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The Home Front

In the days when much of the globe was coloured pink and Victoria was not only a queen but an empress, war happened far away: the British Empire’s battles were distant. Men went off to fight in places with exotic names; news came back fitfully, often long after the last shot had been fired.

In 1914, war came to the Home Front. The conflict was unavoidable and dominated every aspect of life, from whole streets of men marching off to be soldiers to the local pub having its opening hours rudely curtailed. The sound of the artillery in France could be heard from across the Channel in the fields of Kent. The sky over England saw the new flying machines arrive carrying bombs. The war was immense, like no other in memory, and the country so tested, so stretched, that for once it needed the strengths and abilities of its women – otherwise there would be no victory. They rose to the challenge, proved themselves capable, and were partly granted the vote when peace returned. But they were then also expected to give up their new jobs, return to their second-class status and forget their endeavours and achievements. However, they had achieved so much and demonstrated that they could weld, deliver the post, saw off a leg, drive a tram, entertain troops to the sound of shellfire, read the lesson in church and play decent football in front of twenty thousand people – all previously thought utterly, completely and absolutely beyond a woman – that they left indelible footprints of a giant stride on the way to fairness and equality for their sex.

The memory of that war, though hazy for many, still hovers over the nation and over families. Schoolchildren are taken to the Flanders cemeteries to see the unending rows of white headstones. No illness in my youth was without the words: ‘Your grandmother died from that flu in the Great War – now take your medicine.’ Flying enthusiasts still talk warmly about the Sopwith Camel and ‘string-bags’. ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’ can be hummed by millions. Family history searches turn up great-grandfathers and great-great-uncles who died very young in some corner of a foreign field that is forever England: even the poetry has embedded itself in our collective consciousness. And the reasons for that whole terrible, relentless conflict which engulfed millions are still argued about. I have reported on wars which have been violent, grisly, destructive, heart-breaking – but seem small skirmishes in comparison with descriptions of World War I. Modern military operations attract keen attention and tend to dominate because of their brutal significance and their grim drama: bombing, shells, explosions, destruction, monstrous cavalcades of death-dealing machines and the endless curiosity with the willingness to fight and to kill.

I first learned of warfare through the entirely domestic prism of a splintered walnut sideboard embedded with iron fragments, courtesy of Hitler’s Luftwaffe in 1943, some years before I was born. In the 1950s, I saw fear cross neighbours’ faces when the air-raid siren was occasionally tested and there were bomb-sites full of rubble and buddleia to play in. My childhood was full of the echoes of World War II – and my family lived a long way from any battlefield. So I brought to my reporting a sense that war affected everyone, even if they were not in uniform and had never heard a shot fired. Looking at the Great War – as World War I was initially known – I was curious about what happened to all those who were enjoined to ‘keep the home fires burning’. What did the war demand of women – and how did they respond? Maids and duchesses, housewives and young girls. The nurse, the student, the factory worker, the suffragette. How did the war change lives at home? If we remember the millions of men who sacrificed their lives, what should we remember about those who fought on the Home Front?





10

Twelve Hours of Danger Per Day

Did you sleep well? A polite and frequent enquiry, especially when you’re away from home. In my case, the answer is nearly always, ‘Very well, thank you.’ Not because of comfy bed or quiet surroundings, but because I’ve always slept very deeply. Or, to frame it in the language of my childhood: ‘That child doesn’t sleep – she has a short course of death.’ When very small, asked if I was frightened during the night’s thunderstorm I always replied, ‘What thunderstorm?’ What may have added to this was my deafness, undiscovered until I was blown up by a grenade explosion three decades later in Beirut, and was informed by a specialist that the inflammation would soon disappear – but as I was obviously half deaf anyway, from birth, I shouldn’t worry. So I wasn’t surprised one morning in 1992 in Sarajevo, in a city which during the Bosnia conflict shuddered and jumped to the sounds of rockets, mortars and machine-gun fire day and night, that I’d again slept through a major event.

The Holiday Inn Hotel – an embarrassing name to have in the centre of a battleground – was a part-ruined yellow edifice which already bore the scars of countless hits, being inconveniently located very near one of the city’s front lines. The top five storeys were already burned out. The bedrooms facing the river were uninhabitable, being directly in line of fire from snipers in the high-rise flats a few hundred yards away. Window glass – well, who needs it . . . it just flies in and causes damage. Electricity made rare and brief appearances. Water was probably in greater supply in the Gobi Desert. On the other hand, the hotel carried on as if nothing untoward was occurring, the waiters serving ‘siege soup’ – soggy grey rice pilfered from the UNHCR supply convoys – and the barman ducking automatically below the counter when the incoming AK-47 bullets whizzed through reception. We sometimes stayed there, particularly when our office, a tiny garage workshop under a car-park ramp next to the PTT building, seemed to be attracting larger than usual shells.

In the early days of the war I’d been aware that I slept better than some of my colleagues – even though I’d spent some nights wrapped in a sleeping-bag in the bath, there being no chance of water and a big chance of incoming mortars. I crawled out of the bathroom one morning to hear a great deal of shouting in the next room. Peering into the corridor, I saw a bunch of young men hard at work with a bucket and a dustpan and brush. Inside the room – which no longer looked even partly trashed, but seemed to have experienced a kind of splintering transformation into a wood-chip store – was a shell that had part-exploded. The remaining explosive was being eagerly harvested by the lads. They were gone in a trice, leaving an empty shell and a lingering whiff of their cigarette smoke. . . .

