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The apparent lull on the Western Front continues. Whilst it is true that daily 

bombardments by the artillery continue to 

harass the troops they are in solid defensive 

positions and the salvoes seem to have lost the 

intensity of the threat reached at the end of 

1917. However, it is generally agreed that this 

is only a temporary respite and that both sides 

are in fact only waiting for the green 

appearance of spring and the drying out of the 

land, which rendered much of the area where 

the actual fighting takes place a vast 

quagmire, impeding the mobility of the armies. 

Meanwhile our soldiers are making the 

most of the situation now that the fighting 

men are not always fighting. Even at the 

height of the battles soldiers are billeted in 

French and Flemish villages and try to 

make the most of life within narrow limits 

as officers and men take what they can get 

out of it. 

Opportunities are limited for the men are 

restricted to the billeting areas with only the 

social amenities of the local estaminets, the 

EFC Canteen, the Church Army hut, the 

Divisional Follies and the company messes 

to be found as social outlets. 

However, for the officers who long for a 

change of company, a meal in a decent 

restaurant and a glimpse of shop windows 

these has developed a system of lifts, the 

officer’s halt at the roadside and thumb a lift into town where they can exist in 



relative luxury. However, they have to pay a price for this treat for by the time 

the evening ends the lorries have all ceased to run and the cars are not as 

numerous and the officer has to tramp a weary way after a 

good dinner and a yarn or two with pals, but they reckon it is 

worth it – every time. 

From time to time there is excitement as air patrols become 

involved in the action, occasionally bombs are dropped on 

carefully chosen targets and for a while all hell breaks loose as 

the artillery seek to extract revenge for what they regard as an 

outrage. Usually the aeroplanes escape unscathed. 

However, there is a sinister side to the waiting. Thanks to the Russian 

determination to sue for peace, inspired by the Bolsheviks, and augmented by 

the return of troops from the Italian Front; the transference of men from the 

Eastern Front has already begun; it is now known that the strength of the 

German Divisions is now placed at between 180 and 190 and of these 115 are in 

line with 65 – 75 in reserve.     

It is a relief to report that only four deaths were recorded amongst those fighting 

from our Ancient Borough and one of those was a merchant seaman who went 

down with his ship the “SS Raglan”. This is not to ridicule or undervalue the 

wonderful contribution to the war effort made by our sailors but to place in 

perspective the fighting situation along the Western Front. 

Surely the horrors of dying at sea cannot be over exaggerated and if we tend to 

momentarily forget there are constant reminders. Such a reminder occurred in 

the Bristol Channel when the Germans reneged on the agreement not to sink 

hospital ships using torpedoes from U-Boats. There was a proviso that the 

hospital ship should carry a Spanish Officer to guarantee their character but 

despite this the HMS Rewa was attacked and sunk in the Bristol Channel. 

Thankfully the ship remained afloat 

for an hour which gave the crew and 

attendants time to evacuate all the 

wounded and only the lives of three 

Lascar Seamen were lost. The ship 

had 553 persons on board and was 

brilliantly lit so there could be no 

mistaking her status and mission. The 

U-Boat did not stop to offer 

assistance leaving all on board to 

their fate. 

Meanwhile from Germany itself comes news of growing civil unrest. Strikes are 

breaking out in factories all over the Fatherland and the severity of martial law 

has been increased. In Hamburg and the surrounding districts the General 

Commanding has issued a decree that recalcitrant strikers would be drafted into 

the Army unless they resumed work. In Berlin even more drastic measures have 



been issued and there are threats that if the strikes do not halt then they will be 

put down by force of arms. All meetings and demonstrations 

have been forbidden.   

From Russia comes confirmation that the country is in 

complete chaos. The Bolsheviks lost no time in meeting the 

opposition of the Constituent Assembly by declaring the 

dissolution of that body after it had held only one meeting. 

This is seen by Western observers as a desperate attempt by a 

minority who see power slipping out o their hands and are 

prepared to run any risks in the hope of retention. The 

Bolsheviks themselves but a different slant on this and  have  

sought to justify their actions by stating they were acting out of purest 

democratic principles by asserting that since the Constituent Assembly was 

elected the views of the people have taken a decisive step in the direction of 

Bolshevism that it no longer represents the 

national will. They further allege and contend that 

by its very nature it cannot be truly representative 

since it cannot respond with sufficient rapidity to 

these changes of public attitude. It is however, 

impossible to gauge the strength of this support as 

it is based upon the people’s desire for peace and 

land, two objectives actively pursued by the 

Bolsheviks.   

It also emerges that the country is engaged in civil 

war characterised by irregularity and ill discipline, with a perpetual alternation 

between easy victory and easy defeat, panics and betrayals, and half-hearted 

fraternisation, drunken riots and plots, denunciations, looting and continual 

wanton destruction of property. Lenin appears to glory in this state of    affairs 

which have led to a paralysis of the political and economic functions of the 

State: “Yes” he declares “We are physical force men standing for violence 

against all exploiters and we are not abashed by the cries of those who weep and 

shudder in the presence of a great struggle. We are the first Government in the 

world that openly declares that it is carrying on civil war and we pledge 

ourselves to carry on this 

way to the finish”.   

The struggle is focused on 

the Ukraine where the 

Bolsheviks know they 

must halt an understanding 

between Ukrainian Forces 

and those of Austria 

because they state that any 

such pact would seriously 



undermine the efforts of Trotsky to negotiate a peace with the Central Powers. 

Should such a separate peace be effected then Austria will no longer have any 

direct interest in opposing excessive German demands in North Russia which 

are currently prolonging and complicating the present peace talks at Brest 

Litovsk 

President Wilson has now set out his War Aims, and these include the 

restoration of the Sovereignty of Belgium all French territory to be freed and 

invaded portions restored to the mother country The Italian borders must be re-

adjusted along clear lines of nationality. He is also 

calling for the establishment of an independent Polish 

state.  All in all he has delineated 14 points upon which 

a peace settlement will be negotiated. 

All this is underpinned by his call for a general 

association of nations for the purpose of affording 

mutual guarantees of political and territorial 

independence for great and small states alike   

Finally, from Italy emerges news of a great Italian 

victory in which 2,600 prisoners have been taken. The 

enemy has suffered heavy losses and tow division have been nearly completely 

destroyed. About 100 officers and 2,500 other ranks have been made prisoner, 

six guns of various calibres and about 100 machine guns, numerous trench 

mortars and a large quantity of ammunition and war material of all kinds. 

The Italians have won back huge tracts of land north of Monte Melago on the 

Asiago Plateau. There was an accurate and vigorous artillery preparation in 

which British and French batteries went 

ahead and then the Italians launched their 

attack on a front of about four miles along 

country which comprises wild mountains, 

with deep and rocky ravines. There was 

much hand to hand fighting but the highlight 

appears to have been the action in the air. 

British, French and Italian planes were a 

robust presence and no fewer than 12 enemy 

aircraft have been sent spinning down into the mountains 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Women at War 

 

    Millicent Garret Fawcett, a militant suffragette declared in 1920, “The War 

revolutionised the position of women. It found them serfs and set them free.”  

 
Thanks to millions of women who filled the places of those who went to the Front 

society at last began to recognise their true value and worth. Although excluded from 

the front line many served in highly dangerous positions and experienced at first hand 

the atrocities and cruelties of war 

Women's Royal Naval Service 

 In 1916 the Admiralty became the first branch of the services to recruit women; 

previously they had been excluded from the armed forces. However, heavy 

casualties persuaded the various Chiefs of Staff to re-consider. 

 

 Some 6,000 women served in the WRNS and their records are at TNA in ADM439 

and 321. Officers records are in ADM 318 but for those serving after the War the 

records were retained. At first their duties were confined to cooking, telegraphy, 

clerking, wireless operating and electrical work. The service was not fully 

commissioned until November 1917 and stood down in 

1920                

 

. 

WRNs included cooks, clerks, wireless telegraphists, radar plotters, weapons 

analysts, range assessors, electricians and air mechanics. 
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The Wrens were formed in 1917 during the First World War. On 10 October 

1918, nineteen-year-old Josephine Carr from Cork became the first Wren to die 

on active service, when her ship, the RMS Leinster was torpedoed. By the end 

of the war the WRNS had 5,500 members, 500 of them officers. In addition, 

about 2,000 members of the WRAF had previously served with the WRNS 

supporting the Royal Naval Air Service and were transferred on the creation of 

the Royal Air Force. It was disbanded in 1919. 

