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November 1918

East Tilbury, Essex

Young Alfie Pike kicked down his bicycle stand and lifted a crate of groceries out of the front carrier. Now that sugar, flour and butter were on the ration, the deliveries were easier to lift. Even a big house like this one was only allowed to take its fair share and Mr Mercer the grocer couldn’t be seen to have favourites. Especially when the customer in this house was in the police. Even if it was only the women’s police, the copperettes. This customer would have him down Grays court quick as you like if he was trading unfairly. There was another lady police here too, not really a lady, more like the girls down the bomb factory. Mr Mercer said he didn’t know what to think about that.

Alfie got the crate under one arm while he opened the wrought iron gate and, stepping over a bicycle that had fallen over on the front path, made his way round to the side of the house. He rapped at the back door but no one answered. Only the manor houses had maids these days. The lady police had to answer their own doors. He rapped again and thought about Mr Mercer tapping his foot and looking up at the shop clock. It might be worth trying the front door just this once. As he came back round the house, he passed the drawing room window and stopped to look in. His eyes were playing tricks with him. He rubbed at the dusty glass and peered closer and then he started back. There was a woman lying still on the floor. He could see only her legs and feet. A long dark skirt and black boots. Alfie waited a few seconds, his heart beating fast, to make sure she wasn’t moving.

Putting the crate of groceries carefully down on the ground, he ran to his bike. He’d hardly kicked the stand back up before he was pedalling like mad down the road to raise the alarm.


1

Aggie

Three Months Earlier

It was hard to know what to do. The girls from cordite were striking for their jobs but the guncotton sheds were safe for now and Aggie hated making a fuss. She stood at the gates of the Greygoose munitions factory, watching as the copperettes in their dark blue military uniforms, long skirts and large felt hats, tried to herd the women workers away to the side to let the men through. When the men had gone on strike the week before, the armed guards had stepped in and some of the workers had ended up at Grays police court. Aggie stayed back and kept quiet.

Pops, a fellow guncotton girl, appeared at Aggie’s shoulder. ‘Shouldn’t we strike with them?’ she asked.

Aggie didn’t know. ‘Will it do any good? They know who they’re gonna lay off.’

‘Jean said guncotton jobs won’t be safe for ever,’ said Pops, ‘not now the Germans are having to eat their own horses.’

Aggie stared ahead at the copperettes jostling with the workers. Everyone was saying the Germans were on the back foot – they’d pushed ahead without enough supplies and now they were starving. If the Allies got the better of them, there wouldn’t be any more need for munitions factories at home.

‘Well, my Arnie will be coming home in that case,’ she said, knowing that Arnie getting home safe from the front was the priority. While she was making explosives to send to France, he was there in the trenches dodging the Boche’s guns. She’d trained herself to think about him only at certain times of the day – it helped to cope with the uncertainty of it all. Pops patted her arm. Aggie didn’t want to say that she was terrified of losing her job and going back to service. Munitionettes were better paid than housemaids. But it wasn’t just the money; it was the freedom, the camaraderie, doing an important job for King and Country, helping the boys overseas by making explosives to put in their shells and guns. But everyone wanted the war to end. The slaughter had to stop.

‘None of the women’s unions are here anyway,’ said Pops. ‘I don’t know what all the fuss was about, telling us to join. When the men came out, their unions were up in arms.’

It was true. The men’s unions were upset that they hadn’t been consulted about the factory being reduced. The Electricians’ Union, the Toolmakers’, the Engineers’. It was funny really how they made the government write that law about kicking the women out of the factories when the men came home. And now look, there’d not even be work for the men at Greygoose at this rate, let alone the women.

‘Some of the men will get a transfer to another factory, but there’s nothing for the women. We’re supposed to just go back to what we were doing before the war,’ said Aggie.

‘Tilda from cordite got a job shipbuilding down the docks,’ said Pops.

‘They’re not gonna need three thousand munitions girls, though, are they?’

‘No,’ said Pops, ‘I don’t suppose they will.’

They watched as the copperettes took the cordite girls to one side to give them a talking-to. You could tell they were in cordite, they had yellow skin and orange hair from the poisoning. Aggie’s eye twitched involuntarily. She hated the way those police ladies bossed the workers around. They didn’t know working women. They thought they did, but they didn’t.

Once the cordite girls had been corralled to the side of the gate, the men came through, escorted by the West Kent soldiers who guarded the factory. One of the gunpowder labourers shouted out to the women.

