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ENEMY BEHIND THE LINES

Beer in the First World War

‘Drink is doing us more damage in the war than all the German submarines put together,’ declared Minister of Munitions David Lloyd George in 1915. ‘We are fighting Germany, Austria and drink; and as far as I can see the greatest of these three deadly foes is drink.’

It was no idle comment. The powerful politician, who was to become Prime Minister in 1916, was one of two avowed teetotallers in the five-man war cabinet. Lloyd George believed beer was an evil influence. He was as determined to break the brewers’ grip on Britain as he was to defeat Germany on the battlefield.

‘This traffic, having sown destruction and death, must reap for itself a fruitful harvest of desolation and ruin.’ He spoke like a pulpit preacher dedicated to his cause. A leader of Welsh nonconformism, he had supported complete prohibition in Wales since the 1880s. But Bills to introduce such measures had been repeatedly blocked in the House of Commons by what Lloyd George described as ‘the brewers’ ring which seems to govern England.’ Now, in the emergency of war, he gained his revenge.

DORA, the Defence of the Realm Act of 1914, was a formidable piece of legislation with sweeping powers, which were repeatedly strengthened throughout the conflict. The licensed trade felt the full force of its measures.

In 1915 a Central Control Board (Liquor Traffic) was established to impose strict licensing hours in areas deemed militarily important. Eventually these covered virtually all heavily populated regions. Opening times were restricted to five-and-a-half hours a day. Pubs could only sell beer from 12–2.30pm at lunchtime and from 6–9pm in the evening on weekdays. On Saturdays the landlord had to put the towels over the pumps an hour earlier at 8pm. On Sunday drinkers barely had time to knock back a half. These were crushing changes. Previously customers had been used to being served from 5.30 in the morning until late at night.

Prices shot up as a huge burden of taxation was imposed on beer. The cost of a pint doubled from 2d to 4d between 1914 and 1916, later increasing to 5d before the Government imposed a measure of price control. At the same time the strength of beer was slashed, dropping like a stone from an average gravity of 1052 in 1914 to 1030 in 1918. Production was drastically cut back from over 37 million bulk barrels in 1913 to 19 million in 1917.



[image: images]
THE ENEMY WITHIN: Drink was regarded by the Government as a danger to the war effort in the First World War.



In some places where vital munition works were in operation like Carlisle, breweries were taken over and closed down, the pubs falling under State control. Lloyd George favoured the nationalisation of the whole brewing industry, which was seriously considered in 1915 and again in 1917.

The dry hand of the State even extended to slapping down the happy habit of buying your friends a drink. Treating was prohibited.

It was not just the harsh restrictions which alarmed the brewers – some were to be expected in war-time – as the atmosphere of official hostility. Beer was regarded as a danger, an intoxicating beverage which could undermine the war effort. The brewers were in the opposite trench, along with the enemy.

The industry knew they were not in favour – and fought back. DORA was depicted as a wicked witch, a gaunt and mean old lady snatching away John Bull’s precious freedom. Many were convinced there was a conspiracy. One brewer from South Wales, George Westlake, blamed the new orders on ‘fanatical teetotallers’ who were using the war to push their ‘fiendish propaganda for the purpose of wiping out the trade.’

This was not far from the mark as the temperance activists pursued their own agenda. One leader, Sir Thomas Whittaker, believed the war provided them with a great opportunity to strike ‘whilst the overshadowing issues of the war are accustoming the people to restricted liberties.’


Their high point came in 1917 when the United States started to twist the Government’s arm. Food Administrator Herbert Hoover issued veiled threats that an increase in vital American grain exports to Britain would be difficult to secure without an end to brewing in Britain.

The United States was moving rapidly towards total prohibition and expected Britain to follow. The Americans were climbing onto the moral high ground from where they could look down on their debauched allies, who were continuing to brew while the German submarines sank grain-carrying ships in the Atlantic.

The United States stopped brewing beer in December 1917, ostensibly because of the food shortage in Europe though more because of the overwhelming power of the teetotal lobby across the country. By the time national prohibition was introduced in January 1920 through the Volstead Enforcement Act, 33 of the 48 states had already adopted prohibition, covering more than two-thirds of the population.

The British cabinet considered the question carefully. It was dangerous to offend a powerful ally, but eventually the ministers drew back from taking the final measure because of fear of industrial unrest. In March 1917 Britain’s Food Controller, Lord Davenport, had moved to meet the Americans, issuing an order limiting brewing to 28 per cent of its pre-war level, a mere 10 million standard barrels. This target figure was never reached. Ministers came to realise they had squeezed the public’s pint too far. Sir George Cave, the Home Secretary, told the House of Commons in July 1917:


The beer shortage is causing considerable unrest, and is interfering with the output of munitions and with the position of the country in this war. There is unrest, discontent, loss of time, loss of work and in some cases even strikes are threatened and indeed caused by the very fact that there is a shortage of beer.



