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Foreword


It is an honour to write a foreword to this book which highlights the tremendous commitment of some 240,000 women and girls who volunteered to join the Women’s Land Army to work on farms, in market gardens, and forestry, during the two world wars. They gave up their jobs and homes, often in urban areas, and left their families and friends for a life of manual work in the countryside. For many, this was a new work experience and lifestyle: milking cows, driving tractors, mucking out pigs, hauling timber with horses, and sleeping on bunk beds in hostels with basic facilities.


In making this personal sacrifice they helped boost the production of home-grown food and timber as part of the war effort to feed and support the nation. They responded to the nation’s hour of need, and the nation owed them an everlasting debt.


John Lander, the author, undertakes research into local history. He leaves no stones unturned in the pursuit of detailed information, as I discovered in his discussions with me as a former Principal of Sparsholt College, Hampshire, when he was researching material for his book on the history of the college, A Place of Transformation, published in 2022. This same approach is evident in researching the WLA during both world wars, nationwide as well as in Hampshire. He has traced surviving land girls as well as relatives of others who were in the Land Army, gathering information about their experiences. One land girl revealed that she was given the responsibility of driving a 3-ton lorry, perhaps before her 18th birthday, and another described her wide variety of roles; potato picking, milking and harvesting sugar beet were examples.


The book presents a detailed account of the work and living conditions that the volunteer land girls experienced, as well as the demands they faced doing land work as their contribution to the war effort. Some were also confronted by other social, prejudicial and economic challenges. A few farmers were reluctant to employ women, some applicants experienced racism when applying to join the WLA, and the wages paid to land girls were below those paid to men for the same work. Nevertheless, land girls were lauded by many for the work and commitment they had shown in replacing male workers who had left for military service.


On reflection, it seems likely that WLA workers had a much wider impact on society beyond their efforts to boost food production. Women working in the First World War led to the opening of the labour market and, eventually, to equal voting rights. Land girls employed in the Second World War showed that they were quite capable of doing work traditionally done by men, and thereby strengthened the case for equal opportunities and equal pay in the land-based sector.


Following the final parade commemorating the WLA in 1950, the Queen said that ‘the land girls had earned a noble share in the immense effort which carried our country to victory’. Details of that ‘immense effort’ are recounted in this book.


Dr Len Norman, PhD, MSc, BSc
Principal, Sparsholt College, 1970–1998










About the Author


A banker by profession, though a social historian by natural inclination, most of John Lander’s career was with one of the joint stock banks, culminating in an appointment as a Corporate Finance Director. He subsequently became a director of a publicly quoted company, and Director of Finance at an independent school.
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In retirement, John became a governor of Truro and Penwith College, where he chaired its Finance and General Purposes Committee, served as Chair of Coastline Housing Ltd, Vice Chair of Cornwall Rural Housing, and as a non-executive director of the Royal Cornwall Hospitals (NHS) Trust.


Since moving to Hampshire with his wife in 2019, John has become Chair of Winchester Housing Trust Ltd, a provider of social and affordable housing, and a church trustee. While he was a governor of the Sparsholt College Group he wrote the college’s history, A Place of Transformation, which was published in 2022. It was while conducting the research for that book that John discovered the full extent of the Women’s Land Army, and the significant part the college played in the training of land girls.










Preface and
Acknowledgements


One reason for writing about the Women’s Land Army (WLA) now is that in November 2025 the country will mark the 75th anniversary of its demobilisation in 1950. Recording the work of thousands of women and girls on Hampshire farms, in not one but two world wars, will remind us that while, understandably, we can become preoccupied with day-to-day pressures, let alone recognise traumatic events around the world, there will be an opportunity to recall the vital contributions that women and girls made to wartime successes by maintaining food production.


I came to realise the full extent of the valuable assistance WLA members gave to Hampshire’s farmers while researching and writing A Place of Transformation. From 1915 to 1918 and again from 1940 to 1944, the college’s curriculum of one-year courses was abandoned, and staff devoted their expertise to training women and girls for tasks undertaken on Britain’s farms.