Some weeks later, video footage arrived of the local makeshift munitions factory: rather scary pictures of lumpy explosive being thwacked enthusiastically with rolling pins and hammers and rammed into salvaged shell casings. It was no consolation to know that Bosnia had been home to many of Yugoslavia’s ammunition factories before the war, so that at least a few people knew what they were doing . . . and, it being somewhat tense and hard work, that cigarette-smoking was deemed essential. Nor was it comforting to realize, after hard scrutiny of the shots of this ‘factory’, that it was the innocent-looking further education institution next door to us. When it exploded the following year, surprise was not one of our reactions. However, even I was surprised that I had slept through it.

The Bosnian Muslims defending their city in a siege could easily explain that you must take your opportunities where you can: the whole city was under bombardment, so locating an ammunition factory was merely a matter of finding a convenient building that was relatively well built and wouldn’t attract attention. No one was safe, so no one thought twice about having a concentration of explosives in the middle of a city. Human beings have an ambivalent relationship with explosions. As a child, I was the pathetic little girl who didn’t like her balloon to go ‘pop’; I squealed at Bonfire Night bangers. However, I’ve come to appreciate fireworks, though I drew the line at one of Colonel Ghadaffy’s eccentric celebrations when a dustbin full of waste paper was dragged into the press pen, had several seven-foot rockets stuck into it and the paper was then lit. We fled, and the ball of whooshing sparks hit the car park, and incinerated a truck. The Libyans gleefully announced: ‘Just like your Gay Fox Night.’

The Chinese are the experts, having been busy with pyrotechnics for over a thousand years: fireworks have been one of their greatest exported inventions, and the rest of the world has happily copied them. Scaring away evil spirits may have been the primary use, but in the long term the battlefield has proved a much greater consumer of gunpowder. The Chinese ‘fire arrows’ morphed into rockets and mortars across Europe, and the medieval world of knights in armour and strong-walled castles literally gave way to cannon balls and bullets. The recipe of charcoal, saltpetre and sulphur spread rapidly.

Gunpowder was originally a very localized business: powderworks, as they were called, sat on riverbanks the length and breadth of Britain – small, often family ventures, supplying quarries, local militias, gun-owners – and firework displays. Rivers and streams delivered power for the mills and eased transportation, willow and alder produced good charcoal. They were a normal part of the working landscape, and in 1676 John Evelyn recorded in his diary that at Chilworth in Surrey ‘I do not remember to have seen such a Variety of Mills and Works upon so narrow a Brook, and in so little Compass; there being Mills for Corn, Cloth, Brass, Iron, Powder etc.’.

Until the nineteenth century the powder mills had a family-centred workforce which automatically included women, usually stitching bags and filling them with explosives. Few precautions were taken and the massive grinding stones produced sparks. Explosions were common – and frequently huge. At a time when life was shorter and infinitely more perilous for the ordinary citizen, references to ‘greate noyses’ emanating from gunpowder mills rarely caused widespread alarm. Rural birdsong was punctuated frequently with appalling blasts, and as the towns grew the mills continued to grind in residential areas. Not a great deal of care went into transport or storage, either.

The residents of Regent’s Park in central London have the pleasure of overlooking an elegant canal. At 5 a.m. on 2 October 1874 ‘a most terrible explosion occurred’. The report in The Illustrated London News gives a description worthy of live twenty-four-hour news:



Such was the force of the blast that surrounding houses were severely damaged and their roofs and walls blown down, and some were near ruins. For a mile to east and west, windows and fragile articles were broken, and . . . sleepers were woken by the noise as their beds rocked, doors burst open, plaster fell from the ceilings, and everything shook and trembled.

The noise and shock were perceived in every quarter of London, and in many instances ten or twelve miles away, both on the north and south side of the Thames. . . . Women and children rushed out of the houses, screaming for help, some in their night-dresses, others wrapped in blankets, and were not easily pacified by those of cooler mind whom they met. People from every quarter hastened towards the thick column of smoke which rose up from the great blaze . . . some began helping the Police and the Fire Brigade to save what remained and search for the lost. The confusion was so great that a detachment of Horse Guards was sent from Albany Barracks to keep order and it was feared that the wild animals might escape from the park.



A train of five ‘light barges’ – narrowboats – had been moving west from City Road Basin. As one of them, the Tilbury, passed under a bridge she exploded, killing three men and a boy. At the inquest her cargo was described as being ‘chiefly of sugar and other miscellaneous articles, such as nuts, straw-board, coffee and some two or three barrels of petroleum, and about five barrels of gunpowder’. The exact cause of the explosion was thought to be an unexplained ‘spark, coming from the Bridge’, though it was also observed that ‘there was no restriction on the lighting of fires on boats so laden’.

For over two hundred years, the eclectic Gentleman’s Magazine frequently featured articles about gunpowder from the scientific, military and defence angle. Writing in 1748, one of its contributors colourfully described a huge bang in 1647, opposite Barking church in East London, where



some people [were] barrelling up gunpowder, at a ship’s chandlers . . . by some accident the powder took fire, and blew up the house, and demolished 50 or 60 others, among the rest the Rose Tavern, which, at the time, was very full of company, it being the parish feast . . . when they came to dig out the rubbish, they found heads, arms, legs, half bodies, and some whole bodies, not so much singed. . . . But the most remarkable thing of all was, a young child was found the next day, blown upon the uppermost leads of Barking church, in a cradle, alive and well, and not the least damage done to it.



Making gunpowder was dangerous, the argument went, so what did anyone expect? At Chilworth mills in Surrey, established in 1626, accidents only got a mention when, for example, after a particularly loud bang a church on a hill half a mile away collapsed in 1760. It took nearly a century to rebuild, only to have a wheel and a large beam hurtle into it eighteen years later as Chilworth continued to experience accidents.

