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The Battle of the Somme,or to be accurate, the series of partial actions in Picardy, which opened on July 1st, 
constituted the offensive campaign of the Franco-British armies in 1916. Into it was thrown the entire British 
effort of the year on the Western Front, and such part of the French effort that was available after the 
exhausting strain of the long defensive ‘battle’ of Verdun. It proved to be both the glory and the graveyard of 
‘Kitchener’s Army”, those citizen volunteers who, instantly answering the call in 1914, had formed the first 
national army of Britain.  

The British held a continuous eighty-mile front from Ypres almost to the Somme. As the French were 
(gradually) drained of their strength  at Verdun, so did their share of the Somme battle evaporate. Ultimately 
their front of attack shrank from 25 miles to 8, and their force from 40 Divisions to 16, of which only 5 
attacked on July 1st. From now onwards, the British were to take up the main burden of the Western Front 
campaign (in 1916) and because of this fact alone, July 1st is a landmark in the history of the war. 
(Liddell Hart. History of the First World War)) 

Photo 1, Daily Mirror, 3rd July 1916 p.1 - “One of our new heavy guns and crew who have assisted in 
preparing for the attack” 

The Battle of the Somme is synonymous with the British memory of the First World War.  The infamous first 
day remains the bloodiest day in the British Army’s history, involving roughly sixty thousand casualties, and 
19,240 who were killed. 

On the Eastern Front the Russians claimed to have captured many thousands of German and Austro-
Hungarian prisoners during the course of the Brusilov Offensive (see previous articles) and in late July 
inflicted a major defeat on the Turkish Army in Armenia.  

On the political front the most important news was that following the death of Lord Kitchener, David Lloyd 
George had been appointed Secretary of War.  

At a national level there was a lack of information reported back from the Somme about the extent of the 
losses in the first few days of fighting.  The Daily Mirror reported on the 3rd July from a French official: 
“All day fighting in our favour”.  The headlines on the 4th July said “Allies’ victorious advance continued: 
more prisoners taken, villages captured, and war stress seized”.  Even by 8th July, the Daily Mirror headline 
said “A page of smiles from the Somme: our cheery tommies arrive home, wounded but happy”, whilst the 
leaders on the inside pages were saying  “Great British successes in fresh offensives.”  It wasn’t until the 
12th July that the headlines turned to “Saving the wounded: a nameless British hero who carried in twenty 



men while under fire,”  although the inside pages were still reporting news such as, “Splendid victory won by 
our gallant troops in ten days’ continuous fighting.” 

Local newspapers in July 1916 referred to the Somme battles as the “Big Push’  but carried little detail of the 
offensive. The K&SC 7 July 1916 printed, as follows, a cautious and careful editorial leader which perhaps 
suggests some understanding of the desperate fighting without full knowledge of the casualties involved: 
 “In the news that has come to us thus far from the Front in France we have good and sound reason 
  to rejoice, and on the sobriety with which it has been generally received, the nation has, moreover,  
 full right to congratulate itself. Our glorious armies are laying the foundation, as we hope, of a victory  
 which shall in the end be decisive and conclusive. But we recognise that this is but the beginning  
 and that the end may be far off. 

 We have reason to believe that the lessons of Neuve Chapelle and Loos have been well understood 
  and applied. But we have also reason to understand that the cost of such a task as that in which our  
 new armies are now engaged, even when it is designedly sparing of life, must still be heavy, and we 
 know that progress must be slow in order to be sure. It would be foreign altogether to the spirit of the 
  British people to indulge in premature rejoicing. Their present thought and sympathies are rather with  
 the gallant men who, after weary months of waiting, are now proving their prowess. For ultimate 
  victory we hope and pray, and none the less earnestly because we have come to understand that 
  the road is long and arduous.”  

A number of claims were made via correspondence, and other reports, from villages in Kent, of the noise of 
gunfire from the Western Front. Increasingly, over the following weeks, photographs and accounts of men 
killed and wounded alike filled the columns inches.  

