

[image: image]




WOMEN


AT WAR 1939–1945


THE HOME FRONT


CAROL HARRIS


[image: image]




[image: image]


Flexible working patterns and childcare schemes were widespread during the Second World War.
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Introduction


The civilian population of Britain was involved in the Second World War as it had never been before in an international conflict. This did not just mean coping with air raids and rationing. Even before the start of hostilities, official calculations indicated that the country would be seriously short of the manpower it needed to fight the enemy and to keep up production of weapons, food and the other essentials of everyday life. Female volunteers working in specified areas and with particular duties, it was hoped, would fill the gap.


Typically, the Government and the military looked back to the previous conflict for ideas. During the First World War, women had volunteered for factory and munitions work, as well as jobs on the buses, on the land and in the forces, and official thinking was that something similar would suffice again. So women were urged to put themselves forward. Once more they replaced workers on farms and in factories and carried out non-combatant roles such as driving and clerical duties in the forces. A new organisation, the Women’s Voluntary Service, was created in 1938 to coordinate and support the work of other voluntary organisations in Civil Defence.


But if the initial blueprint was based on the First World War, it quickly became apparent that if Britain was to stand any chance of meeting the required levels of production and strength in its fighting forces, women would have to be compulsorily involved. Rules about limited duties and age limits that initially called on young, single women were revised and broadened. By 1941, the Government had to face the facts that most others had recognised long before: any effective response would have to involve the wholesale conscription of women.


In 1944, Man Power, the official Government publication on the mobilisation of Britain, commented: ‘The whole business of mobilising and employing women – wives, sweethearts, daughters – is new and tricky. It creates special and dangerous problems of its own, over and above those encountered in the conscription and mobilisation of men.’


Whatever these difficulties, perceived or imaginary, of just over 33 million people aged between fourteen and sixty-four living in Britain in 1944, over half were women. By this time, the conscription scheme had grown to the point where just about every girl and woman in Britain between the ages of fourteen and sixty-four had a job to do in addition to looking after their children and families, which many were doing single-handedly. Most women were married. There were 9,000,000 children, almost entirely in the care of women. Behind these bald facts and figures were millions of women working long hours in paid employment or as volunteers – many of them taking on both roles. Flexible working patterns and nurseries for mothers of young children became widespread, so that even they could make their contribution to the war effort.


A common theme on the Home Front was the sometimes uneasy relationship between the women of Britain and the Government. Often, the women themselves identified needs and the practical solutions to meet them which the Government was loathe to acknowledge. Despite official disapproval, for example, many learned rifle-shooting and unarmed combat, or how to make Molotov cocktails (petrol bombs) and throw grenades to ward off the invader. And although everyone had to do something, the various ministries realised early on that there was little point in trying to force women to be where they did not want to go. Even though they were conscripted, women civilians exercised fully their right to say what they would and would not do. In this respect at least, many found life very different when they later volunteered for the forces.


Women also voluntarily collected ton after ton of salvage, knitted, sewed and raised money for warships, Spitfires and tanks, the Red Cross and other good causes. They looked after their own and other people’s children either locally or as evacuees and accommodated people whose homes had been bombed. Many who held down day jobs volunteered as air-raid wardens and fire-watchers in their time off duty. They ran fire stations, worked as rat-catchers and drove ambulances, ferrying casualties to hospital while cities burned and enemy bombs exploded around them. They kept their families going, often as single parents, while their husbands were away for protracted periods, fighting in the armed forces.


However, the women of wartime Britain, despite campaigns that have attracted widespread public support, still have no memorial statue or other acknowledgement that without their enormous and crucial contribution, the lives we live now would be very different. These were extraordinary times in which ordinary women did extraordinary things and I have tried to cover as many aspects of life for civilian women as possible. Inevitably, space has meant that I have not been able to include a great deal of the fascinating material I have received. But to everyone who shared their memories and lent precious photographs, thank you for your contributions – then and now.




CHAPTER 1


Conscription and Direction


As the First World War ended, British women who had responded to the call made in 1916 to volunteer for work in factories, on buses, in shops, offices and the like were told it was now their duty to return to the home. To emphasise this point, women were prohibited from claiming unemployment benefit and trade-union pressures ensured their dismissal from a wide range of industries, including engineering, printing, transport and munitions. Even in fields where a woman could traditionally expect to find work, such as the civil service or in nursing, it was expected that she would relinquish her job on marriage.