 

Wrens wore the same rank insignia as their male equivalents, but in blue instead 

of gold. The "curls" atop officers' rank stripes were diamond-shaped instead of 

circular. 

When the uniform was being designed, the Treasury forbade the use of gold 

lace on the women’s uniform and instead blue lace was used.  

 
. 

Many sailors were based on shore and it was felt that they needed to be released 

to the ships, although their shore jobs still needed to be filled. 

The myth about the creation of the WRNS is that the suffragette, Sybil 

Cholmondeley, Lady Rocksavage, was serving drinks to the First Lord of the 

Admiralty, Sir Eric Geddes who was worried about the manpower shortage in 

the Navy and she suggested the use of women for shore jobs.  Although initially 

taken aback by the suggestion, he embraced it and the WRNS was established.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_War_I
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cork_(city)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RMS_Leinster
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torpedo
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Women%27s_Royal_Air_Force
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Naval_Air_Service
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Royal_Air_Force


Unfortunately the truth is a little more prosaic.  Sir Eric had recognised the need 

to employ women, not just in the Navy but also the Army, as early as 1915, so if 

the conversation actually took place, Lady Rocksavage was preaching to the 

long converted. 

The officers wore a modified version of the normal officers’ badge, on a wide 

tricorne hat, while ratings wore a brimmed hat with a WRNS cap ribbon.  

Ratings also wore blue badges indicating their specialisation.  The rating 

uniform dress had a miniature naval collar, but without the three stripes worn by 

seamen.  In time the WRNS adapted the male collar to fit their dresses.  The 

regulation dress hem was nine inches from the floor. 

 

Initially, the Admiralty decided that only 3,000 women would be recruited and 

would mainly perform domestic duties, such as cleaning, cooking and serving 

meals.  Dame Katharine Furse was appointed Director of WRNS and she took a 

‘hands-on’ approach to all aspects of the service.  By the end of the war over 

6,000 women, including at least two New Zealanders, Assistant Principal Lily 

Winter and Section Leader Enid Bell, were serving, in a variety of duties 

including some that that originally been deemed too difficult for women.  In 

addition 2,000 women who had been serving with the Royal Naval Air Service 

had been transferred to the newly formed Royal Air Force.  There were two 

classes of Wren, “Immobile” who were only prepared to work near their home 

and “Mobile” who would serve anywhere and there were even units based 

overseas, the first one being in Gibraltar 

Although it was originally envisaged that the women would only be employed 

in tasks such as domestic and administrative duties, the range rapidly expanded.  

By the end of the war WRNS were employed in a wide variety of fields, 

including coding, motor drivers, mechanics, torpedo mechanics and mine net 

workers. 

The Women’s Royal Naval Service was disbanded on 1 October 1919, but had 

made a tremendous impression during its short existence.  Shortly after the 

outbreak of war in 1939 the WRNS was re-established and in 1942 the 

Women’s Royal New Zealand Naval Service was established. 
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The Royal Navy was the first of the armed forces to recruit women. Formed in 

1916, the Women's Royal Naval Service (WRNS) took over the role of cooks, 

clerks, wireless telegraphists, code experts and electricians. 

The women were so successful that other organizations such as the Women's 

Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) and the Women's Royal Air Force were 

established. 

When the Armistice was signed in November, 1918, the WRNS had 5,000 

ratings and nearly 450 officers. 

 

              
 

The Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC’s) was formed in March 1917 and 

performed many of the same duties, thus releasing troops for the front line. Some 

57,000 served and 10,000 transferred to the WAAF when the Army corps was 

disbanded in 1920. Many service records were destroyed in the blitz. Those which 

survived are at TNA in WO 162/16 

                     

 

http://spartacus-educational.com/Wwaac.htm
http://spartacus-educational.com/Wwaac.htm
http://spartacus-educational.com/Wwraf.htm
http://spartacus-educational.com/FWWarmistice.htm


Recruitment posters for 

the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps later known as the Queen Mary's Army 

Auxiliary Corps  

 

By 1917 the Army was running short of men because so many had been injured 

or killed on the front line.  

 

The War Office had also identified that a number of jobs which did not involve 

fighting were being carried out by men who could have been in battle. It was 

decided that women could do many of these jobs instead and that they could 

replace male soldiers in offices, canteens, transport roles, stores and army bases. 

Many women volunteered to join the new Women's Army Auxiliary Corps 

(WAAC) which later became known as the Queen Mary's Army Auxiliary 

Corps. 

WAAC volunteers wore green or 'khaki' uniforms like male soldiers. It included 

a small cap, khaki jacket and skirt. The skirt had to be no more than 

twelve inches from the ground. Women in the WAAC exercised 

every day, taking part in Morris dancing and hockey to keep fit. 

By the end of the war in 1918, more than 50,000 women had joined 

the WAAC, some working in war zones in France, Belgium, Italy 

and Greece. The volunteers did a variety of jobs. 



One of the jobs women did was to cook for men in camps and hospitals. 

Women looked after soldiers by cooking food and providing a waitress service. 

They cooked meals for the soldiers including savoury rice, stuffed tomatoes, 

rice croquettes, sea pie, curried cod, fish kedgeree (sic), fish 

cakes and liver and onions. They also made beef tea, mutton 

broth, brawn, potato pie and duff pudding. They sometimes 

served up food which is perhaps more familiar to us today 

such as stew and even curry!  

The food they cooked for men on the front line was often 

better quality than the food eaten by men back home. Men 

at war consumed an estimated 4,600 calories a day, 

compared with a working man's 3,400 a day at home. 

Women in the canteens were told to make the food feed as many men as 

possible so they used tricks to make their supplies go further, for example, they 

dipped rashers of bacon into flour or oatmeal to bulk them out. Other techniques 

women used included putting old bread in water and baking again in the oven 

for an hour. 

Many women were asked to undertake administrative tasks in the war offices. 

Women received 24 shillings for unskilled work but up to 48 shillings for jobs 

which required specific skills like shorthand or typing.  

After two years of service, a driver in the Army Service Corps received 10s/6d 

per week and a skilled fitter 12s/10d. As such a typist on 48 shillings (£2 and 8 

shillings) was earning far more than some men. Women also answered 

telephones and passed on messages to soldiers. 

By 1916, some women had been given the task of repairing motor vehicles 

which had broken down. They worked with mechanics to identify what was 

wrong and learnt how to fix many problems themselves. They repaired trucks 

on the roadside and built new ones in factories. Women undertaking this type of 

work had been an unthinkable idea prior to the outbreak of war. 



 
 

 

 

       The Women’s Royal Air Force was created on 1
st
 April 1918 

 

 

 
 And some 25,500 saw service before 1922 and their records are in Air series at TNA.    

All who served were entitled to campaign and victory medals and the indexes are a 

useful starting point for research. The service was disbanded in 1920 

During the First World War, members of the Women's Royal Naval Service 

(WRNS) and the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) worked on air 

stations belonging to the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and the Royal Naval Air 

Service (RNAS). 

When the decision was taken to merge the RFC and RNAS to form the Royal 

Air Force (RAF), concerns were raised about the loss of their specialised female 

workforce. This need for a separate women's air service led to the formation of 

the WRAF on 1 April 1918. 



 

Personnel of the WAAC and WRNS were given the choice of transferring to the 

new service and over 9,000 decided to join. Civilian enrolment swelled WRAF 

numbers. They were dispatched to RAF bases, initially in Britain and then later 

in 1919 to France and Germany. 

 

In April 1920 the WRAF, a wartime force, was disbanded. In only two years, 

32,000 WRAFs had proved a major asset to the RAF and paved the way for all 

future air service women. 

The work of the WRAF was divided into four basic trades: 

Clerks and Storewomen, Household, Technical and Non-

Technical. Initially little training was given with wages 

based on existing experience and skills. 

The majority of women were employed as clerks, with 

shorthand typists the most highly paid of all airwomen. 

Women allocated to the Household section worked the 

longest hours, doing back breaking work for the lowest pay. 



The Technical section covered a wide range of trades, most highly skilled, 

including tinsmiths, fitters and welders. 

By 1920 over 50 trades were open to women including tailoring, photography, 

catering, pigeon keeping and driving. The work of these women released men 

for combat and proved that women could equal men in the workplace. 

The minimum age for joining the WRAF was 18 and the selection process 

complex. Stringent health checks often excluded many poor candidates from 

polluted cities. Those from educated, upper class families were enrolled as 

officers, whilst the majority were known as 'Members' and became the 

backbone of the service. 

