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MEET THE FARMERS…

PETER GINN

has swum the Rio Grande during a flash flood, been forced up a pyramid at gun point, avoided the attentions of an illicit antiquities dealer and set fire to himself (twice) – a life in archaeology can throw up many surprises. Having studied at University College London, Peter has a passion for making the past accessible to all. Wartime Farm is the latest project in his career of “avoiding a proper job”.

RUTH GOODMAN

is an independent scholar and historian, specialising in social and domestic history. She works with a wide range of museums and other academic institutions exploring the past of ordinary people and their activities. Her passion was initially heavily rooted in the 16th century but now sends tendrils out throughout British history. As well as her involvement with the ‘Farm’ series, Ruth makes frequent appearances on TV’s The One Show, and Coast and in other media.

ALEX LANGLANDS

is an archaeologist and historian with an interest in the landscape and countryside of Britain in the last two millennia. He has worked as an archaeologist on sites all over Europe and has studied farming practices and craft processes from prehistory through to the modern age.

Alex’s current area of research is the landscape of early medieval Wessex. He undertakes this from his home on the chalk downland of southern England, and when he is not excavating, researching or writing, he is invariably found in his garden growing food, making baskets and chatting to his bees and chickens.


… and don’t forget Henry:

Henry proved a constant source of moral support throughout the year, ever eager to tag along and get involved.
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MANOR FARM, BOTLEY, HAMPSHIRE

» ALEX LANGLANDS

In so many ways, Manor Farm was the ideal place for us to set up as wartime farmers. The buildings and types of livestock were virtually unchanged from the late 1930s, and the location was on the doorstep of the sites where civil defence against possible invasion was organized and the preparations for D-day were made. This, all set against the backdrop of the Blitz in both London and Southampton, meant that we truly were in the hub of wartime England.
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The farmhouse at Manor Farm as it was in the first quarter of the 20th century.

THE 21ST-CENTURY FARM

Stumbling across the farm in the 21st century, we found ourselves in a very similar situation to the Warwick family, who bought Manor Farm in September 1941, at a public auction held at the nearby Dolphin Hotel in Botley. The new proprietor, a Mr R Warwick, was charged, as we would be, with improving the farm’s output in accordance with Ministry of Agriculture stipulation. The farm had been purchased from the Hammerton family, and both Hammerton boys, Bill and Roy, were kept on as foreman and stockman respectively. Bulking out the workforce was a small team of land girls including Mandy Beaver, Doreen Moon, and Mrs Mucket, and when gangs of labourers were needed for fieldwork, contractors, in the form of gypsies and Italian prisoners of war, were called on to undertake extra work. We, like the Warwicks, would call on the services of the staff at Manor Farm, along with employing a host of other experts and enthusiasts to help us through the year.

As a county, Hampshire is most famous for its rolling chalk downland through which glorious freshwater streams flow. However, Manor Farm sits just outside the chalk and on the heavier clays of south Hampshire and the Solent basin. When the Warwicks purchased Manor Farm it comprised 180 acres of land, and the immediate task, to turn grazing land over to arable, was to attempt to drain the heavy clay soil so that it could support the growing of cereal crops as part of the war effort.
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Manor farm as it is today. Beef cattle, a dairy herd, a host of pigs and a respectable flock of local breeds of sheep make it very much a livestock-orientated farm – as it would have been in 1939.

THE WARTIME FARM

Much of what went on at Manor Farm during the war can be gleaned from the boyhood recollections of Mr R.B.B. Warwick, son of the owner, whose oral history featured as part of an exhibition at the museum at Manor Farm. Back in 1941, the thatched barn where we processed animal feed was once the milking parlour for the dairy herd, and the existing pigsties housed both local Wessex Saddlebacks along with large English Whites. Ferrets for the control of the wild rabbit population were kept, according to Mr Warwick, in the site of the current henhouse, but domestic rabbits were kept as a source of fresh meat. A team of three shire horses would do undertaken the carting and carrying around the farm as well as field work, and occasionally sheep would be brought down from their summer pastures on the chalk hills to overwinter on turnips.

So Manor Farm was typical of a farm as it would have been in the summer of 1939. It was going to be a tantalizing year as we set up shop and embarked on the challenges that the Warwick and Hammerton families had experienced back in the 1940s.
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THE BATTLE FOR FOOD

» ALEX LANGLANDS

When we think of Britain’s victories in World War II, it is episodes such as the evacuation of the Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk, the Battle of Britain fought in the skies over south-east England, and the D-day landings in Normandy that usually spring to mind. These events are seen as decisive battles, and some argue their significance as turning-points in the war against Nazi Germany. Yet throughout the course of the war, another battle, one without tanks, arms, bombs, or planes, was being fought in the countryside of Britain.