The 5th (Cinque Ports) Battalion of the Royal Sussex Regiment were involved all month with the Battle of the 
Somme.  Initially involved in the Battle of Albert, on the 1st July the entire Battalion and transport 
manoeuvred to be reserve corps to the 31st Division planned to go “over the top” as part of the second 
wave.  This was cancelled at the last minute, presumably as the Generals realised what a slaughter the first 
wave that morning had proved to be.  In the evening of the 2nd July the 5th Bn positioned themselves to join 
in the attack on German trenches between Beaumont and the River Ancre with the 29th Division.  This too 
was countermanded at the last moment, fortunately just when the leading companies were in the front line 
trench.  By the 3rd July they had retreated with the 48th Division, but on the 4th of July 600 men were 
ordered to commence constructing a new front line, which in some places was just 125 yards from the 
enemy’s front line.  Between then and the 15th July the Battalion were cleaning up and trench-boarding 
communication trenches as well as building the new trench, which was done under particularly heavy fire, 
which was causing casualties nightly.  Lt. Col.Langham noted “Great coolness and gallantry shown by 
Officers and N.C.Os. under very trying circumstances.”  On the eve of the 15th the Battalion moved to offer 
relief to the 32nd Division in Bouzincourt, where they were taking over and deepening communication 
trenches. They also manned Rivington Tunnel, where one end was just 7 yards from the enemy’s front 
trench and was held with a Lewis Gun.  From the 20th July onwards the Battalion was stationed at Avaluy, 
and spent their time building new communication trenches around the village of Ovillers, recently won back 
from the Germans on the 16th July.  

The Uckfield Military Tribunal was busy examining claims for exemption; claims from Mayfield/Five Ashes 
included the following: 
J W Newby a stud groom of ‘Parkwood’ was found to be in a certified occupation and granted conditional 
exemption. 
F Humphries, Asst Superintendent Mayfield, of the Prudential Assuranec Co granted temporary exemption 
until 15 August 1916. 
Messrs Lester & Son of West St Mayfield applied on behalf of E West and stated that prior to the war they 
had seven bakers, but currently had five. Three months extension of exemption was granted without leave to 
appeal again. 
W Dadswell, a thatcher, stated that many farmers had requested him to apply for exemption. The previous 
year he had thatched 72 stacks and had as many in hand for 1916. He was granted exemption until 31 
December.   
G. T Pierson, a gardener of Silvermere, Mayfield applied on domestic grounds. His wife was due to undergo 
an operation. Two months extension of exemption was granted. 
C Napper , ironmonger and coal merchant, applied for the exemption of S E Richardson of Mayfield. Mr 
Napper said he had only one other man and himself to run the business. His son had been eighteen months 
at the front, his daughter had replaced his son’s driving duties, his wife was managing the shop. Richardson 
was the father of 6 children and another on the way. Three months exemption with leave to appeal again was 
allowed and Mr Napper instructed to try and replace Richardson during that period. 
Mr D Elves applied for exemption for his gardener T Lade of Spring Cottage, Fletching St, Mayfield. Mr Elves 
said his staff had been substantially reduced. It  was pointed out to Mr Elves that his staff was 



proportionately much larger than many farmers. The applicant said his chief difficulty was with regard to his 
horses. Exemption (final) was granted until end of July 1916.  
W Blackman, a smallholder of Frogs Hole Farm, Five Ashes who said he also did other occasional work was 
granted until the end of September 1916 with leave to appeal again. 

Reported in the K&SC 21 July 1916 was a an account of a Mayfield family Mr & Mrs William Marsh who had 
four sons serving their country, and another son Arthur bordering on military age. 

Another brighter item of news was that George Hopper, son of Mr & Mrs Jas Hopper of Rushers Cross, had 
been promoted from the ranks to Sergeant in C Coy 5th Battalion RSR. 

Among the reported wounded from France was Private H Finch, RSR. Before the war Pte Finch had been 
employed as a gardener by Capt Hardy at Argos Hill and prior to that was employed in Mayfield.    

