
A Day in the Life:
Women in the Bunker

Learn more about the Battle of Britain, 
what happened in our top secret 
Bunker, and the important role that 
women played in the defence of the 
United Kingdom.
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Battle of Britain Bunker
Wren Avenue, Uxbridge

bunker@hillingdon.gov.uk
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WHAT IS THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN?
How and why did the Battle of Britain start?

01.

WHAT HAPPENED AT RAF UXBRIDGE?
Top secret activities were taking place here, 
60 feet underground!

02.

WOMEN IN THE BUNKER
The majority of Bunker staff were women. 
Why and what did they do?

03.

CONCLUSION
Let’s reflect on what we have learnt with 
some activities!

04.

WHAT ARE WE LEARNING 
ABOUT TODAY?
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HOW DID THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN START?

By the Summer of 1940, the Germans were ready to move further West and wanted control over the 
United Kingdom. In July 1940, they launched Operation Sea Lion. Germany knew that in order for 

Operation Sea Lion to succeed, they needed to first remove the threat posed by the RAF. 

Beginning on 10 July 1940, Germany started sending over the Luftwaffe to attack important RAF sites. 
In response, RAF Fighter Command, who were in charge of Britain’s fighter pilots and fighter aircraft,  

set up a secret Bunker at RAF Uxbridge, Greater London,  where they could plan and 
organise the Battle. 

The Second World War started on 3 September 1939. As the months went on, Germany and their 
allies rapidly began invading countries throughout Europe. In less than a year, Germany occupied 

several countries, including Czechoslovakia, Austria, Poland, Denmark, Belgium, most of 
France...and many more!
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VOCAB BREAK!

LUFTWAFFE

The Luftwaffe was 
the German Air 

Force during the 
Second World War.

RAF FIGHTER 
COMMAND

RAF Fighter 
Command was 

dedicated to 
protecting the 

United Kingdom 
from enemy attacks.

FIGHTER PILOTS

These are pilots that 
specialise in fighting 
enemy aircraft. They 

flew fast, agile 
aircraft equipped 

with guns. 



WHAT HAPPENED AT  RAF UXBRIDGE? 

02
RAF Uxbridge
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THE DOWDING SYSTEM

The British government first purchased the grounds for RAF 
Uxbridge in 1915, but it wasn’t until 1918 that the RAF took control over 
the site.

By early 1939, the British government knew that war was imminent. 
Concerned about possible enemy air attacks, a new air defence 
system was put in place, nicknamed The Dowding System, after the 
man who perfected it - Air Vice Marshal Hugh Dowding.

The Dowding System is an organised 
information chain. It was designed to 
gather information about incoming 
enemy formations, which could then 
be organised onto a map. It would 
then be possible to use the map to 
take action. There are several parts to 
the Dowding System, each one 
processes information before passing 
it onto the next stage. You can learn 
more about this on the next page.

AVM Hugh Dowding
© IWM (D 1417)

© IWM (CH 1449)
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The Group HQ is us, here 
at the Bunker! As you can 
see, we’re in the centre of 
the Dowding System.
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RAF UXBRIDGE: NO. 11 GROUP HEADQUARTERS

Here at RAF Uxbridge, we became No. 11 Group 
Headquarters.

No. 11 Group refers to the South-East of England, 
which you can see circled  on the map. The 
South-East sustained the majority of enemy 
attacks during the Battle of Britain. We had a lot 
of enemy targets (London, ports, RAF sites), and 
we were closest to the enemy, who at that time, 
occupied most of France.

As the HQ for No. 11 Group, we were the centre of 
the Dowding System. We were given details 
about incoming enemy formations and locations 
for our own RAF Squadrons. We put all of this 
information together on our map, located deep 
within our underground bunker.
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WHAT HAPPENS UNDERGROUND?

60 feet (18 meters) underground lies our top 
secret bunker. In the Operations Room, we 
have a large map, showing the South-East of 
England. 

Using the information given to us, we would 
place wooden blocks on our map, showing the 
locations of enemy formations and RAF 
Squadrons.