 

WRAFs fell into two categories. 'Immobiles' lived at home and were attached to 

their local station. 'Mobiles' lived in quarters on or near their workplace and 

could be transferred elsewhere if required. 

 

Behaviour was strictly monitored with the WRAF constitution 

and rules laid-out in an official booklet. The published 

Standing Orders included a ban on smoking on duty and in the 

street, as well as uniform requirements and the procedure for 

complaints. The high standards achieved by the WRAF led 

them to being viewed as the most professional and disciplined 

of all the women's services. 



 

On 24 March 1919, the first group of WRAFs arrived in 

France to begin their overseas service. Later in the year a 

decision was made to send a contingent to Germany.  

Their purpose was to assist the army of occupation and to 

replace men demobilised from the forces. Based in Cologne, 

they were employed as domestics, clerks, telephonists, nurses 

and drivers and became known as the 'Ladies of the Rhine'. 

Dedicated and diligent, they also helped raise RAF morale by staging sports 

days and dances. 

 

When the order came to finally close down the WRAF contingent on the Rhine 

in August 1919, RAF sections, unwilling to lose their airwomen delayed the 

disbandment until the last possible moment. Once again WRAFs had shown 

themselves to be an invaluable asset to the RAF. The last veteran from this era 

was for a while thought to be Gladys Powers, who died in 2008, but Florence 

Green, who died in February 2012, was subsequently found to be the last-

known surviving WRAF veteran.  
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  Dame Helen Gwynne-Vaughan Commandant WRAF 

1918 – 1920 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The voluntary Aids Detachment of the Royal red cross and Order of St John or 

V.A.D.’s as they became known: - 

                                              
 

These women performed sterling duties as ambulance drivers, mechanics, clerks as 

well as acting as ward orderlies. 



 
Often they are linked to the next group and accessing records means following 

the same path  

English nurses tending to wounded soldiers close to the front during World War 

One  



 

Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurses cared for wounded soldiers.  

In August 1914 there were approximately 9,000 VAD members, by 1918 there 

were 23,000 nurses and 18,000 orderlies.  

VAD nurses were trained by the Red Cross or St John's Ambulance Brigade 

since they had not been nurses in peacetime. Most were women, though when 

VAD started in 1914 men could join as well. They were all volunteers, so they 

did not get paid.  

Thousands of women became VAD nurses, and some went to France, helping in 

hospitals close to the battlefields. VAD nurses cared for wounded and sick 

soldiers in Army hospitals and 'rest stations', where exhausted soldiers had a 

few days to recover, and in convalescent homes, where they could stay until 

they were as well as possible.  

 Aged 16, Marjorie Grigsby said she was 20 years old so that she could 

become a war nurse in 1916. 

 Flora Sandes went to Serbia in 1914 as a nurse, but became a soldier in 

the Serbian Army. 

 Around 200 nurses from British military nursing services were killed or 

died during the war.  

VAD nurses wore uniforms which included a blue dress and a white pinafore. 

The rules were strict: no make-up, no long nails, always look smart, always 

carry scissors, safety pins and a pencil! VAD nurses said they were 'willing to 

do anything' so would often wash and clean as well as nurse their patients.  



Matron, sister and nurse in the hospital, Gretna Munition Township 

 
 

 

      Following the end of the Boer War, the War Office was concerned that in the 

event of another war the medical and nursing services wouldn’t be able to cope 

sufficiently. The peacetime needs of a standing army, in relation to medical care, were 

very small and specific, and to find thousands of trained and experienced personnel at 

very short notice, without the expense of maintaining them in peacetime, was a 

difficult problem to overcome. R. B. Haldane’s new Territorial scheme of 1907 solved 

some of those problems, and opened up new possibilities of co-operation between 

voluntary agencies and the Army, and on the 16th August 1909 the War Office issued 

its ‘Scheme for the Organisation of Voluntary Aid in England and Wales,’ which set 

up both male and female Voluntary Aid Detachments to fill certain gaps in the 

Territorial medical services, with a similar scheme for Scotland following in 

December of that year. By early 1914, 1757 female detachments 519 male 

detachments had been registered with the War Office. 
The VAD system was founded in 1909 with the help of the Red Cross and Order of St. John. By the 

summer of 1914 there were over 2,500 Voluntary Aid Detachments in Britain. Of the 74,000 VAD 

members in 1914, two-thirds were women and girls.  

At the outbreak of the First World War VAD members eagerly offered their 

service to the war effort. The British Red Cross was reluctant to allow civilian 

women a role in overseas hospitals: most volunteers were of the middle and 

upper classes and unaccustomed to hardship and traditional hospital discipline. 

Military authorities would not accept VADs at the front line. However, this 

restriction was removed in 1915 and women volunteers over the age of twenty-
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three and with more than three months experience were allowed to go to the 

Western Front, Mesopotamia and Gallipoli. Later VADs were sent to the 

Eastern Front. 

 

Katharine Furse took two VADs to France in October 1914, restricting them to 

serve as canteen workers and cooks. Caught under fire in a sudden battle the 

VADs were pressed into emergency hospital service 

and acquitted themselves well. The growing shortage 

of trained nurses opened the door for VADs in 

overseas military hospitals. Furse was appointed 

Commander-in-Chief of the detachments and 

restrictions were removed. Female volunteers over 

the age of twenty-three and with more than three 

months' hospital experience were accepted for 

overseas service. 

By 1916 the military hospitals at home were 

employing about 8000 trained nurses with about 

126,000 beds, and there were 4000 nurses abroad with 93,000 beds. By 1918 

there were about 80,000 VAD members - 12,000 nurses working in the military 

hospitals and 60,000 unpaid volunteers working in auxiliary hospitals or various 

kinds. Some of the volunteers had a snobbish attitude towards the paid nurses.  

VADs were an uneasy addition to military hospitals' rank and order. They 

lacked the advanced skill and discipline of trained professional nurses, and were 

often critical of the nursing profession. Relations improved as the war stretched 

on: VAD members increased their skill and efficiency and trained nurses were 

more accepting of the VADs' contributions. During four years of war 38,000 

VADs worked in hospitals and served as ambulance drivers and cooks. VADs 

served near the Western Front and in Mesopotamia and Gallipoli. VAD hospitals were also 

opened in most large towns in Britain.] Later, VADs were also sent to the Eastern Front. They 

provided an invaluable source of bedside aid in the war effort. Many were decorated for 

distinguished service. 

At the end of the war the leaders of the profession were agreed that untrained 

VADs should not be allowed onto 

the newly established register of 

nurses. 
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     The female detachments varied in size according to local conditions, but in 

the main consisted of a Commandant, a Medical Officer, a Quartermaster, and 

twenty-two women, two of whom were to be trained nurses, and pre-war the 

     Detachments had to meet at least once a month, with many meeting as often 

as weekly, and women had to work towards gaining certificates in Home 

Nursing and First Aid within twelve months of joining, and they learned to 

bandage, to do simple dressings, and the basics of invalid cookery and hygiene. 

In some areas it was arranged for them to go into local hospitals for a few hours 

each week to gain an insight into ward work, and due to the low number of men 

being recruited in certain places, women could also gain experience in outdoor 

activities, stretcher duties, the transport of sick and wounded and improvisation 

with whatever came to hand. 

 

     When war came, the Red Cross and Auxiliary hospitals sprung up rapidly in 

church halls, public buildings and private houses, accommodating anything 

from ten patients to more than a hundred.  The proportion of trained nurses in 

the units was small, and much of the basic work was the responsibility of the 

VADs – they cleaned, scrubbed and dusted, set trays, cooked breakfasts; they lit 

fires and boiled up coppers full of washing. They also helped to dress, undress 

and wash the men – which was of course a big step for young women who may 

never have been alone and unchaperoned with a member of the opposite sex 

before, other than their brothers. 

 

     During wartime the VAD organization was administered by the Joint War 

Committee of the British Red Cross Society and the Order of St. John and run 

from Devonshire House in Piccadilly, loaned for the War by the Duke and 

Duchess of Devonshire. Many of the senior administrators were educated 

women who had been involved in the movement since its beginning and had a 

proven record of good organisational skills.  There were about 50,000 women 

involved in the movement immediately before the war, and it's thought that in 

total somewhere between 70,000 and 100,000 women served as VADs at some 

time during the war, some for very short periods, some for up to five years. 

