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MAYFIELD, FIVE ASHES AND THE GREAT WAR - No. 4 - July 1914 - The Eve of War !
In the thirty years before the outbreak of The Great War allegiances between the major European powers 
began to change.  By 1882 Germany, Austria and Italy had formed a “Triple Alliance”, which worried both 
France and Russia, who in 1892 formed the Franco-Russian Alliance.  During this time Britain was seen by 
many to have been in “splendid isolation”, concentrating on building up an Empire and protecting trade 
routes instead.  However, German sympathies with the Boers during the second Boer War and fears for 
colonies in the Far East, led Britain to seek foreign alliances.  In 1907 the “Triple Entente” was formed 
between Britain, Russia and France leaving Europe clearly split into two groups: the Triple Alliance vs the 
Triple Entente.  Consequently, if a quarrel started between two of the countries, it was likely to spread quickly 
to their various allies.  To complete the picture of European alliances it is important to note that 75 years 
previously Britain had, with France and Russia, made a promise of protection to Belgium in the event of 
attack by any other country. !
Germany had been preparing for a war for some time, indeed its war plan had been finalised as early as 
1905 by General Schlieffen.  Germany did not want to fight a war on two fronts with its main enemies, 
France and Russia, simultaneously.  The aim of the Plan was to first invade France through Belgium and 
Holland with a large army, quickly capture Paris, all within a six week period and force surrender terms on 
France.  Once Germany had beaten France it would send its troops to the Russian front, as the assumption 
was that it would take Russia at least three months to assemble their army. !
The after-shock of the assassination of Archduke Ferdinand, heir to the Austria-Hungary Empire, led to 
Austro-Hungarian troops being sent to the Serbian frontier in response to which Serbia ordered the 
mobilisation of its own troops.  Russian protectionism came into play and sent its own troops to be stationed 
on the Russo-Austrian frontier.  After the submission of an Ultimatum to Serbia by Austria-Hungary, the 
tension finally broke, with Austria-Hungary declaring war on Serbia on the 28th July 1914.  On the following 
day, Austrians bombarded the Serbian capital Belgrade whilst German patrols crossed the French border.  
Great Britain warned Germany that it could not remain neutral. !
And so the countdown to war began.  With five days to go, on Thursday 30th July 1914, Kaiser Wilhelm 
heard that the Russian army was mobilising and sent an ultimatum to Tsar Nicholas, ordering him to stop. !
The rapid acceleration of international events was equalled by a growing, but late, national awareness and 
concern for the possible consequences of these events.  At the beginning of July the national newspapers 
did not seem to be unduly alarmed at the consequences of the June assassination.  A Times reporter from 
Berlin, talking about the arrangements for the funeral of the Archduke, commented that reading the German 
newspapers, “One might indeed easily suppose that we were on the verge of war.  Needless to say the 
violent language does not mean anything of the kind and it is only interesting as an indication of the spirit in 
which the most influential German circles are awaiting developments.” !
However, by the end of the month, summing up the national sense of foreboding, The Times reported on a 
meeting in the House of Commons of 30th July:  “The Prime Minister (Mr Herbert Asquith) speaking most 
impressively to a House hushed in strained silence said that ‘the issues of peace and war’ were ‘hanging in 
the balance, and with them the risk of a catastrophe of which it is impossible to measure either the 
dimensions or the effects’.  In face of this national emergency his appeal to ‘the patriotism of all parties to 
postpone acute controversy in regard to domestic differences’ met with unanimous approval”.  !
Yet reporting of the looming crisis varied considerably from paper to paper, particularly so in the disparity 
between national and local papers.  The Sussex man in the street would need to have read the national 
newspapers to get any taste of the slow-growing national concern.  If the local weekly newspapers were 
relied upon, they barely mentioned any such crisis throughout July.  If rumours circulated, no substantiation 
has yet been found.   !
Indeed, buried in the depths of the Sussex Agricultural Express of Thursday 2nd July, in a small paragraph at 
the bottom of page 10, was written, “The Archduke Francis Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne 
and his morganatic wife, the Duchess Hohenberg, were shot dead by a Servian student at Sarajevo, the 
capital of Bosnia.”  In the next column on the same page, entitled “Earl Brassey’s Adventure”, the veteran 
Sussex peer wrote   “I was talking to Sir Edward Goschen yesterday, and I think I should tell you he told me 
that the relations between England and Germany at the present time are perfect.  This is excellent, and as it 
should be.  I know of no reason why they should be otherwise.” !
The Times’ main headline of the 31st July was “On the brink of war”; the sub-headlines were “Threatened 
German mobilization, Russian call to the colours; Belgrade captured; the Duty of Great Britain”.  It was not 
until the 31st July edition that the Kent & Sussex Courier at last alerted it’s readers in its editorial to an 
alarming situation, which we present below in full:  



  

