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BRITAIN AND THE FIRST WORLD WAR

How did the war change life in Britain?

War in August 1914 was greeted with great enthusiasm, as one soldier put it: 

‘The great emotion was excitement.’

Why was war so popular in 1914?

· In the years leading up to 1914 there had been a series of serious problems in Britain; a wave of major strikes (a general strike was planned for September 1914), rising unemployment, Suffragette attacks and a threat of a civil war in Ireland. War appeared to be a way out of all of these troubles, and for a time it was.

· The newspapers had been full of stories about German aggression and the Kaiser’s impetuosity for some years and a number of novels had been published describing Germans plans to invade Britain. The most famous were ‘The Riddle of the Sands’, by Erskine Childers and William Le Queux’s ‘The Invasion’.

· The newspapers printed stories calling on Britain to ‘stand by Belgium’. Once the war began there were other stories about German troops spearing new-born babies on their bayonets and hanging Belgian priests upside down in cathedral bells. These whipped up a feeling of hysteria in Britain.

· In August 1914 almost everyone expected that the war would be over quickly, including Herbert Asquith the Prime Minister. He adopted the slogan ‘Business as Usual’. He wanted to convince the British people that the war could be fought without disturbing life in Britain. 

· Asquith appointed Kitchener to run the war, with the post of Secretary at War. He became a Cabinet minister.

· From August 1914 Kitchener was in charge of overall strategy, recruitment and training and supplies. It was an impossible task and one that became increasingly difficult the longer the war lasted. 

· In fact Kitchener was one of the few military leaders to believe that the war would not be over quickly, but he could not have expected the fighting to have been so horrific.

· Kitchener, or KK as he was known, was a national hero. He inspired tremendous confidence and all that was necessary on the most famous recruiting poster was to put his face pointing straightforward, with no name.

Recruitment

The British army in August 1914 was a regular professional army. By European standards it was tiny, about 350,000 men, which led to the Kaiser describing it as a ‘contemptible little army. 

How was Kitchener’s army recruited?

· Kitchener decided to rely on volunteers. It was believed that volunteers would fight more effectively than conscripts.

· On 6 August Parliament agreed to increase the army to 500,000. The famous Kitchener poster appeared on 7 August. Recruiting offices were besieged. 

· By the end of August 300,000 men had volunteered. Recruiting was most successful, however, in areas of high unemployment.

· In September another 600,000 men were called for and 450,000 more had volunteered by the end of the month. 

· Many men volunteered out of a sense of honour and often these were the most highly educated. These were to be the ‘lost generation’, as they became called after the war. 

· By December an army of 4,000,000 was planned.

How was recruitment carried out?

· The simplest method was by propaganda posters, which in August and September were usually very simple.

· Actresses were also used, often interrupting performances in musical halls to call for men to come up on the stage and take the king’s shilling.

· Songs were used, including ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary’.

Why did recruitment become more difficult in 1915?

· By December 1915 the number of volunteers had fallen to 117,000 and by February 1915 to 88,000. The war was obviously not going to be over by Christmas and news of the conditions at the front and of the casualties was reaching Britain. 

· At first newspapers printed lists of killed and wounded, but as numbers grew the government banned all such lists. Newspapers reacted by leaving blank spaces where the lists would have been.

· As the war became more and more serious, unemployment fell and wages rose, volunteering had less and less attraction.

How did methods of recruitment change in 1915?

· Posters became more strident and pointed, with slogans such as ‘What did you do in the Great War Daddy?’

· Women were urged to put pressure on their husbands, brothers and sweethearts.

· The Suffragettes launched the White Feather Campaign, even spitting in the faces of men in civilian clothes on buses.

· National Registration of all single men was introduced in August 1915, so that they could be called upon if necessary.

· Finally, Lord Derby organised a massive recruitment campaign in late 1915. Its most famous feature was a competition to find a new recruiting song. The winner was ‘Pack up your troubles in your old kitbag’.

But the campaign was a failure. By then 2,500,000 men had volunteered, but to meet the demands of the army conscription was introduced

Why was conscription introduced?

· The failure of the Derby Campaign convinced that the government that relying on volunteers would not work.

From 1916 to 1918 3,500,000 men were conscripted into the armed forces. There is no evidence that conscripts were any less brave than volunteers.

The Military Service Act

This made all unmarried men between the ages of eighteen and forty-one liable for service in the armed forces. In May 1916 the Act was extended to include married men.

Conscripts could claim exemption on any one of four grounds.

· Ill health

· Reserved occupation, this meant that they were employed in an industry of national importance.

· Family responsibility, this meant that they had dependants who would suffer if they were conscripted.

· Conscientious objection

Anyone who claimed exemption had to go before a Military Tribunal and prove that they deserved to be exempt from service. The Tribunals could reach any one of four decisions.

Who was exempt from military service?

· Absolute exemption, this meant that the individual was declared to be unconditionally exempt from service.

