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On the Western Front the Third Battle of Ypres continued with the focus switched to the north east area 
around the town. Slow marginal progress was made and it was clear that the major breakthrough which was 
anticipated would not be achieved. Regardless of this set back, and hampered continually by the bad 
weather, the British targeted the high ground around Ypres. Amongst the general offensive the village of 
Passchendaele was pinpointed, unsuccessfully attacked and came to lend it’s name to a view of mud, 
desperation, dread, fear, courage, sheer bloody mindedness and sacrifice.  Amongst the frightful instruments 
of war the use of mustard gas was extensively used by the Germans and it was not until early November that 
the village of Passchendaele was captured and the Third battle of Ypres concluded with approx 650/700,000 
casualties: 300,000 British: 85,000 French: and 250/300,000 German. Small advances had been made and 
some high ground taken but with a high price in men and material. The British CIC Field Marshal Sir Douglas 
Haig was widely criticised, and the Prime Minister Lloyd George, together with other politicians, left to reflect 
on their own authority and decisiveness.  

On the far side of the Western Front the Austro-Hungarian armies, reinforced and stiffened by a number of 
German Divisions opened the 12th Battle of the Isonzo (also known as the Battle of Caporetta). A ferocious 
artillery onslaught, which included much use of gas, broke the nerve of the Italian troops who gave way and 
were eventually forced to retreat to within some 15 miles of Venice.  The Italians suffered heavy losses 
amounting to 10,000 dead: 20,000 wounded and 275/300,000 captured/disarmed.  

Better news came from Palestine where British and Commonwealth troops faced Turkish forces at the Third 
battle of Gaza  (also known as the Battle of Beersheba). Beersheba had vital water supplies which both 
sides needed to maintain a fighting presence in Palestine. The British and Commonwealth forces triumphed 
at the end of the day with an action that was reminiscent of the Light Brigade at Balaclava. A remarkable 
assault by an Australian Cavalry Brigade that charged directly through the artillery and machine guns of the 
Turkish forces. 

On the international front South American countries closed ranks to break off diplomatic relations with 
Germany whilst Brazil took the further step of declaring war on Germany. Brazilian merchant ships had been 
a particular and regular target for German U Boats. 

On the home front German Zeppelin airships embarked on a raid on Britain which marked a turning point on 
this aspect of the air war. Eleven Zeppelins took part and were severely affected by weather conditions 
which prevented them from reaching their primary targets. During the raid, which caused some casualties 
and damaged properties in the Midlands, East Counties and London, six Zeppelins failed to reach their 
targets and were later either captured or crashed in enemy territory ie France, three were destroyed by 
severe weather conditions, one drifted out to sea and was lost and one was destroyed by ground fire. 
Limited meteorological forecasting systems and increasingly powerful anti aircraft defences persuaded the 
Germans to abandon further major Zeppelin attacks on Britain. 

The Mayfield and Five Ashes men of "D" company of the 5th (Cinque Ports) Battalion of the Royal Sussex 
Regiment experienced a very difficult month during October.  The 5th Bn RSR had become a pioneer 
battalion during the summer of 1915, and often found itself at the forefront of the fighting, as they were 
needed to build new roads, trenches and undertake repair work as shelling took place.  During October 1917 
they were still based north of Ypres, at the centre of the 3rd Battle of Ypres, with much of their work 
concentrated on building forward roads.  Mid month the battalion reported significant losses as a high 
capacity shell exploded in their camp:  4 o.r. (other ranks) were killed and 18 wounded, whilst 47 horses 
were killed with a further 12 wounded.  By the end of the month Lt. Col. Langham reported that losses for the 
month in the Ypres are amounted to: 2 officers and 39 o.r. killed; 7 officers and 306 o.r. wounded besides a 
further 7 officers and numerous o.r. wounded but remaining on duty.   The battalion was already operating on 
depleted numbers in August, and during September had suffered heavy casualties with no reinforcements.  
This latest suffering must have seen a severe depletion of strength. 

Locally, a national scheme, to increase agricultural output, set up by the War Agricultural Committee caused 
some comment. The County had completed a survey of additional land to be ploughed, and prepared 
appropriate schedules for action.  Occupiers/owners were being advised and orders issued for work to 
commence issued under the Defence of the Realm Act.  The local newspapers reported that there appeared 
to be a common belief that these orders would not be enforced. Not so, a return would be required for each 
District Committee of those cases where no attempt was made to comply with such an order. No penalty for 
inaction was mentioned. 

The Mayfield Parish Council embraced another national scheme to provide a steady supply of coal during 
the winter to the working classes with arrangements to store 25/30 tons of coal at a cost to the Parish of 4s 
per week to meet local requirements. 



A successful entertainment was held over a Friday/Saturday evening in the Parish Hall in aid of providing 
funds for Christmas parcels for Mayfield men serving in his Majesty’s Forces. Over £24.00 was cleared over 
the two nights (approx £1500 in 2017 value). 