 

     Although many members of Voluntary Aid Detachments left memoirs and 

accounts of their own wartime lives, there is little written about the VAD 

organisation itself, and it's not easy to discover the inner workings of the 

organisation, its day to day life, the administration and the difficulties.  The 

volunteers faced gruesome tasks  

 

 



 

Catherine Cathcart-Smith was 24 when she joined the VADs in 1914. She 

was interviewed about the war in 1993 when she was 104 years old. 

I wanted to do my bit for the war so I volunteered to drive an ambulance. We 

had to meet the troop trains at the big London railway stations - Waterloo and 

Victoria. The trains had hundreds of wounded soldiers packed on them. Their 

wounds were frightful. Young men with no arms or legs. Many had been 

gassed. Others blinded. I had two nurses with me, we made a good team. One 

day I saw this young man on a stretcher. It was my brother, so I said to the 

soldiers who were carrying him: "Put him in my ambulance, I am his sister." 

When he died the next day I was with him, holding his hand. 

The Pole sisters 

(Gladys, Hilda, Lily and Muriel)  

all joined the Voluntary Aid Detachment in Chislehurst. 

Vera Brittain describing a field camp hospital in Etaples in 1918 in her 

book; A Testament of Youth. 

I am a Sister VAD, and orderly all in one. Quite apart from the nursing, I have 

stoked the fire all night, done two or three rounds of bed pans, and kept the 

kettles going and prepared feeds on exceedingly black Beatrice oil stoves and 
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refilled them from the steam kettles utterly wallowing in paraffin all the time. I 

feel as if I had been dragged through the gutter. Possibly acute surgical is the 

heaviest type of work there is, I think, more wearing than anything else on 

earth. You are kept on the go the whole time but in the end there seems to be 

nothing definite to show for it - except that one or two are still alive that might 

otherwise have been dead. 

The picture came back to me of myself standing alone in a newly created circle 

of hell during the 'emergency' of March 22nd 1918, gazing half hypnotized at 

the disheveled beds, the stretchers on the floor, the scattered boots and piles of 

muddy clothing, the brown blankets turned back from smashed limbs bound to 

splints by filthy bloodstained bandages. Beneath each stinking wad of sodden 

wool and gauze an obscene horror waited for me and all the equipment that I 

had for attacking it in this ex-medical ward was one pair of forceps standing in a 

potted meat glass half full of methylated spirit. 

Lesley Smith worked as a VAD at the Royal Sussex Hospital in Brighton. 

Day after day we cut down stinking bandages and exposed wounds that 

destroyed the whole original plan of the body. One man had both buttocks 

blown off, one arm had been amputated at the elbow, and he had a host of 

smaller wounds from flying metal. Another lay propped on sphagnum moss to 

absorb the discharge from two large holes in each thigh. 

 

 

 NURSING SERVICES 
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     By 1918 45,000 nurses were serving and countless doing auxiliary work.  

 

Although an "official" nursing service was not established 

until 1881, the corps traces its heritage to Florence 

Nightingale, who was instrumental in lobbying for the 

support of female military nurses. The Army Nursing 

Service was established in 1881, and which from 1889 

provided Sisters for all Army hospitals with at least 100 

beds, had only a small number of nurses in its employ. In 

1897, in an effort to have nurses available if needed for war 

Nurses registered for the service and by the beginning of the 

First Boer War the reserve had around 100 members, but swelled its 

membership to over 1400 during the conflict. PCANSR eventually became the 

Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service.  In March 1902, Queen 

Alexandra’s Imperial Military Nursing Service (QAIMNS) was established by 

Royal Warrant, and was named after Queen Alexandra; the wife of King 

Edward V11who became its president in 1902 at the end of the Boer War 

  

Formation of the QAIMNS Reserve and the Territorial 

Force Nursing Service quickly followed and in the first 

week of World War I, 1914-18, these nursing services 

mobilised for duty with the Expeditionary Force, 
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serving through the war years on every front, in every campaign. 

 

           
 

 

They were entitled to wear campaign and service medals at the end of the War 

    
 

 

. The British Army Nursing service dates back to the Crimean War when 

Florence Nightingale was recruited by the Secretary of State for war and took 

38 women to Scutari Hospital, to tend the wounds of the injured soldiers. Prior 

to this there was little in the way of medical 

treatment and causalities normally died. The 

work of these women was to revolutionise 

the care of the sick and wounded soldiers in 

the British army. Due to the tremendous 

interest that Nightingales’ work in the 

Crimea attracted, Queen Victoria directed 

that a hospital be built to train Army 

Surgeons and Nurses. This was the Royal 

Victoria Hospital at Netley and it started 

admitting patients in 1863 and in 1881 the service was given the official title of 

the Army Nursing Service. In 1883 for exceptional services the nurses were 

awarded the Royal Red Cross Medal 

 

 There were two divisions of this 

award, 1
st
 and 2

nd
 Class and the silver 

mounting indicates this was the 2
nd

 

Class Award. Awardees of the 2
nd

 

Class were called Associates of the 
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Royal Red Cross and 1
st
 Class recipients were members of the Royal Red Cross. 

A second award of the 2
nd

 Class entitled the recipient to a 1
st
 Class honour. The 

reverse bears the inscription Faith Hope and Charity. Queen Victoria instituted a 

decoration called the Royal Red Cross which was the first 

British military order only for women but it is now open to 

any member of the Corps. Queen Victoria's third daughter 

Princess Christian took particular interest in the service and 

in 1897 the Princess Christian's Army Nursing Reserve was 

formed.  

 

  

In 1899 the onset of the Boer War served as a great testing 

ground for this service. Great strides forward were made in 

the treating of the sick and injured and the War Office quickly recognised that 

the number of causalities that were returned to duty quickly had increased due 

to the work of this service easily justified its cost. On 27th March 1902 The 

Queen Alexandra's Imperial Nursing service was formally established and a 

Royal Warrant issued. Queen Alexandra consented to become the first President 

and selected the insignia and motto. As she came from the Royal House of 

Denmark she choose a white cross taken from the Danish flag and the motto 

"Sub-Crucia Candida" meaning "Under the White Cross". During the First 

World War some 100,000 Nurses served in France, Italy, Salonika, Egypt, 

Palestine, Mesopotamia, India, East Africa and Russia.  

Although a formal military nursing service did not 

exist in the army prior to the late 19th century, 

nursing care was provided to the army during the 

reign of Elizabeth I (1558-1603) and the English 

Civil War and Interregnum (1642-1660) when 

Parliament employed nurses at the three military 

hospitals in London. During the 18th century, 

Matrons and nurses worked in military hospitals but 

the training and level of care was not of a high 

standard, this was not unique to military hospitals but 

typical of healthcare at the time. 

At the outbreak of war in 1914 there were just under 300 nurses in the 

QAIMNS, by the end of the war this had risen to 10,404 (including reservists). 

The nurses were well trained but the increasing mechanisation of war brought 

some horrific new injuries, including wounds caused by shrapnel, land mines, 

mortars, grenades, tanks, flame throwers and gas attacks. Army nurses served in 
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Flanders, the Mediterranean, the Balkans, and the Middle East and aboard 

hospital ships. Almost 200 army nurses died on active service and in 1916, 

when the Military Medal was instituted as an award for bravery, some of the 

first awards went to military nurses. 

 

 

 

The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry FANY’s    

 

 

 

 

   
 

     
   They were entitled to wear War and Victory Medals and could be awarded the Royal 

Red Cross Medal; the records are at TNA in WO 145 and the medal index cards are 

once again a useful starting point for research. 

The Corps was founded in 1907 to provide assistance to civil and military 

authorities in times of emergency. And today, over 100 years later, the 

purpose remains exactly the same. 

  

1907-1914 

The Corps’ founder was Edward Baker, a Warrant Officer in the 21st Lancers, 

who was wounded during his period of service with Lord Kitchener’s army in 



the Battle of Omdurman in 1898. Lying there nursing his left shinbone, where 

he’d been shot, he thought that it would be wonderful if a group of women were 

able to administer first aid on the battlefield to the men before they were 

removed from there to the casualty clearing stations. 

However, he had to wait until September 1907 to put his dream into action and 

to found and establish the Corps. 

Recruitment drives were held in the early years, with the emphasis always on 

attracting young women who could already ride and who owned their own 

horses. However, by 1911 the Corps was being led by Grace Ashley-Smith, a 

feisty, no-nonsense Scottish woman, and Lilian Franklin, who became the first 

Commanding Officer, always known as ‘Boss’. They helped to introduce a 

more practical uniform and tougher and more serious training. 

