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Women in World War One

Factoid one - Voluntary Aid Detachments
In 1909 it was decided to form Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs) to provide medical assistance in time of war. By the summer of 1914 there were over 2,500 Voluntary Aid Detachments in Britain. Of the 74,000 VADs in 1914, two-thirds were women and girls. Katharine Furse took two VADs to France soon after the outbreak of the First World War. After establishing a hospital at Boulogne, Furse returned to London where she became Commander-in-Chief of the organisation. During the next four years 38,000 VADs worked as assistant nurses, ambulance drivers and cooks. VAD hospitals were also opened in most large towns in Britain. 

At first the military authorities were unwilling to accept VADs on the front-line. However, this restriction was removed in 1915 and women volunteers over the age of twenty-three and with more than three months experience, were allowed to go to the Western Front and elsewhere. Some women went to the Western Front as letter writers for soldiers who were either too ill or too illiterate to write their own letters. May Bradford, the wife of John Rose Bradford, Physician to the British Expeditionary Force, later recalled how she educated men on the treatment of women: "To one man I said, 'Shall I begin the letter with my dear wife?' He quietly answered: 'That sounds fine, but she'll be wondering I never said that before.' 
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Factoid two -Women’s Land Army

With growing numbers of men joining the British armed forces during the First World War, the country was desperately short of labour. The Government decided that more women would have to become more involved in producing food and goods to support their war effort. This included the establishment of the Women's Land Army. Some farmers resisted this measure and in 1916 the Board of Trade began sending agricultural organizing officers around the country in an effort to persuade farmers to accept women workers. This strategy worked and by 1917 there were over 260,000 women working as farm labourers. According to one local report (East Grinstead Observer, 1916)Bottom of Form

, “Women were proving in many directions that they could perform useful work - in offices, in munitions works, and they had even seen them assisting in tarring and repairing roads. On farms, too, they could be of great assistance they could do valuable work with weeding. Three pence an hour was the minimum wage for untrained helpers. Many of the jobs women fulfilled during the war had long been undertaken by them in the past. The Prime Minister David Lloyd George noted in his memoirs, When in 1915 the Board of Agriculture tried to induce the farming community to employ female labour - the "lilac sunbonnet brigade," as they were jocularly hailed in some quarters - it met at first with very little success. There was of course work that had long been done by women on family farms - milking, butter making, poultry keeping, haymaking and the like. 
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Factoid three - Women’s Auxiliary Army

With heavy losses on the Western Front in 1916, the British Army became concerned by its reduced number of fighting soldiers. Lieutenant General Sir Henry Lawson suggested to Brigadier General Auckland Geddes, Director of Recruitment at the War Office, that far too many men were doing what he called "soft jobs". After talks with the government it was decided to use women to replace men doing certain administrative jobs in Britain and France. These men could then be sent to fight at the front. 

In January 1917, the government announced the establishment of a new voluntary service, the Women's Auxiliary Army Corps (WAAC). The plan was for these women to serve as clerks, telephonists, waitresses, cooks, and as instructors in the use of gas masks. It was decided that women would not be allowed to hold commissions and so that those in charge were given the ranks of controller and administrator. Helen Gwynne-Vaughan was chosen for the important job as the WAAC's Chief Controller (Overseas). The WAAC uniform consisted of a small, tight-fitting khaki cap, khaki jackets and skirts. Regulations stated that the skirt had to be no more than twelve inches above the ground. To maintain a high standard of fitness, all members of the WAAC had to do physical exercises every day. This included morris dancing and hockey. 

Women in the WAAC were not given full military status. The women enrolled rather than enlisted and were punished for breaches of discipline by civil rather than military courts. Women in the WAAC were divided into officials (officers), forewomen (sergeant), assistant forewomen (corporals) and workers (privates). Between January 1917 and the Armistice over 57,000 women served in the WAAC. Newspapers in Britain began publishing stories claiming that the WAAC in France were becoming too friendly with the soldiers and large numbers were being sent home because they were pregnant. A senior member of the WAAC, Miss Tennyson Jesse, was asked to carry out an official investigation into these stories. In her report, Tennyson Jesse pointed out that between March 1917 to February 1918, of the 6,000 WAACs in France, only 21 became pregnant. Tennyson Jesse argued that this was a lower-rate than in most British villages. Tennyson Jesse proudly pointed out that of all the women serving in France only 37 had been sent home for incompetence or lack of discipline. 