PINNER CAMERA CLUB 
(JOHN DOBSON)
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SENDING UP SQUADRONS
Once the blocks are placed on the map, 
it’s time for us to make some big 
decisions.

We can see enemy formations coming 
across the channel, now it is up to us to 
decide which RAF Squadrons to send up 
to fight them off. 

Using the map, we can see where the 
enemy is.

Using the Tote Board behind the map, we 
can see what our squadrons are doing.

Using this information, our Controller will 
decide which squadron to send up; giving 
them orders to defend England from the 
incoming enemy raid.

A close up of the Tote 
Board are pictured 
here. Small lights would 
show you what a 
Squadron was doing. 
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After we had delivered orders 
to send up a Squadron, we had 
finished our part. 

It’s now up to the pilots to 
defend Britain from an enemy 
raid.

Squadrons could be sent up to 
fly six times a day, being a pilot 
was a difficult and stressful 
job.

WHAT HAPPENS NEXT?

© IWM (A 9542)
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NOW IT’S YOUR TURN!
We’ve got an enemy formation coming straight 
towards us! Who can we send up to protect us?

Have a look at our Tote Boards which show you the 
Squadrons based at RAF Northolt during the Battle 
of Britain. See the squadron numbers at the top?

At the bottom of the Tote Boards there are the 
letters P and A. This tells how how many Pilots and 
how many Aircraft can be sent up from that 
squadron.

These Squadrons all flew fighter aircraft, like 
Hurricanes or Spitfires, which can only house one 
pilot. So, if you had 17 pilots, but only 9 aircraft...you 
could only send up 9 aircraft (with 9 pilots).

How many from each Squadron could 
you send up? Write your answers here:

1 (CAN):
________

303:
________

229:
________

264 (B):
________

504:
________



How many aircraft were you able to send up 
from each squadron? Let’s have a look at  
the answers…

1 (CAN): With 23 pilots, but only 13 aircraft, 
you could send up 13.

303: With 303 Squadron, you have 21 pilots 
and 17 aircraft, so you could send up 17.

229: In 229 Squadron we have 17 pilots and 12 
aircraft, we will send up 12.

264 (B): 264 (B) Squadron has 17 pilots and 
14 aircraft, so we can send up 14.

504: In 504 Squadron, we have 13 pilots and 
13 aircraft, so we can send out 13.

HOW DID YOU DO?

Here are the P’s and 

A’s in the Bunker!



WOMEN IN THE BUNKER

03
The majority of the staff in the 
Bunker were women. Let’s learn 
more about these women, and the 
organisation they were apart of: the 
Women’s Auxiliary Air Force.
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WOMEN’S AUXILIARY AIR FORCE

During the Second World War, men were 
asked to leave their ordinary jobs so that they 
could  join the military to fight against Nazi 
Germany and their allies.

Women were not allowed to do frontline 
work in the Armed Forces, so they found 
different ways to help. 

The women who wanted to help the Royal Air 
Force (RAF) would join the Women’s 
Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF). 

They did many different jobs  - including 
working in our top secret underground 
Bunker! 

© IWM (Art.IWM PST 0768)

© IWM (Art.IWM PST 3096)
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WHAT COULD YOU DO AS A WAAF?

RADAR

You would watch 
the Radar screens 
to spot incoming 

enemy raids.

BARRAGE 
BALLOONS

You have to raise 
and lower large 

barrage balloons, 
designed to deter 
enemy bombers.

INTERCEPTION

Intercept 
incoming enemy 
codes, and try to 

crack them!

PLOTTER

Receive details  about 
aircraft formations, and 

listen closely to place 
them on a map.

Circle the job you would like to do!

© IWM (CH 7346)© IWM (CH 15332) © IWM (CH 10297) BATTLE OF BRITAIN 
BUNKER (HILLINGDON 
COUNCIL)
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WHAT DID THEY DO IN THE 
BUNKER?

Women worked eight-hour shifts in three 
rotations. They could be working in the 
morning, afternoon, evenings...or even in 
the middle of the night! 

