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    Under the pressure of national emergency, altruism becomes a mirror that reveals power, vanity, and the cost of doing good. The War-Workers, a novel by E. M. Delafield, was first published in 1918 and is set on the British home front during the First World War. Blending social comedy with acute observation, it portrays the world of civilian war work, where volunteers and administrators attempt to meet extraordinary demands with ordinary human resources. Delafield’s book belongs to the tradition of social satire and wartime domestic fiction, attentive to the structures, routines, and tensions of charitable labor in a provincial context.

At its core, The War-Workers observes a civilian organization mobilized to support the war effort: offices, depots, and committees where primarily women keep systems moving under unprecedented strain. The narrative traces daily routines, shifting alliances, and the challenges of leadership when idealism meets bureaucracy. A newly intensified workload, the arrival of fresh volunteers, and the unrelenting tempo of crisis push personalities into sharper relief. Without taking readers to the front lines, the book shows how pressure accumulates on the home front, how small decisions echo widely, and how work intended to help others can become a crucible for the workers themselves.

Delafield writes with a crisp, observant wit that exposes folly without denying sincerity. Scenes unfold through close attention to conversation, habit, and administrative minutiae, allowing the comedy of manners to coexist with the gravity of wartime need. The prose is economical rather than ornate, the pacing brisk, and the perspective steady, guiding the reader through crowded offices and committee rooms with lucid control. The mood alternates between satirical energy and sober reflection, producing a reading experience that is engaging, pointed, and humane. The result is not melodrama, but a clear-eyed portrait of work, fatigue, and the ethics of responsibility.

Among the themes that emerge are the ambiguities of duty and the temptations of authority. The novel probes the boundary between genuine service and self-importance, asking whether the desire to be indispensable can distort the very help one intends to offer. It examines class assumptions embedded in volunteer cultures, the gendered expectations placed upon women’s labor, and the moral costs of efficiency pursued at all costs. Equally present is the question of care: how to balance procedures with empathy, and how compassion survives when time is rationed. In these tensions, Delafield finds both satire and sympathy, refusing easy judgments.

First published in 1918, The War-Workers speaks from within the historical moment it portrays, offering a contemporaneous account of Britain’s home-front mobilization near the end of the First World War. It stands as an early work in Delafield’s career and illustrates the acuity that would characterize her later fiction. While many wartime narratives foreground combat, this novel records the infrastructure of support, a sphere that sustained armies and communities yet often remained in the background. Its focus on organizational life and civilian morale makes it a valuable complement to trench-centered literature, enriching our understanding of how societies conduct total war.

Modern readers may recognize in these pages dynamics that persist in today’s charities, public institutions, and crisis-response organizations. The novel invites reflection on leadership styles, the ethics of visibility, and the fine line between accountability and control. It raises questions about burnout, inclusion, and who gets to set priorities when resources are scarce. In an era that scrutinizes performative virtue as well as practical outcomes, Delafield’s analysis of motives and methods feels strikingly current. The book encourages readers to consider how to build cultures that are effective without becoming coercive, and compassionate without surrendering to confusion or drift.

Approached as both social novel and wartime document, The War-Workers offers a lucid, often wry exploration of purpose under pressure. Readers can expect a narrative that privileges character and institution over spectacle, a tone that balances entertainment with ethical inquiry, and a setting rendered with unshowy precision. Without revealing its later turns, it is enough to say that the book follows work to its logical consequences, attentive to the strains that accumulate when ideals meet logistics. For those interested in the human machinery behind grand events, Delafield provides an introduction as incisive as it is compassionate.
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    Set in a provincial English town during the First World War, The War-Workers follows the rapid organization of civilian effort to support troops and hospitals. A central voluntary depot grows into a hub for sewing, packing, and distributing supplies, overseen by a young woman whose talent for administration makes her indispensable. Committees, billets, and canteens multiply as the community channels patriotism into structured labor. The novel opens by mapping this network of offices, hierarchies, and routines, showing how urgency and scarcity shape daily choices. From the outset, the work’s scale and pace define the characters’ lives, both binding them together and creating points of friction.