Mr/Mrs Rebbeck of South St, Mayfield received a telegram informing them 
that their son Alfred Rebbeck 3rd Battalion, RSR had been seriously 
wounded. Mrs Rebbeck subsequently proceeded to Chatham Hospital where 
she saw her son who was 19 years of age and was seriously wounded in 
both legs on the 30th June while in the trenches. He joined the 2nd Battalion 
in November(1915?)  and went to the front shortly after Easter.   

Photo 2, Kent & Sussex Courier, 21st July 1916, p. 3 

Home on sick leave was Sergeant A Laves, RSR, son of Mr & Mrs Laves of Pennybridge Farm.  

In the first two years of WW1 (to end of July 2016) there had been recorded 25 local deaths.  In the final two 
years the dead and wounded would  increase dramatically and it is expected that we will record around 65 
further deaths and unknown number of wounded.  If the villages of mayfield and Five ashes thought that the 
Great War had already taken a toll, then their experience in the next two years was about to be dramatically 
worsened. 

There are two names recorded on the local War memorials for July 1916 and one name of a Five Ashes man 
not included. 

Private Joseph Watson. Service No G/2272. 8th Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment. Killed in action on 1st 
July 1916, aged 32, he is commemorated on the Thiepval memorial. 
 

Photo 3, Kent & Sussex Courier, 28th July 1916, p.3 

Joseph was born in the Dartford area in 1884 to parents William and Eliza 
and was one of 5 surviving children of 10. In 1891 the family were resident 
in Colkings (sic) Mill, Ivy Bank,Mayfield although by 1901 had moved to 
Little Bainden, Mayfield where William was a Hoop Maker and Joseph an 
Agricultural Labourer. By 1911 the parents had moved to Fletching St 
Mayfield with their son James, a Blacksmith; whilst Joseph had married 
Kate (Strudwick: born  in Rudgwick) and was living at 1 Honiton Villas, 
Mayfield with two children of his own.  

Joseph’s Military Service records have not survived although it is 
understood he was a Reservist who had served time in the South African 
War. The scant records available state that he enlisted at Eastbourne 
although as a Reservist it is likely he would have been called back to his 
Regimental depot. The 8th Battalion appears to have been, at least in part, 
a Pioneer Battalion which involved work in construction and repair of 
trenches.  The War Diaries of 8 Battalion reveal the following for 1 July:  



 B Company formed part of the Battalion Reserve. It marched from BRAY at 8.30 am arriving at 
  Battalion HQ at CARNOY at 10.30am.  At 6.30 pm Nos 5,7,& 8 Platoons  proceeded to work on  
 repairing the CARNY-MONTAUBAN Road where they worked until 1.30 am. Work much interrupted 
 by heavy shelling. Nos 6 Platoon moved at 9 pm to relieve no 4 Platoon of A Company at strongpoint 
 C.  Casulaties for the day were Officers x 3 wounded. OR 11 killed. 79 wounded. 2 missing. 

Joseph was KIA on the 1st July and as his name is recorded on the Thiepval Monument his body has never 
been found or recovered from a temporary grave. Local newspapers reveal that he was at home on leave a 
week or so before his death; and that he left a widow, and four children under the age of ten.  

Private Harold Sloman. Service No SD/362. 11th Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment. He died of wounds on 
27th July 1916, aged 20.  He is buried in the Bethune Town Cemetary, Pas de Calais.  

Harry Sloman was born in Hampstead, London, in 1896 to parents Charles and Susan (nee Adams). Charles 
was a Coachman in Hampstead where the family lived until the death of Susan in 1899. Harry went to live 
with his Uncle Alfred Bee and his Aunt Susan (mother’s sister)  on their farm at North Weald Basset, 
Epping ,Essex. At some time between 1901 and 1911 Harry moved with Aunt/Uncle to Upper Cowden Farm, 
Five Ashes where he appears to have spent his school years before working on the family farm. His school 
records have not been found but he must have shown some talent as an athlete as according to the Western 
Times and Exeter and Plymouth Gazette of 14 August 1913 he was participating in athletic events for 
Brighton & County Harriers at the Paignton Regatta. The newspapers record that Harry won the Devon 
County Championship 1 mile race for the second time receiving a silver cup as a trophy and followed this up 
by winning a 1000 yards scratch race.  