Early camps consisted of mainly riding and First Aid (hence the yeomanry 

connections and inclusion of word Yeomanry in the Corps name). A major step 

forward came with the Annual Camp in 1913 being held at Pirbright, which 

lasted two whole weeks, and which saw the Brigade of Guards taking them 

under their wing, beginning a connection which continues to this day. 

 

1914 - 1918 

When the First World War broke out in 1914, the FANY quickly followed up 

on their military contacts, but to no avail - everyone refused to take them. 

Grace Ashley-Smith was on board ship bound for South Africa to visit relatives 

when war was declared – she immediately turned back and set sail for home. 



One of the fellow voyagers was the Belgian Minister for the Colonies – and he 

decided that if the British would not have them, the Belgians would. 

Back in the UK, Grace Ashley-Smith acquired an ambulance and returned with 

 six FANYs – they crossed to 

Calais on 27th October 1914 to drive ambulances for the Belgians and the 

French. This date marks the official start of the FANYs’ wartime service, and is 

still the date nearest to which we hold the annual Corps Reunion. 

On 29th October, they took over a dirty and decayed convent school opposite 

the Church of Notre Dame, called Lamarck Hospital. The wounded were being 

 brought in before the FANYs 

had even had time to unpack. 

The conditions they had to contend with, even without the shellfire, were fairly 

arduous. The vehicles were of the kind now only seen on the London to 

Brighton run, with rudimentary screens or none, uncertain engines, and tyres 

depressingly prone to punctures. 

The wartime FANY Gazettes recount the primitive conditions in which they 

cheerfully lived and worked; Zeppelin bombing raids; supply trips to the Front; 

evacuating the wounded under fire; facing death and disease with equanimity; 

battles with bureaucracy.  One describes how in the second chlorine gas attack 

in May 1915, they doused their sanitary towels in eau de cologne and held them 
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over the faces of the British soldiers, because the men didn’t have respirators in 

that  early stage of the war. 

The FANY also performed other duties as required, setting up regimental aid 

posts, motor kitchens and even a mobile bath vehicle. This had been brought 

over by FANYs Marion and Hope Gamwell, and was called James - and offered 

the luxury of a hot bath to 40 men per hour. A Convalescent Home for Belgian 

sick and wounded, Camp du Ruchard, was set up in the Loire which ran until 

June 1917. 

The FANY ran Lamarck until October 1916, mainly driving the wounded from 

casualty clearing stations to Lamarck and other hospitals, and doing anything 

else required of them – their experiences here started the tradition of versatility 

for which we are still known today. 

Later in 1915 a Convoy was formed at the Hopital de Passage in Calais, which 

became known as the Belgian Convoy.  The FANYs were enrolled into the 

Belgian Army.  These FANYs were the first into Belgium after the Armistice in 

November 1918. 

FANY competence was finally officially recognised by the British when the 

War Office asked them to work for the British – sixteen FANY ambulance 

drivers duly replaced the BRCS men on 1st January 1916. Surgeon-General 

Woodhouse uttered the immortal words which sums up what we have been ever 

since - impossible to categorise: “they’re neither fish nor fowl, but damned fine 

red herring”. The Corps Gazette mentions how one girl, Pat Waddell, lost a leg 

when hit by a train while driving an ambulance, yet returned to duty months 

later with an artificial leg. 

In January 1918 a second British Convoy was formed at St Omer.  It was a joint 

FANY/VAD unit and for bravery under fire on 18th May 1918 became the most 

decorated women’s unit of the war, 16 Military Medal and 3 Croix de Guerre. 

In January 1918 a group of FANYs was sent to drive for the Michelham 

Convalescent Home in the south of France.  They served there until 1919. 

In 1916, the FANY started to work officially for the French Army through the 

Société de Secours aux Blessés Militaires SSBM.   They agreed to take over a 

small hospital at Port a Binson, near Rheims, the FANY to supply drivers and 

nursing staff which required a vigorous whirl of fundraising.  It was run until 

January 1918.  Further ambulance convoys were based at Amiens, Chalons-sur-

Marne, Bar le Duc, Chateau-Thierry, Epernay, Sézanne, 

In September 1918 what was to become known as The Last Convoy left 

London.  It arrived in Nancy just after the Armistice where the FANYs 

transported the thousands of returning refugees.  FANYs from other convoys 



were variously assigned to duty in Strasbourg, Compiegne, Brussels, and 

Cologne. 

In all, during the First World War FANYs were awarded 17 Military Medals; 27 

Croix de Guerre; one Legion d’Honneur, and 11 Mentions in Dispatches 

  

   

 At the end of WW1 the WAAC, WRNS and WAAF were disbanded and it was 

time for women to go back home.  The FANY however, being independent and 

self-funding, could not be abolished. They had many supporters in the military 

establishment appreciative of their war-time service. From 1921 the War Office 

provided Army accommodation and training assistance for Annual Camps and 

the FANY continued to train for readiness to provide support in time of national 

emergency. 
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Munitions Workers 
 

 

 
Prior to World War 1 most women who worked were in domestic service, the great exception 

being the women of Yorkshire and Lancashire who held key jobs in the textile mills many 

securing wages superior to men. As a result of advertising campaigns and sheer demand many 

started to serve in shops, many worked on the railways and buses and in factories as lathe 

turners and engineers 

 

 



        
 

 

 

 The one arm of industry which specifically recruited women was the munitions industry 

where, Munitionettes laboured ceaselessly to feed the artillery at the front. 

 

 Christened “Canaries” from their yellow complexion which developed from exposure to high 

explosive materials, their wages were high but they ran terrible risks such as the explosion at 

Silver town in 1917. 

 

 
 

In the early stages of the First World War the British munitions industry had 

great difficulty producing the weapons and ammunition needed by the armed 

forces. In 1915 the government passed the Munitions of War Act that gave it the 

power to take direct control of the industry. David Lloyd George, Minister of 

Munitions, announced that normal trade union activities in this industry was 

now forbidden. Lloyd George was also given power to force the industry to 
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accept unskilled workers. Many of the workers that Lloyd George directed to 

the munitions industry were women. 

Whereas in 1914 there were 212,000 women working in the munitions industry, 

by the end of the war it had increased to 950,000. Christopher Addison, who 

succeeded David Lloyd George as Minister of Munitions, estimated in June, 

1917, that about 80 per cent of all weapons and shells were being produced by 

women. These women workers became known as Munitionettes. 

The work was extremely dangerous and in one explosion in an East London 

factory, 12 women were killed. Other accidents at munition factories resulted in 

over 200 deaths during the First World War. Others suffered health problems 

such as TNT poisoning because of the dangerous chemicals the women were 

using. 

The trade union leader, Mary Macarthur, led the campaign to protect the women 

forced to work in the munitions industry. She pointed out that 

women in the industry received on average less than half of 

what the men were paid. After much discussion it was agreed 

to increase women's wage-rates in the munitions industry. 

However, by 1918, whereas the average male wage in the 

munitions industry was £4 6s. 6d. for women it was only £2 2s. 

4d. 

 

Munitions workers played a crucial role in the First World War. They supplied 

the troops at the front with the armaments and equipment they needed to fight. 

They also freed up men from the workforce to join the armed forces. 

Following a shortage of shells in 1915, the Ministry of Munitions was founded 

to control Britain's output of war material. It oversaw all aspects of the 

production and supply of munitions, under the forceful and energetic Minister 

for Munitions, David Lloyd George.    

A number of new initiatives were soon introduced to improve production levels. 

One of these was an appeal to women to register for war 

service work. Thousands of women volunteered as a result, 

and many of these were soon employed in the grow 

Munitions workers whose job was filling shells were prone 

to suffer from TNT poisoning. TNT stood for 

Trinitrotoluene – an explosive which 

turned the skin yellow of those who 

regularly came into contact with it. 
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The munitions workers who were affected by this were commonly known as 

‘canaries’ due to their bright yellow appearance. Although the visible effects 

usually wore off, some women died from working with TNT, if they were 

exposed to it for a prolonged period. As Ethel Dean, who worked at Woolwich 

Arsenal, recalled, ‘Everything that that powder touches goes yellow. All the 

girls’ faces were yellow, all round their mouths. They had their own canteen, in 

which everything was yellow that they touched… Everything they touched went 

yellow – chairs, tables, everything.’) 

By the end of the war, over 700,000 – and possibly up to one million – women 

had become ‘munitionettes’ 

As well as handling the hazardous TNT powder, munitions workers 

risked their health in other ways in the busy, dangerous factories. The 

working conditions varied, but they often featured poor ventilation, 

exposure to harmful chemicals and sometimes even asbestos; and the 

physical labour involved – which included lifting heavy shells and 

operating machinery – could be back-breaking or extremely risky. 

