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A Harvest Festival Land Army Parade in Chichester, West Sussex, 16 November 1945.





INTRODUCTION



The roots of the Women’s Land Army lie in the First World War. It has to be borne in mind that in 1914 50 per cent of the food needed by Britain’s population of 36 million was imported. By 1915 the enemy’s navy had begun to mount a successful blockade of our ports, and the question of a food shortage was already causing concern to Lord Selbourne, the Minister for Agriculture. However, the Prime Minister, H. H. Asquith, said in July of that year that, in his opinion there was not ‘the least fear of any probable or conceivable development … that can be a serious menace to our food supply’ [sic].


The labour shortage created by the taking of farm and other workers for military service resulted in the Government announcing its intention, in 1915, to compile a ‘Register of Women: willing to do industrial, agricultural and clerical work’. However, little happened after months of talk between numerous official bodies, until Lord Selbourne appointed Miss Meriel Talbot (later Dame Meriel Talbot DBE) as adviser to the Minister.


In December 1916 the new Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, granted backing for a new Food Production Department, among whose seven divisions were included ‘Labour’ and ‘Women’.


1917 was a gloom-ridden year. There was a near desperate situation on the farms, caused by the lack of labour, and indeed of horses commandeered by the military, coupled with a predicted disastrous harvest. This was compounded by the success of the enemy U-boat submarines in devastating our ships importing food. It was calculated that the country’s reserves of food barely exceeded three weeks. It was then that the Women’s Land Army was born.


Recruits were offered the chance to serve in one of three sections: Agriculture, Timber Cutting or Forage (animal feed-stuffs). All were under the new Food Production Department, with Sir Arthur Lee as Director. The women’s branch of this department, with Miss Talbot as Director, was also responsible for guiding and nurturing the Women’s Institute, then in its infancy. It was through the Women’s Institute connection that Miss Talbot was able to recruit Lady Trudie Denman to become involved with the Women’s Land Army, as Honorary Assistant Director.


The organization now went ahead at express speed, and a measure of its success can be gauged by unofficial figures recorded in 1918, that 23, 000 Land Girls had been at work. This was the number accepted from 45, 000 applicants. To quote from a letter written by Miss Talbot to The Times in 1941: ‘The returns (from a survey taken in 1918 of 12, 637 Land Army members) showed that work was distributed as follows: 5, 734 milkers: 293 tractor drivers: 3, 971 field workers: 635 carters: 260 ploughmen: 84 thatchers: 21 shepherds’ [sic]. The First World War Women’s Land Army was finally disbanded in 1919.


The work and experiences of these early Land Girls has been recorded in print, but there are very few surviving photographs taken by or of the girls themselves; the day of the Box Brownie for all had not yet arrived.


Before the Second World War things began to get organized in 1938 for another Women’s Land Army. Volunteers were registered, and Lady Denman accepted the post of Honorary Director. With her experiences from the First World War, she had no hesitation in insisting that the entire organization regarding recruitment, enlisting, placement and welfare of the Land Girls must be in the hands of a single body, staffed by women. By June 1938 she had selected the chairmen of the county committees in readiness for the outbreak of war.


In February 1939 Lady Denman offered the use of her own home at Balcombe Place, Sussex, as the headquarters of the Women’s Land Army. On 1 June 1939 the second Women’s Land Army was officially formed. The headquarters staff moved to Balcombe Place on 29 August 1939, just days before war was declared. Recruitment offices opened all over the country in towns and cities, one even being situated in London’s Oxford Street.


There were strong appeals on radio and in the newspapers, and Lady Denman herself was very active in vocal persuasion. It was said that her invitations to stay as a guest in friends’ houses while touring the country were severely curtailed when her hostesses found that some of their few remaining servants left to join the Land Army within days of her visit!


The primary reason to join the WLA was patriotism, but the girls responded to the call for an unlimited variety of reasons: a wish to avoid marching as in the women’s military services, a healthy country life, not having to work in munitions factories, to get away from home or a job ‘in service’, and even ‘anything for a laugh’.


The girls were first interviewed at the recruitment offices, to see if they were suitable, then enrolled. The official minimum age to join was 17½, but it seemed to be quite usual for girls of 17 to be accepted. Indeed, numerous girls aged 16 were accepted, if they lied about their age and looked big and strong! The medical examination given varied enormously, and one girl said that having stated she didn’t suffer from flat feet or varicose veins she was accepted without further examination!


The recruits were notified when and where to report for training, or in the early days of the war went straight to work. Uniforms were usually sent to their homes (numerous dress rehearsals in front of the mirror and family, and for many girls a trip down to the local photographer), or sometimes the new recruit had to await their arrival where she had to report. At this point the lives of many girls changed abruptly as they left home for the first time, not always going to ideal working and living conditions.





In 1994 an appeal was made for photographs and memorabilia of the Women’s Land Army by the Weald & Downland Open Air Museum at Singleton, West Sussex. The aim was to stage an exhibition in tribute to the Women’s Land Army. However, it was soon realized what an enormous store of agricultural history was in the hands of these ex-Land Girls. Following an overwhelming response a vast treasure house of photographs was produced by the ‘girls’, mostly taken with their own cameras, which reflected not only their work but the British countryside at that time.


Once the exhibition was opened, with a gathering of over fifty ex-Land Girls who had given assistance, very many more of the ‘girls’ came to visit. Many brought even more photographs, of what a number termed ‘some of the happiest days of our lives’.


It seemed a duty to make certain that a good selection of the photographs, once brought to light, should remain as a permanent record and be available to all those interested.
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A First World War photographic postcard of Land Girls in the official uniform posing with working horses. The back of the postcard was inscribed: ‘Love to Ethel, + is myself. Others our girls.’





ONE



UNIFORM


Baggy Brown Brown Breeches And A Cowboy Hat was the title of one Land Girl’s book containing her reminiscences. Despite this description the ‘Walking Out’ uniform could be very smart, even if some of it had to be ‘home tailored’, and the hat bent to suit the personality of the wearer!
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