
 

 
HEALTH AND WELLBEING – FOOD AND NUTRITION 

TEACHER NOTES 

  

 

This resource primarily supports the history curriculum areas for students working at upper KS2 in the 

National Curriculum and 2nd Level Social Sciences in the CfE in Scotland. However, it would also support a 

range of cross-curricula activities.  

 

This resource presents an extract of an interview with Graham Zeitlin who was a child when the Second 

World War started. He lived in Birmingham which was heavily bombed, but Graham was never evacuated and 

continued to live at home and attend school. He shares his memories of rationing and the miles he was 

prepared to cycle for good ice cream! These themes of national sharing, food shortages and seasonality are 

contextualised and explored in the accompanying Teacher Notes and Suggested Activities with links to 

further IWM resources.  

 

When? In January 1940, the British government introduced food rationing. The scheme was designed to 

ensure fair shares of those foods which were in short supply due to the war. Rationing was overseen by the 

Ministry of Food which issued every man, woman and child a ration book with coupons. These restricted 

how much of each rationed food could be purchased each week.  

 

What? Basic foodstuffs such as sugar, meat, fats like butter and margarine, bacon and cheese were rationed 

by the coupons in the ration book.  

 

It was often the responsibility of the women of the household to do the shopping, this involved registering 

with shops where they would use their coupons before trying to create satisfying meals with the foods they 

were able to get hold of; just because the coupons were in the ration book did not mean that the shop 

keeper would have the food in stock!  

 

Some foods such as fish or sausages were not rationed but could be in short supply which led to long hours 

of queuing, and sometimes disappointment when upon reaching the front of the queue it was only to 

discover that what you were queuing for had sold out.  

 

Why? Just as today, much of the food consumed in Britain’s was produced overseas and imported. When the 

Second World War started the ships carrying these supplies became vulnerable to enemy attack, so far less 

was reaching Britain’s ports and shops. Furthermore, to fight the war, military hardware was being shipped 

to Britain as well and so there was less shipping capacity available for food.  

 

As well as restricting the amount of certain food items, some fresh foods like eggs and milk were replaced 

by powdered varieties made in America; these not only occupied less cargo space on ships, they would last 

longer in the store cupboards of  
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Britain. Some factories producing food in Britain were converted to make equipment to fight the war which 

led to further reductions in the food available. One example of this is the biscuit industry where the 

repurposing of factories and labour reduced the varieties of biscuits available in Britain from a pre-war 350 

to just 20! 

 

Who? One of the advantages of rationing was to ensure that everyone received a fair share. Graham finds it 

amusing to look back and think that he was eating the same things as the king and queen after 1940! The 

shortages mainly affected his mother, who he says ‘did wonders’ despite the shortages and the constant 

need to queue at many different shops every day.  

 

To maintain the supply of homegrown crops and meat, Britain’s agricultural industry was supplemented by 

volunteers, often women who joined the Women’s Land Army, replacing the men who joined the armed 

forces.  

 

They undertook work on farms to ensure the crops were planted and harvested and animals were still 

reared. In the film Graham talks about attending harvest camps to help farmers pick crops and other 

children were volunteered to assist at harvest time, particularly those evacuees who had been billeted in the 

countryside or on farms.  

 

In one way or another, rationing and efforts to ensure the continuation of the food supply chain really did 

impact every single person in society during the Second World War. Yet even when peace finally came in 

1945 rationing continued . Meat was the last item to be de-rationed and that was not until 1954. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

IWM (Imperial War Museums) tells the story of people who have lived, fought and died in conflicts involving Britain 

and the Commonwealth since the First World War. Our unique collections, made up of the everyday and the 

exceptional, reveal stories of people, places, ideas and events. Using these, we tell vivid personal stories and 

create powerful physical experiences across our five museums that reflect the realities of war as both a 

destructive and creative force. 


