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INTRODUCTION

IN OUTLINE, IN silhouette, just a glimpse – a soldier’s boots, perhaps a policeman’s helmet, or a glint of gold braid – all have powerful impact. And my first encounter with women in uniform is fixed in my memory as two pairs of dreadful legs, descending – nay bulging – into two clomping pairs of shoes.

In the mid-fifties it was the custom in my nice girls’ school in Sunderland to expose us to the wider world through the occasional Wednesday Talk. However, instead of lectures from the Great and the Good, our militant Anglican foundation, Sunderland Church High School, produced a steady stream of the Pious or Slightly Deranged. We’d spot them heading up the main staircase, a vivid splash of long purple skirt swishing around big black boots. ‘Another batty bishop from Bongoland,’ we’d hiss, before composing our features for a peroration on the mischief wrought by termites upon prayer books, or the difficulties of steering the diocesan dug-out canoe through mangrove swamps.

The occasional highbrow musician was also deemed acceptable, with the memorable Florence Hooton wielding her cello like a table-tennis bat, and then announcing to a stupefied gaggle of adolescent females that she was ‘about to put a very powerful instrument between my legs’. Then, one Wednesday, the staircase resounded to a particularly firm tread. Stomp stomp stomp. The headmistress’s thick ankles and sensible court shoes looked positively skittish, flanked as they were by an escort of biliously coloured tree trunks.

We lifted our gaze slowly upwards. The skirts hung like cardboard, just at the length which makes your calves look fat and suggests your thighs are like a couple of marrows. Further up were jackets of unforgiving cut, boxy and mannish, restraining what were undoubtedly formidable bosoms. The bosoms swayed a fraction out of sync with the swinging arms and the marching gait. Starched collars and ties concealed what necks there might have been, as the pair pincered the headmistress between the assembly hall doors. Their expressions were impossible to read, for it appeared they wore shiny caps perched on their noses. How they saw was a mystery. They turned smartly to ascend the platform, two rhino rears in rhythmic harmony.

I cannot recall a single word of the lecture addressed to us. The entire impact was visual. Here were two grown-ups, people who’d achieved the enviable womanhood we yearned for, apparently dressed – well, not so much dressed as upholstered – in a manner which defied analysis. Yes, they were uniforms – but not of the familiar sagging bus conductress variety. These were bandbox-sharp with glinty buttons, spotless, with ironed-flat pockets where no balled-up old hankie would dare to lurk. We girls were being introduced to the Women’s Royal Army Corps and the Women’s Royal Air Force. One dark green, one blue, sort-of.

It was the legs which really fascinated. Our girlish dreams were of spiky heels and pointy toes in ice-cream colours (or perhaps scarlet if you dared to be ‘fast’). Of the palest nylons with sexy black seams – perhaps the tiniest butterfly bow peeping from just above the heel. This was what lay in store after years of school uniform, with our dreams contained by regulation Indoor and Outdoor Shoes, both modelled on fishboxes, and a choice of wrinkly grey socks or hairy knee-stockings. And here were two women who’d seemingly chosen to encase their legs in some kind of ancient lisle, vaguely reminiscent of something seen in the dusty windows of surgical appliance suppliers. And who had acquired footwear suitable for marching on Moscow.

Our teenage imaginations trembled. And there and then, I decided that uniforms were not for me.

Nor did I come from a military family. World War II was over when I was born, and the easy familiarity with khaki and blue had disappeared instantly in peacetime. Admittedly, my home town in north-east England was a fruitful recruiting ground for the Durham Light Infantry, and the occasional warship was heaved into the mouth of the River Wear by over-enthusiastic tugs, pranging the inner piers. But we had no barracks or local air station, only strange fields where concrete squares marked the floors of a wartime army camp, and unpleasantly ponging concrete ‘pillboxes’ lurking below the coastal cliffs, still ready to defend our shores.

