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Narration/Clip Script

Opening
Narrator:

Vi Milstead went where women weren’t supposed to go. 
During the chaos of World War Two, she flew powerful military aircraft - the Mosquito, Avenger, Hurricane and Spitfire in an organization called the Air Transport Auxiliary. 
Struggle and conviction took her into a Time for Courage.
Title Block – A Time for Courage

Narrator:

Vi’s  journey began in Toronto after the first world war.  She grew up in a world  fascinated by flight.  Aviation heroes like Lindbergh, Earhart and Johnson tested the limits of time and endurance.

Vi, too, dreamt of flying. But the Great Depression made dreaming difficult for the daughter of a carpenter. 
There was little demand for new building.    To make ends meet, the family opened a wool shop on north Yonge Street in Toronto where  Vi worked 12 hour shifts. 
She banked every penny.

In the spring of 1939, Vi visited a local sportsmen’s show and picked up a ticket for a free flight.

Vi  - My first flight was in a tandem airplane, the pilot sitting in the front, I was in the ack. ....  It was this perfect feeling of freedom that for me was just, seeing the world in all its tinyness, smallness when you get in in the air was a delight.
Narrator:

Vi knew she wanted to be a pilot.  First she had to overcome two obstacles.
Vi didn’t know how to drive and the nearest airfield - Barker’s - was 20 miles from home.
Within two weeks and with her brothers help, Vi got her driver’s license and bought a used 1934 Ford with a rumble seat.  

Her next hurdle was passing a medical exam.
Vi was only 5 foot 2.
The doctor was concerned about whether her legs were long enough to put full pressure on the rudder pedals.
Pat Patterson, Vi’s instructor, came up with a solution - a cushion placed behind her back. 
The same year that Vi’s romance with the sky began, so did   ....the formation of the Air Transport Auxiliary.  
Their paths would cross within a few short years,  taking her from a quiet life in Canada and throwing  her into Hitler’s war in Europe.    
At the brink of conflict, England was short of pilots, planes and airfields.  Only fifty of the 300 airfields from World War One remained.   
Britain was desperately short of air power.   In September of 1938, Fighter Command had about 100 Hurricanes, 6 Spitfires and 200 pilots in reserve.  

Winning the war meant dominating the skies.    The German Luftwaffe, after years of rebuilding, was about to show the world the full impact of its air power. 

England was galvanized into action.   A call went out to increase the RAF to 12,000 aircraft in two years.   By the end of the Second World War, one quarter of the United Kingdom’s workforce had  built over 600 airfields.  Others built planes and weapons as the Royal Air Force expanded.

Also called to service were pilots for the newly established Air Transport Auxiliary. 

It was a unique organization.  It became  vital to the war effort

Eric  
Well in 1939, Gerard D’Erlanger, who worked for British Airways, as a director there, realized that in event of war , we should need some pilots available  not for operational flying but for moving aircraft and taking messages across the country and he conceived the idea of the Air Transport Auxiliary.  One of our main jobs was to clear the factories as quickly as possible before the Germans bombed the factories. and move the aircraft safely to either a storage unit or to an RAF squadron.

Narrator

30 men were the first to fly for the ATA.   It was run by civilians but overseen by the Royal Air Force.      

As more and more pilots were needed women were also recruited.  The first eight joined in 1940.  Within six months, there were many more.   Eventually there was one woman for every five men.  
Diana Barnato Walker
We had  pilots, men and women,  from 22 different nations who all came  over to help England in its hour of need.  We had Canada and New Zealand, 3 women from New Zealand.  And they all mucked in together.  Very good pilots they were in the main, far away from home.  

Narrator

In Canada,  Vi became one of several female flight instructors at Barkers Airfield.

Vi 

We were actually teaching airforce personnel at the time. ....  All civilian schools were taking in airforce pilots.  ...It was a busy, busy time.

Ernie Birmann - “Vi was an instructor at Barkers when I was learning to fly.  My earliest recollection of Vi, was with this huge man, a student, in this piper cub.  She was in the back seat.  I had just landed in time to see this cub veer off the grass runway and fly off between two trees and leave the wings behind.  I stopped right away.  And there was little Violet, getting out of the seat.  And there was this guy absolutely frozen to the controls.

