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THE EMERGENCE AND 
FUNCTIONING OF DISTRICT 

RELIEF COMMITTEES DURING THE 
FIRST WORLD WAR: A CASE STUDY 

OF HINCKLEY, LEICESTERSHIRE
John Martin and Robert King

Very little is known about the operation of the District Relief Committee (DRC) 
and the role it played during the First World War. This article undertakes a 
pioneering investigation into its significance by means of a case study of the DRC 
as it operated in the town of Hinckley, Leicestershire, and which demonstrated 
the unsung role that the organisation played in mobilising and coordinating 
the war effort at a local level. An important discovery was that over time the 
committee evolved from a charitable organisation, run by local dignitaries and 
personalities, from the onset of the war to, by 1916, a professionally operated de 
facto local government department. The effect of this largely unknown network, 
which has merited scant attention from historians, was to enable the government 
both rapidly to acquire and disseminate local information vital to the war effort, 
with the provision of aniline dyes being one such example. 

INTRODUCTION

The District Relief Committee (DRC) system was established to implement 
charitable relief and commercial requirements at both national and local levels, but 
has largely been ignored by current historians. For example, Wilson, when referring 
to the reception of Belgian refugees into Britain, writes that ‘…other organizations 
arranged financial assistance for the dependents of servicemen’, but does not say 
what form that assistance took.1 Marwick notes that the early months of the war 
saw a ‘flowering of grand-scale private charity’,2 but, like Wilson, makes no mention 
of its implementation, or to whom the charitable activity was directed. An obvious 
reason for this is a lack of primary source material; Leicestershire historians, 
however, have the benefit of a unique collection of records held in the county record 
office for investigation and research.3

The establishment of charitable relief as a government requirement would 
normally see the central authority instructing different regions, who would then 
inform its cities and urban authorities of the necessary demands. This did not 

1 Wilson, T., The Myriad Faces of War, p. 158.
2 Marwick, A., The Deluge (2nd Edn), p. 82.
3 The Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland Record Office. The majority of the primary source material 

is contained in file DE1961. 
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happen during the first few months of the war, it was business as usual, with 
civilian life being largely uninterrupted, leaving the armed forces to fight and win 
the war.4 ‘Business as Usual’ was to rely on the continuing system of free trade or 
laissez faire with limited state control in the economic and industrial sectors.5 A 
military setback such as Neuve Chapelle of March 1915, with its attendant heavy 
loss in men and material and the rising cost of maintaining a vastly enlarged army, 
radically changed the government’s existing philosophy. Politically, it was to result 
in the replacement of Asquith’s Liberal government by a coalition, although still 
led by Asquith. Militarily, the ensuing escalation of army activity resulted in the 
so-called ‘shell crisis’, where industry struggled to meet the expanding armed forces 
demand for increased munitions. State control, or collectivism, gained precedence 
over particular acts of generosity or individualism. Initially, this ensured that the 
government was willing to allow the financially wealthy to carry the burden of 
relief, which was characterised by the piecemeal attempts of the aristocracy to rush 
into charitable works. Crucially, the established DRC system undertook far more 
than charitable assistance with Hinckley; for example, being active in the resolution 
of the national aniline dye problem. This paper will examine the establishment of 
the Hinckley DRC and its role during the First World War and the post-war period. 
The growth of the District Relief System falls into natural stages. The first, namely 
1914–16, involves the county committee, which includes existing charitable relief 
funds, commercial activities and specific local activities. The second period was 
from 1916, which saw Asquith’s coalition government replaced by a coalition led 
by Lloyd George, to the closure of the DRC in 1926. The genesis of the system can 
be traced back to the early meetings of the Leicester County Committee, which 
comprised a well-established land-owning aristocracy and influential professional 
classes. An example of the former is Sir Thomas Cope, of Osbaston Hall, and Lady 
Maude Hastings, and the latter is Sir William De Abney, a distinguished chemist 
well known for his work on photographic emulsions, and Dr T. C. Clare of the 
British Medical Association. The aristocratic element of the committee would have 
had contacts throughout the county and could turn to the professional classes when 
more technical matters were being discussed. 

THE EARLY DAYS

The Leicestershire aristocracy had been very energetic in promoting the establishment 
of a county committee and met on 26 August; 2, 9, 16 and 30 September; 14 and 28 
October; 18 November; and 9 December 1914. On Wednesday 9 December 1914, 
the Leicestershire County Committee for National Relief issued its initial executive 
report.6 Thomas Cope, later to become Sir Thomas, was appointed Chairman, and 
this basic structure was further strengthened by the formation of three county sub-
committees (see Table 1) – namely, Labour and War Refugees, Finance, and Ladies 

4 Bilton, D., The Home Front in the Great War, p. 7.
5 French, D., ‘The Rise and Fall of “Business as Usual” ’, War and the State (ed. Kathleen Burke). 
6 The Record Office. File number L355P. Leicestershire County Committee for National Relief. First 

report of the Executive.
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that were immediately set up and were to prove crucial to Hinckley. The town was 
represented by A. E. Hawley, the owner of Hawley’s dye works, serving on the 
Labour and War refugees sub-committee; G. Kinton, Chairman of Hinckley Urban 
District Council, serving on the Finance sub-committee; and Mrs A. E. Hawley, 
wife of A. E. Hawley, serving on the Ladies sub-committee.7 The three citizens so 
appointed were to play a leading role in the development of the local DRC.

The composition of the Labour and War Refugee’s and Finance sub-committee 
demonstrates a continuation of the methodology used in the establishment of the 

7 The Record Office. File number L355P. Taken from the minutes of the meeting held on Wednesday 9 
December 1914, p. 1.

Related to or Company

Labour and War Refugees
Sir Wm. De W Abney Distinguished Chemist in photographic 

emulsions
J. W. Black Shoe Manufacturer
Rt. Hon. C. Booth (Chairman) Philanthropist of Grace Dieu Manor, near 

Thringstone
T. Cope Sir Thomas Cope of Osbaston Hall, Osbaston
W. Eggington Not known
P. Handley Not known
A. E. Hawley Hinckley Dying Manufacturer
Hon. G. Walsh Inspector, Local Government Board

Finance
J. W. Black Shoe Manufacturer
Rt. Hon. C. Booth Philanthropist of Grace Dieu Manor, near 

Thringstone
T. Cope (Chairman) Sir Thomas Cope of Osbaston Hall, Osbaston
W. J. Freer Hon. Sec. Leicestershire Patriotic Committee
C. Goodacre Not known
G. Green Not known
B. Hurst Hinckley Hosiery Manufacturer
W. Hurst Leicester Building Contractor
G. Kinton Chairman, Hinckley Urban District Council

Ladies
Mrs. Burns-Hartopp James Burns Hartopp of Little Dalby Hall, High 

Sheriff of Leicestershire 1902
Mrs T. Cope Wife of Thomas Cope
Lady Maud Hastings The Countess of Loudon
Mrs A. E. Hawley Wife of A. E. Hawley, Hinckley dyer
Mrs R. F. Martin Not known
Hon. Mrs G. Murray-Smith (Chairman) George Murray Smith of Gumley Hall, High 

Sheriff of Leicestershire 1903
Hon. Mrs E. H. Packe Wife of Sir E. H. Packe of Prestwold Hall, 

Loughborough
Miss L. Titley Not known

Table 1. Leicestershire County Committee for National Relief – 
Sub-Committees.
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main county committee. These comprised both the aristocratic, professional and 
local political classes. The Labour and War Refugee’s sub-committee was chaired by 
a county philanthropist, the Right Hon. C. Booth, who could call on the advice of 
A. E. Hawley, a Hinckley dyer, and the Hon. G. Walsh, the Inspector of the Local 
Government Board. The chairman of the Finance sub-committee, Thomas Cope, 
sat with B. Hurst, a Hinckley hosiery manufacturer, and G. Kinton, Chairman of 
Hinckley Urban District Council. Although the Ladies sub-committee did not strictly 
adhere to the composition of the other sub-committees, being more aristocracy 
founded, it should be noted that the Hon. Mrs G. Murray-Smith, the wife of the 
High Sheriff of Leicestershire 1903, could always refer to Mrs Hawley, the wife of a 
leading Hinckley industrialist, if so required.

The most important early decision was the formulation of the 11 point plan by 
the county committee (Table 2). The 11 criteria provided clear terms of reference 
for DRCs, specifically denoting what could and what could not be done within 
the confines of the DRC system, and thus formed the vital link between town and 
county.

