
MAYFIELD AND THE GREAT WAR - NO. 12 - MARCH 2015 !
As Winter slowly ebbed away and ground conditions in general improved, the British Army on the Western 
Front prepared to take the offensive. By early March a well thought through initiative in using the Royal 
Flying Corps had paid dividends.  With the exception of the Ypres salient, the entire British front had been 
mapped and, for the coming offensive, large scale trench maps produced and lithographed at the scale of 12 
inches to the mile. Taking the air initiative further, the RFC deployed many aircraft to help with photography, 
artillery registration and range finding.  !
On the 10th March 4 Divisions of British and Indian troops, approx 40,000 men, launched an attack across a 
2 mile front at Neuve Chapelle. A ‘hurricane bombardment’ lasting 35 minutes preceded the troop advance 
and in this short time more shells were fired than in the whole Boer War. Much concern was later expressed 
at the fact that the bombardment had been cut short by a shortage of shells; nevertheless the Germans were 
shaken and their forward trenches/earthworks overrun by the assault troops and the village of Neuve 
Chapelle captured.   Whilst this was relatively small when compared with future offensives, it was a good 
morale booster for the British Army and those on the home front; although for the growing army of new 
recruits a sign of the times was the casualty list of about 12,000.  Two accounts in local newspapers report 
that Sussex men were involved in the Neuve Chapelle offensive: the Sussex Territorial Engineers were 
involved in wiring in and preparing/repairing German trenches, which had been overrun by the assault 
troops, for an almost certain counterattack by the Germans (see below for an interesting aside to this story). 
The 5th battalion of the Royal Sussex Regiment, having left for France in February, were in reserve at the 
action of Neuve Chapelle, with some of the men having been in the trenches. !
Meanwhile the The Royal Navy retaliated against the submarine offensive introduced by the Germans in 
February with the announcement that a total blockade of shipping into Germany was to be enforced in 
conjunction with the French. The attempt by the Anglo-French navies to blockade the Dardanelles was finally 
called off after three warships from the fleet were sunk and a further three badly damaged. This latter 
setback was softened a little by the news that the German Cruiser “Dresden” had been intercepted in 
Cumberland Bay, off the coast of Chile, and following a short exchange of fire had been scuttled by her crew.  !
On the Eastern Front the Russians and Germans continued heavy fighting, with defeat and victory going to 
both sides in a seemingly never ending round of fierce engagements. The most notable being the surrender 
of a 110,000 strong Austro-Hungarian garrison of Prezemsyl following unsuccessful attempts to relieve it 
from persistent bombardment since early February.  Also of note is the invasion of German Southwest Africa 
by General Louis Botha. !

On the home front the Government issued an urgent 
appeal for the women of Britain to sign up for war 
work;  a Register of Women for War Service was 
introduced and was welcomed by Unions and 
Suffragettes alike. The aim was to get as many 
women as possible doing vital jobs so that men could 
be freed up for the fighting front.  !
The 5th (Cinque Ports) Batallion of the Royal Sussex 
Regiment had reached Hinges by the end of 
February and continued to march towards Neuve 
Chapelle.  Letters home to relatives, reported in the 
Sussex Agricultural Express (SAE) , talked of poor 
weather; Private J. Mitchell summed it up when he 
said “The weather out here is rotten: rain, snow and 
frost.  The roads are awful.  I have never seen mud 
like it in England”.  Private J.R.W. Bourne wrote 
“There are no men in the villages except soldiers, 
and nothing to be bought in the shops except eggs 
and bread.  The beer is, to say the least of it, ‘wishy-
washy’.”  Fortunately, every soldier was supplied with 
a small amount of rum nearly every day to keep them 
warm and fit!  Another letter home relayed the news 
that “There are 45 of us sleeping in a big attic.  The 
people here are very good to us, but all of them seem 
to be so dirty and untidy.”   !
By the 10th March the regiment had reached the 
area of Neuve Chapelle and the regimental records 
state  “10th March 7.15am Marched to LE CORNET 
MALO - stood by all day.  The Brigade in Army 
Reserve during attack on NEUVE CHAPELLE - Took 
up close billets for the night.”  !
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At the end of the month Major C.C. Bryan, of the Sussex Territorial Engineers gave a graphic account , 
reported in the SAE, of his involvement in the battle at Neuve Chapelle.  On the 10th March the British “had 
about 250 guns engaged, and there was a continual roll of thunder for half an hour, and a blaze of fire along 
their trenches- bursting shells……The battle continued the next day…….The whole day we were in the 
village [of Neuve Chapelle] the place was heavily shelled, ‘Jack Johnsons’ (heavy shells, named after a 
famous American boxer) and shrapnel in profusion……There is not a roof left in Neuve Chapelle.”  The 
Sussex Territorial Engineers suffered 25 men wounded from shell fire, fortunately none fatally.  In an 
interesting example of human compassion in the midst of war, Major Bryan wrote that “While down at the 
field ambulance I saw a wounded German.  I spoke to him in German.  He was wounded in the knee, and 
wanted to know if he would lose his leg.  After asking the doctor, I told him no, and he seemed greatly 
relieved.  I took his home address, and promised to write his wife how he was.” !
Leaving Neuve Chapelle on the 12th March the 5th Bn RSR moved back to Hignette, preparatory to doing a 
tour of duty in the trenches.  By mid-month “D” company, the Mayfield and Crowbough men, had taken over 
the headquarters and trenches from the 2nd Battalion in Festubert.  Private W. Pellett, of the 5th Royal 
Sussex Regiment, wrote to his aunt and uncle in Mayfield (Mr and Mrs A. Manser) about this time.  “We were 
told we were going to attack…Just after we started the big guns started bombarding, and kept on for 2 1/2 
hours, and I have never heard such a noise before, it made my head ring….I saw three of our aeroplanes 
shelled this morning …the first one had eleven shells fired at it but not one went anywhere near it.  You could 
see the flames and the black smoke from the shells and a moment or two later hear the bang…Last night the  
guns were banging all night”. !