Narrator:

Churchill called for another 22,000 planes to be made between July 1941 and July 1943. More pilots had to be trained. The answer was, the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan.   

Canada was the ideal location. It was a safe distance away, had lots of space and good flying conditions.  

The training gave a tremendous boost to aviation in Canada.  

But there were soon fuel shortages and civilian air schools were shut down. 

Margaret Littlewood - It’s a lot of work as you become a professional, from  commercial license on up.  We’d only just been going about a year when the order came from the government that all civilian flying must cease.  

Shirley Render - In Canada, there was really no option for women who wanted to fly for their country.

Narrator:

In this small circle of female pilots and instructors, many were frustrated.

Shirley Render - Helen had well over 2500 hours.  She came right out and said “There I was.  A licensed pilot.  I had a private, commercial and instructor rating, instrument rating, experience in flying in three countries, 2600 hours and the RCAF said no.  Instead they took men with only 100 or so hours.

Vi - Some women, girls at the time, thought they should be admitted to the Royal Canadian Air Force because they had as much or more experience, hours, and so on than the men they were taking in.  There was a war on.  It wasn’t time to break up the pattern.    I had no quarrel with that at all.  Not that women can’t do it because just because they can doesn’t mean they have a right to.  That’s my belief.

Shirley

The question of why the women weren’t allowed to fly for the military is a hard one to answer.  At that time, there were no countries, outside of Russia, who allowed women to fly military planes.

Linda Dale - There were four or five women who had certainly demonstrated really good capabilities in flying, an enormous passion for it.  And also a real desire to do more than was possible in Canada.  They wanted to be able to do more for the war effort.  Vi Milstead is one of those women. 

Vi - A student of mine came along and said I’ve heard about the Air Transport Auxiliary.  And I said oh, that’s great and are they recruiting and he said yes.

Narrator:    All Vi or any of the other Canadian pilots knew was that the Air Transport Auxiliary was in England.  It’s motto  “Aetheris Avidi”  meant “Eager for the Air”.  The pilots...both men and women ferried military aircraft.  

Narrator:

To qualify for the ATA, Vi tested on a plane she’d never flown before -  the 550 horsepower Harvard. Some pilots dubbed it, the yellow peril. 

Linda - When she found out about the opportunity to work in the ATA in England, she took the test, quickly passed it because she’s a wonderful pilot, as everyone says.

Vi - Going to England was very much an unknown thing. They organized, they paid salary and all expenses to get over there and all our movement about England to get to your place of work.  We paid our own room and board.

Ernie Birmann - we were never given a great outline of how it worked, you knew you were going to ferry airplanes.  It had an appeal because I sensed we would be flying different aircraft instead of the same thing, every day.  How much different, in that sense, it was going to be was a complete revelation.

Narrator:

Vi had already logged 1,000 flying hours.    This woman, whose size had once brought into question her ability to control an aircraft was on her way to England to fly some of the most powerful planes of the day.  Her greatest challenges lay ahead.  

Block Two
Narrator:  In the spring of 1943, Vi made her way to England , traveling by convoy across the North Atlantic.   On May 9, she joined the ATA in its fourth year of operation.

During World War Two, 43 Canadians made the ocean journey to join the Air Transport Auxiliary.  

They arrived in a country far different than Canada.  Conflict was only a few miles and a moment’s notice away.   

ATA pilots reported first to their headquarters at White Waltham in  Maidenhead.  They went to nearby London for their uniforms. Stripes indicated ranking.  Vi Milstead eventually earned two gold stripes as First Officer.

Vi - Wwe were really proud of this uniform.  navy blue with dark blue buttons that you didn’t have to polish and ah just the usual air force type of cut and they gave you a wedge cap and dress hat and skirt, pair of pants  we thought we were the cat’s meow with wings. (laughs)  
Narrator:
After her initial training, Vi , eventually was billeted , near her airbase, in the small village of Breewood. (pron. Brood)


Vi - Which was kind of fun.  You got to know a few of the local people and the pubs in England and that was always interesting.  

