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Our prestigious Piccadilly store has stood the test of time, surviving
two world wars, having supplied the armed forces with rare home
comforts on countless occasions.
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During World War II, households in Britain were able to register
their ration books with Fortnum & Mason in Piccadilly.
At that time, rumours abounded of Fortnum & Mason’s ability to
provide customers with luxurious imported black market produce;
unsubstantiated rumours that have quietly persisted over time.

rumours of

Fortnum & Mason cannot confirm or deny these rumours, but as
part of our new Limited Edition Hamper range we have explored
the possibilities of the rumours being true; what if we were able to
covertly issue black market goods to ration book holders?
What additional delights could be concealed within our rationed
goods? How could we have evaded detection?

behaviour
So, explore your
decadent new
hamper; you never
know what you
might find.

Just remember, whatever you come across...

it’s our little secret

In October 1939 food imports to Britain had dropped from 55
million tons of food per annum to just 12 million, largely due to the
German interception and sinking of British merchant vessels.
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To manage this dramatic shortfall of food the British government
introduced the rationing of bacon, butter and sugar in January 1940,
allowing fair quantities of such precious commodities to be provided
to each household. Shortly after, other food and drink such as
biscuits, breakfast cereals, canned foods, cheese, eggs, fish, jam, and
meat and tea were also rationed.

during wwii

During rationing, the
Ministry of Food provided
everyone in Britain
with a ration book and
coupons, and these had
to be registered with local
shops. Shops distributed
food according to how
many coupons each
person had available, and
as food shortages became
more commonplace, so
too did lengthy queues to
shops when stocks arrived.
Some products such as
tinned foods and dried
fruit were distributed using a points system, with each item’s points
value varying according to supply and demand; children, pregnant
women and the disabled were prioritised with the provision of eggs
and milk in a bid to keep the population as healthy as possible.

Many drinks, fresh fruit and vegetables were not rationed, but in
reality all food and drink was in extremely short supply; especially
any imported goods.
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With rations being so
limited, lesser-quality,
undesirable and relatively
untapped sources were
used as substitutes; for
instance, whalemeat
became commonplace in
the British household, as
did powdered eggs and
dried milk.

an average weekly ration for an adult in 1940:
8 oz sugar
2 oz tea
2 oz butter
2 oz margarine
2 oz cooking fat
1 egg (or 1 packet of powdered egg)
4 oz bacon or ham
3 pints of milk
Each adult was also allocated a monthly budget of 16 coupon points
for any other rationed foods; in truth, almost always tinned foods.

Luxuries such as sweets
became extremely rare,
and even the British
staple of tea became
highly sought after at the
end of the war.
National campaigns such as ‘Grow Your Own Food’ led to increases
in supplies of some vegetables, which combined with rationing
created a more balanced British diet and an increase in the health of
the nation.
However, rationing’s impact on morale can never be overstated;
combined with the emotional and physical impact of the war,
desperate times led to desperate measures: something which the
black market thrived on.

Some of the public was not content to comply with rationing during
WWII, and so the black market for all luxury items, not just food
and drink, flourished. Goods not seen on British shores for years
were suddenly available; for an exorbitant premium. If you had the
money and were willing to break the law, you could buy absolutely
anything – providing you knew the right people.
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Black market traders surreptitiously distributed the goods that the
public desired; alcohol and exotic imported foods being extremely
in demand. Sometimes shopkeepers would trade in under-thecounter black market goods for privileged customers, even
withholding goods destined for rationing to sell on at a premium.
The British public’s opinion was divided – the size of the black
market illustrated how wholeheartedly a large section of the
population were embracing it, but many saw it as immoral and
disloyal to the brave soldiers fighting on the front line.

anything the heart desired

Products for sale on the black market were often procured through
dubious means, which in turn raised their value. Ships full of men
risking their lives sailed the seas to smuggle produce in to Britain
without detection, and shipments of goods intended for rationing
were intercepted; great efforts were made and considerable risks
taken to supply the partaking public with what they coveted.
At the same time, the Ministry of Food were working hard to
identify those involved in the black market; both traders and the
waiting consumers. At its peak there were over 900 investigators
striving to put an end to the black market by imposing fines and
sentencing offenders to imprisonment. The increased risk in black
market trading led to even higher prices, and ever-more inventive
methods for concealing their dealings...
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1

Beluga caviar & lobster coral

2

Sun-dried tomatoes lined with
mozzarella and marinated in
basil-suffused avocado oil

3

Mint julep

4

High tea; a quartet of exotic
cake flavours
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Turn the bottle to
reveal a refreshing,
timeless cocktail;
the Mint Julep
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Peel off the
jam jar label to
reveal glorious
sun-dried
tomatoes,
stuffed with
mozzarella and
marinated in
avocado oil.
No jam
in sight...
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A gentle
pull of the sardine
tin key opens covert end
compartments, presenting
you with Beluga Caviar
and Lobster Coral.
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Rest the tea tin on a flat surface
and gently push the top lip down
until it clicks; lift it up to reveal a
more decadent take on tea - a
quartet of exotic cakes.

19

20

For ordering or enquiries, please contact Fortnum & Mason at:

fortnum & mason, 181 piccadilly, london w1a 1er
phone: 0845 300 1707
www.fortnumandmason.com

