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The temperature in June was not the only measure on the increase as the summer of 1914 approached. On 
the international front tensions and rivalries between the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the Balkans were 
rising to a tipping point.  These culminated in the assassination of the Austrian heir to the throne Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand, and his wife Sophie, in Sarajevo, Bosnia on the 28th June by Gavrilo Princip, a member of 
the “Black Hand” not-so-secret society. This act was the trigger which led to the greatest war in human 
history just six weeks later.  !
The Republic of Serbia had long desired to expand its territory in the Balkans to unite all Slav people into 
one country.  Austro-Hungary wanted to crush rebellious Slavs and had annexed Bosnia-Herzegovena in 
1908. Russia wanted to support fellow Slavs in Serbia, but more crucially to gain access to warm water ports 
in the Mediterranean.  As a counter-balance Germany wanted to support its ally, Austria-Hungary, and 
prevent Russia from expanding its influence.  !
Newspaper announcements of a planned visit by Archduke Franz Ferdinand on the 28th June to Bosnia 
provided an opportunity for Serb extremists, the Black Hand, to plot an assassination. This plot was known of 
and tacitly supported by senior members of both the Serbian and Russian governments. The aim was to 
provoke an Austrian war on Serbia, which Russia would subsequently enter on the side of Serbia because of 
their mutual desire to protect the Slav people. Whilst the assassination was successful the overall plan failed, 
as it took little or no account of the treaties/alliances between major European countries.  These alliances 
had been built up over many years to protect countries/empires and provide stability to the balance of power 
in Europe.  This topic will be expanded on in the next July article as one of the contributory factors to the 
outbreak of war. !
Another important factor in the lead up to war was the planning for it, both at sea and on land by many 
European nations.  Since 1900 Britain and Germany had been engaged in a naval race.  Germany wanted to 
become a great world power, but to do so would have to be able to challenge Britain’s navy, which was the 
largest in the world at the time.  British naval chiefs needed to protect British colonies and trade routes, so 
decided to make the Royal Navy equal in size to the two strongest navies in the rest of Europe combined, 
known as the “two-power standard”.  By 1914 Germany had 17 Dreadnought-class battleships whilst Britain 
had 29.   !
Despite the heavy rise in ship-building in previous years there was discontent amongst British workers.  On 
the 4th June railway and mine workers joined builders on a major strike; two million workers were 
consequently on strike.   With memories of the past 2013 wet winter still fresh in our minds, it is interesting to 
note that on the 4th June 1914 London suffered its worst thunderstorm in memory, causing several deaths as 
four inches of rain fell in three hours.  Also interesting to note was that on the 1st June the General Post 
Office took over the Portsmouth telephone system, leaving Hull as the only UK city to control its own 
network.  Should we do the same for Mayfield and Five Ashes?  The suffragettes were still an active force, 
burning one church and disrupting many other church services in the capital.   !
Whilst the national government was engaged in tackling these important issues, the local East Sussex 
authorities were focused on more mundane matters.  The East Sussex local authority structure was a top 
down hierarchy, from East Sussex County Council to Uckfield Rural District Council (URDC) and finally to 
Mayfield Parish Council. The May minutes of the URDC make no reference to any major political or military 
planning and the focus of attention was on sewerage and drainage, which seemed to be a major local 
preoccupation. Minutes from the meeting also report on the task of the classification of local roads. !
The Mayfield Parish Council met in the schoolroom of the Boys’ School in Mayfield.  The Chairman was 
Edward Grey (disappointingly not Sir Edward Grey who was Foreign Secretary at the time) a 79 year old 
retired Barrister, ex India Civil Service, who resided at Woodleigh, Rotherfield.  Throughout most of 1914 the 
meetings were chaired by Edwin Coppard, a 66 year-old miller and farmer of High Street, Mayfield.  Like 
URDC, no mention was made in the June minutes of any activity/plans for the looming conflict. Items 
discussed included repairs to Colkins Mill Bridge and the purchase of lands for the sewage outfall works at 
Meers Farm, Mayfield.  The surveyor to the District Council strongly advised that these 9 1/2 acres should be 
purchased immediately at the offered price of £1,740.       !
The Annual Spring Cattle fair was held in Court Meadow where high prices were generally realised for their 
usual auction sale of stock beasts, sheep, cows etc. !
In June 1914 the Kent and Sussex Courier wrote about the Tonbridge Territorial Week, a celebration with the 
dual aim of being a “bold bid for recruits” as well as providing an “interesting programme of events”, and it is 
worth taking a moment to set this week in context.  Back in 1905 Germany had completed its plan for a war 
on land, often referred to as the Shleiffen Plan.  In 1906 the British War Minister, Richard Haldane, agreed to 
help the French if they were ever involved in a war with Germany.  To this end Haldane formed an 



Expeditionary Force of 144,000 soldiers, who would quickly travel to France should war be declared, with 
backup from by a Territorial Army of volunteers.  However, the Courier noted “talk of shortage of recruits for 
the TA and whispers of failure of the voluntary system [which] have filled the air for many a day past” and 
there must have been high hopes that many local under-strength territorial units would have had their 
numbers bolstered as a result of these activities.  The Territorial Week included a route march, a display of 
the British Army cinematograph film, a Voluntary Aid display, a military tattoo, a smoking concert and a drum-
head service. !
Perhaps more significantly for local residents, a new summer train service was heralded by the opening of 
the Ashurst Loop which introduced improved facilities on the Brighton Line to Crowborough, Heathfield, 
Mayfield and Uckfield. !
The Mays football team celebrated their Div 2 championship at a smoking concert and distributed the 
winners medals.  Mayfield Cricket Club celebrated a decisive victory against Heathfield Park scoring 324 
runs vs 74!  A.T. Humphrey, one of the Mayfield fallen, scored 125 runs, including 25 fours, and later took 
four wickets.  !


