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First World War Centenary:
what the civil servants across 
government did

15

What kind of information do you have 
and what was kept?
We have the internal records, such as memos and reports, 

sometimes with whole lists of sta.  involved. Di. erent kinds of 

things have been selected by di. erent departments which is nice 

because it gives us a wide range and you can see how something 

as big as the war actually impacted on di. erent Civil Service 

departments in lots of di. erent ways. 

We only have a small proportion of all the paperwork that was 

ever created by any government department otherwise we’d 

have needed to concrete over the rest of the borough.

How did government departments 
manage the demands of wartime?
Like everybody else, they had the immediate problem of a 

number of male sta.  going o.  to war and they had to replace 

them with women. Certainly recruiting women is what everybody 

thinks about because it was such a major change. A lot of 

departments also brought back people who were recently retired. 

I found something recently from the Public Record O=  ce. They 

had discussions about members of sta.  who were going to be 

lent to various departments that needed them. 

The impression I get from looking at a lot of departmental 

correspondence is that while departments were very anxious to 

keep their key members of sta. , they were also very keen to be 

seen to be doing their bit and releasing as many men as possible. 

Obviously there were a lot of men who wanted to go and they 

had to ask permission which wasn’t always granted. 

I found a newspaper clipping from the Daily Mail about how 

many young A t men were in the Civil Service while our brave 

boys were going o.  to the front. It was in response to this bad 

publicity that government departments were taking great pains 

to show they were doing their bit. 

One of my favourite documents is from the Victoria and Albert 

Museum - it came under the Board of Education. One of things 

we’ve got is a A le with very detailed lists of all the sta.  of military 

age and those who were released and went to war. There were 

details of what happened to all of them - the dates they joined, 

the dates they left or were killed, and the ones that came back, 

and if they were wounded. It’s just a fantastically detailed 

document. My favourite is on the very A rst page - one of the 

cleaners whose name is Mr Buckett. He survived. 

And you needed a lot of extra workers 
for war production? 
Yes, there are interesting documents in the Board of Trade about 

recruiting workers. For some things you can employ unskilled 

workers, like women, who’d have no experience but there are a 

lot of things, particularly in armaments and engineering, where 

you need skilled people so you’ve got to get your skilled people 

from somewhere. There were a lot of Belgian refugees because 

that was the A rst country to be overrun so refugees who were 

skilled industrial workers were particularly sought after. They also 

imported workers from Canada although some war production 

was being done in Canada so they didn’t want to deprive Canada 

of vital skilled workers so there was some negotiation to be done. 
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2014 marks 100 years since the 

start of the First World War. Civil 

servants from across all government 

departments played a vital role in the 

war e= ort from joining up to dealing 

with increased workloads. Defence 

People spoke to family history 

specialist Audrey Collins from The 

National Archives to B nd out more.

Women working on Airship construction 
in Barlow shed, 1916
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But there was a lot to be done to A nd suitable workers and also 

to train the unskilled or semi-skilled ones. Surprisingly the Board 

of Education had a role to play in war production. It was in a 

document I found which was to do with the conscription of 

teachers and the older boys in schools who were 18. There was a 

scheme where boys who were doing technical subjects, and were 

expected to go on to do science and engineering degrees, could 

be exempt from military service because they would be better 

used for the war e. ort by going to work in engineering, 

armaments and the chemical industry. We have got a few 

interesting examples of that. 

But I also found that a lot of technical schools lent their 

equipment to munitions factories and they weren’t always too 

pleased with the state they were in when they got them back. 

Some work was actually being done in the schools. They were at 

great pains to say this was out of school hours but you had senior 

boys and masters doing munitions work in the schools. Teachers 

were also working as instructors for the semi-skilled and unskilled 

workers in the munitions factories. This is all in Board of 

Education records and that’s not somewhere you’d think of as a 

frontline department. 

The Home O=  ce was responsible for the certiA ed industrial 

schools - the ones where you sent the bad boys. We’ve got lots 

of records on what was going on in these schools. The schools in 

rural areas mostly already had farms as the boys were sent to do 

hard physical labour. These schools were now encouraged to 

improve the e=  ciency of their agriculture. Previously it had been 

a punishment to do really hard work but now, under war 

conditions, we needed e=  cient agriculture. 

