
CHRISTMAS GIFTS FOR THE TROOPS 

(This short article was created for the BS35 Magazine using research notes relating to the 
website www.thornburyroots.co.uk.  See website for more information) 

In November 1914, the national press invited donations for a “Sailors & Soldiers Christmas 
Fund”.  This fund was created at the initiative of Princess Mary, the 17 year old daughter of 
King George V and Queen Mary.  The idea was to provide “every Sailor afloat and every 
Soldier at the front” with a Christmas gift. 

The response was overwhelming and donations of over £162, 591 were received.  In view of 
this success, eligibility for the gift was widened to include “every person wearing the King’s 
uniform on Christmas Day 1914”.   Over two and half million tins were sent out. 

 

A beautiful embossed brass box such as the one shown here was made to hold the 
presents. The contents varied considerably; officers and men on active service afloat or at 
the front received a box containing a pipe, lighter, 1 oz of tobacco and twenty cigarettes.  
Non-smokers and boys received a bullet pencil and a packet of sweets instead.  Indian 
troops often got sweets and tins of spices, while nurses got chocolate.  Many of these items 
were despatched separately from the tins themselves, as once the standard issue of tobacco 
and cigarettes was placed in the tin there was little room for much else apart from the 
greeting card.   

Not all of these presents were sent before Christmas.  Some were not sent until January 
1915 and so contained a Happy New Year card instead.  Priority was given to the Navy, 
troops at the Front, men on furlough, the wounded in hospitals, members of the French 
Mission with the Expeditionary Forces, nurses at the Front and the widows or parents of 
those who had been killed.   

The idea of sending Christmas presents to the troops inspired ordinary people all over 
Britain.  The custom was continued throughout the war, organised by groups of people in 
each town or area.  Local newspapers for 1916 and 1917 show that the people of Thornbury 
were “doing their bit”.  In December 1916 it was reported that “nearly £50 was raised in 



Thornbury for the purpose of sending each soldier and sailor from the town a Christmas 
parcel and over 200 were sent off.  Each parcel contained one tin of gingerbread, 50 
cigarettes, one khaki handkerchief, and one tablet of soap, provided out of the money 
subscribed and in addition one pair of socks made and given by the Ladies’ Knitting Party”.  
Some familiar Thornbury names were mentioned in the list of ladies involved in the preparing 
and packing of the parcels - Mrs Burchell, Mrs G B Symes, Mrs Thurston Mrs G Tucker and 
Mrs Warren.  In 1917 the number of parcels had risen to over 250.  Socks produced by the 
working party were displayed in the High Street in the shop window of Mr J. H Williams. 

Thornbury Roots now has a Thornbury at War Section.  Lists of the recipients of the 
Christmas gifts from the newspapers of 1916 and 1917 can be seen in the Sources 
section of the Thornbury Roots website http://www.thornburyroots.co.uk/sources3.htm. 
Sadly many of these men failed to come home to Thornbury after the war.  The 
names of those who died in World War I can be found in the porch of St Mary’s 
Church and on Thornbury Roots (http://stmarys.thornburyroots.co.uk/porch.htm).   


