Guernsey Women and the
Great War
1914 - 1919

Before war broke out in August 1914:

¾ Few women were educated beyond the age of 14.
¾ Most did not work outside the home. They helped their mothers

until they had a home of their own. If they didn’t marry they often
worked as live in housekeepers for relatives.

¾ Those few who did go out to work tended towards caring areas
such as domestic service, nursing and teaching.

¾ Few were financially independent and it was not easy for women to
own property or run a business.

Pre war Occupations
A quick glance at the 1911 Channel Islands census shows men working in a wide
range of occupations - cab drivers, dockers, plasterers, gardeners, shop assistants,
clerks, boot repairers, coal porters, basket makers, tailors, fishermen,
blacksmiths...

Those women who were shown as having an occupation were working as
domestic servants, dressmakers or laundresses. Mabel Mallet, mentioned here
was an apprentice in the millinery trade, one of the few skill areas dominated by
women.

What women wore restricted what they were able to do.
Long skirts, tight corsets and wide brimmed hats did not promote an
active lifestyle.
These pictures show some of the fashions of 1910 -1912

More pre War fashions – elegant
but impractical. Femininity and
respectability were the order of
the day.

As soon as war broke out things began to change

The Daily Express of 11th
December 1916 summed it up
by stating that “Two and a half
years ago the general public
thought women unsuited for
most occupations other than
those of a strictly domestic
character. Now it is quite
commonly supposed that a
woman can do anything after
six weeks training.”

Women who had trained or worked as nurses were some of
the first to be involved in war work.
Many went to France. A group of
former Ladies’ College pupils worked
with the French Red Cross at Arc-enBarrois tending French soldiers who
had been injured at Verdun.
Some stayed on the island nursing at
the Victoria Military Hospital in
Amherst or the Convalescent
Hospital at Les Touillets, where a
local lady, Miss Lainé was Matron.
Others worked in English military
hospitals. Some who were not
trained nurses joined Voluntary Aid
Detachments.

Mrs De Jersey travelled
with her husband when
he was working at Notre
Dame des Greves, an
English hospital for
French soldiers in
Rocabey in St Malo. Miss
Miriam Leale, daughter
of Jurat SirJohn Leale,
also worked there as a
nurse during the war
years. Nursing was
beginning to be seen as
a respectable
occupation. It also fitted
in with the traditional
caring role.

Mrs Frances Ozanne, wife of
the Bailiff, nursed in a French
Military hospital in St Malo,
along with her daughter and
daughter in law.

Medal Index cards for Frances,
Ruth and Aline Ozanne.

Mrs Ozanne was also actively involved in war work at home,
setting up a branch of Queen Mary’s Needlework Guild and also
starting communal kitchens to provide food for those suffering
hardship because of the war. She won several awards for her war
service.

Housewives were encouraged to knit for the troops, and to contribute
to the National Egg Collection Fund. They also made up food parcels
for men at the Front and Prisoners of War

However as the number of men needed for front line fighting
increased, women were encouraged to take over jobs at home
to free men for active service overseas.

Two Guernsey “conductorettes”,
who worked during the war
years on the trams that ran
between Town and the Bridge.
This was a job that had always
been done by men before.

In 1917 Mr Gilroy of
Pleinheaume advertised for
men for farm and greenhouse
work but received no replies.
He then advertised for women
and received 37 replies, four
or five of whom “were
considered suitable for this
kind of work.”

Some completely new jobs were created for local women as a direct
result of the war. St George’s Hall became a major cigarette packing
factory, providing “Smokes for the Troops”

It was a large scale operation
which employed many local
women.

The women were employed
alongside men, something that
would have been frowned on in
the past.

Women were starting to do
jobs that we all take for
granted nowadays,

But then they were still
unusual enough to make
newspaper headlines.

However there were concerns about “respectability”

Miss Carey’s work, though generally considered to be very worthy,
attracted letters to the Press about whether it was “unfeminine” and
“dangerous.”

A number of local women went to England to do war work of
various types.

Miss C. Le Marinel worked for the government propaganda department ,
where she described her work as “ … to supply the Diplomatic and the
Cabinet with information on the political conditions in the different
countries of Europe and America, and to regulate to some extent the
foreign political news that appears in the press.”

Many local women worked in munitions. In July 1914, only
212,000 women nationwide were working in engineering and
munitions, but by 1918, the total was nearly a million.
The work was dangerous and
unhealthy but it paid well.
Also the women felt they were
really doing something to fight
back- they were making the
weapons that their brothers,
sons and husbands would use
to fight the enemy.
This is backed up by the fact that
many “munitionettes” started
work after the loss of a family
member.