Beer was no longer a problem. Shortage of beer was. Restrictions were relaxed and output rose to 23 million bulk barrels in 1918.

The Great War had given Britain’s brewers a great fright. Talk of prohibition or nationalisation continued into the 1920s – but ironically the emergency measures taken during the war saved the industry from more drastic action.

When the Central Control Board was abolished in 1921, many of its restrictions were continued in the 1921 Licensing Act, notably the limitations on pub hours. Bars continued to close in the afternoon with last orders in the evening at 10.30pm or earlier. There was no return to all-day drinking.

Similarly the heavy duty on beer remained. This ensured prices never reverted to their pre-war level – and more significantly ale never regained its stupefying strength of 1914 when the average gravity had been 1052. In 1920 the average gravity was 1039 and by 1939 had barely edged upwards to 1040. The drunk, a familiar feature of Victorian and Edwardian Britain, staggered off the streets. Convictions for drunkenness in England and Wales fell by three-quarters from 188,877 in 1914 to 46,757 in 1937.

This new sober nation did hold some drawbacks for the brewing industry. The amount of beer drunk dropped so much it pushed the brewers into joint action. At the height of the Depression in 1933, consumption had collapsed to 17.7 million bulk barrels, lower than the worst year during the war and less than half the 1914 figure. In a bid to boost demand, the industry launched a ‘Beer is Best’ campaign with posters and adverts stressing the goodness in a glass.

Even the Carlisle State Brewery continued – and showed the way to the rest of the trade between the wars by pursuing a vigorous policy of building fewer but better pubs. Leading companies like Mitchell’s & Butler’s of Birmingham and Whitbread in London took great pride in their new, light, airy houses, offering such novelties as food and ladies’ toilets. The number of pubs in England and Wales declined by more than 4,000 from 60,331 in 1918 to 56,173 in 1938.

When the war clouds gathered again in 1939, conditions were very different from what they had been 25 years before. One temperance supporter, Sir Harold Bellman, conceded:


Looking back over the lifetime of a generation, there has been an astonishing growth in general sobriety…. At the beginning of the present century the problem of alcoholism was menacing, both in extent and intensity; today, on any reasonable view, there has been a transformation which amounts almost to a social revolution.



The Brewers’ Journal added in September 1939:


The last war accustomed the people to all kinds of restraints and restrictions. Some of them were proved by time to be good and they have been embodied in our national life. Others, when hostilities had ended, were seen for what they were – opportunist attempts to thrust on the masses the inclinations of the few.

In the present conflict the nation comes first and service and devotion to its cause are paramount. But guard must be set at our gates lest the licensed trade becomes, as in the last war, the target of teetotal attacks guised under the cloak of patriotism.



The brewing industry had won most of the skirmishes between the wars, but now that full-blooded battle was joined again, it could not be sure that the Government would not buckle before the demands of its enemies.


ALLY ON THE HOME FRONT

The New Standing of Beer

When Hitler stormed into Poland, the war began. The temperance movement launched an all-out attack on alcohol. The dry campaigners scented victory. They were confident that in a national emergency, the Government would see booze as a threat and imprison this internal enemy behind roll after roll of barbed regulations, just as had happened in the First World War.

Almost before the first bullets had been fired, they shot out their manifesto under the title ‘Alcohol – A Foe to Britain’. The National Temperance Federation declared war. It called on its three million members to wage ‘earnest and unceasing national service in the conflict with alcohol.’

Lloyd George’s warning in 1915 that ‘drink is the most menacing of the nation’s enemies’ was used as a rallying cry. The teetotallers warned ministers that ‘the national danger is too serious for official complacency.’ They painted a lurid picture of beer and spirits sapping the nation’s strength in its hour of need:


The darkened streets, the consequent dangers of the roads, the uprooting of families from their homes, the gathering of our young manhood in camp and barracks, the strain and vigilance of thousands in the defence precautions, the increased demands on the munition makers, the general excitement and anxiety of the times – all these are only the earliest of the war’s afflictions.

In such a situation public houses packed nightly to suffocation are a blot on the nation’s honour. We therefore proclaim that it is the duty of every good citizen to confront drink, the enemy of the country, with the example of his own self-discipline and determination to abstain while the war lasts. It is equally the duty of the Government to see that Britain’s strength is not wasted nor her cause endangered by the lure of drink.



The Federation demanded the immediate introduction of the full First World War restrictions, and a few more besides:


1. Drinking hours shall be reduced to five-and-a-half per day (with a break of two hours during the afternoon) to end not later than one hour after sunset, and in no case later than 9pm. On Sundays the total hours must not exceed four. In Wales drinking in clubs (as in public houses) shall not be permitted on Sundays.

