
The War affected both family and school life. Many dads were
away from home, families had reduced incomes and, as a
result, some mums needed to find work. New restrictions on
children taking part time jobs did not help matters, nor did
disruptions to school life. There were also related problems of
childcare and child discipline.
Because most teachers were men, there was a shortage. In
addition, a good handful of Plymouth schools were taken over
for military use. In August 1914, some 5000 Plymouth school
children had to be relocated, rising to 6000 by 1917. Where
two schools now shared one building, another 5500 had their
days disrupted by a morning and afternoon class system.
School days were shortened and attendance levels fell.
The school leaving age for most children was twelve. Both
before and after leaving school, the majority of children were
expected to find work and contribute to the family budget.
During the War years, Plymouth, like other places, was
thinking about raising the leaving age, but also to stop children
under 14 years old working in ‘street-trades’. In February 1916,
new local bye-laws set the work age limit at eleven, and barred
children from certain jobs.
With less pocket money and more time on their hands, juvenile
crime rose. The growing popularity of the cinema was blamed
too; children needed money to see the films - and the films
were said to be a bad influence on their behaviour.

The War time histories of local council
and church run schools can be followed
through surviving school ‘log books’.
The fact that pupils from Hyde Park
had to walk to Laira Green contributed
to rising absenteeism. The Head at
Charles’ Boys School complained that
temporary female teachers were
unreliable and unable to control a class.

In contrast, Plymouth College was an
independent school and, because of
this, it is an interesting case study.
With the declaration of War, the school
field became a military “mobilization
centre” and the College a training centre
-“where a large number of Territorial

recruits were given instruction in drill
and musketry by pupil cadets.” The
school magazine printed a rallying cry
in October 1914. “Past and Present, of
the school are doing their duty in this
terrible time... Upon us now... is the duty
of preparing to follow in their steps...”.
By November 1918, over 500 past pupils
and teachers of the School had served
in the military. One in five had been
killed; reflecting the higher death rate
among officers, many of whom were
educated in independent schools.
Nationwide, one in ten servingmen were
killed in the War.

One School’s War: Plymouth College
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WOMEN GO TO WORK

Class at Laira Green School, 1917 - in September 1914 the school was briefly relocated to provide accommodation for soldiers
Image: Chris Robinson

Sherwood Foresters at Cattedown School, August 1914
Image: Doidge’s Annual 1915 / Chris Robinson

Plymouth College hockey team, 1914 - within a year or two they had
all signed up to do their bit. The four young men circled were all killed
Image: Chris Robinson / Plymouth College

In January 1916, the Plymouth Day
Nursery on Whimple Street appealed to
the “wives of Kitchener’s Army to help
their sisters” with donations to pay for
the children of poorer working mothers.
Some mums were taking infant children
to work with them. An annual ‘Christmas
Shilling Fund’ resulted.

Mother and child welfare were high on the
war time agenda. By the end of 1917,
Plymouth had four under-3 nurseries
and several Infant Welfare Centres - the
first in the former Stonehouse Town Hall.
Plymouth also hosted its first ‘Baby Week’.

Infant Welfare



Volunteer women police patrols were
organised during the War. In
Plymouth, as elsewhere, their role
was to try to stop women workers
being over-friendly with men and
drinking too much. It was reported
that they would "turn girls and lads
out of the doorways" and knock on
the door of a house if a male caller
had stayed too long. A letter to the
local paper wrote of "ancient spinsters
following soldiers about with their
flashlights."
There was co-operation with the
regular Police, but the ladies
involved had no power of arrest.
Between 1914 and 1920 around 1000
women volunteered nationwide. In
Plymouth, volunteer numbers fell
from 50 in 1914, to just 20 at the
start of 1917, but patrols continued

after the War’s end. The failure of a
nationwide proposal to merge the
volunteer Women’s Police Service
with the professional Police did not
rule out local change. Although
Plymouth had rejected the idea of
employing women police officers in
1916, two full-time appointments
were made in May 1919.

Women were vital to the War effort. Those that could afford to,
volunteered for jobs, including as nurses and fundraisers.
Volunteers needed organising too. However, for the average
family, with a husband away fighting, money was tight. Wives
relied on the weekly ‘Separation Allowance’ and more women
needed work to tide the family over.
Job opportunities for women increased when Britain's work-
shops and factories were organised to make much needed
weapons and ammunition. The Suffragettes provided some of
the skill-training. Conscription to the army opened-up new
opportunities and the Women's Service Bureau was set up to
place women in jobs where no men were available.
Traditionally, single women lived at home with their parents.
Husbands were the bread-winners and responsible for their
wives. During the War, many women had a greater independence;
money in their purses and husbands away. In towns like
Plymouth, with large numbers of soldiers and sailors passing
through, there were fears for the moral welfare of working class
women. Some were thought to be drinking too much, and there
were concerns about sexual liaison and sexual disease; all
could threaten a family’s welfare or a person’s health and
fitness to work - or fight.