The depot’s leader establishes strict systems to keep pace with demand. Lists, shifts, and inspections govern everything from wool allocations to hospital parcels. Volunteers from different classes converge, their motives ranging from duty and camaraderie to social visibility. The narrative observes how rules, while necessary, also centralize power, and how praise and reprimand affect morale. Meetings with local dignitaries and medical staff underscore the bureaucracy behind generosity. Through orderly scenes of tallying and dispatch, the story charts the discipline that sustains output, while also hinting at fatigue, bottlenecks, and the quiet strain on those who enforce standards as well as those who labor under them.

A new worker arrives from outside the town, experienced and self-contained, bringing practical knowledge and a calm way of dealing with emergencies. Her competence quickly earns respect among rank-and-file volunteers, even as it unsettles established roles. The depot’s leader sees potential both to strengthen the organization and to disrupt its carefully built culture. Early exchanges between the two women introduce a measured tension over method, purpose, and credit. Their differing instincts — one emphasizing centralized control, the other unobtrusive service — become a focal point for the story, shaping how others align themselves and how the depot’s priorities and tone begin to shift.

Away from the depot, the narrative traces domestic scenes that influence public behavior. The administrator’s family expects leadership and self-sacrifice, reinforcing her commitment while complicating personal choices. Friendships and acquaintance networks intersect with committee politics, and local clergy and doctors offer counsel on duty, compassion, and consequences. These private moments show the intangible rewards and hidden costs of responsibility, suggesting why certain decisions feel inevitable. The book balances household routines with wartime tasks, illuminating how class, upbringing, and reputation color judgments about service. By presenting these surroundings, the story explains the pressures that inform the leader’s style and the responses of those who work with her.

As the war’s demands intensify, shipments increase, welfare cases multiply, and hospital needs change with unsettling speed. New lines of work appear — billeting, canteen rotations, and relief for families — forcing the depot to expand its scope beyond parcels. The administrator doubles down on schedules and oversight, while some colleagues argue for flexibility and informal kindness. Miscommunications arise over priorities, and small procedural disagreements gain emotional weight. The new worker’s steady manner becomes a quiet counterpoint to directives from above, drawing attention to different ways of helping. The narrative tracks these pressures cumulatively, showing how an organization built for order confronts a fluid, human crisis.

A sudden crisis tests the depot’s systems and the people who operate them. Illness, shortages, and urgent calls from the hospital converge, demanding swift decisions about allocation of time, staff, and attention. The new worker’s practical focus steadies volunteers, while the administrator must choose between visible leadership and less conspicuous, immediate help. The episode marks a turning point in how the group perceives authority, teamwork, and recognition. The narrative keeps the immediate outcome in view without fixing blame, emphasizing instead how choices made under pressure reveal priorities. Afterward, procedures are revisited, loyalties are reconsidered, and a calmer rhythm slowly resumes, albeit with altered expectations.

In the aftermath, committee discussions bring simmering issues into the open. Some argue for clearer delegation and shared credit; others defend tight control to prevent waste and error. The administrator feels the isolation of command more sharply, even as she remains essential to the depot’s efficiency. The new worker continues to model unassuming service, building trust through small, consistent acts. Volunteers recalibrate their understanding of what effective help looks like, balancing figures on paper against outcomes on the ground. The narrative neither condemns nor exalts any one approach, instead recording how personalities and structures interact to produce real, measurable support for those at the front and at home.

A more personal emergency forces the administrator to weigh public performance against private obligation. Counsel from trusted voices stresses compassion without neglecting duty, and conversations revisit earlier questions about motive, humility, and endurance. The depot does not pause, but its leader’s perspective shifts as she faces decisions that cannot be outsourced. The new worker’s presence remains steady, emphasizing quiet care over visibility. This second test deepens the book’s exploration of responsibility, prompting adjustments in relationships and methods. Without resolving every tension, the narrative leads toward a reconciliation of principle and practice that acknowledges both the necessity of structure and the primacy of human need.