2. Spirits shall not be sold anywhere on Friday night, Saturday or Sunday and, in defined districts, as in the last war, none shall be sold at any time.

3. The ‘No Treating’ order of the last war shall be reinstituted.

4. There shall be a further dilution of spirits and of beers.

5. Medicated wines to bear labels showing alcoholic content.

6. There shall be no canvassing for liquor orders and no advertisements calculated to induce the consumption of liquor.

7. It shall be a rule for air pilots, motor drivers and others engaged in any occupation wherein a high degree of neuromuscular co-ordination is required, that no drink at all shall be consumed whilst on duty or for a prescribed number of hours before going on duty.

8. There shall be a progressive restriction of the national output of liquor through the regulation of the raw materials of the brewing, distilling and wine-making industries, and the diversion of land, labour and materials to the increase of the national food supply.



After issuing this long list of demands, Lady Astor in Parliament on 21 September, 1939, pressed the Home Secretary to introduce these measures at once in the interest of ‘national safety’. She particularly wanted to see the reimposition of the No Treating order ‘for the protection of men and women on duty in the defence services against hospitality by the public.’

Never mind the might of the German army, it was the chap at your elbow threatening to buy you a drink, who was the real enemy.

The Home Secretary, Sir John Anderson, refused to be stampeded into action, ‘I am watching the situation carefully, but as yet I have no information to indicate that special measures are needed to check the consumption of alcohol.’ He pointed out that pub opening hours in 1939 were ‘very much shorter’ than those existing before the First World War.

The dry campaigners were not deterred. The big guns were brought to the front-line. Early in November a letter appeared in The Tunes from the Temperance Council of the Christian Churches signed among others by the Archbishop of York and the Cardinal Archbishop of Westminster urging on the public ‘the supreme necessity of self-restraint in the use of alcoholic liquors’ during ‘these grave and critical days.’

The more hard-line southern district of the Independent Order of Rechabites turned on the troops, passing a resolution calling on the Government ‘to abolish the issue of the rum ration and the free distribution of beer at Christmas throughout His Majesty’s Services.’

But their most effective tactic was to concentrate on the feared food shortage. The argument was that barley was being wasted in producing beer, when it could be fed to animals. Ernest Winterton, the former MP for Loughborough, summed up their position in a letter to the Manchester Guardian in November 1939, calling for an immediate reduction of liquor production by at least 50 per cent:


The Minister of Agriculture now announces that pig and poultry producers must expect a cut of at least one-third in the feeding stuffs available from abroad and that, with a much greater pig and poultry population than during the Great War, there will be short rations for many of them. This intimation warrants me in asking: When are the brewers – who monopolise so much shipping space by the importation of foreign barley – to be rationed too? Is it to be a case of beer before bacon or eggs? We have been scornful about ‘Guns before Butter’ (a German slogan). In our case, is it to be beer before both guns and butter?



This pigs before pints debate alarmed the brewers. The traditional demands of the temperance movement could be treated as the irrelevant ramblings of a spent force. The Morning Advertiser, the licensed trade’s daily paper, dismissed the archbishops’ letter to The Times as ‘a venerable chestnut’. But the food issue could not be ignored. The threat of rationing was in the air.

Thus right from the outbreak of war the brewers went to great lengths to claim exceptional food value for beer. The Brewers’ Journal of October 1939 claimed that a barrel of beer had the equivalent food value of the following: 10lbs of ribs of beef, 81bs of shoulder of mutton, 41bs of cheese, 201bs of potatoes, 1lb of rump steak, 31bs of rabbit, 31bs of plaice, 81bs of bread, 31bs of butter, 61bs of chicken and 19 eggs. ‘We would emphasise that a standard barrel of beer has the food value of the WHOLE of the above food,’ stressed the industry magazine. ‘We have had these figures checked by a chartered accountant.’

Beer was no longer just a refreshing, enjoyable, social drink. In war-time it had to become a nourishing and sustaining beverage as well.

The claims were based on the findings of a committee of the Royal Society, set up by the Government in 1916 to investigate the food value of beer at a time when some ministers were flirting with the idea of total prohibition. With regard to alcohol in beer, the committee reported:


Accurate experiments have shown that alcohol if taken in moderate doses – up to the amount contained for example in one quart of beer – is very completely burnt in the human body, the proportion which remains unchanged being at the most some 5 per cent. This combustion of necessity liberates energy in the body … this energy need not be lost as waste heat but can be made to support the active functions of the body. This being so, a moderate quantity of alcohol may, if the conditions serve, actually take the place in nutrition of a dynamically equivalent amount of fat or of sugar.



