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Abstract  

This paper seeks to distil from Avner Offer’s 1989 book, The First World War: An Agrarian 
Interpretation, the chief ways in which the international trade in food supplies impacted upon 
the decision of the European powers to go to war in 1914, the strategies such powers pursued, 
the effect of the war on domestic populations, and the role food supplies had in the defeat of 
Germany and the subsequent Paris peace negotiations.  We do not seek to summarise Offer’s 
book as a whole, which situates food supply questions within a wider context of the economic 
history of the late nineteenth century and the economic and cultural ties which developed 
within the Atlantic and Pacific settler economies.  Our focus is narrower, analysing the 
mechanisms through which food supply questions affected the course and outcome of World 
War One.  Yet this is an extensive enough subject in itself, for Offer’s work lays bare the degree 
to which issues relating to the control and availability of foodstuffs impacted upon myriad 
aspects of the war.  While considerations regarding food supplies may not have been the most 
important factor in World War One, they shaped the course and outcome of the war in more 
pervasive ways than perhaps any other single element.  
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Avner Offer’s The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation, published in 1989, 
explores the role of the production, trade, and consumption of foodstuffs as a factor in 
the origin, conduct, and outcome of World War One.1  It does not contend that 
agriculture was the cause or the war, or the reason for Germany’s defeat.  It does not 
exclude other explanations.  What it does seek to do is draw attention to the relatively 
neglected role of agriculture and food supply in the war.  As he writes: 

My main contribution is to evoke the elaborate international economic and social 
systems by which Britain and Germany were provided with food, fats, fibres and other 
vital primary raw materials and to show how crucial they were for the origins, conduct 
and outcomes of the war.2 

The reason that raw material supplies were so important in shaping the context for 
World War One was that, with the surge of industrialisation in the nineteenth century, 
there had been a concomitant process of economic specialisation.  As countries 
pivoted towards industrial production, so did trade become more important: both as an 
outlet for manufactured products and as a source of raw materials and foodstuffs they 
were no longer able to produce for themselves.  It is the significance for these sinews 
for military strategy that Offer wishes to highlight.  As he writes, ‘the main thrust of my 
interpretation’ is that ‘the adjustment to economic specialisation was a root cause of 
the war.’3  Of course, economic specialisation affected every aspect of the social and 
economic structure of early twentieth century Europe and the wider world and Offer 
considers many of them – such as the frustrations of working class life in the rapidly 
expanding cities.  But in this paper we focus more narrowly upon perhaps the most 
striking and unprecedented consequence of the growth of a global trading system: 
namely, the growing dependence of such major belligerents as Britain and Germany 
on imported foodstuffs to feed their increasing populations and the implications this 
had for military strategy and the outcomes of the Great War.   

This is worth doing since agricultural supply chains were, in fact, a central 
dimension of strategic planning before the war and materially affected the way the 
conflict unfolded, playing an important part in Germany’s defeat.  The war, remarks 
Offer, was ‘not only a war of steel and gold, but a war of bread and potatoes.’4  Put 
another way, what the book provides is a new angle of vision upon the war – a 
perspective from the farm and prairie and the cargo ship, rather than the more 
conventional perspective from the factory and the front line.  It turns out that viewing 
World War One from this perspective throws such new light upon the war that one 
might be forgiven for believing that agriculture was the decisive determinant of what 
happened, even if Offer is not so bold or reckless as to say so himself. 
  
This paper is not a summary of the book as a whole.  In exploring the agricultural 
aspect of the war, Offer ranges widely into matters of social history, racial thinking, the 

 

1 A. Offer, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1989).  Dr 
Offer is now Emeritus Professor of Economic History in the University of Oxford. 
2 Ibid., p. 14.  
3 Ibid., p. 327.  
4 Ibid., p. 1.  
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development of empire, and economic history more generally.  He draws many 
unexpected connections and suggests new approaches to familiar questions.  These 
the reader must explore for themselves.  Our intention is a narrower one, viz., to distil 
the essential ways in which Offer believes that agriculture and food supply impacted 
upon the causes and outcomes of World War One.      

 

The Emergence of an Atlantic Food Economy 

During the nineteenth century Britain became the workshop of the world.  But it lacked 
the resources to be the bread-basket of the world also.  Quite the reverse: from the 
mid nineteenth century, British agriculture began to decline in the face of rising imports 
of cheaper food from abroad and Britain pivoted towards importing larger and larger 
amounts of foodstuffs.  Improvements in shipping technology and the opening up to 
settlement of Canada, the United States, Australia, Argentina, and New Zealand 
meant that Britain sourced a larger share of its food imports from these regions.  
Whereas most European countries sought to at least slow their growing imports of 
overseas food, with the imposition of tariffs for example, Britain had been committed 
to free trade in foodstuffs since the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 and accessed 
New World supplies with alacrity.  By 1913, just over half of all Britain’s food by value 
and 58% by calory were imported.  The most important food import was grain: it was 
grain from the Americas that became the basis of the British loaf and it made up 17% 
of all cargo landed in Britain by weight.1  And as wheat imports from the Americas 
increased, so did wheat production in Britain decline.   The amount of land in Britain 
under grain cultivation fell by two-thirds in the last thirty years of the nineteenth century; 
in 1913 Britain imported four-fifths of its wheat and flour.2 

The first way this contributed to the outcome of World War One was by interlocking 
the interests of these frontier agricultural territories with that of Britain.  The British food 
market provided profitable outlets for famers in the interior of Canada and America 
and bound the two economies together.  This process was self-reinforcing: the 
prosperity and perceived freedom of life in the Americas and Antipodes led to 
increased migration of British people to these territories, reinforcing a sense of cultural 
affinity with Britain.  Between 1900 and 1914, 2.4 million British people migrated 
permanently to the English-speaking countries.  British investment, too, sought out 
opportunities in the Americas, helping to build railway lines, harbours, and storage 
facilities, all of which further empowered trading connections.  Capital inflows into 
Canada were 15% of its GNP in the years 1910 to 1914 and its wheat exports 
quadrupled between 1900 to 1910.  And, of course, most of these countries were part 
of the British Empire and subject, ultimately, to rule from London.   

A further factor cementing these bonds of interest, patriotism, and politics to 
Britain was a pervasive fear of Asian immigration in these countries.  On their Pacific 
eastern seaboard the USA and Canada were affected by the perceived rising power 

 

1 Ibid, p. 85.  
2 Ibid., p. 93 
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of Japan and there was a concern regarding the immigration of Japanese, Chinese, 
and Indian people into Canada and Australia especially.  Many people from more 
densely settled regions of Asia did migrate during these years.  Between 1871 and 
1915, 16 million Indians migrated and over one million Japanese.  Most of these 
migrants moved within Asia or went to other places like East Africa or the Caribbean.  
Offer estimates that the total number of Asians in North America and Australasia did 
not exceed 250,000 at its peak before 1914.  But such population movements fuelled 
fears amongst European settlers in Canada, the United States, and Australia that their 
culture and standard of living would be threatened by the rise of Japan and India and 
the movement of people to the abundant resources of the New World.  This fear of the 
‘yellow peril’ had the effect of further pushing Canadians and Australians towards the 
British – as they looked to British military defence and affirmed all the more strongly 
their British identity. 