The War-Workers presents wartime service as a proving ground for character, examining how efficiency, status, and sincerity meet under strain. It portrays the machinery of voluntary effort with clarity, while highlighting the people who keep it running. By following the depot’s evolution through pressure, conflict, and reassessment, the novel suggests that sustainable help depends on both organization and empathy. It avoids melodrama and moralizing, instead letting decisions and their consequences speak. Without detailing final outcomes, the book leaves readers with a sense of movement toward balance, where leadership adapts, kindness counts, and the value of work is measured by the lives it touches.
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    E. M. Delafield’s The War-Workers is set on the British home front during the later years of the First World War, roughly 1916–1918, in a provincial English town dominated by committee rooms, supply depots, and auxiliary hospitals. The locale mirrors cathedral-city or county-town England, where gentry-led organizations coordinated relief, hospital supplies, canteens, and comforts for soldiers. Street blackouts, shortages, and administrative notices under wartime regulations shape daily life. The novel’s rooms—offices, stores, hospital wards, and canteens—become arenas of authority, altruism, and friction, reflecting the social landscape produced by total war: civilian bureaucracy expanded, gender roles shifted, and class hierarchies were renegotiated under pressure.

Voluntary Aid Detachments (VADs), created in 1909 under the War Office’s Haldane reforms and administered jointly by the British Red Cross Society and the Order of St John, formed the backbone of civilian medical support. By 1918, around 90,000 VADs—predominantly women—served as nurses, orderlies, cooks, and clerks across Britain and overseas. Military and auxiliary hospitals proliferated, including Endell Street Military Hospital in London (opened 1915 by Drs. Flora Murray and Louisa Garrett Anderson), which treated over 26,000 patients. The War-Workers draws on this milieu, portraying the hierarchies, discipline, and tensions of female-led medical and supply labor, from meticulous record-keeping to the moral demands of caregiving.

Extraordinary state powers under the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA), passed in August 1914, reshaped civilian governance: censorship, lighting restrictions, licensing hours, and requisitioning extended into every locality. Charitable activity was regulated by the War Charities Act of 1916, compelling registration and accounts for relief bodies, while the National Relief Fund (launched August 1914 under the Prince of Wales) ultimately disbursed more than £21 million to dependents and distress. These measures professionalized and bureaucratized benevolence. The War-Workers mirrors the paperwork, committees, and audits born of DORA-era control, dramatizing how patriotic administration could mask personal ambition, rigid authority, and conflicts over accountability.

Industrial mobilization transformed women’s work. The 1915 Shell Crisis led to the Munitions of War Act (July 1915) and the Ministry of Munitions under David Lloyd George, expanding output and employing hundreds of thousands of women—about 900,000 in munitions by 1918, among roughly 1.7 million women entering new wartime roles. Uniformed auxiliaries followed: the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC, 1917; renamed Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps, 1918), the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS, 1917), and the Women’s Royal Air Force (WRAF, 1918). The War-Workers reflects this reallocation of female labor—catering, transport, clerical, and supply—showing how long hours, discipline, and class mixing produced both solidarity and friction within female-led organizations.

Aerial bombardment of Britain commenced with Zeppelin raids in 1915 and intensified with Gotha G.V. bombers in 1917. On 31 May 1915 the first Zeppelin attack struck London; on 13 June 1917 a daylight Gotha raid killed 162 people, including 18 children at Upper North Street School, Poplar. Blackouts, air-raid warnings, and shelter routines became part of urban life, with special constables and volunteers aiding civil defense. While The War-Workers does not center combat, it reflects the atmosphere of bombardment anxiety: disrupted work, enforced caution in travel and lighting, and the moral urgency that suffused voluntary service amid the tangible reach of modern, total war.