The theoretical point arising from the DRC structure is that, in modern terms, it 
can be described as a communications policy. This flexibility enabled the Hinckley 
DRC to operate in a system that fostered a two-way interchange of ideas between 
the local organisation and the government. Such a policy has one simple criterion; 
namely, that the information stream flows rapidly both ways, from top to bottom 
and back again. This was to assume crucial importance when problems arose with 
the supply of aniline dyes.

1. Co-ordination of all Relief Agencies.
2. Examination and Registration of Necessitous Cases

and Assistance.
3. Collection of Information as to Men called to the

Colours or accepted for military service of any
kind and particulars of dependents of men killed or
wounded on service.

4. Survey of Employment.
5. Publishing of General Information.
6. Collections for Prince of Wales’ National Relief

Fund.
7. Accommodation and Supplies of Clothing for War

Refugees, and Assistance in Registration.
8. Directions for providing Free Medical and Medicine

to Dependents of Men serving with the Colours.
9. Relief of Civil Cases.
10. Stimulation of Recruiting.
11. Scheduling of Names of Children of Soldiers on

active service abroad and War Refugees to receive
Christmas Gifts from the United States.

Table 2. Eleven points for District Relief 
Committees.
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THE ESTABLISHMENT OF HINCKLEY & DISTRICT 
RELIEF COMMITTEE

Eleven days after the declaration of War with Germany, representatives from 
Hinckley travelled to Leicester. The Chairman of the County Council, Thomas 
Cope,8 met in conference other representatives from the County at the Assembly 
Rooms, Leicester, to inaugurate a scheme for the raising of money for HRH the 
Prince of Wales, National Relief Fund, ‘for the alleviation of distress among civilians 
as the result of the War and for the Leicester & Leicestershire Patriotic Fund’.9 Cope 
would have been knowledgeable of Hinckley as he lived on his extensive estate 
at Osbaston Hall, only some ten miles from the town.10 Other matters relating to 
the prevention and relief of distress were discussed at the meeting, resulting in a 
temporary Local Committee for Hinckley being formed by leading members of the 
Hinckley community, mainly comprising clergy and owners. This consisted of the 
Rev. A. E. Disney, the Rev. F. Cowles, and owners Col. E. C. Atkins, and Messrs. W. 
H. Bott, F. Goode and A. E. Hawley, and the council chairman, G. Kinton, whose
task was ‘to consider ways and means for raising subscriptions in this part of the
County.’11 Therefore, the original impetus came from the County Council, but was
swiftly implemented at local level. A public meeting was held at the Hinckley Drill
Hall on 19 August, chaired by Kinton, Chairman of the Urban District Council. It
was at this meeting that a local charity to support the Prince of Wales Relief Fund
was opened in Hinckley, with all donations being collected by Kinton for onward
dispatch to the beneficiary, Buckingham Palace. Collections were to be made
in various sectors of the town, and ‘Clergymen and Ministers of Religion would
be asked to have collections made in their respective places of Worship and that
merchants, manufacturers, traders, and others be asked to subscribe and organise
subscriptions amongst customers, workmen and others in aid of this fund’.12 With
such a diverse contributions structure it would have been difficult for the people of
Hinckley to escape the collecting boxes; in short, the townspeople were a captive
audience functioning under the watchful eye of the town’s leading citizens. The
Hinckley DRC was the mainspring for all the relief committees that were rapidly
established afterwards. The committee itself underwent changes of staff throughout
its wartime existence, remaining true to the original concept of identifying the prime
movers in the formation of the various committees. Table 3 is an analysis of the
members who served on these organisations.

8 The Leicester Mercury, the edition of Saturday 18 October 1924. His obituary stated that Sir Thomas 
Cope, Baronet, who died on Friday 17 October 1924, was a practising Barrister in Chancery from 
1866 to 1879, when, upon his marriage to Miss Alice Kate Walker, he returned to the family seat of 
Osbaston Hall to run the estate. He was a Chairman of the Leicestershire Quarter Sessions and of the 
County Council. 

9 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, p. 1. This is taken from the post-war report and refers to 
the meeting held on 15 August 1914.

10 The Record Office, The Book of Probate and Wills, File number DE1169/1/39, p. 15. This gives  
the following: Gross Value of Estate, £47,294 8s 9d (x) and a net value personal wealth of £11,654 
16s 4d (x). 

11 The Record Office, The Book of Probate and Wills, File number DE1169/1/39, p. 1.
12 The Record Office, The Book of Probate and Wills, File number DE1169/1/39, p. 1.
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Of these 18 committee members, eight served on the Urban District Council and 
seven were leading industrialists, with some serving on the UDC. To these must be 
added two trade union and a co-operative wholesale representative. It is difficult not 
to escape the conclusion that the genesis of the Hinckley DRC was firmly rooted 
in the pre-war town leadership given by its influential citizens. The first committee 
meeting was held on 24 August 1914, which pre-dated the County Relief Committee 
by two days and where G. Kinton was appointed Chairman, and A. S. Atkins, Clerk 
to the Hinckley Urban District, Hon. Secretary of the committee. In a manuscript 
amendment to the original draft committee minute, F. A. Simmons, accountant to 
the Hinckley UDC, was appointed to oversee the financial records of the various 

Name Position Date joined Other duties Organisation

G. Kinton Chairman 24.08.1914 Chairman, Belgian 
Refugees’ Sub-
Committee; 
Chairman, Hinckley 
Local Tribunal; 
County Magistrate

Chairman, Hinckley 
U.D.C.

A. S. Atkins Secretary 24.08.1914 Secretary, Belgian 
Refugees’ Sub-
Committee;  
Secretary, Hinckley 
Local Tribunal

Secretary, Hinckley 
U.D.C.

F. A. Simmons Accountant 24.08.1914 Accountant Accountant, Hinckley 
U.D.C.

Col. E. C. Atkins Army liaison 24.08.1914 Industrialist Atkins Bros. Hosiery
Manufacturers

T. Aucott Member 24.08.1914 Thomas Aucott 
(Hinckley) Ltd, 
Brewers’ Agents

Councillor, Hinckley
U.D.C.

Miss Aucott Co-opted 
member to 
assist Mrs 
Pilgrim

07.09.1914 Visitor, Belgian 
Refugees

Belgian Refugees Sub-
Committee

J. Bailey Member 24.08.1914 Councillor, Hinckley 
U.D.C.

T. Baxter Member 31.08.1914 Printer, Hinckley 
Times

Proprietor & Publisher

W. H. Bott Member 24.08.1914 Industrialist; 
Vice Chairman, 
Hinckley U.D.C.; 
County Magistrate

George Bott & Sons, 
Hosiery Manufacturers

A. Cameron Member 19.10.1914 C.W.S. 
representative

Co-operative Wholesale 
Society

Rev. Cowles Church 
liaison

24.08.1914

F. Goode Member 24.08.1914 Industrialist Moore, Eady & 
Murcott Goode Ltd

Table 3. Inaugural Hinckley & District Relief Committee.
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funds administered by the committee.13 The critical point of this committee structure 
was the breadth of executive knowledge and skills it contained. This would enable 
Kinton as chairman to allocate roles to members with appropriate expertise, which 
could be political, managerial, legal or trade unionist.

THE HINCKLEY & DISTRICT RELIEF COMMITTEE MODEL

The committee model (see Fig. 1), resolves the first and obvious question, being to 
what level was Hinckley DRC able to communicate with higher levels of authority, 
with the answer being that it was at the very centre of activities taking upon itself the 
absolute authority to decide what new charities could, or could not, function within 
the town. During the early days of the war it incorporated collections for already 
established national funds such as the Prince of Wales’ National Relief Fund, and, in 
so doing, provided an immediate link with national relief efforts as they forwarded 
the money to Buckingham Palace. At the other end of the scale it ensured that a small 
local charitable organisation, such as the Serbian Patriotic Fund, wishing to hold, for 

13 The Record Office, The Book of Probate and Wills, File number DE1169/1/39, p. 2. The first members 
of the Hinckley District Relief Committee were: Rev. Cowles, Col. E. C. Atkins, A. S. Atkins, T. Aucott, 
J. Bailey, W. H. Bott, F. Goode, A. E. Hawley, G. Kinton, J. W. Preston and J. Warner, Leicestershire
County Record Office, File number DE1961/16, pp. 1–2.

