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Within weeks of the outbreak of war, large numbers of Leicester men left to fight but their jobs were soon 
filled as contracts for boots, clothing, equipment, shells and other munitions were awarded. It was essential 
that Britain out-produced as well as out-fought the enemy. By early 1915, at least 30 local firms were 
contracted to the government and many began to pool their resources to work together to increase 
production. War bonuses and overtime were paid to employees, and women were taken on in factories 
owing to the shortage of men. This led to some trade disputes as workers compared their earnings and 
conditions. 
 
The Record Office holds a variety of sources of information for researching Leicester’s industry in World 
War I. The examples shown below are taken from published accounts, minute books, order books, 
advertisements, price lists, photographs and building plans. Other available sources include newspapers, 
periodicals, trade directories (1914 and 1916) and records of trade unions. 
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The Leicester and District Armaments Group of Engineering Employers: An Experiment in 
Engineering Co-operation 1915-1918 
 
This is a detailed published record of the successful work of the group following its winding up at the 
end of the war. As a result of the shell shortage, the War Office wanted to transfer skilled engineering 
labour to armaments firms all over the country. The Leicester employers, however, persuaded the office 
that they could make shells themselves rather than lose employees. The group was established in March 
1915. 
 
The booklet includes a list of officers and the committee with photographs, plus a very useful list of 80 
members in Leicester, Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Rugby. There are sections on contracts, 
output, materials, finance, female labour and organisation. Part of the premises of the Leicester 
Tramways Department in Belgrave Gate was taken over for the finishing process of shell manufacture; 
eight photographs of the depot are also included. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date: November 1919  Reference: DE3034/424 p. 15 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date: November 1919  Reference: DE3034/424 p. 17 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date: November 1919  Reference: DE3034/424 p. 18 

 



 

Date: November 1919  Reference: DE3034/424 p. 38 
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Minutes of the Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Rugby Munitions Committee 
 
In 1915, the government set up local munitions committees across the country to co-ordinate 
the vital production efforts. The Leicester committee, based at the Labour Exchange on Albion 
Street, presents an interesting overlap with the Armaments Group which had already been 
established; many of the employers’ representatives served on both committees. 
 
There are two minute books covering the period July 1915 - June 1919. The example pages 
shown here cover discussion of the issues of wages and the use of unskilled and female labour. 
 



  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 30 August 1915   Reference: 36’19/1 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  30 August 1915   Reference: 36’19/1 
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British United Shoe Machinery Company Ltd. Directors’ Minute Book, 1899-1923 
 
This company on Belgrave Road was, for most of the 20th century, the world’s largest 
manufacturer of footwear machinery. At the start of the war, there was an urgent need for 
heavier and tougher footwear for army use, which led to the development of new machinery. 
Production also turned to new materials specifically for the war effort, such as shells, naval 
gun mountings, aero engine parts and fuses. In May 1915, around 1000 employees went on 
an unofficial strike which arose from issues with Belgian refugee workers and fears of 
‘dilution of labour’. 
 
These minutes refer to the strike, the Armaments Group and payments to wives and 
dependents of employees who had enlisted, as well as payments of war bonuses. It is 
interesting that higher costs resulting from the war led to a 20% increase in selling prices. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date: 22 June 1915   Reference: DE7546/14 

 



 British United Shoe Machinery Company Ltd. photograph album 
 
The album contains 23 photographs illustrating war-time production. 
These two examples show a high-angle ‘pom pom’ gun fire mounting and 
sight and 36” searchlights assembly. 
 

Date: c.1916   Reference: DE3736/1725/1 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date: c.1916   Reference: DE3736/1725/8 
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Gimson & Co., ‘List Book’ 
 
Gimsons were engineers, boiler makers, iron 
founders and boot machinery manufacturers 
located on Vulcan Road. This volume contains 
instructions for orders, plans and specifications, 
including many relating to munitions contracts.  
 
The example page shows a drawing of parts for a 
shell closing plant for the Leicester Armaments 
Group. 
 