Mrs. Ridgeway - and the lady at the pub suggested, why don’t you have Vi to stay with you.

Vi  - After a while I took accommodations with Mr. and Mrs. Ridgeway.  so I went to live with her and it was really a homey affair

mrs. ridgeway - she was almost like a sister to me when we lived together.

Vi - on your days off you’d go into the garden.on your days off.  You didn’t have to go anywhere on your leave.  It was very nice. You could just be around.
Narrator:

Vi traveled  between her new home in Breewood and her ferry pool Number 12 - RAF Cosford -  one of two all female stations.    Once there she’d pick up her assignment in the operations room, gather her maps,  parachute and check the weather. 

ATA pilots flew without radio contact.  Their course set by dead reckoning.  The only way they knew about sudden changes of weather and incoming enemies was to look out the window.

Instructions included: fly below the clouds.   Economize on fuel. Don’t interfere or confuse defences.  Avoid being shot down or setting off false air raid alarms.  And deliver the planes undamaged to the allied squadrons.

Pilots started off flying single engine planes like Tiger Moths and worked their way up through six classifications.  Some, up to four engine bombers and seaplanes.  within each of these groupings were many types and individual marks of planes.  Vi Milstead flew all of the single engine fighters and advanced twins.
Shirley -
You got some dual instruction, technical instruction on the aircraft and then you may did, may did 8 or 9 or 10 hours of training at your training school and then you were sent back to your own home ferry pool. And your commanding officer would send you over on x amount of trips. But the thing was , you were checked out on one particular aircraft in that classification,  you were expected to fly any other aircraft that fell within that slot.  You might be assigned to fly an aircraft that you had never seen before and you were expected to fly.  

Narrator:

Including ferrying those badly damaged from combat and headed for the junkyard.   Senior ferry pilots could fly up to 99 different types of aircraft. 

  .      
Shirley - They might fly a single engine fighter for one trip.  And the very next might be a bomber.  How could they do this?  

Vi

We had this book, the ATA pilots notes.  You could look up an airplane.... a mark of airplane..and then it would give you the flying date, takeoff speed, engine and number of RPM’s.

Ernie Birmann -The thing is you’re sitting there by yourself.  There’s no security blanket there and You sat in the cockpit you’ve got your handling notes on the Hurricane and you’d read the notes there and identify all the knobs you were going to have to use.  And you set them  in your  mind when you’re going to need them. You don’t want to fumble around.   

Shirley - They seemed to be able to transfer from one to the other.......  I remember Vi Milstead telling me,“ After all, a plane is a plane, a few extra feet in front of you or behind you shouldn’t make any difference.  If you can fly at all your hands and your feet will know what to do.  And that was exactly it.

Narrator:

For some of the RAF pilots, the versatility of the ATA came as a complete surprise.

Linda - I have to tell this story because it is a wonderful story and that is of Vi Milstead talking about being given a plane to fly.

Shirley - She was delivering a spitfire one day.  

Vi - So I landed and got out and all the guys were standing around.

Shirley - She was walking down the grass airstrip and there had been an RAF officer out there and pilots like to watch airplanes come in and take off and land.

Linda - A seasoned grisly kind of pilot.

Shirley - Vi turned the papers in and went to get her second assignment.

Vi - I was to pick up a Beaufighter

Shirley - And he sees this woman doing a check on this different plane, wondering what is she doing there?

Linda - He said have you flown this kind of plane before.

Vi - And I said, no this is my first one.  I haven’t flown one before

Linda - He said What do you mean, you are gong to fly a plane you have never flown before?

Vi - And I said well I have a book and it has all the figure there and it is an airplane and I will be alright.  I can fly it.

Ernie Birmann - 


The pilots at the stations where we delivered aircraft for a long time, couldn’t wrap their minds around the fact that when these extremely fast fighting machines or these massive bombers that were huge for the time, would land at their airport and the door would finally open and would pop a girl.

Ernie 

We had basically slim women and we had shorties. Jane Hughes was a perfect example of that.  She was barely five feet one, yet she flew Stirlings.  I have a picture of her in front of a Stirling Bomber.  She’s not as tall as the tires. 