Name Position Date joined Other duties Organisation

W. W. Grove Trade union 
liaison

31.08.1914 Trade union 
representative

Hinckley & District 
Trimmers & Dyers 
Union

A. E. Hawley Industrial 
liaison

24.08.1914 Industrialist Hawley & Co. Ltd. 
Dyers & Finishers, 
Sketchley Dye Works

W. Johnson Member 31.08.1914 Councillor, Hinckley 
U.D.C.

Mrs. I. H. Pilgrim Member 31.08.1914 Soldiers & Sailors
Families Association

J. W. Preston Member 24.08.1914 Solicitor S. Preston, Son &
Flavell, Solicitor; Clerk
to the guardians of
Hinckley union & union
assessment committee;
Superintendent registrar
of Hinckley district;
Clerk to Hinckley Rural
District Council & to
Old Age Pension Sub-
Committee

H. Wardle Trade union 
liaison

31.08.1914 Trade Union 
representative

Tradesmen’s Association

J. Warner Member 24.08.1914 General dealer Counsellor, Hinckley 
U.D.C.

Table 3. Continued.
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example, a flag day, had the benefit of an already existing system to further its aims. 
This type of action was to become more prevalent as the war progressed, with the 
Hinckley DRC ensuring the promotion of local charities. It was not until the later 
stages of the conflict and the advent of war savings’ bonds that national collections 
again came to the fore. The Hinckley DRC held its inaugural meeting on 24 August. 

Fig. 1. The Hinckley & District Relief Committee Model.
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Thus, only 20 days passed between war being declared and the formation of, what 
was to become, an umbrella organisation for the charitable relief bodies operating in 
the town. This committee is the first important part of the Relief Committee model 
because not only did it raise funds in its own right, but also, by liaising with other 
charitable bodies such as the local Red Cross, ensured that overlapping of fund 
raising and therefore wasted effort was reduced. It would, for example, have been 
counter-productive for two different charities to put time, effort and money into 
organising a flag day, only to find that they were both collecting for the same thing. 
This question assumes that the influential citizens, who had achieved positions of 
power prior to the war, wished to be in close contact with higher levels of authority. 
Having run the town before the conflict, they might not wish to be subjected to 
(perceived) national interference. The pursuance of local charitable relief was to 
continue after the Armistice, with the Hinckley DRC disbursing loans and grants to 
people such as local war-wounded and ex-prisoners-of-war for rehabilitation. 

Under ‘Business as Usual’, a large standing army was not envisaged, meaning 
military dependents facing an uncertain financial future would be few in number. 
Kitchener, by demanding a mass mobilisation programme, had thrown the concept 
of a small standing army into disarray. Initially, the enlistment voluntary recruitment 
programme had been indiscriminate in that it failed to differentiate between those 
whose civilian work was essential for the war effort, and employees who could be 
transferred into the armed forces without major adverse effects on the war effort. 
A fundamental problem was that the group with the greatest propensity to enlist 
were the skilled workers who were most essential for the war effort through the 
completion of government contracts. Export markets were placed in jeopardy by the 
lack of shipping14 and raw materials vitally important to Hinckley, such as German 
dyestuffs, disappeared as a result of war. The Local Government Board, the central 
body charged with the overall direction of local authorities, had demonstrated an 
awareness of this potential problem. It had warned all districts that: ‘The outbreak 
of war upon the Continent of Europe may involve a considerable dislocation of trade 
in this country, and in consequence, there may be a serious lack of employment in 
certain areas.’15 The government realised that the mass enlistment of working-class 
men to the military could result in their dependents suffering financial hardship. To 
combat the perceived threat the government, on 4 August, established a Cabinet 
Committee on the ‘Prevention and Relief of Distress’. This communication was in 
stark contrast to the ‘business as usual’ scenario that appeared to be the current 
national policy. The qualification is necessary because the realisation was dawning 
that the war could extend into years and not merely months as first thought.16 This 
was the governmental or national concern, but would Leicestershire and Hinckley 
mirror those fears? On 6 August, the monarchy in the shape of the Prince of Wales 
appealed for a National Relief Fund to alleviate distress. However, there was an 
indirect government intervention in that the Executive Committee that was to run 
the Fund contained three Cabinet ministers. The National Relief Committee was 

14 Stevenson, J., British Society 1914–45, p. 106.
15 Stevenson, J., British Society 1914–45, p. 74.
16 Wilson, T., The Myriad Faces of War, p. 217.
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the headquarters of the countrywide organisation, and the means whereby requests 
and instructions could be speedily passed down, via the County Committee, to 
District level. Information from county and town levels was sent to the government 
departments that dealt with that particular matter. For example, Buckingham Palace 
undertook the collection and accounting of the Prince of Wales’ National Relief 
Fund. 

The immediate observation is that the terms of reference were both comprehensive 
and detailed in scope and variety, with the ability both to receive and disseminate 
information. It was largely replicated by the Hinckley DRC, comprising specialist 
sub-committees and supported by its own bureaucracy. This was to be expected, as 
with G. Kinton and A. S. Atkins being the Chairman and Secretary respectively of 
both bodies, they would have been able to introduce the town council style of working 
to the local DRC. It was this structure that enabled the Hinckley body to transmit 
quickly information to the county authorities. Government officials charged with 
the collation of this local knowledge were then able to pass on county statistics, such 
as labour returns, to the appropriate ministerial departments. Items three and ten of 
the 11-point memoranda specifically refer to the collection of statistical information 
and the ‘stimulation of recruiting’. Thus, at a very early date in the war, 9 December 
1914, the government was aware of the possibility of the Hinckley DRC feeding local 
information into a putative national system. This is another example of government 
preparedness for war and not, as is the general historiography claim in writings by 
Marwick et al., a general drift towards the conflict. With this information to hand 
it could then decide its recruitment targets. Medical support for the dependants 
of serving men also relied on contemporary information, obtained from the same 
reporting system. Charitable relief did not only confine itself to the Prince of Wales’ 
National Relief Fund, although it is noteworthy that all communications passed 
directly to Buckingham Palace. Amongst the various relief criteria, perhaps the most 
surprising is the very early indication of a link with the United States under the 
date of 9 December 1914. The report demonstrates that in fact there was a very 
early charitable link between the two English-speaking countries, largely ignored 
in wartime accounts. Wilson, in his Myriad Faces of War (1986), explains how the 
United States of America rapidly became the wartime arsenal for the Allies, Britain 
in particular, but does not indicate any form of charitable benevolence.17 What does 
demand attention was the sheer speed of the system’s inception, both at county 
and town level. The 11-point criteria will be of critical importance, and was a clear 
directive specifically denoting what could, and what could not, be done within the 
confines of the Relief Committee system. 

HINCKLEY AND DISTRICT RELIEF COMMITTEE AND 
COMMERCIAL ACTIONS

As early as 21 September 1914, a leading citizen of Hinckley, A. E. Hawley, the 
founder and owner of Hawley’s Dye Works, later to be renamed Sketchley, had been 

17 Wilson, T., The Myriad Faces of War, pp. 90–1.
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appointed to the County Labour Sub-Committee.18 Accordingly, he would report 
back to the Leicester county committee on the state, healthy or otherwise, of Hinckley 
manufacturing. The dying industry was at the forefront of a production system that 
was to leave it much stronger at the cessation of the war than it was before it. At 
the outbreak of war the German chemical industry held a near-monopoly of coal-tar 
(aniline) dye production, resulting in British shortages.19 A request was made by the 
Hinckley DRC that the County Committee, via the government, provide a supply 
of dyes, as shortages were already evident.20 It was fortunate that the County sub-
committee was chaired by Sir William de Wiveleslie Abney (1843–1920).21 Abney 
was a distinguished chemist and photographer noted for his work on photographic 
emulsions. Hawley would have been able to warn Abney of dye shortages that were 
already causing short-time working, which in turn would lead to problems in the 
dying of uniform cloth: khaki for the army and blue for the navy. The manufacture 
of coal-tar dyes went far beyond its primary usage, it being a vital element in the 
pharmaceutical, photographic and munitions industries.22 These materials, whilst 
necessary to serve a small military presence during peacetime, assumed a crucial 
importance during wartime. The government adopted the solution of setting up a 
national joint stock company to manufacture and distribute aniline dyes, which 
continued in production until the end of the war. Evaluating the progress of the 
dying industry throughout the conflict is comparatively straightforward. It entered 
the war without an indigenous manufacturing facility, and yet by the war’s end it 
was producing all the necessary aniline dyes needed for military uniform application. 

