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Quorn in WW2 – The girls who listened 
Sue Templeman 
 
Over the last few years we have all become more aware of the 
part that Bletchley Park played in cracking German codes and 
intercepting messages that helped to win the Second World War.  
Less than two miles down the road from Quorn was one of the 
largest ‘listening stations’ in Britain – Beaumanor Hall – that fed 
Bletchley Park with the raw data that was essential for them to do 
their work. Beaumanor employed many operators, some male 
civilians, but mostly women from the ATS (Auxiliary Territorial 
Service), now known as WRAC (Women's Royal Army Corps).  
 
In order to accommodate them, the Army commandeered several 
houses in Quorn, including The Hurst, Rose Cottage and Soar 
House. The Hurst was on Loughborough Road and after 
becoming the Royal Chequers Chinese Restaurant, was recently 
demolished to make way for a Co-op. Rose Cottage was next 
door, it was demolished in the 1960s and became a petrol station 
(now three houses). Soar House is on Soar Road and has been 
converted into flats. 
  

I was recently lucky enough to talk to 
Joan Thornton (nee Bradshaw), who 
worked at Beaumanor as a listener for 
three years and was billeted in Quorn.  
 
Joan was 22 and living in Liverpool 
when she was conscripted into the ATS 
in 1942, and like many others, she was 
sent off to Halifax for her initial training, 
which not only included the normal drill 
of ‘square bashing’, but also included 
many aptitude type tests. When their 
training was over, four of the girls were 
sent to London to sit before members 

In the back garden of The Hurst, Quorn 
Back: Left to right – Anne Smith, Johnnie Wheeler, Joan Bradshaw 
Front: Left to right – Peggy Stansfield, Mary Berry, Jay Nightingale 

The Hurst, Loughborough Road in 1965 

Joan Bradshaw 

Rose Cottage, which was to the 
right of the Hurst 
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from the War Office for further aptitude tests, particularly referring to the sounds of Morse signals. As a 
result three of them were sent to Trowbridge for wireless instruction, although at this point, they were 
still not clear exactly what they were being trained for. It was here that they learnt Morse code and were 
taught to use radio sets. After their training they were on the move again, this time to live in Quorn and 
work at Beaumanor Hall. Joan was billeted originally at Garats Hay in Woodhouse, then in Quorn - 
firstly at Soar House, then Rose Cottage and after that, next door at The Hurst.  

The Beaumanor listening station 
worked around the clock so the girls’ 
shifts covered all hours. They would 
be picked up from their billet by a 
‘troop carrier’ and Joan remembers 
climbing aboard, sometimes at 1.00 in 
the morning, and on occasions being 
driven like the wind, by Nancy their 
driver, along Woodhouse Road and 
up past the Manor House Hotel. 
Soldiers were billeted at the Manor, 
and would wolf whistle and wave as 
the carrier passed by. The occupants 
(the girls) would, of course, retaliate! 
When they arrived at Beaumanor, the 
girls would make their way to their 

stations. The listening itself was not carried out in the main hall, but in cold huts in the grounds. Joan 
was in J Hut. As soon as the shift started, they were handed a list of wavebands to listen to. They 
would then sit at their machines, put their headphones on and adjust the radio knobs to find one of the 
right frequencies and pick up signals. They would sit listening to the Morse code – a series of dits and 
dahs (dots and dashes) – and interpret the individual letters, which were recorded on grids in blocks of 
five on a ‘W/T Red Form’. The recordings would of course mean absolutely nothing to them, as they 
were simply letters from the alphabet. Joan explained how your ears had to be ‘trained’ to pick up these 

signals through interference from different 
frequencies, some loud and some quiet. The 
information collected by the listeners, was taken 
daily by dispatch riders, down to Bletchley Park, to 
some of the best brains in Britain - the 
codebreakers. 

 
The girls got to know many people in Quorn and 
had great fun at dances and social events. Joan remembers dances at the Church Rooms, marching 
the squad down the main road from The Hurst to their Mess at the old Bull’s Head, (now 18 High 
Street), drinking tea in the hut on the corner of Meeting Street and Spinney Drive (now the Scout and 
Guide hut) - and the stir that was caused when the Americans arrived in 1944!   
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As time went on Joan was 
promoted to the rank of Corporal 
and towards the end of the war she 
was moved from The Hurst to 
Brand Hill Camp, on Colonel 
Martin’s land at the Brand in 
Woodhouse Eaves. This was not 
pleasant, as it was extremely cold, 
and too far away from any 
entertainment. The girls were very 
uncomfortable and got very bored 
when they were off duty. There was 
a bus which ran every so often to 
Loughborough, run by a firm called 
Barkus and you were very lucky if 
you caught up with it!   
 
 

One of Joan’s friends, Dot Spencer, had a 
particularly witty sense of humour and she 
would draw cartoons and write poems for 
the girls, providing a wry reflection on 
various aspects of their life – especially 
those parts which caused them irritation! 
Joan still has several of the cartoons, 
along with her old autograph book and a 
wonderful poem about Quorn’s Church 
bells! 
 
“B”ATS in the Belfrey (Rose Cottage) 
 
Quorn’s a pretty little village and I have no 
faults to find, 
I like its rural charm, it soothes my nerves 
and rests my mind, 
Altho’ I must admit it has one annoying thing, 
The church is fitted up with bells - and all the buggers ring! 
 
Now bells are very pleasant when they’re several miles away, 
When they’re heard across the meadow on a golden summer’s day, 
But when you’re trying to get some sleep and every minute tells, 
Somehow you can’t appreciate the artistry in bells. 
 
We hear ‘em in the morning when the sun is due to rise, 
We hear ‘em in the evening ‘neath romantic starry skies, 
We hear ‘em every blasted hour of every bloody day, 
And swear like hell and wish the buggers far enough away. 
 
As if bells weren’t enough we do have other things thrown in, 
For hens which cluck and cocks which crow add to the general din, 
And Yankee convoys rumble past in never ending streams, 
And sometimes even wake us from our deep and hard earned dreams. 
 
Ah! Well! When V-Day’s with us these annoyances will pass, 
For we shall be released each in our age plus service class, 
But - before this happy day (or so the legend tells), 
They’ll celebrate by ringing peals on all their bloody bells!!!! 
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Joan now lives in Leicester, close to Ann, her daughter, and 
her son-in-law Peter. Her wit and the twinkle in her eye are as 
bright as they were 70 years ago! 
 
Many thanks to Joan Thornton for sharing her fascinating 
memories, also to Joan’s daughter Ann and son-in-law Peter, 
for making such a uniquely interesting Sunday morning 
happen! Thanks to Bob Rayner for the photograph of Rose 
Cottage. 
Do you have any memories of the ‘Beaumanor girls’? If so, it 
would be great to hear from you. Please contact Sue 
Templeman on 01509 412112 or sue@quorndon.com. 
This article was produced by Sue Templeman on behalf of 
Quorn Village On-line Museum (www.quornmuseum.com.) 
 
Postscript: Joan sadly died on 24th March 2016. After the 
funeral, her family and many friends gathered at Beaumanor 
Hall to remember Joan, and share their memories. 

 
Below is a copy of the certificate issued by Gordon Brown, the prime minister in 2009, together with an 
image of the badge awarded to Joan, to recognise her vitally important war service.  
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