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How did people ‘do tHeir bit’ for tHe war? 
The War placed huge demands on everyone, including those at 
home in Britain. People were affected by shortages, by the absence 
of the men now fighting at the Front, and by the demands of 
producing war materials on an enormous scale. 

The British government passed the Defence of the Realm Act 
(DORA) in 1914 which gave them powers to control many aspects 
of people’s daily lives in order to protect Britain and the war effort. 
Unprecedented government control was also imposed on the 
industry and the workforce (see pages 40-41). 

But the government also appealed for people to voluntarily ‘do their 
bit’ to help. Many people responded by giving donations, sending 
parcels or working to support the war effort. 

Source C Captain John Liddell, writing 
to his family in November 1914, 
criticising the contents of some of the 
charitable parcels sent to soldiers. 
The people who send them [parcels of 
hand-knitted clothes] mean very well, but 
… some of the efforts that arrive are very 
thin and shoddy. Especially do I condemn 
the atrocity known as the heelless sock.

Source A John Reith, a young officer in the War, describes 
receiving an unexpected parcel in the trenches, in his memoir 
Wearing Spurs, published in 1966. 
One evening a splendid box of candy arrived from a girl of whom I 
had never heard: others followed from her at regular intervals … 
[the explanation was that] shortly after we had gone overseas a 
photograph of the officers was published in a Glasgow newspaper. 
This young lady and some friends allocated us out among 
themselves with this highly satisfactory result. I never met her.

Charities
People could help to support wartime charities through voluntary 
work or donations. These charities supported a wide range of causes 
including: serving soldiers, injured soldiers, war widows, orphans, 
refugees and injured military animals. Over 18,000 new charities 
and special funds were set up during the war on top of those already 
established, like the Red Cross. 

p	Source B A poster appealing for donations of 
fresh eggs which were not often available for 
soldiers at the Front. The fund, established in 
August 1915, was very successful, often 
collecting over a million eggs a month for 
serving or wounded soldiers.

Souvenir cufflinks made from pieces of a German 
zeppelin shot down over England in 1916. They were 
sold to raise money for the Red Cross which provided 
medical aid to troops. Zeppelin raids over England 
accounted for the deaths of 1,413 deaths in Britain 
during the War. People were deeply shocked to become 
targets in their own homes.
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war bonds
People could help fund the war effort, and make a small profit, by 
purchasing war bonds. In return for their money, the buyer 
received a paper guarantee from the government promising to repay 
the cost of the bond plus interest after the War. It was a secure and 
patriotic way for people to invest, and increased the funds for the 
government to spend on weapons during the War. 

working women
Women were a huge potential source of labour, but strict attitudes 
about what was appropriate work limited the jobs women were 
permitted to do. A woman’s proper place was regarded as being in 
the home, as a wife and mother. Nevertheless, many women did 
work, mainly single and working class women. But they tended to 
be employed in traditional female roles such as maids and nurses or 
in teaching or textiles.

FlorenCe’S 
Story
Florence 
Farmborough 
was 27 and living 
in moscow and 
working as an 
english tutor to a 

wealthy Russian family when the War 
broke out. She volunteered for service, 
training as a Red Cross nurse. She was 
sent to the eastern Front (in Russia and 
what is now the Ukraine and poland) 
where Russian forces were fighting 
against German troops. 

q	Source e A tram driver and conductor in 
Scotland during the war. 

ACtIVIty
1. a) How might people in Britain have helped each of the  

 following: 
● a soldier at the front line?
● a wounded soldier in hospital?

b) design a poster for a wartime charity appealing for donations.
2. a) List the ways in which women helped to support the  

 war effort. 
b) Which of the roles in your list were a challenge to the 

traditional views of acceptable women’s work? 
c) How important do you think the War was in changing 

people’s attitudes towards women’s work? 

p	Source D Workers sealing tins of army biscuits at a factory in Lancashire. 
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wHat was done to make more munitions? 

the shell shortage
The severity of fighting on the Western Front meant that British 
forces soon began to run out of shells. Reports of the ‘shell scandal’ 
filled British newspapers in the spring of 1915: they claimed a lack 
of shells was causing British military failures on the Western Front. 

Source A Lloyd George, minister of 
munitions, speaking to the Shipbuilding 
employers Federation, in march 1915. 
We are fighting Germans, Austrians and 
Drink, and so far as I can see the greatest 
of these deadly foes is Drink. 