In 1914, the Astor’s helped to secure a
contract with the Royal Army Clothing
Department for local seamstresses to
organise and make 5000 shirts a week, later
rising to 10,000. By April 1915, 1175 women
were employed and over 220,000 shirts had
been supplied.

‘Munitionettes’ worked in workshops off Union
Street, at Prince Rock and at Bull Point.
Andrew's Garage, near The Crescent, milled
aluminium into fuse caps for shells. The
Technical Schools in Plymouth and Devonport
were used for training and manufacture;
the Tavistock Road building trained 373
women and made two-thousand 18-pounder
shell cases between summer of 1915 and
October 1916.

By 1916, Plymouth women were doing
various manual and semi-skilled jobs in the
Naval Dockyard. They were also working as
tram conductors, railway guards, postwomen,
road sweepers and window cleaners.

In 1917, there was a nationwide appeal for
volunteers to join the Women’s Land Army.
In Devon, there was a problem persuading
farmers to employ women but, in May, a
Plymouth recruiting rally secured 70 names.

In Plymouth
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‘Munitionettes’ in Plymouth - probably at Bull Point Image: Chris Robinson

Plymouth had volunteer women police patrols
Image: Di Lawyer Collection

There were no buses in Plymouth, but women worked as tram conductors
Image: Di Lawyer Collection

Policing Women

Image: Di Lawyer Collection



At the start of the War, fearing blockade, people stocked-up. In
Plymouth "the queues outside the Coop gave the three towns a
grimly realistic air of siege". Panic buying created shortages and
hoarding was soon frowned upon. The scarcity of some foods led
to price rises; the cost of a loaf of bread rose by 45% in the first
month of the War. Government advertising campaigns encouraged
people to eat less and cut out waste.
For a year or so the shortages mostly stabilised but, in April 1916,
Britain had only six weeks of wheat supplies left. Things got worse
when German submarines increased attacks on supply ships.
Basic foodstuffs, like butter, margarine, sugar and meat, were all
affected. Following the very cold and wet winter of 1916, disease
hit the potato crop too. Eventually, in 1917, the Government had
to address the food shortages, setting-up local committees across
the country to control the price of essential foods and how much
people could buy; the Plymouth Food Control Committee was
formed in August 1917. ‘Allotmentitis’ arrived in Plymouth too.
Areas of park and waste land were turned-over to grow food.
Although the first nationwide attempt to ration sugar was
cancelled, the Compulsory Rationing Scheme was introduced in
February 1918. The local meat ration was 1lb (0.45kg) per head,
per week. Also rationed were sugar, butter, margarine and cheese.
Everyone had to register at a shop and then hand in a ration card
to show what food they were allowed.

Panic, Profiteering and Potatoes

FOOD SHORTAGESFOOD SHORTAGES
‘Our Gardener Boys at Plymstock’ growing food on the school field, 1917 - In October 1917, a Devonport school proudly announced that they had
grown 5-stone (32kg) of potatoes on their new plot Image: Doidge’s Annual 1918 / Chris Robinson

Meat Ration Card Order Form, 1918 Image: PCMAG (AR1971.33.2)

National Ration Book, Plymouth Office, October 1918
Image: PCMAG (AR1984.147)

Postcard Images: Di Lawyer Collection

Panic: In 1914, the calling up of horses
and the commandeering of vehicles for the
War effort quickly affected the transport and
delivery of food and other goods. People
were asked to only buy what they needed.
The local paper shouted out the warning
PANIC BUYING MEANS PANIC PRICES. It was
even suggested that the better off should
eat more meat and leave more bread for rest!

Profiteering: Shortages of food stuffs
and other goods offered the chance for
some traders to overcharge for items when
fresh supplies became available. This was
‘profiteering’. In July 1916, the Plymouth
Women’s Co-operative Guild called for the
Government to control food supply “because
our food and many essentials of our life are
at the mercy of rapacious individuals who
are relentlessly piling up huge profits at the

expense of the physical wellbeing of women
and children.” In one case, in December 1917,
Gauvry & Co., of Sutton Wharf, Plymouth
“were charged and fined heavily with
exceeding the maximum prices for potatoes.”

Potatoes: In early 1917, the Plymouth
Co-operative Society introduced a scheme
to ration potatoes. Plymouth Corporation
also held a public meeting to discuss the all-
important ‘Potato Question’. By August 1917,
some 183,000 Plymothians, over 70% of
the town’s population, had registered for a
Plymouth Co-op ‘Potato Ticket’. Partly in order
to stop would be ‘profiteers’, regular adverts
appeared in the local paper to say when and
where potatoes would be available. The
Society also introduced their own rationing
scheme for bread and sugar.

The military were paid in cash - often a long
way from home. The families of serving
men were supported by the ‘Separation
Allowance’; the amount received depended
on the husband’s rank and the number of
children. Between August 1914 and March
1915, the basic weekly payment rose from
11s 9d (59 pence) and 1s 9d (8 pence) per
child, to a guinea (£1.05p) for a wife with
two children. Families had to budget
carefully.

Food shortages led to panic, price rises and
profiteering. As the War progressed, the
average family budget was reduced. Queuing
became commonplace. Those thought to
be hoarding or over-charging because of
the shortages were very unpopular.