The contribution of British women during the First World War did, however, have some lasting effects. First and foremost, away from their husbands, fathers, brothers and boyfriends, many had experienced a previously unimaginable level of independence, as well as increased responsibilities. Fashions reflected changes as trousers and shorter skirts, initially worn by women because they were practical necessities in many jobs, became fashionable in their own right. The well-to-do Edwardian woman’s habit of changing her clothes several times a day had quickly become unpatriotic, as had ostentation in dress. Women experimented more with their cosmetics, and a fashion for heavy make-up became popular, in the style of film stars Pola Negri and Theda Bara. This scandalised the older generation, especially when lipstick, rouge and powder were applied in public. Further outrage was caused in the 1930s when, encouraged by tobacco companies, women started smoking in public.


On the political front, women’s contributions to the war effort between 1916 and 1918 bolstered immeasurably their campaign for the right to vote. Finally, in 1928, the franchise was fully extended to women, giving them the vote on the same terms as men. Wartime working experience had expanded opportunities for women who would otherwise have inevitably entered domestic service. The change was permanent: servant shortages in this post-war era were resolved partly through the introduction of labour-saving gadgets and partly through the evolution of smaller, suburban middle-class homes. Women were admitted for the first time to a number of professions, including the Bar, and benefited from reforms to taxation and matrimonial laws.


Inevitably, such rapid and major upheavals were not universally welcomed. In the 1920s, people despaired of the morals and preoccupations of young people and in particular, the young women known as ‘Flappers’ and ‘Jazz Babies’. A ‘Flapper’ in the late nineteenth century was a very young prostitute but by the outbreak of the First World War, it applied to any young girl with a boyish figure. After the war, this youthful shape was even more popular as the desired form for fashionable young women and the term was generally used to describe any ‘comradely, sporting and active young woman’, according to social commentators Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, writing in 1939. ‘Jazz Babies’ were a 1920s variation on the ‘Flappers’ – they were young women who danced to the new and frenetic jazz music of American musicians such as Louis Armstrong and Fats Waller, who were enormously popular and frequently toured Britian and Europe. The popular image of this ‘Lost Generation’, particularly its sexual mores, drunkenness and drug-taking, was representative of only a small minority, even of those with the means and the inclination. But the tabloid press did its level best to expose in full, lurid, shocked and shocking detail the exploits of the happy few.


More prosaically, until the 1920s, most women expected child-rearing and domestic duties to dominate their lives after marriage. But in this decade, married women could for the first time obtain contraception at clinics set up by Marie Stopes, whose best-selling book, Married Love, changed the lives of, especially, working class women and those living in poverty. Underpinning Dr Stopes’ approach was her commitment to eugenics. Her aim, in common with many other thinkers across the political and social spectrum in Europe at that time, was racial purity. This meant those who did not meet what was deemed an acceptable standard either physically, mentally or morally had to be bred out of the race. Regardless of Dr Stopes’ motives, these developments meant, for the first time, that ordinary women could see an alternative to serial pregnancy, and therefore an alternative to the financially and physically debilitating effects that larger families inevitably entailed.


So the horizons of women born just before, during and after the First World War were far wider than those of their mothers. Work outside the home in a range of occupations was a practical possibility, in different ways, for women of all classes. As the slump and de-pression of the 1920s and 1930s ser-iously affected male employment, women spurred on by both necessity and opportunity took up paid work when their husbands could find none. Many of the better off continued to be active in the voluntary sphere, which had blossomed through flag days and other fund-raising events during the First World War. The depression of the 1920s and 1930s gave them plenty of opportunities to contribute.
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The frequent tension between usually younger, single, female interviewers and interviewees is well documented, here by Daily Herald cartoonist Gilbert Wilkinson.


As the 1930s progressed, then, women of all classes were working in increasing numbers. When the Second World War broke out, in September 1939, nearly 5 million were in paid employment in the United Kingdom. Preparations for war had begun in earnest long before the Munich Crisis of 1938: tens of thousands of women volunteers already had jobs to do, for example, in the Auxiliary Fire Service, as wardens in Air Raid Precautions or with the Women’s Voluntary Service (later the Women’s Royal Voluntary Service). More women than men had volunteered at this early stage. The WVS organised the first evacuation of children away from cities at high risk from bombing in October 1938, after the Munich Crisis and again one year later, just after war broke out in 1939.