· Conditional exemption, this meant that the individual was exempted providing that he undertook work of national importance.

· Exemption from combatant duties, this meant that the individual had to join the armed forces but would not be required to be part of a fighting unit. This usually entailed joining something like an ambulance unit.

· Rejection, this meant that the individual had to join the army and as subject to normal military discipline.

The Military Service Acts produced two groups of Conscientious Objectors. 

· Non-Combatants, who were prepared to enlist and accept army discipline.

· Absolutists, who refused any form of military service.

What happened to Conscientious Objectors?

· Non-combatants were prepared to join the army and performed duties such as medical orderlies and drivers.  

· The numbers of Absolutists was very small, probably less than 8,000, but they proved a very difficult problem for the government, especially as the army was determined to increase its reserve of manpower at all costs.

What happened to Absolutists?

· They could be ordered to join the army, where they were subject to military discipline. If they refused to obey orders they could be court-martialled and even shot.

· They could be sent to prison, where they would be sentenced to hard labour. Ten conscientious prisoners died in prison and another twenty died soon after release as a result of the conditions they were forced to endure.

· From June 1916 conscientious objectors were sent to Home Office Work Centres. At Dyce near Aberdeen, conditions were so cold and harsh (tents were the only accommodation throughout the year) that pneumonia broke out and several men died. At Broxbourne in Hertfordshire, the usual job was handling the rotting corpses of animals. At Princetown on Dartmoor, COs (as they became called) broke rocks or stitched mailbags like convicted criminals.

Did conditions in Home Office Work Centres improve?

· Although conditions in the Home Office Work Centres improved after 1916, they were not closed until April 1919, six months after the war ended. 

· By that time 73 Conscientious Objectors had died and another thirty-one had been driven insane by their treatment.

The role of the government

In the early months of the war the government gave itself extensive powers by passing DORA and published propaganda about the Germans to encourage patriotic feelings. 

DORA

· The Defence of the Realm Act, was passed in August 1914 at the outbreak of the First World War. It gave the government extensive powers, many of which were never used, for example, the following all became illegal; writing letters in code, using a camera without a permit, lighting bonfires, ringing church bells, buying binoculars, feeding bread to dogs and horses. 

· More serious were restrictions on hoarding food and profiteering and the fact that suspected spies could be held without trial. Trade Union rights were limited and the government took the power to control rents and prices and seize land and horses.

· In 1916 British Summer Time was introduced for the first time and the opening hours of public houses were limited. Alcoholic drinks were watered down and buying rounds of drinks was banned. Convictions for drunkenness fell from 3388 in 1914 to 449 in 1918.

Rationing

· The Defence of the Realm Act gave the government the power to start rationing food, but this had little effect until 1917, when German U-boats began to sink British ships in the Atlantic. 

· Lloyd George then introduced a number of restrictions as part of War Socialism. Restaurant meals were controlled and there were food queues in March 1918, but rationing was never serious.

Rations per person per week in ounces in 1918

Meat 

16 

Butter

  4 

Sugar

  8

No other foods were rationed.

Government propaganda

· The main method of propaganda was posters, which publicised so-called German atrocities. 

· Some, like the shelling of Scarborough and Hartlepool, the sinking of the Lusitania and the execution of Nurse Edith Cavell were true, but others, such as the Great Body Scandal were completely false. 

· This was a story published in 1917 that stated that the Germans collected the dead bodies of British Soldiers and turned them into fat. In fact the Germans only collected the dead bodies of horses. This story was not officially denied until 1925.

The use of film

· From 1915 films were made to encourage support for the war effort, and in 1916 the Battle of the Somme film was shown in cinemas all over Britain. 

· It was watched by more than 20,000,000 people, still a record for any film in Britain. Unfortunately for the government it had the opposite effect and produced anti-war feelings.

· From 1917 the Ministry of Information produced films and the National War Aims Committee published leaflets and held rallies.

Women and the War

An overall summary

· Before the First World War many women worked. The most common job was Domestic Service. About 2,000,000 women worked as Domestic Servants. 

· Many women also worked in Textiles and in the Sweated Trades. Women were normally paid two-thirds of a man’s wage and hardly ever got the chance of promotion.

· During the First World War (1914 to 1918), 10,000,000 British people joined the armed forces. This left many jobs to be done at home. 

· Because of this about 2,000,000 women began to work for the first time. Many women had always worked, but for the first time many middle class women took jobs. But this did not happen immediately

Women at the outbreak of war

· At first women were not really affected by the war. In 1914 they were asked to knit socks and scarves for the soldiers and not much else. 

· The Suffragettes stopped all their action when war broke out, but nothing happened. Emmeline Pankhurst urged her followers to support the war in any way they could.

· A group of women led by Elsie Inglis, who volunteered to go to France and work as nurses, was turned down by the army.