Food supply became a strategic arena. German unrestricted submarine warfare in 1917 severely reduced imports, prompting the convoy system (from May 1917) and domestic controls. Local Food Control Committees (1917) regulated prices; National Kitchens opened in 1917 to provide affordable meals; and compulsory rationing arrived in 1918—sugar nationwide in January, meat, fats, and butter by April. Allotments and the Women’s Institute (founded in Britain in 1915, first at Llanfairpwllgwyngyll, Anglesey) promoted production and thrift. The War-Workers echoes these pressures through canteens, provisioning challenges, and disputes over fair shares—testing the ethics and efficiency of committees tasked with feeding troops and civilians under shortage.

The political settlement of 1918 reshaped citizenship. The Representation of the People Act (February 1918) enfranchised nearly all men over 21 and many women over 30 meeting property or educational qualifications; the Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act (November 1918) allowed women to stand for the Commons. The December 1918 “Khaki Election” followed an Armistice achieved on 11 November, amid a British military death toll exceeding 700,000 (commonly cited around 886,000 including Empire forces). The War-Workers anticipates this transition, as women accustomed to authority in hospitals and depots confront enduring class and gender barriers and debate the legitimacy of female leadership in peacetime civic life.

As social and political critique, the book exposes how wartime altruism could entrench class privilege, with committee culture enabling elite dominance over voluntary bodies and the labor of lower-status women. It scrutinizes petty despotism, performative philanthropy, and the frictions created by DORA-era bureaucracy—forms, audits, and titles that sometimes eclipsed practical care. By placing women’s administrative power under the lens, it challenges the gendered moral authority claimed by leaders and insists on competence, accountability, and equitable distribution amid shortages. The War-Workers thus interrogates the home front’s hierarchies, revealing how an ethic of service could both empower and constrain women within Britain’s wartime order.
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At the Hostel for Voluntary Workers, in Questerham, Miss Vivian, Director of the Midland Supply Depôt[1], was under discussion that evening.

Half a dozen people, all of whom had been working for Miss Vivian ever since ten o'clock that morning, as they had worked the day before and would work again the next day, sat in the Hostel sitting-room and talked about their work and about Miss Vivian.

No one ever talked anything but "shop," either in the office or at the Hostel.

"Didn't you think Miss Vivian looked awfully tired today?"

"No wonder, after Monday night. You know the train wasn't in till past ten o'clock. I think those troop-trains tire her more than anything."

"She doesn't have to cut cake and bread-and-butter and sandwiches for two hours before the train gets in, though. I've got the usual blister today," said an anaemic-looking girl of twenty, examining her forefinger.

There was a low scoffing laugh from her neighbour.

"Miss Vivian cutting bread-and-butter! She does quite enough without that, Henderson. She had the D.G.V.O.[2] in there yesterday afternoon for ages. I thought he was never going. I stood outside her door for half an hour, I should think, absolutely hung up over the whole of my work, and I knew she was fearfully busy herself."

"It's all very well for you, Miss Delmege-you're her secretary and work in her room, but we can't get at her unless we're sent for. I simply didn't know what to do about those surgical supplies for the Town Hospital this morning, and Miss Vivian never sent for me till past eleven o'clock. It simply wasted half my morning."

"She didn't have a minute; the telephone was going the whole time," said Miss Delmege quickly. "But yesterday, you know, when the D.G.V.O. wouldn't go, I thought she was going to be late at the station for that troop-train, and things were fairly desperate, so what d'you suppose I did?"

"Dashed into her room and got your head snapped off?" some one suggested languidly. "I shall never forget one day last week when I didn't know which way to turn, we were so busy, and I went in without being sent for, and Miss Vivian—"

"Oh yes, I remember," said Miss Delmege rapidly. She was a tall girl with eyeglasses and a superior manner. She did not remember Miss Marsh's irruption into her chief's sanctum with any particular clearness, but she was anxious to finish her own anecdote. "But as I was telling you," she hurried on, affecting to be unaware that Miss Marsh and her neighbour were exchanging glances, "when I saw that it was getting later every minute, and the D.G.V.O. seemed rooted to the spot, I simply went straight downstairs and rang up Miss Vivian on the telephone. Miss Cox was on telephone duty, and she was absolutely horrified. She said, 'You don't mean to say you're going to ring up Miss Vivian,' she said; and I said, 'Yes, I am. Yes, I am,' I said, and I did it. Miss Cox simply couldn't get over it."