There were a number of explosions at munitions factories during the First 

World War. The massive amount of explosive material kept at the 

factories meant this was an ever-

present danger for those working 

at them. One of the largest of 

these disasters occurred at 

Silvertown, in London’s East End, 

in January 1917. As many as 73 

people were killed, and 400 were 

injured. Florence Parsons, who 

was working nearby, remembered 

the huge sound the factory made as it went up: ‘A terrible explosion went. 

We thought it was a Zeppelin over the top of us – it really rocked us… 

Oh the explosion, it rocked everywhere.’ As key centres of war 

production, munitions factories were also particular targets for enemy air 

raids, adding another element of danger to working at them. 

Depending on the type of production that was being carried out, the 

munitions factories could be very noisy working environments. With 

heavy machines operating, workers shouting at each other and moving 

heavy shells and equipment around, the factories were often deafening 

places to be. Thomas Peck described the munitions factory he worked at, 

Wright’s in Edgeware, Middlesex: ‘It was only a small place but the 



machinery, there was drills going and hammers and various things, you 

know. It was very noisy in there.’  

 

Working as they did long before modern-day health and safety 

legislation, workplace accidents were not unusual for employees of the 

munitions factories. From relatively minor injuries to more serious 

incidents and even death, munitions workers risked their health and often 

their lives while carrying out their jobs. The exact number of fatalities is 

difficult to know: many of these cases were kept out of the press; due to 

the impact such news would have had on national morale and the war 

effort. Isabella Clarke remembered that her friend died from the effects of 

gas poisoning, contracted while they were filling gas shells at the White 

Lund munitions factory in Lancashire. Henry Oxley remembered from his 

time at Woolwich Arsenal, ‘Prevalent in my particular job was filings 

coming off the machine into one’s eyes. There was no protection to shield 

your eyes from the filings coming up. And that was an occurrence which 

happened quite often.’  

The working day for a munitions worker varied according to where he or 

she was employed but, due to the pressures and 

demands of war production, they generally had to work 

long hours. Usually a shift system operated, and some 

workers also put in overtime. The length of time the 

shifts lasted were not standardised but could be up to 

12 hours' long, as many factories operated both day and 

night. Many munitions workers later remembered how 

exhausting the night shifts were and the difficulty of 

staying alert when working them. 

 

Despite such a tiring working day, munitions workers didn’t have many – 

or particularly long – breaks. Some even remembered having no breaks at 

all. The better factories provided canteens, 

washrooms and toilet facilities for their 

employees, but these were not to be found 

at every workplace. When Kathleen Gilbert 

was a munitions worker in London, her 

hours were, ‘from 6am to 5.30pm, standing 

all the time. We had a 10 minute break, to 

go to the toilets, and we had to stand and eat 

sandwiches at the machine.’  



 

Munitions workers carried out a wide range of jobs during the war, and 

were involved in the manufacturing of a variety of armaments and 

equipment essential to the war effort. They could be engaged in: cleaning, 

filling, painting and stacking shells; operating machinery; weighing 

powder; assembling detonators; filling bullets; lacquering fuses and 

making shell cases. It was often repetitive – but they had to stay focused, 

as their work was checked and needed to meet the required standards. 

At the start of the First World War, there were strict controls in Britain 

over the types of jobs that women could have. But the increasing need for 

more men in the armed forces meant that these had to be removed, so that 

women could take men’s places in the workplace. Although women were 

already able to work in factories, the types of jobs they carried out 

changed with the move from a peacetime to a wartime economy. There 

was often some resentment as women began to take over what was seen 

as traditionally ‘male’ work. Some of the 'munitionettes' experienced 

hostility from their male co-workers, and there was resistance to them 

earning the same wages as men. 

Due to the risk of explosion at the factories, strict regulations were put in 

place to reduce the chances of accidents happening. The workers wore 

wooden clogs so as to avoid the 

sparks that could be caused by 

shoes with any metal in them. Other 

metal items were prohibited, 

including jewelry and hairpins. 

They were also not allowed to have 

any matches on them – something 

which cost Lilian Miles’s friend her 

job at the Coventry Ordnance 

Works when their fore-mistress saw a match drop out of her pocket. The 

girl was also imprisoned for this accidental crime: ‘She never got over it. 

Within a few months, she died. She was 20 years of age.’  

By the end of the War nearly a quarter of a million girls had joined the 

Women’s Land Army, founded in 1915. They faced ridicule and hostility from 

farmers and county folks who were slow to adapt. 



         
     Many women participated in charity work and troops were grateful for knitted 

garments and food parcels despatched by countless volunteers. 

    There are no records for these groups but occasionally one can locate an article in a 

trade magazine or newspaper which highlights the contribution of these women. 

   

 

During World War One, 23,000 women were recruited to work full-time on the 

land, to help replace men who had left to fight in the war. (This form of 



National Service for young female civilian farm workers was misleadingly 

called the Women’s Land Army.) 

The Women's Land Army (WLA) was a British civilian organisation created 

during the First and Second World Wars so women could work in agriculture, 

replacing men called up to the military. Women who worked for the WLA were 

commonly known as Land Girls. The name Women's Land Army was also used 

in the United States for an organisation formally called the Woman's Land 

Army of America. 

In effect the Land Army operated to place women with farms that needed 

workers, the farmers being their employers. 

    
First World War poster 

 

 

The Board of Agriculture organised the Land Army during the 

Great War, starting activities in 1915. Towards the end of 1917 

there were over 250,001 - 260,000 women working as farm 

labourers, with 23,000 in the Land Army itself, doing chores 

such as milking cows and picking fruit. 

 

With 3 million men away to fight in the First World War, Britain 

was struggling for labour. The government wanted women to get more involved 

in the production of food and do their part to support the war effort. This was 

the beginning of the Women’s Land Army. Many traditional farmers were 
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against this so the board of trade sent agricultural organisers to speak with 

farmers to encourage them to accept women’s work on the farms. One goal was 

to attract middle-class women who would act as models for patriotic 

engagement in nontraditional duties. However the uniform of the Women's 

Land Army included trousers, which many at the time considered cross-

dressing. The government responded with rhetoric that explicitly feminised the 

new roles.  

“Come out of the towns and on to the downs, where a girl gets brown and strong; with swinging 

pace and morning face she does her work to song.” – The Land Army Song 

 

A Land Girl Ploughing by Cecil Aldin  

Television and film have popularized the story of the Land Girls of World War 

II, but few know of the sacrifices made by women agricultural workers who 

“fought in the fields” of the Great War. Britain’s labour shortage during the 

First World War was critical: over three million men had left for military 

service, and women workers were desperately needed to maintain the country’s 

food supply. 

Wanting to lend their assistance, numerous organizations attempted to recruit 

women for work on the land, including the Board of Agriculture, the Board of 

Trade, the Women’s Farm Land Union, the Women’s National Land Service 

Corps, the University Association of Land Workers, and local Women’s War 

Agricultural Committees – to name just a few. By 1917, the Government 

realized the necessity of founding and funding a central organization, the 

Women’s Land Army (WLA), and by the end of the year, the WLA had placed 

over 23,000 “Land Girls.” Although official records have been destroyed or 

were never kept, it’s estimated that over a quarter of a million women 

volunteered for agricultural work. 

Yet, despite the need for women farm workers, resistance was high.  A London 

Telegraph article published in May 1916 reported, 

‘At the Ryedale Agricultural Club, held at Helmsley, yesterday, Mr. Hebron 

said he could not get women workers for love or money. Women labour on the 
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land was a farce. They were simply out on spooning expeditions, trying to catch 

husbands. (Laughter!)  Women’s place was at home.’ 

The president of the Board of Agriculture warned potential volunteers that they 

should not expect the kind of work that called for “lilac sun-bonnets” (see 

Twinch, 1990:18[i]), and a report on a 1918 Land Girls parade in Birmingham 

in 1918 stated, 

‘The procession attracted much attention, and to many of the watchers, it was a 

novelty to see the girls in their working clothes, and to realize that the girls of 

England are really working on the land, and not merely playing about in print 

frocks in the haymaking time’  

Most people were surprised at women’s ability to capably accomplish farm 

tasks; some with traditional values even viewed the Land Girls’ uniform 

trousers as disgraceful cross-dressing. In response, the government issued 

posters that celebrated the women’s patriotic efforts and feminized the new 

roles in an attempt to change public attitudes. 