THE FIGHT IN THE FIELDS

This was a battle conducted quietly, with no less courage, in which the stakes were just as high as any fought in the field of combat. For Britain, losing the Battle for Food would have jeopardized the whole war effort and would very likely have led to the capitulation of the British people.

The crux of the problem was that at the outbreak of war, 70 per cent of all food consumed in Britain was imported from abroad. There therefore existed a very real risk of a German U-boat siege creating an impenetrable blockade around our shores and thus cutting the nation off from crucial food supplies. In war there is no greater weapon than hunger, and if Britain were to avoid being starved into submission, it was going to have to, very quickly, make up for the shortfall in foreign imports by battling to produce as much food as possible in its own back yard.

Hitherto, the battle to feed the nation during the crisis of World War II has been largely an ignored topic. When the importance of food supply during this period is considered, it is usually in the context of rationing or the “Dig for Victory” campaign (both covered in detail later in this book). Whilst it may not be at the forefront of World War II histories, it was certainly on the minds of ministers and politicians in the 1930s, as Europe crept ever closer to war. David Lloyd George, for example, remarked in a speech to the House of Commons on 10 March 1936 that “one of the most important elements in the defence of the realm … is the provision of food”, and as early as 1935 the Minister for Agriculture had set up a committee to consider the problems that another war might bring.
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Our ploughing campaign begins in earnest as tired old pasture land was ploughed up so we could plant arable crops.
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Ministry of Food propaganda posters encouraged everyone to grow their own food in an attempt to combat shortages and the hardship brought about by the rationing system.

COULD FARMING COPE?

It wasn’t going to be easy to transform farming into an industry capable of feeding a population of nearly 50 million people. By 1938, 3.2 per cent of national income was derived from agriculture and fewer than 4 per cent of people worked on the land. Priority was being given to the championing of free trade, the growth of the financial sector and the increase in manufacture to serve a global market. The countryside, with its economic redundancy, had become nothing more than a beautiful rural idyll, to be enjoyed by the masses on long summer weekends. As war broke out, however, it was to rise from this purposeless position to play one of the most important roles in the defeat of Nazi Germany.

DECLINE IN THE INTER-WAR YEARS

The situation encountered in 1939 was not unprecedented and lessons could be learnt from World War I. In 1905-7 the UK imported 75 per cent of its wheat, and it had been a rude awakening for the wartime government of Herbert Asquith when the German navy began a blockade of British ports in 1914. The reaction had been to pass the Corn Production Act in 1917, which guaranteed prices for wheat and oats and caused, in part, an increase of 1.8 million acres of arable land by the end of World War I. The act was, in effect, a form of protectionism – shielding British farmers from the global free trade against which they were struggling to compete. However, this wasn’t to last, and with global peace came a drop in prices. Worse still, in 1920 the world market for wheat collapsed. The government simply could not afford to subsidize British corn growers and on 21 August 1921 the Corn Production Act was repealed. The repeal came to be known among the farming fraternity as “The Great Betrayal”, as they were once again left to fend for themselves against the onslaught of cheaper imports. With the high cost of labour and rents, British farmers lacked any real incentives to invest and a period of depression set in.
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Armies of children were put to work in the fields during the harvest months to help bring in bumper potato crops.
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A great emphasis was placed by the Ministry of Agriculture on growing grain cereals such as wheat, oats and barley.



WHAT COULD BE DONE?

During the Inter-War years there were only a handful of state initiatives designed to improve the farmers’ lot. The Marketing Act of 1931 saw the beginnings of organized marketing of produce and the setting up of “marketing boards”. Some of these, such as those charged with the sale of milk, hops and potatoes, proved quite successful, and at the outbreak of war, 17 boards had been set up. In terms of arable crops, it was only really in the very niche area of sugar beet farming that the government took interest, sponsoring a number of farmers in East Anglia. In general, however, land originally used for crops was being turned back to pasture for the grazing of dairy cows and other livestock. This trend was most evident in the upland areas of Britain, where crop growing of any kind was all but eradicated in favour of grassland. In the lowlands, there was an added pressure on arable land too, and this came in the form of suburban expansion whereby large tracts of good fertile arable land on city borders were being turned over to the building of new towns and housing estates. Thus, by 1939 arable land had been reduced to two-thirds of what it had been in 1801 and there were two million fewer acres under the plough than there had been in 1914.


