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Preface


In Britain until the middle of the Nineteenth century the work carried out by women on the land was of a traditional nature. Conventionally regarded as light, it largely comprised seasonal tasks like hop-picking or the stooking and binding of sheaves at harvest time, dairying and poultry-rearing - the latter being an enterprise which even well into this century was seen as a woman’s province rather than part of the farm business. Only in parts of Scotland were ‘bondager’ women obliged, until as late as the 1880s, to take on the heavier labouring tasks by virtue of being the sisters, wives, or daughters of farm workers.


A gradually perceived need for social reform in the cities was also to bring about reforms in the countryside, although at a slower pace. As a result of the findings of a Royal Commission set up in 1867, child labour was curbed, and the Gangs Act of 1869 required a licensed ‘gangmistress’ to accompany the newly segregated female-only gangs. If the establishment, in 1865, of the first Women’s Suffrage society had little immediate effect upon women generally, or country women in particular, it did indicate the logical direction of reform.


Towards the end of the century a new class of educated women began to interest themselves in horticulture and agriculture and with places for women at the existing agricultural colleges practically non-existent, the demand was to be met by wealthy private patrons. In 1889, Arthur Harper Bond established Swanley Horticultural College, and Francis Evelyn, Countess of Warwick, bought two large houses in Reading which, in 1898, were used to found Studley College, an agricultural and horticultural college solely for women. Later, in 1904, Viscountess Wolseley started the Glynde School for Lady Gardeners.


For the educated woman, such training might lead to paid employment as gardeners or market gardeners; a teaching position in a rural school; even joining organised co-operative societies, with the chance of finding work in the Dominions. More usually, it meant returning home to oversee the work of the home garden or the home dairy. Such women, in any case, were exceptional, viewed in relation to the great majority, whose aspirations were limited both by education and class.


Then, with the coming of war in 1914, thousands of women from comparatively ordinary backgrounds were suddenly required to go far beyond the old boundaries of dairying and gardening into a hitherto male-dominated world of heavy horses, ploughing, and field work. Women unused to labouring, or even to country life, were called upon to help maintain vital food supplies for the nation. Hundreds of untrained women were to venture further, to work in the woods and forests, felling timber to provide pit props for the mines, as well as working in the huge and dangerous sawmills.


The conditions under which the women volunteers lived and worked were often far removed from those to which they were used, and they had also to contend with resentful male farm workers who viewed them as ‘blackleg’ labour. Nevertheless, they were to make a demonstrable contribution to British agriculture in those years: from a situation in which, at the outbreak of war, Britain was importing nearly fifty per cent of its total food requirements, by 1918, and despite poor harvests and crop failures, she was producing some eighty per cent of her food. Then, during the Second World War, more than 200,000 women were to follow the lead set by the women of the previous generation and join the new Women’s Land Army, while thousands more were to make their contribution through the offices of the National Federation of Women’s Institutes, the National Union of Townswomen’s Guilds, and the Women’s Farm and Garden Association. There were, of course, many women already working in agriculture and in horticulture whose contribution to the national effort should not be forgotten; what was exceptional about the women from the towns was that at the time they volunteered few had any idea about farming or of what they were letting themselves in for!


Women on the Land is essentially the story of how untrained women, from many different backgrounds, coped with food production when Britain was at war. It is a story of courage and of the dauntless acceptance of a farmworker’s or forester’s way of life.


In writing this book, the pride which the women took in their achievements has shone through, and some to this day have retained a close affinity for farming. It is clear that for many, those years opened up an entirely new way of life, an opportunity to do something completely out of the run of their normal lives. For some it represented a time of growing up, and of acquiring the self-confidence to cope with the tough realities of the world in which they found themselves; for others, their time on the land simply offered adventure.


Due to the fragmentary recruitment and administration of women’s farm labour in wartime, there are no archives, as such, for either of the Women’s Land Armies. The material selected for deposit in the Public Record Office, indispensible in the search for information, is contained not only among the records of the Board [later Ministry] of Agriculture, and the Ministry of National Service, but also among the less accessible material relating to emergency (and therefore temporary) government departments. There is no mention, for example, of the work of the Women’s Timber Corps in the normal Forestry Commission Annual Reports, as the now-defunct Ministry of Supply had overall control. Even within the official channels of research there are numerous dead ends. For instance, a large proportion both of Land Army and Timber Corps members were employed privately and details of these were never logged.




