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Saturday 1st August 1914 was the first day of the August Bank Holiday weekend, a dramatic 
weekend which saw the unfolding events of the previous week set in motion days of 
international drama, tension and decision making. On the 1st August The French Armed 
Forces mobilised; the same day Germany declared war on Russia. Italy announced neutrality 
and significantly, Belgium likewise. On the 3rd August the British Government warned 
Germany that it would stand by the 1839 Treaty guaranteeing Belgian neutrality (co-
guarantors  Germany!! and France) and issued an ultimatum calling on Germany to respect 
that neutrality. Germany declared war on France;  British land forces were mobilised, the 
Royal Navy having mobilised on the 2nd August. On the 4th August Germany invaded 
Belgium and cheering crowds surged through London to gather, in Downing Street and 
outside Buckingham Palace , singing the National Anthem. 
 
On the 4th August 2014 Britain’s ultimatum to Germany expired unanswered at 23.00 hrs. 
Britain and Germany were at war. 
 
The initial national response to war was to mobilise the army and the reservists.  Five (rapidly 
reinforced with a further two) regular divisions formed the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) 
who were sent to France during August.  The first major engagement between the BEF and 
the German Army was at the Battle of Mons. On the 23rd August the BEF, having given the 
Germans a “bloody nose”, found themselves exposed on both flanks. The BEF withdrew from 
their original positions to Le Cateau and resisted a strong attack by the Germans. The British 
casualties by the end of August were already around 12,000 men. Meanwhile, the French had 
suffered a quarter of a million casualties by the same date. 
 
Early in August Sir Arthur Conan Doyle made a rousing speech at Crowborough, stating that 
he had written to the War Office suggesting the formation of a local National Reserve. He 
expressed a personal opinion  that ‘The war would not be a long one. It was difficult to see 
how it could be prolonged more than 4 to 6 months’.  Many people shared his view.  At the 
same time Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War realised quickly that the British Army 
was spread across the world and was inadequate for a prolonged war.  In early August the 
slogan 'Your King and Country Need You' was published, calling for the first 100,000 men to 
enlist for Kitchener's New Army. The call was answered within two weeks. 
 
For people living in Britain the declaration of war had an immediate impact.  Railways were 
used for the transportation of military personnel and material supplies, so passenger services 
became disrupted.  Every kind of cheap ticket issued by the local Sussex/Kent railway service 
was cancelled.  Coal prices advanced due to the shortage of supply, as railways had been 
otherwise used for the mobilisation of military and naval forces.  Petrol was at a premium and 
practically unobtainable.  Banks were closed beyond the Bank Holiday period and did not 
open until the following Friday.  Food prices initially soared and Mr. A.E. Hobbs, president of 
the Tunbridge Wells Tradesmen’s Association said “It had been evident this week that a spirit 
of fear almost approaching a panic had appeared, owing to the dread of a shortage of food 
supplies.”  Wealthier members of the community were urged to refrain from buying stores of 
food as part of their very real duty to their poorer fellow citizens.  Postal Orders were now 
legal tender, and hoax stories/spy alerts of all kinds were in circulation (rumours must have 
been particularly worrying at a time when word of mouth was a significant means of passing 
around information).  The Sussex Agricultural Express (SAE) commented that “A nation at 
war is sustained not only by the might of its armies and its fleets, but by the steadiness, 
contentment and courage of its people who remain at home.”  It urged citizens not to hoard 
money, which would aggravate the financial and commercial situation, or hoard food, which 
would increase the suffering of the poor. 
 
Featured prominently in the SAE on the 6th August was a large recruitment appeal, citing the 
slogan “Your King and Country Need You.”  An adjacent leading article endorsed this appeal 
by printing a military marching song, the chorus of which is as follows: 
           “We’re the men from Sussex, 
 Sussex by the sea, 
 We plough and sow and reap and mow, 
 And useful men are we. 
 And when you go to Sussex, 



 Whoever you may be, 
 You may tell them all that we stand or fall 
 For Sussex by the sea.” 
 (Chorus - Military Marching Song by A. Ward Higgs) 
 
Recruitment campaigns had a strong impact, as the Kent and Sussex Courier of the 28th 
August reported the following men serving from Mayfield and Five Ashes: “Territorials - H.J. 
Brock, T.H. Tremaine, A. Lawes, J. Gadd, H. Parris, A. Fuller, J. Palmer, A. Buckwell, H. 
Chapman, G. Hopper, Baldock*, Cooke, H. Wells and J. Watson*.  Army Reservists - J. 
Taylor*, P.C. Harmer, S. Godfrey, Barber, J. Richardson.  Naval Reserve - F. Flynn.  Enlisted 
- F. Rogers, T. Whitebread, J. Diplock, C. Fenner, F. Skinner* and others.” 
 