Miss Delmege paused to laugh in solitary enjoyment of her story.

"'Who's there?' Miss Vivian said-you know what she's like when she's in a hurry. 'It's Miss Delmege,' I said. 'I thought you might want to know that the train will be in at eight o'clock, Miss Vivian, and it's half-past seven now.' She just said 'Thank you,' and rang off; but she must have told the D.G.V.O., because he came downstairs two minutes later. And she simply flung on her hat and dashed down into the car and to the station."

"And, after all, the train wasn't in till past ten, so she might just as well have stayed to put her hat on straight," said Miss Henderson boldly. She had a reputation for being "downright" of which she was aware, and which she strenuously sought to maintain by occasionally making small oblique sallies at Miss Vivian's expense.

"I must say it was most awfully crooked. I noticed it myself," said a pretty little giggling girl whom the others always called Tony, because her surname was Anthony. "How killing," I thought; "there's Miss Vivian with her hat on quite crooked."

"Yes, wasn't it killing?"

"Simply killing. I thought the minute I saw her: How killing to see Miss Vivian with her hat on like that!"

"She looked perfectly killing hurrying down the platform," remarked Miss Marsh, with an air of originality. "She was carrying cigarettes for the men, and her hat got crookeder every minute. I was pining to tell her."

"Go on, Marshy! She'd have had your head off. Fancy Marsh stopping Miss Vivian in the middle of a troop-train to say her hat was on crooked!"

Every one laughed.

"I should think she'd be shot at dawn," suggested Tony. "That's the official penalty for making personal remarks to your C.O., I believe."

"You know," said Miss Delmege, in the tones whose refinement was always calculated to show up the unmodulated accents of her neighbours, "one day I absolutely did tell Miss Vivian when her hat was crooked. I said right out: 'Do excuse me, Miss Vivian, but your hat isn't quite straight.' She didn't mind a bit."

"I suppose she knows she always looks nice anyway," said Tony easily.

"I mean she didn't mind me telling her," explained Miss Delmege. "She's most awfully human, you know, really. That's what I like about Miss Vivian. She's so frightfully human.[1q]"

"Yes, she is human," Miss Marsh agreed. "Awfully human."

Miss Delmege raised her eyebrows.

"Of course," she said, with quiet emphasis, "working in her room, as I do, I suppose I see quite another side of her—the human side, you know."

There was a silence. Nobody felt disposed to encourage Miss Vivian's secretary in her all-too-frequent recapitulations of the privileges which she enjoyed.

Presently another worker came in, looking inky and harassed.

"You're late tonight, Mrs. Potter, aren't you?" Tony asked her.

"Oh yes. It's those awful Belgians, you know. Wherever I put them, they're miserable, and write and ask to be taken away. There's a family now that I settled simply beautifully at Little Quester village only a month ago, and this afternoon the mother came in to say the air doesn't suit them at all—she has a consumptive son or something—and could they be moved to the seaside at once. So I told Miss Vivian, and she said I was to get them moved directly. At once—today, you know. Of course, it was perfectly absurd—they couldn't even get packed up—and I told her so; but she said, 'Oh, settle it all by telephone'—you know her way. 'But, Miss Vivian,' I said, 'really I don't see how it can be managed. I've got a most fearful amount of work,' I said. 'Well,' she said, 'if you can't get through it, Mrs. Potter, I must simply put some one else at the head of the department who can.' It's too bad, you know."

Mrs. Potter sank into the only unoccupied wicker arm-chair in the room, looking very much jaded indeed.

Tony said sympathetically:

"What a shame! Miss Vivian doesn't realize what an awful lot you do, I'm perfectly certain."

