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During the early months of 1941, my father, a member of the Royal Navy Reserve, 
decided to volunteer for service. He was almost 40 and thought that his country 
needed him, and he was right; it did. He was assigned to a Minesweeper that kept 
the Thames Estuary clear of German mines, thus continuing the effort to bring food 
and supplies to 8 million Londoners who needed them. 
 
My Mother was left to manage alone and because the British Military Services were 
(and still are) among the lowest paying in the civilized world, it was necessary for 
her to work. As she had been a nanny before she married my father, and had no 
other skills, she became a housekeeper to the Honorable George Brown, a member 
of Parliament for Hamstead, the Borough in which we lived. After working all day 
she volunteered to sell Victory Stamps to her friends and neighbors. 
 
I was 17 years old on 14 November 1941 and feeling 
very grown up and wanting to do my bit to help. We all 
felt the need to pitch in at that time. Without 
discussing it with Mother, I volunteered to serve with 
the WRNS. We learned that we could be accepted at 
age 17 years, 3 months if our parents gave a signed 
consent. I was really pretty scared after I had done the 
deed, because that was the first time I had made a 
major decision without telling my parents. I managed 
to get my mother to sign my papers and left her to tell 
father that he now had a “Naval Daughter”. 
In February 1942 I was sent to a Training Establishment 
at Mill Hill. In the Royal Navy, each of these is 
designated as a “ship”. We were given physical checks, 
indoctrination into the history and traditions of the 
Navy and KP to pass the time; the only part I really hated. 
 
Several other girls and I were called for interviews that were different from the 
others. Our interviewers were both male and female and wore much gold braid. 
None of us were told why the chosen few were not “run of the mill”. When the 
initial training came to an end we were sent to our new ship, OSS Stanmore or Out 
Station Stanmore. Once there we were sworn into Naval Intelligence and placed 



under the Official Secrets Act, meaning that should we 
ever discuss our work outside of the work area we could 
be hanged as a traitor. The country was at war and 
stringent measures had to be taken. We all believed every 
word of it, too! 
 
After being sworn in we were finally told what our duties 
and responsibilities would be. We were called 
Watchkeepers, and our job was to decode the German's 
most flaunted and supposedly impenetrable code, named 
ENIGMA. The decoding system perfected by the British 
and her Allies was called ULTRA. Our duty was to operate 
a huge machine named BOMBE. 

 
When the German codes were intercepted, they were put into a menu or schematic 
and given to us. Reading this would enable us to rewire, or replug, our machine to 
handle the new code. The Bombe had 3 tiers in front with each tier having 12 drums 
set in 3’s perpendicularly. Each drum was a different color and each bank rotated 
at a different speed while the drums themselves each had the 26 letters of the 
alphabet. There were thousands of possibilities tested with each rotation of each 
bank. If a Stecker Orkey letter was found, the machine stopped and printed the 
letters that might break the code. The code was printed on an electronic 
typewriter, also a first for the time! 
 
To check each stop, the code went to a Checker, the same machine that German’s 
encoded their messages and if all letters matched it was an “up” and was sent to 
Bletchley Park, the headquarters of British Intelligence. The message was then 
given to an interpreter, and because each German word translated into English 
could have several meanings, a great deal of study went into each finished 
message. The message was then given to the Special Liaison Units of the Army 
These people had the responsibility of making sure that the message reached the 
Commander most affected by the information and to make sure that security was 
not breached. 
 
I was very proud to have been selected for this work, as were all of my friends. We 
were very young, had a history of Naval service, and a certain standard of 
education. One needed to be young, as the work was laced with tension and if a 



code was difficult to break (sometimes it was never broken) it became tedious and 
frustrating. 
 
A few months before my 20th birthday I met a young man 
on a blind date. It was the first blind date I ever had and the 
last. The lad was Lt. Francis Clark of the American Army Air 
Force. My parents’ home was only 45 minutes away from 
WRNS headquarters, so my parents were able to grow fond 
of Fran. On my 20th birthday we were at home and under 
fire from an air raid. That night the Luftwaffe had decided 
to firebomb London. Between the thud of bombs and 
gunfire from anti-aircraft guns that were mounted on the 
backs of trucks that would drive from street to street, it was 
pretty noisy. Fran chose that moment to ask my father for 
my hand in marriage. Not quite like that but more like, "Rita and I would like to get 
married, is it OK with you?" Dad said "yes", and I don't really remember the rest of 
the evening except the Luftwaffe finally ran out of bombs and departed. 
 
We were married on 17 February 1945. I had accrued 21 days of leave time and 
that plus weekends would give us quite a nice period of time together. Our first 
stop was the South coast and a little fishing village called Shoreham/Sea in Sussex. 
There was a small inn called The Sussex Pad that I had always wanted to investigate 
as a child on holiday but we could never make it. I finally made it with Fran and we 

stayed a week. An older couple owned it. They took us 
under their wing and really spoiled us. We were given eggs 
each morning for breakfast. This seems a funny thing to 
gloat over, but you must remember that the Yanks had 
powdered eggs and we Brits were happy to get an egg a 
week. Our week there ended all too soon and we were 
back at Fran's Air Base in Honnington. 
 
Honington was a small, typically English Market Town with 
very few hotels but Fran found us a room on the top floor 
of a 3 story brick home, just outside the base. Our room 
was great for viewing takeoffs and landings. It also put us 

in the path of a German plane which attacked the base. On the way he had gotten 
rid of his surplus ammo by shooting up the town. I was very happy that this old 



house had heavy Welsh Slate for a roof. Fran wasn't too worried, but I was! 
 
Fran flew a mission about every other day. Each morning 
he would get up and get ready for the mission while I got 
up and took my station by the window. I would watch those 
little planes with red markings take off in good order and 
after what seemed an eternity, watch those same little 
planes straggle home. 
 
There was no phone in the home so I would put on my coat 
and go stand by the nearest phone booth. Fran would go 
through debriefing before he could call, and it was another 
eternity just waiting. He called as soon as he could and 
then had to find a way to get back to me. No cars-no petrol 
then, remember! 
 
My leave was over, and Fran put me on the train to WRNS headquarters. I arrived 
at night with the thought of night duty ahead of me. It was a mile or so from the 
station to my quarters, so I trudged back carrying a heavy suitcase and feeling more 
like crying than being a good little WREN and working. I wondered if I could look 
pathetic enough for the nurse at sick bay to excuse my watch. I was really surprised 
when she found that my blood pressure was up and promptly popped me into bed. 
None of my friends asked me about my honeymoon but quite a few gave odd looks. 
I was the only one there who had married, had a long honeymoon, and ended up 
in sick bay. 
 
By May 1945 we were both back in the United States and I was on the way to 
becoming an American mother of five and, for the next 20 years, a good Air Force 
wife. I wouldn't have changed any part of my life and do advocate at least one blind 
date in a person’s life!  


