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Along the Western Front, German and French armies remained locked in battle at Verdun.  In response to 
requests from the French both Britain and Russia plan to launch major offensives to divert men and 
equipment away from Verdun. On the north Italian border the Austro-Hungarians launch a major offensive 
along a 20 mile front, forcing the Italian army to retreat and abandon ground. The mountainous terrain slows 
down the advance and eventually a Russian offensive on the Eastern Front relieves pressure by drawing 
away some of the Austro-Hungarian troops. Meanwhile in Arabia, Hussein the Grand Sherif of Mecca leads 
an uprising against the Turks which forces the latter to withdraw some of their troops from Egypt where they 
face the British.  

In parallel to the military efforts in the Middle East the British and French, backed by Russia sign the secret 
Sykes-Picot Agreement. Named after the British/French senior negotiators this Agreement set out the 
division of the Turkish Empire between the  Allies if and when the war in the Middle East was successfully 
concluded. Consequences of that Agreement and subsequent administration echo down to the present day.  

Whilst the news of the land battles and high casualties dominate the news a relatively quiet, more cat and 
mouse, confrontation was being played out across the oceans and seas. Although here the major fighting 
‘grounds’ were to be the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. During the war to date there had been naval 
encounters/actions across the world between the British Royal Navy and the Imperial German Navy 
(Kaiserliche Marine) but no great fleet action.  Over the late 19C and early 20C the IGN under the influence 
of Admiral Von Tirpitz embarked on a naval expansion race with the RN and had expanded rapidly in size 
and quality, to a point where it was considered to be second in maritime power to the RN. Amongst it 
strengths was quality of modern ship design, equipment and skilful firepower. A showdown between these 
two powerful navies was inevitable but the time and place was to be carefully considered, planned and 
counter-planned before any decisive move was taken.   

By mid 1916 Germany was desperate to break the naval blockade imposed by the RN which was causing 
unrest in the homeland and squeezing supplies at the front. Early in May Germany suspended all 
unrestricted submarine warfare to appease America; concurrently, the IGN adopted an aggressive outlook 
with the aim of destroying RN forces piecemeal in an attempt to even the odds in terms of capital ships 
available to both navies.  To this end a major sortie into the North Sea was planned to lure a sizeable RN 
presence into a position whereby an overwhelming presence of the IGN High Seas Fleet would inflict a major 
defeat on a smaller but significant RN force 

Whatever the criticisms raised regarding the quality of RN ships, ordnance and training, Admiralty 
intelligence services were on top of their game.  Having broken the German naval code (with the help of 
captured documents) earlier in 1914, on the 30th May they intercepted radio signals which alerted them to 
the fact that the High Seas Fleet was readying to put to sea.  As the High Seas Fleet  assembled off 
Wilhelmshaven the Grand Fleet had largely left its bases at Scapa Flow, Cromarty and Rosyth before 
midnight intent on confronting the High Seas Fleet and confident of victory. 

On Wednesday 31st May, and continuing over 1st June, the British and German Fleets clashed in the largest 
naval battle of the war known as Jutland (the Germans use Skaggerat) - the waters in the North Sea off 
Denmark’s Jutland peninsula.  The British Grand Fleet was commanded by Admiral Sir John Jellicoe and the 
German High Seas Fleet by Vice Admiral Reinhard Scheer. The aim of the High Seas Fleet being to destroy 
a significant part of the Grand Fleet, break the Royal Navy blockade of German ports and relieve pressure 
on their merchant fleet. The aim of the Grand Fleet to destroy the High Seas Fleet as a potential threat to the 
Allies military and mercantile activities. 

Opportunities were taken and missed on both sides which resulted in neither fleet obtaining a clear victory. 
The Germans claimed and celebrated victory and the figures of losses sustained explains why. Fourteen 
Royal Navy ships were sunk against eleven from the German fleet; loss of life for the Royal Navy was in 
excess of 6,000 whilst for the Germans it was in excess of 2,000. Nevertheless the German High Seas Fleet 
was badly mauled and was never again, during WW1, put to sea to challenge the dominance of the RN.  