‘Go home and watch your children, give the men their jobs back now.’

At this the cordite girls screamed their indignation.

‘We’ve got families to feed,’ they yelled. ‘My husband was killed in action,’ shouted one. ‘You get out to fight,’ said another. ‘You should be on the front line with my husband, not cowering here in the factory.’

At that, the men jeered and shook their fists, some laughing, some angry, some catcalling to put the women in their place. They were doing protected war work at Greygoose, they were exempt from enlisting. They pointed at their badges and the women pointed at their own On War Service badges. Aggie felt sick, it wasn’t a pleasant sight. The men had never wanted the girls in the factory and now it was everyone for themselves. Aggie had heard all kinds of stories – men hiding the girls’ tools, resetting their machines, playing tricks – not to mention the constant leering winks and pinches; there was a lot of that, and more, and nothing done about it.

Mrs Sparrow, the welfare supervisor, stood by the gate watching it all. A tough old bird responsible for all of the girls in the factory, she was keeping tabs on who was making trouble and who wasn’t. There was no striking allowed under the Munitions of War Act. With her stood the local women’s police sub-inspector – she was the worst of the lot. She looked like a man, her hair was cut short beneath her peaked cap and she wore breeches and tall shining black boots. Whenever there was any trouble from the girls, Mrs Sparrow called on the sub-inspector to sort it out.

‘Who are those women, there, hanging around? Get them in, Sergeant Rathbone,’ the sub-inspector shouted to one of her sergeants, who Aggie recognised from her village. The sergeant extracted herself from the cordite girls and made her way over to Aggie and Pops.

‘Come along now, girls, let’s get you into work.’

‘Can’t we wait a minute to let it blow over?’ said Aggie. ‘It’s a bit much if we just waltz into work past them.’

‘Get those shirkers inside, Sergeant Rathbone,’ called the sub-inspector.

‘Come along,’ said Sergeant Rathbone, taking Aggie’s arm and steering her towards the gate.

Aggie looked at Pops in exasperation – she hated being accused of shirking.

‘They’re only afraid for their livelihoods,’ said Aggie.

‘Well, there’ll be plenty of work in service when the factory closes down,’ said Sergeant Rathbone. ‘Off you go now.’ With that she guided Aggie and Pops into the change hut.

Plenty of work in service? Aggie shuddered. She’d worked in service before the war and didn’t want to go back to emptying chamber pots at all hours for a fraction of the wage she was on now.

‘She’s got a cheek saying that to me,’ she said, changing into her stiff cotton uniform of white tunic and trousers. ‘That sergeant lives in my village. I bet she knows I used to work at Gobions. I’ve seen her there taking tea with the mistress.’

Gobions. The big manor house on the East Tilbury marshes. Aggie shuddered at the thought of the imperious mistress who would creep around to make sure she was pulling her weight. Aggie would rather face the risk of explosions and poisoning than go back to that kind of humiliation.

‘Cheer up,’ said Pops, ‘you must be used to them by now.’

‘Who, the posh patrols?’ Aggie shrugged. ‘I bet they don’t even get paid for patrolling. They don’t need the money, just doing their bit for the duration. I wonder what the eight hundred factory workers laid off in March are doing now – being criticised for asking for the dole, I bet.’

The factory girls were doing men’s work, just like the copperettes were doing. But in the factory they did long shifts handling toxic materials. They were at risk of being blown up from explosions like the one at Greygoose in 1916 and others at Pitsea and Faversham, not to mention being on the flight path of the German Gotha bombers and Zeppelin airships, one of which had been shot down right by the factory in 1916. They were on the front line at home: the girls behind the men behind the guns. There’d been a special service at St Paul’s in April, where the Last Post was played for the munitions workers who’d died in service. They were the ones directly helping the boys abroad to kill the Hun and end the war. And the women police bossed them around like nursery nurses.

‘If we drink too much or buy something fancy to wear they say we’re indecent, unpatriotic, out of control,’ continued Aggie, pulling the pins out of her hair. No metal allowed in the factory: one spark and the whole place could blow.

‘One of them pulled Sissy out of the pub for singing the other day,’ offered Pops, tucking her long hair into her cap. Caps to be worn at all times. Girls there had been scalped when their hair had caught in the machinery.

‘Come on, let’s get over there.’

They came out of the change room to see the sergeant waiting there.