Internment was introduced for home-grown Nazi sympathisers and all ‘enemy aliens’, many of whom had fled to Britain to escape Nazi persecution. The national mood alternated between hysteria at the potential havoc that could be wreaked by fifth columnists and unease at imprisoning people who were clearly anti-fascist, simply because they were foreigners. Despite the national unease, however, many internees were remarkably generous in their attitude towards this new and, for some, terrifying turn of events. At the age of twenty-five, Paula Hamer came from her home, a farm in Germany, to work in England as a children’s nurse. When war broke out, she was interned.


I had been here for nine months when the war started. I was interned in Holloway. There were 182 of us – including a Swiss girl, next door to me, who could not speak a word of English.


You got porridge for breakfast with marge, bread and tea and they always had urns of boiling water available so you could make yourself hot chocolate or tea whenever you wanted. We were treated differently to the other prisoners and were put on one or two floors especially allocated for internees.


We could do what we wanted – really, you would be surprised. I worked in the hospital and the library and did the sewing. On Saturdays and Sundays, we served prison officers and the ladies their lunch. We were paid sixpence a day for that.


Her petition to be released was allowed and for the rest of the war Paula Hamer was a member of the fire service, based in Kensington.


For all its willingness to encourage women to come forward for voluntary work, when war broke out in September 1939 the Government was reluctant to bring them into the workforce, in part because, with considerable justification, it feared union opposition. On the other hand, it recognised that calling up working men for active service, and expanding those industries specifically linked to armaments, would create a labour shortage. The Government hoped initially to draw on the pool of unemployed men and those men whose work would be curtailed by the outbreak of war. Women would also be needed, it believed, in much the same way as they filled the breach in the conflict twenty years earlier. This meant limited activities in the auxiliary forces and on the Home Front, mainly to release men for active service.


Early in 1939, just before the outbreak of war, the Government published National Service, subtitled ‘A guide to the ways in which the people of this country may give service.’ It lists ARP, especially the Women’s Voluntary Service, Auxiliary Fire Service, the Red Cross, Auxiliary Territorial Service, Royal Air Force companies and the Civil Air Guard, as being particularly suitable for women, and offered part-time training for volunteers. Work deemed particularly suitable for women and not needing advanced training included the Women’s Land Army, service in the Royal Navy and Auxiliary Hospital Service and help in evacuating children from dangerous areas. In addition, the Government set up a Central Bureau for men and women with professional and technical qualifications to work where needed, as directed by the Government.
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A rather glamorous image, typical of the way women, both volunteers and conscripts, were portrayed during the Second World War.


Women volunteered in substantial numbers but more significant were those who argued that they had too many new responsibilities in the home and at work to offer any meaningful free time. By 1940, it was becoming clear that women would not bridge the gap voluntarily. One of the first steps was to convert volunteers, male and female, in Civil Defence and other areas into a compulsory workforce by ‘freezing’ their posts. This meant that the erstwhile volunteers, justly proud of their decision to opt in, could no longer opt out by resigning. It sparked some resentment among those who had volunteered in the early days of the war, and so they were given a fortnight’s grace during which they could resign.
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The Red Cross Society Youth Department called on boys and girls aged between fifteen and twenty to volunteer for war work. To be a full member of the BRCS you had to be sixteen or over and to pass examinations in first aid and home nursing if you were a girl, or just first aid if you were a boy.


While there was much grumbling about the change, everyone realised that resignation would only make one eligible for compulsory deployment in another capacity, so few took the opportunity to leave. In May, agreement was reached with the main trade unions to admit women to various kinds of work. A turning point was the secret report prepared by Sir William Beveridge and presented in late 1940. It spelled out the looming labour crisis in hard figures. Men would be required in increasing numbers in Civil Defence and the armed forces. To meet this need, they would have to be withdrawn from industries, most crucially munitions, which would itself have to expand to meet the growing wartime demand. The shortfall was frankly enormous: 1½ million women would have to be added to the workforce to maintain production at the necessary levels.