The Grand Fleet swiftly repaired the damage sustained, refitted its ships and within a few weeks was fully 
prepared and ready for further action with 24 battleships ready to sail - the High Seas Fleet had only 10. In 
general terms the result was a tactical victory for the Germans and a strategic victory for the British. Had the 
Grand Fleet been defeated the consequences for the course of the war are still debated today. At the time 
former First Lord of The Admiralty Winston Churchill remarked that Jellicoe 'was the only man on either side 
who could have lost the war in an afternoon’. 
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There are many excellent books/articles available to read in detail as to how the battle swayed to and fro 
across those two days in 1916. In commemoration of this highly important battle expect numerous 
newspaper articles/features and television depictions of the action; hopefully with some modern day graphics 
to help understand the rather complicated manoeuvring undertaken by both fleets. 

As May drew to a close the general public were unaware of this crucial and vitally important battle in the 
North Sea. Reaction from local newspapers and the general public in the aftermath of the battle will be 
discussed in the June article and any local involvement reported. 

Throughout May 1916 the men of the 5th battalion Royal Sussex Regiment seemed to spend their time 
undertaking “very useful” training with the Royal Engineers, specifically addressing the skills of “knotting, 
holing, pontooning, raft and trestle bridges etc.”  New drafts of men arrived during the man, so that by the 
end of the month the battalion strength was 32 officers and 908 soldiers. 

On the domestic front the Government emboldened by it’s success in weathering the political opposition 
raised by the introduction of conscription for single men, further demonstrated the will and determination of 
the Nation to prosecute all means to secure victory. Conscription was extended to include all men i.e. singe 
and married between the ages of 18-41 and to re-examine the grounds on which men had previously been 
rejected for service.  

That the Government had caught the general mood of the nation is reflected in some of the local newspaper 
reports concerning Conscientious Objectors.  One article was at pains to question the matter of COs who 
offered to do civil work of importance in lieu of military service. The writer was keen to establish whether 



such work would be undertaken at the same rate of pay of a private soldier in the trenches. Another article 
reported the Uckfield Rural Council responding to a request from the Rural Councils Association, who in turn 
were acting on behalf of a government committee.  Asking if the Council could find work for COs and to 
advise on how many vacancies there were, they received short shrift as the terms of the reply was ‘No work. 
No vacancies.’  

In mid May the leaders of the Irish Easter Rising  i.e. those who signed the proclamation of an Irish Republic  
were executed.  

In late May  British Summer time hours were introduced for the first time.  

Throughout May the war was a quiet month as far as local newspapers were concerned, with low key 
comments on all news from the combat areas. For Mayfield and Five Ashes this was, in one respect, good 
news as there were no casualties, either deaths or wounded, recorded or reported. 

The Uckfield Tribunal reviewing individual requests/applications for exemption/postponement of conscription 
heard from Dr C Clapham of Mayfield in respect of his gardener, a Mr J Akehurst, who was said to have 7 
children to support and was granted a temporary postponement. 

Two matters may have ruffled some feathers. First in Kent, Surrey and Sussex new licensing laws were 
being proposed curtailing daily opening hours to 12.00-2.30 and 6.30 -9.00. Secondly, a new Entertainments 
Tax was introduced. Chargeable at all Theatres. Music Halls, Cinemas, Exhibitions, Shows, Races, Football 
and other matches and in all cases on payments for admission of persons or spectators or members of the 
audience.   

For those readers who are current members of the Mayfield Bowls Club, 24th May 1916 saw the first annual 
meeting of the Mayfield Bowls Club in order to elect officers for the ensuing season and “decide as to 
general arrangements of the Club”.  Happy 100th anniversary to all at the Mayfield Bowls Club! 

It was announced locally that the annual Mayfield sports and flower show would be cancelled, although it 
was decided to hold a competition for the greatest number of queen wasps killed that year in the parish of 
Mayfield - the number pf wasps was apparently very high 100 years ago, so it was hoped that competition 
would be high. 
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