
The Untold History of the ATS in the Second
World War: A Tale of Courage, Dedication, and
Heroism
World War II is known for its significant impact on global history, marking a period
of immense struggles, sacrifices, and triumphs. Amidst the chaos, women played
a pivotal role in shaping the outcome of the war, and few groups exemplify this
more than the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS). The ATS, an all-female military
organization, contributed significantly to the Allied forces, both on the frontlines
and in vital support roles.

As dusk settled on the eve of the Second World War, a call for female volunteers
to step forward rang through Britain's towns and cities. Thousands of women,
filled with a sense of duty and a desire to contribute, eagerly signed up for what
would become a life-altering experience. These extraordinary women became the
backbone of the ATS, standing tall on the frontlines of a war engulfing nations.

The Birth of the ATS

The ATS was officially established on September 9, 1938, in response to the
escalating tension in Europe. Its purpose was to release men for combat duties
by employing women in non-combat roles. Initially, the ATS faced resistance and
skepticism, as many questioned women's ability to handle the demands of the
military. However, the exceptional contributions made by the ATS throughout the
war would firmly dispel these doubts.
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Throughout the war, ATS members served in various capacities, including radio
operators, drivers, ammunition inspectors, intelligence analysts, radar plotters,
and more. Their roles were diverse, encompassing a wide range of tasks crucial
to the success of military operations. These women proved, time and time again,
that they were capable of handling the pressure and challenges thrown their way.

Frontline Heroes

While the ATS primarily operated in non-combat roles, some members took on
direct responsibility in the midst of warfare. A notable example is the courageous
ATS women who served as anti-aircraft gunners, bravely defending cities against
enemy air raids. These women operated the guns with great precision, defying
stereotypes and inspiring others with their resilience and determination.

ATS women could be found in war zones, helping with vital tasks such as
maintaining aircraft, communication networks, and even decoding messages
intercepted from the enemy. In many cases, their contributions remained
unknown or obscured by the passage of time. However, the impact of their work
was immeasurable, as they played an essential role in the ultimate triumph of the
Allied forces.
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Overcoming Challenges

Being immersed in a male-dominated military environment, ATS members faced
a multitude of challenges. They battled stereotypes, discrimination, and prejudice,
often having to prove themselves repeatedly to gain respect from their male
counterparts. Nevertheless, the strength, resilience, and unwavering dedication of
the ATS women forged their place in history.

ATS members persevered through grueling training programs, learning new skills,
mastering complex equipment, and overcoming physical demands that many
believed women were incapable of withstanding. They emerged as competent,
capable, and determined soldiers, earning respect and admiration from both their
peers and commanding officers alike.

Liberation and Legacy

As World War II neared its end, the ATS had evolved into a force to be reckoned
with. The courageous women who served in its ranks played a significant role in
liberating nations and reshaping the world as we knew it. Their contributions,
often unrecognized and overlooked, played a vital part in securing victory and
restoring peace.

Though the organization was disbanded in 1949, the legacy of the ATS lives on.
The brave women who served continue to inspire generations, challenging the
limitations imposed on women and reminding us of the extraordinary
contributions they made during a time of unparalleled crisis.

Inspiration for the Future

The history of the ATS in the Second World War serves as a testament to the
power of determination, courage, and dedication. These women defied societal



norms, stepped out of traditional gender roles, and etched their names in history
books as heroes of the war.

Their journey reminds us to honor the countless unsung heroes who played
instrumental roles in shaping our world today. It highlights the necessity of
recognizing and celebrating the contributions of women in all aspects of society,
both past and present.

Today, let us pay tribute to the remarkable women who paved the way, creating
opportunities and breaking barriers. Let us strive for a future where individuals,
regardless of gender, can tread paths uncharted, shape their destinies, and
change the world for the better.
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At the outbreak of the Second World War, Britain’s manpower crisis forced them
to turn to a previously untapped resource: women. For years it was thought
women would be incapable of serving in uniform, but the ATS was to prove
everyone wrong. Formed in 1938, the Women’s Auxiliary Territorial Service was a
remarkable legion of women; this is their story. They took over many roles,
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releasing servicemen for front-line duties. ATS members worked alongside anti-
aircraft gunners as ‘gunner-girls’, maintained vehicles, drove supply trucks,
operated as telephonists in France, re-fused live ammunition, provided logistical
support in army supply depots and employed specialist skills from Bletchley to
General Eisenhower’s headquarters in Reims. They were even among the last
military personnel to be evacuated from Dunkirk. They grasped their new-found
opportunities for education, higher wages, skilled employment and a different
future from the domestic role of their mothers. They earned the respect and
admiration of their male counterparts and carved out a new future for women in
Britain. They showed great skill and courage, with famous members including the
young Princess Elizabeth (now about to celebrate her Diamond Jubilee as
Britain’s Queen) and Mary Churchill, Sir Winston’s daughter. Girls in Khaki
reveals their extraordinary achievements, romances, heartbreaks and
determination through their own words and never-before published photographs.
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