What is important about all of this for Offer’s narrative is this: that the Atlantic 
trading economy and the economic and cultural links between Britain and Canada, 
Australia, America, and New Zealand meant that when war broke out in Europe these 
productive regions allied themselves with Britain, providing crucial supplies of men, 
food, and other resources.  In 1913 the combined domestic products of Canada, 
Australia, and New Zealand was 40% of British GDP while their population was one-
third that of Britain’s.  These dominions thus significantly enhanced Britain’s war-
making power.1  Canada and Australia provided many of the finest soldiers in the 
British army, while their food helped feed Britain through the war.  The USA also 
provided vast amounts of food and munitions and then, in 1917, joined the war on the 
Allies side, making the defeat of Germany almost certain.  Without these resources 
from the New World Allied victory would have been far less likely – maybe even 
unlikely.  And what underpinned this connection during the war was the trade in 
foodstuffs between Britain and the New World before the war.  In this way, says Offer, 
economic specialisation and trading links were ‘an enabling factor, a reason to 
intervene in the war.’2  
 

Concern about British Food Supply 

As Britain’s dependence on imported food increased, so did her vulnerability to 
anything that might choke off that overseas supply.  To military planners the problem 
appeared an acute one.  With the running-down of agriculture, Britain simply could not 
feed herself without imported foodstuffs.  In time of war a rival power might seek to 
close off the supply of food imports in the hope of starving the British into submission.  
Even before actual starvation began, military leaders feared that food shortages and 
rising prices would trigger social unrest and a collapse of the war effort.  What to do?  
The obvious solution was to build up the British Navy to such a scale that any risk to 
merchant shipping would be minimal.  To ensure this was so, from 1889 the British 
embarked on a sustained programme of naval construction under the Naval Defence 

 

1 Ibid., p. 403.  
2 Ibid, p. 404.  
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Act.  Over a seven year period it was planned to build ten new battleships and 38 
cruisers and, in 1903, a Royal Commission on the Food Supply concluded that the 
Royal Navy would be able to keep the supply lines open.  The problem was that this 
surge in British naval construction only prompted other nations, including France, 
Russia, Italy, Japan, and the United States, to embark upon comparable programmes.  
Most famously the Germans committed themselves to building a fleet sufficient to be 
able to challenge the British with their Navy Laws of 1898 and 1900.  Thus began the 
naval arms race which was a precursor to war in 1914.  Britain’s policy of free trade 
required a large navy to secure food supplies in time of war.  But ‘naval hegemony … 
was no longer tenable in a world of many workshops.’1  Where Britain led, other 
nations (notably Germany) had to follow.  Yet this alarmed the British regarding 
Germany’s apparent hostile intentions, pushing it towards the Triple Entente with 
France and Russia.  Naval rivalry helped to create the climate of tension and suspicion 
between the Great Powers in the two decades before the outbreak of war, and at 
bottom what lay behind it was the conviction entertained by all countries that war would 
see their food supplies compromised, or that they could use command of the seas to 
break a rival.  In either case, questions regarding access to foodstuffs and raw 
materials were central to the drift to war in 1914. 

 

British War Plans: Blockade and Economic Warfare  

A third way in which agriculture shaped world war one was the way if affected the war 
plans of the major powers.  It affected German war plans.  But first we note how it 
shaped British military thinking.  

The key point here is that, just as Britain had been growing ever-more dependent on 
imported foodstuffs, so had the Germans – if not in so great a degree.  Germany’s 
population had grown strongly in the nineteenth century and the country was rapidly 
industrialising, with the result that Germany was ceasing to be self-sufficient in 
foodstuffs.  In 1906 Germany was the second largest grain importer in Europe after 
Britain, taking 6.5 million tonnes compared to Britain’s 8.9 million.  This grain catered 
for 20 per cent of annual German grain consumption and was carried in a fleet of 1,000 
merchant ships.2  As a result of Germany’s growing dependence on food imports, 
some staff officers and politicians in London began ‘to project a war of economic 
attrition against Germany.’3  The idea arose of using a blockade of Germany as a 
weapon to war. 

The central figure here was Admiral ‘Jacky’ Fisher, First Sea Lord 1904 to 1910.  
Fisher considered it ‘suicidal idiocy’ for Britain to contemplate landing a military force 
on the continent.  Britain’s diminutive land army would be crushed by the overwhelming 
might of the German army, which would march the remnant to Berlin.  To ‘send an 

 

1 Ibid., p. 6.  
2 Ibid., p. 230  
3 Ibid., p. 404 
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army at all’, thought Fisher, would be ‘to put our head in the lion’s mouth.’1  What had 
to be grasped was that Britain’s position, as an island nation, was utterly different from 
that of France or Germany.  Britain’s strength lay, not in its army, but in its economic 
resources, its trading links with America and the Empire, and its navy.  It was the navy, 
not the army, that held the key to victory, since it could sustain a British war effort by 
keeping open trade in food and raw materials with the Americas while suffocating 
Germany’s fighting potential by cutting its supply lines.  Fisher was a great admirer of 
the United States, believing that the combination of English race and culture together 
with tremendous resources opened the way to its alliance with the British Empire to 
ensure the global dominance of ‘all who speak the English tongue.’2  By reasons of 
culture and economics (the UK took three-quarters of US farm exports) the interests 
of America and Britain were allied, and Britain’s strength lay in its ability to call upon 
the resources of this Atlantic economy.  From this perspective the navy occupied a 
central place in Britain’s future military plans, being essential to protecting the Atlantic 
trading system and cutting off Germany from the seas.  

Under Fisher the navy pursued this line of thinking with vigour.  From 1905 the 
Naval Intelligence Department considered how far a blockade of German trade might 
impact the country’s war effort.  Pioneer research was undertaken by Captain Henry 
Campbell, who in 1908 wrote a paper on ‘German Trade in Time of War’.  Campbell’s 
conclusion was that, if Germany’s sea-trade routes were blocked, then land-routes 
would be unable to compensate and the German worker would be reduced ‘to a state 
which he feels intolerable; want of employment, high costs of living are the first steps 
towards financial embarrassment, once this latter is achieved it is believed that no 
nation can continue to struggle for long.’3  Food supply had been considered the 
Achilles’ Heel of British strategic power, and its solution had involved building a 
massive naval preponderance.  But now it seemed that this navy could be more than 
a defensive asset: it could be a weapon of offensive war able to bring a great 
continental power to its knees. 

Campbell’s arguments struck a chord with the Admiralty under Fisher.  Offer 
labels the group of officers within the Naval Intelligence Department who favoured the 
idea that a blockade could seriously hinder the German war effort the ‘economists’.  
The foremost ‘economist’ was Maurice Hankey, whom in 1906 Fisher appointed 
secretary to a committee to work out naval strategy in the event of a war with Germany.  
Hankey was a thoughtful officer who described himself to his wife as a ‘man of peace.  
I have no desire for war or active service …’4  For this reason alone the military 
potential of a blockade appealed to Hankey since it seemed to offer an alternative to 
the mass infantry casualties of conventional warfare and the adoption of conscription, 
which was, he believed, the true goal of the army high command.  Indeed, Hankey 
hoped that fear of the consequences of blockade would deter Germany from 
embarking upon war at all.  As Offer remarks, ‘the Atlantic orientation appears, at root, 

 

1 Ibid., p. 287.  
2 Ibid., p. 254.  
3 Ibid., p. 232 
4 Ibid., p. 247. 
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as a temperamental disposition, an aversion to bloodshed and a desire to stave it off 
or at least to contain it within limits.’1   

By 1908 the committee on naval strategy had produced a series of memoranda.  
Not all were convinced that a blockade could be a serious weapon of war, but Hankey 
pushed his ideas with alacrity and persuasiveness.  In 1907 he summarised the main 
case for attacking Germany’s ocean supply lines in the event of war: 

➢ Germany’s wheat consumption was rising and it was becoming more and 
more dependent on overseas supplies of food and raw materials. 