Sparsholt College Library holds a wide range of primary material, Hampshire’s Record Office has many archival documents, and local newspapers frequently reported WLA activities. Population censuses, particularly the September 1939 Registration, a family history website, and the ‘Google’ search engine, have all been useful. Books referring to the national impact the WLA had on the country’s food production have been consulted. I have appreciated the assistance of the librarian at Sparsholt College for her ready willingness to help over several years, and for the cooperation of staff at Hampshire’s Record Office, the Hampshire Chronicle, and the Museum of English Rural Life, part of the University of Reading.


Possibly the most rewarding aspect of writing this book has been the fruitful and fascinating conversations in the homes of descendants of people with WLA involvement. Material has been rescued from lofts and other places, and their enthusiasm and willingness to tell me of their links has been greatly appreciated. The book’s endnotes make appropriate acknowledgement of the information they gave me. I’m grateful to the members of my family who gave me much needed help with IT matters and, yet again, to my wife for her support while I’ve been ensconced in my study, or out visiting record offices, libraries and people with stories to tell.


It is inevitable that as time goes by the number of former land girls able to impart their personal wartime experiences reduces. It has, then, been a moving privilege to meet with two elderly women who served in the WLA. In October 2022, I had a detailed discussion with a lady, born in 1929, who trained at Sparsholt and then worked as a land girl for several years from 1947. Elizabeth (Liz) Bridges (née Cheal), over lunch that she was determined to prepare, pressed me to write about the vital work undertaken by women in both world wars, and beyond. Sadly, Elizabeth died in August 2023, aged 94, and won’t see the end result of her request. And then, in December 2023, I met with Gwen Raggett (née Place), 97 years of age, who recalled with great clarity some of the highlights of her six years as a land girl. Gwen and her daughter-in-law have huge volumes of preserved documents that have been made available to me. This book is dedicated to Gwen and Liz who, among countless women and girls, diligently served their country and the county of Hampshire in arduous wartime land-based jobs.


Another reason for describing the work of the WLA is that it ‘is often referred to as the “Cinderella Service”, a pillar of the war effort that was taken for granted and insufficiently recognised – both during the conflict and afterwards’.1 Much more attention has been given to those women’s organisations that were directly associated with the armed forces, such as the Auxiliary Territorial Service, the Women’s Royal Navy Service, and the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force. Far less acknowledged are the contributions of land-based employees, working very long hours, performing hard physical work in all weathers, and often a long way from their homes. This book is intended, in a modest way, to put right that inadequate recognition. This is especially so in the light of claims, made with some justification, that Hampshire might have been the first English county in both world wars to begin the training and placing of women and girls into agricultural settings.
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First World War, 1914–1918
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Introduction


The contributions that WLA members made in maximising food production while large numbers of United Kingdom men served in the armed forces during the Second World War is universally acknowledged. Far less well known is that twenty-five years earlier the county of Hampshire was in the forefront of recruiting, training and placing women and girls in farms when it became clear that the First World War was not to be won within a few months. Many Hampshire residents, including prominent individuals, and staff at the Farm School, Sparsholt, played pioneering and crucial roles in addressing the urgent need to maximise home food production to offset reductions in imports.