This was dangerous work, but vital to a country with an army frequently in action abroad and a navy intending to rule the waves. And the workforce had to be flexible, dependent upon a monarch or government’s decision to wage war; small family concerns absorbed the fluctuating demands more easily. But as the Industrial Revolution changed working practices and employment systems throughout the country, the mills began to attract engineers and military commanders who wanted ever more efficient and powerful powders for demolition and ammunition. With larger numbers of workers involved, the hazards multiplied.

From the Kyle of Bute in Scotland to the mines of Cornwall, from the gentle chalk streams of Hampshire to the huge arsenal at Waltham Abbey in Essex, the munitions industry thrived – and suffered spectacular accidents. The Waltham Abbey site finally closed in 1991. A curate, Thomas Fuller, once remarked that ‘those mills in my parish have blown up five times in seven years’; he was writing in 1662.

And while the image (rightly) is one of dangerous work, the ubiquity of the mills and the frequency of accidents must always have been common knowledge across the country – and part of many families’ memories. Women had always been involved in the work. Filling cartridges was fiddly, and nimble fingers were necessary. In days when both housework and farm work meant hard physical labour, everyone pulled their weight, and work in a gunpowder mill was just another local business. However, the only reliable statistics about the danger of the mills before the age of industrialization tend to come not from official reports but from the gravestones of women who died in explosions. There are fewer of them than for the men, but that’s only because the women were often not counted as part of the workforce.

In World War I, the first indication to my family that the manufacture of ammunition might affect women was when one of James Adie’s tweenies gave in her notice and disappeared to nearby Tyneside from his large Victorian house in Sunderland. One of two young women whose first task at half-past six in the morning was to lug buckets of coal up four flights of stairs, she regularly woke my adoptive father Wilfrid as she clanked up the last few steps to light a welcoming fire in his bedroom grate. Years later he recalled the consternation in the household as the second tweenie made off to a local war hospital kitchen. The housemaid and the cook stayed on, despite the extra work, and cannot have been unaware that domestic service was shifting from an inevitability for many working-class women to just one option in the employment market. The assumption often made today that the war initiated the decline in domestic service is gainsaid by the frequent moaning in the press in the Edwardian era that ‘girls will not now contemplate the role that sets them on the road to competent housewifery’. James Adie’s tweenies might well have picked up their own local paper in early 1914 to read that the local Labour Exchange was having a lot of trouble persuading young women that being a servant was what they could and should be.

The North-east didn’t have the tradition of ‘mill-girls’ as in the Lancashire and Yorkshire textile factories, or of the Staffordshire potteries which employed tens of thousands. Away from these areas, working in a ‘factory’ was often a big decision which involved travel or staying away from home in a hostel or lodgings. However, the emotions that swept the country in 1914, coupled with the lure of better wages and the growing dislike of domestic service, made munitions work seem quite attractive. Quite, but not overwhelmingly. Everyone knew that explosives were dangerous. The work was dirty, and ‘powder accidents’ or ‘blows’ regarded as nearly inevitable, despite efforts at safety legislation in the late Victorian era. It took a mammoth government effort to acquire the necessary workforce to supply the voracious demands of the front line, but it was an effort which eventually supplied just under a million workers. At the time women were, on average, so badly paid that the wages offered in the munitions plants seemed like a golden opportunity.

Munitions work was an absolute necessity, so official attitudes to those who went into the factories were underpinned by an acknowledgement that the war could not be won without them. There was little mention that such employment might be ‘unsuitable’, and that the very making of ammunition might conflict with the conventional view of women as live-givers, not life-takers. One might expect today that the danger would be cited as an obstacle – however, more than three centuries of recorded explosions were woven into the image of the industry. It was seen as a terrible, but seemingly unavoidable, inevitability – and women had not been excluded from that history. And the other traditional industries – iron and steel, shipyards, the textile mills, could be very daunting and risky too: open furnaces, no guards on machinery, constant fires, poor maintenance. ‘Health and safety’ was not a familiar concept then; indeed, most precautions were aimed at keeping the factory itself safe, rather than the employees, so that production was never halted. Caring for employees was a notion which insinuated itself only gradually, based on the desire to get the best out of workers who perhaps needed better food.

Patriotism gilded the wages’ lily – this was a job which, for example, raised a domestic drudge to a valued national employee. And as the war progressed there was also a growing sense that this was, in some way, another trench in the ‘Home Front Line’. Coming back from the trenches of France in particular was a picture of the most appalling sacrifice. Facing the risks involved with TNT seemed justifiable at the time.

Right at the war’s start the Secretary of State for War, Lord Kitchener, had written to one of the old-established mills at Faversham in Kent about ‘the importance of the government work upon which they [were] engaged. . . . I should like all engaged by your company to know that it is fully recognised that they, in carrying out the great work of supplying munitions in war, are doing their duty for King and Country, equally with those who have joined the Army for active service in the field.’ Such stirring words must have been needed two years later when the worst-ever explosion in the history of Britain’s industry tore apart the mill, killing 115 men and boys. The blast was heard as far away as Norwich; shop windows shattered in Southend-on-Sea. The only reason no women were casualties was that it was a Sunday, their day off. But then, no one had to be told that munitions work had its risks.

‘Risk’ was not a word that appeared on the posters encouraging women to head for the factories in 1915. The impression given was of a worthwhile and patriotic job, underpinning the efforts made by the men at the front and paying relatively decent, regular and regulated wages – because it was wartime. By tradition women already worked in munitions plants, but as low-paid unskilled labour. And as more men left to enlist and the new employees were signing on in their thousands, a perfect storm ensued. There was a full-blown national scandal in progress about the lack of shells at the front. The demand for them – specifically high-explosive and accurate enough to cope with trench warfare – was desperate. But employing women meant grappling with age-old prejudices, a cat’s-cradle of interwoven habits, attitudes and fears in the workplace. All of which rested on the acceptance of women as second-class workers.

