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 Elsie Widdowson was born on the 

21st October 1906.  

 

 Elsie Widdowson also then died in14th June 2000. 

 

 Elsie Widdowson CH CBE FRS, was a British dietitian and nutritionist. She 

and Dr Robert McCance, a pediatrician, physiologist, biochemist, and 

nutritionist, were responsible for overseeing the government-mandated 

addition of vitamins to food and wartime rationing in Britain during World War 

II. 

 

 

 Starting from studies that, for the first time, separated the effects on humans of 

deficiencies of salt and water - studies which proved important in the Second 

World War campaign in North Africa - Widdowson and McCance delved into 

every aspect of nutrition. The scope of the work was far larger than their 

famous food composition tables which, for the first time, showed the nutritional 

content of foods before and after  

Cooking. 

 

 These became the world standard and were fortunately completed in time to 

guide government thinking about rationing before and during the war. Tens of 

thousands of meticulous analyses, carried out with little technical support and 

at a time when laboratory methods required bulk samples, were needed for 

their completion. Widdowson realised in the late 1930s that so much work had 

already been done that truly comprehensive tables were within reach. Given a 

final push, the remaining gaps might be plugged in a year or so. 

 

 She convinced McCance of the need and they saw the first edition of The 

Composition of Foods into publication in 1940. They then began pioneering 



research into the chemical composition of the human body; on the variation of 

individual food intakes and on the relative nutritional merits of high and low 

extraction flour in bread making, and on the nutritional requirements of 

calcium. Widdowson, who had become concerned about dietary deprivation 

during the inter-war years, also began to put increasing amounts of time into 

studies of the relationship between diet and infant growth. 

 

 

 