December brought the first transport problems for the town’s manufacturers.23 
Whilst the hosiery trade was still working to capacity, there had been considerable 
problems in getting the finished goods away from the town’s railway station. 
Transport difficulties could lead to an increase in stocks necessitating extra storage 
space which could hamper production. The London & North Western Railway 
(LNWR) serviced Hinckley, whilst Leicester, served by the Midland Railway (MR), 
did not have trouble. This problem happened despite the railway companies being 
operated on behalf of the government by the Railway Executive Committee. Under 
this system the government directed, and the railway companies managed, the 
various regions. The County Committee was asked to intercede with the railway, 
on the town’s behalf.24 On 4 January 1915 a letter was read out to the District 
Relief Committee, sent via the County Committee, from the LNWR, regarding 
the difficulties attendant on taking finished goods from Hinckley railway station. 
The Hinckley committee was of the opinion that the situation had not improved 

18 The Record Office, Hinckley & District Relief Committee minute book, number 1, DE1961/1.21.09, 
1914, p. 28.

19 Marwick, A., The Deluge (2nd Edn), p. 268.
20 Marwick, A., The Deluge (2nd Edn), p. 84.
21 Encyclopaedia Britannica-on line.
22 Wilson, T., The Myriad Faces of War, pp. 785–6.
23 Hinckley & District War Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1. Entry of 14 December 1914. 

This company changed its name to Sketchley, after the brook that runs through the company grounds, 
in 1950 and achieved national status.

24 Hinckley & District War Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1. Entry of 14 December 1914,  
p. 95.
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and that the LNWR were accepting goods at ‘uncertain intervals to suit their own 
convenience’.25 It is probable that the railway was operating a peacetime schedule 
whereby goods wagons would not be despatched to their destinations until they 
were fully loaded. This explained why even small railway stations of the time had 
relatively large railway goods sidings, with wagons standing for many days before 
sufficient material arrived to make up a full load. This system, whilst efficient for the 
railway, needed to be disregarded in the national interest during times of war. The 
report of 18 January concluded that difficulty was still being experienced regarding 
deficiencies in rail transport and the provision of aniline dyes. It was recorded that 
due to the shortage, one application for relief had been made due to loss of work 
and others might follow.26 The report of 1 February recorded a lack of coal, labour 
and aniline dyes.27 On 8 February it was minuted that A. E. Hawley was to take 
the problems concerning railway goods’ transportation directly to the Leicestershire 
Committee.28 It should be noted that this entry dispensed with the fortnightly 
meeting, which probably meant that the industrialists were tired of the railways’ 
prevarication. This direct representation was of obvious benefit because a minute 
of 15 February reported that the ‘railway difficulties had considerably lessened’.29

HRH PRINCE OF WALES NATIONAL RELIEF FUND

This was initially the most significant of the charitable funds and was inaugurated 
following an appeal by the Prince of Wales on 6 August 1914. Its importance lay in 
the fact that it set the parameters for other charitable collections that were to follow. 
Although it carried royal approval, the functioning of the fund was by an Executive 
Committee containing three cabinet members of the Asquith government.30 The 
main work of the DRC during the early months was the raising of donations for 
this particular charity.31 The figure of £3,010 10s 3d, plus £353 19s 0d sent direct 
to headquarters, was collected before the fund closed in 1916.32 The fund, although 
nationally based, did not deter the committee from retaining part of the money 
for disbursement at a local level. Of the money collected, a sum of £2,000 went 
to the London treasurer, with the balance retained by the local Committee. It was 
considered that London had received sufficient money from the fund to carry out 
all necessary works, and, secondly, that once the Headquarters had received the 

25 Hinckley & District War Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1. Entry of 4 January 1915.  
pp. 104–5.

26 Hinckley & District War Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1. Entry of 18 January 1915,  
pp. 114–15.

27 Hinckley & District War Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1. Entry of 1 February 1915,  
p. 122.

28 Hinckley & District War Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1. Entry of 8 February 1915,  
p. 128.

29 Hinckley & District War Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1. Entry of 15 February 1915,
p. 134.

30 Marwick, A., The Deluge (2nd Edn), p. 74.
31 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. District Relief Committee book number one. A series of 

minutes, all dating from pre-Christmas 1914, discuss various methods of fund raising. 
32 The Record Office, Report on the Hinckley District Relief Committee. The post-war report gave these 

final figures. 
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money, Hinckley would have had great difficulty in reclaiming the finance to carry 
out local charitable work. The retained balance of £1,000 was invested in 5 per cent 
War Loan stock and £34 11s 2d was handed to the Hinckley Patriotic Fund, with 
provision made for bank interest, less payments for stationery and postage.33 This 
is yet another example of how the committee, under Kinton, took decisions that 
would materially affect the townspeople. A different interpretation was that the 
committee foresaw a need for the continuation of relief after the war’s end, and was 
keeping a financial reserve for an unforeseen event. The central authorities could not 
shake this resolve, and it appears that apart from writing indignant letters they did 
not really try.34 

This particular Relief Fund was a success in several ways, both directly and 
indirectly. The DRC acquired experience in the administration of charitable 
fundraising, and as the District Relief model demonstrates, it was a significant factor 
in the development of the incorporation of the town relief committee into an all-
embracing organisation. This enabled Hinckley, a small provincial town, to make 
its views known at both county and hence national level. The effectiveness of the 
system was demonstrated by considering two cases; namely, the shortage of aniline 
dyes and the resolution of the rail transport problem. Indirectly the success of the 
fund, and financially the figures quoted demonstrate this success, led to the Hinckley 
committee taking devolved powers upon it, as illustrated by the decisions to retain a 
portion of the money for local purposes, against pressure from the central organisers.

THE INCORPORATED SOLDIERS’ & SAILORS’ HELP SOCIETY

The Incorporated Soldiers’ & Sailors’ Help Society was a well-established national 
aid organisation. At the outbreak of the war, the society moved rapidly to organise 
a local branch which became known as the Hinckley Soldiers’ & Sailors’ Families 
Association,35 and was to remain active throughout the war’s duration. The reporting, 
which used the present tense, was indicative of the work already being carried out by 
the society at the outbreak of war. This was stated to be the finding of employment, 
the giving of money or clothing, holidays at convalescent homes, aid in obtaining back 
pay or military pensions, assistance in obtaining additional medical aid, and individual 
visits to homes.36 The Hinckley branch was open for business by 15 August and had 
its own premises from 19 August 1914. Mrs Ida Helen Pilgrim, the younger sister of 
A. E. Hawley and married to the Hinckley solicitor, Walter J. Pilgrim, recommended 
the Rev. J. F. Griffiths of the Church of England’s Holy Trinity Church, Hinckley, to 
be the Hinckley representative of the Society, with the title of ‘District Head’. This 
recommendation could have arisen from Mrs Pilgrim herself being a regular Church 
of England worshipper. The local parish priest held a central position within a small 

33 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, pp. 2–3. The post-war report was very explicit on these 
points.

34 The Record Office, File number DE1961. Correspondence file.
35 The information is drawn from the 1919 reports of the Associations and the minute books of the 

Hinckley DRC, where right from the outset of the war, Mrs I. D. Pilgrim presented reports’ of the 
activities of the Organisation.

36 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, p. 1.
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community and the Rev. Griffiths requested assistance from his fellow clergymen. The 
post of Parish Secretary would have been regarded as appropriate for a man of the 
cloth, as it was considered administrative rather than strategic. 