‘Just a minute,’ called the sergeant. ‘You’ll have to remove that wedding band.’

‘Oh, it was wound with thread, it’s come off,’ said Aggie, annoyed that she hadn’t noticed.

‘I shall have to confiscate it, I’m afraid. We can have no exposed metal in the factory.’

‘I know,’ said Aggie, ‘I’ve worked here for two years. I’ll just take it off and put it in my bag in the changing room.’

‘I’m sorry,’ said the sergeant. ‘It shouldn’t have been brought past the factory gates.’ She held out her hand. Either Aggie missed her shift and forfeited her wages or she gave the sergeant her ring.

Taking it off was a betrayal to Arnie. She removed it and gave it to the sergeant, hating her for it.

‘Your name?’

‘Agnes Tucker.’

‘You can collect your ring from the gatehouse after your shift. A penalty fine will be deducted from your wages.’

‘I suppose you’re enjoying this, aren’t you?’ said Aggie.

The sergeant paused. ‘Only in as much as I may have just prevented a serious explosion in the factory.’

‘You lot,’ said Aggie, shaking her head. ‘I’d dearly love to tell you what the girls all think of you, but I won’t.’ She gave the sergeant a stare and walked away.

‘Fancy taking your ring,’ said Pops, ‘when your Arnie’s away fighting.’

They walked along the main thoroughfare of the factory grounds. To the right was the safe area, housing the chemical works and administration huts. To the left was the danger area. This was where the cordite was made, and the guncotton and where the acids were mixed. These work sheds were spaced two hundred yards apart and had large mounds of earth piled around them to minimise the level of destruction if one exploded.

The girls walked off the main road onto the raised wooden tramways to the guncotton sheds.

‘What would you do if you got laid off then?’ said Pops, trying to take Aggie’s mind off her ring.

‘Dunno, I suppose we’ve got a bit more time than the cordite girls. We’re lucky guncotton is used in torpedoes, not just for making cordite.’

‘Yes, but there’s talk of the war ending soon, what about then?’

‘I dunno, Pops.’ They reached their shed and went in through the blackout curtains, pulled on their wellington boots and their face masks, which were black and pointed like beaks and stuffed with cotton-soaked creosote and made them look like strange crows. They’d only had masks for a year or so since one of the cordite girls kicked up a stink at a work tribunal and asked for better safety conditions. Aggie was never sure which made her more lightheaded: the nitric and sulphuric acids or the creosote in the mask.

They greeted their fellow workers and made their way to their batch of four guncotton pans, earthenware pots three feet wide and a foot off the ground. Pops wound the acid tap until the set amount had run into the pots. They took up their long-handled metal forks and began to pitch the washed cotton waste from the Lancashire mills into the pans to mix with the acid.

Aggie didn’t know the answer to Pops’s question about what she’d do if she lost her job at the factory. ‘I bet I could do a better job than that copperette, though,’ she said under her breath. She stirred her acid and got on with the task in hand: keeping up production so the boys abroad would have enough explosive to blow the Boche away. Aggie was as nervous as everyone else about the factory closing down. Stirring the acid too vigorously, it splashed up onto her arms. She ran to the hose and doused herself, getting the hateful corrosive off her skin.

‘It’s all right,’ she said to a worried Pops, ‘I’ll just step out for a bit.’

Standing on the wooden platform outside the hut, she tried to look at her arms but the factory was in darkness. No lights allowed – they were enough of a target for the German Gothas as it was. She blew on her sore skin and let her mind wander to Arnie. His letters were sporadic and he could never say much about what he was doing or where he was. It was nearly four years since he’d enlisted and she’d seen him only a handful of times on leave. Her heart ached when she thought how hard it was now to really picture his face and remember how he would hold her in bed. She was determined not to let the war make strangers of them. Feeling for her wedding band she remembered having to hand it over to that sergeant.

An unfamiliar sound puffed from the guncotton sifting houses two hundred yards away in the darkness. A flash of forbidden light illuminated the sheds. Aggie’s stomach lurched. An accident. There was a scream, shouting. All thoughts of acid burns and Arnie forgotten, she grabbed one of the tin fire buckets full of sand from the platform and ran along the wooden tramway towards the noises. She tripped and stumbled, trying to find her footing, and looked up to see why her vision had improved. One of the sifting houses was on fire and had lit up the surrounding area. She ran faster, struggling to carry the heavy sand. Workers streamed out of the hut, calling out. Some of them ran out towards the fire engine shed to raise the alarm. ‘Get back,’ a man shouted at her, ‘it might blow.’