"Well, considering that every letter and every bit of work in the whole office passes through Miss Vivian's hands, that's absurd," said Miss Delmege sharply. "She knows exactly what each department has to do, but, of course, she's such a quick worker herself that she can't understand any one not being able to get through the same amount."

Mrs. Potter looked far from enchanted with the proffered explanation.

"It isn't that I can't get through the work," she said resentfully. "Of course I can get through the regular work all right. But I must say, I do think she's inconsiderate over these lightning touches[4] of hers. What on earth was the sense of making those people move tonight, I should like to know?"

"Miss Vivian never will let the work get behindhand if she can help it," exclaimed Miss Marsh; and Miss Henderson at the same instant said, rather defiantly:

"Well, of course, Miss Vivian always puts the work before everything. She never spares herself, so I don't quite see why she should spare any of us."

"The fact is," said the small, cool voice of Miss Delmege, as usual contriving to filter through every other less refined sound, "she is extraordinarily tender-hearted. She can't bear to think any one is suffering [2q]when she could possibly help them; she'll simply go miles out of her way to do something for a wounded soldier or a Belgian refugee. I see that in her correspondence so much. You know—the letters she writes about quite little things, because some one or other wants her to. She'll take endless trouble."

"I know she's wonderful," said Mrs. Potter, looking remorseful.

She was a middle-aged woman with light wispy hair, always untidy, and wearing a permanent expression of fluster. She had only been at the Hostel a few weeks. "Isn't it nearly supper-time?" yawned Tony. "I want to go to bed."

"Tired, Tony?"

"Yes, awfully. I was on telephone duty last night, stamping the letters, and I didn't get off till nearly eleven."

"There must have been a lot of letters," said Miss Delmege, with the hint of scepticism which she always managed to infuse into her tones when speaking of other people's work.

"About a hundred and thirty odd, but they didn't come down till very late. Miss Vivian was still signing the last lot at ten o'clock."

"She must have been very late getting out to Plessing. It's all very well for us," remarked Miss Marsh instructively; "we finish work at about six or seven o'clock, and then just come across the road, and here we are. But poor Miss Vivian has about an hour's drive before she gets home at all."

"She's always at the office by ten every morning, too."

"She ought to have some one to help her," sighed Miss Delmege. "Of course, I'd do anything to take some of the work off her hands, and I think she knows it. I think she knows I'd do simply anything for her; but she really wants some one who could take her place when she has to be away, and sign the letters for her, and see people. That's what she really needs."

"Thank goodness, there's the supper bell," said Tony.

They trooped downstairs.

The house was the ordinary high, narrow building of a provincial town, and held an insufficiency of rooms for the number of people domiciled there. The girls slept three or four in a room; the Superintendent[5] had a tiny bedroom, and a slightly larger sitting-room adjoining the large room on the ground floor where they congregated in the evenings and on Sundays, and the dining-room was in the basement.

Gas flared on to the white shining American-cloth covering the long table and on the wooden kitchen chairs. The windows were set high up in the walls, and gave a view of area railings and, at certain angles, of a piece of pavement.

One or two coloured lithographs hung on the walls.

There was a hideous sound of scraping as chairs were drawn back or pulled forwards over the uncarpeted boards.

"Sit next me, duck."

"All right. Come on, Tony; get the other side of Sprouts."

Miss Delmege, aloof and superior, received no invitation to place herself beside any one, and settled herself with genteel swishings of her skirt at the foot of the table.

The Superintendent sat at the head.

She was a small, delicate-looking Irish woman with an enthusiastic manner, who had married late in life, and been left a widow within two years of her marriage. She worked very hard, and it was her constant endeavour to maintain an atmosphere of perpetual brightness in the Hostel.

It was with this end in view that she invariably changed her blouse for a slightly cleaner one at suppertime, although all the girls were in uniform, and many of them still wearing a hat. But little Mrs. Bullivant always appeared in a rather pallid example of the dyer or cleaner's art, and said hopefully: "One of these days I must make a rule that all you girls dress for dinner. We shall find ourselves growing dreadfully uncivilized, I'm afraid, if we go on like this."
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