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WW1 Trench Experience 

Time: 20 Minutes 
Max Group Number: 15 Children 
 
Aim  

To help pupils understand what it was like to be a soldier in the 

trenches 

Key themes: 
The basic construction of a trench 
The key features of a trench 
Soldiers’ equipment in a trench 
Soldiers’ daily routine in a trench 
 

Part 1 
Time: 5 minutes 
Outside the trench, ask the children to stand where they can 
see the display boards.  
 
Point to the picture of soldiers taking a break during trench-
digging.  
 
Q. ‘Can you see what tools they have?’     
A. Shovels and spades 
 
Q. ‘What do you think they’re taking a break from?’         
A. Digging trenches 
 
Point out the picture of soldiers in a trench lined with sandbags 
and get the children to look at it. 
 
Q. ‘Can you see what it’s lined with?’  
A. Sandbags 
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Q. ‘Why might that be?            
A. Trenches were dug into the ground. If it rained or the trench 
was bombed the mud walls would disintegrate without a lining. 
Sometimes they used sandbags or corrugated iron or wood, like 
our ‘trench’. 
 
This trench was made by our local army cadets.  
Tell the children that as they go in they need to imagine they’re 
below ground. 
 
 

Part 2 
Time: 7  minutes 
 
Gather the children in the first part of the trench.  
Ask a child to stand on the fire step. 
 
Q. ‘Why do you think it’s called a fire step? Do you light a fire? 
Have a BBQ?’ 
A. It’s where you stand to fire your gun over the top of the 
trench (if we were a bit taller) 
 
Q. ‘Is it a safe place to stand? 
A. No because your head is visible to the enemy in the opposite 
trenches. It’s safer in the bottom of the trench. 
 
Let the children stand on the step in groups and stand down 
again. 
 
Q. ‘Is there anything in the trench that would help you see over 
the top without standing on the first step?’ 
A. Trench periscope, which has mirrors inside which reflect an 
image of the outside world to the viewer. 
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Let each child climb the ladder and look in turn as you carry on 
with this section – the teacher will help. 
 
Ask a child near the gas bell to ring it. 
 
Q. ‘If (child’s name) was a soldier in the First World War, why 
might s/he ring that bell?  
 
A. It was the warning of a gas attack. Gas was used as a 
weapon for the first time in the First World War.  
The first gas masks were hankies dipped in wee held over the 
mouth! The chlorine gas would dissolve in the liquid and not be 
breathed in.  
 
Q. ‘Is there a safer place to go in this trench if there’s a gas 
attack?’ 
 
A. The area behind the gas blanket is slightly safer as the 
blanket can be rolled down and will keep some of the gas away.  
 
If time – briefly discuss with the children: 

 Trench rotation – the soldiers did not live in the ‘front 
line’ trenches permanently. After a week, the unit was 
taken back behind the lines for rest and exercise and a 
new unit would come to the front. After their rest the 
original unit would go into the reserve trenches (mid-way) 
to help with cooking and moving supplies before going 
back on the ‘front line’. They changed positions every 
week or so. 

 Except when there were major battles, the men kept to 
regular daily routine (see the end of the sheet for 
background details). Maintenance work and skirmishing 
of German trenches went on at night because it was too 
dangerous in the day. The time for sleep was in the 
afternoon. 
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Part 3 
Time: 7  minutes 
Move into the dugout, the area for sleeping (normally dug out 
at right angles to the main trench). 
 
Q. ‘What do you think happened in this part of the trench?’ 
A. Sleeping and eating when wet. 
 
Don’t let the children climb on the beds. 
 
Hand a piece of hard tack biscuit to a child, plus a metal plate. 
Ask them to bang it on the plate, to demonstrate how hard it is. 
Explain that this what the men would be issued with.  
 
Q. ‘Why was it made so hard?’ 
A. So it would not rot (unlike bread) or crumble (like biscuits) 
 
Q. How could you eat it? 
A. It needs to be soaked in liquid or dunked in hot tea.  
 
Q. Do you think it was easy to get fresh milk for tea in the 
trenches? 
A. No – they had tins of condensed milk, a gloopy, sweet milk 
you can still buy today. 
 
Pass around the tin, plus the corned beef tin. 
 