Miss E Loxton, Sister in Charge, Auxiliary Hospital, Clayton, Mayfield was amongst nurses commended by 
the War Office for valuable services during the war.  

The K&SC 19/10/17 P5 reported: Uckfield Tribunal: ‘E Luck, 22, a cowman employed by Mr D Bibbey at 
Mayfield was the subject of an application by the employer. The case was referred to the War Agricultural 
Committee.  

The military representative intervened in the case of J Bellingham, 39, a painter and decorator of Victoria 
Road, Mayfield, who held a certificate of exemption. It was stated that the exeemption was granted to enable 
the respondent to look after his brother. Bellingham said his brother could neither read nor write or not even 
count money. Respondent had looked after him ever since his mother had died. His brother worked on the 
land and received 12s per week. It was decided to adjourn the case for medical examination.  

The military applied for the withdrawal of the certificate held by E Rummary,39, a gardener of Fletching St, 
Mayfield and employed by Mr Coker. The application was granted but the man is not to be called up for a 
month.’  

The K&SC 12/10/17 P7 reported : ‘Private Harry Burtenshaw , Royal Sussex Regiment, son of Mrs H 
Burtenshaw, Woolbridges , is home on 10 days leave from Devonport Hospital where he has been suffering 
from enteric fever, contracted in France. He was in training with the Territorials when war broke out and went 
to France in February 1915, and was gassed last Autumn (1916) and after recovery returned to France in 
May and was taken with enteric fever in June and has been in hospital ever since.’ 

The K&SC 19/10/17 P2 reported: ‘Private George Knapp, Royal Sussex Regiment, son of Mr/Mrs Knapp, 
Bainden Cottages is home on 10 days leave  from hospital. He was wounded by shrapnel and has been in 
hospital several months.   

P3 of the same newspaper reported: ‘ Private Charles Cornford son of Mr & 
Mrs Joseph Cornford is wounded and is in Base hospital. He had been at 
the front for 10 weeks. Before enlisting he was employed as clerk to Messrs 
Sprott. Mr & Mrs Cornford have two other sons with the colours.’  
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The K&SC 26/10/17 P7 reported: ‘LEAVE: Private A Buss son of Mrs Buss of Mist Cottages is home on 10 
days leave. 

INVALIDED: Private J Doyle has received his discharge from the army. He was invalided from France 
several months ago. Before joining the army he was chauffeur at Sharnden.’ 

There are 4 individuals recorded on the Mayfield and Five Ashes War Memorials for October 1917 

Alfred John Berry. Private 1/5 Royal Sussex Regiment is believed to have been mistaken for Alfred Berry 
2nd Battalion Royal West Surrey Regiment who died of wounds 1 November 1914. The latter is not recorded 
on either of the war memorials but see Article 8 November 2014 of this series for details of his background.  



John Medhurst, Private 1st Battalion East Surrey Regiment, Service No 
23426 (although some sources record the number as 23536). John died of 
wounds on the 15th October 1917 aged 20 and is buried at 
Godewaersvelde British Cemetery, France.  

John was born in1898 at Mayfield to parents Isaac (farm stockman) and 
Harriet (nee Lawrence)). John was one of 5 children and the family had 
lived variously between 1891-1911 at Fletching St, Pound Hill, and Pound 
Cottage, Fletching St all of which may well have been the same abode.  
The only recorded occupation for John is as a farm carter boy in 1911. His 
father died at the age of 47/48 in 1911 leaving John the eldest male, and 
presumably the breadwinner of the family.  
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His service records have not survived and it is not known when he enlisted in the army (in Chichester) 
although the Service No. indicates it might well have been 1915/16. His specific deployment with the 1st  
Battalion East Surrey Regiment is unknown, although the battalion itself was heavily engaged in fighting 
throughout 1916/17. During the early days of October the battalion was in the thick of the fighting at Ypres 
and the war diaries of the 1st Battalion ESR record much action around the Menin Road and Polderhauk 
Chateau. The movements of the battalion and the ebb/flow of the front line over this period are difficult to 
follow without corresponding military maps but a general sense of the difficult weather conditions and troop 
morale are obvious enough even in the clipped understated notes of the war diaries. On the 5/6th October 
the war diaries report: ‘Rain during night 5/6th and heavy showers on the 6th. The Officers and men were 
rather feeling the strain and with the arrival of bad weather that filled shell holes and trenches with water, the 
men had no chance of getting any sleep even in the brief intervals between the shelling. The shell fire 
remained persistent if not heavy. It was sufficient to keep our casualty list steadily lengthening.’ On the  7th 
October the war diaries report ‘ Rain. Heavy showers increased the discomfort of the situation. Nevertheless 
the men kept wonderfully cheerful”.  No specific details of casualties are given in the war diaries for this 
period not even totals. Consequently, it is not possible to speculate as to where John received his fatal 
wounds. 

The K&SC 19/10/17 P3 reports: ‘Private Jack Medhurst, son of Mrs Medhurst, Pound Hill Cottages, was 
wounded in France and is in Base hospital. He had been at the front six months. Before joining the army he 
was in the employ of Mr H Jarvis, High St Mayfield.’ 