An ‘On War Service’ badge, 
issued to those employed 
in essential war work. 
Essential war industries 
included munitions 
manufacture, coal 
mining and shipbuilding. 
Their employees were 
encouraged not to 
enlist in the army. It was hoped that 
war service badges would deter people 
calling them cowards because they were 
not in army uniform.

making more munitions 
The government responded by creating a Ministry of Munitions to 
organise munitions production. Led by Lloyd George (the future 
Prime Minister), it succeeded in increasing the numbers of shells 
manufactured in Britain from just 500,000 in 1914 to 76.2 million 
in 1917. It did this by: 
● building new munitions factories and encouraging other factories 

to switch to the production of war materials; for example, bicycle 
factories became shell factories

● directly managing factories to improve their efficiency
● encouraging more people to work in munitions factories and 

improving worker efficiency through a variety of incentives 
and restrictions. These included forcing pubs to close early (by 
10 p.m.), adding water to beer and spirits to weaken them, and 
making strikes illegal in government-controlled factories. 

p	Source B Munitions workers guide 
six-inch howitzer shells being lowered to 
the floor at the Chilwell ammunition 
factory in Nottinghamshire, July 1917.
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welcoming women workers
By the end of the War, 2.9 million women were employed in the munitions industry, a rise 
of 800,000 since 1914. The majority were working class. Before the War they would have 
worked in textile factories, or as maids or nurses. The salary for a female munitions worker 
was very good compared to these jobs, though they were still paid less than male workers. 

Women in work often faced hostility from their male co-workers, many of whom 
feared that ‘cheap’ female labour would lead to their own wages being reduced. To 
reassure the men, the government promised that all women working in formerly 
‘male’ roles would be asked to leave these jobs when the War was over. 

Munitions workers were also at risk of TNT poisoning, which eventually killed 109 
women and made thousands more severely ill. The chemical dyed the skin and hair 
yellow, earning female munitions workers the nickname ‘canary girls’. Explosions were 
also a hazard in factories making shells. An explosion at the Silvertown TNT factory in 
East London on 19 January 1917 killed 73, injured 400 and destroyed over 900 homes, 
with thousands more suffering damage.

lottIe’S Story
Charlotte ‘Lottie’ meade lived in a poor area of 
London. She had five children, one of whom had died 
as a baby. She worked in a wartime munitions factory 
in London. in october 1916 she fell into a coma, 
suffering from liver, kidney and heart failure. Her 
death was caused by tNt poisoning as a result of 
exposure to dangerous chemicals in the factory.
at the time of her death her eldest child was seven 
and the youngest was just one. Lottie’s husband was a 
soldier in France and did not make it home before 
she died. He remarried in 1920 to a young widow 
whose husband had been killed in the war. 
in this photograph, Lottie wears the uniform of a 
female munitions worker. Such overalls would never 
have been worn by women before the war; dresses 
and skirts were the norm. She is also wearing the ‘on 
War Service’ badge (see page 40). 

Source C madeline ida 
Bedford’s poem, a parody 
about female munitions 
workers during the war. 
She was a middle-class 
woman who was not a 
munitions worker. 
Munition Wages

Earning high wages? Yus,

Five quid a week,

A woman, too, mind you,

I calls it dim sweet.

Ye’are asking some 
questions –

But bless yer, here goes:

I spends the whole racket 

On good times and 
clothes.

… We’re all here today, 
mate,

Tomorrow – perhaps 
dead,

If Fate tumbles on us

And blows up our shed.

Afraid! Are yer kidding?

With money to spend!

Years back I wore tatters,

Now – silk stockings, mi 
friend!

I’ve bracelets and jewellery,

Rings envied by friends,

A sergeant to swank with,

And something to lend.

I drive out in taxis,

Do theatres in style,

And this is my verdict – 

It is jolly worthwhile. 

ACtIVIty
1. a) Read Lottie’s Story above. List what you learn from it about munitions  

 workers during the War.
 b) List the advantages and disadvantages for women working in munitions  

 factories.  
2. Read Source C.
 a) What does it tell us about women munitions workers during the War?
 b) What aspects of their behaviour might the author not approve?
3. design a poster explaining what the Government did to increase munitions 

production during the War.
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How well did britain feed itself during 
tHe war? 
As well as making sure there were enough munitions 
during the War, the government had to make sure people 
had enough food to eat. 

why were there food 
shortages in britain? 
Britain relied on imports for about 60 per cent of all 
food before the War. German U-boats began torpedoing 
merchant ships carrying food supplies to Britain, 
causing food shortages. Shipping losses were at their 
worst in 1917, when in April alone over 500,000 tonnes 
of British merchant shipping was sunk. Shortages were 
made worse by widespread hoarding, and increasing 
food prices, especially for scarce items like wheat 
products, meat and eggs. 

