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Michelle Rawlins is an award-winning journalist with 20 years’ experience, based in Yorkshire. This book features the voices of the last surviving Women of Steel, as well as those of their families.




About the Book

When war broke out, the young women of Sheffield had their carefree lives turned upside down. With their sweethearts being sent away to fight, they had no choice but to step into the men’s shoes and become the backbone of the city’s steel industry. Through hard toil and companionship, they vowed to keep the foundry fires burning and ensured that soldiers had the weapons, planes and ships needed to secure victory over Hitler.

When the men returned from the front in 1945, many of these women tragically found themselves discarded ‘like yesterday’s fish and chip wrappers’. But decades later, a grassroots campaign spearheaded by the elderly Women of Steel finally brought their remarkable story to light.

Women of Steel is the last chance to hear these unsung heroines’ voices, as they share first-hand how a group of plucky young women rallied together to win the war for Britain.




To the Women of Steel




Author’s Note

The stories of over twenty remarkable Women of Steel unfold during the course of this book. At the back of this book you will find a brief profile of each of them, which can be referred back to as you read.

The majority of quotations in this book are based on interviews I conducted with the Women of Steel or their families. I have also drawn on some written sources, such as diaries, in which I have kept any errors or local dialect true to the originals.

MICHELLE RAWLINS,

2020




Foreword

The first time I met Kathleen Roberts, who shared her stories over tea and homemade flapjacks, we shed a tear together. For more than seventy years, the monumental efforts of Sheffield’s ‘Women of Steel’ during the Second World War had gone largely unrecognised, their sacrifices never mentioned and their contributions swept under the carpet. But thanks to this remarkable octogenarian, who had finally plucked up the courage to dial the number of her local newspaper, we were going to put that right.

This was a generation of women who knew that their sacrifices didn’t compare to those made by the men who fought on the front line, but without them those battles would not have been won. They’d spent long days and nights in the foundries making the tools of war, protecting the home front and suffering losses of their own – yet they’d been sacked unceremoniously on the spot when the men returned, never thanked. After surrendering their most tender years to keep the fires of the Sheffield steel industry burning, it was as though their contribution had been erased from the history books.

The Star’s campaign to win recognition for our Women of Steel was the most successful the newspaper has ever run. The response was incredible. After running the first article, about Kathleen’s story, many family members got in touch to say it had prompted their own mothers to reveal, for the very first time, that they themselves were Women of Steel. Many of these young girls did what was necessary and then never talked about it, not even to their own children. They didn’t think anybody would be interested, and they certainly didn’t think what they had done was anything remarkable. How wrong they were.

Kathleen’s rallying call had a remarkable impact on Sheffield and even made its way into international headlines. She was quickly joined in her campaign by three other women who went on to become close friends – Kit Sollitt, Ruby Gascoigne and Dorothy Slingsby – and the foursome were backed by the whole of Sheffield. The city began to fundraise for a permanent statue to commemorate the Women of Steel and ensure their contributions would not be forgotten again. The determination these women – now in their eighties and nineties – had to show to raise enough money to fund the statue was remarkable. Donations grew through hundreds of small contributions from pensioners and children’s cake bakes to a huge pop concert and city-wide sponsored walks. The fact that the statue was the first in Sheffield to be paid for by public donations for more than a century made it extra special but required a fundraising resilience that most of us are unlikely to possess in our later years. A staggering £150,000 was raised in total.

In June 2016, seventy-one years after Hitler was finally defeated and victory declared across Europe, 2,000 people gathered in Barker’s Pool in Sheffield city centre to pay thanks to these formidable women and reveal the statue. Even as it was being unveiled, you could hear some of the women whispering under their breaths that they didn’t know what all the fuss was about, but they were beaming with pride, as were several generations of their own families. Those who were there that day will always carry it in their hearts.

This book is a tribute to women such as Kathleen, and all those who gave up their former lives for the duration of the war. It offers insights into women’s experiences and sacrifices long before words like empowerment, equality or feminism became popular. As a reporter listening to these women’s stories, I learnt more than I ever could from studying any academic literature – and thanks to this book you will be able to as well.