Hinckley did not experience the levels of unemployment which affected other 
towns, as the hosiery and dying industries were to expand because of war. A leading 
authority on the subject, Gurnham, comments that the machinery installed in the 
Hinckley factories was particularly suited to the manufacture of heavy-duty military 
wear. He was referring to equipment such as webbing belts and uniform cloth, and 
as he notes: ‘In Hinckley it was said that almost every factory was working overtime 
on government contracts by November 1914.’37 But that does not disguise the fact 
that, in the first few weeks of the war, the wives and children of recalled reservists 
and men who had enlisted were suddenly expected to survive on state pensions 
that were slow in payment. The influential citizens serving the Society understood 
this situation and assistance was quickly provided. The report opens by detailing 
the principle forms of assistance that the Society gave, both during and after the 
war. The aid is summarised thus: ‘Employment found, money or clothing given, 
men sent to Convalescent Homes, help in obtain back pay or pensions, obtaining 
further medical or surgical treatment (and) personal visits to homes.’38 Marwick 
argues that the provision of pensions and allowances for the dependants of men on 
active service was an obvious priority, but that the monetary benefits, such as they 
were, had not been improved since the cessation of the Boer War.39 There was no 
national disability pension scheme in place to be given to them if the wounded were 
deemed unfit for further military service. There were ‘many very pitiable instances 
of want and suffering which this Society immediately relieved’,40 and in such cases 
the representatives were empowered to investigate the circumstances surrounding 
the appeal. In the event of a valid appeal, an immediate contribution to alleviate 
suffering was made. During a period of six months in 1916 some £70 was disbursed 
to claimants in Hinckley and district, in weekly instalments ranging from 10/– to 
£1 15s 0d (35/–) per week.41 Whilst this amount would have only been of assistance 
to a small number of claimants, it does both support Marwick’s argument of 
shortcomings and also demonstrates the understanding of the DRC that remedial 
measures would have to be taken. 

One aspect of the claimant process was the considerable discretion that the 
adjudicators enjoyed. For example, the Society, under the leadership of the Rev. 
J. F. Griffiths and Mrs Pilgrim, attempted to alleviate the distress of their fellow 
townspeople who were undergoing hardship. If an already existing pension was 
considered insufficient then the Society would offer assistance. One such way was to 
‘obtain permanent government pensions for many ex-combatants’.42 The distribution 
of these disbursements was aided by the Hinckley Visiting Committee, comprised 

37 Gurnham, R., The Hosiery Unions 1776–1976, p. 73.
38 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. The Incorporated Soldiers’ & Sailors Help Society.
39 Marwick, A., The Deluge (1st Edn), p. 42.
40 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16.
41 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16.
42 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, p. 1.
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entirely of the wives and daughters of local industrialists and councillors. Amongst 
their number can be found the names of Atkins and Pilgrim, and it was these ladies 
who visited claimants to judge the validity of the demands made. This committee 
received due appreciation for its ‘arduous undertaking’ in the investigation of state 
pensions granted to ex-servicemen, which could lead to their increase and the 
recovery of unpaid back pay.43 The visitors reviewed the circumstances surrounding 
the appeal, which typically would comprise an inspection of the dwelling, heating 
arrangements, and size of family and dependants, information necessary to 
adjudicate on a claimant’s appeal for assistance. The report would then form the 
basis for the adjudication of claims for financial assistance, or other forms of aid 
such as warm clothing. Again, as in the previous case involving the Rev. J. F. Griffiths 
and Mrs Pilgrim, these actions illustrate the power and authority that the group 
of influential citizens took upon themselves. There was a wide variety of requests 
for assistance. The scope of these demands ranged from the provision of surgical 
appliances to beehives and retail outlet stock. These latter grants were made to ex-
soldiers who, because of their physical or mental condition, could not resume their 
pre-war occupations. To this end, the sum of some £200 was disbursed throughout 
Hinckley and District during the war. These were not repayable loans or grants, but 
rather non-repayable financial benefits. 

THE FUNCTIONING AND LOCAL FUND RAISING OF THE 
HINCKLEY DISTRICT RELIEF COMMITTEE

The District Relief model demonstrates the structural breadth of local fundraising. 
For example, the Prince of Wales’ National Relief Fund was operated locally, but 
nationally administered. The Hinckley Patriotic Fund was a locally led method of 
raising money for specific use within the town. Gerard De Groot, in his Blighty 
(1996), stressed that the onset of war caused a loss of female jobs in traditional 
industries, in particular lace, fine needlework and sea fishing.44 The former, the 
quality garment industry, suffered from an early disruption of trade caused by the 
war, and the latter by government restrictions imposed on fishing fleets, reducing 
the need for fish processors. Additionally, the shortage of sugar led to job losses in 
the confectionary trade, exacerbated by the general loss of jobs in the quality goods 
market. These problems would have limited the amount of disposable income and 
forced people to concentrate on buying essential commodities, particularly food. An 
indicator that Hinckley did not suffer these problems is demonstrated by a request 
made by the Marchioness of Crewe, a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, for a donation 
towards the Queen Mary’s Work for Women. The DRC responded that, as there was 
full employment for local women, her request for the setting up of a sub-committee 
to consider this question was unnecessary.45 This is an early indication of the high 

43 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, p. 1.
44 DeGroot, G. J., Blighty, British Society in the Era of the Great War, pp. 126–7.
45 The Record Office. File number DE1961/1. District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number One,  

p. 23. A telegram was read out from the Marchioness on behalf of HM the Queens’ Work for Women
Fund.
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level of employment within the local factories and indicated that Hinckley was 
suffering minimal female job losses at this early stage of the war. Gurnham indicates 
the level of female employment when he states that the majority of new trade union 
members were females, with their membership rising in Hinckley from 950 in June 
1914 to 1,400 in March 1916.46 

The DRC rapidly assumed the mantle of Hinckley’s charitable conscience, as 
shown by its attitude towards requests for collections and general assistance. There 
was clear evidence of targeting local charities – if not at the immediate start of 
the war, then very rapidly soon after when it became clear that the conflict would 
not be over ‘by Christmas’. However, the Hinckley DRC did fulfil the terms set 
out by the Leicestershire County Committee 11-point plan, in that it co-ordinated 
both its own, and other, relief organisations’ activities. A measure of its success 
can be derived from the amounts of money collected from the various fund-raising 
activities (Table 4). A general analysis of these indicates that during the early days 
of the war fund raising for national institutions, such as the HRH Prince of Wales’ 
National Fund and the YMCA National Fund Week, were the dominant activities. 
This was understandable, as they were both well known for their benevolence 
and well-established nature. As the war progressed the DRC turned towards local 
charities. By the end of the war, and not forgetting charities such as the Serbian Relief 
Fund and the national Tank Week, Hinckley was firmly committed to local causes. 
This attitude is personified by the amount of money collected for the construction 
of the Hinckley & District war memorial. The DRC, however, had on more than 
one occasion turned down requests by various national charitable organisations to 

46 Gurnham, R., The Hosiery Unions 1776–1976, p. 74.

Final totals

Hinckley War Memorial Fund £3,610 11s 4d
HRH Prince of Wales National Fund £3,364 9s 3d
YMCA National Fund Week £2,235 5s 3d
Hinckley Women’s War Relief Fund £1,314 16s 4d
King George’s Fund for Sailors £559 5s 1d
Belgian Refugees’ Local Fund £491 18s 6d
Serbian Relief Fund £225 14s 2d
Hinckley Patriotic Fund £205 4s 6d
St. Dunstons Hostel for Blinded Soldiers and Sailors £186 13s 0d
Hinckley Prisoners-of War Local Relief Fund £125 18s 9d
Belgian Artistes’ Concerts £61 9s 2d
Sailors Flag Day £51 5s 9d
Hinckley Volunteer Training Corps £48 6s 6d
British & Foreign Sailors’ Society £39 13s 7d
Russian Relief Fund £23 15s 8d
Seaman’s Hospital Greenwich £9 16s 10d
Blind Soldiers’ Christmas Appeal £8 6s 6d

£12,562 10s 2d

Table 4. Donations to Hinckley & District Relief Committees.
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collect money within the town. It was their town and they decided what, and would 
not, take place.47 The fundraising that did take place indicated a figure of £152,350 
as the final total of the various accumulated funds. It is relevant to analyse the initial 
collections of just a few appeals to illustrate the point. On 29 August 1914, HRH 
Prince of Wales’s National Relief Fund stood at £955 17s 2d. By 13 November 1915 
the final figure amounted to £3,364 9s 3d. Perhaps the most startling of all was the 
Serbia Relief Fund that opened on 9 June 1915 with a balance of £21 11s 2d, had 
by 13 November 1915 achieved the sum of £225 14s 2d. By having an umbrella 
organisation – that is, the existing DRC, the Serbian Relief Fund was immediately 
able to enter into an already functioning fundraising system. The comment was 
made that this was ‘one of the first collections made and contributors were anxious 
to show their appreciation of the heroic effort and sacrifices that this small nation 
was making for the Great Cause’.48 The validity of this statement can be judged 
on the results of charitable collections made for other causes. Taken as a whole, 
they show a spread of well-supported events which, significantly, are not parochially 
based, ranging, as they do, from various local charities to the Seamen’s Hospital, 
Greenwich. 