Skilled men feared that their prized status would be threatened by unskilled women working alongside them. If the women managed to do the same work – and were, as usual, paid less – then the men’s hold on their own jobs might be threatened. On the other hand, giving equal wages to the women was unthinkable in a world where men were expected to support families. And if married women were to come into the factories, this again would break a social taboo: wives were not meant to work, they were meant to be dependent. (It was also thought that it might ‘lower the moral tone’ among single women. It’s easily forgotten that sex was rarely mentioned, even intimately, and that ignorance of the ‘facts of life’ was widespread and considered wholly appropriate in young girls.)

Necessity drove the government, which embarked on some complicated manoeuvring with the trades unions, management and entrenched traditions. Its motivation was not the improvement of women’s status or earning power, but the need to resolve the situation so that production increased and industrial relations were kept calm. The result was ‘substitution’ and ‘dilution’, two ways of introducing women into men’s jobs. This entailed either training a woman and paying her less for the same work, usually supervised by a man, or splitting a man’s work into smaller component jobs to be taken by two or three women or carried out on more efficient new machinery. Ironically, the most iconic job – filling shells with high-explosive – was not part of this argument. It had nearly always been done by women and was seen as unskilled work. And above all, the words ‘for the duration’ hung over everything. This was not to be permanent: conditions of employment for women had changed because there was a war on, not because of any national resolve to improve their employment prospects: war is a bubble in time – in which mysterious forces are at work: women can do this – now: what is unspoken, indeed ignored, is that, in the future, they should.

Across the whole of heavy industry some of the resentment emanated from the belief that women were a docile flock, more susceptible to arguments from a cunning management and without any idea of how to bargain. Women were suspected of demanding less and seeing assertiveness not as a quality but as a flaw, and for this alone they were not particularly welcomed by the trades unions. Those male officials who did argue for equal pay for women knew perfectly well that the employers would get rid of such ‘expensive’ labour immediately the war ended, for female labour had always been ‘cheap’. At least this eventually led to larger numbers joining women’s unions by the end of the war (an increase from around 350,000 to more than a million) and greater awareness of the concept of concerted action – due in part to women now being able to afford their union dues.

On the whole, those who initially headed for the munitions plants were unconcerned with the earnings shenanigans: all that mattered was that the wages were going to be better than those on offer elsewhere. And the bait of higher earnings was spiced with pride, often expressed as ‘helping the boys’ – it was a potent driver of the work ethic. Perhaps a stronger emotion was that of ‘being part of the war effort’. A woman’s individual labours could be seen as a necessary and purposeful contribution to the whole nation’s future. This was new, and meant that even ramming powder into a shell with a mallet somehow connected with being a citizen. You were a vital cog in the war-wheel. And with the government taking control of production, you were paid – by the government. It was the first time that women had come on to the government payroll in significant numbers.

Many of the images – photographs, paintings, cartoons – which were made of the vast munitions industry show breathtaking rows of shiny shell-casings in immense sheds, or serious-looking women pausing for a camera moment next to mounds of cartridges; or lines of workers intently manipulating hefty shells amid pulleys and chains and huge machinery; or cute girls clutching a shell. For the press, much of this substituted for direct coverage of life at the front in France: censorship, red tape and the monotonous mudscape of trench warfare made pictures of young women in novel surroundings irresistible.

And they were wearing trousers. If any single image caught the eye of the public, it was a pair of straight-legged, definitely untailored white trousers, modestly part-concealed beneath a tunic. ‘Disgusting’ was a much-used description. In some ways, women’s legs were a measure of their emancipation – or lack of it. Those who might think it romantic to swish around in long skirts never had to brush the mud and street muck from the hem every day. Or play tennis with several petticoats slowing down the race for the drop-shot. Or navigate the London Tube at rush-hour – ‘Mind the skirts’ should have been substituted for ‘Mind the doors.’ Or tried to roll heavy shells around a munitions plant. The filthy, greasy-floored munitions factories weren’t conducive to efficient work with clothes which tripped their wearers up and snagged on machinery. Even so, a great deal of the engineering work saw no switch to trousers. Only those in munitions, followed by coke-heavers and cleaners of railway engines and other gritty jobs, made the giant leap. It caused consternation in some quarters, but trousers were worn with pride – and relief – by the munitionettes. And because they weren’t ‘fashionable ladies’ whose outrageous couture could be satirized in the upmarket magazines their change of garb was more serious and more influential. They were working-class girls, and they found the trousers rather smart, as well as comfortable. Their monarch might be horrified, their mothers might be upset, the maids’ former mistresses might fear for their morals, but trousers had arrived.

However vital the work was, it wasn’t glamorous – it was hard, undertaken in unpleasant conditions, boring and relentless. Heavy shells were predominantly produced from the many factories on Clydeside; sheer brawn was demanded of the workforce, many of whom were drawn from mining areas where there was a tradition of ‘pit lasses’ who sorted coal and shale. The shifts were often a merciless twelve hours, for less wear and tear was involved in running machines for two twelve-hour shifts than in three of eight hours. Sylvia Pankhurst noted that ‘Family life is impossible. Mothers and grown children make munitions, younger ones suffer neglect at home. In the lodgings of munition workers beds are never empty, rooms are never aired, as day and night shifts prevent this.’ Tales circulated of the eighty- and one hundred-hour week, and of workers almost dead on their feet at the end of the shift, as seen by one munitionette on Clydeside: ‘I have seen her, hammer in hand and type in the other, fast asleep. Then all of a sudden she would realize herself and stamp a few more, then off again. . . . Another time I was looking at an Operator threading safety caps, believe me, she was threading as fast as she could, and yet fast asleep, until she had the whole squad of girls in an uproar, whose noise awoke her.’

