
204551 Leading Airwoman Roberta Shearer 
 

Roberta’s family lived on Eday, but older brother William’s birth had 
been difficult for her mother.  She came in to Kirkwall to give birth to 
Roberta in her aunt’s house, 7 East Road, on 24th September 1919.  
The second child of farmer James Shearer and Elizabeth Shearer (née 
Peace) was called Ruby by her family.  Five more siblings were born on 
Eday, the youngest, Rebecca, dying only 10 months-old in May 1932. 
 
Ruby was working in Kirkwall as a shop assistant for George Rendall, 
Draper when World War 2 started.  Her brother William was called up 
and joined the Royal Engineers, while her younger brother George 
joined the Royal Navy as an Apprentice Shipwright in May 1941. 
 
Ruby was determined to also “do her bit” for the war effort, so against 
her parents’ wishes she volunteered to join the Women’s Auxiliary Air 
Force on 12th June 1941.  The WAAF had strength of only 234 officers 
and 1,500 airwomen when war was declared, but by the end of 1941 a 
total of 81,928 women had voluntarily enlisted in it.  From 10th January 
1942 the National Service Act was extended to single women (initially 
those born in 1920-21) and that year 33,932 conscripted women joined 

the WAAF, along with 62,091 more volunteers. 
 
Ruby probably passed through No 1 WAAF Depot in Harrogate, before she was posted to the RAF 
station at Longman Airfield, in the outskirts of Inverness and on the edge of the Moray Firth.  
Although airwomen were initially employed in the RAF on administration duties, by mid-1941 they 
had taken over many technical and mechanical trades to free up airmen for flight duties.  Ruby must 
have shared her brothers’ technical skills, because she trained to be an engine fitter/mechanic. 
 
Ruby took courses to qualify as a mechanic for engines on all the main aircraft types used by 526 
Squadron RAF at Longman.  Three of these, the Bristol Blenheim Mk. IV, Airspeed Oxford Mk. I, and 
de Havilland Dominie Mk. I, were twin-engine planes used mainly for radar calibration and navigation 
training flights, while the single engine de Havilland Hornet Moth was a flight trainer.  
 
Ruby, known as Bobbie in the RAF, was promoted from Airwoman Class 2 to Class 1 on 1st January 
1943, then to Leading Airwoman on 1st November 1943.  In these grades Ruby, like all her female 
colleagues, was paid roughly two-thirds of the daily rates paid to airmen and received four-fifths of an 
airman’s ration allowance.  Ruby heard that her younger brother George was missing presumed dead, 
after LST 420 was sunk by a mine off Ostend on 7th November 1944. 
 
On 25th April 1945 Ruby married Warrant Officer Leslie 
Cooper in Blackpool.  Leslie had survived an aircraft crash 
in Wales that killed some of the crew, had also been 
briefly taken prisoner in North Africa.  Ruby transferred to 
the detachment of 527 Squadron RAF stationed at 
Longman on 1st May, working on familiar aircraft types.  
Roberta Cooper was released from the RAF at 105 
Dispersal Centre on 19th July 1945.  
                                                                                                                                                  Blenheim Mk. IV, Ruby seated fifth from right front row 

The WAAF was 16% of overall RAF strength at the peak of World War 2, providing 22% of RAF 
strength in the UK Commands.  An official postwar estimate determined that the RAF would have 
required 150,000 extra men to achieve its final success, without the support of the WAAF.  Ruby was 
one of a total of 217,429 women who served in the WAAF during World War 2 in no less than 59 
trades ‘substituted’ for airmen, as well as 21 other trades that were created solely for the WAAF.    
Georgina Mason, who died on 7th April 1945 of complications from a head injury suffered while 
serving in the WAAF, is commemorated in Orkney on the Westray and Stromness War Memorials. 