Q. Why do you think the army used tinned food? 
A. It was easy to transport and the food didn’t go off. 
 
Pass around the soap. 
 
Q. What does it smell like? 
A. It is carbolic soap – a disinfectant. 
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Q. What does disinfectant mean? 
A. Soap that is meant to reduce germs etc. 
 
Q. Why did the soldiers need it? 
A. Even in the trenches it was important to keep clean to help 
wounds to heal and to help against lice and trench foot. 
 
Q. Can you think why the helmet is covered in sack cloth? 
A. It was put on by the soldiers to stop the helmets glinting in 
the sun and giving away their positions. 
 
 

A typical day in the trenches 
 

 5am - 'Stand-to' (short for 'Stand-to-Arms', meaning to be on 
high-alert for enemy attack) half an hour before daylight 

 5.30am - Rum ration 

 6am - Stand-to half an hour after daylight 

 7am - Breakfast (usually bacon and tea) 

 After 8am - Clean themselves, clean weapons, tidy trench 

 Noon - Dinner 

 After dinner - Sleep and downtime (one man per ten on duty) 

 5pm - Tea 

 6pm - Stand-to half an hour before dusk 

 6.30pm - Stand-down half an hour after dusk 

 6.30pm onwards - Work all night with some time for rest 
(patrols, digging trenches, putting up barbed wire, getting 
stores, replacement of unit of soldiers every five days) 
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Self-Directed Resource – Soldiers of Oxfordshire 
 

 This resource is for use by the person leading the group, for example, 

teacher, parent helper.  

 The location of each object is marked on the map. 

 Information has been provided about each object to assist the group 

leader.  

 Ideally this should not be read out to the group as the answers to 

some of the suggested questions are contained in this information. 

 The questions focus on that object.  

3. Baby Gas Mask 
There was a real fear that gas would be used 
during the Second World War and that it 
would be used on civilians. 
This respirator was for infants and worked by 
places the child inside and fastening the 
straps underneath. Air was passed into the 
mask by the pump on the side. 
Q. Can you think of any problems with the 
baby gas mask? 
Q. What materials were used to make the 
gas mask?  
Q. What problems did Britain have getting 
these materials? 

 

1. Lord Croft’s Pike 
Due to a shortage of weapons the Home Guard 
(men who were too old or unable to join the 
services) meant that there was a lot of 
improvisation. This pike is an example of this, 
adding an old bayonet to a steel pipe to make a 
weapon that was used in medieval times. 
Q. Why was there a shortage of weapons? 
Q. How useful do you think the pike would have 
been? 
Q. Can you think of any other things that could be 
made into weapons?  

4. Stereoscope 
A stereoscope allows a photograph to be 
viewed in 3D. 
They were used during the Second World 
War to find targets for the bombers. Viewing 
in 3D made things stand out more and 
therefore easier to identify. 
Q. How do you think they got the 
photographs to analyse? 
Q. What things might they be looking for?  
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2. Pop Po – piece of aircraft fabric 
Pilots would often name their aircraft. 
Q. Why might a pilot give his aircraft a name? 
Q. Look more closely in this cabinet, can you find 
out who this pilot’s aircraft was named after? 

 

5. Biscuit Barrel 
This biscuit barrel was made from a propeller 
boss which is the round bit in the middle. 
Q. Why would men make things like the 
biscuit barrel? 
Q. Who might it be made for? 

 

6. Drinking cup from a hospital  
This cup is for helping soldiers with facial injuries.  
Q. Why does the cup have a spout? 
Q. What is the purpose of the bit covering half of 
the cup? 
Q. Can you find anymore inventions in the 
cabinet? 

 

9. Morse Key 
Morse was used to transmit messages using 
dots and dashes for the letters of the 
alphabet. 
Q. What skills would a Morse Code operator 
needs to have? 
Have a go on the Morse keys to see how 
hard it was! 

 

7. Wooden chickens 
Being a Prisoner of War (PoW) could be very 
boring. Prisoners would read, garden, play sport 
and make things, like this wooden toy. 
Q. Who might the toy before? 
Q. Can you think of other things PoWs might do 
while in captivity? 

 

10. Para bike 
These bicycles were used by paratroopers as 
they didn’t go into battle with any vehicles. 
They were able to be folded.  
Q. Can you see how the bicycle folds? 
Q. What would be the problems of using a 
bicycle on a battlefield?  