These were working mums, bereaved teenagers and skilled, yet untrained, engineers – all rolled into one, and all while suffering the angst of war. They transformed factories with their singing and laughter, danced nights away at the City Hall and never gave up. They shared wedding dresses, made ‘tights’ from gravy browning, queued around the block for rations, slept through air-raid sirens when they were too physically exhausted to move and worked on as the bombs dropped, knowing the glow of molten steel made them an easy target for the planes above.

They dreaded hearing footsteps outside their factory windows, praying it wasn’t a telegram delivery bringing bad news. Those lucky enough to have their menfolk return home alive often had to become long-term carers for partners with awful injuries and relationships were sometimes a far cry from what they had been when the war started. The women had toughened and gained newfound independence through necessity. The men had seen things and done things which changed them for ever. Making a marriage work in those circumstances, often with small children who had spent their first years not knowing their father, was another unspoken yet cripplingly difficult challenge.

All these reasons are why this book is so important and why I hope you take Sheffield’s Women of Steel to your heart. There are stories on these pages that may strike a personal note with you because of your own family. They may inspire you to sit down with your own mother, grandmother or daughter and talk through their experiences of life, their feelings and the history that made you all. I do hope so. That is why having the Women of Steel’s memories documented in such an engaging way is the most important tribute of all.

They weren’t thanked for more than half a century, and they never expected anyone to care. It isn’t merely about their individual stories – in fact, they all always said it was never about them at all – it is about understanding the whole of history rather than selected parts and remembering that the most remarkable memories aren’t always the ones most told. It is about the women who died – some in those foundries as a result of horrific workplace accidents, some alongside their families as the bombs dropped and some at grand old ages in a Sheffield of a different time – yet all without knowing how proud they should have been of themselves and how proud our city is and always will be of them.

If one child turns to her parents and asks why Sheffield has that statue and what it means, then Kathleen can rest easy knowing that it was job well done – twice. We won’t forget again.

NANCY FIELDER,

Editor of the Sheffield Star newspaper,

August 2019
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Life Before the War

THE 1930s

The two decades leading up to the Second World War were tough times. The economic depression that took hold of the country caused high levels of unemployment and poverty, and with no government benefits and limited state intervention, even those in desperate need were expected to sell their furniture before any relief money would be paid. But with this poverty came an instinctive desire to help family, friends and neighbours in any way you could.

‘In those days, everyone was really friendly and helped one another. It was very different to today. People go into their houses of an evening and shut the door. But back then, your door was always open, and mothers would check how their neighbours were and, if they needed any help – it was offered freely, knowing if the shoe was on the other foot, the same would be done in return.’

These are the telling words of Kathleen Roberts. As I embarked upon discovering what these incredible women had endured, Kathleen invited me into her home to share some of her extraordinary memories. We chatted about her younger years, and it soon became crystal clear that before and during the war, there was a widespread desire to help those around you. Nobody wanted to see someone else go without, and if a person could help, they most certainly did.

It was only as Kathleen became an adult herself that she realised how hard life was for her steadfast parents, Bert and Ruth Hughes, who lived in Firth Park, then a rural part of Sheffield. She said: ‘My sister Brenda and I spent many a carefree and idyllic afternoon in the neighbouring farmer’s fields with the farmer’s two grandchildren, and as she got older our youngest sister, Audrey, would join us.

‘We really didn’t have an inkling of how tough life was. Our existence was quite delightful – the hardest part of our day was walking home up the big hill after school.’

Like many pre-war families, Kathleen’s parents utilised the land with enviable proficiency to help put food on the table: ‘Although our meat, eggs and milk came from Mr Granger, our farming neighbour, we had a big garden, and my parents would turn their hand to anything: potatoes, carrots, beans and fruit. I can still taste the sweetness on my lips of the bright pink rhubarb dipped in sugar that Dad had grown. He would wrap a few stalks in a brown paper cone for Brenda and I to eat on our way to school.

‘My parents wouldn’t see anyone else go short either. If a neighbour needed some carrots, Mum would offer a handful, and in return they would give us a bag of whatever they had managed to harvest – it could be peas or potatoes, whatever they had a few extra of. There was a strong community feel – if someone was struggling, you did what you could to make life a little easier.’

