
Electricity and the World Wars



This image is 

from 1915 and 

shows a group of 

men with anti-

aircraft 

searchlight.

World War I is frequently referred to as "the first modern

war . For the first time, troops had electricity to provide

artificial light ïso battle could take place at night ïand

power for communications equipment (like the radio).



This image 

shows a Royal 

Engineer using 

a radio at the 

British Army 

wireless station 

by the Somme 

in 1917.

Alongside radio, other important uses of electricity were

for searchlights to spot enemy ships and planes at night

time; and military equipment. Battleships, for example,

could have many electric features (signaling lamps instead

of flares, electric-powered fire alarms and whistles); and

guns and other weapons reloaded faster and more easily.



This is from 1945 and 

shows some captured 

German radar equipment. 

Radar uses radio waves to 

detect objects that are 

further away, so it was used 

in the war to pre-empt 

attacks from 

the enemy.

By the time World War II started in 1939 - 25 years

after World War I began ïthe use of electricity had

become more widespread and enabled the

development of more sophisticated weaponry and

military technologies, like jet planes, radar, flight

control systems and encrypting machines.



This is a two-way radio 

system used in World War II. 

Radio communications 

developed significantly during 

World War II and even 

amateur radio enthusiasts in 

Britain were called upon to 

listen into enemy 

conversations.



Before the First World War, electricity was mainly used for

lighting.

By the time the Second World War II started, new electric

appliances (like irons) were driving a new use for

electricity. The electric iron and electric radio were the two

most popular.

This was taken in 

1925 and shows 

electric street 

lighting on 

London’s 

fashionable 

Bedford Square.



This was thanks to the National Grid which came into
being in 1926. It meant electricity could be made
availablecheaplyand easily to homesfor the first time.
By the time World War II began, two-thirds of homes
were connectedto the grid.

This was taken 

in 1935 and 

shows a woman 

using one of the 

new electric 

irons available.



These images are all related to the blackout in World War II.

What do you think some of the consequences of not having lights on 

were?

•There was an increase in the number of car crashes and collisions –so the 

speed limit on roads was halved during the blackout and white paint marked 

out pavements and tube exits. You could also carry something white to mark 

you out to cars

•More people were injured due to falls (off trains, bridges etc.)

•Crime increased slightly as the cover of darkness enabled

thieves to get away more easily.



Now that electric lighting was in most homes, towns and cities, it 
meant the enemy could identify targets for bombing more 
closely.

As a result, the Government imposed blackout regulations for 
night time. This meant the following:

• Doors and windows in homes had to be covered with heavy 
curtains, cardboard or paint to prevent light escaping

• Street lights were switched off or dimmed

• Train stations were lit by covered candles

• Traffic lights and car headlights were fitted with covers so that 
they directed light onto the ground instead of straight ahead

• {ƘƻǇǎ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭ ǘǿƻ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ ŘƻƻǊǎ ǎƻ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩt be 
seen from outside

• Anyone with gaps in their curtains or revealing light 

could face a fine or court appearance



As lighting was the first use for electricity around the home,

most demand for electricity came at night. But in the years

following World War II, electric appliances took off as

electricity companies encouraged the use of electricity in

the daytime too.

The image on the left 

shows an early washing 

machine!

The image on the right 

shows the Enigma 

machine, for decoding 

German communications. 

Believe it or not –early 

decoding and encryption 

machines paved the way 

for today’s computers.



What do you think some of the first electric 
appliances were?
• Electric iron (wealthy households may have had one from the 1930s)

• Electric radio (wealthy households may have had one from the 1930s)

• Washing machine

• Electric oven

• Vacuum cleaner

• Electric heater

• Immersion heater

(for heating water)

• Television

• Electric fire

• Kettle

• Hairdryer



Investment from government in technologies for
overthrowing the enemy in World War II led to a number
of remarkableinventionsthat we rely on today suchas:

•Radar

• Microwave ovens

• Rockets

• Computers

We take many of these things – and our use of 
electricity - for granted today. Can you imagine 
what it would be like to have an evening without 
electricity? 

Why not give it a go!



What will you learn this month?