8. Resistance armband 
This was worn by members of the French 
Resistance because they did not wear uniforms. 
Q. Which country is the wearer from? 
Q. Why would they wear an armband?  
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Objects 1, 2, 3, 

4 and 5 can be 

found in this 

case 

Object 6 is in this 

case 

Object 7 is in this 

case 

Objects 8 and 9 

are in this case 

Object 10 can be 

found here 
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Loan Box 1 - Trench Life (First World War) 
 

Teachers’ Notes 
 

Contents  
All safe to handle or try on. 
 

 Brodie Helmet (replica) – introduced for all front line 

men and women in 1916 

 First World War home economics advice sheet (two 

sided) 

 Unbreakable trench mirror (replica) in sleeve 

 Princess Mary box 

 Army mess tins 

 Bully beef tin (this has real meat inside but is modern 

with a reproduction label!) 

 Coal tar soap 

 Sock 

 Sewing kit (replica) known in the army as a 

‘housewife’ or ‘hussif’ 

 Women’s khaki cap (replica) 

 Red cross armband (replica)  

 Black cat charm (please keep this in the box) 

 

6 Key Themes 
 
1. Washing, eating and mending in the 
trenches. 
 
2. Coping with new weapons of the First 
World War, lice and trench foot. 
 
3. Links with home and keeping spirits up. 
 
4. Women in uniform in the war. 
 
5. Medical services for the front line. 
 
6. Life for people back home – shortages and war work. 
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How the objects fit the key themes: 

 

 
 

 1.  
 
Washing, 
eating and 
mending  
 

2.  
 
Coping with the 
new weapons 
of the First 
World War, lice 
and trench foot 

3.  
 
Links with 
home and 
keeping 
spirits up 

4.  
 
Women in 
uniform in 
the war 

 
 

5.  
 
Medical 
services for 
the front line 

6.  
 
Life for 
people back 
home – 
shortages 
and war 
work  
 

‘Brodie’ helmet 
for uniformed 
services 
 

  

● 

    

Home economics 
sheet 
 

  
 

 ● 
      ● 

Unbreakable 
trench mirror 
 

●       ● 
    

Princess Mary 
Box 
 

 
 

 ● ● 
 ● 

Army mess tins ● 
     

‘Bully Beef’ tin 
 ● 

 
 

    

Coal Tar Soap 
 ● ● 

 ● ● 
 

Sock 
 

 ● 
  ● ● 

‘Housewife’ army 
sewing kit 
 

● 
  

 
   

Women’s khaki 
cap 
 

   ● ● 
 

Red cross arm 
band 
 

 
 

 
 

 ● ● 
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About the Trenches – Debunking a Few Myths! 
 
The soldiers fighting on the Western Front in the First World War spent only about 
15% of their time in the Front or Firing Line trenches. There was a rotation system 
whereby units of men would rotate between the different parts of the trench system 
(see below) and the safer, slightly more comfortable billets behind the trenches. 
These billets could have been any buildings taken over from French or Belgian 
civilians, such as farm buildings, schools or churches. 
 
In the reserve trenches and behind the lines, medics and cooks worked to support 
the front line. Supplies, meals and postal deliveries from home were brought up to 
the front line troops from these areas.  
 
There were many terrible battles over the course of the First World War with 
enormous loss of life. However, the war was also characterised by long periods of 
stalemate with little fighting, except trench raids at night and some sniping and 
shelling by day. The Front Line trench was deliberately made in a zig zag so that the 
blast from a grenade thrown in a trench raid would not impact the whole line. 
 
As part of their daily routine, even soldiers in the Front Line trenches were expected 
to try and keep clean and shaved and service their weapons, as well as maintain their 
uniforms and kit. It was only in the direst circumstances of heavy shelling, battle or 

mud that this was not expected. 
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1. Washing, eating and mending in the trenches 
 
As far as possible, every soldier had to eat, wash, shave and keep his uniform in good 
order.  
 
Food and drink 
In his soldier’s back pack he would have a set of multi-purpose mess tins. All meals 
from the army field kitchens would be eaten from the tins. Rations 
were carefully controlled to make sure there was enough food to go 
round. 
 