Recruitment efforts appealed to women’s patriotism and their consciences, 

underscoring the importance of “doing one’s bit.” Those wishing to sign up for 

the Women’s Land Army had to be over 20 years of age, and women were 

required to submit references, complete paperwork that demonstrated their 

education and literacy, attend an interview, and pass a physical exam.  If 

accepted, each Land Army Girl signed a six-month or one-year contract, 

agreeing to be sent anywhere in the country that she was needed. She was 

typically paid between 20 – 25 shillings a week, and charged 17 shillings/week 

for room and board.  The Women’s Land Army Handbook asked each recruit to 

pledge that she would “behave quietly,” “secure eight hours’ rest each night,” 

“avoid entering the bar of a public house,” “not smoke in public,” and “never 

wear the uniform after work without her overall, nor walk about with her hands 

in her breeches pockets.” 

The Land Army issued each girl a knee-length tunic or overall (that could be no 

more than 14 inches above the ground), breeches, a hat, coat, boots, and leather 

leggings.  After thirty days of service, she was issued a green armband to denote 

her patriotic service, to which was added a stripe for every six months of work.  

Land Girls also received an L.A.A.S. (Land Army Agriculture Service) badge 

after two months and were eligible to earn good service ribbons and 

distinguished service bars. 

 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Women-Land-Their-Story-During/dp/0718828143/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1467313207&sr=1-1&keywords=twinch+On+the+Land
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Women-Land-Their-Story-During/dp/0718828143/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1467313207&sr=1-1&keywords=twinch+On+the+Land
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-womens-land-army-in-pictures
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/the-womens-land-army-in-pictures
http://www.womenslandarmy.co.uk/ww1-land-army-agricultural-section-handbook/


Volunteers who signed up with idyllic visions of the British countryside soon 

learned of the long days and hard work demanded by life on a farm. The women 

fed livestock, milked cows, trapped vermin, ploughed fields, and harvested 

fruits and vegetables.  Formal training was scarce and offered piecemeal, but 

Land Army recruits were encouraged to send for leaflets on such topics as the 

construction of pigsties, advice to beginners in bee-keeping, thatching, potato 

growing, cleanliness in the dairy, and ringworm in cattle. They worked 9 to 10 

hours a day in all kinds of weather, often six days a week, at wages significantly 

below those of women who were “doing their bit” in munitions or clerical work.  

 

A member of the Women’s Land Army operating a single-furrow plough on a 

British farm  

Restrictions that consigned women to roles which were tedious and frustratingly 

confining. 

The Women’s Land Army Handbook sought to reassure new recruits: 

‘You are now in the Women’s Land Army; serving your Country just like the 

Soldiers and Sailors, though in a different way…When people see you 

pass…they watch you and admire your pluck and patriotism.  Make them also 

admire your independence and your modesty, your frankness and enthusiasm; 

show them that a British girl who is working for her country on the land is the 

best sort of girl.’ 

These best-sort-of-girls have only recently been remembered with their own 

National Memorial at the National Arboretum in Staffordshire, dedicated in 

October of 2014.  As Twinch (1990:52) observes, “Theirs was a necessary but 

largely unspectacular heroism”. 

http://www.thenma.org.uk/events-and-news/news-stories/dedication-of-the-women-s-land-army-and-women-s-timber-corps-memorial/


 

A member of the Women’s Land Army milking a cow  

TTTTTTTD WAR ONE  

Women took on many roles during World War One including working in 

offices, factories and on the land  

Before World War One began, men were thought of as the 'breadwinners', 

bringing in the weekly wage. The jobs they did were often tiring and required a 

lot of strength.  

Women worked hard too, but their jobs were often done in their own or 

someone else's home. Only about 30% of the workforce was female and the 

majority of unmarried, working women were servants.  

 

Working class women also took in paid 'piece work' at home, as they had for 

generations. Carrying out piece work meant that women were paid depending 



on how much they produced. They undertook tasks such as washing, ironing, 

sewing, lace-making and assembling toys or boxes. Women also worked hard as 

housewives, taking care of their families and homes. Women carried out many 

jobs in the countryside, supporting men on farms by milking cows and helping 

with the harvest. They also often kept chickens and sometimes geese.  

Women teachers 

 

 In 1911 there were over 187,000 female teachers. 

Many employers refused to let married women work for them, so single and 

widowed women were more likely to have a job outside the home. Women 

worked in a variety of roles but their jobs were less manual than those carried 

out by men. Some women worked as school teachers or as governesses, 

teaching children at home. Well-off families would employ a nursemaid to care 

for their babies, a nanny to look after children and a governess to teach them 

until the boys went away to boarding school. Girls usually continued to be 

educated at home in these types of families. 

Women workers  

A British recruitment poster urging women to work in the 

munitions factories  



Some women worked as nurses before the war and a very small number worked 

as doctors. Many more women began to train and work in medicine and 

education during the war.  

In the early 1900s, there was a rise in the number of women taking jobs in 

offices. Their duties were mainly limited to small administrative tasks. Other 

women worked in cotton factories where some of the roles involved labour-

intensive work. Women prepared the cotton fibre for spinning and worked on 

weaving machines. The larger machines were thought to be too heavy for 

women to operate and were mostly worked by men.  

Dramatic changes  

Life for women changed dramatically during the war because so many men 

were away fighting. Many women took paid jobs outside the home for the first 

time. By 1918 there were five million women working in Britain. The money 

they earned contributed to the family's budget and earning money made 

working women more independent. Many enjoyed the companionship of 

working in a factory, office or shop rather than doing 'piece work' at home. 

How did life change for women? 

With men away at war, many women ran their homes alone. They cared for 

children and older relatives, managed money and often had a job as well. 

Shopping during wartime was hard with food and coal shortages and higher 

prices. The average food bill for a family of four rose from less than £1 a week 

in 1914 to over £2 in 1918.  

Women's pay was lower than men's, even when they were doing the same work. 

However many working women were better off than they had been in the past. 

Women who took jobs in munitions factories, for example, were better paid 

than they had been in their previous jobs sewing clothes or cleaning houses.  

Other roles for Women in WW1 

After the men of Britain went to war, women began to fill in the jobs they had 

left behind. For the first time women were able to work in roles that had 

traditionally been reserved only for men, sharing similar benefits but also taking 

similar risks. Their work making munitions and farming the land helped Britain 

to win WW1, and also helped to cause a social revolution 



 

Women in the Workplace 

Traditional family structure was completely changed by the First World War. 

Many married women were forced into the workplace by the death of their husbands. 

Other women were drafted into industries that had been depleted by military conscription. 

Over the course of the war: 

200,000 women took up jobs in governmental departments. 

500,000 took up clerical positions in private offices. 

250,000 worked on in agricultural positions. 

700,000 women took up posts in the munitions industry, which was dangerous 

work. 

Many more women did hard heavy work, including ship building and furnace 

stoking. These types of jobs had excluded women prior to the war. 

In July 1914, before the war broke out there were 3.2 million women in employment. This 

had risen to 5 million by January 1918. 

What did World War 1 do for Women? 

The war meant women had to take on a number of traditionally male roles. Their ability to do 

this led to a change in attitudes. 

World War 1 caused the British suffrage movement to split: 



 Emmeline Pankhurst (leader of the Women’s Social and Political Union) 

called for a temporary ceasefire in their campaign so the country could focus 

fully on the war effort. 

 Sylvia Pankhurst and her Women’s Suffrage Federation were more 

radical and wanted the struggle to continue in spite of the situation. 

When the war ended in November 1918 8.4 million women were granted the 

right to vote. 

The Eligibility of Women Act was also passed in November 1918. This meant 

that some women could now be elected as members of Parliament. 

World War 1 was undoubtedly the final catalyst for women to be given the vote. 

However, women would have to wait until 1928 to be granted the vote on equal 

terms with British men. This was brought by the Representation of the People 

Act, which stated all women over the age of 21 could vote. 

 

Before the beginning of the First World War in 1914, women traditionally 

would stay at home and look after the children or work in a menial job. If a 

woman was unmarried and in the working class, she would generally have a job 

as a maid, be in domestic services or in work in a repetitive job in a factory. The 

women who were unmarried and worked in the middle class were able to get a 

higher level of job such as sale assistants, teachers, nurses, typists and 

telephonists. The income women earned in any of these jobs was an extremely 

small percentage of what any man would earn in the same position.  The picture 

on the left demonstrates the average working women before the war. 