The employment of women on farms in the period leading up to 1914 was not new. However, while the overall number of women in paid work nationally was steadily increasing, multiplying threefold between 1900 and the end of the war, that had not been the case in agriculture. At the time of the 1871 population census, 33,513 ‘girls and women were out-door agricultural labourers’, nearly 25 per cent fewer than the 43,946 ten years earlier.1 While the method of calculation probably changed over the decades, and comparison with previous censuses may be flawed, the extent of the decline was strikingly evident from the 1911 census statistics when just 13,245 females were recorded as ‘agricultural labourers’. In that year, only 8 per cent of England’s agricultural workers were female. Most of those were employed in the northern half of England, and a sense of the quite different position in southern counties can be gauged by knowledge that only 1 per cent of Hampshire’s agricultural labourers were female.2 As a detailed example, the 1911 population census showed that 2.6 per cent of all Hampshire labourers working in market gardens were female, but in Cheshire it was 17 per cent and in Lancashire 14.5 per cent.3


For many decades, there had been a growing reluctance of women to undertake arduous farm jobs. There was the ‘gradual disengagement of women from agricultural labour … under the impact of increasing mechanisation, specialisation, and the acceptance of the ideology of domesticity which frowned upon women’s labour and especially physical work.’4 A further factor was that wages paid to women employed on farms were normally less than half the rate paid to men, and substantially less than amounts earned by females in occupations in the more industrial parts of the country. The urgent need for women and girls to replace men on farms was prompted by three factors: the rapid enlistment of large numbers of men to join the armed services; significant reductions in quantities of imported food by sea; and the requisition of at least 600,000 horses that were the main source of power on farms, for transfer to the Western Front.


While single women were readily accepted as employees in many sectors, the subject of married women undertaking work in most capacities was controversial for many more years. ‘Marriage bar’ restrictions were lifted for the four war years because, by January 1915, 100,000 male agricultural labourers had already left to join the armed forces. They were, though, strictly reimposed in 1918 when widespread unemployment among men was predicted. The ban on married women teachers and BBC employees was lifted in 1944 but lasted for much longer in the civil service. While sustained pressures eventually led to the start of a steady process to allow women to take a greater share in contributing to the nation’s gross domestic product, the Foreign Service did not allow married women as employees until 1973.










2


Initial National Response to Labour Shortages on Farms


The First World War began on 4 August 1914. The grain harvests that year were expected to be excellent, and although many male farm labourers had already left their land-based jobs, no special need to employ more women had been identified. There was, though, encouragement for schoolboys aged between 11 and 14 to assist farmers in gathering crops during their summer holiday. By the end of the year, however, concern about labour shortages appeared. The campaign to attract more females to replace men began in earnest early in 1915, and continued spasmodically throughout the remaining war years. Even so, in 1915 and again in 1916, arrangements were made for serving soldiers to return to the United Kingdom for two weeks’ furlough in the late spring and up to four weeks in the main harvesting season. In the first of those years, a total of 12,525 men took advantage of the opportunities to have a break from the fighting and help with haymaking and grain harvests, although farmers had sought 19,000.1


The WLA was not formally established until March 1917. Three years before then, it had been intended to hold a government-sponsored Agricultural Education Conference to determine what actions should be taken to maintain food production. In April 1914, a parliamentary question enquired how plans for the conference were progressing, and whether women were to be co-opted to its membership, bearing in mind that one topic related ‘to women’s rural education’.2 The answer that the Board of Agriculture had still to appoint six more members suggested a strange lack of urgency given the deteriorating prospect of sufficient resources to maintain, let alone increase, home food production. The conference was finally held eight months later, in December 1914, but Lord Selborne, President of the Board of Agriculture, had to say in June 1915 that the official report of the meeting was still being prepared. Yet another eighteen months were to elapse before the WLA became a reality.


That delay did not prevent attempts by non-governmental bodies to attract women and girls to undertake general work on farms. A plethora of organisations emerged, mostly akin to present-day employment agencies, to recruit permanent farm employees, and others to help at peak times. Some were successful in persuading government to provide financial grants towards their initial costs, but otherwise no official support was forthcoming.


Among many organisations, the Women’s Farm and Garden Union, established in 1899 as the Women’s Agricultural and Horticultural International Union, had long advocated the benefits of limited female work on farms. In mid-1915, a year after the war began, the union reported that ‘since the outbreak of war, a large number of trained women had been placed by the Union in gardens and in farms’.3
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