The four moves that the 1939 Women’s Land Army undertook between London and Balcombe Place account for yet more gaps. On her first arrival at Balcombe the Chief Administrative Officer was horrified to discover that an involuntary paper trail of master index cards had been laid through the suburbs of London from one of the removal vans. They were never recovered. For the duration of the war the incident touched a raw nerve in the Enrolments Department at HQ, and too-close enquiries were coldly discouraged!


Such things as enrolment forms, and correspondence between the Land Girls and their county committees, were never lodged at Balcombe as women were paid by the farmers not by the Ministry of Agriculture. Further WLA material was lost during the 1944 removal to London, and back; and there were yet more losses in the final return to London at the end of the war. Certainly much of the administrative paperwork belonging to the final phase of the WLA, so the story goes, was burned - although on whose authorisation, and when, remains a mystery. Records preserved at the Public Record Office at Kew are selected, of course, by the creating department, and papers not required are destroyed. The minutes of some War Agricultural Committee meetings lodged at the PRO can only be viewed by special permission. Fortunately, archive material of one kind or another has found its way into libraries and museums, and it was here, after an invaluable ‘first dip’ into the Public Record Office, that much of the information eventually surfaced.


The women themselves, fortunately, not only hoarded souvenirs of their years on the land, but many had kept wartime diaries, as well as copies of The Landswoman and The Land Girl. Most important of all were their memories. With few exceptions, the women to whom I have spoken, or who have written to me, recalled their experiences in the Women’s Land Army with generosity and enthusiasm, although, naturally, stories of bulls being mistaken for cows are legion! One woman wrote saying she had just seen a television programme that mentioned the Land Army, and only wished that the man who had written it had telephoned her first - then she might have set him straight on a few points. She passed them on to me instead! Another wrote, ‘They did not actually say that we were only useful for twenty-one out of every twenty-eight days, but that is what a lot of them meant. What a cheek!’


To all of these, and to the many readers of Home and Country, Farmers Weekly, The Townswoman, and The Landworker, who sent in their reminiscences of Land Army days, I offer my sincere thanks.


Carol Twinch


Bawburgh, Norfolk


July 1990
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1


Do Your Bit!


During my three recent visits to France I have been so much impressed by the amount of work done by old men, women and children. The women seem none the worse for it, and I believe it would be a splendid thing if we could get the women on the land in this country too.


M. P. A. Hankey, Secretary to the War Cabinet, in July, 1915


For almost a century, following the ending of the wars against Napoleon, Britain, with a few alarms and excursions, had contrived to avoid either revolution or involvement in a major conflict on the mainland of Europe. With the peace had come the expansion of trade and of Empire. The Royal Navy dominated the oceans and provided protection for the huge British merchant fleet which supplied the needs of what, even in 1914, was still the world’s foremost industrial nation. Imperial might, however, tended to mask less acceptable realities; not merely the huge gulf that separated rich and poor, but the contrast between industrial enterprise and agricultural depression.


Although domestic agriculture had shown some recovery from the trough of the 1880s, years of under-investment had left the rural economy in a desperate state, with farms neglected, profits eroded, and farm workers disadvantaged. If life for some of the larger landowners jogged along pleasantly enough, the families of most smallholders and agricultural workers were less fortunate.


The opening up of the North American prairies, and the shift from sail to steam; improvements in railways overseas, some - like those in Argentina - largely funded by British investment; the introduction of refrigeration: all made possible the swift transportation of essential foodstuffs to the ports, from which they could be shipped at prices undercutting those of domestic British producers. In this way, huge quantities of grain were imported from North America, mutton from Australia, mutton and lamb from New Zealand, and beef from the Argentine. In April 1913 the Farmer and Stock-Breeder reported increased imports of bacon, eggs, barley, oats, maize, and potatoes - over two million hundredweight of which had been imported from Germany. While perishable foodstuffs, such as milk, fruit, and vegetables, still provided the home producer with a reasonable return, there was a twenty-five per cent reduction in the total acreage of corn grown in Britain between 1896 and the First World War. By 1914 she imported fifty per cent of the food required to feed a population of some thirty-six million people, three-quarters of whom lived in towns.