➢ If German ships were blocked and British merchant ships boycotted German 
supplies there would not be enough neutral boats to supply Germany’s needs. 

➢ German ports were vulnerable to being blockaded.  
➢ Blocking overseas supplies of food would drive up to high levels the price of 

food in Germany.  
 

He concluded that, in the event of war with Britain, and given the ‘very large superiority 
of the British Fleet’, then ‘in such a war the strangulation of her commerce would be a 
deadly blow to her.’2  

Ironically, once Fisher stepped down as First Sea Lord in 1910 the navy establishment, 
under the new First Sea Lord Arthur Wilson, lost interest in planning for economic 
warfare.  Wilson told the Prime Minister that a blockade would be too slow to operate 
and that Germany would be able to access sufficient supplies from neutral 
neighbouring countries.  The army and the Foreign Office agreed, both being 
committed to the idea of a continental war with the British fighting alongside the 
French.  From this perspective, the blockade plan was merely a distraction.  The war 
would be fought and won in Europe. 

Yet, despite Fisher’s departure and the opposition of the army, the ‘economists’ 
within the navy continued to press their arguments in another strategically important 
body: the Committee of Imperial Defence.  The Committee had been set up in 1902 to 
consider how the army and navy should coordinate their operations to uphold the 
defence of the empire.  In 1908 the Prime Minister established a sub-committee on 
the Military Needs of the Empire and the navy was called upon to present its plans.  
The paper it presented was strongly influenced by ‘economist’ thinking and set out the 
case for how the navy would help to sustain a clear British lead over Germany in terms 
of supplies, exports, and resources which would ultimately break Germany’s capacity 
to wage war.  Britain had two key advantages over Germany: first, the ‘Atlantic 
economy’ which had developed through trade and investment with the Americas 
meant that Britain could call upon far greater supplies of goods and money than 
Germany; second, Britian’s naval power would allow her trade to be sustained while 
Germany’s would be crushed.  While Britian, then, could sustain economically the 

 

1 Ibid., p. 263.  
2 Ibid., p. 239.  
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costs of war, Germany would suffer a loss of exports and imports, rising prices, 
unemployment, and eventually bankruptcy.  

The Committee of Imperial Defence was persuaded by this argument and 
concluded that ‘Germany would suffer much more loss from a war than we would’ and 
that war planning should include a blockade of German ports, which would ultimately 
break German power.  What was so attractive about this scenario is that it meant that 
Britain could exert a decisive impact upon the war without the need to mobilise a mass 
army and fight on a large scale in continental Europe.  Britain’s army was small and it 
was believed that compulsory conscription would be impossible.  Far better, it seemed, 
for Britian to use its comparative advantage in economic and naval resources to 
gradually break down the Germans and avoid mass deaths in the European theatre.  
The only problem was that this ‘economic war’ would exert its effect only slowly, and 
in the meantime the French might be overwhelmed.  Hence the Committee also 
recommended that Britain send five divisions to the continent to reinforce the French 
in the meantime.  As Offer observes, these war plans were followed in 1914 ‘almost to 
the letter.’1      

It was through the Committee of Imperial Defence that the naval ‘economists’ 
were able to continue to shape naval strategy.  The key figure was again Hankey.  In 
1908 Hankey was made Naval Assistant Secretary to the Committee, and in 1912 he 
became Secretary to the Committee of Imperial Defence itself – a post he held for a 
remarkable 26 years.  In the years from 1908 up to the outbreak of war in 1914 Hankey 
pushed within the Committee the idea that Britian must work in alliance with its imperial 
dominions to crush German trade in the event of war.  In a 1909 paper on the ‘War 
Organisation of the British Empire’ Hankey contended that it was ‘an axiom that in 
order to terminate a war effective pressure must be put on our adversaries.  The most 
obvious methods in which such pressure can be asserted by ourselves are by the 
attack of trade and the attack of colonies.’2  In 1911 he developed these ideas in a 
further paper, in which he added that a continental commitment would require 
conscription, which would lead to labour shortages and economic disruption.  Hankey 
summed up the case for blockade as the chief weapon of war as follows: 

What, it may be asked, is the real deterrent to Germany from attacking France, when 
she knows that England is behind the latter country?  Is it the fear of four or six divisions 
of British troops, or is it the consciousness that the commercial prosperity which 
Germany has built up since 1870 … will be shattered?  Surely the latter!  Germany 
knows that her mercantile marine will be at the mercy of Great Britain once the war 
breaks out … Handicapped by lack of raw materials, shortage of labour owing to 
mobilisation, the heavy cost of land transport through neutral countries, and high rates 
of freight, German manufacturers we will be unable to compete in the world’s markets 
and will have to close down.  Prices will rise on all imported articles at the time when 
many of the breadwinners are absent at the front and employment is bad. In short, the 
most tremendous economic pressure must be anticipated.  It is the knowledge of this 
which deters Germany from war, and it is her knowledge of this which renders the 
‘entente cordiale’ of enormous value to France.  In comparison with this the assistance 

 

1 Ibid., p. 243.  
2 Ibid., p. 266.  
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which we could render by military means is an insignificant.  Our proper policy is by a 
study of German commercial and financial conditions to organise ourselves to support 
the action of the Navy in bringing economic pressure to bear on Germany by every 
means’.1 

This ‘economist’ pressure yielded its clearest success at the Imperial Conference of 
Dominion ministers in London in 1911 when the First Lord of the Admiralty, Reginald 
Mckenna, delivered a strong speech stating how ‘the destruction of overseas trade in 
almost any modern state would be so serious as I believe to constitute something even 
more than a crippling blow’, and these ideas were endorsed by Prime Minister Asquith, 
Foreign Secretary Grey, and the Dominion representatives.2  In the remaining years 
before the war the Committee of Imperial Defence continued, under Hankey’s 
bureaucratic guidance, to develop a strategy in which Britain would supply sufficient 
troops to the continent to assist the French in withstanding the Germans while allowing 
time for the blockade to break the German economy. 

When war actually broke out in August 1914, and the British government felt compelled 
to join on the side of its French and Russian allies, there was still no clear idea what 
British involvement would involve.  The initial steps followed the naval strategy.  The 
Liberal government hesitated before the cost and destructiveness of a continental 
commitment and saw Britain’s contribution primarily in naval terms.  When Sir Edward 
Grey explained the reasoning behind entering the war on 3 August he argued that, 
‘with our powerful fleet’ which ‘we believe able to protect our commerce, to protect our 
shores’, Britain would suffer ‘little more than we shall suffer even if we stand aside.’3  
War in Europe would disrupt Britain’s trade whether Britain entered the war or not: the 
chief effect of Britian entering would be to cut Germany’s trading relations with the rest 
of the world.  When the army pressed for five divisions to be sent to Europe, the 
Cabinet agreed to only three.  It was feared that war would lead to a food panic and 
unrest among the working class population, and that two divisions would have to be 
held back within the UK to deal with this threat.  But this policy was not to continue.   
As Offer observes, the ‘economist’ naval school had made two crucial mistakes.  

First, they hoped that the threat to Germany’s supply chains would dissuade 
the Germans from embarking upon war at all.  This proved to be wrong: the plan was 
not visible enough and the German high command did not sufficiently take into account 
the economic balance of forces weighed against them.  Rationally, the Germans ought 
not have risked war in 1914.  But German policy in 1914 was not rational and the 
‘economist’ hopes to preclude war came to nothing.  