In spring 1941, the first woman registered under the Registration for Employment Order. By August 1941, 87,000 women out of a potential workforce of 2 million had found work in auxiliary services and munitions. This compared poorly with the 175,000 women who had become unemployed in 1939 as a result of cutbacks in non-essential industries. Ernest Bevin, the Minister of Labour and National Service, changed the rules so that women could now learn essential skills in Government Training Centres previously open only to unemployed men, but the centres were not a success. Also in 1941, the schedule of reserved occupations was scrapped. Block deferments in particular industries were replaced with individual deferments of key people.


Still the sums did not add up, but the Government remained reluctant to conscript women. Its natural inclination – and, especially, that of Bevin and Churchill – was to rely on volunteers. After all, even in Russia, Stalin did not direct women’s involvement in the war effort on such a scale. Nor was this initial unwillingness confined to political circles: in 1939, London Transport had preferred to cut services rather than use women to fill its labour gaps.


One observer summed up the objections: the call-up of women would mean that ‘Home life will vanish and it will be hard to revive after the war. Men coming home on leave will find they can only see their wives for an hour or two a day. Men in reserved occupations will come back to cold and untidy homes, with no meal ready. Friction in the home will be greatly increased and with children evacuated, there will be nothing to hold the family together.’


The Government persisted with official schemes to encourage volunteers, even though these sometimes did more harm than good. ‘War Work Weeks’, in 1941 and 1942 attracted hundreds rather than the thousands of volunteers hoped for. This was largely due to widespread resentment at the implication that a woman not in voluntary work was therefore shirking – always a poor basis on which to enlist cooperation and assistance. But if the conscription of women was a momentous step, it was also inevitable, and eventually the Government saw no alternative.


So for the first time, in late 1941, British women were conscripted. It was the only way the needs of the armed forces and essential war industries could be met, the nation fed, its cities defended and daily life in wartime organised effectively. Bevin had wide-ranging powers to direct and control the nation’s workforce, and he had already taken control of wages and hours, largely with the support of the trade-union movement. The manpower budget was directly controlled by the Government.


At the beginning of December 1941, Parliament was told that all adults would be liable to be called up. On 18 December, the National Service (No. 2) Act came into effect. At first, the scheme was applied to women on a relatively small scale: only unmarried females between the ages of twenty and thirty were to be called up and they could choose whether to go into the auxiliary forces or into vital work in industry. It was also agreed that no women, whether in the civilian or military sphere, would be expected to fire a gun or bear arms of any kind.


By February 1942, all women aged between eighteen and sixty, married or single, with or without children, had to register with the Ministry of Labour. Even expectant mothers had to register, although they were exempt from work. Following registration, women were called for interview, according to age groups, to determine the sort of work each would do. Women already involved in important work or with children under fourteen living at home were the only ones not called at this point.


Those interviewed could volunteer for the auxiliary services, Civil Defence, the Land Army and the NAAFI (Navy, Army and Air Force Institutes) or could choose to work in a range of industries, including munitions, light alloys, timber production, post-office engineering, transport, vehicle maintenance and domestic work in hospitals, canteens and hostels for munitions workers. But compulsion was a fundamental part of the scheme in that just about every woman in Britain would be involved in officially sanctioned work. The term ‘conscription’ was applied to compulsory call-up to the auxiliary services; call-up to work in industry was commonly known as ‘direction’. All eligible women could be directed into any civilian job and those who refused could be prosecuted, although the impracticalities of this measure soon became obvious, so prosecutions for refusing to take a civilian job were rare.


Volunteers were also dealt with in employment exchanges. Those already in work could volunteer for the auxiliary forces, for civilian work such as Civil Defence or for the Women’s Land Army. Very soon it was decreed that women could be employed only through official (Government) labour exchanges. This came about because women directed initially into essential war jobs afterwards switched into less important posts, often for the same employer, for reasons which might be mutually convenient to employer and employee – but not to the Government.


As more women became involved, the need for flexibility to meet their concerns and requirements became equally obvious. To varying extents, these needs were met by employers. Care of children was a particular issue as mothers were given jobs. Crèches were established and local authority day nurseries sprang up. Parttime work, home-working, shift systems and special transport were introduced. Home workers were frequently depicted in local newspapers assembling aircraft parts on their dining room tables.
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