When war was declared in 1914, the Royal Navy, as in the previous century, was able to impose an increasingly effective blockade of the enemy coast. Nor, in the event, was the German High Seas fleet able to mount an effective challenge to British naval supremacy. However, the German Government was in a position to organise a counter-blockade of the British Isles by use of submarines, or U-Boats, in what, for Allied shipping, was to prove one of the costliest campaigns of the war. In the pre-war years, German strategists had noted Britain’s increasing dependence on imported food, and were confident that a submarine blockade would starve her into submission. Indeed, there were many in Britain itself who believed that the German intelligence network was better-informed as to the true state of British agriculture than was the British Government.


The Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith, supported by the President of the Board of Trade, Walter Runciman, maintained his faith in the Report of the Royal Commission on Agriculture (1903), which had stated that the country’s dependence upon imported food was not significant, and that there was little risk of a total cessation of supplies. The Commission had seen no reason for government measures to protect domestic agriculture, then, or in the immediate future; consequently, in September 1914, the Government informed the House of Commons that it did not feel justified in giving farmers financial inducements to increase cereal acreage.


One man who well-understood the implications of an over-reliance on high levels of imported food was William Waldegrave Palmer, the second Earl of Selborne, who, as First Lord of the Admiralty in 1900, had presided over the introduction of submarines into the Royal Navy. Appointed President of the Board of Agriculture in May 1915, he knew that the administration he joined had little idea how serious any interruption of imported foodstuffs was likely to be in the event of prolonged hostilities. While Lord Selborne argued, with perfect logic, that at the time the Royal Commission had reported, in 1903, Britain was not at war, he had to contend with the arguments of Walter Runciman (himself President of the Board of Agriculture between 1911-14), who used his authority to convince the Cabinet that civilian food supplies would be maintained without the necessity of State involvement. He also persuaded them that there was no need to regulate prices, nor to heed calls for a Ministry of Food. Although Lord Selborne urged his colleagues to consider the problems of home food production as a matter of urgency, his pleas were disregarded. Not until December 1916 was a Ministry of Food established, and it was to be December 1917, with the U-Boat blockade at its height, and the country only three weeks from starvation, before food rationing was finally introduced.


Lacking support from his Cabinet colleagues, Lord Selborne, nevertheless, started to do what he could by way of propaganda. He accepted that any appeal for increased food production would initially have to be made on patriotic rather than pecuniary grounds. Farmers had to be persuaded to grow the crops that would keep Britain fed, despite a reduced labour force - over-zealous recruitment by the Army having removed many skilled men from the farms - and some hasty changes in agricultural policy. Before 1914, any increase in the cost of wartime food would merely have forced stricter economies at home, whilst the incentive of monetary reward would have spurred output.


On the 16 July 1915, Mr Asquith answered Lord Selborne’s personal plea for the food situation to be taken seriously. There was not, in his opinion, ‘the least fear that any probable or conceivable development of German submarine activity can be a serious menace to our food supply.’


If, by 1915, the Cabinet was aware of the potential seriousness of the situation there was no wholesale change in attitude. Lord Selborne commissioned a series of reports to look at the problem, but they only tentatively suggested that things were ‘poor’ in rural Britain. On the 17 June 1915, he set up a Committee to look into the ways in which home food production might be organised. Under the chairmanship of Viscount Milner, Selborne’s friend and mentor, the Committee included Rowland Prothero (later Lord Ernle), who was to succeed Lord Selborne as President of the Board of Agriculture in December 1916, and the Rt. Hon. Francis Acland.


In its first report, the Milner Committee advocated a national agricultural policy, and proposed a series of official and unofficial debates on the problems of food scarcity. It also took the opportunity to reinforce the message that shortages inevitably meant greater reliance on home production. It made clear that farmers were expected to change their methods, and to face the certain fact that, in spite of enforced increases in production, prices would inevitably fall when the war ended. It also noted that food distribution needed investigation, a suggestion largely ignored until December 1916.


