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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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