
Britain Stands Alone 

Through the remainder of 1940 and 1941 life in Britain was harder and, inevitably, rationing became 

a more prominent feature of everyday life, with sugar, bacon, margarine and tea being included in 

the first list of rationed foodstuffs. Lord Woolton was charged with the task of ensuring that the 

nation had enough to eat. In the years before the war he had been responsible for department stores 

and he had also known the slums in Liverpool where he saw many poor children suffering from 

malnutrition. His aim was to encourage people to eat as healthy a diet as possible and, in order to 

encourage this, people were invited to a number of free film shows. One film extolling the virtues of 

dripping stays firmly in the mind. He was certainly successful in encouraging people to think about 

healthy food and the country owes him a great deal. Having lived through these years the writer 

cannot remember an occasion when he experienced hunger. Overweight children were not seen very 

often! The approach to rationing and general fairness was prompt and efficient and in marked 

contrast to what happened in 1914-18. 

After the fall of France the French Atlantic ports became available to the German U-boat fleet which 

was expanding rapidly, increasing the danger to the Atlantic convoys. Before the war it was 

customary to transport 55 million tons of food and other necessities across the Atlantic every year: 

this was now reduced by a half, causing the list of rationed foods to be extended. It is said that 

Churchill found that the Battle of the Atlantic, which cost the lives of 40 000 merchant seamen, was 

his biggest worry. Certainly if the U-boats had gained the upper hand it is doubtful whether Britain 

would have been able to continue the war. This topic will be considered in recounting the experience 

of two particular convoys.  

Clearly, the shortfall in food supplies had to be made good and “Dig for Victory” posters appeared 

everywhere. In urban Britain lawns became vegetable plots, while former parks, playing fields and 

verges also played their part. Hutches for rabbits and runs for chickens appeared in many suburban 

gardens. Obviously Settrington folks had a clear advantage with their spacious gardens and the 

expertise normally found among country folk. Raising a pig for home slaughter and use was a 

common practice although it was closely watched during wartime. Settrington Cow Club was 

certainly still in existence in 1939 as the minutes of the annual meeting for that year are still to hand 

and ready to be put into the parish chest. The Club helped members pay vet’s fees from their annual 

membership contributions. 

Food was not the only commodity in short supply because of the threat posed to shipping. The range 

of restrictions which folk had to observe was reasonably extensive. Petrol for the private motorist 

was almost unobtainable. Textiles were scarce and the choice was very limited: the manner in which 

they were used in the tailoring of clothes denied personal preferences. Turn-ups on gentlemen’s 

trousers were barred and the number of button holes restricted. Shirt tails were shorter and did not 

tuck into trousers at all well. Ladies skirts were also shorter and lace on underwear was forbidden. 

Furniture design was made simpler and it bore the mark CC41 which designated it as a UTLITY 

product. This utility designation was ex tended to many of the household goods in regular use. The 

enforcement of these issues was rigorous and many folk suggested it all had a resemblance to the 

actions of a totalitarian state. It was just another example of the many wartime restrictions on 

personal liberty. 