“The dark shadow of War hangs heavily over us. Its oppressive adumbration reaches even to peaceful 
Tunbridge Wells where the holiday season has been temporarily disturbed by the cancelling of leave to local 
naval and military men, and the sudden recall yesterday to its Regiment of the military band which was 
performing here, and the cancelling of the engagement of another military band for next week. Trifling as 
such an incident may be in itself, it startles us out of our insular complacency and brings home to us what 
might otherwise be but a distant echo of the dimly-realised Armageddon for which Europe is silently and 
swiftly arming. Another disagreeable reminder is the impending rise in food prices which a Nation choosing 
to live on foreign, rather than home grown supplies must inevitably suffer; while yet another serious topic 
which we find uppermost with all City men travelling from Tunbridge Wells to Town is the possibility of Stock 
Exchange disasters hastened by a policy of oppressive taxation in time of peace, which leaves no margin of 
financial buoyancy in periods of stress. That the European conflagration may yet be averted is the fervent 
prayer uppermost in all hearts. !
We have preferred to confine ourselves to the narrow purview of local considerations in the terrible crisis 
which may devastate a continent and we would refer our readers to the advantage they have of studying the 
excellent speeches made locally this week on the political situation by both Capt Courthouse and Capt A 
Spenser-Clay. Beyond this it is hardly within our province to travel, but we may re-echo the hope expressed 
by the Prime Minister in the House of Commons  last evening and endorsed by Mr Bonar Law that the Nation 
may be united in a period of unexampled peril. This is no time for recrimination , however deeply one may 
feel that the present Government is gravely culpable. The one ray of light - to our Country at any rate - in the 
encompassing gloom is the hope that all parties in England , by the irresistible pressure of events, may be 
forced into an agreement upon the eternal Irish problem, which shall not inflict a deep injustice on Ulster.” !
Without present day benefit of instant news updates this must have come as a profound shock to the local 
population. Local reaction to this news will feature in the next article.   !
Locally, the beginning of the month saw reports of the thirty-second annual athletic sports of the St. Francis 
Xavier’s College in Mayfield (now Mayfield Grange).   There was a large turn out of both parents and locals, 
with the Heathfield Brass Band engaged for musical entertainment for the occasion.  A variety of races took 
place, including the more expected races such as mile, half mile and quarter mile race;  hurdle race; but less 
obvious ones too including egg and plate race, potato race, jingling match, dribbling match and water can 
race.  Any ideas what these were? !
Brighton Railway Company ran two popular day trips to Dieppe in July, with the “fine twin-screw steamer, 
Arundel” calling at Brighton Palace Pier at 9.10 am allowing for a three and a half hour visit in Dieppe all for 
the sum of 8s 10d. !
Cricket was a highlight of the sporting calendar in July.  On 11 July Mayfield played Eastbourne; Mayfield 
declared at 308 for one wicket and Humphrey* took 5 wickets for 44.  Waldron v Five Ashes was played at 
Waldron on 18th July.  Waldron put up a creditable score of 105 whilst the visitors were all dismissed for 79.  
Playing in this match were Arthur Hicks*, who was stumped for 1 and Leslie Dawson*, bowled for a duck.  
The Annual Cricket Week opened in Mayfield on Monday 27th July against Mr. W.H. Bacon’s XI with 
Humphrey* taking 7 for 19 “performing the hat trick”.  No cricket was played on Tuesday, as the ground was 
given over to playing tennis as usual, but other teams played that week included Aldersbrook, Mr. F.H. 
Greeson’s XI and finally against Eastbourne to close the week.  Chief individual scores during the week were 
CJ Coker* 103 not out and 84; Humphrey* 19 wickets for 166; CJ Coker* 13 for 158. !
16th July saw Mayfield Football Club meet at its headquarters (Royal Oak Hotel) where Mr CJ Coker* 
presented Mr Burt (president) with an enlarged photo of the team and a Crowborough and District League 
medal. !
The Sussex Agricultural Show took place at Eastbourne on July 15th/16th, which about 15,000 people 
attended in total.  Many garden fetes and local flower shows were held at the end of the month, including the 
3rd Annual Flower Show held by the Five Ashes Horticultural Society.  Fine weather prevailed and with over 
400 entries the judges had a hard task, as despite the dry summer the entries had been well husbanded.  
The surprise of the show was however, the lettuce.  Those were very large, and well grown!  Fruit growers 
appreciated the class for queen wasps, for 2,157 were brought in with the winner, W.Paige, bringing in a total 
of 636.  The pleasure fair was on the ground and “capital music was supplied by the Blackboys Brass Band.”  !
Many Sussex Territorials went on exercise at the end of the month as part of the Home Counties Division, 
preparatory to taking part in a great march to Salisbury Plain due to start on July 30th.  The troops bivouaced 
on the march, for which purpose one waterproof sheet and two blankets were provided for each officer and 
man.  The eight different companies of the local 5th (Cinque Ports) Battalion, Royal Sussex Regiment, 
proceeded by train from various stations on Sunday July 26th, including Mayfield at 10.51am, to Liphook, 
Hampshire from where they marched to Borden, to encamp for the night, before onward marching to 
Salisbury.  



  

There were two nominations for the vacant seat on the Uckfield Rural District Council, with the candidates 
being Mr. E.W. Christer, of Yew Tree Farm, Mayfield and Mr. J.G. Moon, of Woodlands, Mayfield.  The 
County Council adopted an estimate of £180 for building a retaining wall to support the bank at Argos-hill 
(sic.)  The Roads and Bridges Committee reported an estimate for the footpath in front of the church 
entrance and part of the frontage of Mr. J.E. Ashby’s property at Mayfield. !
The Annual Hospital parade of the local friendly societies took place in Mayfield at the end of the month, with 
crowds of people about for the afternoon procession.  The parade was headed by the Tunbridge Wells 
Salvation Army Band and also included the Boy Scouts, the banner of the Cross-In-Hand A.O.F., and the 
Mark Cross Drum and Fife band.  Amongst the collectors during the afternoon procession was Alfred 
Ashdown*, who collected £1 4s 1/4d. !
Peace for Great Britain and much of Europe was about to be interrupted.   !
*Denotes one of the Fallen. !
This series is written by Carole Stilwell and Brian Oldfield.  If any reader has any information, however 
seemingly trivial, to add to the research being undertaken please contact Carole Stilwell on 01435 873407 
(e-mail carolestilwell@hotmail.com) who is Events Coordinator for Mayfield, Five Ashes and Hadlow Down 
Branch of the Royal British Legion. !!!!!!


