
The Home-front: A Different Life 

 The home-front, while a limited field with little research, is an important area of study 

during the First World War. What were the women, the children, those too old, too young, 

disinclined or unable to fight doing during the First World War? 1 Those four years in which 

Canada was engaged in a fierce battle, how did it affect them? What can be learned from the 

efforts of these citizens? How did their efforts influence the war? These questions are all ones 

which have been mostly overlooked by historians. However, the answers provide insight into 

how the war was fought at home.  

The citizens who remained at home have an important voice to lend to Canada’s First 

World War narrative. Those who remained at home aided the war effort in different, but equally 

important ways, just like the soldiers, nurses and volunteers who went overseas to fight on the 

continent. They donated their time, money, sweat and tears to the war effort. The First World 

War is considered by many historians as the first total war. The Oxford Companion to Military 

History defines total war as “one in which the whole population and all the resources of the 

combatants are committed to complete victory and thus become legitimate military targets”.2 The 

Canadian citizens whether overseas or at home, were all investing everything they could into the 

war. The complete effort of the country made even the citizens a target during the war but that 

did not change citizens resolve. Those overseas gave themselves for their country, some lost their 

sanity, others lost limbs and still others paid the ultimate sacrifice and gave their life. Those at 

home made different sacrifices, they rationed food, donated money to the country, and gave their 

time to help the war effort. 
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Citizens at home became involved with numerous war charities and voluntary 

organizations. The aims of each organization varied slightly but all with the same goal in mind; 

to aid the war effort in whatever way they could. These organizations played an integral role in 

the wartime economy and gave citizens an opportunity to make important contributions to the 

war. 3 These organizations took monetary donations but also took contributions of sewn and 

knitted materials for soldiers. These included socks, ‘housewives’, pillows, scarves and more, all 

of which provided comfort and warmth to soldiers overseas.4 There were also numerous donation 

campaigns, including for the Patriotic Fund, the Red Cross, the Belgian Relief Fund and Victory 

Bonds. All which Canadians donated generously to, often oversubscribing, (i.e., donating more 

to the cause than the government or organization thought they would receive). Canadians 

oversubscription to donation campaigns shows how the war took over all aspects of their lives, 

from ads in newspapers to greetings from friends.5  

It was the women left at home who participated most actively in these campaigns. While 

their husbands, their sons, their brothers, their boyfriends, their fiancées, and their friends were 

heading off to the war; it was the women who were knitting and sewing, who were attending 

patriotic dances and events and it was the women who were stepping up help the war effort. 

Since they were not allowed to fight on the battlefield, they instead fought the war in their 

drawing rooms; knitting, sewing and donating to the cause.6 There were still men who remained 

at home, those who were too old or young, too frail or exempt from war but for the most part 

these charities were for women by other women. 
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