Some of the Milner recommendations were implemented in the autumn of 1915, but only after Lord Selborne’s tireless, if gentlemanly, harassment of the Prime Minister. A secret Enclosure, printed only for the use of the Cabinet, emphasised a new awareness:




We cannot make war without taking risks, but there are some risks which we have no right to take if we can make any provision against them. One of those risks is invasion, and another is shortage of the food of the people. The war may possibly come to an end before the harvest of 1916, but I am afraid that it will not be so. Certainly we cannot be sure that the war will be over by that date, and therefore we must consider the conditions under which we may be waging war subsequent to 1916.







Owing to government inertia, and with Parliament on the eve of adjournment, no more of the Milner recommendations were adopted. However, some progress was made. Before Lord Selborne’s resignation, in June 1916, he established, in consultation with Lloyd George, a Food Production Department. This was to constitute a new branch of the Board of Agriculture. A Standing Committee was to be formed within the Department, which met every three or four days between May 1917 and early 1919, to discuss agricultural topics. Lord Selborne also set up a network of War Agricultural Committees (WACs) which were intended to co-ordinate matters relating to agriculture at a local level. These were to prove largely ineffective until the change of administration, in December 1916, when they received the backing of the new Prime Minister, David Lloyd George.


The Food Production Department operated as seven divisions:






	Local organisation

	Supplies






	Technical division

	Horticulture (including allotments)






	Labour

	Women






	Cultivation

	








A team from the research and agricultural institutes, headed by the Rt. Hon. Francis Acland, was formed to deal with scientific questions. A special Women’s Branch, with Miss Meriel Talbot as Director and Mrs Alfred Lyttleton as Deputy, was also formed. Meriel Talbot reported directly to Lord Selborne on the activities of the many recruiting groups as well as co-ordinating the work of the National Union of Women Workers, using the WACs as agents in each county. The Branch was to be officered and staffed entirely by women. Although Miss Talbot expressed a wish that the entire organisation should come under the Board of Agriculture, she agreed to liaise with the Board of Trade as and when necessary.


Few of Britain’s farmers had, however, the slightest idea of the national food picture. If pressed, they could furnish a mental tally of personal production in terms of gallons or hundredweight, but it was not their business to assess national stocks. How could they know what the effects of German U-Boat attacks on British shipping might be when the Cabinet itself hardly knew? Over the next two bad harvests, and with government information about wheat shortages, they were able to assess the demands that would be made upon them: traditional pasture would have to be ploughed up to make way for cereals, potatoes, and root crops. They knew, too, that no war lasts for ever, and that sooner or later the bottom would fall out of the inflationary war market and imports be resumed at their former high levels. Quite rightly, no farmer was about to make the mistake of trusting a politician’s promise of a bright, more secure, future. In 1914, like most of the population, farmers had assumed that the war would not last long, and that in any event farm workers would be required to stay where they would be of most use. They were therefore unprepared, and angry, when their skilled men were recruited for war service, and indignant (to say the least!) when told that the Government proposed to increase the number of women volunteers being sent on to the land, and that women were to be virtually the only new source of labour.


Some small part of this new workforce was to include women who had been active in the movement for Women’s Suffrage, the more militant faction of which (led by Christabel Pankhurst) had, by its violent methods, alienated public sympathy for the movement’s aims. Indeed, for the moderate leadership, the war could not have come at a more opportune time. Mrs Pankhurst was confident that the Government, although out of sympathy with the women’s demands, would have to acknowledge any co-operation received from that source. In fact, the Government, required to raise two and a half million men for the army, 329,000 men for the navy, and some 60,000 men for the new air force, needed all the support it could muster from those who would help fill the jobs of the absent men. Six days after the declaration of war, all suffragette prisoners were released unconditionally. As the Daily Herald reported, on 11 August 1914:




The remission of sentences on the suffrage prisoners was a natural step; for people who have not been slow, at the very onset of this war, to turn to the women for aid.