In the front line trenches soldiers would boil water in a mess tin over 
a little burner. ‘Drumming up’ was the term for brewing tea! If a 
soldier could get no other meal he would mix hot water and a tin of 
sweet condensed milk with a thick, rock-hard ‘hardtack’ army biscuit to make a kind 
of porridge. If he was lucky enough to have been sent a pot of jam from home, he 
could add a spoonful!  
Tinned food was particularly useful in wartime and ‘bully beef’ was a favourite.  
 
For more details about soldiers’ rations see: 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/26247563 
 
Washing and mending 
The First World War was the first major conflict in which there was any emphasis on 
good hygiene to maintain soldiers’ health. In previous wars, more British soldiers had 
died from disease and infection than fighting.  The Royal Army Medical Corps, 
founded in 1898, not only had responsibility for dealing with wounds and illness, but 
also for establishing basic hygiene regimes.  
 
All soldiers carried a shaving kit, which included a non-breakable mirror. Coal tar 
soap was encouraged because of its anti-septic properties.  
 
There was also a regulation ‘hussif’ or ‘housewife’, a little sewing kit for patching 

uniforms or replacing buttons.  
 
 

 
Ration party of the 2nd Battalion, 
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
Light Infantry, bringing sacks of 
supplies up to the front line trench in 
1915. The soldier on the right rests his 
arm on a crate of ‘Machonochie’ 
tinned stew. 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/26247563
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(IWM Q52982B) 

 
2. Coping with the new weapons of the First World War, lice 
and trench foot. 
 
Helmets 
The soldiers on all sides went to war in 1914 in caps that offered very little 
protection for the head. Meanwhile, new shells were being made packed with 
shrapnel balls which rained down on troops when the shells deliberately exploded 
mid-air.  Because of this, all sides developed steel helmets which were introduced 
part-way through the war. In Britain, John Brodie designed a helmet in 1915 which 
was quick and simple to manufacture. All British troops had one by spring 2016. 
 
Lice and trench foot 
Despite their efforts to keep clean with coal tar soap, it was 
impossible for soldiers to wash their bodies properly or 
change their clothes in the trenches, so lice become 
endemic. Full delousing could take place behind the lines 
but in the meantime, soldiers had to squeeze or burn the 
lice off their clothes, especially along the seams. They called 
the lice ‘chatts’ so the task of sitting round in groups, talking 
and burning lice, became known as ‘chatting’, a word that’s 
entered the language! 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25403863 
 
Much more series was trench foot, a painful foot condition 
caused by standing in cold water or mud, in which the skin 
blackens and dies. The Army gradually learned that it could 
be prevented by keeping the feet clean, warm, and dry. 
Regular foot inspections were introduced and soldiers had 
to remove their boots every day to dry and grease their feet and change their socks. 
The introduction of wood duckboards in the trenches also helped.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25403863
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3. Links with home and keeping spirits up  
 
Letters, presents, photo postcards and food parcels sent by loved ones - or by 
national campaigns - were enormously important for soldiers’ morale.  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-25934407 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/letters-to-
loved-ones 
 
Princess Mary Tin 
A Christmas present from the nation 
In 1914 King George V and Queen Mary’s eldest 
daughter, Princess Mary, led a fundraising 
campaign and organised for manufacturers to 
make a brass tin for every man and  
woman serving in the war as a Christmas 
present that year. Each tin contained a 
Christmas card and present, usually cigarettes 
or tobacco. 
 
For more information on the different contents see: 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/princess-mary-gift-fund-1914-box-and-contents 
 
The detail of the lid of the box also shows Princess Mary’s profile and the names of 
the countries fighting with Britain in 1914 eg France, Montenegro, Serbia, Japan, 
Belgium, Russia and Imperium Britannium (the British Empire, which included 
Australia, New Zealand and Canada) 
 
Charms, souvenirs, photos and bibles (or other text for soldiers of different faiths) 
Many soldiers carried a religious book, photo of a loved one or charm given by a 
loved one in their pocket at all times. The black cat was popular because is it a 
symbol of good luck. 
 

