraculously, the RAF planes also
continued to take off, avoiding scores of
craters in the runways. After a week, the

shouted at the girls to get back to work
and to concentrate.
“With flames and glass flying
everywhere, she must have set an
amazing example.
“She told me that she was far more
impressed with the skills of all the
engineers and the phone lads, who kept
the lines up and running, than with
anything else.”

B

EING her modest self, Elspeth
told her parents nothing about
o
the raid – she didn’t want them to
worry – or the Military Medal.
“The fi rst they knew of it,” said Heatherr,
“was when reporters from the Scottish
papers came knocking at their door and
asked for their reaction to the award.
“My grandfather was astonished. I
think that the fi rst thing he did when he
recovered his composure was to put a calll
through to my mother to ask, ‘What the
blazes have you been up to?’”
Elspeth, who married Alistair Green
in 1949, did not like talking too much
about her wartime
experiences in later
years either.
Her daughter said:
“She felt that she’d done her bit, and that
her ‘bit’ was no more remarkable than
that of millions of others.
“She very rarely wore her medal. She
kept it in a drawer in her Edinburgh homee
until she died in August 2006, aged 93.
“We donated it to the Scottish Nationall
War Museum – what better home could
it have?”
After the war, Elspeth went to work for
the British Council, before becoming
secretary to the director of the inaugural
Edinburgh Festival.
She devoted herself to her family and to
o
all sorts of charitable organisations, such
h
as Meals on Wheels, Cancer Research,
and the Aged Christian Friends Society.
Heather said: “Rather mysteriously, shee
used to take herself off to the annual
memorial service for Air Vice Marshall
Hugh Dowding in Moffat every year.”
Dowding was the commander of RAF
Fighter Command during the Battle of

‘She thought it morally wrong for
single women to sit at home’

said Heather. “But my
mother, and thousands like
her, played a huge part in the Battle of
Britain, and the years afterwards.
“She, however, said very little about
that time in later years. As far as she was
concerned, the past was the past.”
In the last few days of August 1940,
the Luftwaffe’s strategy was to knock
out the airfields of south-east England –
and Biggin Hill was the main target of
the attacks.
There were six raids in three days, and
Elspeth was in the heart of the operations
room, attempting to maintain the vital
telephone links with Fighter Command
HQ in Uxbridge.
On August 30, 1940, nine Junkers 88
bombers delivered a “devastating attack”
on the airfield.
One bomb hit an air-raid shelter –
nothing more than a slit trench – and
many WAAF personnel were among the
39 killed.
Many others were entombed and

Luftwaffe turned their attention to
bombing London.
On November 2, the air base received
a message that Elspeth and two of her
colleagues, WAAF sergeants Helen
Turner and Elizabeth Mortimer, had
been awarded the Military Medal for
their “courage of an exemplary order”.
They were praised for remaining “cool,
calm and collected”.
Their commanding officer at Biggin Hill
commented that “these girls have shown
amazing pluck” – which was something of
an understatement.
During the entire war, only six
Military Medals were awarded to WAAF
personnel, and it was always regarded as
a “man’s medal”.
Heather recalled: “My mother told us
that the roof was fl imsy to begin with.
There was no way that it was bomb safe.
“She said that when the blast came,
there was complete chaos – but she just

Britain and the Dumfries and Galloway
town was his birthplace.
Heather said: “We never knew quite
why she went, until it became apparent
that the RAF regarded her very highly
indeed, as one of the heroines of World
War II. They had huge respect for her and
always felt that she was a proud part of
RAF history.”
“At my mother’s funeral, there was a
strong RAF presence, including wreaths
from them in gratitude and tribute.
“When the minister read out her life’s
achievements, and the facts about her
medal and how she won it, there were a
lot of dropped jaws in the congregation.
“Her friends never ever knew what
she’d done. She didn’t think it was of any
interest at all – she’d just been doing her
duty as she saw it.
“My own children, Gillian, Jennifer and
Anthony, who are now in their twenties,
thought their grandma was wonderful
– and when Gillian had to do a school
project on the war, it was focused strongly
on my mother.”
The heroes of Biggin Hill will be
remembered in a TV programme that’s
to be aired next month.
Heather, who lives near Sevenoaks
in Kent, not far from the former air base,
recalled: “My mother thought that most
of the fi lms about the war were complete
rubbish and horribly inaccurate.
“She rather looked on them as being
less than contemptible. But I think she
would have been rather proud of this
upcoming programme.
“Not because she thought that she
did anything special but because it
shows what the remarkable people who
worked at the air base, had to endure.”
Elspeth hasn’t been forgotten at the
site of her fi nest hour. Along with some
of her brave colleagues, she has had
a road named after her on a new
housing estate that was built where
the married quarters of the Biggin
Hill once stood.
Heather added: “My mother is one
of those people who kept the pilots
and air crew, ‘The Few’, flying. I can’t
tell you how proud I am of that.”

PROUD TO SERVE:
Elspeth in uniform,
right, with fellow
Military Medal winner
Elizabeth Mortimer on
a return visit to Biggin
Hill in 1974, left, and
with members of the
WAAF, bottom left
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