At fourteen, Kathleen’s almost heavenly childhood came to an abrupt end when she left school. As was the norm in those days, she was sent to the local Labour Exchange and handed her blue card and given the option of two jobs. ‘The rules were tough: you took one of the jobs whether you liked it or not or you didn’t get paid – it was that simple.’ Kathleen’s first job was at the confectioners Simpkins of Sheffield. She’d assumed she would be working in a traditional sweet shop, but the reality couldn’t have been more different. When Kathleen arrived on her first day, she was pointed in the direction of the glass-washing department and ordered to scrub the labels off heavy, sticky bottles so they could be reused and filled with the traditional boiled sweets that adorned the shelves of chemists up and down the country. Kathleen did as she was told, but by the end of her long and laborious eight-hour shift, her hands were red raw and speckled with angry pink blisters from being plunged in and out of near-scalding-hot water all day.

When she arrived home, Bert took one look at his eldest daughter’s painful palms and, despite how hard times were, announced: ‘You aren’t going back.’ Instead, it was decided Kathleen would become a companion for their elderly and infirm neighbour, Mrs Hill. ‘I went from one extreme to another,’ Kathleen recalled. ‘All Mrs Hill wanted was a bit of company, and I was more than happy to oblige.’

But all good things must come to an end, and in 1938, as Kathleen turned seventeen, her Uncle Charlie announced he had found her a job at Metro Vickers, the electrical-engineering factory where he was a manager. By then, rumours of war were rife. German troops had already occupied Austria, and Hitler was causing mayhem in Czechoslovakia.

Kathleen and her sister Brenda had watched the Pathé newsreels at the cinema, which were shown before the main feature film. ‘I saw Hitler’s troops marching into one country after another, destroying communities,’ Kathleen said. ‘I remember feeling very unsettled, and it still makes me shudder to this day.’

Her days of relative comfort were over as Kathleen took her first steps through the doors of Metro Vickers and, later on, Brown Bayley’s. ‘It was a huge culture shock,’ she told me. ‘The first thing that hit me as I walked inside the huge great buildings was the noise. It was deafening. There were machines running everywhere you looked, and your head pounded within minutes.’

Although times were tough for Kathleen, for many people life was much harsher. Take Alma Bottomley, whose pre-war years highlight the stark realities for those who lived on the breadline during the economic depression. Alma was born in March 1927, the third of seven children to parents George and Blanche Mawson. Large families with several children to a bed weren’t unusual at the time, as modern-day forms of birth control and contraception were not yet widely available.

George was a coal miner and spent up to ten solid hours at a time underground, in the most atrocious and dangerous of conditions. Miners would often find themselves chest deep in dirty, rancid water, working in limited lighting, and they would sometimes have no alternative but to defecate in a quiet spot underground. All of this for a pitiful wage that many struggled to live on.

When I went to interview Alma, despite being ninety-one, she could recall with laser-sharp clarity how tough her childhood was. ‘We were very poor and never had much,’ she told me quite matter-of-factly, without a shred of self-pity in her voice. ‘That was our lot. There was no point complaining about it – it wouldn’t have changed anything.’

Alma was born in a sturdy little terraced house on Lesley Road, Goldthorpe, but when money became so tight that they could no longer pay the rent man, the family were left with no choice but to pack up their worldly belongings and do a moonlight flit. ‘One of the houses we lived in afterwards was a back-to-back terrace on The Avenues, in Thurnscoe, Rotherham. They were no better than the slums and even had cockroaches in them.’

Although the life of a coal miner was hard, not all families had it as tough as George and Blanche Mawson. Take Ruby Gascoigne, one of the four main women who spearheaded the campaign for recognition. Sadly, she passed away aged ninety-five in October 2017, before I started this book, but her son, Kevin Gascoigne, happily told me about this formidable matriarch who went on to be known as the ‘Duchess of Duke Street’.

Ruby’s father, Ben, who had served as a soldier in France and India during the First World War, became one of the thousands of coal miners across Yorkshire after peace was declared, employed at Tinsley Park Colliery, in Sheffield.

Although money was tight, Ruby’s life wasn’t as difficult as it was for some others. She lived in an immaculately kept two-up two-down on Fairfax Road. By modern-day standards, it was far from luxurious, with an outdoor toilet, no indoor bath and only a cold running tap in the bathroom – but at least there were no cockroaches.