There was a lot going on, lots of di. erent departments have 

got a hand in war production. 

Were things handled diff erently after 
conscription was brought in?
You had a great surge of people joining up at the beginning of 

the war and that subsided. Of course once they’re conscripting 

(in 1916) then there’s another surge. This was dealt with slightly 

di. erently because when you’re a volunteer you have to ask 

permission from your Civil Service employer to enlist. But once 

it’s conscription you’d have to make an awfully good case not to 

enlist, and that’s when we’ve got the records of the appeals 

tribunals - we’ve put them online - for the Middlesex area. The 

collection is one of only two complete surviving collections of 

tribunal records. These tribunals include a number of civil 

servants so there are a few interesting cases there. A lot of people 

would say ‘I need some time to put my a. airs in order’. They were 

perfectly prepared to go, but needed a couple of months. Some 

of them were granted. 

Do you have any examples of work civil 
servants were doing?
What isn’t always obvious is that practically every department 

had an extra workload as a direct result of the war. If you’ve got 

thousands of people going o.  to the front somebody needs to 

organise that, somebody needs to do the day to day work. When 

you think about war production, you instantly think munitions 

factories but there was also food production, the uniforms and 

the catering equipment, making sure it got made and it all got to 

the troops. That’s going on for a lot of government departments. 

My own particular interest is the General Register O=  ce. They 

had to record a lot more deaths than they normally would. They 

also had extra work because lots of women were applying for 

copies of their marriage certiA cates because they needed those 

to get separation allowances if their husbands were away at the 

war, or to claim widows’ pensions. So that was a huge extra 
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Belgian or German. Now there were a number of women whose 

German or other foreign husbands had died and they were now 

widowed. They suddenly found themselves in 1914 as enemy 

aliens. They had to get themselves naturalised so they could 

become British again. This whole business of putting the barriers 

up and being picky about nationality led to a whole new big 

workload for the Home O=  ce. 

And it’s not just the Home O=  ce. Customs and Excise were 

essentially policing the borders with a view to stopping people 

smuggling but they were also in an ideal position to look out for 

enemy spies trying to sneak in to the country. So that was an 

extra role for Customs, it wasn’t just to do with the merchandise 

- an example of an extra workload on a department.  

Going back to the recruitment of women, 
did women work in the Civil Service before 
the war? 
They were already employed, but in comparatively small 

numbers and some departments had more than others. They 

tended to be employed as cleaners but they were beginning to 

employ women clerks, albeit with some reluctance. They were 

always separate - you wouldn’t have men and women working 

together. A lot of the women would be typists because work that 

had previously been handwritten was beginning to be typed. 

One of the things we can look at is a publication called the 

Imperial Calendar (it later became the Civil Service Yearbook). Any 

female member of sta.  is always listed as Miss or Mrs so you can 

pick them out. Some departments might not name them all but 

they might say ‘lady superintendent with 13 female clerks’. The 

War O=  ce, as far as I can tell, didn’t seem to have any female 

clerks, but there were some typists.

workload on a department that you don’t think of as being 

particularly frontline. 

And other departments had unexpected burdens on them. For 

example there’s a lot of Board of Trade correspondence because 

Germany and the Austrian Empire had been big trading partners 

so there were British A rms who’d been trading with companies 

who were now enemy aliens and they weren’t going to get their 

bills paid anytime soon. There was a whole disruption to trade 

and that A ltered into a lot of things. 

Something else that was unexpected was that the Inland 

Revenue and the Probate Department had problems when 

people died here but whose beneA ciaries were in Austria or 

Germany. So there’s correspondence about how they’re going 

to deal with that. Basically they were not going to pay out to 

anybody whose address was in Berlin or Vienna.

Civil servants were also involved with factory inspections. This was 

a huge business. Munitions tribunals were the ultimate disciplinary 

system for people who were doing things that normally would’ve 

just been a disciplinary matter within a company. But if you were 

transgressing in someway - poor attendance, bad timekeeping or 

misbehaviour - in a war-related production factory then the 

munitions tribunals would deal with you. 