 

4. Women in uniform in the war  
 
Women not only supported the war effort from home – they also went overseas 
with the armed forces taking on non-combative roles to free up men for fighting. The 
Women’s Royal Naval Service, Women’s Auxiliary Army Service and later the 
Women’s Royal Air Force were all formed during the First World War providing 
female mechanics, technicians, cooks, drivers and administrators. Many women 
were drivers for the Royal Army Medical Corps, driving ambulances near the front 
line. They would wear a khaki cap and red cross arm band. Driving was a very 
exciting new opportunity for young women whose lives were previously very 
restricted. Many men would have been jealous as motor vehicles were still very new 
technology! 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-25934407
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/letters-to-loved-ones
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/letters-to-loved-ones
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/princess-mary-gift-fund-1914-box-and-contents


 
 

17 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/26374721 
 
 

5. Medical services for the front line  
 
By the time of the First World War many new medical technologies were available 
such as mobile X-ray machines and blood transfusions, for example. Medics had also 
developed a process of deciding the order of treatment of a large numbers of sick 
and wounded soldiers (triage). This meant that medical treatments were much more 
effective than in previous conflicts (though still no match for the vastly more deadly 
weaponry).  
 
From the front line to the base hospitals there was a ‘chain’ of different medical 
units with a different purpose. A key unit in the chain was the Casualty Clearing 
Station, set up just behind the lines often near good transport links. It took casualties 
who could not be adequately treated in the trenches. Very serious casualties were 
stabilised at the CCS before being transported to a hospital further back or 
evacuated home. Women nurses worked in the CCSs and hospitals, but were not 
allowed further forward. The female ambulance drivers who wore the caps and arm 
bands drove men away from the CCSs for further treatment. 
 
https://www.qaranc.co.uk/Chain-Evacuation-Wounded-Soldiers-First-World-
War.php 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25403866 
 
 

6. Life for people back home – shortages 
and war work 
 
In the First World War, people were encouraged to grow 
food and learn how to cook with minimum quantities of 
basic ingredients. In January 1918, the Ministry of Food 
introduced rationing for sugar, meat, butter, bread and tea. 
 
British children were also expected to help the war effort. 
They collected berries to turn into jam for serving soldiers, 
conkers to support the manufacture of explosives and 
newspapers to be recycled. Some helped to gather in the 
harvest, their schooling suffering as a result. 
 
As well as joining the uniformed services or becoming 
nurses, thousands of women also made weapons in the greatly expanded munitions 
factories or worked on committees making clothes and bandages, or fundraising. 
Others took the places of men as police officers, fire fighters and farmers.   
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/26439020 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/2530761 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/26374721
https://www.qaranc.co.uk/Chain-Evacuation-Wounded-Soldiers-First-World-War.php
https://www.qaranc.co.uk/Chain-Evacuation-Wounded-Soldiers-First-World-War.php
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25403866
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/26439020
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/2530761
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Loan Box 2 – A New Kind of Conflict (First World War) 

 

Teachers’ Notes 
 

Contents  
 
Objects highlighted red are not safe to be handled. 
 

 PH hood (replica) – anti-gas hood introduced in 1915  

 Double-sided replica First World War poster (please keep this in the wallet) 

 Replica ‘Fumsup’ character postcard (please keep this in the wallet) 

 Princess Mary box 

 Candle holder made from the end of a shell case 

 Memorial plaque, commonly known as a ‘death penny’ 

 Puffed heart charm (please keep this in the box) 

 Replica Sewing Kit - known in the army as a ‘housewife’ or ‘hussif’ (sharps 

inside). 

 Replica Khaki Cap 

 Lead shrapnel balls (If the balls are handled, please wash hands afterwards, 

lead is hazardous to health). 

 

 

 6 Key Themes: 
 
1. Recruitment and conscription 
 
2. Campaigns and fundraising 
 
3. Becoming a soldier  
 
4. Coping with the new weapons of the First World War  
 
5. Links with home and keeping up morale 
 
6. Women’s new roles and freedoms 
 
7. Remembering the war 
 
8. Commemorating the dead 
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How the objects fit the key themes: 
 

 1. 
Recruit
ment 
and 
conscrip
tion 
 

2. 
Campaig
ns and 
fundraisi
ng 
 

3. 
Becomin
g a 
soldier 
 

4. 
Coping 
with the 
new   
weapon
s of the 
First 
World 
War 

 