He enlisted in the 9th Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment at Eastbourne on the 7 September 1914. He was 
subsequently posted to the 11th Battalion. Some of his service records survive and reveal that he weighed 
126 lbs; was 5’ 5 1/2” in height; fresh complexion; blue eyes and light brown hair. Little is known of his 
training, although during 1915 he was released to work on his Uncle’s farm in Five Ashes, for hay making, 
between 7 - 21 July and subsequently between 10 -23 August to work, again hay making, for a Mr Mansfield 
at Tongden Farm, Dyke Road, Brighton.  

He signed a Military Will 14 February 1916 and was posted with his Regiment to the BEF in France on the 
4th March 1916. His casualty record shows that he had gunshot wounds to his chest, head and thigh and he 
died at 12.30 am on the 27 July 1916. The Battalion War Diaries reveal engagements with the enemy for a 
number of days prior to his death in the Ferme de Bois area but it has not been possible to establish the date 
or engagement in which Harry received his mortal wounds. His father subsequently received his personal 
possessions in 1917 and  his commemorative scroll in 1919 and subsequently his war medals. He is buried 
in the Bethune Town Cemetary, Pas de Calais.  

Not recorded on either Mayfield/Five Ashes War Memorials but recorded on the Hadlow Down Memorial and 
Five Ash Down Memorial  

Photo 4, Sussex Agricultural Express, 4th August 1916 p.7 

Private Percy Hall. Service No SD/322 . 11 Battalion Royal 
Sussex Regiment.  He was killed in action on 9th July, aged 
22, and is buried in the Cambrin Churchyard Extension. 

Percy was born in Mayfield in 1894 to parents George and 
Mary Ann, but seems to have lived largely in Roundabout 
Cottages in Five Ashes. Nothing is known of his schooldays 
but by 1911 Percy’s employment was recorded as a House 
Boy of private means. 

His service records have not survived but it is known he 
enlisted at Eastbourne with the Royal Sussex Regiment and 
his low service number suggests he must have been an early 
volunteer  in August 1914. He was KIA on the 9th July. The 
Battalion War Diary records the 9th July as follows:  

  Artillery bombarded enemy front line. retaliation 
   feeble. Weather fine. Sapped out to new lip of crater.  



 Enemy rifle grenades fired intermittently during day and night. Artillery inactive on either side.  
 Casualties 1 Officer wounded. 1 OR killed. 7 OR wounded.  

From this record it would appear that Percy was the unlucky soldier to be killed on that day. He is buried in 
the Cambrin Churchyard Extension. Pas de Calais. 

A letter received by Percy’s sister (Mrs Izzard) from his Platoon sergeant reads as follows: “Your parcel has 
arrived here, and it is not usual to send them back, especially as it is perishable, so it was given to his best 
chums and I hope that arrangement meets with your wishes. I was with your brother at the time of his death, 
which was instantaneous, and all his chums in No 5 Platoon wish me to send you their deepest sympathy. 
We all feel we have lost a real pal and one of the best.He died a soldier’s death bravely, and is buried in a 
nice cemetery and his grave will be well looked after as long as we are able to be near it. I am very sorry I 
am not allowed to tell you the place, but if it should be my luck to come through safely, or get wounded and 
sent to England, i will take care you will be able to find the place through the Red Cross Society. Words are 
not enough to express our feelings, but may God comfort you in your time of trouble. His death will inspire us 
to greater deeds until we finish this war and end all the misery caused by it. Sincere sympathy from his 
Acting Sergeant E. NIRCO “ 
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