 
 

During the First World War women began to work in what were before 

considered ‘men’s jobs’. Some of these jobs included mechanics, working in the 

munitions factories, farming, supporting the front line in the auxiliary army, 

nurses on the front line and many more. This was taking place as there was a 



huge skill shortage caused by the men leaving to go to the Great War. The 

biggest concern that forced women to begin working was the lack of food being 

produced. Food and ammunition were in desperate need for the war so women 

began to take up jobs to produce these essential items. This spark meant that 

women were finally able to prove themselves in a male dominating society.  
 

 

Women from the middle class were the main people to start fundraising and 

charity events to fund the war. This resulted in conflict between the working 

class and the middle class, as the working 

class women had to put in many long hours at 

work just to support their families and the 

middle class felt that they should be 

participating and in charity events. The 

middle class also expected the working class 

to donate large sums of money that obviously 

didn’t exist for the working class. The photo 

on the left shows the working class working 

in a factory to produce airplane machine parts 
 

Although very few women went to fight on the front line, many did go to work 

at the Western Front. They mainly worked as 

cooks and nurses, serving in the supporting 

trenches.  There were two types of nurses the 

VAD (Voluntary Aid Detachment) and the 

FANY (First Aid Nursing Yeomanry).The 

nurses that worked for the VAD were 

generally unpaid volunteers and were part of 

the higher classes so they could afford to 

give up some of their time to serve their 

country. They were given basic medical 

training and were able to provide comfort to the injured soldiers as well as basic 

medical treatment. The nurses that were part of the FANY had a much tougher 

job as they were in charge of cleaning the rooms wounded soldiers were kept in, 

taking care of bodies, providing food for the soldiers, running baths, organising 

a schedule for the soldiers to bathe, and driving ambulances. Many nurses were 

injured on the front line and occasionally even killed. Some women did join the 

Navy (around 13 000 in America) but women posed too much trouble to enlist 

into the Army. There were also women in the Air force, however; they were 

neither taken seriously nor recognised. As many women weren’t taken seriously 

some women disguised themselves as men in order to fight. The picture on the 

left shows some women working as nurses at the Western Front. 
 

 
 



After the end of the First World War in 1918, the job level of the middle and 

working class changed dramatically. After the Great War 

ended, women had found a new confidence that 

compelled them to push themselves to become more 

prominent in a male dominating society. It also provided 

the spark that caused women to be able to vote and have 

a political opinion. The Image on the left demonstrates 

women developing their political opinion and being 

allowed to vote. However, after the war around   600 000 

women gave up their new found jobs, most of them voluntarily and women still 

received a 54% lower wage than the average man.  
 

The First World War brought many changes in the lives of British women. It is 

often represented as having had a wholly positive impact, opening up new 

opportunities in the world of work and strengthening their case for the right to 

vote. 

The reality is more complex. Not all of the opportunities the war provided to 

women were entirely positive or long lasting. 

Here are 12 facts about women during the First World War which help to 

illustrate the ways in which women’s lives changed during this period. 

1. Women were already working 

 

Women in paid employment were not a new phenomenon in 1914. They 

made up a substantial part of the industrial workforce even before the 

First World War, although they were mainly concentrated in textile 

manufacture. After 1915, when the need for shells intensified, women 

were brought into munitions manufacturing in large numbers. By 1918 

almost a million women were employed in some aspect of munitions 

work. 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/first-world-war
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/women-in-wartime
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-things-you-didnt-know-about-women-in-the-first-world-war#entry1


 2. Women on the beat 

 The first women police officers served during the First World War.  

The first women police officers served during the 

First World War. One of the main responsibilities of 

the Women’s Patrols - as they were initially known - 

was to maintain discipline and monitor women’s 

behaviour around factories or hostels. They also 

carried out inspections of women to ensure that they 

did not take anything into the factories which might 

cause explosions. As is shown here, they also 

patrolled other public areas such as railway stations, 

streets, parks and public houses. 

 All aboard the transport industry 

 

One of the areas of employment where new opportunities opened up for 

women was in transport. Women began working as 

bus conductresses, ticket collectors, porters, 

carriage cleaners and bus drivers. During the war 

the number of women working on the railways rose 

from 9,000 to 50,000. While new jobs did become 

available to women during wartime, many of these 

opportunities were closed to them after the war as 

servicemen returned to their jobs. 

  

4. The need for childcare increased 

 

The pressing need for women to work in munitions prompted the 

government to help fund the cost of day nurseries. 

For women with children who wanted – or needed 

– to take on paid work, childcare could be a 

problem. The pressing need for women to work in 

munitions did prompt the government to provide 

some funds towards the cost of day nurseries for 

munitions workers, and by 1917 there were more 

than 100 day nurseries across the country. 

However, there was no provision for women working in any other form 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-things-you-didnt-know-about-women-in-the-first-world-war#entry2
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-things-you-didnt-know-about-women-in-the-first-world-war#entry3
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-things-you-didnt-know-about-women-in-the-first-world-war#entry4


of employment and most had to rely on friends and family to help care for 

their children while they were at work. 

Women braved dangerous working conditions 

 

Munitions work was relatively well paid - especially for women 

previously employed in domestic service. But it was often unpleasant, 

dangerous and involved working long 

hours. Women in large shell filling factories 

worked with TNT. This poisonous 

explosive could cause a potentially fatal 

condition called toxic jaundice, indicated by 

the skin turning yellow. There were also 

several devastating explosions in which 

women workers were killed. The aftermath 

of one of the worst, at Chilwell, Nottinghamshire is shown in this 

photograph. 

Women’s football became popular 

Working together in large numbers opened up new 

leisure and recreation opportunities for women 

Sport was encouraged amongst female workers as 

it was thought to be good for their health and 

general moral wellbeing. Many munitions factories 

developed their own ladies’ football teams such as 

the one shown in this photograph. The most 

famous of these teams were Dick, Kerr's Ladies FC 

in Preston. Founded in 1917, their matches drew 

large crowds. They continued to enjoy success 

until women were banned from playing in Football League grounds in 1921. 

The suffrage movement fractured 

Christabel Pankhurst (centre) and her mother Emmeline (left) founded the 

Women’s Social and Political Union in 

Manchester, 1903. 

Christabel Pankhurst (centre) and her mother 

Emmeline (left) founded the Women’s Social 

and Political Union (WSPU) in Manchester in 

1903. It used militant campaigning to try to 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-things-you-didnt-know-about-women-in-the-first-world-war#entry5
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-things-you-didnt-know-about-women-in-the-first-world-war#entry9


gain women the vote. Its members were known as suffragettes. During 

the war, Emmeline and Christabel led the WSPU in supporting the war 

effort. By contrast, Sylvia Pankhurst (right) opposed the war and in 1914 

broke away from the WSPU. 

 Only the over-30s won the vote 

 

In February 1918, the Representation of the People Act gave the vote to 

all men over 21 years of age and to women over 30. 

The Women’s Social and Political Union (WSPU) suspended 

campaigning for women’s suffrage 

during the war. This recognised the need 

to support the war effort, but also that 

such support could ultimately benefit the 

campaign. This tactic appeared to pay 

off. In February 1918, the Representation 

of the People Act gave the vote to all 

men over 21 years of age and to women 

over 30. However it was another ten years later before this was extended 

to women over 21. In December 1919, Lady Astor became the first 

woman to take a seat in Parliament. 

 11. Singledom went on the rise 

 

Over 750,000 British men died during the First World War - 9% of all 

British men under the age of 45. At the time - and in subsequent years - it 

was felt that the losses amounted to a 'lost generation' of young men. 

During the 1920s, newspaper headlines talked of 'surplus' women who 

would never find husbands. While many 

middle class women did remain 

unmarried due to the lack of available 

men in the relatively narrow social sphere 

in which they moved, some women in 

this period remained single by choice or 

by financial necessity. Professions such 

as teaching and medicine were opening 

up to women, but only if they remained unmarried. 

 Work clothes affected women’s fashion 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/12-things-you-didnt-know-about-women-in-the-first-world-war#entry10
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As illustrated on this poster, by 1919 many fashionable young women 

were wearing shorter skirts and looser-waisted clothing. 

Women serving in the auxiliary services or working in manufacturing, 

transport and on the land wore a range of uniforms and clothes, 

sometimes including trousers. Although women’s fashions were already 

evolving by 1914, the move to more practical clothing during wartime 

undoubtedly accelerated the pace of change. As illustrated on this poster, 

by 1919 many fashionable young women were wearing shorter skirts and 

looser-waisted clothing. 

 