5.  
Links 
with 
home 
and 
keeping 
up 
morale 
 
 

6. 
Women’
s new 
roles 
and 
freedom
s 
 

7. 
Remem
bering 
the war 
 

8. 
Comme
moratin
g the 
dead 
 

PH Hood   
 

 ●     
First World War 
poster 
(recruitment) 

● ● 

 

      

First World War 
poster 
(fundraising) 

    ●      ● 
  

‘Fumsup’ 
character 
postcard 

 
 

   ●    

Princess Mary 
Box 
 

 ● 
  ● 

   

Candle holder 
made from the 
end of a shell 
case 

  
 

    ● 
 

Memorial 
plaque 

       ● 

Puffed heart 
charm 
 

    ●    

‘Housewife’ 
army sewing kit 
 

    ● 
     

Khaki cap 
 

  ● 
     

Lead shrapnel 
balls 
 

 
 

 
 

 ● 
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About the Trenches – Debunking a Few Myths! 
 
The soldiers fighting on the Western Front in the First World War spent only about 
15% of their time in the Front or Firing Line trenches. There was a rotation system 
whereby units of men would rotate between the different parts of the trench system 
(see below) and the safer, slightly more comfortable billets behind the trenches. 
These billets could have been any buildings taken over from French or Belgian 
civilians, such as farm buildings, schools or churches. 
 
In the reserve trenches and behind the lines, medics and cooks worked to support 
the front line. Supplies, meals and postal deliveries from home were brought up to 
the front line troops from these areas.  
 
There were many terrible battles over the course of the First World War with 
enormous loss of life. However, the war was also characterised by long periods of 
stalemate with little fighting, except trench raids at night and some sniping and 
shelling by day. The Front Line trench was deliberately made in a zig zag so that the 
blast from a grenade thrown in a trench raid would not impact the whole line. 
 
As part of their daily routine, even soldiers in the Front Line trenches were expected 
to try and keep clean and shaved and service their weapons, as well as maintain their 
uniforms and kit. It was only in the direst circumstances of heavy shelling, battle or 
mud that this was not expected. 
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1. Recruitment and conscription 
 
At the beginning of the First World War, the British Army was very small in 
comparison to the armies of France and Germany. As shown by the First World War 
poster, the Government urgently needed men to volunteer. Over one million 
volunteers were recruited by the end of 1914, as men flocked to ‘Serve King and 
Country’ in what they thought would be a war ‘over by Christmas’. Many looked 
forward to excitement, better pay and a way out of their humdrum lives.  
Boys had be at least 18 years old to join the armed services, and 19 before they 
could be sent abroad to fight, but lots of younger teenagers tried to 'join up' too. By 
lying about their age some boys as young as 13 or 14 went to war. 
Men over 41 or medically unfit could not volunteer; neither could clergymen. Others 
had 'reserved occupations'- on the railways and in mines, shipyards, factories and 
farms – and could not be spared for the front.  
 
By 1916, the need for recruits was so great that the Government introduced national 
conscription (except in Ireland) for the first time in British history. Originally, married 
men were exempt but this was changed later in the year. By 1918, men were 
allowed to volunteer up to the age of 51. 
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25237878 
 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recruitment_to_the_British_Army_during_the_First_
World_War 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25237878
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recruitment_to_the_British_Army_during_the_First_World_War
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recruitment_to_the_British_Army_during_the_First_World_War
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2. Campaigns and fundraising   
 
Campaigns 
The First World War also broke new ground with the 
sophistication of national campaigns and the use of 
persuasive images and slogans. For the recruitment 
campaign in 1914, 54 million posters were issued, 8 
million personal letters were sent, 12,000 meetings were 
held, and 20,000 speeches were delivered by military 
spokesmen. Women were encouraged to join the war 
effort on the home front, or support their men in 
deciding to enlist.  
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25356306 
 
https://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/themes/propaganda 
 
 
 
 
 
Fundraising 
The war also had a huge impact on fundraising. All over the country nearly 18,000 
charities were established during the war, some of which still thrive today. The most 
popular causes were "comforts" - including clothing, books and food – for the troops, 
medical supplies, support for disabled servicemen, organisations to support 
bereaved families, post-war remembrance and celebration, and aid for refugees and 
prisoners of war. Funds were also needed to build munitions factories and provide 
hostels and canteens for the workers who would operate them, as shown by the 
First World War poster. Thanks to money raised by the readers of the London Daily 
News and the Daily Telegraph, thousands of troops received an individual tinned 
pudding at Christmas.  
 