The DRC could be considered dictatorial in the way that it not only took over 
the fund raising efforts of the town, but also decided who would benefit from 
them. The Committee was drawn from the town’s influential citizens and they, by 
their privileged upbringing or autocratic way of doing business, would have been 
in no doubt that they were the people to guide Hinckley through the war years. 
They would not have seen anything condescending or dictatorial in that, rather the 
methods that they used should be considered a validation of the original premise; 
namely, that as peace gave way to war, they took it as their right to assume the 
mantle of local leadership. The Hinckley townspeople never appeared, or were 
allowed, to complain and, certainly, grievances did not appear in the correspondence 
columns of the local newspaper, The Hinckley Times. This was possibly because a 
good working relationship existed between the local inhabitants and the influential 
citizens leading them. More cynically perhaps, the answer could also be that, as 
the townspeople were never informed of the conclusions being reached by the 
DRC on their behalf, they were in no position to query the results. The inaugural 
committee members were primarily drawn from hosiery owners, local politicians, 
magistrates, the legal profession, the press and the church. In their business and 
political lives, they were all accustomed to decision-making on behalf of their fellow 
citizens. They would thus have considered themselves mandated to act on behalf 
of the townspeople. It should be noted that, as the war progressed, the Committee 
was resolute in the retention of what it considered to be local money for the benefit 
of all the townspeople. Examples of committees are given here to demonstrate the 
diversity of charitable relief given.

47 Gurnham, R., The Hosiery Unions 1776–1976, p. 74. 
48 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. Report on the Hinckley DRC. The post-war report uses 

this phraseology when it records the success of the Serbian Relief Fund.
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WARTIME LOCAL FUND RAISING

The Soldiers’ Aid Society

This short-lived local society came into being in the early days of the war. The concern 
of the DRC was aroused when it was reported that Mrs Pilgrim had personally been 
meeting financial shortfalls to local soldiers.49 Marwick comments on the delays 
encountered by claimants in pursuance of legitimate claims.50 This was not a result 
of local relief. It was an example of misadministration by the military authorities 
that had not paid the appropriate allowances. The Committee resolved this injustice 
by withdrawing £10 from the local account of the Prince of Wales’ National Relief 
Fund, and establishing a fund, the Soldiers’ Aid Society, to reimburse soldiers who 
were yet to receive army pay and were therefore suffering hardship. The money 
was then reclaimed from the men when the military authorities paid them.51 This 
is an early example of the appropriation of collected money, for national charitable 
funds, being used for local needs. It was not a duplication of effort, because the 
sequestrated money was to be replaced once the Aid Society was suitably established. 
Second, this is an excellent example of the early activities of leading citizens. Mrs 
Pilgrim did not wait for governmental bureaucracy or local assistance to reimburse 
these men, which could have taken some considerable time. When she discovered 
the soldiers’ payment anomaly, she simply went ahead and paid the men out of her 
own pocket. Unfortunately, the money involved is not recorded, but it was gestures 
such as these that would have led to Mrs Pilgrim’s award of the Order of the British 
Empire in 1922.

The reason why the society was relatively short-lived is revealed in the few 
remaining minute book entries. There was a payment to a Private Garner in January 
1915.52 Nevertheless, in April 1915, a fraudulent claim had been paid to a gunner 
and that particular soldier was presently under arrest for desertion.53 This was a 
betrayal of the society’s good intentions and it was probably because of this that 
the Soldiers’ Aid Society was placed in abeyance, with payments only made at 
the Secretary’s discretion.54 The minute on the gunner revealed that ‘he had never 
been wounded’,55 and raised the query whether the society had made payments to 
local soldiers who had returned to the area after suffering non-existent wounds. As 
this was the last meeting of the society, no further records survive to answer that 
question. Circumstances were to overtake this body as other charitable funds, both 
local and national, were established on a permanent footing.

49 The Record Office, File number DE1961/1. District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 1,  
pp. XXX–XXX. 

50 Marwick, A., The Deluge (2nd Edn), p. 83. 
51 The Record Office, 21 December 1914, pp. 97–8. That this minute appeared in December 1914 

indicates both a breakdown in the military administrative system in the early days of the war, and was 
yet another early example of the speed of action of the DRC.

52 The Record Office, 21 December 1914, p. 101.
53 The Record Office, 21 December 1914, p. 155. The name of the soldier is known to the author, but 

due to the possible libellous nature of the minute is not quoted in the text.
54 The Record Office, 21 December 1914, p. 155.
55 The Record Office, 21 December 1914, p. 155.
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Hinckley Patriotic Fund

This was a local fund that had a significant role after its inception and, therefore, 
its role merits detailed attention. The body, known as the Local Patriotic Fund, was 
instituted in September 1915, with the purpose of providing assistance for those local 
men returning after the war ‘permanently injured’. Thus, as early as 1915, the local 
DRC demonstrated a pioneering awareness when it anticipated a need to provide 
caring provision for the disabled. The surprising thing is that this would have been 
perfectly understandable if it had been prevalent after the 1916 battles of the Somme, 
when massive casualties were sustained, or in 1918 when the full impact of the military 
losses had become well known. Both the public and, perhaps, more importantly, the 
prime minister, Lloyd George, would have been aware of the casualties suffered from 
press and official reports. Initially, the proposal met with a poor response and was not 
reintroduced until April 1916, when a further attempt was made to organize a local 
charitable body, but the DRC recorded that there was a disappointing response to 
their efforts. One idea, which obviously failed, was to ask workers in local industry to 
make weekly contributions from their wages.56 The members of the Committee spoke 
of their expectation of having to provide assistance to ‘local wounded discharged 
men and their dependants’. It was not recorded, either in the minute books or the 
post-war reports, why the response to the establishment of the fund was so poor. 
One local possibility was that the largely female workforce needed all their income 
to maintain families, whilst the father, the previous breadwinner, was away in the 
armed forces. At the commencement of the war, money for charitable activities could 
have been available with possibly two wages coming into the household. Nationally, 
Wilson suggests by 1916 both the middle classes and the aristocracy were fatigued 
from continued demands made on their benevolence, which can be seen as the start 
of war weariness. Effectively, the requests made on their financial wealth had become 
a tax on their income and they were unable to respond as before.57 As a result of this 
apathy the Committee decided to change its fund-raising tactics. An example of this 
was the holding of a flag day in Hinckley on behalf of the England Day appeal run 
by the St George Society, but running its own collection in conjunction with it.58 This 
must have been a financial success because the Hinckley Patriotic Fund commenced 
work shortly after. The DRC discovered another financial source, in October 1916, 
when it drew interest of £34 11s 2d from money donated to the Prince of Wales’ 
National Relief Fund and transferred it to the Hinckley Patriotic Fund. In contrast to 
Wilson’s comment, it should be said that the fund when established in 1916 was well 
supported, with charitable donations totalling £205 4s 6d.59 

The Patriotic Fund was a prime example of self-help in action and should not 
be confused with the Leicestershire Patriotic Fund of 1914. This latter fund was 
noted in the Leicestershire County Committee for National Relief report as having 

56 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 2,  
pp. XXX–XXX.

57 Wilson, T., The Myriad Faces of War, pp. 774–5.
58 The Record Office, File number DE1961/1. District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 2, 13 

April 1916, p. 88.
59 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. The post-war report gives this as a final figure. 
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£2,439 4s 4d total receipts at that date. The Hinckley Patriotic Fund was always 
used specifically for Hinckley citizens.60 Before the Ministry of Pensions had been 
created, applications for assistance to the Hinckley DRC had been received from 
veterans returning to the district after demobilisation from the armed forces.61 There 
were repeated requests for small loans to tide over the veterans until they received 
their outstanding gratuities or pensions.62 A visitor working on behalf of the DRC 
investigated the validity of the claim by visiting the men. If this was found to be 
acceptable, a necessary lump sum was paid to the recipient and regular repayments 
made to an authorised collector. The Committee thus exercised control by virtue of 
its own bureaucratic structure, from the appeal for assistance to the repayment of 
the loan. The Soldiers and Sailors Help Society was undertaking work of a similar 
nature, with the beneficiaries repaying the loans when they were financially viable. 
Originating from this work, the Hinckley Patriotic Fund was instituted with the 
express purpose of distributing non-repayable grants to the returning soldiers and 
sailors. In addition to the grant-aid the fund also purchased tools to enable the less 
seriously wounded to undertake trade training. The objective was to enable them to 
carry out light repair work in their dwellings.63 In modern day terms this would be 
termed remedial therapy and as a curative process had two main objectives. The first 
was to improve, or rediscover, manual dexterity, which normally led to the second 
outcome: the restoration of their pre-war mental state and thus their self-esteem. In 
addition to the tools required to follow a particular trade, the men were also provided 
with medicines and comforts not available through the Pension’s Committee, or the 
Soldiers’ & Sailors’ Families Association. The money for this fund came from such 
diverse activities as Flag Day collections and the retention of the income derived 
from the Prince of Wales’ Relief Fund. Above all, it demonstrates the determination 
of the DRC to see a course of action through to a successful conclusion. It took 
several attempts, but this fund was finally established.64 This is the best-documented 
example of resistance to the DRCs’ charitable fund-raising efforts, and as such 
has required detailed analysis. Wilson’s point regarding the middle classes and 
aristocracy is also relevant. The citizens did finally rally to this local cause, with the 
DRC demonstrating complete independence when it came to the retention of what 
was considered to be local relief money, as shown by the appropriation of interest 
from the Prince of Wales’ National Relief Fund. 

