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Much has been written over the years about the build-up to the Great War.  Whilst it is not the intention of 
this series to cover international matters in great depth, it is worthwhile setting the scene to understand the 
international stage and what led to the greatest loss of life ever seen in war up to that time.   !
In considering the build-up to the Great War amongst the main causes that can be identified are: the creation 
and protection of empires; international arms build-up; historic and increasing tensions between the major 
powers of Europe; the Alliance system which divided Europe into camps; and the Balkan powder keg. !
In 1914 the British Empire amounted to nearly a quarter of the world’s land surface and the world’s 
population.  Under Queen Victoria, Britain had become the richest and most powerful nation on earth, with 
the richest industries, the most trade, the largest number of colonies and the biggest navy.  Britain was intent 
on protecting its empire.   !
France, the only republican great power in Europe at the time,  was still nursing a bruised ego from their 
defeat by Germany in the Franco-Prussian war of 1870 and the loss of the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine.   
Russia was the largest and yet one of the poorest nations in the 1900s, and although in possession of great 
amounts of land much of it was too cold for farming, and her coastline, although long, was frozen for half the 
year.  Consequently France and Russia were both intent on protecting their nations and had eyes for land 
outside their borders.   !
Germany, only fifty years old as a country, was intent on developing an empire of its own, and was keen to 
develop overseas colonies.  As Britain’s pride was her navy, so Germany’s pride was her army.  Germany 
was therefore alarmed by the Russian announcement of a 5% increase in the Russian military budget.  The 
Austria-Hungary Empire was concerned with preventing its disintegration as was the Ottoman Empire.  The 
tensions created by these aims, the old grudges and rivalries and arms race all added to a festering 
international quarrel.   !
The Balkan powder keg was hotting up as reports claimed that Serbians were inflicting cruelties on Albanian 
Moslems.  Other international news of note included the first steamboat passing through the Panama Canal 
and the death of 162 people in an earthquake in Catania, Italy. !
Whilst thunderclouds were looming on the international horizon, British eyes were focused on matters of 
national importance.  The big matters of the day were Irish Home Rule, suffragette ambitions and national 
strike action.  In passing it is timely, with our current thoughts turned to Scottish independence, to note that 
on the 15th May the House of Commons rejected the idea of a Scottish Home Rule Bill. !
The suffragette movement was campaigning and protesting about the right of women to vote and to stand for 
electoral office.  On the 6th May the House of Lords rejected the Women’s Suffrage Bill, but the movement 
was not disheartened.  On the 22nd May 57 protesters were arrested as they attempted to break through a 
1,000 strong police cordon around Buckingham Palace to present a “Votes for Women” petition to King 
George V. 
Other national events of note included the May Budget of Mr Lloyd George (who knew my father!), where 
Income Tax started at 10 1/2d on a £1,000 income.  The Supertax threshold was lowered from £5,000 to 
£3,000, and was charged at 5d in the £, rising to a maximum of 1s 4d on earnings of £7000 or more.  For 
sports fans J T Hearne, age 47 of Middlesex/England became the first bowler to take 3000 first class 
wickets, and an American horse, Durbar II, won The Epsom Derby at odds of 33 to 1. !
As might be expected the local perspective was more focused on national events than international ones, a 
view of which can be gauged from the headline stories contained in local newspapers.  Home Rule for 
Ireland was clearly a hot topic, and at that time the proposal was Home Rule for the entire Irish people.  At 
the May meeting of the Mayfield Conservative Association a large number of members, including Sir 
Somerset French, a notable Mayfield resident, supported a view that the only way to express their feelings 
against the Home Rule Bill was to “demonstrate in great masses”.  It was agreed to form a contingent of as 
many members as possible to meet at Unionist headquarters in Tunbridge Wells to take part in the anti-
Home Rule processions and demonstrations.  The subsequent processions in Tunbridge Wells were over a 
mile long and at which Mr Rudyard Kipling “in scathing phrases …exposed the infamy of the government’s 
conduct”. !
Empire Day was held on 24th May as had been the custom since 1902.  It was not an officially recognised 
annual event until 1916, yet each Empire Day millions of school children from all walks of life across the 
length and breadth of the British Empire would typically salute the union flag and sing patriotic songs like 
Jerusalem and God Save the Queen.  The real highlight of the day for the children was that they were let out 
of school early in order to take part in the thousands of marches, maypole dances, concerts and parties that 
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celebrated the event.  A now largely forgotten anniversary, perhaps only your grandparents will recall the 
chant Remember, Remember Empire Day, the 24th of May. !
Strikes had been ongoing nationally since 1910, and in April 1914 140,000 miners had been on strike in 
Yorkshire. In Tonbridge members of the Amalgamated Society of Cricket-Ball Makers were on strike in May.  
Until agreement could be reached between the employers and the mens representatives the strikers were 
busily engaged in marching out to neighbouring villages each day and demonstrating. !
Also this month the Bishop of Chichester dedicated the new school buildings at the top of Mayfield High 
Street. To celebrate, the church bell ringers at St. Dunstan’s successfully rang a half peal of “Grandsire 
Triples” consisting of 2,520 changes in one hour and thirty eight minutes.  Amongst the eight ringers that day 
were local residents Basil Paine, John Thurlow,and Arthur Groombridge, who were later to lose their lives in 
the war.   !
At a local level it is difficult to ascertain what level of information villagers were gaining about international 
relations.  There was no radio, television, internet or even much telephone - we know that Nappers and Son 
at Mayfield had telephone number Mayfield no. 2 (see April issue).  Local life seemed to continue much as it 
always had done.  The cricket season opened with a match against Heathfield Tower (Mayfield won!), the 
Choral Society gave a concert (including “Alas! What Hope of Speeding” and “Oh! Great is the Depth”) and 
the Rifle Club awarded prizes for the year.  Later in the month the Mayfield vs Hailsham cricket match was 
abandoned due to a heavy thunderstorm. !
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 01435 873407 (e-
mail carolestilwell@hotmail.com) who is Events Coordinator for Mayfield, Five Ashes and Hadlow Down 
Branch of the Royal British Legion.  You can also follow us on Twitter and tweet any questions or comments 
using @MayfieldWW1.