Just like the majority of other traditional pre-war housewives, Ruby’s mother, Lavinia, adhered to a strict weekly routine of keeping her house spic and span. Monday was always washday. She would use a posser, as it was known in Sheffield, a long wooden stick with a handled top and a domed bottom, to pound the clothes in a big tub, before wringing them through a mangle to squeeze out the excess water. Thankfully, that evening’s supper was always leftovers from the Sunday roast, saving her from cooking after a hard day’s labour. Throughout the week, Lavinia would join the other housewives on their hands and knees as they all scrubbed their front steps with a donkey stone until not a single speck of dust or dirt could be seen.

Once a week, on a Friday, the tin bath would be brought in from outside, positioned in front of the fire and filled with water from the coal-fired boiler. The much-welcomed tub of warm water would first be used by Ben, after an exhausting day at the pit, then Lavinia and last of all Ruby, all making the most of their weekly soak and scrub. Somewhat unthinkably by today’s standards, the underwear they put on afterwards wouldn’t be changed for a full week.

Kevin told me: ‘Mum never complained about how hard life was. She realised she was one of the lucky ones. The lady who lived next door, Mrs Clark, had eight kids and money was so tight that every week she would have to pawn her husband’s Sunday-best suit and then get it back once he had received his wage packet. Like so many others around them, Mum lived a very simple childhood, but she came from a generation that were happy and content with their lot.’

Another of the four women who fought for recognition was Kit Solitt. She passed away on New Year’s Eve 2017 at the grand age of ninety-eight, but her daughter, Lisa, shared her mother’s story with me. Kit was one of seven children born to parents Walter and Edith. She was classed as a ‘sickly’ child initially, but she proved herself to be a tough cookie in her later years. Maybe her resilience stemmed from her upbringing, during which Kit and her siblings were encouraged to ‘just get on with things’. Kit’s father was a ‘little mester’ – an incredibly common occupation in and around Sheffield. Using his own grinding wheel, Walter produced a vast array of small tools as well as employing lots of men who all did the same job. It enabled him to earn a decent income to provide for his large family, which was supplemented by the pigs and chickens he and his wife reared in the garden of their seventeenth-century home, part of Heeley Common cottages, where Kit was born.

But their semi-idyllic life ended when Walter fell ill, developing a skin disease from all the chemicals he was using. His doctor told him he needed to rest for five years, surrounded by clean fresh air, so, obeying orders, he went to stay with a friend on the Norfolk Broads. With no savings to fall back on, Kit’s mum had to find a new way to clothe and feed her children – and decided to open a fish-and-chip shop on Landsdown Road in Sheffield.

With less money coming in, Edith and her children moved out of their big family home into something much smaller. Instead of living off bacon and eggs, Kit and her siblings now had a new diet of homemade stodgy porridge for breakfast, followed by fish and chips for both their lunch and dinner. Lisa told me: ‘My nan worked incredibly hard to provide for her family, slaving away all the hours God sent to ensure they had what they needed. She would be up at the crack of dawn, spending all day at the shop. Then, after it closed, she would scrub it from top to bottom before getting home and crawling into bed.’

After three years, Walter finally came home fully rested. They opened another fish-and-chip shop, but life was hard, and the family never seemed to get on their feet again financially. Kit’s mum suffered from nasty infections in her fingers caused by handling fish bones, and her sisters soon got fed up of working behind the counter day and night. Within a few years, they were forced to shut the shops, and Walter returned to stone grinding.

At fourteen, Kit left school and – following her mum’s wishes – began working as an apprentice for Spurs, a French polishing firm on Charles Street, Sheffield. Two years later, Kit left and went to work at Stoke Hall, a Georgian Palladian mansion in Derbyshire. It was the home of industrialist Emile Viner, world-renowned for producing fine silver cutlery, and Kit was responsible for polishing the antique German furniture. Although her new job was pleasant enough, Kit encountered problems of a different kind. Lisa explained: ‘Mum often told us stories about the butler, who she described as an out an out “letch” and a “dirty old man”. Mum was very wary of him, and when she went up to bed in her attic room, she would put a chair against the door to stop him trying to get into her room.’

Another of the women I met whose stories were as extraordinary as they were humbling was Florence Temperton. This remarkable lady was born in 1923 into a mining community where poverty and hard work came in equal measure. One of six children to parents Joseph and Florence Travis, the softly spoken nonagenarian told me: ‘We were very poor back then. Most people were, but we just got on with it. My dad worked long hours as a miner at Tinsley Park for a paltry wage, so my mum became a dab hand at making a little go a long way. When times were really hard, my parents wouldn’t serve themselves a meal. Instead, they would wait until all us children had finished and only then, if there was anything left, would they eat. We knew we were poor growing up, but most of the time it never bothered me. It was just the way it was.’