In addition to the general call, the Board of Agriculture, and the Board of Trade, jointly issued an appeal to women to ‘come forward and do your bit’ to assist in food production. Women everywhere answered the appeal, many doubtless echoing the words of Mrs Pankhurst herself: ‘What is the use of fighting for a vote if we have not got a country to vote in?’


In March 1915, the Government announced that it was compiling a register of women willing to do industrial, agricultural, or clerical work; but confusion existed as to who should be responsible for allocating women to particular jobs. Never a man to miss an opportunity, David Lloyd George, the Minister of Munitions, summoned Mrs Pankhurst to his office in July. Both saw a mutual advantage in appealing to women’s patriotism. It was agreed that a demonstration be organised along the lines of those familiar to the Suffragettes but this time with the Government’s approval. This would play down the Government’s urgent need for labour, and instead demand every woman’s ‘Right to Serve’. As nothing stimulates indignation so much as the denial of liberty, some thirty thousand women, believing their ‘rights’ were threatened, attended the ‘Call to Women’ demonstration! Expenses for the July march were met out of the Propaganda Fund.


Lloyd George was aware of the situation at the Board of Agriculture, and of Mr Hankey’s assessment of the role of women in France. He realised that women would prove to be indispensible on the farms, and had decided that an increase in female labour might also assist his own political ambitions. At the end of March he had been rewarded with one million women joining the paid labour force. All manner of jobs now presented themselves to the raw recruits of the labour market, including the offer from an all-male Government (boosting the promise of female emancipation) to step back in time to the muck and mire of near-primitive agriculture. ‘Our soldiers must have Food’, ran the Government plea, following with the challenge:




In the past you have asked for opportunities. In the present you have shown what you can do when you are trusted with national work. In the future it must be proved that you can respond to even greater calls.





Women had asked to play a part in society, and now the Government was entrusting them with national work. Although it was to the munitions factories that women volunteers flocked first, such work by no means attracted everyone. Many women already had experience of factory work in the industrial towns, but how many from the towns had experience of the country, or indeed the confidence, to drive a team of horses, wield a pitchfork, or feed the noisy, dusty, threshing machines, hungry for stooks of wheat? Farm men said that ‘educated’ or ‘refined’ women would never stick at it; neither was the Government entirely convinced. It was for the women themselves to set out to prove the doubters wrong. With such a willing workforce at their disposal it should have been an easy matter for the WACs to utilise the volunteers registered with them. In fact the opposite occurred. Women were to be kept waiting for jobs, while farmers remained suspicious, and rivalries between the several labour agencies simply compounded the chaos. Indeed, it was in spite, rather than because of, the legion of committees and sub-committees, and the wrangling between government Boards, that women got on to the land at all.


Food has to be grown, and this involves time, much hard work, and is always carried out at the mercy of the weather. It was one thing to persuade women to enter munitions factories by presenting an idyllic image of a rural Britain, with its ancient churches and thatched cottages, requiring protection from the ravening Hun; it was much more difficult to convey the realities of agriculture in anything like so attractive a way. It required a specific campaign. Consequently, both the Board of Agriculture and the Board of Trade issued an appeal to women’s consciences - stating that nowhere near enough women had come forward, although there had in reality been a remarkable response. The problem was that the WACs were impossibly slow in processing the women who were enlisting. While recruits were registered for agricultural work, the administrators were unable to get them to the areas where they were most needed. Emergencies demand immediate solutions: a crop ready for harvest may be soaked in a matter of hours, and cows needing to be milked have a limited waiting capacity. It often happened that by the time the Local Register had been consulted, and a suitable woman found, it was too late for her to be of any practical use. As Viscountess Wolseley observed in her book Women and the Land, (1916):




In vain each day we scan the papers, hoping to find that the register of voluntary and paid women workers, made many months ago, will at length be more vigorously utilised.







Shortly after the War Agricultural Committees had been set up, Lord Selborne directed that they should devote some time to the training of women for farm work. Unfortunately, this suggestion foundered almost immediately. Placing women where they were most needed was only part of a wider responsibility - that of implementing changes in farming practices. To require War Agricultural Committees to organise such training was asking too much of them. The lack of resources, and the clumsy bureaucracy meant that only piecemeal training was given, or offered, to the 40,000 women whose names were on one or other of the WAC Registers.


