
Women and children harvesting flax, Felsham 1914-1918 
 

 
 

 
In the official archive only two photographs survive which illustrate life on the Home Front in Felsham 
during World War One.  Both photographs are of a formal posed group taken during the harvesting of flax 
against a backdrop of trees and hedges surrounding a field somewhere in the village.  One photograph 
shows a mixed group of women and children, the other shows a group of women only. Some of the women 
and children hold sheaves of flax that have just been gathered, and bundles lie on the ground in the 
foreground of both photos.  The women in the women-only photograph show no resemblance to the mixed 
group which suggests that they may be two different gangs of workers.  Moreover, the presence of children 
suggests that the photographs were taken during the school summer holidays probably sometime in August 
or early September. 

For thousands of years flax or linseed was an important crop in Suffolk.  It was first cultivated during 
the Bronze Age.  It was grown, harvested, spun and processed into yarn for use as cloth or cordage.  
Today there is virtually no flax grown for use as cloth in Suffolk or in Britain as a whole.  Occasionally, you 
will see the plant grown for its linseed and its beautiful blue flowers can be a startlingly sight.  Rapeseed 
appears to have superseded linseed as the plant of choice today. 

During WW1 flax was more widely grown to meet the requirements of wartime.  It was hand-picked 
and taken away to be made into such things as cloth coverings for bi-planes and to provide bandages for 
wounded soldiers.  Most of the work was done by women and was quite demanding and difficult.  As the 
plant matures, the seed heads form a sharp pin at the top which would regularly stick in the hands of the 
harvesters.  This hard physical labour often left the women with festering hand sores.  In some parts of the 
country, the work was undertaken by young ‘city girls’ who had volunteered for the Women’s Land Army but 
this does not appear to have been the case in Felsham.  The women and children in the photographs were 
probably from local farm labouring families though some of the hats of the women-only group seem quite 
elaborate and this group may include volunteers from more well-to-do families. 
 

Women and children were a common sight in the fields during the Victorian period and especially at 
times when labour was in greatest demand such as during the Harvest.  By 1914, however, it was more 
unusual to see women and children working in the fields but with men away at war the gap their absence 



created in the labour force had to be filled somehow and women took on many new responsibilities, not just 
in the town’s factories, but on the farms as well.  The story of the ‘land girls’ is well-documented for the 
World War Two period but it would be interesting to know more about the contribution made by women and 
children during World War One. 

Demand during World War 2 was for a coarser form of flax which could be used for the manufacture of 
hose pipe, parachute harness, and hatch covers, etc.  Fabric was manufactured by processing flax in its 
green or natural state.  
  

Flax was brought from the farms and passed through a de-seeding machine.  The seed is thus combed 
off and falls on to a conveyor belt which takes it to the seed-cleaning plant where it is screened, dusted with 
powder for the control of seed-borne disease, and sewn up into bags.  The best seed is sent out to the farms 
for the next year’s crop and inferior seed goes to the grinding mills for the extraction of linseed oil.   

After de-seeding, the flax straw is fed into a belt which passes through a series of fluted rollers and, still 
gripped in the belt, through two pairs of turbine ‘scutchers’ which remove the ‘shive’ or woody pith contained in 
the centre of the straw. 

Selection of flax into various grades is important and three or four checks are made before the flax is 
finally passed by the Government grader for despatch to the spinning mills for conversion into yarn. 

The short pieces of flax knocked off by the revolving blades of the turbine scutchers called scotching rug 
is conveyed to a series of rollers and shakers to be made into ‘tow’.  This is a secondary product and is 
suitable for weaving or paper-making. 

(R. Brett, Flax growing in Suffolk, East Anglian Magazine) 
 

 
 

 
More information about flax, hemp and the linen industry in East Anglia and the UK can be found at: 

1. Nesta Evans, ‘The Linen Industry’, in Dymond & Martin, An Historical Atlas of Suffolk, 1989 
2. BBC Somerset: The Flax Picking Land Girls.  See: http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01q9ypd  
3. East Anglian Film Archive provides a detailed look at the processes involved in the growing and preparing of 

flax, an important crop during Word War II. See: http://www.eafa.org.uk/catalogue/934 CB 
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