


Women’s Voluntary Service
The Women's Voluntary Service (WVS) began in June 1938 to prepare women 
for civil defence work. By September 1939, the WVS had 336,000 members, 
increasing to 1 million members during the war. 

One of the main tasks of the WVS was to recruit women for Air Raid Precautions services (ARP). 
They also ran field kitchens and rest centres for people made homeless by bombing; provided 
canteens at railway stations for soldiers and sailors; escorted children being evacuated; running 
clothing centres for those who had lost all their possessions; operating car pools once petrol 
rationing was introduced; helping people salvage their personal belongings from bombed-out 
houses; and doing domestic work in hospitals and clinics. The WVS was also the official 'sock darner' 
for the Army - darning 38,000 pairs a week for British and American soldiers! 

The women who joined the WVS were those with domestic responsibilities, such as looking after 
children or relatives, who could not join the armed forces or the Land Army, or work in a factory. 
Only the organisers received any payment, everybody else gave their services free. The women of 
the WVS even had to buy their own uniform - a grey-green tweed suit, red jumper and felt hat. 

Although some of the duties of the WVS may have seemed boring, the women carried out vital war 
work, helping Britain to run as normal. The work could be dangerous and some members of the 
WVS were killed on duty. The WVS is still in existence today and is known as the Women's Royal 
Voluntary Service (WRVS). 



What contribution did 
women workers make? 

Although women had worked in factories before, there 
was a big increase after war broke out in 1939. As men 
Were called-up to join the Armed Forces more and more 
Women were needed to replace them. 

Women did all kinds of work. Over half the workforce in the chemical and explosive 
industry was made up of women; 1 ½ million worked in the engineering and metal 
industries. Women made shells and bombs, electrical cable and wire, uniforms, clothing, 
barrage balloons, tents, parachutes and flying suits. Many became skilled welders. Others 
played a crucial role in aircraft production. Altogether, about 7 million women were 
employed in the war effort.

Many women had never worked before and had to learn to cope with very long working 
hours and night shifts. Some had to make long journeys to and from work. Others had to 
work part-time so they could look after their children. The work could also be dangerous. 
As well as the risk of enemy bombing raids upon factories, accidents were common, 
especially in the explosive industry. Another problem women had to face was the attitude 
of other workers and the employers. Many men did not like working with women and most 
women were paid less than men - often only half - for doing the same work. 



As the prospect of war became increasingly likely, 
the government wanted to increase the amount of 
food grown within Britain. This would mean that 
less food would have to be imported freeing up 
More ships for troop movements and reducing the 
risk of convoys being attacked. In order to grow more food, more 
help was needed on the farms and so the government started the 
Women's Land Army. 

- The Women's Land Army was set up in June 1939 and by 
September it had over 1,000 members. 
- By 1941, its numbers had risen to 20,000 and, at its peak in 1943, 
over 80,000 women classed themselves as 'Land Girls'. 
- Numbers did not rise after that, as women were needed to make 
aircraft and were encouraged to take up factory work instead.

Women in the Land Army 



• Women joined the Land Army from all backgrounds, 
a third coming from London and other large cities. 
• Farm work was hard, and the women did all sorts of 
jobs including hoeing, ploughing, hedging, turning 
hay, lifting potatoes, threshing, lambing and looking 
after poultry. 
• A thousand women were employed as rat catchers. 
• Six thousand women worked in the Timber Corps, 
felling trees and running sawmills. 
• About a quarter were employed in milking and 
general farm work. Joan Roberts was one of these 
ladies! 



The Women's Land Army had a 
uniform - green jerseys, brown 
breeches, brown felt hats and 
khaki overcoats. However, the 
Land Army was not a military 
force and many women did not 
wear the uniform. Some women 
lived in hostels but most lived 
on individual farms. Conditions 
were often poor and pay was 
low but many women enjoyed 
the work. The Women's Land 
Army remained in existence 
until 1950. 

Land Army Girls Uniform



Thank you   
Land Army  

girls! 
In July 2008, 63 years after 
the end of World War Two, 

the British Government 
officially thanked all of the 
ladies (80,000) by awarding 
them with a special medal. 

Here you can see Joan 
Roberts with her medal 
and certificate signed by 

the Priminister at that time 
– Gordon Brown. 