The Hinckley & District Prisoners of War Relief Fund

Marwick castigates the British authorities for their treatment towards British 
Prisoners-of-War. By 1917 there were some 37,000 soldiers in captivity, and the 

60 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. The post-war report states that: ‘The Committee, as men 
became discharged from the forces and before the question of pensions had been properly settled and 
the Ministry of Pensions created, received repeated applications for assistance in the shape of loans 
pending receipt of pensions or gratuities.’ 

61 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. 
62 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16.
63 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16.
64 The Record Office, File number DE1961/1. District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 2, 

Entries found in various pages.
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government’s attitude towards them caused ‘much heart-searching and bitterness’.65 
The first British schemes to provide the prisoners with food and clothing were 
voluntary. They depended on local authorities being proactive in the provision of 
finance for the collection and distribution of various items. Food parcels, in particular, 
became crucial to both the morale and physical well-being of the internees. The 
influential citizens of Hinckley, who were already doing so much charitable work 
within the town, were the obvious people to give leadership in this new enterprise. 
The membership of the Prisoner-of-War Committee illustrated the influential citizens 
of Hinckley in familiar roles. Kinton was the Chairman, Emery was the Treasurer and 
Mrs Pilgrim was the Secretary. The volunteer Hinckley fighting men were bolstered 
from a very early period by the institution of a local Prisoner of War Relief Fund. 
The chronology was such that the mother of a prisoner of war made a request for 
assistance on 6 March 1915, resulting in the DRC setting up the Fund at a meeting 
of 15 March 1915. On 6 March 1915 a postcard, received from Private Harvey of 
the 1st Royal Warwickshire Regiment, was given by his mother to the Soldiers’ & 
Sailors’ Families Association’s Hinckley representative. Research has been unable to 
discover a local prisoner-of-war postcard, but a card sent by a Bedfordshire man to 
his parents, where he gives the regulations regarding the sending of, for example, 
cigarettes, is shown in Fig. 2. The postcard sent by Private Harvey explained that he 
had been taken prisoner whilst recuperating in hospital on 26 September 1914, and 
requested a parcel of bread and food.66 Three further requests of a like nature from 
Private Harvey followed within a short space of time, but Mrs Harvey was unaware 
of the procedure for communicating with her son.67 This was an early indicator of 
either German food shortages or the ill treatment of prisoners. It was probably the 
former, as by mid-1915 reports of extreme conditions being endured by internees 
were reaching Britain.68 The question regarding prisoner of war comforts was also 
decided at the inaugural meeting of 15 March 1915. The onward distribution of, for 
example, cigarettes, tobacco, chocolate and knitted clothing was placed in the hands 
of the Hinckley District Relief Fund. Frank Goode, a partner in Messrs Moore, Eady 
and Murcott Goode, local hosiery manufacturers whose son was a serving soldier,69 
had the task of raising money to enable the commencement of the Fund. Parcels 
overseen by Goode, and containing food and comforts, were then dispatched on a 
regular basis. Under this system, the 14 Hinckley men known to be prisoners were 
supplied with parcels packed by Leicestershire and Regimental Committees. The 
fund-raising up to this period was £90 1s 1d, supported by donations of clothing 

65 The Record Office, File number DE1961/1. District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 2,  
p. 176.

66 The Record Office, File number 1961/16. The details are taken from the Hinckley & District Prisoners 
of War Relief Fund report. 

67 The Record Office, the Hinckley & District Prisoners of War. File number DE1961/16, p. 1.
68 Wilson, T., The Myriad Faces of War, p. 159. Wilson writes of ‘Parlous conditions’.
69 The Hinckley Times, Friday 20 April 1934. Major Frank Goode had enlisted as a private soldier in the 

Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry and subsequently been commissioned into the Machine Gun Corps, 
finally reaching the rank of major having been badly wounded, and awarded the Military Cross. He 
married the daughter of Mr C. W. Emery, another local hosiery manufacturer, becoming a partner in 
that firm, yet another example of local industrialists marrying within their social strata. His death, at 
the early age of 38, was as the result of a shotgun incident. 
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Fig. 2. A postcard sent by a Bedfordshire man to his parents.
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and comforts. The collected items were sent to a central depot for packaging and 
onward transmission. A total expenditure of £62 11s 0d was employed, leaving a 
financial surplus of £27 10s 1d to be retained for future use.70

There were significant difficulties encountered in the distribution of parcels. One 
problem was obtaining the location of a particular prisoner, especially one recently 
captured. Food packages were stolen, which is hardly surprising when the harsh 
German food rationing regime is considered, and addresses defaced by the German 
censor. Theft was always a problem in wartime Germany, especially as the Allied 
naval blockade intensified. This stranglehold forced Germany to introduce food 
rationing from as early as the summer of 1916. The items that were sent to the 
local prisoners demonstrated the pro-activity of the committee. Not only food and 
woollen clothing were sent to the Hinckley men, but in the first instance of captivity 
a letter enclosing a 10/– postal order was sent, whilst informing them that they 
would henceforth be receiving a weekly food parcel, the gift of their ‘relatives and 
fellow-townspeople of Hinckley’. This was a significant undertaking for the town, 
as the report states that by 1918 there were 90 men on the prisoner-of-war register.71 
Yet another problem was that the postcards supplied to the prisoners by the German 
authorities gave the name of their central distribution centres only, and not the camp 
where the prisoner was actually located. There was a much greater chance of the 
prisoners receiving their parcels if they were well established at a particular prison 
camp. The Committee was pleased to report that many of the parcels did reach their 
intended recipients, as evidenced by the receipt of many postcards of thanks from 
prisoners.72 This problematical situation was to result in the Red Cross overseeing 
the dispatch of food parcels from December 1916 onwards. The reason was one of 
censorship, with the packages having to be unpacked, their contents examined and 
then repacked. Both government departments and the Post Office objected to this 
procedure on the grounds of insufficient personnel and physical space.73 By using 
the internationally recognised Red Cross, this search procedure was withdrawn. 
Marwick states that this action, instigated by the government, caused resentment 
when it sent the food parcels on a bulk basis. A consequence of this method was 
that individually addressed parcels were sent within large consignments and specific 
recipients did not receive the packages intended for them.74 This situation compares 
unfavourably with the system developed and run by Goode.

Flag Days and other Activities

Flag days on behalf of designated charities were entirely at the discretion of the 
DRC who took it upon itself full authority to make binding decisions. For example, 
in 1916 the Committee held in abeyance four written requests for local collections. 

70 The Record Office, The Hinckley & District Prisoner of War Report, File number DE1961/16.
71 The Record Office, The Hinckley & District Prisoner of War Report, File number DE1961/16.
72 The Record Office, File number DE1916/16: ‘Many hundreds of Postcards acknowledging parcels 

were received as well as letters of thanks and appreciation which were remarkable for their cheeriness, 
courage and endurance.’ 

73 Mark, G., British Censorship of Civilian Mails During World War 1, 1914–1919, p. 159.
74 Marwick, A., The Deluge (2nd Edn), p. 176.