Although not on combat duties, members of the WAAC had to endure shelling from heavy artillery and bombing raids by German aircraft. During one attack in April, 1918, nine WAACs were killed at the Etaples Army Camp. British newspapers claimed that it was another example of a German atrocity but Helen Gwynne-Vaughan was quick to point out at a press conference that as the WAAC were in France as replacements for soldiers, the enemy was quite entitled to try and kill them.
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Factoid four - Munitionettes

In the early stages of the First World War the British munitions industry had great difficulty producing the weapons and ammunition needed by the armed forces. In 1915 the government passed the Munitions of War Act that gave it the power to take direct control of the industry. David Lloyd George, Minister of Munitions, announced that normal trade union activities in this industry was now forbidden. Lloyd George was also given power to force the industry to accept unskilled workers. Many of the workers that Lloyd George directed to the munitions industry were women. 

Whereas in 1914 there were 212,000 women working in the munitions industry, by the end of the war it had increased to 950,000. Christopher Addison, who succeeded David Lloyd George as Minister of Munitions, estimated in June, 1917, that about 80 per cent of all weapons and shells were being produced by women. These women workers became known as Munitionettes. The work was extremely dangerous and in one explosion in an East London factory, 12 women were killed. Other accidents at munition factories resulted in over 200 deaths during the First World War. Others suffered health problems such as TNT poisoning because of the dangerous chemicals the women were using. 

The trade union leader, Mary Macarthur, led the campaign to protect the women forced to work in the munitions industry. She pointed out that women in the industry received on average less that half of what the men were paid. After much discussion it was agreed to increase women's wage-rates in the munitions industry. However, by 1918, whereas the average male wage in the munitions industry was £4 6s. 6d. for women it was only £2 2s. 4d. 
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Factoid five - Women’s Royal Air Force

In April 1918 it was decided to form the Royal Air Force (RAF) by amalgamating the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) with the Royal Flying Corps (RFC). Also formed at this time was Women's Royal Air Force (WRAF) and Sir Geoffrey Paine, the Air Ministry Master General of Personnel, appointed Gertrude Crawford as its first commandant.


Over the next nine months 9,000 women were recruited into the Women's Royal Air Force to work as clerks, fitters, drivers, cooks and storekeepers. Gwynne-Vaughan was a great success as the new commander of the organisation. Sir Sefton Brancker argued that "the WRAF was the best disciplined and best turned-out women's organization in the country." Gwynne-Vaughan's work was recognised in June, 1919, when she was awarded the Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire (DBE). However, after the war it was decided to disband the WRAF and Helen Gwynne-Vaughan left office in December, 1919. 
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Factoid six - Women’s Police Force

In 1914 the Headmistresses' Association suggested the formation of a female police force to control the behaviour of young women. As a result, over 2,000 Women's Patrols were formed and every night would tour public parks and visit cinemas in an attempt to prevent acts of immorality.

Margaret Damer Dawson, formed the Women's Police Volunteers (WPV). The government had always opposed the idea of policewomen but with the outbreak of the First World War and large numbers of policemen joining the British Army, it was considered a good idea to have women volunteers to help run the service. Another reason that Dawson's proposal was accepted was that her members were willing to work without pay. The first person to join the WPV was Mary Allen, a member of the Women Political and Social Union who had been imprisoned three times during the campaign for the vote. She later remarked in her book, The Pioneer Policewoman, that: "A sense of humour had kept me from any bitterness. I was quite as enthusiastically ready to work with and for the police as I had been prepared, if necessary, to enter into combat with them." 

In 1915 Dawson renamed her organisation, the Women's Police Service (WPS). At first the WPS concentrated its work in the London area. Wearing a dark-blue uniform, the WPS were assigned responsibilities such as looking after the welfare of refugees. Grantham in Lincolnshire became the first provincial town to form a branch of the Women's Police Service. Impressed by the achievements of the WPS in Grantham, two of the women were made full members of the police force. In a meeting held in November, 1915, the Bishop of Grantham praised the work of the WPS and called for a national Women's Police Force. 

In 1916 the Admiralty recruited a member of the WPS as an undercover worker in an attempt to expose spying and drug taking at the Scapa Flow Naval Base. The Ministry of Munitions also used the WPS to search women workers at its factories. At Gretna, near Carlisle, over 9,000 women were employed to produce munitions and 150 members of the WPS had the responsibility of searching them when they entered and left the factory. 