Aggie could feel the heat and smell the burning acid; it stung her nose and got into her throat. Someone inside the shed screamed. She hesitated, then stepped forwards, putting up her arm to shield her face from the heat, and looked around for help but the smoke obscured her vision. She stepped forwards gingerly and stopped when flames reached out of the doorway towards her. A man suddenly stumbled out of the shed, his uniform on fire. He was pulling a woman, half conscious, dragging her to safety, but she was burning. Aggie wanted to help but the heat was too fierce. The man pushed the woman away out onto the marshy ground and he started to flap at his clothes, crying out. Aggie stared in horror. Someone came to the woman with a bucket of water, but the man … She went to him, appalled by the sight of the fire clinging to his clothes and hair. She tipped her bucket at an angle and where the sand landed on him the flames were extinguished. He patted at his face and head to stop the burning. The heat being less intense, she was able to get closer, and dumped the remaining sand on him. The fire on the building lit up his wild eyes. He lay there on the ground, rigid and shaking, his hair and face charred, most of his uniform burned away, the gritty sand mixed with his shining red skin.

The area filled with people coming to help. The copperettes were there, and so was Mrs Sparrow. The welfare supervisor gave Aggie a nod of acknowledgement and she felt herself being pushed to one side. The ambulance team were crouching down to the man. They lifted him gently onto a stretcher and bore him away. Someone tugged at her arm and guided her back to the guncotton mixing shed.

‘Sit down here,’ said the voice. Aggie looked up to see Pops staring at her. ‘Just for a minute and then we’ll get you over to the hospital.’

Aggie rested there, her mind suddenly blank but for one thought: the girl, what had happened to the girl?

Pops put her arm around her friend and walked her to the main road, then helped her into a car, which drove her the five minute journey to the hospital in Goosetown, the model village where a lot of the workers lived. The school and shop, the village hall and the dormitory sheds went past the window in a slow blur. A nurse helped her out of the car and took her inside to lie down in a bed. She was propped up with pillows, given a cup of hot, sweet tea. The sugar tasted syrupy and unfamiliar on her tongue – she had given it up since the food shortages.

‘I hear you’re our hero?’ said a nurse, picking up Aggie’s arm and pressing her fingers to the pulse.

‘Hero?’ said Aggie, frowning. ‘No, I don’t need to be checked. The man, is he all right? The girl, what happened?’

The nurse fixed her expression into one of gentle sympathy. ‘You’re in shock, you do need to be checked. The man is alive – they’ve taken him to Orsett hospital. But the girl, I’m afraid she was too badly burned, we lost her.’

Sitting in the Goosetown canteen two days later, Aggie read the newspaper and sipped her tea, her ring finger feeling bare without her wedding band. She’d had lots of pats on the back about saving the guncotton man’s life. The poor girl who died hadn’t stood a chance. She was too badly burned. But the workers had to carry on, knowing how dangerous their jobs were.

Some of the cordite girls who’d gone on strike the previous week had been given their cards. One week’s notice and that was that. Aggie felt for them but knew that they’d be mopping up any of the good jobs going elsewhere and by the time she lost her job at the factory there’d be nothing left but work as a housemaid or taking in washing. Some of the married ones with kids would stay at home but a lot of the working women would have to bring in a wage if they could. The cost of living had gone sky high during the war, it was hard to get a bit of meat anywhere, and separation allowance wasn’t enough to live on. There were often little tots begging for food outside the factory gates. At least she and Arnie didn’t have any other mouths to feed.

She clenched her jaw and stared down at the front page news. The London police had gone on strike. Twelve thousand men marching down Whitehall for better pay and pensions. It didn’t seem right, the policemen going on strike, asking for a twelve per cent war bonus. She supposed the women police would be taking up the slack.

Turning to the Situations Vacant page, she scanned the column. There were a lot of maid positions and not much else, apart from typing, and she didn’t know how to. She’d go along to the Labour Exchange, see if there was anything there worth applying for. It was time to jump the sinking ship. The war had been her chance to get on, to do something interesting and worthwhile, and she hated the thought of being stranded. There was talk of women being made to take any position. Once all the men came home, the women wouldn’t be needed any more.

