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Jo Stanley

World War i is one of the iconic conflicts of the
modern era. for many years the war at sea has
been largely overlooked, yet, at the outbreak of
that war, the British government had expected
and intended its military contribution to be
largely naval. this was a war of ideologies
fought by and for empires. Britain was not
simply defending an island; it was defending
a far-flung empire. Without the Navy such an
undertaking would have been impossible.

WOMEN AND
THE ROYAL NAVY
in many respects the royal Navy fought along
the longest ‘front’ of any fighting force of the
Great War, and it acted as the leader of a large
alliance of navies. the Navy fought in the North
and South Atlantic and in the North and South
Pacific; its ships traversed the globe from
Australia to England, and its presence extended
the war to every continent except Antarctica.
Because of the royal Navy, Britain could
finance and resource not only its own war effort,
but that of its allies too.

following the naval arms race of the early
twentieth century, both Britain and Germany
were equipped with the latest naval technology,
including revolutionary new vessels such as
dreadnoughts and diesel-powered submarines.
Although the royal Navy’s operations in World
War i were global, a significant proportion of the
fleet’s strength was concentrated in the Grand
fleet, which confronted the German High
Seas fleet across the North Sea. At the battle
of Jutland in 1916, the royal Navy, under the
command of Admiral Jellicoe, fought an iconic,
if inconclusive, battle for control of shipping
routes.

Jo Stanley
the Navy might not have been able to win
the war, but, as Winston Churchill put it, she
‘could lose it in an afternoon’. the royal Navy
was British power and prestige. forty-three
thousand, two hundred and forty-four British
Navy personnel would lose their lives fighting
on the seas in World War i. this book tells
their story and places the royal Navy back at
the heart of the British war effort, showing that
without the naval dimension World War i would
not have been a truly global conflict.
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As nurses, ‘Jenny Wrens’, and above all as wives and mothers, women have quietly kept
the Royal Navy afloat throughout history. From its earliest years, women maintained homes
and families while men battled at sea, providing vital support behind the scenes. From 1884,
women were able to serve as nurses in the Queen Alexandra’s Royal Naval Nursing Service
and, from 1917, they became members of the Women’s Royal Naval Service. The outbreak
of both world wars gave women special opportunities and saw the role of women as Wrens,
nursing sisters, VADs and medics change and develop.
In more recent times, the development of equal rights legislation has fundamentally
changed naval life: women are now truly in the navy and do ‘men’s jobs’ at sea. Using
previously-unpublished first-hand material, this is the first book to reflect all the diverse roles
that women have played in Royal Navy services. Jo Stanley situates women’s naval activities
within a worldwide context of women who worked, travelled and explored new options. This
book provides vital new perspectives on both women’s military history and the wider history of
women who desired to work on or near the sea.
DR. JO STANLEY is a creative historian specialising in women’s maritime history, including
women pirates and captains. She is Honorary Research Fellow at the University of Hull’s
Maritime Historical Studies Centre and runs the blog: genderedseas.blogspot.com. Her book
From Cabin ‘Boys’ to Captains: 250 years of Women at Sea was one of the winners of the
Mountbatten Maritime Literary Prize in 2016.
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