[image: image missing]
Ruth picks the last of the season’s runner beans in our productive “Victory” garden.



It wasn’t just arable land that was being lost. The flight of skills and labour from the countryside to better-paid jobs in towns was a situation that had blighted agriculture since the mid-19th century. In the inter-war years, this trend picked up the pace, with a 30 per cent decline in people employed in agriculture since World War I. All round, the figures didn’t look good, and in the three years running up to the war British farmers were producing only 30 per cent of the wholesale value of the nation’s food. While all the milk and 94 per cent of potatoes consumed were home-grown, only 16 per cent of sugar, oils and fats, 12 per cent of wheat and flour and 9 per cent of butter came from British farms. Furthermore, although 50 per cent of the meat eaten in Britain from 1936 to 1939 came from British-reared stock, a worrying 8.75 million tons of feedstuffs were being imported from abroad to feed it.

THE GOVERNMENT TAKES ACTION

With the example set by World War I most prominent in their minds, the government wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice. When it seemed inevitable that Europe was set for a second war, action was taken. The Ministry for Agriculture conducted the Battle for Food on four fronts. Firstly, a ploughing offensive was needed to provide enough land on which to grow the required food. Secondly, the process of mechanization needed accelerating and British farming needed modernizing. Thirdly, labour shortages needed addressing and, finally, an overarching administrative framework was required for the effective running of the campaign.
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Perhaps the most popular food-related initiative of World War II was the highly successful “Dig for Victory” campaign.



FAITH IN THE FARMERS

Later in the book we will see how these initiatives took shape. With a raft of incentives and subsidies, the British countryside was to experience an unprecedented level of government involvement. But despite all of this “top-down” action, British farmers still faced an immense task, and the reality was that there remained insufficient labour, skills and machinery to confront the leviathan job that lay ahead. The advice from the War Agricultural Executive Committees was at times lacking in quality and understanding of local conditions, but also the receptiveness of the farming community was found wanting. Remember, many farmers had been burnt by “The Great Betrayal” and, as a consequence, resented government intervention in their affairs. Tales of ministry men requesting farmers to grow alien crops unsuited to the soil without providing them with the equipment and the know-how to do so were common, and it is clear that in places this most unlikely of relationships struggled in its early days. Yet gradually, as the war progressed, communication between both parties improved. The Ministry of Agriculture found its feet and began to master the level of organization and planning required so that machinery, fertilizers and feedstuffs were finding their way to where they were most needed. Demonstrations of the latest high-input methods were provided on farms in a drive for increased efficiency. Farmers responded not only to the crack of the ministry whip, but also to an emerging prestige and social standing for their position in the community. Playing such an important role in the war effort engendered a level of self-respect that had hitherto been lacking among farmers, and being perceived as fighting on “The Front Line of Freedom” gave them a renewed faith in their calling.

THE FRUITS OF RURAL LABOUR

Unlike conventional warfare, in the Battle for Food there was no clear victory. There was no vanquished opposition and no one point at which the fight was considered over. Ultimately, however, starvation was not an issue for the people of Britain, unlike those in Germany and Russia. And, in that respect, pressure was not placed on the government from a dissenting public struggling to deal with the agony of hunger.

Between 1939 and 1944, 5.6 million acres were added to the total arable area of Great Britain. This represented an increase of 63 per cent and is unique in British agricultural history. Even since, the changes in agriculture we have borne witness to are modest by comparison and the feat seems ever more impressive when we consider the vast developments there have been in agricultural technology since 1945. In the case of the war years, however, it is perhaps wrong to see the technical innovations of the day as the main cause of increased productivity. Some have argued that it is as much down to crude expediency, brute hard work and goodwill as it is to the tractors coming off the production line. The statistics are impressive. Food imports decreased from a pre-war 14.5 million tons to 6 million tons by 1943, and the 63 per cent increase in arable land went someway to making up for the loss of food supply. Of this increase in acreage, the land put down to grain increased by 79 per cent. Perhaps the most telling statistic of all is Keith Murray’s calculation in the 1955 agriculture volume of The History of the Second World War that the net output of farm products judged in terms of calories rose during the war by 91 per cent. The Battle for Food surely then ended in a resounding victory for the Ministry of Agriculture and those who worked the land.
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Peter and I early on in the year. Fresh-faced, enthusiastic, and blissfully unaware of the work that lay ahead
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14 February: British forces identify key German
cities as primary and secondary bombing targets