The Home O=  ce was also in charge of anything to do with 

citizenship and nationality, which before the war wasn’t that big a 

deal. Then you started needing passports and countries became 

a lot fussier about who they’re letting in and what your 

nationality is. Although the concept of nationality was well 

established, a number of people unexpectedly found themselves 

in a di=  cult position. Women when they married automatically 

took the nationality of their husbands. So if you’ve got a British 

woman who is married to a foreigner, she becomes Dutch or 
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Land and mine surveying, Department of Civil Demobilisation 
and Resettlement, 1919
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First World War 100 - The 
National Archives First World 
War Centenary Programme
The National Archives’ collection of First World War records is one 

of the largest in the world. To mark the centenary of this 

landmark conX ict, our First World War 100 programme will open 

up these records as never before. We will be putting millions of 

British armed forces records and government papers online for 

the A rst time, such as the popular unit war diaries and 

conscription appeal records which launched the programme in 

January 2014. 

First World War 100 - www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/A rst-world-war 

- has been created to guide people through the vast collection of 

historic records, letters, wills, maps, photographs, illustrations and 

artworks held by The National Archives. Adding content 

throughout the A ve year programme, First World War 100 will be 

the central hub for the public to search and view o=  cial First World 

War records.

The reference list of the B les Audrey researched:

 PRO 1/81 is PRO correspondence 1914 including o. ers 

to lend sta.  to other depts.

 ED 23/647 in the V&A lists, including Mr Buckett.

 ED 12/17-19 are A les about exemptions from military 

service for some schoolboys over 18 in technical schools.

 ED 12/25 - technical schools co-operation with munitions 

A rms, including loans of machinery.

 MH 47 is the Middlesex military appeal tribunals (online).

 HO 144 naturalisation A les include British widows of 

enemy aliens applying to regain the British nationality.

 HO 45 - a huge series which includes reports on industrial 

and reformatory schools.

 STAT 12/16/6 - HM Stationery O=  ce Replies to Committee 

of Imperial Defence questionnaire on di=  culties 

experienced due to the war. 

 BT 8 A les on enemy debts.

 CUST 106/413 Customs and Excise A le on immigrants 

and aliens.
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Interestingly going back to the General Register O=  ce, there’s 

some debate about the jobs that were and weren’t suitable for 

women. Some of the work did involve handling very large, heavy 

ledgers but it was decided that the business of death coding, the 

classiA cation of causes to death, was not suitable for women. 

You do get a great sense of ‘well if we must employ women, they 

should only be employed in certain areas and always work 

separately from men with their own lady supervisors’.

Now we work in mixed military and civilian 
teams, did that happen then?
It’s di=  cult to say. What you do A nd is a lot of people who worked 

at the Admiralty and the War O=  ce with military titles. You would 

have to look at each individual’s record to see if it was somebody 

who was retired from active service. 

Did you get a sense that the diff erent 
government departments were working 
closely together so it was eff ectively like one?
There were a lot of good intentions and it wasn’t always possible 

for things to be as streamlined and dovetailed as you might hope. 

But there certainly were good intentions.

Do you think government departments 
were evaluating how they performed 
during the war?
I think so. I don’t know how systematic it was but I’ve certainly 

come across correspondence and discussions looking at how 

things worked and what didn’t work. 

A clerk in the Stationery O=  ce nicely typed up an overview of the 

challenges that had been faced by the Department and how 

they’d dealt with it. Most of them weren’t as kind as that and so 

you actually have to do the research. But it does shed an 

interesting light on the way things were dealt with. 

At the end of the war there were plenty of discussions about 

demobilisation - as the army was demobilised, a number of key sta.  

were requested to be returned to their departments as a priority.

There are some lovely cases of railwaymen in the Ministry of 

Transport records who received gallantry awards. It said exactly 

what they did and why they were given the award. These were 

people who hadn’t gone to war but they’d been doing vital work 

keeping the railway and communications networks open. 

At the end of the war, most government departments had war 

memorials in their buildings dedicated to those civil servants 

who gave their lives. 

Audrey Collins Biography
Audrey Collins is a family history specialist at The National 

Archives. She graduated in history and politics from the 

University of Warwick, and was a freelance researcher, speaker, 

teacher and writer on family history before joining The National 

Archives in 2002. She is a regular speaker at events and 

conferences in the UK and worldwide, and is the co-author of 

Birth, Marriage and Death Records, a guide for family historians 

with Dave Annal. Her specialist research interests include the  

history and development of the General Register O=  ce 

for  England and Wales, and the people who worked there. 
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