Except for the plentiful bomb-sites on which we children played, Sunderland having been pasted regularly by the Germans, I assumed that this ship-building town and its people had been only peripherally involved in the two world wars. The men had ‘gone off to have a crack at Jerry’; the women had stayed to ‘keep the home fires burning.’ I had little inkling of the extent to which an ordinary industrial town had found itself inexorably drawn into war, a place where daily life changed fundamentally twice in the twentieth century, as far distant events affected life, work, and the north-east skies overhead. I never guessed at the extraordinary extent to which everyone had been ‘in the wars’ – especially the women. Maids who became munitions workers, schoolgirls on fire-watch, housewives who joined voluntary units, and all those who joined the services. Military history is a male preserve, dominated by the image of the male warrior. Nevertheless, the unprecedented progress of women towards equality during the twentieth century is brought into sharp relief by war, although that progress often went unnoticed, and unsung, behind the striking deeds of valour on the battlefield.

I’m reminded of an exchange between my first Newcastle landlady and her neighbour, when I was a student in the sixties:

‘Your husband was away four years, wasn’t he?’

‘Aye, he was, North Africa with Monty, and he never stopped about the sand and the flies...’

‘What can you say....’

‘Well, I could’ve said about the air-raid sirens, the black-out, the bombs, the rationing... but I didn’t.’

‘Ever talk about your job in the RAF?’

‘He wasn’t interested in welding.’

I regarded my landlady with curiosity: a very short, wiry Geordie widow, who was always asking me to sort out ‘men’s work’ around the house – wonky electric plugs, the ancient Hoover and so on.

Welding?

So, years ago, in the aftermath of World War II, I’d had intimations of a different life for women in wartime, but no sense of its significance, and certainly no interest in uniforms and all that they conveyed.

And as a child, there was already a certain amount of prejudice residing in my soul. I’d been a Brownie, and had discovered that In The Pack no element of individuality was entertained. All Brownies wore turd-coloured bag-like shifts, with a leather belt and a custard yellow tie. Fatter Brownies looked like hamsters feeding permanently on a banana. The outfit was surmounted by a chocolate-coloured knitted Thing, which slid off your head the moment you had to do some Brownie ritual, usually involving imaginary toadstools. If you were diligent your sleeve was peppered with weird symbols, proclaiming your status as a girl well versed in raffia-craft or whatever. The good aspect of the uniform was that it blended into the dust and dirt which was swirled up by Brownie Games in dingy church halls and left-over wartime prefab huts. In other words, it worked, but did nothing for you. Still, in the days before preteen fashion-aware culture took hold, none of us minded much.

For a start, everyone wore school uniform, which was clearly designed by someone who disliked children, especially girls. Decades on, the subject of the Horrible School Hat still provokes wrath and despair among my contemporaries. Ditto the School Divided Skirt (‘no girl shall wear a skirt which is more than two inches from the floor when kneeling’). Then there was the School Winter Coat, a creation which had a life of its own. So hairy and stiff that, when new, it stood by itself without visible support. You didn’t exactly wear it, you engaged with it, and once you were lined up in the daily crocodile, two by two, you were described by onlookers as The Russian Army off to the Front. But there was always joy to be derived from the fact that other schools clearly employed professional tailoring sadists to produce even more ludicrous and demeaning styles. And then there was the one good aspect: absolutely no decisions to be made in the morning. No agonising in and out of the wardrobe. Just climb into the same old stuff and all will be right with the world.

So at a very early age, I’d sampled the impact of uniforms: their power to deliver an instantaneous message, their ability to reduce the individual to a unit, simultaneously marking you out and blending you in.

As my teens approached, the Girl Guides made overtures. Whatever the excitements of more badges and a bit of damp camping, I was becoming aware that evenings spent in a blue bag-like sack, plus beret, were not exactly seductive-sounding. And so it was that the arrival of the WRAC and WRAF, stomp stomp stomp, sealed my views on uniforms and aroused my curiosity.
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