As early as the autumn of 1915, Lord Selborne had seen the need for special committees to deal with women’s farm labour. Special Women’s WACs were formed, and, in November that year, he issued a circular to the new WWACs again relating to the specific training of women in agriculture. He urged them to try and work with, rather than in opposition to, the Labour Exchanges or any other local committees they came across. Women available for work were henceforth to be divided into two classes:




(i) those women resident in the villages,


(ii) those women brought in from outside, and requiring training.





This may have been a somewhat broad division, but it represented a beginning. Lord Selborne also wished to take advantage of the activities, and advice, of several reputable agencies like the Women’s Farm Land Union, and the Agricultural Section of the Women’s Legion. Central organisation remained elusive, however, until the Women’s Branch of the Food Production Department began issuing weekly labour charts for each county. These attempted to show every district in which a demand for labour existed. The Women’s Branch had its own Labour Committee, representing members of the Ministry of Labour and Ministry of National Service, the Women’s National Land Service Corps (WNLSC), the University Association of Land Workers, and the Flax Production Branch of the Board of Agriculture. The Labour Committee was also intended to help meet seasonal and emergency labour requirements. Flax, for example, was grown at the request of the War Office and the Air Ministry, and often required emergency helpers. Although flax production was to prove unsuccessful in terms of final yield it entailed much labour, a large proportion being women.


The WNLSC had been founded in 1914, at the behest of Lord Milner, and was one of the largest groups to have a representative on the Labour Committee. In 1916 it claimed to have placed 870 women on the land, and ‘knew of many more’. Its Chairman was Mrs Roland Wilkins. Lord Selborne was able to secure a grant for the WNLSC, proportionate to such sums as were raised voluntarily. The women of the WNLSC usually had some farm training, and they were later to act as foremen and instructors for the unskilled recruits of the Women’s Land Army. Much of the organisation of the WNLSC was carried out by members of the Women’s Farm and Garden Union (WGFU) which had been formed in 1910. This was to prove invaluable in the cause of education and training, and in 1916 was credited with training 627 women, many of whom were, in turn, to help organise the untrained Women’s Land Army.


‘Doing one’s bit’ remained the clarion call. Indeed, for the first two years of the war, volunteering was very nearly a national vocation for both men and women. Alone among the belligerents, Britain had relied wholly upon volunteers to man its forces. By May 1916, and in the light of the quite appalling losses on the Western Front, Parliament realised that volunteers were not enough, and passed the General Compulsion Bill, which made military service obligatory for all males between eighteen and forty-one years of age. Trades Unions were no longer able to argue that women were undermining the employment of male workers, but as far as agriculture was concerned, Lord Selborne was aware that the momentum of persuasion and enrolment had still to be maintained. The question was how?


Demonstrations


One answer came from Cornwall. According to W. H. Walter, Honorary Secretary of the Launceston District War Agricultural Committee, Cornish women were nettled by the farm workers’ attitude that they were not good enough to take a man’s place on the land. After a series of heated letters to local newspapers, a novel demonstration of women’s work on the land was staged at Launceston on 9 March 1916. The demonstration caught on. The Launceston example was shortly to be followed by one in Truro, held on 7 April. The Chairman of the Cornwall WAC, Alderman Hawk, said of the Truro event:




The work was most creditable and astonished a number of farmers. If any criticisms were to be passed, it would be with respect to the arrangements of some of the stewards. The women, the majority of whom claim to be but learners, were required to do what could not be expected even of skilled labourers. In the ploughing class, for example, they had to start with new ploughs, stiff with paint, to open up a straight furrow through a long field, with only a single mark to aim at.





His comments regarding the behaviour of the stewards, also extended to the problems of harnessing the draught horses:




Harnessing horses was another branch of work where the women might have received a little more consideration. Several of the horses were between 16 and 17 hands high, and it was unreasonable to expect women of medium height to lift the heavier part of the harness clean on the horse’s back… many short expert horsemen had always found it necessary to get on to a step or block of some kind to harness all horses; no such provision was made for the women. Even the most cautious critic, however, could not fail to admit that the women handled the horses splendidly.