And the argument did not end with the amount of calories a pint could provide. The brewers pointed out that alcohol acted as an aid to digestion, improving the absorption of other foodstuffs. While at a time when reliable water supplies might be disrupted or unavailable, it was claimed that the hops in beer supplied a vital antiseptic.

The Brewers’ Journal was fond of quoting the late Professor Armstrong’s statement that: ‘Beer is the safest drink the world over.’ This was backed up by the findings of Mr TK Walker of the Manchester College of Technology that: ‘Weight for weight, the humulon or antiseptic agent in hops is 40 times as powerful as pure phenol or carbolic acid.’ Mr Walker concluded: ‘The more bitter the hops used in the making of beer, the stronger its antiseptic value is likely to be…. It is largely due to hops that, from the bacterial point of view, beer is the safest drink in the world.’

The Brewers’ Journal in October 1939 listed the full qualities of beer, the wonderful beverage that ‘stands in a class by itself’:


1. Alcohol – a food in a form that requires no digestion.

2. Malt – protein in a most easily assimilative form.

3. Hops – a tonic bitter.

4. Sugar – a highly energising food.

5. Yeast – a vitalising and cleansing agent.

6. Mineral salts – needed for bone-building.



The value of the salts was especially emphasised. ‘No other beverage contains mineral salts and these in time of war are of high importance, particularly to men engaged in hard physical tasks which result in the loss of perspiration.’ The magazine concluded: ‘On all counts, therefore, as a war-time drink “Beer is Best”, and the nation must see to it that it has a plentiful supply.’

The brewers were eager to ensure that ale was classed as a vital food rather than just an intoxicating drink. In the words of Dr Justus von Liebig, ‘beer is liquid bread.’ Viewed from that angle, it was more likely to avoid restrictions.

The Brewers’ Journal called on the industry’s ‘Beer is Best’ advertising campaign to ram home the point. The new message was that beer was not just best but very good for you. The public should be told in war time of the food value of beer and, moreover, of the enormous importance to the country of the by-products of beer.’

This was the brewers second line of defence. The malted barley used in brewing did not vanish completely into the beer. The spent grains from the mash tun were sold to farmers as an important cattle feed. The Royal Society report on brewing in 1916 had concluded that ‘21bs of brewers’ dried grains (when fed to milch-cows) yield 1.341b of milk’ and that when fed to horses the grains are worth ‘pound for pound with oats.’
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BEER IS BEST: The Brewers’ Society had been promoting beer as a healthy drink for a fit nation throughout the 1930s. This poster dates from 1934.




The industry was also able to highlight the valuable vitamins supplied by the use of brewers’ yeast in products like Marmite which had grown considerably in popularity between the wars. ‘White bread is notoriously lacking in vitamin B. Brewers’ yeast, prepared in the form of “meat extracts” to which the public have become accustomed, will remedy this defect,’ said The Brewers’ Journal.

The magazine even suggested that British troops should carry dried brewers’ yeast with them in their combat kit, after learning that Finland’s heroic soldiers, fighting against the might of the vast Russian forces, had included dried brewers’ yeast as part of their iron rations. The Brewers Journal concluded:


At the time when the need for an adequate food supply for the nation is being stressed, these facts are of the highest importance to agriculturists and to those whose duty it is to concern themselves with the food of the nation in time of war.



The words were wasted. These arguments barely swayed the Government and had little effect on the public. But both ministers and munition workers valued beer for other reasons. The man in the public bar believed it was the best drink at the end of a hard day. The Government knew a relaxing pint or three was vital in maintaining morale.

The industry quickly recognised this and returned to emphasising beer’s more traditional and obvious qualities. ‘Beer is the possessor of many virtues to which other foods have no claim,’ declared The Brewers’ Journal, going on to quote a number of eminent authorities:

‘Beer is a soothing beverage,’ said the late Professor Dixon in his presidential address to the British Medical Association.

‘All factors which promote happiness promote health, and as beer promotes happiness it promotes health,’ said Dr J L W Thudichum.

‘Beer gives a more cheerful aspect to life and helps us through the difficult times in which we are forced to live. A bottle of beer in the evening is for many the only path to true and refreshing sleep,’ said a further medical man.

‘In times such as these, people need some liquid sunshine,’ added another.

The public did not need these testimonials. Many looked forward to a drop of beer. Their worry was that the Government might introduce rationing. The industry was also deeply concerned.
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STOUT ART: Guinness caught the wartime mood with this backs-to-the-wall poster from 1942 extolling ‘Guinness for Strength.’



The words of J R Clynes, MR a former Food Controller and Home Secretary, must have come as a welcome clarion call, when he wrote in the Daily Sketch on 6 January, 1940, under the headline
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