Their second crucial mistake was to underestimate popular support for the war.  
The ‘economists’ assumed that the bulk of the working class population would be 
reluctant to go to war and would resent its disruptive impact upon the economy.  Given 
the historic resistance to conscription in Britain, the country could not sustain a mass 
continental commitment and ought to focus on the naval economic war instead.  Yet 
the opposite proved true: the mass of the population rallied around the war and 

 

1 Ibid., p. 295.  
2 Ibid., pp. 268-69.  
3 Ibid., p. 309.  
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‘instead of rioting, the masses rushed forward to don uniform.’  Between August and 
the end of December, 1.2 million men had enlisted.  The same thing happened in the 
colonies – in Australia, New Zealand, and Canade.  Britain was going to have a mass 
land army after all and with it the mass destruction and cost the naval economists had 
sought to avoid.  ‘It was’, says Offer, ‘popular support that decided between the naval 
and military strategies.  That was the real death of Liberal England.’1   

 

Food Imports and German Naval Policy 

So far we have approached the strategic consequences of dependence on imported 
food from the British perspective, where we have seen that certain military strategists, 
especially in the navy, saw, on the one hand, how Britain’s dependence upon imported 
food meant naval pre-eminence was essential if Britain were to be engaged in conflict, 
and on the other, that Germany’s increasing dependence on imported food made it 
vulnerable to a British naval blockade.  Now we turn our attention to the Germans who, 
as Offer shows, shared similar concerns and acted to try to obviate them.  

Germany’s rapid industrialisation in the second half of the nineteenth century brought 
an equally rapid growth in dependence on trade, and food imports in particular.  
Between 1890 and 1913 imports as a whole grew by 4.1% per annum, and foodstuffs 
by 4.8% per annum.  In 1913, Germany’s mercantile fleet was second only to Britain’s.2  
Growing food imports raised the spectre that Britain had already confronted: how to 
feed a population in wartime?  As German Chancellor Caprivi stated in 1891: 

The existence of the State is at stake when it is not in a position to depend on its own 
sources of supply … It is my unshakeable conviction that in a future war the feeding of 
the army and the country may play an absolutely decisive part.3 

Caprivi was, of course, right on purely logical grounds.  And he was right on practical 
grounds too, since, as we have seen, the British navy did increasingly anticipate 
cutting German trade links as a crucial weapon of war.  What to do?  One solution was 
pressed hard by Admiral von Tirpitz, who, as Minister of the Navy from 1898, pursued 
a rapid expansion of the German navy such that, in event of war, the British navy would 
not be able to maintain a blockade on German trade.  As a major trading nation 
Germany also needed to be a major naval nation.  There was nothing reprehensible 
or aggressive in this as such.  ‘Having run down its agriculture’, writes Offer, and 
created a dependency on imports, Britain regarded its naval superiority as vital.  
Germany, following the same road, was entitled to feel the same way.’4   

The problem was that, in building up its fleet, Germany came into conflict with 
Britain.  German naval power could only rise at the expense of British naval power and 
threatened the future effectiveness of a British blockade.  Thus, German naval 

 

1 Ibid., p. 313.  This remark is a reference to George Dangerfield’s famous 1935 book, The Strange 
Death of Liberal England, which located the demise of liberalism in England to the years 1910-14.   
2 Ibid., p. 322.  
3 Ibid., p. 324.  
4 Ibid., p. 330.  
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expansion fuelled a naval arms race and contributed to the worsening of Anglo-
German relations, pushing Britain towards the Triple Entente with France and Russia.  
Again, therefore, we find that concerns about food supply directly contributed to the 
forces making for war in 1914.  In terms of military logic, Germany had to build a fleet, 
even if only for defensive purposes; but in doing so it made war more likely as it helped 
to draw Britain into the equation on the Allied side and made Germany’s fears of 
encirclement all the more real. 

However, German naval expansion by 1914 was not sufficient to allow the 
Germans to defend their supply lines against the British navy.  The British began with 
a large naval advantage, and they responded to the growth of the German navy with 
a further push to build up their own fleet – notably with the Dreadnought class of 
battleships from 1906.  But Offer highlights three further factors limiting the German 
naval programme.  First, building modern capital ships was very expensive and 
imposed severe strains on the German tax system, which in turn fuelled rising political 
tensions within Germany – tensions which several authors over the years have seen 
as precipitating the German regime’s decision for war in 1914.  Second, whereas 
Britain had limited scope for a large land army and so could prioritise the navy, 
Germany would have to fight any future war on the continent and this entailed a large 
land army.  By 1912 it was the army, not the navy, that was attracting the bulk of military 
spending.  Third, for reasons that were primarily political, from the 1880s Germany 
began (unlike Britain) to impose protective tariffs on imports of food.  What was 
important about this decision from Offer’s perspective is that it did help to ensure that 
Germany’s agriculture did not contract in the years leading up to 1914 in the way that 
Britain’s did.  Food production per head probably rose after 1900.  This was of great 
significance: rising domestic food production reduced the pressure for an all-out naval 
construction project; it meant that even with a blockade, Germany could hope to feed 
its population in a short war; indeed, when war did break out and Germany was 
blockaded, it was just about able to feed its domestic population over the long four 
years; and rising tariffs on imports increased the cost of food to the German working 
class, fuelling domestic political tensions.  Thus, while food tariffs were not introduced 
for primarily military reasons, they did shape the context for war, causing a shift from 
naval to army spending and encouraging army generals to believe that Germany could 
fight and win a quick war.     

 

Stockpiling and German Preparations for War 

By 1907 the German army had concluded that in the event of a war with Britain there 
would be a total blockade of sea imports – a matter of some significance given that 
about three-quarters of German imports arrived by sea, either directly or indirectly.  But 
they could not allow this fact to block their planning for war.  According to the Schlieffen 
Plan, Germany anticipated winning a fast war with France and Russia.  The challenge, 
then, was to secure food supplies during this relatively brief period of conflict.  The 
army came up with two solutions: 
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1. First, to import food into Germany by rail.  A 1911 report calculated that 
Germany could run fifty trains a day from Switzerland and Austria, each of 100 
trucks.  At such a rate food supply be maintained through a likely war.  Offer 
points out, however, that not only was this logistically daunting, adding up to 
3.5 trucks a minute day and night, but the plan failed to ask whether such food 
would actually be available and at what price. 

2. Second, it planned for the stockpiling of grain and the emergency distribution 
of grain to cities in wartime.  This required gathering data on German grain 
production and developing systems for the purchase and storing of grain so 
as to see Germany through crunch periods, of which the summer months 
when the harvesting would be going on were considered the most acute.  
There were two problems with the stock-piling solution.  To begin with, the 
army was not in charge of planning for wartime food supply – this was the 
responsibility of the Ministry of the Interior, which had limited interest in such a 
project and no funds to pay for it.  Meetings were held and documents 
circulated, but by 1914, writes Offer, ‘actual economic preparations for war 
amounted to almost nothing.’1  Second, stock-piling was never a serious 
option.  The German military claimed any war would be short, in which case 
stock-piling would not be necessary.  And if the war became a long one, 
stock-piling would be impossible.  For one thing, there simply wasn’t the kind 
of grain surpluses available to build up stocks.  At the end of the agricultural 
year (i.e. August) global grain stocks fluctuated between 10 and 25% of 
annual consumption.  To try to buy up those stocks would have driven prices 
very high even had the supplies been available.  Second, grain is perishable 
and difficult to store, requiring extensive grain elevators which Germany did 
not possess.  To quote Offer: 
 