There were times, however, when her family’s poverty upset Florence. It became a weekly routine that her mum would pawn her daughter’s dresses on a Monday and would go and buy them back again after her husband had been paid on a Friday. Florence recalled: ‘As a little girl, I only had one best dress [at a time], and even that was often second hand or had been passed down from a family member. I would always save it for special occasions so it didn’t get spoilt and would always feel proud when I wore it. When I was ten or eleven, I was invited to a school friend’s party and slipped into my best dress, but when I arrived my little bubble of happiness was suddenly burst. Little did I know the dress I was wearing had been pawned by the mum of the birthday girl, as it had been classed as tatty and was no longer wanted. Instead of feeling special in my “new” dress, I had to fight back my tears as humiliation soared through me.’

Barbara Lingard (née Moore) and her twin sister Doreen entered the world on 29 July 1924, weighing a tiny three pounds each. The doctor who delivered the sisters announced: ‘Doreen won’t survive. Don’t worry about her.’ But their determined mum, Edith, wasn’t about to just give up on one of her precious babies. Instead she nurtured them with the love and attention any dedicated mother shows her children. When you consider how primitive medical science was nearly a century ago, it’s amazing they made it. With no incubator to rely on, Edith wrapped the twins in blankets in between nursing them, then placed them in front of the fire to keep warm. She would pop every spare penny she had in a pot labelled ‘doctor’s fund’ on top of the mantelpiece. As soon as his bill was paid, the pot would be empty, and Edith would scrupulously start saving again, putting away everything they could spare of her husband’s wage from the nearby tobacco snuff mill.

The little twins not only lived but survived to a grand old age. Doreen passed away in February 2018 at the age of ninety-two (no mean feat when you consider the doctor’s prognosis when she was born), and Barbara was ninety-four when I went to visit her. She recalled her early years with Doreen with a melancholy smile as she was transported back ninety years to a time when she and her sister would play with a homemade dolls’ house created from a cardboard box. When I asked Barbara if it had been a happy childhood despite the hardship, she was quick to answer. ‘It was,’ she said. ‘Although we didn’t have much, we didn’t want for anything either.’

Barbara’s father suffered with his nerves after serving his country in the First World War, rendering him unable to cope with a lot of noise in the house. Barbara said: ‘Doreen and I knew not to get too excitable around Dad. I guess whatever he witnessed during the war heavily affected him. Mum was always very kind and seemed to know just what he needed and cared for him with such love and compassion.’ Similar to the scores of families in their neighbourhood, what they didn’t have in material possessions was supplemented tenfold in love: ‘We were always a very close-knit family and just enjoyed being together.’

Barbara would constantly long for the weekends when her dad would announce they were going out for a big walk over the moors: ‘It was a form of escapism for Dad, helping him to forget about the atrocities he’d witnessed. Mum would pack a picnic of potted meat and a tub of dripping to have with a loaf of freshly made bread. It smelt delicious, and just the aroma would make your tummy rumble.’

Despite not enjoying school, preferring to be at home with her mum, Barbara was academically gifted, as was Doreen. They went on to pass their eleven-plus exams, thereby securing automatic entrance to the esteemed High Storrs School, but their parents were left with no choice but to decline the offer. Barbara explained: ‘They didn’t have a spare penny, so there was no way they could afford the uniforms and books, especially considering there were two of us.’ Instead, at fourteen, Barbara and her sister both started their working life in an office, Burdall’s Ltd, before moving to the stocks and shares company Nicholson’s, thanks to the allure of a slightly better wage. To supplement their weekly pay packet, the girls would work at the company director’s farm of a weekend, digging potatoes and picking apples. But as the years that followed would reveal, these jobs were idyllic in comparison to their time in the factories.

I was also contacted by Mary Obodo and Anne-Marie Appleton – the daughters of Woman of Steel Muriel Goddard – who recalled the tough life, plagued by debilitating ill-health and severe poverty, their remarkable mum had endured. Anne-Marie kindly sent me a copy of Muriel’s journal, in which she had written her humbling life story in her own words. As I read through the pages, I was shocked and fascinated in equal measure by what this incredible woman had experienced. There’s no poetic prose or rose-tinted veil. Instead Muriel’s simplistic yet enlightening recollections of her life are an honest reflection of a family where every penny was precious.

