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VICTORY
IN THE KITCHEN
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INTRODUCTION
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THE SECOND WORLD WAR had a huge impact on the kitchens, and the stomachs, of millions of British people. This isn’t so surprising when considering the context – this global conflict of unsurpassed destruction required all of a nation’s resources to fight it and, in the words of the British government, food was ‘a munition of war’ (see poster on p.66). Without it, military forces could not fight on. Civilian workers could not contribute to their nation’s ‘war machine’ in the unrelenting production of weapons and equipment. Ordinary people living through a state of war on the home fronts had to be sustained. Food was their fuel.


Imports were essential to Britain. As an island, it relied upon raw materials and supplies being shipped in from other countries. But during the Second World War, the sea became a battleground as German submarines targeted ships carrying vital consignments bound for Britain. A fierce moral imperative was laid upon people not to waste imported food once it had arrived safely. Sailors’ lives had been risked for it. This wasn’t a new scenario. During the First World War, although Britain managed to feed itself, it was obvious to everybody that the nation was enormously vulnerable to attacks on merchant shipping.
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With supplies from abroad once again threatened during the Second World War, Britain needed to exploit more fully what could be grown and produced at home. A great push was made to cultivate land for food production. The drive for self-sufficiency resulted in one million tonnes of homegrown food being reaped at the height of the war. This ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign saw the government energetically encourage the conversion of parks, playing fields, railway embankments, flower beds and every possible slither of land into vegetable patches. Agriculture was mobilised at state level, including the creation of the Women’s Land Army to replace male farm workers who had gone to fight. Having been volunteers at the war’s beginning, ‘Land Girls’ were eventually conscripted from towns as well as rural locations. Their efforts remain synonymous with growing more food to increase Britain’s resilience.


Growing more was only one side of Britain’s strategy to weather wartime pressures on food. The burning issue of ‘fair shares’ had to be dealt with to avert a civil crisis that might pit the rich against the poor in competition for purchasing limited supplies. To protect against this, food rationing came into force on 8 January 1940. The Ministry of Food, established during the First World War, was resurrected to administer a system that today may stoke up visions of shortages and sacrifices. But rationing’s purpose was in fact to distribute food evenly across the population, and to prevent shortages becoming a critical problem.


Ration books were sent out to the occupants of every household. This precious paperwork allowed a civilian to make the purchase of strictly limited quantities of rationed foodstuffs. The personal weekly allowances fluctuated throughout the war, but the core idea was that ordinary people could plan meals around rationed items like meat, butter, cheese, sugar and even tea. These items were the dependable basis of lunches and dinners across the land.


The experience of shopping for food was transformed as people registered at local shops, from where they were now required to purchase their rationed foodstuffs. A free market remained for everything else, with customers left to slog it out for opportunistic purchases of non-rationed items like fruit. Exhausting queues became a hallmark of daily life. A black market of rationed goods thrived in some quarters, with heavy penalties for buyer and seller. Even sharing rationed goods beyond the household was technically banned, but friends and extended family persisted in donating rationed preserved fruit for wedding cakes.
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The Ministry of Food had another vital purpose beyond encouraging self-sufficiency and administering rations. It had to inspire an inventive spirit in the kitchen to stretch supplies to the limit. The restrictions had the potential to irritate millions of people now bound to a limited diet, and fears of dietary tedium ran high. To combat this, unusual – and not always the most instinctively appealing – combinations of rationed and non-rationed foods were publicised in the public information leaflets like those you will encounter in this book. Daily radio broadcasts and public demonstrations by popular cooks like Marguerite Patten also aimed to cajole and inspire – and occasionally hector.


There is no doubt that eating in wartime involved a spirit of sacrifice and tolerance, as substitutes for much-missed foods were enthusiastically espoused from on high. The recipes in this book advocate eggless cakes, honey as a sweetener, and ‘mock’ dishes imitating family favourites. For a population wedded to meat, non-rationed rabbit provided some consolation, and occasionally a vegetarian invention was successfully ‘branded’ and accepted – no more so than Lord Woolton’s Pie. Named after the popular Minister of Food, this root vegetable pie was blended with oats, topped with a potato crust, and induced such levels of satisfaction that it became a wartime legend. The same could not be said of other adaptations of familiar staples. Although bread was not rationed in wartime, the wholemeal ‘National Loaf’ made people miss white bread badly.
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