To make a real dent in the food shortfall of the last two years of the war, the 
peacetime expenditure would have had to be enormous.  An additional 100 grams 
of wheat flour per person per day for two years would have required a stockpile of 
about six million tons of wheat grain.  This was about twice Germany’s annual 
wheat imports and the cost of purchase and storage (assuming prices remained 
unchanged) would have been about 1,800 billion marks – about the same as the 
ordinary imperial budget, and more than a third of the existing national debt … In 
financial terms, such an outlay was well beyond the bounds of practical politics.2  

In 1913 the German treasury rejected as too costly a plan for storing only 10,000 tons.  
All they agreed to do was help fund a survey of German grain production and stocks 
– the survey going ahead in July 1914 just before the Guns of August began to 
resound.  ‘This was’, says Offer, virtually the only practical measure of economic 
preparation for war undertaken officially in Germany.’3    

 

1 Ibid., p. 343.  
2 Ibid., pp. 345-46.  
3 Ibid., p. 338.  
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Economic Factors and Germany’s War Strategy 

Germany’s war plan was focused on the actions of the land army.  The German navy 
was in no position to successfully confront the British navy or break a blockade and 
the German high command did not assume that it would.  The military strategy 
contained no reference to the German navy – it was a purely land-based strategy.  The 
Schlieffen plan recognised that Germany could not sustain a mass war economically 
for very long.  Hence the imperative of speed.  Only by quickly knocking out France 
and switching to the war with Russia could Germany hope to sustain its mass 
mobilisation sufficiently long to yield victory.  Thus, the German army’s response to the 
economic limitations they faced was speed of attack.  The problem, says Offer, was 
that this policy was simply too reckless.  Germany’s military and political leaders chose 
‘to fly in the face of economics’ and ‘economics, in the widest sense, brought them 
down – as the blockade strategists in Britain had predicted.’1  

Offer identifies two major weaknesses.  First, the logistics for a mass rapid 
military attack were inadequate.  The attacking German armies soon moved beyond 
the reach of their railway network and most men had to march, with horses supporting 
the transport of equipment and supplies.  This slowed them down and enabled the 
defenders (France and the British) to build up defensive positions and move men more 
rapidly by rail.  The technology of the time did not permit a sufficiently fast mass infantry 
attack to break the defensive lines.  In addition, as the army pushed into enemy 
territory supplying that army with food and munitions (including food for the horses) 
proved harder and harder, further weakening the attack. 

Second, the Germans failed to take into account the economic resources of 
their opponents.  Schlieffen had never considered the resource potential of the British 
Empire or the Atlantic economy.  The German ‘military horizon was essentially 
European, and thus failed to perceive the forces that would eventually bring Germany 
down.’2  Germany assumed that the need to defend the Empire would cause Britain 
to divert resources away from the western front – it didn’t occur to them ‘that the 
Empire could actually reinforce the metropolis.’3  Equally, they thought rivalry between 
Britain and America would preclude the USA from coming to Britain’s aid.  
‘Transatlantic (and Pacific) economic and political power simply lay below the German 
mental horizons.’4   

In this sense German war planning was irrational.  Rather than cooly assess 
the chances of victory in the light of the forces and resources ranged against them, 
the German high command felt impelled to act, and looked to the moral force of the 
German army to surmount difficulties.  The Schlieffen plan, writes Offer, represented 
‘a wilful rejection of material constraints, in line with the belief, embraced by soldiers 
of all nations, in the dominance of the moral over the material.’5  The British offensive 

 

1 Ibid., p. 352.   
2 Ibid., p. 351 
3 Ibid.   
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid., p. 350 
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on the Somme exemplifies this thinking as well.  What the German leadership 
exhibited was, says Offer, ‘a fundamental incompetence … it was not calculation that 
finally drove the German leaders, but a reckless, fatalistic abandon.’1 
 

Food Supply and Germany’s decision to embark upon unrestricted Submarine 
Warfare 1916 

We have seen how Germany entered the war with little thought for the economic 
aspects and consequences.  The plan was for a quick knock-out blow against the 
French that would enable the Germans to win before food supply problems became 
critical.  But the Schlieffen plan failed and by 1916 the war had become a war of 
attrition on two fronts – precisely the war the plan was designed to avoid.  In these 
circumstances Germany switched to an economic approach to the war – and this 
decision was to ultimately lead to their defeat. 

Britain had implemented its planned blockade of German shipping, and with the 
war dragging on there were demands within Germany that the navy do something to 
break it.  The German navy lacked the resources to do this – but another prospect 
seemed to beckon: namely, to strike back against British food imports.  What made 
this strategy seem plausible was, first, Britain’s high dependence on imported food, 
and second, the German weapon of the U-boat, which could slip past the British 
blockade and attack British merchant shipping.  

In 1915 the German Admiralty, led by the researches of the economist Hermann 
Levy, investigated Britain’s food supply problem.  In a series of memoranda Levy, who 
had studied British agriculture before the war, highlighted Britain’s dependence on 
imported wheat.  Wheat was already quite scarce in Britian and prices were high.  The 
British, Levy pointed out, did not hold large stocks of wheat, preferring to replenish its 
wheat supplies through the year by accessing global markets.  British wheat reserves 
were never more than 17 weeks supply and often fell as low as 7 weeks.  Hence, if 
Germany could cut those food supplies Britain would soon face a grain shortage, 
driving up prices and causing domestic unrest, forcing Britain out of the war.  How was 
this to be achieved?  By unrestricted submarine attacks on merchant ships carrying 
food to Britain.  In this way, economic warfare belatedly became a German policy to 
win the war in the way the British Admiralty had hoped before the war.  The danger 
was that, by launching unrestricted U-boat attacks on merchant shipping, American 
ships would be sunk and this might well bring America into the war.  But, with Germany 
becoming more desperate, the risk was considered worth taking.  The USA might well 
be drawn into the war, but by the time the Americans could actually intervene the 
British would be defeated.  

Although the decision to launch unlimited submarine warfare was ostensibly 
economic, the reasoning underlying it was again intuitive and reckless.  It was 
recognised that sinking American merchant ships would probably bring America, with 
all its resources of men, material, and money, into the war, but the navy assured the 

 

1 Ibid., p. 352.  
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German high command that the gamble would pay off.  In late 1916 German U-boats 
were already sinking about 400,000 tons of British merchant shipping a month.  The 
Admiralty said that if restrictions on submarine attacks were lifted this would rise to 
600,000 a month.  It was estimated that Britain’s monthly merchant shipping traffic was 
6.4 million tons and that if unrestricted submarine attacks were initiated, within six 
months this flow of merchant ships could be cut by 40% and that grain imports would 
be cut in proportion.  A 40% reduction in imported grain would create a bread shortage, 
rising prices and provoking civil unrest.  Thus, Britain could be brought to its knees in 
six months – before any significant American support to arrive.  

