
Much of the food, clothes and fuel which Britain needed came from abroad. The war disrupted 
and prevented these supplies from arriving. This meant shortages of the essentials to keep life 
going. 

In 1940, rationing was introduced in Britain. The ration book became indispensable for every 
man, woman and child, ensuring a fair distribution of what meagre essentials were available. 

Imported items including meats, sugar, tea and coffee were divided equally between all adults 
and children. These goods arrived by merchant ship and were vulnerable to submarine attacks 
and blockades. Imported non-food items such as textiles, soap and petrol were also rationed.

The government also tried to encourage people to grow food on every available piece of land: 
indeed, the growth of allotments (3.5 million by 1943) consumed every spare area of playing 
field or village green. 

Rationing helped to change attitudes - the fact that everyone was restricted to buying a certain 
amount of goods, created a sense of sharing and cooperation in Britain.

It was accepted that the Government was more involved in people’s health and food intake.

Rationing



The working lives of most of the adult population changed with the 
outbreak of war. To fight the war, men aged between 18 and 41 were needed 
in the navy and army. 

This would take them away from their jobs in factories and farms. To fill the 
shortage, women were recruited for jobs previously done by men. Women 
worked in the factories, constructing weapons and many others joined the 
Land Army to work on farms.

Half a million women would go on to join the uniformed services, and 
millions more worked in the factories and on the land. 

Both men (from 1939) and women (from 1941) were conscripted. Men were 
even conscripted into the coal mines - one in ten of those enlisted 
domestically.

Workers



The biggest danger came from air raids. Air raids meant both danger and 
disruption. 60,595 civilians died as a result of enemy action in the UK. 
Homes, workplaces and public buildings were destroyed. Streets were subject 
to the ‘blackout’ – lighting restrictions – and the ban on street lighting 
caused a huge rise in car accidents. Volunteers were needed to be trained in 
civil defence duties. These included fire-fighting, first aid and ambulance 
driving. Indeed, the pace of life was controlled by air raid alerts and all 
clears, as well as the enforcement of  the war-long blackout.

Civilians were instructed in how to protect themselves against poison gas 
attacks and issued with gas masks, which they were encouraged to carry on 
all journeys. Fortunately, poison gas was never used as a weapon in Britain. 
They were also given materials to build air raid shelters in the backyards. 
Strong buildings were also prepared for use as air raid shelters.

Air raids