238     john martin and robert king

These were on behalf of the Armenian Red Cross and Refugee Fund; The Lord 
Kitchener National Memorial Fund; The National Institute for the Blind; and the 
Serbian Relief Fund.75 The surprising omission is that of the Serbian Relief Fund 
that had already received local patronage, which indicates that at this stage of the 
war the committee had become more intent on supporting local charities, validated 
by a collection held as early as September 1915. The entire proceeds of a town 
Union Jack Flag Day, £48 6s 5½d, was donated to the Hinckley Volunteer Corps 
and the Leicestershire Volunteer Regiment.76 A financial investigation of the same 
charities demonstrates a definite pattern. In the first part of the war up to 1916 
the collections were local, national and international. From the latter part of 1916, 
with the suspension of the Prince of Wales’ National Relief Fund, charitable relief 
concentrated on local causes until the latter part of 1917, when national war bonds 
became widely available. 

An analysis of the collections, made on behalf of the various charities, 
determines individual levels of support. The published figures reveal that they were 
all subscribed to in some degree. This ranged from the £3,364 9s 3d received by 
the H.R.H. Prince of Wales’ National Relief Fund to the £9 16s 10d collected for 
the Seaman’s Hospital Greenwich. The amounts collected were not the criterion 
for overall success. The Prince of Wales’ Fund was in existence at the beginning of 
the war and thus was the only charity receiving donations. The money collected 
was then distributed on a general basis to deserving causes. The much smaller 
Seaman’s Fund, whilst having only a limited appeal, had a specific aim in mind, 
and so the money collected would have been utilised in a clearly defined way. It was 
the application of the funds collected – for example, to buy much needed hospital 
equipment, which denoted success.

The Hinckley District Relief Committee (1916–26)

The DRC kept in close contact with the Hinckley Urban District Council. This was 
made easier by councillors, such as Kinton, serving in both a charitable and elected 
council capacity. It was especially important with bodies such as the local branch 
of the British Red Cross, which had their own fund-raising activities. The purpose 
was to ensure that actions that could lead to the diminution of any one committee’s 
charitable efforts were avoided. Initially, the DRC organised and ran the Flag Days 
and other collections, but as the frequency of such events increased, the work was 
handed over to other bodies. The Council invariably gave permission for their 
offices to be used as a temporary headquarters for the various collections. Other 
collections and activities were held. Examples were: ‘House to house collections, 
entertainments, etc., to raise money for such objects as the Y.M.C.A., St. Dunstan’s 
Hostel for Soldiers and Sailors blinded in the War, King George’s Fund for Sailors 

75 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, Hinckley District Relief Committee Minute Book, 
Number 2, p. 105, entry dated 4 October 1916.

76 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, Hinckley District Relief Committee Minute Book, 
Number 2, p.  46, entry dated 20 September 1915. 
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etc.’77 It specifically mentions the success of the weeks’ activities devoted to the 
Y.M.C.A. National Hut Fund, which raised the sum of £2,225. Yet another fund-
raising venture was the raising of £550 for the King George’s Fund for Sailors in
association with the Leicester Navy Week.

The DRC was active in the reception of local ex-prisoners of war. Armistice Day 
figures for Hinckley, Burbage and Stoke Golding personnel numbered two officers 
and 107 other ranks, whilst five men had died in captivity.78 The first repatriated 
prisoners arrived home late in November 1918, all in a much-debilitated state. The 
Committee supplied the men with a special ration of milk and eggs for between 
four and six weeks. All returned prisoners were presented with a food parcel, which 
had been destined for dispatch to them in Germany, on Christmas Eve 1918.79 The 
final balance sheet of the Hinckley & District Prisoners of War Committee makes 
for impressive reading. The amount collected for the Fund from March 1915 to 
November 1918 amounted to £2,729 17s 4d. This money enabled 3,000 parcels to 
be sent to Hinckley, Burbage and Stoke Golding prisoners of war. The remaining 
balance of £1,034 0s 8d was distributed in the following way: £125 was returned 
to the Burbage fund-raisers; whilst £150 was donated to the War Memorial Fund 
in memory of those five men who had died in captivity. The money remaining was 
given to the Peace Celebrations Committee to help fund those celebrations.80 There 
was a suggestion of authoritarianism in the insistence by the DRC that part of 
the money would be used to provide a dinner for the recently demobilised local 
servicemen, with any money remaining being donated to local charities. 

The Hinckley War Memorial

The War Memorial funding was investigated to ascertain whether the Hinckley 
DRC and thus its influential citizens, continued to play a leading role in the 
commemoration of the 387 war dead.81 It was found that the leading townspeople 
of the wartime years were still exerting a considerable influence, demonstrated by 
the War Memorial Committee which sat from January 1919 until 16 January 1924. 
Chaired by G. Chollerton, a leading town counsellor, the committee also contained 
the names of Kinton, Pilgrim and Baxter, the owner of The Hinckley Times. 
Consultations had taken place between the town council, charitable organisations 
and the various local churches on the form such a memorial should take.82 The 
main priority was the provision of the requisite finance and the culmination was the 
raising of £3,610 11s 4d.83 A study of the sub-committees indicates professionalism 

77 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16, Hinckley District Relief Committee Minute Book, No. 2, 
p. 8.

78 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. The Hinckley & District Prisoners of War Relief 
Committee.

79 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. The Hinckley & District Prisoners of War Relief 
Committee.

80 The Record Office, File number DE1961/16. The Hinckley & District Prisoners of War Relief 
Committee.

81 Beavin, A. H., The Book of Hinckley, p. 81.
82 The Record Office, File number DE1961.
83 The Record Office, File number DE1961/2, Hinckley District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 2.
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in the way the participants carried out their work. When the agreed site was 
found to have unstable sub-soil, S. J. Walker, the site engineer, was added to the 
main committee to give advice on the factors affecting the pouring of the concrete 
footings. Mrs Pilgrim asked that in sympathy for the local fallen, the mother of a son 
killed in action would undertake the inaugural stone-laying ceremony. Although this 
request was unanimously agreed, the unveiling was actually performed by Colonel 
R. E. Martin in May 1922, who, according to The Hinckley Times report, had 
served with distinction during his career with the Leicestershire Regiment.84 He was 
supported by the influential Colonel E. C. Atkins, who had returned from the war, 
which is indicative of a hierarchical structure being maintained.

The DRC continued to administer to local needs long after the armistice was 
signed. A sum of £51 1s 4d was set aside to assist local miners and their families 
during the 1921 Miners Strike. By the time of the 1926 strike the Committee was in 
the last stages of winding down and no record survives of money being granted in 
this instance. This was in addition to transferring money to the Hinckley Patriotic 
Fund to give grant aid to the Hinckley War Pensions Committee, ‘to assist deserving 
pensioners and their families in cases where that committee considered the Pensions 
awarded did not give sufficient relief and especially in cases of illness and temporary 
hardship’.85 There remained a need for wounded soldiers to be assisted long after 
the war had ended. John Stevenson quotes the fact that as late as 1928 there were 
nationally over 6,000 new amputees who required prosthetic limbs.86 The final entry 
for this committee notes that the balance of the monies collected remained in the 
local National Relief Fund account, where it was held to lessen individual distress: 
‘To do this will require the calling of a meeting of local contributors to seek out their 
views and thus obtain a resolution for action.’87

CONCLUSIONS

The conventional wisdom, as postulated by Marwick, that in the early days of the war 
local charitable relief was an ad-hoc arrangement, which operated in a haphazard, 
uncoordinated way, is challenged by the town of Hinckley. The influential citizens 
followed the accepted principles of industry by forming a main board of directors, 
the Hinckley DRC. This then made and directed policy by instructing subordinate 
committees of their requirements, and allowing them scope to translate instruction 
into practice. This explains why the DRC was able to become established so 
rapidly and effectively as the premier committee, and use their entrepreneurial and 
administrative expertise to promote charitable relief. Even where the industrial 
analogy falters, such as in the absence of shareholders or trustees, it still allowed the 
owners, used to independent action, to function with considerable discretion. An 
important function of the DRC was to intercede at county level on behalf of local 
industry, as demonstrated by the problem of aniline dyes and railway transportation. 

84 The Hinckley Times, 27 May 1922.
85 The Record Office, File number DE1961/1, Hinckley District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 3. 
86 Stevenson, J., British Society 1914–45, p. 94. 
87 The Record Office, File number DE1961/1, Hinckley District Relief Committee Minute Book, Number 3.
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Hinckley had the ability, via the DRC, to establish relationships with both regional 
and government authorities that could, and would, take executive action to resolve 
problems at source.
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