Some joined the newly formed women’s branches of the
Armed Services.
A group of Women’s Legion
members went to France in
May 1917. They were described
as “the first girls to cook for
“Tommy” in France.” One of
them was Miss Beatrice
Hamblen of Forest Lane, St
Peter Port. She had previously
been employed in the
bakehouse at Le Riche’s Stores.
She eventually became a
forewoman in Queen Mary's
Army Auxiliary Corps.

Let’s now look at the war work of a few local women in a little
more detail…..
Miss Violetta Thurstan was a pupil at
the Ladies’ College. She trained as a
nurse at the London Hospital and was
working as a nurse in the Isolation
Department of the Town Hospital when
war broke out. She immediately
volunteered for overseas service and
went to Belgium and was there when it
was occupied. After escaping overland
she worked in hospitals in Belgium and
Russia then with a Flying Column
ambulance train in Serbia. Her books
sold in vast numbers, especially “Field
Ambulance and Flying Column.”

During an air raid at the Rouen hospital where she was matron she was
knocked down by a falling roof . She immediately got up and helped
stretcher-bearers to carry the wounded to the next line ambulance. For
this she became one of the few women to win the Military Medal. She also
won the Russian Order of St George and the Belgian Order of La Reine
Elisabeth.

Ada Le Poidevin – Salvation Army Worker
Many women who had no special training volunteered to work in
canteens and hostels run by voluntary organisations. Here they could
use their domestic skills to provide home comforts for the troops. Ada
Le Poidevin was born in St Sampson’s in 1895, the daughter of a
quarryman. The family were Salvationists and in 1917 Ada answered
an ad in the “War Cry” for volunteer workers . She worked first on
Salisbury Plain then at Boulogne and Arras in France.

Camp and hostel work in France
Photos of Ada in France

War Graves Visitation
Ada stayed on in France until 1923, taking parties of bereaved relatives
to visit the graves of their loved ones. These visits were called
“Pilgrimages of Remembrance”

Miss Dorothy Nicolls
Dorothy Nicolls was 32 years old and living with her widowed mother
in St Peter Port when war broke out. The Ministry of Munitions
appealed for mature, “better class ladies” to work as supervisors, as
their experience of running a household and dealing with servants
would stand them in good stead Dorothy Nicolls volunteered and went
to the National Shell Filling Factory at Chilwell in Derbyshire.

On the 1st of July 1918 there was a massive explosion at Chilwell which
killed 134 people. The London Gazette of 1st January 1919 records that
Miss D Nicholls (sic) had been awarded the O.B.E “ …for courage and
devotion to duty on two occasions when explosions occurred at a shell
filling factory”. She also won the Medal and Decoration of King Charles
I and was the first woman to receive this honour.

Miss Mabel Grut
Mabel was the third daughter of Thomas Grut, the well known
“Photographic Artist” who had a studio in Victoria Road then in the
Pollet. She studied at the Ladies College and became a teacher in
1911. When war broke out she joined a VAD and nursed in
Brighton, Salonika and in Italy from 1914 to 1918. She was awarded
the British War Medal and the Victory Medal for her war service
overseas. She returned to teaching in 1919.

Miss Marie Randall
Marie Louise Randall was the second daughter of Robert Randall of
Vauxlaurens Brewery. When war broke out she volunteered as a
nurse in Guernsey then went to Rouen with the VAD in August
1915. She also worked at the First London General Hospital in
Camberwell and did YMCA Canteen work in France. She was
awarded the full trio of service medals.

Miss Lilian Galliott
Nurse Galliott’s service record is available from
the National Archives Online. It shows that she
was privately educated at home. Then after
training in Jersey from 1912 to 1916 she worked
first at Edmonton Military Hospital in London
then became a Staff Nurse at No. 71 General
Hospital in Egypt from 1917 to 1919. Both were
specialist orthopaedic units. The hospital was
near Cairo in a area where malaria was rife. She
was hospitalised with pneumonia whilst serving
there.

Sadly, some local women never came back after the war:
Phyllis O’Donnell is the only local woman found so far to be
commemorated by the CWGC. She died of Spanish flu in December
1918, at the WRAF’s 12th Training Depot Station at Netheravon in
Wiltshire.
Educated at the Ladies’ College, she had been a Dispatch Driver for
most of the war. Her mother is buried in the Vale cemetery whilst Phyllis
and her father share a grave in Brighton’s Bear Road cemetery.

Miss Molly Parks
Molly Parkes was a passenger on the RMS Leinster when it was
torpedoed by a U boat on the 10th of October 1918 off Ireland. She
had just graduated and was taking a holiday before starting work.
Her brother Captain Theodore Parkes of the South Staffs Regiment
had been killed near Ypres almost exactly a year earlier. They have
a joint memorial in the Foulon Cemetery.