15 February: Singapore is surrendered by the
British to the Japanese army

January: Rice and dried fruit are rationed:
First American Gis land in Britain

9 February: Soap is rationed

23 Aprik: German air force begins bombing of
Britain's historic cities

3 June: Battle of Midway begins between
United States and Japanese naval forces

6 March: Fuel rationing extended to gas
and electricity

21 June: German Afrika Korps captures Tobruk,
North Africa

12 June: Basic petrol ration withdrawn to be
replaced with licences

July: Sweets and chocolate are rationed

24 August: German army enters Soviet city
of Stalingrad

4 November: British Eighth Army defeats German
Afrika Korps at Second Battle of EL Alamein

12 November: British Eighth Army recaptures
Tobruk, North Africa

August: Biscuits are rationed

18 January: The Luftwaffe renews its bombing
of London

13 May: German forces in Tunisia surrender to
Allied forces.

January: Wings for Victory scheme introduced
to raise funds for aircraft construction

& November: Red Army recapiures Knarkov and
Kiev

2 December: Bevin Boys called up for
mining work

January-April: Heaviest bombing of London
since May 1941

16 December: Education Bill introduced.
paving the way for post-war tripartite system
of schools in Education Act 1944

4 March: United States Air Force begins
bombing Berlin

6 June: D-day landings in Normandy begin

22 January: Coal miners given pay rise to
£5 per week

March: Unofficial strikes in mines

24 August: Allied forces enter Nazi Germany

21 April: Agreement reached with miners for
improved pay and conditions

25 August: Pars lberated

13 June: First V1 flying bomb lands on Britain

8 September: First V2 flying bomb lands
on Britain

September: Dim outs replace black outs

27 January: Concentration camp at Auschwitz
liberated

April: Concentration camps at Buchenwald.
Belsen and Dachau liberated

3 December: Home Guard stands down

27 March: Last V2 lands on Britain

30 April: Adolf Hitler commits suicide

3 May: British army captures Rangoon in Burma
from Japanese

7 May: Unconditional surrender of all
German forces to the Allies

29 March: Last V1lands on london

8 May: Winston Churchill announces Victory
in Europe Day

16 June: Family Allowances Act passed: women
receive state payment for first time

6 August: US air force drops atom bomb
on Hiroshima

9 August: US air force drops atom bomb
on Nagasaki

15 August: Japan announces its surrender

18 June: Demobilization of armed forces begins

1948: Foundation of the National Health Service

1954: End of all food rationing
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HOWIT
ALL

» ALEX LANGLANDS

WOrld War Il Military

HAPPENED

Agriculture and Home Front

16 May 1938: Women's Voluntary Service setup

1December: National register for war service
established

3 June: 20-21-year-old men asked to register for
military service

1September: Germany invades Poland

1September: Blackout begins. Evacuation of
children from London begins

3 September: Britain and France declare war on
Germany

2 September: National Service Act enables men
of 18-41to be called up

27 September: Poland capitulates to German
forces

8 September: Ministry of Food set up under
Lord Woolton

September: Petrol rationed

29 September: National Registration Day:
ID cards issued

10 May: Germany invades France and the
Low Countries. Neville Chamberlain resigns
as Prime Minister of Britain and is replaced by
Winston Churchill

October: Dig for Victory” campaign launched

8 January: Bacon. butter and sugar are rationed

11 March: Meat is rationed

14 May: Home Guard formed by Anthony Eden

27 May-4 June: Evacuation of British
Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk

July: Tea and margarine are rationed

10 June: Italy enters the war allied with Germany

September: Renewed evacuations of children
from London

10 July: Battle of Britain begins

7 September: The Blitz begins with a night-long
bombing of London

22 January: British army captures Tobruk in
North Africa

23 September: Southampton heavily bombed

10 May: House of Commons in London is bombed
by the Luftwaffe

5 March: Cheese is rationed

17 March: Jams and conserves are rationed

22 June: German army begins Operation
Barbarossa. the invasion of the Soviet Union

1June: Clothes and fumniture are rationed

7 December: Japanese air force attacks United
States Navy at Pearl Harbor

4 June: Coalis rationed

8 December: Japanese troops invade Malaya.
Thailand. the Philippines and Burma

25 December: Hong Kong surrenders to the
Japanese army

18 December: National Service Act (No.2)
enables single women aged 20-30 to be
conscripted
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