Dealing with shortages became a way of life throughout
the War. Government advertising campaigns encouraged
people to use less, buy British and salvage or recycle.
‘Don’t Waste Bread’ was one campaign, and, from 1917,
bread was sold by weight and not by loaf. Even coal
supplies were affected, resulting in lighting restrictions
and fuel rationing.

‘Making-do’ and ‘no waste’ became patriotic duties, in
some case backed up by new laws. It was suggested
people eat less, eat slowly and eat only when hungry.
‘Salvage’ was the equivalent of modern day re-cycling.
Good practice was taught in schools and special events
were organised.

In 1916, the displays, demonstrations and talks featured
at the ‘Plymouth War Economics Exhibition’ included
advice on preserving fruit and vegetables by bottling
and canning. Local newspapers regularly printed ‘make-
do’ recipes - but not all foods could be easily
substituted. By January 1918, the war time queues
were getting longer and rationing was introduced for
butter, margarine, cheese, sugar and meat.

Potato Substitute: Split peas make a good substitute for
potatoes when boiled in a cloth for 2 hours seasoned with
pepper and salt and served with nice gravy. They can be
used at any meal in place of boiled or mashed potatoes
ordinarily served. Rice can also be prepared in the same
manner and leftovers from each of these dishes can make
good croquettes for another meal. I think at present these
articles of food are the most inexpensive to be had on the
market. Cold oatmeal sliced, seasoned with salt and
pepper and fried dripping or bacon fat also make a
welcome change for breakfast and is a save to the limited
milk and sugar.
Letter from ‘Mother’s Friend’,Western Evening Herald, 28 March 1917

MAKE-DO AND QUEUEMAKE-DO AND QUEUE

‘Salvage! - Every Little Helps’ - British poster campaign
Image: Canadian Library and Archive

WWI postcards - War time cartoonists tried to look on the funny side of things
Images: Birmingham Library Services and Di Lawyer Collection

“Meat Shortage: Depressing
Tour of Butchers’ Shops -
Plymouth has today experienced the
most decided shortage of meat
supply since the start of the war.
Early this morning there were crowds,
they could not be called queues, in the
retail market clamouring for supplies.”
Western Evening Herald, 3 January 1918

“Very Little Margarine in
Plymouth: More Men in Queues -
Rabbits (not rationed) were eagerly
being bought up at very high prices.
There was some meat but only for
the regular customer... Large queues
waited from a very early hour at the
Maypole Dairy Company’s shops in
anticipation of a further consignment
being received. But there was no
margarine anywhere in Plymouth.”
Western Evening Herald, 3 January 1918

“Matches at Plymouth -
There was a remarkable scene in
Cornwall Street this morning. A large
crowd assembled outside a shop,
and to a casual observer, it appeared
as though a raid was in progress there
being no windows between the people
and the goods. Two policemen were
attracted and the street soon became
congested. Eventually it was dis-
covered that a consignment of
matches had arrived and needless to
say; once this fact became known, the
demand was so vigorous that the
assistants were kept busy, and the
stock was not found to be nearly
sufficient.”
Western Evening Herald, 7 September 1918

Queues in Plymouth

Wartime Kitchen



The Government was keen to outlaw workers’ strikes during the
War, but strikes took place. Between 2.5 and 3 million working
days were lost in Britain in 1915 and 1916, rising to 6 million in
1918. One the longest strikes took place in Plymouth and
involved workers at the Plymouth Co-operative Society. Many
regarded war time strikes as unpatriotic. At a time of food
shortages and reduced family budgets, there was not a lot of
local sympathy or support for the Co-op strikers.

Each Co-operative Society around the country agreed its own
wage rates. Plymouth’s Co-op employees claimed that whilst
house rents in the town were among the highest, they were the
lowest paid. The Plymouth strike effectively closed the Co-op for
over two months, from 11 September until 21 November 1916,
and the famous trade unionist Ben Tillett spoke at the Guildhall
in support. The final agreement included a pay rise; but only to
match wages paid to other local workers doing similar jobs.

On Saturday 18 May, there was a one day Plymouth Tram Strike,
with about 400 workers taking part. Saturday was a working day
for many and the strike cost a number of Naval Dockyard
workers a day’s pay; although the local paper suggested that
many men were happy to take a day off rather than walk to
work! The strike ended quickly - although negotiations and
agreement over a final settlement took a while longer.

ON STRIKEON STRIKE

‘Official Statement’ from the Plymouth
Co-operative Society - the Amalgamated
Union of Co-operative Employees and the
Dockers’ Union supported strike action
Image: PWDRO (Ref.3071/Box25)

Co-op staff strike meeting on North Quay,
Sutton Harbour, September 1916
Image: IWWN, 16 September 1916
Plymouth Library Services

Fire aboard the SS Elmleaf at Millbay Docks, 1917 - although the Dockers’ Union was involved in both Plymouth strikes, the Docks stayed busy with shipping and cargo
Image: PCMAG (Hoppins Collection/NYA)