· In May 1915 the Great Shell Shortage showed that the war effort needed to be taken far more seriously. David Lloyd George became Minister for Munitions and began to increase the production of weapons and ammunition. 

· In July 1915 the suffragettes, led by Christabel Pankhurst organised a right to work march in London. 

· By the end of the year things were very different, as more and more men joined the Army and more and more munitions were needed, more and more women were needed to take their places. 

· New factories opened to produce planes, weapons and ammunition, many women began to work in these.

· In 1916 Conscription was introduced. This meant that even more women were needed. For the first time women began to be recruited into the armed services. 

· The First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) was used as nurses, by 1918 there were about 45,000, and the Voluntary Aid Detachments (VAD) were used as drivers and secretaries. 

· In January 1917 the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps was set up, followed by the Women’s Royal Naval Service and the Women’s Royal Air Force.

What other work did women take over during the war?

· Munitions work was the most common job that women took on, working in factories making shells and guns. This was a very dangerous job and could be very unpleasant. Explosive powder could make the skin turn yellow and you could catch lung diseases. 

· Some women were nicknamed ‘canaries’. Safety precautions were rudimentary and some women became unable to have children. But hundreds of thousands of women worked in these factories for the high good wages, 3 pounds a week

· The Land Army took the places of farm-workers. Women began to work as farm labourers. Land girls began to wear trousers, which became acceptable. But only about 13,000 women joined the Land Army

· Many women began to work in the motor car industry as mechanics or drivers. The motor car industry developed a great deal during the war as the army realised how useful motor cars, lorries and tanks could be.

· Another industry which' developed during the war was Aeroplanes. Many women painted the canvas covering of the planes with varnish. It was dangerous work as the fumes were poisonous.

· Women also took over many clerical jobs in banks and began to work as postal workers.

· Women got the vote at 30 in 1918, but only if they were householders or married to a householder. In 1928 they got the vote at 21. The first woman MP was elected in 1919.

How was Britain protected against the dangers of invasion?

The impact of war upon the people of Britain

· During the First World War the British people found themselves in the front line for the first time.

· In December 1914 German warships bombarded ports along the east coast. In Hartlepool an eleven year old boy was killed in a school playground. In Scarborough nineteen people were killed.

· From January 1915 Zeppelins began to make bombing raids on British cities. These were airships filled with hydrogen that could fly at 15,000 feet, well above the ceiling of fighters. Altogether there were 51 Zeppelin raids.

· From later in 1915 the Germans began airraids using Gotha bombers. By the end of the war there had been 57. About 1400 people were killed in airraids overall.

The war at sea

· When war broke out in 1914 the Royal Navy expected that there would be a major battle with the German High Seas Fleet. 

· In fact the first two years were spent chasing German raiders and eliminating Von Spee's squadron at the Falkland Islands. The only action in home waters was between battle-cruisers at Dogger bank in 1915.

· The Germans began submarine warfare in 1915, but stopped after the protests from the USA over the sinking of the Lusitania in May 1915.

The Lusitania

· The Lusitania was a liner, which was sunk on 8 May 1915 by a German submarine. The sinking led to furious protests by the US government as 128 passengers were US citizens.

· The Lusitania was sunk because it was carrying contraband (goods for the war). It had 4,927 boxes of cartridges, 1,248 cases of shrapnel and 3,863 boxes of cheese and 696 tubs of butter mysteriously addressed to the Naval Experimental Establishment.

· The German Embassy in Washington had taken out advertisements in US newspapers warning US citizens that the ship was likely to be attacked. But even so there were the strongest protests from the US government and the British press made the most of the incident as anti-German propaganda.

Jutland and convoys

· In fact there was only one major sea battle during the First World War, at Jutland in May 1916. The result was indecisive. Although the Royal navy lost twice as many ships as the Germans and twice as many men, it was the German High Seas Fleet that broke off the action and returned to port. It never left again

· The failure of the German High Seas Fleet was one reason for the beginning of unrestricted U-Boat warfare at the end of 1916.

· From 1916 the Royal Navy fulfilled two functions. It blockaded Germany and prevented vital supplies from getting through, and from 1917 it began to escort convoys across the Atlantic. This role ensured that Britain received the supplies it needed.

What effects did submarines have on the war?

· The real challenge from German submarines was faced in 1917. At the beginning of the year the Germans had 120 submarines at sea. In April 1917 more than 875,000 tonnes of shipping was sunk. This immediately changed naval strategy. 

Why did unrestricted U-boat warfare fail?

· From May 1917, David Lloyd George, the prime minister ordered the Admiralty to supply escorts for convoys sailing across the Atlantic, by October 1917 the Germans had lost more than 50 submarines and the danger was over.

· U-boats were stopped from using the English Channel because the Royal Navy laid mine fields. This forced them to waste fuel sailing around the north of the British Isles.

· Q-ships, disguised merchantmen, were used to lure U-boats to the surface, where they could be destroyed.

