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On the Western Front at Verdun the German Army persevered with their tactic of attempting to ’bleed France 
to death’ by attacking at a point which would compel the French Command to defend at all costs. In early 
March German advances were slowed and the immediate threat to Verdun itself was prevented. In the brief 
lull that followed, the British, Italian and Russian allies attempted to relieve the pressure on the French. The 
British took over the Arras front from the French and consequently held a line running from the Yser to the 
Somme. The Italians commenced a fifth and ultimately unsuccessful campaign along the Isonzo  whilst the 
Russians launched a prolonged and costly attack on the Eastern Front at Lake Narcocz. Whilst these efforts 
may have helped the French the Germans continued to make cumulative advances at Verdun and the 
balance of loss turned against the defenders. It was at Verdun that 
Captain Charles De Gaulle was wounded and taken prisoner. 
Despite at least five attempts to escape he was held captive and 
only released after the Armistice of November 1918. 

On the 24th March 1916 the British passenger ferry SS Sussex was 
torpedoed by a U-boat in the English channel after the Germans 
resumed submarine warfare.  At least 50 crew and passengers 
died.   
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On the Home Front on the 2nd March the Military Service Act came into force which made all single men 
between the  ages of 18-41 liable for compulsory military service. This was followed shortly by the 
Government forming the Women’s National Land Service Corps to boost agricultural production and free 
male farm workers for military service. The introduction of  two landmark policies were to cause local 
tribunals, set up to grant/refuse applications for exemption from military service, much weary debate. 

In Tunbridge Wells, as elsewhere,tribunals were quickly brought into operation in the first weeks of March. 
Here, from all walks of life, a long list of individual applicants, and employers on behalf of employees, sought 
exemption from military service. Grounds for application were varied as were the decisions which led largely 
to refusals or temporary exemptions; in a smaller degree to non combatant roles for conscientious objectors 
and in a very few cases to official exemption. For anyone wishing to gain an insight into how the tribunals 
operated the K&SC and the SAE newspapers of the 10th March 1916 onwards make for interesting reading. 

The Uckfield and District Tribunal was reported to have heard unanimous and frequently expressed opinions 
by Farmers that women would be of no use to them even if they were to be had.  Amongst the applicants 
from Mayfield were the following. Marchant Knight asked for exemption of William Scholfield his foreman 
cowman. Mr Knight an invalid said Mr Scholfield was indispensable and in response to a suggestion that 
women might be employed said that they were unobtainable -total exemption was granted.  Mr Hicks, a 
Painter, pleaded he was the sole support of his mother-exemption refused. R Baitup, Cycle Engineer, of East 
St, claimed his business was the chief support of his home-exemption refused. The father of Azar Eaton of 
Hoopers Farm applied for his son’s exemption on the grounds that he did the Milk Round. To the suggestion 



of using a girl for that work he replied ‘they would not like that, it’s hard work, especially lifting the churns ‘. 
He was given 1 month to replace his son.  

In parts of the Country it was found necessary to announce, in consequence of inaccurate statements made 
before Triibunals, that it would be necessary to put the penal provisions of the Military Act into force.  It was  
stated by the Chairman of one of the more local tribunal boards that an impression had been formed in 
Sussex that because statements to the Tribunal were not made on oath, applicants were not liable for mis-
statements; ‘whereas a penalty of 6 months imprisonment can be imposed.’   

The Mayfield Cricket Club held it’s Annual Meeting and resolved that no matches be arranged for the 
approsching season. A small committee was elected to see to the ground. 

There are two names on the local War Memorials for March 1916. 

Frank Skinner. Private. 7 Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment. Service No. G/104. The 
Service No suggests he was amongst the first to volunteer. Frank Skinner was killed 
in action in France on the 4 March 1916.  His name is commemorated on the Loos 
Memorial, Pas De Calais among 20,000 other names of men who fell in battle and 
whose bodies have no known grave. 
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Frank was born 1895 in Mayfield to parents George and Charity Skinner. and into a family of 10 children. At 
the time of the 1901 census the family were living at Colkins Mill , Mayfield where father George is recorded 
as being a Shoemaker.  By 1911 the family were living at 4 Alexandra Terrace,Warren Road, Mayfield and 
Frank was employed as a Domestic Gardener. On the 17 August 1914 he attested at Tunbridge Wells and 
joined the Royal Sussex Regiment at Chichester 21 August 1914. His Service Records show he was 5’7” tall: 
Fresh complexion:Blue Eyes:Brown hair with grey streaks and was a Congregationalist. He went to France 
with 7 RSR to join the BEF in May 1915. There followed a short stay in hospital for an unknown reason and 
he must have been active with the Battalion when they engaged the enemy at Loos in Sept/Oct 1915. The 
War Diaries reveal that at the beginning of March 1916, 7 RSR deployed 16 Officers and 869 Other Ranks to 
occupy trenches in front of the Little Willie and Hohenzolern Redoubts. On the 3 March, 4 Companies of the 
battalion relieved 8 RSR in craters, the West Face and trenches known as Northampton and Sticky. Heavy 
fighting over the 3rd and 4th March resulted in casualties as follows: Officers 3 killed; 6 wounded. Other 
Ranks; 22 Killed; 5 died of wounds; 181 wounded and 2 missing. As Frank is commemorated on the Loos 
memorial it is likely he was one of the missing. His mother acknowledged receipt of a Commemorative Scroll 
in 1919; and the 1914/15 Star, Victory and British War medals in 1920/21.  

Frank Wheatley. Private. 3 Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment. Service No G/7131. No Service or Medal 
Records have been found. Frank Wheatley died aged 17 at the Brighton Sanitorium. His remains were 
brought to Mayfield from Brighton on the 27 March 1916 and he is buried in St Dunstans Churchyard. 

Frank was born 1898 in Mayfield to parents Obediah and Sarah Wheatley, the youngest son in a family of  
seven children.  At the time of the 1901 census the family were living at 1 Victoria Terrace, Mayfield where 
Obed was recorded as a Railway Ganger. By 1911 the family were still at Victoria Terrace and Frank was still 
at School. It is believed he was a member of the Railway Station Staff prior to enlistment in the Army at 
Eastbourne at a date presumed to be late 1915 early 1916. 
  



Ivan Richardson  Lance Corporal 2 Royal Sussex Regiment. Service No G/5521 
was reported by local newspapers in March 1916 as the death of a Mayfield 
soldier. In fact Ivan born in Mayfield 1895 was the grandson of Mrs Phyllis  Foord 
(Foard) the matriarch of a well known/established Mayfield family who ran a retail 
shoe/shoe making business in the High St Mayfield. Mrs Rosa Richardson (nee 
Foord) Ivan’s mother was born and lived in Mayfield until following her marriage 
she moved at an unknown date (prior to 1901)  to Rottingdean with her own 
family where she lived for many years. Ivan Richardson who died of war wounds 
10 March 1916 is buried at Lillers Communal Cemetery, Pas de Calais and  is 
commemorated on the Rottingdean War Memorial. By one of those odd 
coincidences Ivan’s family were involved with shoemaking as was Frank 
Skinner’s family. 
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