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May 1915 was a month of heavy fighting along the Western Front as the British, French and Germans all 
mounted attacks to gain a foothold beyond their own trench lines.  These attacks included well known 
engagements such as the Second Battle of Ypres in Flanders, together with Aubers Ridge, Festubert and the 
Second Battle of Artois in France.  

More than 11,000 British casualties were sustained on 9 May 1915, the vast majority within yards of their 
own front-line trench. Mile for mile, Division for Division, this was one of the highest rates of loss during the 
entire war.  By month end the trench line remained largely unaltered and casualties of all armies were 
substantial.  British losses alone amounted to 75,000 casualties.  

In Gallipoli the sought after element of surprise had gone, so the front line here began to take the same form 
as that along the Western Front ie stalemate. 

On 15 May 1915 an article appeared in The Times, written by military correspondent Colonel Repington and 
based on information given to him by an exasperated Commander-in-Chief, Sir John French. The latter also 
sent copies of all correspondence between him and the Government on the question of the supply of 
ammunition to David Lloyd George, Arthur Balfour and Bonar Law, MP's. The scandal that broke as the 
public read that Tommies were losing their lives unnecessarily as a result of the shortages proved to be the 
downfall of the Liberal Government under Asquith. The formation of a Coalition Government and the 
appointment of Lloyd George as first Minister of Munitions was an important step towards ultimate victory. 

Italy had secretly signed the Treaty of London in April 1915, which required it to declare war on the Central 
Powers within a month; on May 23rd Italy declared war on Austria-Hungary.  This decision committed the 
Italians to a conflict in which half a million of their soldiers died.  

April 1915 had seen the beginnings of the Armenian massacre; when the Allies were beginning their landings 
at Gallipoli, 250 prominent Armenians were arrested in Constantinople.  Several hundred others were 
arrested during May 1915, and then May 29th 1915 saw the Tehcir (“deportation”) law come into force, which 
enabled the Turkish authorities to lawfully undertake mass deportations of Armenians from Anatolia to Syria 
and Iraq.  The deportations were carried out in a brutal manner that resulted in the estimated deaths of 
between 600,000 and 1.3 million Armenians - debate still continues as to whether this constituted genocide. 

Two events this month brought the war closer to home 
for British civilians.  The Germans, having shocked the 
world by using poisonous gas along the Western Front 
in April, added to their list of war crimes by sinking the 
British Cunard Passenger Liner Lusitania on May 7th.  
The German embassy in Washington, D.C. had 
published a warning to passengers intending to cross 
the Atlantic on the Lusitania informing them that any 
boats entering the war zone around the British Isles 
were liable to be destroyed.  On May 1st the Lusitania 
nevertheless left New York for Liverpool with over 2,000 
passengers on board.   The liner was torpedoed by a 
German U-boat off the coast of Ireland without warning 
and sank within 20 minutes.  Approximately 1200 lives 
were lost, including 120+ US citizens, resulting in a 
storm of protest within America, a US-German 
diplomatic crisis and riots in cities in Britain, particularly 
Liverpool, where many of the crew had lived.  The 
editorial in the Sussex Agricultural Express said “It is no 
longer a quarrel between nations for supremacy - if it 
was ever that - but a struggle between civilisation and 
savagery, a combat between man and beast.” 

Picture 1 - Front page of the Daily Mirror, May 8th 1915 

German airships had been attacking Britain from the beginning of 1915 (Great Yarmouth - see January 
article), but on May 31st London was attacked for the first time, killing 7 and injuring 35.  Despite the 
relatively low casualty rate, the impact on the Nations’ sense of safety was palpable - British people felt both 
fear and outrage at being attacked in their own homes.   



The local men in the 5th (Cinque Ports) Bn of the Royal Sussex Regiment played a significant part in the 9th 
May offensive in France.  On Saturday May 8th, resting some distance behind the firing line, the men 
received intimation of an advance planned for the following day (Aubers Ridge) - this was to be the 
Battalion’s first time in action.  Early the next morning, after British artillery had cannonaded the enemy, at 
5.40am they were ordered to charge the German trenches.  The plan was to clear all hostile trenches, 
secure prisoners and gain ground.  In reality, they got three quarters of the way over no man’s ground when 
the enemy opened machine gun fire.  One officer and 30 men were killed from the Battalion in the 
preliminary advance. The remaining men had no option but to lay there on the ground, many for several 
hours, unable even to raise their heads whilst bullets and shells exploded all around them.  At 7am orders 
were given to retire for temporary relief, but the retreat back to Allied trenches was just as dangerous, and 
most men who did return, returned wounded.  Orders were for the men to be ready to resume the attack in 
the afternoon.  A few men managed to get into the enemy’s trenches this time, but very few got back and the 
attack failed as in the morning.  By 6pm the Battalion was ordered to march to safe billets.  Lieut.-Col. 
Langham stated that the Battalion lost 11 officers and over 200 men (either killed, wounded or missing).  By 
the end of the month he wrote in the Battalion diaries that reinforcements were badly needed as their total 
strength was only now 566. It is possible to read shock and disappointment in his writing at such a large-
scale loss of life. Letters home from men who had participated in the May attacks said “It was a terrible 
charge”, another said it was “Hell on earth” and yet anther described it as “Hell let loose”.   