The press was not inclined to print stories about the downside of this vast industry. Physical stress, unhealthy conditions and increasing arguments about wages from those who could see they were doing the same as men was not the image that was projected: these were fit, patriotic workers. The government held ammunition production as a precious process to be protected at all costs. Censorship blanketed rumblings of discontent, strike action and demonstrations; nothing was allowed to puncture the picture of pulsing, continuous production.

New factories sprang up across the country: some, such as the huge sprawling Gretna Green complex, had to import the workforce, causing another social taboo to be confronted. A young woman was not expected to leave home in those days until she married. There was neither the money nor the accommodation nor the social approval for her to strike out on her own and find a job further than a bus ride from her family. Grappling with thousands of new jobs in scattered locations, the Ministry of Munitions requisitioned and converted buildings, compiled lists of lodgings, built hostels and little townships, and mobilized welfare organizations such as the YWCA to provide facilities that allowed ‘modern activities’, such as smoking and dancing as opposed to Bible study and teetotalism.

Despite the long hours, the independence from home and opportunity to meet new colleagues from different backgrounds possibly had more impact on women than the actual job. This was a liberation which they had not had to fight for, and had not expected. To have money to spend, be able to go to a pub without the family or neighbours tattling, or choose to go dancing or to the cinema without asking anyone’s permission, was freedom indeed. Unmarried women, even in their twenties, were meant to submit to their fathers’ wishes – such as ‘Be in by ten on Saturday – or else.’ It was an era in which many young women were told that wearing make-up was ‘fast’ or ‘common’; keeping your wages rather than handing them over to your parents was unheard of in some families. However, there was no domestic revolution in progress: patriarchal authority was being circumvented rather than challenged. It was the country that was making demands, not the women themselves. In many households it would be decades before these restrictive conventions would be modified, let alone completely removed.

The press was full of stories of giddy girls frittering money in public houses in the company of young men. Countless disapproving reports of ribbons and fripperies, cheap jewellery, saucy hats, showy gowns and drink – ‘the thriftless manner in which some working-class women are squandering money’ said the Sheffield Weekly Independent. The language says it all: out-of-control females busy blowing wages on luxuries. In one sense the country had got itself a new army, a vast cohort of women with a united purpose, wearing uniform and prepared to face danger – and if it got a bit unruly on Saturday night, what did you expect?

Most of the changes that were wrought in women’s lives during the war were tinged by a public bout of moral panic. The munitionettes, more than most, excited the press and many commentators, who saw the emergence of working-class women into a more assertive role as highly undesirable: ‘assertive’ meaning being able to go into a pub and order a drink; to buy little luxuries in respectable shops; to smoke and to swear; to have fun in their time off rather than dutifully sit in church or chapel on their only free day. To the puritans, all this pointed to the road to immorality – without there being much evidence to support the fear. Statistics on drinking, illegitimate children and venereal disease did not bear out the notion of wholesale misbehaviour so fixed in the conventional respectable mind.

Showy clothes were a particular red rag to the puritan bull. Factory workers – like ladies’ maids in the nineteenth century – were suspected of upsetting class divisions by dressing above their station. Added to this, any display of finery in the pea-hen was seen as a likely step on the road to being a tart. ‘Dressed like a prostitute’ is an age-old criticism, and the sight of munitionettes enjoying a new-found freedom to choose some pretty clothes raised the old cry in many quarters. ‘Modest dress’ – one of the weasel-word phrases which reappears today – tends to be used by a more conservative group to dictate the clothes of another; ‘modesty’ had a field-day during the war, pointing fingers, as the hard-working munitions women exercised their ability to buy bright and sparkly things. Time and again, the moral panic brigade were proved wrong: there was no mass flight down the road to perdition. On the other hand, there was a gentle drumbeat towards a greater confidence. Better wages meant choice, decision-making and more individuality – in themselves, quite disturbing for those who feared change. The New Statesman reported a factory supervisor saying that ‘they appear more alert, more critical of the conditions under which they work, more ready to take a stand against injustice than their pre-war selves of the prototypes. They have a keener appetite for experience and pleasure and a tendency quite new to their class to protest against wrongs even before they become “intolerable.” ’

It was soon realized that the senior managers (all male) were neither keen on, nor particularly adept at, dealing with this new kind of workforce in the plants. Supervisors were imported, usually middle-class women who by their very bearing and tone – and proper modest dress – expected to be obeyed, possibly responding to this kind of advertisement: ‘Lady Ammunition Work Supervisor, of high social status, required by engineering company on government contract, employing women; no technical knowledge necessary, chief qualification being tact, power of control, and ability to maintain a correct tone. Box.495, The Times.’

As with everything where such large numbers were involved, there were complex results. Some were of great benefit to the munitionettes, with intelligent concern focussed on their grievances, while others were not, such as irritation engendered by women who were seen as ‘Lady Muck’ ordering the lower classes about. Much has been made of the mixing of social strata during wartime, with aristocratic ladies on lathes next to scullery maids, and middle-class overseers dealing with unexpected pregnancies, fights and sorting out girls half-dead with inhaling acid and sulphur fumes, yellow with TNT poisoning. Again, no radical revolution took place, and when the workforce headed for the canteen social hierarchy dictated different buildings, a segregation of the sexes and sometimes different table settings – were you tablecloth or oilcloth?