By the 24th March “D” Company were on the move again and were sent under detachment under Major 
Langham to Richebourg St. Vaast in immediate support of the 2nd Battalion in the trenches there.  At times 
they were under artillery fire, and during the four days they were in those trenches 5 men were killed: one by 
shell, the other four by rifle fire.  Relieved by the Coldstream Guards in the late evening of the 30th, the men 
then marched back to Hignette, arriving at 4.30 am for a day of rest.  Private W. Pettitt, of the 5th RSR, 
writing to his parents in Mayfield wrote of the experience: “ We went into the trenches last night on a fatigue 
party.  We had to fill bags with dirt for the Engineers to build breastworks.  While we were filling them the 
bullets were whizzing over our heads.  It made me bob every time one came. After we had filled them we 
had to carry them out into the open, and the bullets kept whizzing about….it was just like being behind the 
rifle range hearing the bullets!”  !
Locally the newspapers appeared to be striking a less strident note to events. There was still a strong 
identification with the local men who were away and a constant theme of recruitment but some of the more 
excited comment had fallen away. Perhaps it was the fact that the war was not over by Christmas and it now 
seemed clear that to secure victory it was going to require a sustained, exhausting and at times, painful 
effort. This was made clear in a leader in the Kent & Sussex Courier 12 March which referred to the fact that 
the House of Commons had recently sanctioned Votes of Credit for £287 million (over £22 billion in today’s 
money)  to sustain the war effort and the Prime Minister had reminded the country that the war was costing 
£2 million per day (£160 million today). The following week in a clear reference to matters outlined above, 
the K & SC leader referred to the fact that 12 million shells were required each month to match the demand 
of the armed forces.  !
The bad winter weather was having an impact on Sussex agriculture.  Plans made by farmers in the autumn 
for increasing the area under wheat, to meet the war appeal for more crops of staple foods, could not be 
carried out, owing to the almost continuous wet weather experienced during the previous three months.  This 
meant that farmers were behind with their usual field operations, let alone drill substantial new areas for 
wheat cultivation.  Milk farmers were suffering from rising feed prices and men’s wages, whilst milk contracts 
had been made historically at normal prices, so that local milk was being produced at a loss.  The labour 
question was again before the East Sussex County Executive Committee of the National Farmers’ Union.  
Despite giving the Government credit for trying to address the agricultural labour shortage, many farmers 
reported that the labourers sent from the labour Exchange were not satisfactory.  Indeed, one wag referred 
to them as “street corner dummies” who “upset the other labourers, and as soon as they had money they got 
drunk.”  The subject of women labour was discussed with suggestions that female labour might be employed 
in shops instead of young men, but the view was expressed that it was not thought that the women of 
Sussex would alter their habits sufficiently to work in the fields. !
Turning to more local matters, the school at Five Ashes paid tribute to the number of old boys in the fighting 
forces.  The names of 27 old boys from the little village, who were either on land or afloat serving their King 
and country, were inscribed on a Roll of Honour hanging on the school wall.  Their names were: 
L. Baldock*, A. Barton, C.Cornford, Elam Cornford*, S. Dann*, R. Grant*, P. Hall*, W. Hall, C. Hartfield, G. 
Holman, W. Holman, W. Hook, H. Humphrey, D. Hunsinett, W. Ness, C. Peckam, D. Rich, H. Sloman*, A. 
Ticehurst, F. Wren, P. Dann, H. Knapp, A. Knapp, H. Miles, G. Weston, A. Humphrey*, and O. Jarvis. !
During the month of March Mayfield village was “quite lively” with a visit from 1,100 officers and men and 
wagons of the 13th Manchesters.  They were en route for Seaford and billeted for one or two nights in the 
village.   !



Charitable effort and contributions to many war support organisations continued and a good example was 
that of Rudyard Kipling who donated the manuscript of his poem ‘For all we have and are” for sale in aid of 
the Red Cross Society. !
Sadly, there was a death of a local service man during the month.  Frederick Charles Akehurst, Boy 2nd 
Class Royal Navy, Service No J/35504 died on the 8th March 1915 from bronchial pneumonia, aged 17 
years.   !
Frederick was born in Mayfield on 27th August 1897, to parents Jabez and Sarah Akehurst, one of six 
children.  He was baptised in St Dunstan’s later that year on the 28th November 1897.  Jabez was an 
agricultural labourer, who had lived locally for many years.  Sadly, Frederick’s mother, Sarah, died in 1901.  !
Frederick had only enlisted into the Royal Navy five weeks previously on the 3rd February, joining HMS 
Powerful (an armoured cruiser) and then Vivid, both training ships at Devonport.  His service record shows 
he was 5’ 5” in height, with a chest measurement of 37”, with brown hair, hazel eyes and a fresh complexion.   !
He had contracted a cold, which turned into pneumonia, and he died during the evening of the 8th March 
1915 at the Royal Naval Hospital in Plymouth.  His coffin, draped in the Union Jack, was brought from 
Plymouth to Mayfield by train on Wednesday 10th March 1915.   The coffin was met at the station by a 
cortege of mourners and sympathisers, from where they walked up to the Parish Church of St Dunstans, 
where Frederick’s body was interred.  !
* Denotes one of the Mayfield/Five Ashes fallen. !!
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