Shirley -   Violet told me one day about a trip she had in a taxi aircraft.  She said I bet the people down there look up to the sky and say there go our bomber boys , what would they say if they could see inside the plane and they saw a women up front flying  and eight or nine women in the back , maybe knitting. Our bomber boys. 

Eric

Men had been flying aircraft from the year dot, as it were, but for women to be flying all these aircraft including the four engine bombers was really something and it attracted a lot of media attention.  Ladies flying four engine aircraft.  It was something unheard of.

Shirley -   Women pilots  were  an oddity and the media loved them. Invariably  the media would talk about “woman pilot got out of her Spitfire and .... took off her hat and shook.. her golden curls and then she would look shyly down.”...It would be hard I think for the men who were doing the same job when the women were getting all the attention.
Vi

I had had a relationship with a chap in the south Atlantic on ferry command.  I guess he felt it necessary to tell me, unless I was willing to come back to North America he was going to get married in a month.  I thought that was very kind of him to do that but there was no way that I would be interested in a man who felt like that.  That was my...one would call it, my dear Jane letter wouldn’t they?  (laughs)

Narrator:

Vi’s attention was fixed on the job at hand. The Allies were beginning to dominate the skies above Europe.  Each aircraft, delivered, often under hazardous conditions, by the pilots of the ATA. 

Block Three

Narrator:

The ATA operated 7 days a week, all the daylight hours. ATA pilots were exhausted and exhilarated.     

Vi - Flying in the ATA as the British called it wasn’t always a piece of cake.

Diana-
You had to be very careful and know where you were. you had to be aware of the balloon barrages.  I think the balloon barrages, which were around the towns and factories got more of our pilots than the enemy.  But they’d keep the enemy out high.

Shirley -   The weather was really the most dangerous aspect for the ferry pilots.   Because for the most part none of them had instrument training.  So they were flying with what’s known as visual flight rules.  You had to be able to look out the window and see the horizon to be safe

Vi - We had to fly by dead reckoning.  No radio. No nothing.  You’re in the airplane alone with a map and compass and so on.  You had to be able to read a map and know where you were.  

Diana  - We ....could take our own route. The idea was air defences could protect us. In some cases they shot us by mistake.  Always when we flew across the Bristol channel.....and as we flew across the Bristol channel you could see the little ammunition going off around the aircraft and the aircraft rocked because you were being shot at.  And one day when I got back to White Waltham there was a notice on the notice board saying “Would all pilots who think they’ve been shot at over the Bristol channel please report to the CO”.  And there was one hell of a qeu because everyone had been shot at. 

Vi - I can remember an accident on the ground where there was a misunderstanding about runways......two landing airplanes collided and it burst into flames and they got some of them out.  One of them was a Canadian chap, 
RCAF but he’d been seconded to the ATA.   Eventually they were sent up to the RAF hospital in Cosford. .they were treating them in these saline baths,  and ah you could go and visit them there.  .At the hotel we could organize a bit of joyful and take it in.  they’d be so thankful.  you know getting booze in those days was difficult.  these English guy said come a little closer I don’t know if I’ve seen you before.  and having to look at a face with no eye lids., no eye lashes  and all this burn business I really realized what could happen.

vi -  there were causalities, some very sad ones. the one that was very personal as far as I was concerned was Jane Winstone from New Zealand. She was a roommate of mine in the hotel at Thyme. and she..I was on leave the day she took off from Cosford.  on take off she went in and was killed. I never did hear and I don’t know that there was any official designation of what happened for the airplane to do this.  it was a rough affair for everyone on 
the pool. She was a lovely lady. anyhow..a few of us drove down to Maidenhood to the service . It was a cemetery that had plots allocated for ATA crew that were killed during war.  I wrote to her mother and had lovely note back.  That’s (emotional).....  
 

Narrator:

New Zealand’s Jane Winstone was cleared of any blame for the crash.  She is buried at All Saints Cemetery in Maidenhead.     173 ATA pilots ,  men and women lost their lives in the war. 
Ernie

There wasn’t time to get into big emotional carryovers.  People were gone.  We knew  people would be gone.  Hopefully it wouldn’t be you and you’d do your level best to make sure it wasn’t you. 