When the Armistice was signed, there were over 357 members of the Women's Police Service. Commandant Margaret Damar Dawson and Subcommandant Mary Allen, asked the Chief Commissioner, Sir Nevil Macready, to make them a permanent part of his force. He refused, saying that the women were "too educated" and would "irritate" male members of the force. Macready instead decided to recruit and train his own women. 
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Factoid seven - First Aid Nursing Yeomanry

The  First Aid Nursing Yeomanry was founded in 1907 by Captain Edward Baker. Those who joined the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry were sent to battlefronts in both World War One and World War Two. Baker’s idea was that women who joined would not only be first aid specialists, but would have skills that would allow them to get to casualties on the battlefield itself. Therefore, the original members of were trained in cavalry work, signalling and camping out. British society was very much male dominated in 1914. There were many in power both in the military and politics who still held the view that a woman’s place was in the home. Therefore, in August 1914, when World War One was declared, there was no obvious role for them and many in the military took the simple view that women had no part to play in it. War, for them, was a man’s territory. 
By August 1914, Grace Ashley-Smith and Lillian Franklin essentially ran the organisation and quickly demonstrated how useful it would be. However, no one at a senior level in the British Army was sympathetic to them. When World War One was declared, recruits went to Belgium where they were welcomed. Here they helped casualties in the Belgium Army. Just six weeks into the war, recruits were working at a hospital in Antwerp. Such was their success, they were given a hospital to run – but it did mean that a great deal more members had to be sent to Belgium. Ironically, Antwerp fell to the Germans as the first team of women was waiting for a train in London to take them, via boat, to Belgium. Ashley-Smith made her escape back to Britain where she set about trying to get transport for the nurses she believed that this was the only way that the unit would improve its function in a war zone.
At the end of October 1914, six  went to France with just £12. In view of the German advance, it was no surprise that when they got to Calais, they found the dock covered with wounded British soldiers who were receiving only the minimum of care. They set up a hospital in a convent school and British wounded soldiers were arriving at it before they had had time to unpack their equipment.
The hospital soon had 100 beds and between 1914 and 1916, the hospital treated over 4000 patients. As well as treating wounded soldiers, women drove ambulances and set up soup kitchens and general canteens. A lot of their work put them in touch with the frontline and danger. For the duration of the war, women in the organisation won seventeen Military Medals, twenty-seven Croix de Guerre and one Legion d’Honneur. This was the perfect way at replying to those who had stated pre-war and in the initial days of the war that the frontline was not the place for a woman. 
First Aid Nursing Yeomanry women also took food and spare clothes up to the front line – a dangerous task which was recognised by King Albert of Belgium who awarded medals for bravery to three of them – Muriel Thompson was awarded the Order of Leopold II. Few soldiers had the opportunity to bathe. The nurses attempted to remedy this by bringing over to the frontline a mobile bath unit nicknamed ‘James’. This unit carried ten collapsible baths, and used the motor engine to heat water so that about 40 men an hour could have the rare luxury of a bath. Elsewhere, they set up a mobile cinema. By 1916, they were working with mechanics to repair broken down motor vehicles. Pre-August 1914, such work would have been all but unthinkable. 
How did you become a member? Membership depended on a number of things. Applicants had to be over 23 years of age and had to be interviewed at the headquarters in London. Those who passed the interview were then put on probation for four months. Those who passed this were then attached to a unit but had to provide their own uniform (though an allowance was given for this). When it was required, all members had to pass a driving test. Every six months duty brought two weeks leave.
After the war ended, many stayed in France and Belgium and continued to work there. They provided a guard of honour when the body of Edith Cavell, a famous nurse of World War One, was returned to Britain.
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Factoid eight - Women’s Royal Navy

The Royal Navy was the first of the armed forces to recruit women. Formed in 1916, the Women's Royal Naval Service (WRNS) took over the role of cooks, clerks, wireless telegraphists, code experts and electricians.
In November 1917, Katharine Furse, the former Commander-in-Chief of the Voluntary Aid Detachment, was appointed director. The women were so successful that other organizations such as the Women's Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) and the Women's Royal Air Force were established. 
When the Armistice was signed in November, 1918, the WRNS had 5,000 ratings and nearly 450 officers. 
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