
 

MEMORIES OF A LAND ARMY GIRL. 

Taken from a 1995 Merton Heritage Service interview with  

Morden resident,  DOROTHY CHURCHYARD.  
 

Dorothy was 19 years old when war broke out. 

 Pre-War: 
 I was in Millinery before the war, so life in the Land Army was very         
 different from what I’d been used to. 
 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
   

 Active Service: 
 I joined the Land Army in September 1941. You had to register for some   
 sort of war work and I asked to join the Land Army because I liked the  
 idea of working in the open air. 
 
 I received a card confirming that I was now an official member of the 
 Women’s Land Army and I had to ask for permission to leave work.  
 No-one was surprised, people were being called up all the time then,  
 everyone was involved with some part of the war effort. 
 
 I was given a Land Army badge and uniform and sent to a hostel in  
 Cold Harbour Lane, Dorking. People were being called up from all over   
 the country. I was with girls from as far away as Wales and Lincolnshire.    
 We were all more or less the same age, most girls were single. I only  
 remember one or two who were married. 
 
 I think some of the first Land Army girls were given work training but by  
 the time I arrived, we were pretty much left to get on with things as best  
 we could. We all got on very well though, morale was good and there  
 was a friendly atmosphere. In fact many of us still keep in touch with  
 one another and we have had a number of reunions.” 



 

 Living conditions: 
 In the hostel where we were staying, there were ten girls to a room.  
 We had iron bunks, only 22” wide. They had no bedsprings and only a  
 thin mattress. There was very little space and no drawers or wardrobes.   
 We hung our clothing around the walls. There were only two bathrooms  
 in the hostel. Forty girls shared the use of three showers and three  
 toilets, yet it didn’t occur to us that we were overcrowded. 
 
 Food: 
 Most of the food was pretty basic because there wasn’t much of it  
 around. I remember things like potato cheesecakes for breakfast,  
 fish- paste, carrot sandwiches or beetroot sandwiches which I hated.  
 We weren’t really given any special perks but we did get ¾ lb of cheese  
 per week, instead of the normal 2-3oz, because we did agricultural  
 work. 
 

 War work: 
 Every morning a lorry would come to collect us from the hostel and take  
 us to our respective jobs. We had a foreman who also lived at the  
 hostel. He was originally a farmer from Yorkshire. Every morning he  
 would  shout “Away my bonnies!” before we left for work. 
 
 We used to work in teams of different sizes. There might be quite a few  
 girls working on one job, while another task only required one or two.  
 We usually worked at a given job for a while before moving on to the  
 next one. 
 
 My first job was picking potatoes but we did all sorts of things. Some of  
 us went fruit-picking, some went milking, others cleared the Commons  
 so that food could be grown on the land. I was even taught how to  
 thatch!  
 

 



 
 Most of the time we worked either at market-gardens, or on farms.  
 I preferred the farms myself. We pulled sugar-beet and helped with  
 haymaking and harvesting, stooking corn [ gathering it into bundles ],  
 then threshing it and stacking the hay. Threshing was a hard and dirty   
 job, which might mean up to three months of work for some of us.  
 There was also a lot of hoeing to be done and we would all end up with  
 aching backs. It seemed to me that we ended up using different muscles  
 for every job we did! We didn’t make a lot of fuss though, there was a  
 sense of purpose in what we were doing and also a certain amount of   
 enjoyment. 
 
 Most of us were used to the country but I can remember one girl, whose   
 home in the East End had been bombed out, she was quite taken with   
 the novelty of everything around her. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Working conditions: 
 We worked from 7.30am to around 5.30pm each weekday and 1pm on    
 Saturdays. Sometimes we also worked overtime if necessary, for  
 instance at harvest time. 
 
 I was paid sixteen shillings a week ( 80p in modern currency ). 
 
 We had seven days official leave each year but if relatives came home  
 from  the forces, we could request more.  
 
 We never really had a lot to do with the local farmers so we never really   
 experienced any criticism of our work - no-one seemed particularly  
 bothered by our presence. The Surrey War Agricultural Executive  
 requisitioned land from some farmers who weren’t very proficient and   
 we worked there without any interference at all. 



  

 I can’t remember any particularly serious accidents arising during our  
 work. I think one girl fell off a hay-wagon and broke her leg. We did quite   
 a lot of work with horses and I got trodden on and bitten once or twice. 
 Most of us had cuts and bruises at one time but no-one seemed to  
 suffer much. I don’t think any of us had a tetanus injection!  
 

 There was one incident when I was driving a horse and cart. I didn’t  
 realise it at the time but the horse hadn’t been harnessed properly.  
 I was trying to get him to turn or to stop, using all the usual tugs and  
 commands but nothing was happening. The horse just kept moving,  
 I remember hoping he would stop before we reached the traffic on the  
 main road, Fortunately he seemed to know his way home and just  
 trotted into the yard. When I got down, I found that instead of the bit  
 being in the horse’s mouth, it was somewhere up round his eye! 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 Military action: 
 We didn’t see a lot of military action. I remember on one occasion I was   
 working in the fields with another girl and a Spitfire was flying overhead  
 doing aerobatics. Suddenly the plane went into a dive and crashed.  
 We ran across to help but it had been completely destroyed by the  
 impact. 
 

 There were Canadian troops stationed nearby ( c. 1943 ). They used to  
 give us lifts on their lorries. The Canadians thought our work was a real  
 hoot, they would roar with laughter about our old-fashioned methods of  
 farming, especially when they saw us thatching! 
 

 I remember two of us had to walk through the Canadian camp one day,  
 to get to Major Ryan’s garden in Wooton, where we were working.  
 The troops were doing their exercises and started showing off as soon  
 as they saw us. They were funny, running past us at the double, then  
 walking back again.  
 When the D-Day campaign started, we saw all the troop trucks and  
 transport lined up along the roads in preparation. When the soldiers had  
 gone everywhere seemed incredibly quiet. 



 

 Entertainment: 
 We had a number of “Socials” and there was a Stand-Easy Canteen in  
 Dorking where we were allowed to go ( a lot of other places were  
 reserved for servicemen.) The Army would sometimes bring lorries to  
 our hostel to take us to dances and we also had a number of concerts.    
 There were Keep-fit classes, I didn’t like those much and sometimes we  
 would go to the open-air pool in Dorking during the evening. A number  
 of lectures on health and nutrition were also organised but we tried to   
 escape from those if possible. 
 
 V.E. Day: 
 When Peace was declared, we were given the day off and I went to the   
 pictures in Dorking. There was dancing in the streets and a Fun-fair.   
 Everyone was thrilled that the fighting was over. We had known it was  
 only a matter of time before Peace was declared because all the news  
 broadcasts kept talking about it. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 Post-war: 
 I remained in the Land Army until 1950-1, working on a farm on the Isle  
 of Wight. 
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