Ernie - The war was something you had to survive.

Ernie - You walk away from them fine.  You don’t, walk away from it and somebody else buys a pint of ale.

Narrator:

Soon the greatest buildup of arms and men in human history was to assemble on the south coast of England. 

  Block Four

Narrator:

The intensity of the war increased, hand in hand with the assignments given to the Air Transport Auxiliary.  By 1944, the Allies moved to complete their task.   Along with the German army’s retreats from the battles of Russia and Italy came the faltering of her Luftwaffe.  By wars end it had lost 94,500 aircraft and close to 140,000 airmen.  Another 156,000 were missing, believed killed.   The Allies were now irreversibly superior in men and material.  The Air Transport Auxiliary continued to move military aircraft. from one end of Britain to the other.  

Diana Barnato Walker recalls delivering a priority one Lysander through 
difficult weather.  Waiting for her was an anxious paratroop regiment.

Diana - 
  I got out. There was a smell of fear. They were apprehensive.  Out of this group of men, emerged a tall major with wings.    A man came out putting black stuff on his face.  And he got in and said, I’m terribly glad you’ve arrived because in ten minutes we would have had to abort this mission.  And as he was talking another man in red got into the back of the lysander.  And I suddenly realized that they were going to fly across and drop this man somewhere.  Poland or France or somewhere.  And ah, whatever he was going to do over there

Narrator:

In the spring of 1944, the south coast of England was frantic with activity as D Day approached 

Eric’s - Aston down clip (we think we may dump this)

Vi’s clip

Vi - being in England in wartime didn’t mean you knew very much. Day to Day, you 
went back and you were a civilian and you heard what they wanted you to hear.  but you have your eyes.  You could only assume what would be going on in the near future
. 
Narrator:

On June 6, 1944  the assault on Normandy began.

Vi -  For ATA pilots the knowledge of the invasion was that you weren’t going to be working that day.    If you were in the south of England, they didn’t want you in the air.  didn’t want you involved with their invasion planes. Didn’t want airplanes that weren’t radio equipped at this time. You could just watch. At this time I was at White Waltham and you just watched the airplanes. (emotional)   take off.

Vi -  That day of the invasion we were told not to go to work. there was no  transportation. and I was at a billet not far from the airport   it was just a matter of being in the area and watching the skies.  the thing that impressed me was the number of gliders going over for parachute invasions....Coningsby going across to and being towed in quantities.  I’d seen them training.  to see the masses and knowing the number of men on gliders gong to land or by parachute was quite a thing.  as well as the drone.  the flying fort4esses. the Americans were into it at that time.  quite a sight to see number they could amass over England, over the channel .  quite the sight .  as  long as you didn’t have too much of an imagination you were fine. at that time    

Narrator:

The beach head in France was firmly established.  Much of its success was attributed to the air forces which had bombed the German defences, towed gliders and cleared the skies above the invaders.  Germany was just months from total defeat.  Within a week,   Allied fighter squadrons established themselves on liberated French soil.  It was another action the Air Transport Auxiliary supported.

Shirley - 
What a lot of people don’t know is that many of the ferry pilots also flew on to the continent.  

Shirley -  They were the dying days of the war,  they flew into France, into Germany, into Holland 

VI -   you saw the war from the 
squadrons point of view.  and of course, the damage you could see from the air 
to a degree from the countryside.  I got very interested in seeing larger cities..and that was quite a thing.  To fly over and see devastation to that degree. you saw devastation in London but I never got to Covington....British cities.  but just to see -  always the church spires...(cries) 

Narrator:

On May 6, 1945, Germany surrendered unconditionally. From May 1 to the closing of Cosford, Vi ferried 37 fighters, bombers and transport planes.   

Vi - When one thinks back on getting in to one of these for instance a tempest and 

the method of starting one was a little complicated for ground crew and the thrill of 24 horsepower kicking over and ah......(emotional) and making it come to life and all the smoke and sparks and fumes and it settles down to a steady roar and you realize that you have an engine there you have control of and it can take you anywhere  you think you think you need to take it.  It’s quite a memory 

Vi  -  I guess the last one I flew is a picture we have of me standing beside a 

mosquito I had picked it up in Preswick and had taken up a junior pilot with me    Any how it was her first ride in a Mosquito and she was thrilled to bits..and she had this camera  and I was her senior officer and    I said you’re not supposed to be taking pictures.  And she did and that was fine.   