What became clear was that for many there was a beneficial effect: canteens, rest rooms and first aid facilities. For women who were used to meagre food, with the best portion going to the man of the house, regular meals were a boon. It may not have been exciting fare but it kept them going on long shifts. Whether women’s health overall benefited is difficult to gauge: those grappling with large shells and heavy machinery over long hours were unlikely to feel fit as fleas whatever they ate. Given the nature of the job there was a high turnover in the factories, notwithstanding the wages. Even so, one thing was abundantly clear: the women could do it. The never-ending palaver about skills, the threat to men’s position and promotion, the undermining of traditional hierarchies, all continued, while numerous reports and analyses of the women’s work showed they were doing what a man did. They were learning new skills, mastering new machinery, enduring long hours and hefting chunks of dangerous metal around cold and often risky places. And for less money. And only ‘for the duration’.

We would now consider munitions establishments as ‘high security’, probably rather secretive for both military and commercial reasons. In 1916 distinguished writers, government propagandists, official photographers and ordinary hacks trotted regularly through the lines of cutters, grinders, fuse-assemblers, shell-forgers et al, grasping for adjectives to convey the mammoth production system. When stumped for a word to describe the workers, they usually fell back on ‘splendid’, hinting at a flash-in-the-pan kind of admiration; a wonderment that the war-machine relied on ex-tweenies who had popped up from below-stairs to manhandle monstrous ammunition and who apparently had taken to it like proverbial ducks to water; or on married women who were also keeping a family going while their husbands were at war.

One such onlooker was L.K. Yates, who in 1918 published his impressions of the industry under the imprint of the Ministry of Propaganda. Even so, his description is one of the most detailed and he was full of genuine pride in what he had seen (narrated in the kind of trumpeting tone familiar to anyone who ever sat through Pathé or Gaumont British newsreels many years ago). But behind the ‘highly chuffed with our women’ approach is the authentic view of munitionettes which probably prevailed with much of the population after several years of war. The initial surprise has faded, the admiration for what they could do is genuine, and his is a quaintly chivalrous voice which still hints at reservations as to whether this is what women should be doing, always emphasizing that the way women approach work cannot be anything other than ‘womanly’.



the average woman has, at the initial stage in the munitions shops, to overcome an instinctive fear of the machine. Occasionally, the fear is intensified into an unreasoning phase of terror. ‘One has to coax the women to stay with such as these,’ said one understanding foreman, pointing to a monster machine with huge-toothed wheels. ‘We don’t ask a woman to sit alone with these at first, for she wouldn’t do it, so we put a man with her, and let her sit and watch a bit, and after a while she loses her fear and won’t work with anything else, if she can help it.



He wouldn’t get away with it in a government pamphlet these days. But this was 1917, and it was axiomatic that there should be a softening glow which would evince approval in those still disturbed by the influx of women into the engineering world:



Sometimes, they have volunteered to work throughout the night when air-raids are in progress, at other times, women-workers have returned to the danger zone immediately after some bad experience there; and in every case, the woman worker in the filling factory cheerfully sacrifices much which she holds dear in life. It may signify but little to a man to give up his small personal possessions whilst at work in the danger areas, but to many a woman worker it means much, that she may not wear a brooch, or a flower, while on duty, and that her wedding-ring, the only allowable trinket, must be bound with thread while she works. Her tresses, which she normally loves to braid, or twist into varying fashions, must also be left hairpinless beneath her cap. She must relinquish her personal belongings before going to her allotted task; no crochet hook or knitting-pin may accompany her into the zone where friction of steel, or hard metal, might spell death to a multitude of employees. Yet this sacrifice of individuality is given freely by the woman in the filling shop, and she is still merry-hearted and blithe as she fills the small bags with deadly power, or binds the charge which shall fire the shell.



You can’t fault him on the detailed picture; it’s the frame which doesn’t stand the test of time.

What would we think today if we had toured the same factories? We would be struck by the dirt which those who worked in heavy industry took for granted. Even in a munitions plant where precautions were taken against explosions, there would be rubbish and accumulated grime, and very few safety precautions with dangerous machinery. Few industrial premises would be heated in the winter or cooled in the summer. Protective clothing was unknown, and pictures show long skirts flapping next to lathes, ordinary shoes among the heavy shells being moved, fingers gripping unshielded machinery, and overalls filthy with daily work. Where there are hundreds of women assembling fuses, making cartridges, ramming explosive into shells, the work is clearly mind-numbingly repetitive, with no thought given to varying tasks or spreading skills. The noise in some of the plants was taken for granted, preventing ordinary conversation and adding to the pressure of the job.

When just days before it was finally decommissioned, I walked through the huge building in Birtley in County Durham, built in 1915, I realized it was a rare reminder of what ‘heavy’ industry really meant a hundred years ago: daunting, clanging, sooty-smelling and austere. We have few of these buildings left, and it is hard now to convey the idea that people once accepted these demanding conditions as normal. The ‘facilities’ were very basic: prior to the war it was rare for employers to provide more than a simple lavatory; washrooms were rare. And as the factories were often far from residential areas, an hour or so’s travel could be added on to the twelve-hour shifts. Discipline on a factory floor was sharply enforced: there were no tea mugs to be seen in the work areas, no places for ‘sitting out’. Indeed, not until the final months of the war did anyone seem to think that twelve hours on your feet shoving shells about might be a tad wearying for even the healthiest worker: the Minister of Munitions had given it some thought and ‘made an order requiring the provision of sitting facilities for all female workers employed in any process in turning or machining shells or shell bodies, so as to enable them to take advantage of any opportunities for resting that may occur in the course of their employment’. The announcement was careful not to be too indulgent of those with tired limbs – the Minister didn’t stipulate whether it should be one chair, bench or stool each, or one chair, bench or stool shared by everyone. Depends on local conditions, was the guidance and no seating whatsoever need be provided ‘if the proximity to the machines is impracticable or undesirable’. Consideration for workers’ comforts only went so far. . . .