Although doubts were raised by German political leaders, in February 1917 the 
U-boat campaign was begun.  In some ways it worked: the German U-boats were 
indeed able to meet their target of sinking 600,000 tons of allied merchant shipping a 
month.  But overall, points out Offer, the German plans were hopelessly flawed.  Yes 
the Germans sank more shipping, but there was no guarantee that this shipping was 
carrying grain.  Most grain imports got through.  Indeed, the British responded to the 
threat by raising their grain reserves to a six-month supply.  To achieve this, grain 
shipments increased.  In the year up to August 1917 the rate at which grain ships were 
sunk was about 6 per cent on average – far short of the German’s anticipated 40 per 
cent.  The low hit-rate, combined with the increase in imports, meant that British grain 
stocks actually doubled during the period of most intense submarine attacks.  Britain’s 
food supply was not significantly reduced and there was no breaking of the British will 
to fight – and in the process the attacks on American shipments and ships did bring 
America into the war on the Allies side.  This was a disaster for the Germans – it cut 
them off from any access to the US markets and brought the full weight of the Trans-
Atlantic economy to bear on the British side.  During 1917 American troops began to 
arrive in Europe and the numbers were set to only increase in 1918.  It was this that 
prompted Ludendorff to launch the Spring Offensive in 1918 and when this failed 
(partly due to lack of food supplies for the troops) German defeat became inevitable.  
As Offer concludes: ‘The decision to launch unrestricted submarine warfare deprived 
Germany of any hope of avoiding defeat.  It brought to bear the resources of all the 
Atlantic and Pacific English-speaking economies on the restricted continental 
resources of Germany.’1   
 

Food Supply and the Defeat of Germany 

Offer contends that it was the problems created for Germany by an inadequate supply 
of foodstuffs that was the most important reason for the eventual defeat of Germany 
in 1918.  He writes: 

Like an invisible net, the problems of food supply entangled German society and its 
leadership until the war effort became difficult, then impossible, to sustain.  Germany 
was not starved to defeat – nor, for that matter, was it decisively beaten on the 
battlefield.  Its downfall was ultimately a matter of economic inferiority.  The problems 

 

1 Ibid., pp. 366-7.  
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of food were crucial … Germany managed to produce most of the industrial 
requirements of the war but failed to secure a sufficiency of food.1 

Why was food supply so crucial? On the demand side, food was the one necessity of 
the entire population.  All sectors of society, including the military, required food every 
day and food expenditure represented half the working class budget.  Further, the 
German diet contained a fair amount of meat and meat was an inefficient food source, 
the animals consuming more calories and protein than the foodstuffs they yielded.  
Responding to this problem, at the beginning of 1915 the government ordered that 
nine million pigs be slaughtered – a third of the total herd.  Farmers had first access 
to the food they produced.  Once they had taken what they needed, the most important 
call on Germany’s food output was the military.  After the military came the urban 
population.  In this sense, the urban population was at the end of the queue for food, 
but of course it was vital that the urban population be fed if the war effort was to be 
sustained and civil unrest avoided.  In effect, ‘the German food problem was reduced 
to a question of how to maintain an adequate supply of food to the towns.’2 

On the supply side, the German economy faced numerous problems.  The 
demands of the military for labour, horses, and supplies meant the farming sector 
suffered a decline in resources.  Over the war agriculture lost 60 per cent of its labour 
force.3  German agriculture made intense use of fertiliser, and supplies of this, too, fell 
sharply: the quantity of phosphoric fertiliser available to German farms fell 50 per cent 
during the war.  Fewer and less well-fed livestock meant less manure.  Agricultural 
output fell over the war.  The output of rye fell from 10.4 million tons in 1914 to 6.7 
million in 1918; potato output fell from 45.6 million tons to 24.7 million tons.4  Food was 
perishable and difficult and costly to store.  Germany had failed to stockpile adequate 
supplies before the war and by the time it gave proper attention to this problem it was 
too late – and as we have seen, too expensive to be a feasible solution to the food 
supply problem.  In terms of supply, Germany was especially vulnerable since by 1914 
19 per cent of its total calories were imported, 27 per cent of its protein, and 42 per 
cent of its fats.  This, of course, was why British military planners looked to use a 
blockade of German shipping as a weapon of war and this they did.  By 1918 total 
German imports had been cut by 80 per cent, and almost all food imports had been 
ended, cutting Germany off from about 20 per cent of its pre-war food supply. 

By 1915 Germany was experiencing food-supply pressures.  In the winter of 
that year rationing of fat, sugar, bread, and soap began.  Potatoes ran out in the spring 
of 1916.  In May 1916 a War Food Office was established to manage food supplies 
and by the winter all major foodstuffs were rationed.  The harvest of 1916 was poor 
and, with potatoes and bread in short supply, turnips became the staple of the diet.  
The Food Office sought to distribute 1,985 calories of food a day; but the actual ration 
was 1,336 and by July 1917 it was down to 1,100 calories.  ‘The first half of 1917 was 

 

1 Ibid., p. 23.  
2 Ibid., p. 27.  
3 Ibid.  
4 Ibid., p. 63.  
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the low-point of the war.’1  The potato harvest that summer was quite good and 
provided for a slight increase in rations, though in 1918 the food supply deteriorated 
again.  

Poor diet contributed to a rising death rate among civilians.  The birth rate fell 
by one-half, twice the fall in Britain during the war.  The female mortality rate in terms 
of deaths per 1,000 females stood at 14 in 1913, compared to 12 in England.  By 1918 
the rate had risen to 22 in Germany compared to 15 in England.  A post-war German 
estimate placed excess-deaths among the civilian population over the war at 424,000 
– a figure rising to 633,000 if deaths from the flu-epidemic were included.2  Infant 
mortality rates also increased: in 1913, 137 girls out of every 1,000 born died before 
the age of one; by 1918 this figure was 143.  Over the same period the English figures 
fell from 96 to 86.  Offer concludes that the civilian death rate grew by about a third 
during the war.  This was not due to actual starvation.  The biggest killers were 
pneumonia and tuberculosis.  But food and fuel shortages contributed to this rise: with 
the population malnourished, it was more vulnerable to infectious disease.   

These were serious effects of the war.  Yet the rise in the death rate was not 
catastrophic.  Germany did not starve, and figures suggest that from mid-1917 the 
average weight of women increased slightly.  This raises the question: how important 
was the Allied blockade and Germany’s food-supply problems in deciding the outcome 
of the war?  Were the hopes of Hankey and the naval ‘economists’ realised?  The 
basic point is that Germany’s food supply across the war was, on average, adequate 
to maintain health and productive activity.  There was no chronic hunger and the 
blockade did not break Germany’s capacity to wage war.  In this sense the blockade-
school were proved wrong.  Further, although official food rations fell for much of the 
war and were quite low, Offer notes that most people were able to top up their food 
consumption by around 50 per cent by accessing the black market.  So again Germans 
generally did not run excessively short of food.  

However, this does not mean that the food supply issue did not play an important part 
in bringing about Germany’s defeat.  Offer makes several points.  

First, while there was not an absolute scarcity of food, that food was 
monotonous in character and lacking in meat protein and fats.  ‘It was the shortage of 
meat and fat, and not lack of energy as such, that was most keenly felt.’3  Fat 
consumption was about 50 per cent below pre-war levels, making cooking difficult and 
adding to a continual feeling of hunger.  Even staples like bread and potatoes could 
disappear for weeks on end.  The sheer effort in obtaining food – in lining up in queues 
for bread or seeking out black-market supplies – was a continual drain on women 
especially.  This ‘great mental fatigue’4 went on for months and years and took its toll 
of German morale and wish to commit fully to the war and sustain the exertion 
required. 