Born on 29 May 1925 to parents Joseph and Mary White, Muriel was the youngest of seven children, with three elder brothers and the same number of sisters. The family lived in what later became a slum clearance house on Pontefract Road in Broomhill, Barnsley. Muriel wrote about the home she was born into:


A row of houses on the main road – mam’s bedroom, two double beds and a fireplace. I can’t remember drawers or wardrobes, just I was in an iron cot until I was four years old. Sometimes we had a fire in the fireplace in winter. The bedroom at the back opened to the staircase and the boys slept in there with Dad. The girls in the front, except if Cliff was sick and had to have a fire in the bedroom. One winter, he had double pneumonia and pleurisy and was lucky to be alive.



Muriel’s father, Joseph, struggled physically after years of working long and arduous hours as a coal miner at the nearby Darfield Main Colliery, and most of his and his wife’s children battled with illnesses. Muriel herself fell poorly at seven years old and was diagnosed with diphtheria, a common but potentially fatal condition. Fortunately, she escaped with just a couple of weeks in isolation, but some of her brothers were less fortunate and were left with severe hearing problems for the rest of their lives.

With reference to her school life, Muriel wrote:


I don’t think I ever enjoyed school, I was never bright at lessons. We sat an exam at 10 years old but I didn’t pass; a few did but not me. It was a scholarship exam to get you in to the Grammar school but, even if I had passed, we wouldn’t have been able to afford it anyway.

My dad didn’t work. Mam was always busy; she went out to people’s houses and helped them when they were sick or, as she called it, ‘confined’, and she was the local lady who helped the undertaker when anyone died and helped while they were dying. She was also the local unofficial midwife and took in washing and ‘decorated’ and cleaned at the local pub, The Old Moor Tavern (then it was The Railway). All this kept food on the table. On occasions she went to Birmingham to Aunt Tilly’s or Aunt Annie’s to help them. Looking back it was a relief for her for a couple of weeks. My dad was a hard man to live with, he had very bad mood swings.

Sometimes he would give me sixpence now and again and a little silver coin . . . to spend and to this day I can’t understand how, because all he had was 8 shillings a week dole money (that’s why Mam went out to work). It would be spent on sweets, most things would be about a penny, ten aniseed balls for a halfpenny – they were my favourite sweets. The lads [Muriel’s brothers], John, Clifford and Joe went to work at Houghton Main Pit. They had to walk up Cat Hill to Houghton Main before they started their shifts and there was another few miles underground before they reached the coal face they worked on. They would work for one week for £1.10 shillings at the most.

No one had money in those days. Mam used to take the lads best suits to Wombwell to the pawn shop for money for food for the week and fetch them back Friday (wage day) so they looked decent at the weekend. Mr & Mrs Brown had a shop and when we needed anything in the week we put it on tick to pay at the weekend.



When she was eight years old, Muriel and her family moved to Copeland Road in nearby Wombwell, after her slum clearance family home was finally demolished. She wrote: ‘It was a three-bedroom house. It was great to have a proper bathroom with hot water and a tap instead of a fire boiler . . . It had a garden at the front and the rear.’ Despite the obvious poverty in which the family lived, there’s little sadness or anger in Muriel’s memoirs, just a simple acceptance of the way things were and gratitude for the little they did have:


I was eight years old before I had my first and only doll that an aunt bought for me. My hobbies were cutting cartoons out of the daily paper, Rupert the Bear out of the Star and reading Gloops stories. We had an occasional jigsaw. We had a hokey pokey when the ice cream man came round with his cart (a three-wheel bike with a box on the front). It was one penny for a small chocolate bar and a big bar for threepence.

Christmas Day was special, we had a goose and sometimes chicken but the dinner was always good and we put a silver sixpence in the pudding which was always homemade. Mum made mince pies, lemon and jam tarts and always a Christmas cake. I remember one Christmas, I was about seven years old, we had a new penny, an apple and orange, sometimes chocolate but never a lot. Once I had a baby doll that Aunt Florrie bought me and a red jumper suit.
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