The army of munitionettes naturally attracted the attention of the enemy: despite black-out precautions or remote locations, the Zeppelins, and later the bombers, came hunting for them. This was the kind of activity which the press was not invited to witness – the ignition of Faversham’s 200 tons of TNT and ammonium nitrate only reached the local East Kent Gazette on 29 April 1916 – twenty-seven days after the event. Elsewhere, it was probably more luck than defence that spared the sprawling sheds, though the Armstrong factory on the banks of the River Tyne boasted a new-fangled anti-aircraft emplacement – two guns out of retirement from the Boer War. If a raid began, the lights were turned off and the workers crept out, sometimes to the canteen, sometimes outside. Several accounts by the lady superintendents charged with evacuating the buildings acknowledge that there wasn’t really any place of safety. Mrs G.M. West was at Waltham Abbey and was constantly herding her charges out:



The hooters sounded about 6.30 before the girls’ supper hour – there are no real shelters for the girls who have to leave the danger sheds & crouch under the clean-ways. There are raised gangways which lead from one shed to another. The ground underneath is often very wet, & covered with nettles, also there are some rats, & always plenty of slugs. These small matters make it extremely difficult to get the girls to go under cover, & still more difficult to keep them there.



The four hundred women under the care of Mrs Geraldine Kaye at Woolwich Arsenal impressed her during raids as they waited in the dark in the sheds: ‘wonderful pluck’. However, when she moved to another Vickers factory she initially found that everyone had to huddle indoors with the lights off – and with all the windows and doors locked from the outside. At least when they could head to the canteen for a meal, rather than endure a twitchy wait for engines overhead, the munitionettes would happily order a plate of two sausages and mashed potato as ‘two Zepps and a cloud’.

The traditional problems with explosives were ever-present, but it is hard to gauge how much they were in the thoughts of the workers. We look back on it as a risky business, with few of the precautions expected nowadays. Coming from a shipbuilding town, I was aware at an early age that heavy industry produced men with fingers missing, nasty cuts which putrefied, slices off shins which were ignored by men ‘not wanting to make a fuss’, and women who suffered from numerous chronic conditions which they seriously believed were inevitable and had to be ‘put up with’. The world of manual labour and dangerous machinery exacted a heavy toll, and the level of tolerance was far greater than today. You expected to feel ‘poorly’: ‘our skin was perfectly yellow, right down through the body, legs and toenails even, perfectly yellow . . .’. These are the words of a ‘canary girl’, Mrs M. Hall, describing the result of ten hours making munitions in Perivale in London – ten hours during which she had been absorbing TNT, which could be fatal.

The authorities were somewhat coy about illness and deaths: censorship extended to the munitions industry, and not all accidents were reported. Some, however, could not be ignored: in July 1918 Chilwell Filling Factory in Nottingham produced a massive blast which sent a cloud of smoke and debris high in the sky. Local residents ran to help: ‘What a scene of horror met us. Every available vehicle had been commandeered to take the casualties to the hospitals. Men, women and young people burnt, practically all their clothing burnt, torn and dishevelled, their faces black and charred, some bleeding with limbs torn off, eyes and hair literally gone.’ When the Brunner Mond factory at Silvertown in East London exploded in January 1917, there were plenty of eyewitness reports: ‘There were shouts of “fire”, well, you could not miss it, the whole place was lit up. We were all outside looking. I went upstairs to get a shawl. Suddenly I was downstairs and the house was on top of me. It’s funny, but I can’t really remember hearing the explosion . . . our house was blown down right enough.’ Sixty-nine workers were killed and four hundred were injured, though there were suspicions that the casualties were considerably higher. Most of the East End of London was roused from bed, and Woolwich Arsenal across the river looked likely at one point to join in the disaster.

Usually incidents were confined to a description such as ‘a factory in the north’, but time and again the flames in the sky and the shudder of the explosions defeated the censors. Ardeer in Scotland was home to one of the older plants, Nobel’s Explosives Works – the largest in the world before the war and with an experienced workforce, many of them women. They had had their accidents in the previous century, but in July 1915 the TNT building detonated repeatedly, turning night into day. A mile away ‘the glare cast over Irvine is so bright that it is possible to read the newspapers’. Kilmarnock, seven miles away, shook violently. The local press knew that there were numerous casualties, but could not get past the official censor for accurate numbers.

Every so often, individual acts of bravery were given some prominence. Mabel Lethbridge was one of the first women awarded the CBE: one of five munitionettes operating a shell-filler at Hayes in Middlesex, she lost a leg and suffered multiple other injuries when the machine malfunctioned and the other women were instantly burned alive. She had started work a mere week before and was only seventeen, having lied about her age to escape from a cloistered upbringing and join the thousands streaming towards their new jobs. Other women did not get recognition: a letter to the Imperial War Museum after the war reveals another casualty at Port Glasgow: 

‘Dear Sir or Madam this is the Photo of my Dear daughter this is the only sort of Photo that I have to send the loss of her has been very great to us and for ever will I never will get over her Death she was so Good and never was abstant [sic] from her work and was at her work when she was killed my Dear Girl it is with deep regret I write this. Yours with kind regards Isabella Crouthers Sen. Mother of the girl.’
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Ha’way the Lasses

I went to my first football match when I was twelve. I remember the extraordinary sound of fifty-odd thousand voices bellowing and echoing round Roker Park, filling every particle of air with the famous Roker Roar. I thought it thrilling. l don’t remember a single thing about the game.