 

Date: 1915-1916   Ref: DE3034/68/1 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Photograph of shell manufacture, Standard Engineering Co. Ltd., Evington Valley Road 
 
Standard Engineering made boot machinery but was another company which turned its efforts to munitions 
manufacture. There is an accompanying letter on the following page from a group of Leicester bank clerks 
who gave their time in the factory on Sundays as munitions workers. 
 

Date: c.1916   Reference: DE1620/78/13/1 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Date: c.1916   Reference: DE1620/78/15 



   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Goodwin Barsby & Co., stone-
breaking machinery manufacturers, 
work record book 
 
This company’s factory on Watling Street, 
Leicester, supplied a variety of equipment 
for the War Office and even for the 
Russian Government – although the 
record book shows that an order for the 
latter was not fulfilled in November 1917, 
owing to the Russian Revolution.  
 
The example page here relates to a War 
Office order for a transport carriage for 
use in Salonika, Greece. 
 

     December 1916   Reference: DE3731 Vol. 2101-2400 
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Wolsey Underwear Company war-time 
advertising 
 
In a 1919 Daily Mail article, Wolsey boasted that it 
had made nearly 14 million garments for the army 
during the war. 75% of production had been for 
the government which ordered underwear, 
knitwear and socks, including stump socks and 
mitts for wounded soldiers. The company’s 
archive contains numerous patriotic (and often 
anti-German) advertisements which capitalised on 
Wolsey’s supply of clothing to the military. 
 

Date: 1914   Reference: DE3375/37 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Date: 1917   Reference: DE3375/38 Date: 1917   Reference: DE3375/31 
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Revised Price List, T. Roberts & Sons, 
boot and shoe manufacturers, The 
Newarke 
 
As a result of demands by the government 
and the rising price of materials from the 
start of the war, the company was forced to 
make ‘a radical increase in cost’ to its 
Portland Ladies’ Shoes. 
 

Date: November 1914   Reference: DE4174/44 
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Building Plan for a temporary engine shed, A. T. Spencer & Co., makers of munitions,  
Upper Brown Street 
 
The series of building plans approved by Leicester Corporation contains a number of interesting examples 
of alterations required for war-time production. This cardboard box machinery manufacturer was now 
making munitions and submitted a plan for an engine shed. It was approved as a temporary building for 
the duration of the war and, attached to the plan, there is a letter from the City Surveyor requesting the 
removal of the shed in 1922. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   January 1917   Reference: Leicester Plan 20598 
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Photograph of Armistice Day celebration 
 
This example shows the decorated workshop of T. Grieve & Co., 
hosiery machinists and needle makers, Queen Street. 
 

Date: 1918   Reference: DE4887/1 
 



FIND OUT MORE  

Additional Resources: 
 

We hope you have found this Resource Pack both informative and enjoyable. Electronic versions of all of the 
packs in this series are available to download here: www.sdsa.net/WW1-spsf 
 
If you would like to find out about researching your community, please visit the Record Office for Leicestershire, 
Leicester and Rutland. 
 
For information on our resources, please visit our website at the link below and view our online catalogue and 
information pages.  
 

LINKS 
 
www.leics.gov.uk/recordoffice 
http://www.sdsa.net/ 
www.hlf.org.uk 
 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a/ 
Access to Archives includes some lists of business records which have yet to be added to the Record 
Office online catalogue. 
 
 

http://www.sdsa.net/WW1-spsf
http://www.leics.gov.uk/recordoffice
http://www.sdsa.net/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/a2a/


http://www.le.ac.uk/emoha/ 
The East Midlands Oral History Archive catalogue contains details of recordings which can be heard at 
the Record Office – including interviews with munitions and factory workers. 
 
 
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/looking-for-subject/firstworldwar.htm 
The National Archives holds many World War I sources, including records of the Ministries of 
Munitions and Labour. 
 

 
Further Reading 
 
F. P. Armitage - Leicester 1914-1918: the War-time Story of a Midland Town (1933) 
 
Ben Beazley - Four Years Remembered: Leicester During The Great War (1999)  
 

http://www.le.ac.uk/emoha/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/records/looking-for-subject/firstworldwar.htm