Ernie -    The longer you were in it, the more evident it became that you were part of something.  That was important, exhilarating, had its moments of terror, took its toll of a good number of people through this adventure.  

vi -After a while you’d get chits that would say, plane serviceable for one landing  only and  so you knew it wasn’t in that great of shape.  well they thought so .  if it could take, take off and land once hopefully you were the one who could do it.   So I got to thinking maybe I better go home 
Narrator:

Vi Milstead flew 47 different types of military planes.  This doesn’t include the different models or marks.  Of spitfires alone, she delivered 108. She logged 562 hours flying all the single and twin engine planes.

As Vi Milstead prepared to depart England, plans were already underway for the ATA’s final goodbye.

Block Five
Narrator:

On August 18, 1945 Vi Milstead sailed for home.  Her life in Canada was about to begin again.

Vi -  Just like going into your past,
you know.  Things just were the same.  Parents, family, they’re all happy to see you. But they’ve had their lives lived and living during that time. And you’ve had yours.  Of course my parents thought now surely she’s got that out of her system and she’ll stop flying.  And I guess I thought who wants to go back to Barker Field and ask for a job and fly the type of airplanes I was flying before going overseas.  

Shirley - I can remember Marion Orr saying to me, “I felt so empty. It was as if my whole life was behind me.  I knew I would never get near a military aircraft again. Never get a chance to fly those fast planes.  She had all that experience These were women who had flown some of the fastest fighters, the biggest, heaviest bombers and they were not going  to get another chance because the doors closed. Flying once again was a man’s job. 
Vi - 
After a while I thought oh I’ll just see what’s going on. and then spring came and I went back to Barker Field and got a job.    So that was the way it went and I joined Leavens Brothers Airfield as one of their instructors and that got me  back  to flying in Canada.   And it was great because that’s where I  belonged.

(gets emotional)

Shirley - These women proved that flying was not just for men. Military flying was available for women to do it and Canada could count on her women.  That was the feeling I had.  I don’t think very many Canadians know about these women pilots  When they came back to Canada, um , their story was forgotten.  

.

vI - If you really want something bad enough,you know, it doesn’t just fall into your lap.  You work at it a bit. People make their own lives. Don’t let anyone do it for you or ruin in for you. You have to want to badly enough and seriously enough to go ahead and do what you want to do. It worked out alright I guess, for me. (laughs)

Ernie Birmann - I don’t think any of us knew the full magnitude. It turned out the Air Transport Auxiliary was a unique, one time only experience in Aviation that hadn’t been done before and will never be repeated.   That’s what made it an exhilarating adventure.

Narrator:

September 29th, 1945.  White Waltham airfield.  12,000 people gathered for the first...and last official display of ATA members and their aircraft.  Monies raised went to the widows and orphans of those pilots who died in the line of duty.

As the ATA insignia was lowered, both male and female pilots were thanked with these words by the first Minister of Aircraft Production, Lord Beaverbrook:  (narrator to read quote)


“Without the ATA, the days and nights of the Battle of Britain would have been conducted under conditions quite different from the acutal events.  .....They were soldiers fighting in the struggle just as completely as if they had been engaged on the battlefront”.  

Narrator:

During World War Two, every military aircraft in England was flown by an ATA pilot.     Its record stands as testament to that accomplishment.

(following scrolls by on screen)



309,011 aircraft ferried

                  414,984 hours flown

                 18,250,000 miles travelled by taxi aircraft.

                      600 ATA pilots

                    2,400 ATA ground crew

Narrator:

Vi Milstead went on to marry pilot Arnold Warren.  Their lives took them  from Indonesia to the northern bush of Canada. In 1975 Vi was awarded the Amelia Earhart Medal.  In 1995 she was honored in Sudbury for her contributions to bush flying.   Her love for the cockpit and romance with the sky took her on an unbelievable adventure....and into a Time for of Courage.   
The End
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