Child played a significant role in raising money, often dressing up in fancy dress to 
sell flags or pin badges, as we would say. 
 
The royal family transformed its image by becoming heavily involved in promoting 
and encouraging charities and fundraising. A good example is the Princess Mary Box.  
 
https://www.thirdsector.co.uk/1914-1918-charities-helped-win-
ww1/volunteering/article/1299786 

 
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25356306
https://www.bl.uk/world-war-one/themes/propaganda
https://www.thirdsector.co.uk/1914-1918-charities-helped-win-ww1/volunteering/article/1299786
https://www.thirdsector.co.uk/1914-1918-charities-helped-win-ww1/volunteering/article/1299786
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3. Becoming a soldier  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

New recruits being measured for their uniforms in the First World War. IWM (Q 30060) 

 
At the beginning of the First World War, the British Army was unique in equipping its 
troops with khaki uniforms, including a khaki cap. Khaki is an Urdu word meaning 
dust-coloured. Because they had fought colonial wars, the British military leaders 
understood that modern warfare would need camouflaged soldiers skirmishing with 
the enemy, not men in scarlet tunics fighting pitched battles.  
Initially, the army struggled to supply new soldiers with everything on the uniform 
and equipment list, such as the regulation ‘hussif’ or ‘housewife’, a little sewing kit 
for patching uniforms or replacing buttons. While officers were expected to buy their 
own uniform from a military outfitter, everything from boots and trousers to caps 
and vests had to be hurriedly produced and distributed for the other ranks. 
Thousands were issued with the temporary 'Kitchener Blue' uniform and a cardboard 
cap badge while training in Britain. 
 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25401266 
 
http://ww1centenary.oucs.ox.ac.uk/material/when-they-ran-out-of-khaki/ 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/0/ww1/25401266
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4. Coping with the new weapons of the First World War 
 
The First World War saw many new phenomena, including technical innovations 
such as tanks and military aircraft. Two new weapons represented in this loan box 
are poisonous gas and lead shrapnel. 
 
Gas 
One of the early gas ‘masks’ was the PH hood (phenate hexamine). It had flannel 
layers of cloth dipped in sodium phenolate,  glycerin and hexamine which protected 
against chlorine and phosgene gas. The soldier had to breathe through the protected 
cloth and out through the mouth valve. Before hoods like this, soldiers had cruder 
protection such as pads for the mouth and nose which they had to soak in liquid to 
dissolve chlorine (wee was a good enough liquid!). Later in the war, the hoods were 
replaced by more recognisable gas masks, or respirators, with activated charcoal to 
neutralise the gases. Horses and dogs were trained to wear their own versions.  
 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-31042472 
 
 
Shrapnel 
Meanwhile, new shells were being made packed with shrapnel balls. The shells were 
timed to explode over the enemy so that the lead pellets rained down on the 
soldiers’ heads.   Because of this, all sides developed steel helmets which were 
introduced part-way through the war. In Britain, John Brodie designed a helmet in 
1915 which was quick and simple to manufacture. All British troops had one by 
spring 2016. 
 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shrapnel_shell 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sodium_phenolate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Glycerin
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-31042472
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shrapnel_shell
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5. Links with home and keeping up morale 
 
Letters, presents, photo postcards and food parcels sent by loved ones - or by 
national campaigns - were enormously important for soldiers’ morale.  
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-25934407 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/letters-to-loved-ones 
 
Princess Mary Tin  
A Christmas present from the nation 
In 1914 King George V and Queen Mary’s eldest 
daughter, Princess Mary, led a fundraising 
campaign and organised for manufacturers to 
make a brass tin for every man and women serving 
in the war as a Christmas present that year. Each 
tin contained a Christmas card and present, 
usually cigarettes or tobacco. 
 
