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Primary Documents with Headnotes

“French ‘Banania advertisement” (1915)
Banania, a porridge made from banana flour and chocolate (and produced to this day)
was originally invented in France in 1912 for babies and children. Realizing its potential as a
calorie-dense, transportable foodstuff at the outset of the war, the French food industry began
marketing it as a wartime staple, and produced the above advertisement in 1915. Bananas do not
grow within the borders of France itself, but in the tropical climates of Africa, the Caribbean, and
the South Pacific.
France mustered soldiers from their West African colonies—the tirailleur Senegalaise
(roughly, “Senegalese sharpshooters”)-- to fight both in Africa and Europe as early as 1914. In
the advert, the red script text “y’a bon” translates as an intentionally grammatically crude “Is
good!” in a pidgin French dialect spoken by the tirailleur Senegalaise.
The figure became iconic within French commercial culture, somewhat akin to Aunt
Jemima in the United States.
Source: Matthew Richardson, The Hunger War: Food, Rations, and Rationing 1914-1918 (South
Yorkshire: Pen and Sword, 2015).
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Two American women utilize a modern mechanized tractor to plough a field (1917)

In the period from 1880 to 1920, the rural population of the United States went from 75%
of the nation’s population to 25%. While this urbanization changed the ways in which most
Americans conceived of and practiced work, it also made the United States one of the most
industrialized countries in the world. Here, two women use a state-of-the-art mechanized tractor
to maintain a field. Where the agrarian populations in most of the world—in areas like Russia,
Italy, and the Ottoman Empire—were still ploughing fields by hand and with draft animals, the
United States’ availability of industrial durables to consumers enabled it to provision its armed
forces when it entered the war in 1917.
Source: Matthew Richardson, The Hunger War: Food, Rations, and Rationing 1914-1918 (South
Yorkshire: Pen and Sword, 2015).
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“A recipe for wheatless cake and pastry from the United States Food Administration”
(1918)
The United States began conserving food even before entering the war in 1917, supplying
Great Britain with much-needed provisions since 1915. However, after American troops
deployed to Europe, the United States Food Administration (USFA) greatly increased its efforts
to conserve staple foodstuffs—notably, wheat. This coincided with an era of increased
government involvement in the affairs and welfare of its citizens in the Progressive Era in the
United States.
Source: Wheat-less Breads and Cakes—Save the Wheat for Victory, United States Food Leaflet
No. 20, page 1. The National Archives at Philadelphia, The United States Food Administration,
1918.
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“British ad for Maconochies canned food” (1916)
The British army awarded Maconochies a lucrative contract to supply the troops with its
canned stew during the Boer War, and this contract continued nearly two decades later. The
can’s directions read "contents may be eaten hot or cold", and that the unopened can should first
be heated in boiling water for 30 minutes. British food supply companies like Maconochies
attached the marketing of their products to the soldiers’ experience in the war, and continued to
market these products immediately after the war was over. For food companies in Germany,
attachment of their goods to the war was exceedingly rare.
One journalist described Maconochies canned goods as, “…the accumulation of a lump
of fat on top of barely recognizable chunks of meat and vegetables: an inferior grade of garbage".
Source: Steven Brocklehurst, “World War I: The dubious reputation of Maconochie’s stew”.
BBC News (23 April 2014), http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-27118824
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“British and Germany Domestic Food Production, 1893 and 1913”

On the eve of World War I, two-thirds of Britain’s food supplies came from overseas.
There were a number of reasons for this. The British had dominated mercantile capitalism for
centuries, and Britain’s vast overseas colonies and trading partners, both reached by Her
Majesty’s globally dominant navy, were part of this economic infrastructure.
But Britain was also a small island nation with a sizeable population that had, by the end
of the nineteenth century, been moving to cities at a feverish pace. Those farmers who remained
were not encouraged to grow calorie-dense staples (like wheat and potatoes) or raise “efficient”
animals like pigs (who offer a much greater “rate of return” on the time taken to raise them).
Whereas German agricultural policy stressed this kind of efficiency, the British system allowed
for a more laissez-faire system that allowed farmers to grow crops and raise animals that would
bring them the most profit. This has led historians to debate whether Germany deliberately
adapted its farming practices in preparation of a European war.
Source: National Unionist Association, Gleanings and Memoranda, Vol. XLIII (July-December
1914), 52-33.

  

27  