German aircraft attacked during the day 
and night, so the Bunker had to be in 
operation 24-hours a day.

Did you know?
WAAFs were not allowed to stop 

working while enemy formations were 
attacking. This meant that you may 
have to work for longer than your 8 

hour shift, and without a break! How 
would that make you feel?

© IWM (Art.IWM ART LD 4140)
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WHAT DID THEY DO IN THE 
BUNKER?
The majority of the WAAFs who worked 
here were Plotters. As a Plotter, it was 
your job to track Luftwaffe aircraft and 
RAF aircraft formations. You would track 
these formations on the large map, 
located deep within our underground 
Bunker.

To become a Plotter, you needed to be a 
good listener, clear communicator, have 
gone to school and be good at keeping 
secrets!

Did you know?
80% of the Bunker staff were female!

 © IWM (CH 7705)



HOW TO BE A PLOTTER
Step One: Create a plotting block
Plotting Blocks  represented aircraft formations. 
Using coordinates, they could be moved around 
on the map to show aircraft location. 
There were enemy and friendly plotting blocks 
and both would be plotted on the map. Have a 
look at one of our friendly plotting blocks below. 
The yellow flag tells you the squadron name. 
The red numbers represent how many aircraft 
are in the formation. The blue numbers tell you 
their altitude (flying height) in thousands of feet.

Can you make a 
plotting block?

No. 303 Squadron is in 
the air, flying at 15,000 
feet. There are 11 of 
them in total.



HOW TO BE A PLOTTER
Step Two: Place it on the map
Now that you’ve made up your plotting 
block, it’s time to place it on the map. You 
would move these blocks around the map 
using coordinates. Can you move No. 303 
Squadron around our map? Plot out the 
following coordinates to see where they’re 
going! 

1 1

1 5

Use a pencil and draw plots and arrows to 
show No. 303’s movements. 
First Location: D7
Second Location: D6
Third Location: C5
Fourth Location: C4



HOW TO BE A PLOTTER
How did it go? Check your answers here:

1 1

1 5

Squadron number

Number of aircraft

Altitude



FINAL THOUGHTS

04
What did you learn from today’s 
activity? 
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80% OF THE PEOPLE WHO WORKED IN 
THE BUNKER WERE WOMEN. WHY?01.

WHAT DOES WAAF STAND FOR?02.

WHAT WAS THE GOAL OF OPERATION 
SEA LION?03.

WHAT WAS THE LUFTWAFFE?04.

QUIZ BREAK!
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Joan Fanshawe
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“We knew we were doing 
something important.” 

 
Joan Fanshawe (née Moxon) served as a 
Plotter at Uxbridge between July 1940 and 
January 1942 and described working in the 
bunker as “hectically busy when big raids 
came over...there was no time to think of 
anything”. Staff worked eight-hour shift 
patterns, which often involved periods of 
inactivity followed by episodes of busy and 
intense work.”
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“Only now are people 
realising what an enormous 
contribution we made”
By the end of the war, a quarter of a million 
women had worked in the Women’s 
Auxiliary Air Force. 

They had done roles that had ranged from 
plotting in our Bunker - to secret spy work 
in occupied Europe. 

Every WAAF was vital to the RAF’s war effort 
- but it is only now that we are hearing their 
stories and realising how important they 
were. 

So for our final activity, we would like you to 
step into the shoes of these inspiring 
women….
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Reflection Activity

Activity:

We are going to step into the shoes of a WAAF! 
You can use the foot here, or draw your own!

In the foot, tell us about an experience that you 
had that made you nervous or happy. For 
example: Did you have to plot a raid? What was 
that like? 

In the toes, reflect on that experience and give 
us five descriptive words that tell us how you 
felt.



Well done!

Well done for completing our Day in the 
Life online resource about WAAFs. Please 
share your work and feedback with us 
online.

battleofbritainbunker.co.uk

bunker@hillingdon.gov.uk

Battle of Britain Bunker, Uxbridge

@BofBBunker

@BofBBunker
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Created by the Education team at the Battle of 
Britain Bunker, London Borough of Hillingdon