The K&SC 26/10/17 P7 reports: ‘Mrs Medhurst received the sad news that her son Private Jack Medhurst 
died in hospital from wounds. He was 20 years of age.’ 

Godewaersvelde British Cemetery was in use from July 1917 when three casualty clearing stations the 11th, 
37th and 41st moved to Godewaersvelde 

Percy Britt (also referred to as Brett in some sources) , Private 1st Battalion East Surrey Regiment, Service 
No 28570 (formerly 6089 Middlesex Regiment), died of wounds on the 16th October 1917 aged 30 and is 
buried at Boulogne Eastern Cemetery. France.  

Percy was born in 1887 at Mayfield to parents William (domestic gardener) and Ellen(nee Collins). Percy 
was one of 5 surviving children of 11 and lived variously between 1891-1911 at Fletching St; High St (as a 
servant with the Wickens family; George Wickens was a Butcher) and at Back Lane, Mayfield. In the 1911 
Census Percy is recorded as having an occupation of Domestic Gardener.   

His Service Records have not survived and it is not known when he enlisted in the army (in Chichester). If he 
enlisted first into the Middlesex Regiment his latter Service No. suggests it is 1915/16. As with John 
Medhurst (see above; same article) tracing the precise movements/engagements of the East Surrey 
Regiment in 1917 is difficult. It is even more confusing with Percy Britt, given his 2 known Service Nos. and 
the intermittent use of the name Brett instead of Britt. Adding a further doubt to tracing of Percy is that on his 
Grave Registration Records held by the CWGC his Service No. is recorded as 204700 and his christian 
name initial as T.   



The ESR war diaries are not specific enough to identify when Percy was wounded or the particular action but 
as revealed above (see John Medhurst) provide a glimpse of the very difficult conditions.  

The K&SC 26/10/17 P7 reports: ‘ News has reached Mayfield that Private Percy Brett has died in hospital at 
Dublin as the result of burns caused by liquid fire, as thrown by Gemans in their method of warfare. He was 
a single man aged 30 years.’  This is curious as his burial is recorded as Boulogne Eastern Cemetery. There 
was certainly a hospital in Dublin that was used for the treatment of burns, such injuries which could have 
been caused by a multitude of reasons, in front or rear line activities.   

The war diaries reveal an interesting snippet which may have something or nothing to do with the injuries 
suffered by Percy Britt. On the 7 October 1917 the war diaries read: ’20 men of No 2 Company in a Pill Box 
were heating a petrol tin supplied to contain water. Actually, it was full of petrol, exploded and the men were 
all burnt, some badly. A Court of Inquiry was unable to fix blame, as our water supply was drawn from more 
than one source.’   Further research continues on establishing, if possible, the facts of this matter and the 
anomalies of Percy’s army service. 

Jesse Humphrey, Private 204th Machine Gun Corps, Service No 65504 
formerly Middlesex Regiment Service No 3484.  Jesse was killed in action 
on the 10th October 1917 aged 34 and is buried at Tyne Cot Cemetery. 

Jesse was born in Mayfield in 1894 to parents Thomas Humphrey (born 
1848 in Mayfield) and Martha (nee Goad born in Mayfield in 1846) and 
was one of 8 surviving children.  He spent all of his life living in Mayfield 
and for many years was resident at The Plough Inn, where his father was 
the inn keeper and his mother was a beer assistant at the bar. 

Prior to enlisting Jesse worked variously as a grocer's assistant and a cab 
driver.  At the end of 1911, aged 23, he married Fanny Beatrice Golding, 
with whom he had two sons, Frederick Jesse born in 1912 and Charles T 
born in 1914.  At the time of his enlistment they were living at 1, The 
Mount, Mayfield. 
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Jesse's army service records have survived and show that he enlisted into the Middlesex Regiment in 
Mayfield on the 5th December 1915, his occupation at the time was recorded as cabman.  He was 5 feet 5 
inches tall, with a waist of 35 inches.  It appears that he transferred to the Machine Gun Corps in October 
1916.  He was wounded at duty on the 19th September 1917 and his records give very little detail about the 
nature of his death other than to say that he was killed in action "where stationed". 

The K&SC 26/10/17 P3 reported: ‘ Private J Humphrey who was slightly wounded a month ago was killed by 
a shell on October 10th. He was aged 34 and was much respected in the village. He leaves a wife and two 
children. Capt Buchanan in a letter to the widow refers to the deceased as a cheerful and splendid soldier 
who showed great courage in the difficult work of carrying messages during an engagement.’ 

On P7 the same newspaper reported: ‘ Mrs Humphreys of The Mount has received the sad news that her 
husband Private Jesse Humphrey was Killed In Action on the 10 October. He was engaged in the very 
dangerous work of carrying messages during some heavy shell firing and a shell exploding quite close killed 
him instantly.’  

Jesse's army service records show that his wife was awarded a widow's pension of 22s11d a week for 
herself and her two children, with effect from May 2018. 
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