To prevent food shortages becoming severe the 
government took measures to increase imports, 
increase food production and ensure the fair 
distribution of available food to the population. 

protecting merchant ships
The introduction of the convoy system in May 1917 was 
hugely successful in reducing the number of merchant ships 
sunk by U-boats. In the convoy system, merchant ships 
sailed together in large groups, rather than as individual 
ships. Convoys were usually given the protection of a 
naval battleship destroyer for part of their voyage. 

increasing food production
To grow more food, the government did the following:
● Turned parks and unused land into allotments for 

growing food. The King even had the flowerbeds at 
Buckingham Palace converted to vegetable patches.

● Instructed farmers to use more land for growing crops.
● Exempted agricultural workers from conscription.
● Encouraged women to help in farming work.

These measures worked but only increased food supplies by 
a small amount. The government therefore looked for 
another way to help stop food shortages – controlling 
consumption.

Source A Joe Hollister, a Londoner, writing in a 
letter to his father in essex on 19 march 1917. 
We want to find [ways] to deal effectively with 
[German] submarines to relieve the scarcity of food 
stuffs … things in London in this respect are beginning 
to be serious, no potatoes to be had, sugar almost 
unobtainable, meat and cheese, butter and bread [all at 
high prices]. I tried vegetables instead of flowers in the 
garden last year, not that I expected much, more from 
patriotic motives, beans, [cabbages], sprouts, lettuce, 
onions, carrots, but it was just a waste of money and 
time and so disheartening and so I think I shall just keep 
it tidy this year and no more. 

p	Source B A poster encouraging people to avoid wasting food.
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rationing 
At first, the government was reluctant to force people to restrict 
their food intake. Instead, they encouraged people to eat less, have 
‘meatless days’ and avoid food waste (see Sources B and C).

MR SLICE O’BREAD

I am a slice of bread …

I am wasted everyday by 48,000,000 
people of Britain.

I am the ‘bit left over’, the slice eaten 
absent-mindedly when I really wasn’t 
needed; I am the waste crust.

If you collected me and my companions 
for a whole week you would find that we 
amounted to 9,380 tonnes of good bread 
– WASTED!

Two shiploads of good bread.

Almost as much as 20 German submarines 
… could sink even if they had good luck. 

When you throw me away or waste me, 
you are adding 20 submarines to the 
German Navy!

04_11 The First World War
Barking Dog Art

The weekly ration was fixed at:

Beef, mutton or lamb, 15oz (425g) 
– the equivalent of four 
   quarterpounder burgers. 

Bacon, 5oz (140g) 
– about five slices.

Fats, 4oz (113g) 
– half a packet of butter 
or margarine.

Sugar, 8oz (225g) 
– half a typical bag 
   of sugar. 

p	Source C Ministry of Food leaflet produced 
by the government, July 1917. 

ACtIVIty
1. Why were there food shortages in 

Britain during the War?
2. a) to what extent do Sources B and   

 C present a similar message? Refer  
 to the sources in your answer. 
b) do you think source B or Source 

C is more effective in presenting 
its message? Give reasons for your 
answer.

3. design an information leaflet 
produced by the government in 1917 
to instruct people about:
a) why there is a need to save food; 

and
b) what they can do to help prevent 

food shortages.

As shortages worsened, the government took more direct action: 
rationing. This was first introduced February 1918. A ration book 
was issued to everyone, including the King.

Bread was considered such a basic necessity that it was not rationed, 
and instead the government fixed the price at 9 pence. It wasn’t all 
good news though, as wheat flour was increasingly replaced by 
alternatives like potato flour, resulting in a dark, unpleasant loaf. 

p	The weekly amounts of rationed goods from 1918.

did the government do enough? 
Despite the food shortages, the average calorific intake only fell by  
3 per cent during the war years compared to 1914. People’s diets were 
certainly different, but government measures helped to ensure that, 
at least in Britain, deprivation never threatened to become starvation. 
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