Three Regiments that enlisted the most local men will be featured regularly in this series: The 
Royal Sussex Regiment;  The Queens Own (Royal West Kent Regiment) and the East Surrey 
Regiment. The 1st battalions of both of the latter two Regiments landed in France 15 August 
1914.   
 
The RSR had two regular battalions. The 1st Battalion was in India and remained there for 
the duration of the war. The 2nd Battalion received it’s orders to mobilise at 18.00hrs on 4th 
August at Woking, where it was stationed. Despite many logistical problems, including 
discovering that over 120 pairs of boots were too narrow to be worn, over the next few days 
men were assembled and equipped; guns, ammuntion and equipment of all types 
obtained/requistioned; and horses purchased/requisitioned to meet battalion needs as part of 
the BEF. Indeed on 7th August 55 horses were entrained locally, having been obtained for 
the Expeditionary Force by purchasing officers.  The horses were patriotically parted with by 
their owners at low prices - these included Mr. Lang Huggins of Hadlow Down and Dr. 
Hedges of Mayfield. The Battalion embarked at Southampton on the 12th August, leaving for 
Le Havre on the SS Olympia and SS Agapenor; this latter ship colliding with a Collier vessel 
in Southampton Water. Unfazed the Battalion arrived in France on the 13 August. By 
train/marching they arrived at the front line at Bonnet-Feignes on the 24 August and took their 
first casualty; a Sergt wounded by friendly fire ( French).     
 
The most local company of the Royal Sussex Regiment was the Crowborough, Mayfield, 
Groombridge and District Company (“G” Company) of the 5th (Cinque Ports) Battalion, which 
was under the command of Lt. Hornblower.  “G” Company departed at noon on Wednesday 
5th August for Dover Castle with the rest of the Battalion, and this series will follow their 
progress throughout the war.  Elsewhere it was reported Territorials leaving for Orders at 
various mustering locations with accompanying emotional civic farewells and enthusiastic 
crowds. 
 
In Felixstowe hundreds of people turned out of hotels and boarding houses to provide ample 
hospital accommodation and lodgement for officers.  One commentator said “Felixstowe is to 
all intents and purposes under martial law, for everything is in the hands of H.M. Sevices.  
The inhabitants have been warned that they must not be out between 8pm and 4am under 
peril of being shot.” 
 
Sir Lindsay-Hogg placed the Old Rectory, Rotherfield, at the disposal of the War Office as a 
hospital/convalescent home. He stipulated that local men should have first call.  In Mayfield 
the Convent School buildings were made available for hospital beds. The Flower and Sports 
events were cancelled, although the Cricket Club decided to continue with the fixtures for the 
present; the Football Club continued arranging fixtures as usual. A service of Intercession 
was held where the Vicar preached using the text ‘Be ye Steadfast’.  A meeting at the 
Mayfield Parish Hall was held to appoint an Emergency/Relief War Committee which would 
take measures for the relief of distress and to act for the interests of the Parish in any 
emergency that may arise during the war. Sir Maunde Thompson (Oak Lodge, Mayfield), 
retired Director and Principal Librarian of the British Museum, took the Chair and was 
supported by many notables including Vice Chairman Sir Somerset French (Alwyns), late 
Agent-General for Cape Colony in London. The meeting  concluded with the National 
Anthem. So enthusiastic was the assembled crowd that they finished up with a rousing verse 
of Rule Brittania.  Later in the month Uckfield Rural District Council conceded that such a 
committee would not be subject to Council appointees. Meanwhile Mayfield Parish Council 



agreed to purchase land at Meers Farm for the Mayfield Sewage Outfall land.  
 
Later in the month in Tunbridge Wells a daily display of War Telegrams direct from the 
Central News Agency drew considerable interest.  Kitcheners recruitment campaign 
prompted stern comment from the Kent & Sussex Courier Editorial of the ‘Need for prompt 
response to Lord Kitcheners Appeal, in which we regret to say the young men of the town 
(TW) are rather backward’.  
 
Later in the month in Mayfield the Rifle Club recruited 50 new members bringing the 
membership up to 100. The Cricket Club decided that all remaining fixtures for the season 
would be cancelled, although this decision was tempered for the Groundsman as he was 
found a better position by the Committee. Local plans were formulated for protection of 
telephone/telegraph wires. A patrol area was established between Rotherfield and Heathfield 
Parishes from Argos Hill to Scotsford Bridge.  
 
By the end of the month the first German National had been brought before the Tunbridge 
Wells Court under the Aliens Restriction Act, which prohibited travel of more than 5 miles 
from the registered place of residence.  Also, appearing before the Tunbridge Wells Borough 
Bench were several nonconformist ‘Passive Resisters’ who were summoned for non payment 
of rates. 
 
By the 31 August 1914 there had been no reports of any enemy inflicted casualties on men 
from Mayfield or Five Ashes. 
 
* Denotes one of the Mayfield and Five Ashes 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.	  