Miss Rose Edwards
Rose Edwards left Guernsey to work as a “Munitionette” at
Woolwich Arsenal. In early February 1917 in icy weather she was
walking home with a group of workers across one of London’s
bridges when two girls slipped and fell. One girl broke her hip, the
other her leg. Miss Edwards stayed with them until an ambulance
arrived but caught a chill from which she died on the 13th of
February. She was buried in Plumstead cemetery in London.
Interestingly the 1901 census shows her aged 16 working as a
domestic servant in the home of Violetta Thurstan’s aunt at La
Herronière along the Banques.

Spanish Flu
The end of the war saw the rise of
“Spanish Flu”, a new strain of the
disease which had very high
mortality rates.
There were some tragic cases. Private
Pierre Duquemin survived a severe
war wound only to find that his
young wife had died of Spanish Flu
after an illness lasting only a few
days.
Sergeant Williams of the 2nd Royal Irish
Regiment died of wounds in
England on the 9th of November
1918. His wife travelled over for the
funeral, but died of Spanish Flu on
her way back.

Those who did come back and those who had stayed at home
could not return to their pre-war lifestyle.
¾Many men had been so severely wounded that they would need to be
nursed for the rest of their lives.
¾The fate of some men was still unknown - they were simply listed as
“Missing” so relatives could not grieve properly, and widows could not
draw a pension.
¾Some men who weren’t physically wounded were mentally scarred by
what they had experienced, putting great strains on family life.
¾Women themselves had experienced a degree of freedom and been
able to make their own decisions. They were not happy to return to
domestic service or living under the “rule” of a father, husband or
brother.

The island had changed too. The period just after the Great War was the
only time that the Bailiwick population showed a significant drop in overall
numbers, and, more specifically, in the number of young men.

¾The total population of the island was about 40,000.
¾There are 1388 men listed on Bailiwick’s Roll of Honour .
¾If we allow for two men badly wounded for each one who died that gives
us over 4,000 men missing from the island’s workforce.
¾They would also have been the future husbands of local women and
fathers of the next generation.

There were some tragic individual stories behind these losses
Some women lost several family members.
One of the saddest cases was that of Mrs
Sarre from L’Eree. She lost three sons on
1st December 1917, and a further two
were wounded in the war. Her husband
was a patient at the Castel hospital so she
had to deal with all this alone.
Mrs de la Mare of Torteval lost her two
sons on the same day at Cambrai, as did
Mr and Mrs Queripel of Les Reveaux in St
Peter’s.
Mrs Emily Salmon lost four sons in the
course of the war. She was widowed
before the last son was killed in action.

Mrs Marriette lost three sons and was widowed in less than two years:

The island saw much social upheaval in the immediate post
war years:

Unemployment levels were high
and many women had to give
up the jobs they had done in
the war years. Some had to
look after relatives disabled by
the war, others had to raise a
family single handed. However
society had changed and very
few went back into domestic
service.

For some, traditional family values were undermined by the
experiences of the war years
There were also many
cases of drunkenness,
neglect of children, assault
etc. in the immediate post
war years.

Private Atkinson was a Londoner drafted
into the RGLI. He married the widow of
fellow RGLI man Stephen de Carteret
who had been killed at Cambrai, despite
the fact that he had a wife and several
children in London. His motive was said
to be that she had a widow’s pension.

Many men who returned
couldn’t settle into the old
way of life. Some went
back into the armed forces
and many emigrated to
places like Canada and
Australia.

These postcards show how islanders
celebrated the end of the war. One
immediate change that came into
being was that women could have
their own passports and travel freely
on their own.

Then in 1920 the franchise in
Guernsey was extended to all
men aged over 20 and all
women over 30.

Many women who had been brought up to believe that
marriage was the ”normal mode of life” were deprived
of the opportunity because there simply weren’t
enough men to go round.
Many had enjoyed the freedom of earning their own
money and living outside the parental home. Changes
in fashion reflected this new freedom and practicality
with shorter skirts, short haircuts and looser fitting
styles.

Life for women in the Bailiwick, and in the wider world, changed as a
result of the Great War.
The 1920s brought more changes for local women as many men,
unsettled by the war years and post war problems emigrated to Canada
and Australia.
Many women of that generation never married, as they significantly
outnumbered the men.
This meant that for the first time women were not necessarily expected
to take on a domestic role.
Many obtained jobs in the Post Office, in States Departments, banks
and in teaching and had long and successful careers.
These women started the changes that allow women nowadays to lead
independent lives.
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