For more information on the different contents 
see: 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/princess-mary-gift-fund-1914-box-and-contents 
 
The detail of the lid of the box also shows Princess Mary’s profile and the names of 
the countries fighting with Britain in 1914 eg France, Montenegro, Serbia, Japan, 
Belgium, Russia and Imperium Britannium (the British Empire, which included 
Australia, New Zealand and Canada) 
 
Charms, souvenirs, photos and bibles (or other text for soldiers of different faiths) 
Many soldiers carried a religious book, photo of a loved one or charm given by a 
loved one in their pocket at all times. The puffed heart (so called because of its full, 
3-D appearance) was popular because is it a symbol of love and affection. 
 

Fumsup was a good luck charm popular in the late 19th and early 20th 
century, particularly with soldiers in the First World War. The name 
comes from ‘thumps up’, the traditional gesture for good luck.  
Always depicted as a babies, the first ‘fumsup’ charms had little metal 
bodies and wooden heads (because of the luck associated with touching 
wood). The character was also used as a cartoon on cards, as the 
example in the box. 
 

 

 
 
 
 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-25934407
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/letters-to-loved-ones
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/princess-mary-gift-fund-1914-box-and-contents
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Good_luck_charm
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6. Women’s new roles and freedoms 
 
For the first time in history, British women took on military roles and also served in 
uniform as police officers and transport workers in the First World War. In other 
areas of work, the war greatly expanded the need for women’s labour, especially in 
the factories and on land, as indicated by the First World War poster (fundraising). 
Often this was dangerous, tedious work, but there were also new opportunities. For 
the first time, young women could leave home not only for domestic service but also 
to live more independently in hostels with their peers. Money was need to provide 
the accommodation and facilities for these young women, hence the fundraising 
poster. Women’s football became very popular, with many factories fielding their 
own teams.  
 
Some traditionalists worried about the impact on society of groups of young women 
living unsupervised, away from home, and were concerned for their morality!   
 

 
 
   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Women’s football team in the First World War 
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7. Remembering the war  
 
After the war, each surviving serviceman or woman had to come 
to terms with what he or she had seen and been though; many 
men had to cope with devastating physical disabilities and 
mental illness. Some people spoke very little about their 
experiences, except to old comrades, while others felt the need 
to hold on to souvenirs and mementoes, perhaps in recognition 
of what they had experienced or as reminders of fallen friends. 
In the loan box is one such a memento – a candle holder made 
from the end of a shell case.  
 
This is an example of ‘trench art’, or the making of something 
useful or beautiful from military hardware. Brass shell cases (the 
large ‘cartridge’ cases left behind when shells were fired from a 
field gun) would usually go back to factories to be refilled with 
new shells. However, many were taken as souvenirs and often 
etched, remodelled or otherwise embellished by the soldiers. 
The men had a variety of skills, perhaps from their civilian jobs.  
 
This candle holder is made from a shell case fired at the battle of Messines in 1917, 
according to the inscription punched into the brass. The Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire Light Infantry fought here and the candle holder came from a local 
family. 
 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/beauty-from-the-battlefield-10-pieces-of-trench-
art 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/beauty-from-the-battlefield-10-pieces-of-trench-art
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/beauty-from-the-battlefield-10-pieces-of-trench-art
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8. Commemorating the dead 
 
Such was the sacrifice of ordinary people in the First World War that the 
Government decided to issue a personal Memorial Plaque to the next-of-kin of all 
British and Empire (uniformed) men and women who were killed as a result of the 
war. 1,355,000 plaques were issued, using some 450 tons of bronze, and continued 
to be issued into the 1930s to commemorate people who died as a consequence of 
the war. 
 
Each plaque had the name of the individual in relief – an expensive and labour-
intensive process - which indicates the Government felt strongly that each individual 
person’s sacrifice needed to be recognised. Families also received a scroll and letter 
from the King, with a copy of his signature.   
 
The Memorial Plaques were nicknamed Death Pennies and the design features 
Britannia, the symbol of Great Britain, holding a trident. Two dolphins are shown 
either side to indicate that the country is an island nation and another British symbol 
- the strong, proud lion - is in front of Britannia. At the bottom of the plaque, a much 
smaller lion is biting the German Imperial eagle and around the edge are the words 
“He died for freedom and honour”. Six hundred plaques were made for women with 
an inscription beginning “She…”. 
 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/first-world-war-next-of-kin-plaque 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Empire
https://www.iwm.org.uk/history/first-world-war-next-of-kin-plaque