 

1 Ibid., p. 29.  
2 Ibid., p. 34.  
3 Ibid, p. 51 
4 Ibid., p. 2.  
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Second, Offer highlights the scale of the black-market.  About one-third of food 
was accessed via illegal markets.  For meat it was fifty per cent.  This had two negative 
effects.  First, it raised costs: black market food involved having to smuggle, store, and 
hide it; transporting it secretly; paying fines or having goods seized if caught.  All this 
raised the cost of food and diverted resources away from the war effort – including 
police time.  Second, it meant that most German citizens were now operating outside 
the law for much of the time.  ‘Imagine’, writes Offer, ‘relegating one-third of the food 
supply to the status of contraband: to a level with narcotic drugs, or with bootleg 
whiskey in the United States.’1  Theft, pilfering, illegal trading – all became 
commonplace aspects of everyday life.  ‘On the home front, the German state failed 
twice over.  First, in the task of feeding its citizens: that in itself would be sufficient 
cause for disillusion and forms a running theme of the protests, strikes and 
demonstrations of 1916-18.  It also forced every citizen into breaking the law.’2  

Third, the food situation damaged the effectiveness and morale of the armed 
forces. Sailors were confined to their boats and couldn’t access the black market and 
were thus stuck with declining rations.  Food complaint committees formed in 1917 
and these helped lead to the naval mutinies of 1918, which were the final stage of 
Germany’s military collapse.  Although food rations to the army were better sustained, 
the food was monotonous and during offensives German soldiers were quick to 
ransack shops and cellars and barns for supplies.  By 1918 the food supply to the 
army was breaking down and the army was maintaining itself through requisitioning 
raids on local farms.  Fodder for horses ran low – the horses were underweight and 
between January and April 1918 28,000 died from exhaustion.  All of this combined to 
yield declining morale in the German army by 1918 which was one reason for their 
final defeat (manifested in higher rates of surrender for example).      

Fourth, scarcity of food led to a loss in economic efficiency.  Absenteeism rates 
in 1918 were double those in 1914.  In the Spring of 1917 there was a wave of strikes 
prompted by the cutting of the bread ration.   

Fifth, while for most of the war Germany was just about able to feed its 
population, in 1918 the food supply situation deteriorated and this led to a collapse in 
morale on the home front which resulted in Germany suing for peace.  By the summer 
of 1918 there were no potatoes or meat and the bread ration was cut again from 200 
to 160 grams a day.  In Austria things were even worse – the bread ration in Vienna 
was 100 grams a day.  While the German army in the field was being driven back, it 
was not broken.  What broke first was morale at home and in the navy.  ‘In October 
and November 1918 the home front was decisive … The nation could not be spurred 
to fight to the finish in defence of the Kaiser.’3  At a meeting of the War Cabinet on 17 
October 1918, Ludendorff asked of the socialist-majority leader Scheidemann: could 
you not rally the morale of the masses?  To which Scheidemann replied: 

 

 

1 Ibid., p. 57.  
2 Ibid., pp. 58-59.  
3 Ibid., p. 74. 
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That is a question of potatoes.  We have no more meat.  Potatoes cannot be delivered 
because we are short 4,000 cars every day.  We have absolutely no fats left.  The 
distress is so great that one stands before a perfect puzzle when one asks: How does 
North Berlin live and how does East Berlin live?  As long as this puzzle cannot be 
solved, it is impossible to improve morale.1       

There was no time to solve the puzzle: three weeks later Germany requested an 
armistice.  

Thus, by 1918 the Germany economy could not sustain mass war for another year.  
The blockade school had finally been vindicated – though it took far longer for the 
German economy to break down than they had envisaged.  The German army might 
have been able to function for another year, but ‘the German economy was simply too 
weak to take on the combined power of the entente and the United States.’2  This was 
the decisive point: once Germany’s initial hopes of a fast victory were frustrated, she 
could not hope to prevail given the combined resource-superiority of the Allies with the 
British and French Empires behind them, Britain’s access to the Atlantic economy of 
the USA and Canada, and then, from April 1917, America’s entry into the war.    

 

Food and the Peace 

Ironically, once the guns fell silent in November 1918 the food supply question became 
more, not less, important.   

The end of the shooting was not an end of the war … the armistice left the blockade 
intact.  The Allies were not prepared to occupy Germany and dismantle its sovereignty, 
so they were left with only one weapon, and that was the food blockade … After the 
armistice the blockade became decisive.  In the diplomatic struggle that followed the 
armistice, the food blockade is what finally forced Germany to surrender and to sign 
the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919.3 

Once the war ended the Allies rapidly demobilised their large, expensive, and restless 
armies.  As a result, there was no prospect of resuming the military offensive against 
Germany and no chance of the Allies occupying Germany to enforce their will.  The 
only lever remaining to the Allies to ensure Germany signed the peace terms in 1919 
was the continuance of the blockade.  Food in Germany consequently remained in 
short supply and diets continued to be monotonous and lacking in meats and fats.  
Such hardship helped to fuel domestic unrest in Germany and encouraged radical 
demands for Communist revolution.  One unanticipated effect of the blockade, 
therefore, was to polarise German politics, encouraging the rise of pro-Bolshevik 
parties and pushing the Weimar government into greater reliance upon the army.  

How bad was the food situation in Germany?  This is hard to assess.  The German 
authorities had an incentive to exaggerate the amount of suffering in Germany, and 

 

1 Ibid., p. 76. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., pp. 77-78.  
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Allied observers sent into Germany spoke with government officials and formed a 
bleak view of the condition of the German population.  One observer told the head of 
the American food administration in Germany, Herbert Hoover, that the privations 
suffered by the German people were ‘more terrible than any foreigner realized’, and 
that ‘physical deterioration has destroyed not only the people’s physical powers of 
resistance but has had profound psychological results’, leaving them ‘helpless and 
almost hopeless.’1  Offer suggests that such reports were exaggerated.  Local officials 
generally told visitors that only six weeks food supplies were left – but these six weeks 
kept shifting from March to April to May.  Official western observers saw that the 
blockade was weakening the moderate government and may have depicted an 
especially dire position to affect a relaxing of the blockade.  Others had simple 
humanitarian concerns.  Once again it is clear that the Germans did not starve.  When 
the war ended the burden of feeding such a large army diminished.  But the army 
remained substantial – around 500,000 men were still in uniform and they continued 
to receive above-average rations.  The army kept large stocks of food: in February 
1919 the army had about 340,000 tons of food in reserve.  Official rations for the 
population did not fall.  In effect, wartime conditions continued and this meant that the 
main effect of the blockade was not acute hunger but rather a loss of morale as 
hardship ground on – and now the war was lost this was that much harder to bear and 
there was a general sense of malaise among the German population.  

By 1919 Herbert Hoover was pressing for restrictions on German food imports 
to be lifted.  The American government had been subsidising the production of pigs 
and a large surplus of pork had developed and Hoover saw that, unless a market for 
it could be found, prices would crash.  He accordingly pressed for limits on pork imports 
into Germany to be lifted and in March 1919 the Allied leaders agreed that America 
could sell pork to the Germans.  In all Germany took 622,000 tons of American pork 
under the scheme for which they paid $160 million in gold.  For other food imports in 
1919 they paid $71 million.  In this way the food situation was eased – but at the cost 
of a further diminution of Germany’s gold reserves which would contribute to the later 
descent into hyper-inflation.2     
 

The Food Economy and the Peace Treaty  

According to Offer, the food economy shaped the eventual Paris peace treaties in two 
main ways.  

First, the Allied blockade and the threat to intensify it was the main mechanism 
the victorious powers possessed to ensure the Germans agreed to the onerous 
Versailles terms.  A threat of renewed hostilities was not credible, but after agreeing to 
relax the food blockade in March 1919, the Allies could only threaten to renew it if the 
Germans refused to sign the Peace Treaty in June – which they accordingly did.  