Aggie glanced up at the lady volunteers in the canteen. Dressed nicely, hat and hair done to perfection. They were doing their bit for the war, but would slot easily back into their old lives when the men came home. They wouldn’t be demanding jobs like the working women had to. These were just another bunch keeping an eye on the factory girls’ behaviour. They’d run for a copperette at the drop of a hat if the girls were shouting or fighting about something, if they drank a glass too many at one of the Goosetown dances. Aggie tutted and looked back down at her paper, turned over the page. A job notice jumped out at her.

The Ministry of Munitions has need of women police to take up posts in His Majesty’s factories. The Women’s Police Service offers the necessary training. An allowance is granted during training and good salaries are offered on appointment.

She read quickly, leaning in closer to the words, her mind racing. She’d had the courage to pull a burning man from a chemical fire, she knew the factory girls and the problems they faced. She wanted to get on and have a good job after the war.

It was perfect. They’d still need police after the war, there was a chance the copperettes would still have a career. It wasn’t like the munitionettes, who made explosives. And she wouldn’t be patronised by the better-class women any more; she wouldn’t be forced back into service. The country had changed, you only had to walk through Stanford high street to see that. Disabled servicemen were selling matches on street corners. There were war widows waiting in shop queues for a bit of mutton to feed the family. And the casualty list in the Thurrock Gazette had featured men from Linford, East Tilbury, Stanford and Corringham. Not to mention the number of suicides.

Who knew when the war would end. The soldiers stationed at Tilbury and Coalhouse forts drew factory girls from the area. She’d heard how the copperettes treated these girls, like they were prostitutes trying to corrupt the soldiers, not the other way around. Aggie understood the girls; she’d do a better job of policing them. She knew she could.

Her chair scraped loudly on the floor as she stood up. Grabbing her paper she marched across the marshes to the factory, to the safe area, the admin block, to Mrs Sparrow’s office.

‘Mrs Sparrow, can I have a word please?’ said Aggie, trying to catch her breath.

‘Agnes, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, Agnes, Aggie Tucker,’ she said, sitting down at Mrs Sparrow’s gesture.

‘What is the matter?’

‘This,’ said Aggie, placing the newspaper showing the advert on the desk.

‘This?’ The supervisor pulled the paper towards her and frowned.

‘Yes, I want to apply for the job.’

Mrs Sparrow smiled. ‘This job? The Women’s Police Service?’

Aggie nodded. ‘I think I can do it.’

‘Don’t be silly, dear, of course you can’t. The Women’s Police Service will only take educated ladies of means, not factory girls. They police the factory girls, as well you know.’ Mrs Sparrow gave her a patronising smile and looked at the door.

Aggie was not to be put off. ‘But you could get me off your books, Mrs Sparrow.’ At that, the supervisor looked back at her. ‘I know the factory is reducing its staff. I’ve been a hard worker here, I haven’t caused any trouble, and I helped that man in the guncotton fire.’ She took a breath. ‘I know these girls, Mrs Sparrow, the factory girls and the local girls around here, I know them better than the women police who patronise them. They’d trust me.’ The supervisor frowned and laughed. ‘And I’m worried about my job here and what I’d do after the war.’

‘Oh, you know when the war will end?’ said the supervisor in a tone thick with disdain.

‘Course not, no, but everyone’s saying it’ll be soon, aren’t they?’

‘And you think the Women’s Police Service will continue after the war?’

‘Well, they might.’

Mrs Sparrow shrugged. ‘I suppose they might. There is a higher likelihood of those women having their jobs than the munitions workers, in any case.’

Aggie stayed quiet while Mrs Sparrow thought about it.

‘You have been a good worker for the company and you’re a bright girl. You haven’t been caught up in any of the unrest we’ve had here. And I saw you help the man in the fire. You were very brave,’ she added, sombrely. ‘Very brave indeed. I might be able to have a word for you.’ Aggie’s heart jumped in her chest. ‘The Ministry of Munitions funds the WPS here, and of course we work very closely with the Minister. It would be unheard of, mind you, someone from the working classes. The WPS is made up of well-bred, educated women, although some of them are suffragette types, you know,’ she added in a lower voice, ‘which does lower their respectability in some people’s minds.’

Aggie nodded and waited.

‘I shall write to the sub-inspector of the local WPS and see what she says. I wouldn’t hold your breath, Agnes.’

Aggie whispered thank you and tiptoed out of the office, letting a broad smile spread across her face when she emerged into the sunshine.
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