Picture 2 - Sussex Agricultural Express, May 21st 1915 

Back in Britain the military authorities had a need for many supplies, including a requirement for hay - about 
one-fourteenth of the country’s average yield.  Locally, drought conditions continued making the agricultural 
situation precarious for many farmers. Fortunately, mid-month rains averted immediate disaster and 
diminished the risk of permanent damage.  Despite the turnaround in the weather conditions it was 
recognised that a national shortage of agricultural labour existed as a result of the war.  In the eight months 
since the outbreak of war 19,000 vacancies had been notified to Labour Exchanges of which only 10,000 
had been filled, even though agricultural wages had risen between 10 and 15%.  The Board of Agriculture 
was still considering various ways in which to meet the labour shortage,  including the use of partially 
disabled soldiers, German prisoners, Belgian refugees, elderly Boy Scouts (who could sleep in tents and 
avoid any additional housing need) and even the employment of women! 



The Mayfield Bowls Club at their annual meeting decided to carry on for the coming season but without 
making a match list.   Mayfield Football Club held their annual meeting at the Royal Oak and reviewed a 
season of only two friendly games played. Nevertheless, the balance sheet showed a healthy credit of 
£10-17s-4d. 

Local newspapers increasingly featured detailed accounts of front line action from soldiers/sailors, 
recovering at home from wounds and also extracts from letters sent home to relatives describing conditions 
and events on the front. Here were first hand accounts in the words of the fighting men. Mayfield was no 
exception to this thirst for news, and reports from local men must have been seized upon with great interest. 

The K&SC of the 7 May 1915 contained extracts from April letters sent home by two brothers, Harry and 
Albert H Wells, to their parents Harry and Betsy Wells living at Colkins Mill.  Among the comments of Albert,   
5th Royal Sussex, was that all the Mayfield boys were in good heart, one had even put on some weight and 
that they had avoided any serious casualties despite being amongst bursting shells. He added that he had 
been struck by flying turf from shell bursts. In dietary matters what seemed to be missed more than anything 
was cake and cigarettes. He concluded by saying that his brother Harry, serving with a Transport Unit, is 
convalescing in hospital after suffering from a crushed hand.  
   
James Taylor, a Mounted Orderly, writing to his mother at Mayfield remarked ‘It is not a bit exciting trying to 
drag horses out of shell fire. It is in fact very painful as the horses get frightened and tumble about trying to 
get away. My horse was in a little shed when the Germans commenced shelling and I had the time of my life 
trying to get him through a door hardly big enough for a man. I got left behind and as the shells were falling 
thickly ,I had to leave him to his fate, but as it happened , he has escaped the shells.’ 

Further letters from Jack Groombridge and William Pettitt were published.  A Corporal F Dann of Turks Farm 
Mayfield was briefly mentioned as being wounded.  Men enlisting during the course of the month included 
Leslie Jarvis*; Basil Paine* and Albert Sivyer 

The death of one man is recorded on the War Memorial.  Private 
William Thomas Griffiths, Service No TF/3190, C Company 1/5 
Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment, died on the 9th May 1915, aged 22.  
No army service records have been discovered for William Griffiths but it 
is believed that he participated in the attacks on Aubers Ridge, France 
(see above). His body was never found and he is commemorated at Le 
Touret Memorial, France  as one of the missing. Perhaps because he 
was listed as missing, information of his death or background in the local 
newspapers is non existent. It is known that William was raised in 
Hastings and in the 1911 census is recorded as living there with his 
mother, two brothers and a sister. His occupation is given as Pupil 
Teacher with the Borough Council and it is presumed that shortly after 
this date he moved to the Mayfield area, possibly in a teaching capacity. 
He played cricket and football for Mayfield and in respect of the latter he 
must have been a useful player as he was recommended to, and signed 
up by, Tunbridge Wells Rangers.  In the intervening years prior to the 
war he received some favourable comments in the K & SC for his 
playing abilities. His name is also recorded on a War Memorial at 
Hastings.  Many years later, in 1923, he was remembered in the 
Hastings and St Leonards Observer with a small memorial placed by his 
mother ending with the words “To memory ever dear.” 
  
Image 3 - Private W T Griffiths 

* Denotes one of the Mayfield Fallen. 
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