Second, Britain’s dependence during the war on supplies of food, men, and 
munitions from the colonies ensured that its overseas dominions, Canada, Australia, 

 

1 Ibid., p. 387.  
2 Ibid., pp. 393-395.  
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New Zealand, and South Africa, were represented in their own right at the peace 
negotiations.  This had some important implications for the peace settlement.  For 
example, Australia’s prime minister William Hughes took an aggressive stance in 
reparations and, whereas the Allies initially sought to limit Germany’s reparations 
according to their ability to pay, Hughes wanted Germany to pay the full cost of the 
damage due to the war – estimated at £24 billion. Hughes was determined that 
Australia be compensated for its sacrifices during the war, but as its material losses 
were slight it stood to gain little.  Hence he wanted Australia to be compensated for 
the deaths of Australian troops and the burdens Australians had assumed in 
supporting the Allied war effort in shipping and resources – and this meant getting as 
much out of the Germans as possible.  Australian pressure caused the British to 
demand high and indeterminate reparations, and to justify these the ‘war guilt’ clause 
was inserted into the Treaty, which did so much to damage international relations in 
the 1920s.1  A second way Hughes and Australia impacted on the peace treaty was to 
help block Japan’s demand for a pledge of racial equality in the terms of the League 
of Nations.  Hughes like many Australians felt threatened by the rise of Japan and 
wished to maintain a ‘White Australia’ policy and this meant racial controls on 
immigration – which would have been compromised by any pledge to racial equality.    

 

Conclusion 

What Avner Offer shows in his The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation is that 
the system of international trade in foodstuffs that developed during the nineteenth 
century as a concomitant of the rise of modern industry and mass urbanisation exerted 
a profound influence on the causes, conduct, and outcome of World War One.  While 
agrarian issues did not precipitate the war, they helped form the context for war in 
three ways: 

1. First, the dependence of Britain and (increasingly) Germany upon imported 
foodstuffs made it imperative that both powers construct powerful navies to 
defend supply chains.  Britain had pursued this policy through the nineteenth 
century, but from the turn of the twentieth century they were joined by Germany.  
The effect of this was to fuel an Anglo-Germany naval race which contributed 
to tension between the two powers and helped to draw Britain into the Triple 
Entente against Germany – which heightened German fears and ensured that 
Britain was more likely to enter war when it began in 1914. 

2. Second, Britain’s war plans, such as they existed, focused on the imperative of 
cutting German food imports as a means of breaking Germany’s ability to wage 
war.  ‘Economists’ within naval intelligence pressed the idea that Germany’s 
war effort could be undermined by restricting German food imports, 
precipitating unrest among the civilian population.  These ideas permeated the 
Committee for Imperial Defence.  Although Hankey, the leading advocate of this 
strategy, hoped that the fear of a loss of food supplies would dissuade Germany 

 

1 Ibid., p. 374.  
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from embarking on war at all, and offered a way for Britain to join in any future 
war without the need to incur mass infantry casualties, in practice the prospect 
of economic warfare encouraged British leaders to believe that they could and 
should enter the war alongside France and Russia.  Having done so, it soon 
became clear that an economic blockade did not preclude a mass land-based 
commitment to war.  

3. Third, Germany’s high command recognised the difficulties Germany would 
face in sustaining a long campaign but, far from persuading them to avoid war 
altogether, it encouraged them to look to a rapid defeat of France via the 
Schlieffen plan, which they implemented in August 1914.  The plan was 
unrealistic and failed, but the threat to German food supplies was one reason 
why the German high command embarked upon such a reckless plan in the 
first place.  

 

Once war was underway, the agrarian factor impacted on the outcome of the conflict 
in several ways.  

1. First, the strong economic ties which Britain had forged with its dominions of 
Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, as well as with the United States, helped 
to ensure that the economic resources of these regions were mobilised in 
support of Britain.  The ‘Atlantic economy’ of trade with the Americas brought 
great resource advantages to Britain, helping to feed its population and 
ensuring that the sheer weight of the Allied resource advantage eventually 
broke Germany’s capacity to win the war or maintain a defensive posture.  

2. By 1917 Germany’s growing desperation with the blockade and its ability to 
sustain a war of attrition led it to launch unrestricted warfare against merchant 
ships supplying Britain.  The attempt to break Britain’s flow of food imports was 
a total failure (British food imports actually increased), but the attack on 
merchant vessels helped to bring the United States into the war, sealing 
Germany’s fate. 

3. Third, the blockade led to a poor, monotonous, and inadequate diet among the 
German population. While there was no starvation, there was malnourishment, 
a perpetual sense of hunger, a rising civilian death rate from disease, and by 
1918 a growing unwillingness to sustain the burden of war.  German morale 
declined and unrest increased, and this despondency spread to the armed 
forces and especially the navy, which in turn triggered naval mutinies.  Food 
shortages hindered German offensives in 1918.  After four years of war and 
blockade the predictions of the ‘economic’ school of warfare were finally 
realised.     

 

Lastly, Offer contends that the trade in foodstuffs shaped the peace settlement 
following the end of hostilities in three important ways: 
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1. Following the armistice in November 1918 the Allies began to quickly run-down 
their large armies.  They lacked the strength or will to recommence offensives 
upon the Germans or to occupy Germany.  From this point on the only weapon 
remaining to them to force Germany to sign a peace treaty they resented was 
by maintaining pressure upon the German population through the continuation 
of the blockade on food and raw materials.  Germany’s populati0n remained 
subject to a debilitating lack of foodstuffs with the consequent suffering and 
mortality due to infectious diseases including the Spanish Flu.  The Allies began 
to let essential supplies into Germany in the Spring of 1919, but threatened that, 
unless Germany agreed to the Versailles terms, the blockade would be 
renewed.  Germany’s leaders gave in to the pressure and signed in June 1919.  
Without the blockade it was not clear what leverage the Allies retained over 
Germany. 

2. The continued shortage of food after the end of the war, with high food prices 
and monotonous diet, helped to discredit the new Weimar government, 
contributing to its weakness into the 1920s and enhancing its vulnerability to 
attacks from Left and Right.  When the Allies did supply food to Germany they 
insisted upon payment in gold, further depleting German gold reserves and 
contributing to future inflation.  

3. Third, Australia’s strong support for the war effort in food and men meant that 
in the peace negotiations the British side had to take into consideration the 
demands of the Australian Prime Minister, Wiliam Hughes, who pressed for high 
reparations and opposed Japanese proposals for anti-racism principles to be 
inserted in the founding terms of the League of Nations.  Without Australia’s 
intervention the Paris Peace Treaty its terms may have been less harsh, and 
this again stirred up future animosity. 

 

In short, in the absence of the dependence of Britain and Germany upon imported 
food supplies the course, conduct, and outcome of World War One would have been 
materially different.  War might well still have come – no side actually went to war 
because of motives to do with food supply.  But without Britain’s ability to draw upon 
the food resources of the Atlantic Economy and the Pacific Dominions, and its 
converse power to cut off Germany from overseas food supplies, the outcome of the 
war and the subsequent peace terms would have been significantly different.  Indeed, 
this is still more the case if one were to consider, also, the impact of food supply on 
the Eastern Front.  Offer doesn’t devote any space to this and in terms of the overall 
assessment of the role of food supply in the war this must be counted a regrettable 
omission.  One thinks of the difficulty the Russian state had in supply food to its civilian 
population and army, which proved a key factor in Russia’s collapse in 1917 and 
descent into Communist Revolution – an event which overshadows all other 
consequences of the war.  One thinks, too, of Germany’s attempt to seize the grain 
fields of Ukraine in the Treaty of Brest Litovsk and it would have been a valuable 
addition to the book if these matters had been reviewed.  Offer’s study is very much 
Western and English-speaking focused.  We hear nothing of how France or Italy fed 
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their populations during the war – the implication being that they were much more self-
sufficient in foodstuffs than Britain and could still access international trade.  But these 
reflections only go to show, still more, how the international food supply shaped all 
aspects of World War One and it is the great merit of Offer’s study to place this matter 
centre stage and provide a highly original and creative interpretation of a historical 
question that has probably been more written about than any other in history – and 
this is no slight achievement.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