[image: image]

The second Earl of Selborne (1859-1942), who was President of the Board of Agriculture from May 1915 until June 1916.





There was further praise for the women. One of the organisers said that although potato planting had often been described as a woman’s job, it had always been understood that this was merely placing the sets in the rows. Now, however, ‘these women not only placed the sets, but, with spade and fork, formed the necessary straight rows, and completed the work of tilling in admirable fashion.’


After the outstanding success of these, and similar, demonstrations the Board of Agriculture acted with commendable speed. A circular letter sent out to all the Women’s War Agricultural Committees, in May 1916, by Sidney Olivier, the Permanent Secretary, informed them that Lord Selborne had been very pleased with reports of the demonstrations, and that all counties should use this method of showing farmers that women were capable of performing satisfactorily the many forms of farm work. It added the President’s hope that the committees would become better organised, so that there might be simultaneous demonstrations throughout the nation during the week beginning 5 June. This, as it turned out, would be Lord Selborne’s last month as President before he handed over his responsibilities to the Earl of Crawford & Balcarres.


While some of the WACs were extremely tardy, many did try their best to organise public displays of women’s work. Representatives of the Board of Trade, and the Board of Agriculture were often on hand at such demonstrations to talk to farmers, and to persuade some of them to take on women there and then. In June, Sidney Olivier himself was present at the Manchester venue of the Royal Agricultural Society of England’s Show, to witness the Women Workers’ Demonstration: the object of which was to emphasise the vital necessity of producing home-grown food, and to show that women could ‘take a useful part in the work of the farms, and by their patriotism and self-sacrifice save the situation’. Four acres of land had been allocated for demonstrations of ploughing, working and preparing the land for a turnip crop, and milking and tending cattle. Twelve women took part, and the whole thing was arranged by the Lancashire and Cheshire County Committees for Employment of Women. Miss La Mothe, who had been a member of the Women’s Mission to French Farms, was on hand to represent the Board of Trade. The demonstrations were held from 10 a.m. until midday, and from 2 p.m. until 5 p.m. on all three days. Any farmers requiring women land workers were required to obtain full particulars at the Labour Exchange stand on the Showground - and therein lay one of the biggest obstacles to supplying farmers with the labour they needed.


While other industries or occupations might be adequately supplied, little expertise being needed on the part of the Labour Exchange Officer, agriculture necessitated dealing with individual farmers - men used to running their business in their own way, and with particular seasonal labour problems which were not always understood by Board of Trade clerks. The Labour Exchange Act (1909) had made all employment the responsibility of the Board of Trade, although the Board of Agriculture was in a better position to assess and to provide for the needs of the farming community. Disagreement between the Presidents of the two Boards over the employment of agricultural labour did nothing to improve the situation. Nor were the differences simply over labour jurisdiction. The Board of Trade had powers to requisition food stocks if, in its opinion, they were being unreasonably withheld. Although never used, Board of Trade officials spent much valuable time compiling seemingly endless lists of retail prices, and they were to clash continually with Board of Agriculture officials. Co-operation between the officers of both Boards degenerated to such an extent that the Government was forced to resolve the matter by transferring the entire responsibility for women’s farm labour to the Board of Agriculture. The Board of Trade was to co-operate where necessary, but was relieved of any responsibility for training or negotiations about wages. It was at this stage almost impossible to know exactly how many women were working, how many were part-time, or how many had had any form of training, as Board of Trade figures are extremely unclear. However, a summary of War Agricultural Committee returns to the Board of Agriculture, for August 1916, reveals that (although not all the Committees had reported back) 57,487 women were registered in thirty counties, but only 28,767 were at work. It was known, of course, that many more women throughout the country were actually working than the figures revealed. In certain counties, like Wiltshire, Devon, and parts of Lincolnshire, as well as in Wales, large numbers of women had traditionally worked on the land, and many of these had never registered regarding it as an ‘unnecessary fuss’. A previous return for Lincolnshire had shown that there were 2,041 women at work, while only 599 were on the register.
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