Rather strange to take a twelve-year-old girl to a Saturday football match? Not in Sunderland, where football has always been an alternative religion. The question ‘Are you a fan?’ is a redundant remark to a Wearsider. As with most religions, you are born into it – there’s no choice. And we have little red and white stripes on our eyeballs as well.

In the second half of the twentieth century, there was a continuation of the industrial decline from the heyday of shipbuilding and coal pits and glass-making. As the totems of work diminished, passion and a sense of place became ever more focussed on the football team, reaching the point now where it is the one reliable point of contact with the wider, richer world. Being part of the internationally famous Premier League (well, most of the time, teeth gritted, fingers crossed) enables us to put down a marker and start a conversation almost anywhere in the world. As a journalist, and a woman, I find it a passport into the strange land of male conversation; men immediately feel confident and I desperately try to remember how the ref refused an obvious penalty last Saturday. I may watch football, but I have no talent for the minutiae.

At school in Sunderland, we played a lot of sport – the legacy of that late Victorian enthusiasm which built on the idea that a healthy body would lead to a healthy mind, i.e. one that didn’t spend every waking moment dreaming about boys. We played netball, tennis and rounders, attempted lacrosse but found no one else in the North-east to play against, and were encouraged on to the hockey field to undertake what was seen as armed rugby (but still healthy). Cricket was occasionally suggested, probably because all good wives were supposed to understand the meaning of silly mid on and why Test matches are a sacred ritual. Football was never mentioned. Like all religions, it was seen as the Province of Men, run by them, featuring them and with women as followers. I cannot remember a single instance of anyone ever discussing whether girls should put on football boots. Clearly, even in this football-mad town no one remembered the Sunderland Daisies and the Southwick Lilies.

In the school reception area there were faded sepia photographs of hearty Edwardian girls in long skirts brandishing lacrosse sticks and posing snootily in high-collared shirts with tennis rackets, and we possessed a large assortment of battered silver trophies and sports shields. Even if the clothes were unsuitable by modern standards, there was a strong sense that the Victorian crinoline had been dumped and the odd ankle was going to be on show. At the turn of the century, sport for ladies was becoming respectable. Tennis, rowing, fencing, archery, golf, swimming and many more pursuits were gaining ground, and girls’ schools were organizing leagues and competitions. Some sports, however, were deemed out of bounds, and on 23 March 1895 the very sight of ladies kicking a football in North London prompted a great deal of harrumphing and trumpeting in the press:


There was an astonishing sight in the neighbourhood of Nightingale Land Ground, Crouch End, on Saturday afternoon. Crouch End itself rubbed its eyes and pinched its arms. . . . All through the afternoon train-loads of excited people journeyed over from all parts, and the respectable array of carriages, cabs, and other vehicles marked a record in the history of Football. Yet all that this huge throng of ten thousand had gathered to see was the opening match of the British Ladies’ Football Club.


The Daily Sketch might be excited, but two days later the Jarrow Express delivered the north-east view: ‘The members of the British Ladies’ Football Club have played their first match in public. We hope it will be their last.’

The Manchester Guardian took a more liberal line, noting that


their costumes, of course, came in for a good deal of attention, but, thanks to the illustrated papers and the recent developments of gymnastics and cycling, the general public has become so familiar with ‘Rational Dress’ that it no longer creates anything like a sensation. The ladies team of the North wore red blouses with white yokes, and full black knickerbockers fastened below the knee, black stockings, red beretta caps, brown leather boots and leg-pads . . . one or two added a short skirt above the knickerbockers, but this rather distracted from the good appearance of the dress, as the skirts flapped about in the wind and rendered movement less graceful.


The Sketch got down to the actual game – and took aim:


It would be idle to attempt any description of the play. The first few minutes were sufficient to show that football by women, if the British Ladies’ be taken as a criterion, is totally out of the question. A footballer requires speed, judgement, skill, and pluck. Not one of these four qualities was apparent on Saturday. For the most part, the ladies wandered aimlessly over the field at an ungraceful jog-trot. A smaller ball than usual was utilised, but the strongest among them could propel it no further than a few yards. The most elementary rules of the game were unknown, and the referee, Mr C. Squires, spent a most agonising time.


Newspapers up and down the land carried letters and articles about ‘this astonishing sight’, fuelled by more matches in Brighton, Bury, Reading and Bristol. The driving force in the team was Nettie Honeyball, who played as a defender and was quoted as saying: ‘If men can play football, why can’t we?’ A swift answer was published in the pages of the British Medical Journal: ‘We can in no way sanction reckless exposure to violence, of organs which the common experience of women had led them in every way to protect.’ Undeterred, the club advertised in the Daily Graphic for members to play ‘a manly game and show that it could be womanly as well’. The club’s president was Lady Dixie, the Marquess of Queensberry’s daughter, well known for her progressive views on women’s rights; she had already made her mark as the ‘field correspondent’ for the London Morning Post during the First Boer War fifteen years earlier. Florence Dixie lent the club respectability and publicity. Florence had well-known views on women’s rights and took equality seriously, stating that ‘the girls should enter into the spirit of the game with heart and soul’. She set the pattern which was to emerge later, charging an entrance fee which was donated to charity. The club went on tour – Brighton, Bristol, Bury and Newcastle, where a crowd of eight thousand turned up at St James’s Park, and played several games in Scotland. Whether the crowds came to see a game or, as suggested in numerous reports, to ogle the legs on show, is difficult to judge. It needs to be stressed that women’s legs were in the same category then, as breasts are on American family television today.

On the whole the footballers were regarded with the attitude that was automatically taken to women who did not toe the conventional line: a mixture of patronizing amusement
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