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All of the local newspapers carried reports of what was referred to as the ‘Great Naval Battle in the North 
Sea’,  now known as the Battle of Jutland. Whilst early reports of this historic Fleet Battle were subject to 
censorship, the general view was one of a Royal Navy victory. Over the next 100 years many books and  
magazine articles (with the aid of  hindsight) would be published in support or denying that view; for anyone 
interested in the view taken at the time, a glance at the June editions of local and national newspapers 
reveal not only opinion but letters and comments from individuals who were present at the battle, and which 
provide much perspective. No  individuals from Mayfield/Five Ashes have been identified to date as being 
involved; however, reported in the K & SC 23 June 1916 Page 3, an account of the battle is provided by Mr A 
P Smith of HMS Caroline in a letter to his relatives at Longcroft, Rotherfield, his home town. HMS Caroline 
was a Light Cruiser launched in 1914 and survived to become the second oldest commissioned ship (after 
Victory) in the Royal Navy. She is moored at the Alexandra Dock in the Titanic Quarter in Belfast where 
substantial refurbishment has been undertaken and provides considerable interest as the last surviving 
Royal Navy ship to have fought at Jutland. 

The Armoured Cruiser HMS Hampshire, which also fought at Jutland, safely returned to her base at Scapa 
Flow and almost immediately was ordered to Russia.  In the face of a gale in the icy waters off the western 
coast of mainland Orkney on the evening of June 5, 1916, HMS Hampshire struck a German mine and sunk 
by the bows within 15 mins; there were only 12 survivors and among the passengers and crew drowned was 
Lord Horatio Herbert Kitchener, the British Secretary of State for War.  Kitchener and staff had left London to 
board HMS Hampshire on a diplomatic mission to Russia, where he was to discuss supply needs and routes 
and encourage that volatile ally to continue mounting a stiff resistance to their common enemy, Germany, on 
the Eastern Front of the war.  The nation was shocked by the news of his death.  The local Kent & Sussex 
Courier eported in their editorial, “Steeled to catastrophe as the temper of the nation is, the death of Lord 
Kitchener has excited a thrill of emotion throughout the Empire which is a tribute more eloquent than words 
to the memory of the one man who above all others was the tried and trusted interpreter of the nation’s 
indomitable will…….Kitchener’s Army lives, and will complete the work of the marvellous organiser who gave 
it being.  The nation in its profound grief can raise no more enduring monument to Lord Kitchener than his 
wonderful Army, which will be coupled with his name as long as English history is remembered.” (K&SC June 
9th p.5)  The villagers of Mayfield and Five Ashes were so moved by Lord Kitchener’s death that a memorial 
service was held in the Parish Church on the 13th June.  There was a large congregation, which included 
soldiers from the VAD Hospital (Claytons, Mayfield?) and school children.  The tenor bell was half muffled 
and tolled for some time before the service, while shops were closed for an hour and blinds drawn in private 
residences. 

On the Eastern Front, on the borders of Poland and Austro-Hungary (Galicia), the Russians launched a 
major offensive (which became known as the Brusilov Offensive after the CinC of the SW front) on the 4 
June. The scheduled date for this offensive was 15 June and was planned to coincide with a major British 
offensive along the Somme. As the British offensive was not until later in June it is curious that the Russians 
‘jumped the gun’. Nevertheless, the imperative behind each offensive was to relieve pressure on the French 
at Verdun where the bitter fighting continued at high cost to both France and Germany. The Russian 
offensive did appear to help as Germany reinforced it’s eastern front with Divisions taken from Verdun. On 
the British sector of the Western Front on the 24th June a bombardment of the German trenches began. 
Approx 1.7 million shells were fired into the German front lines on the first day alone. The bombardment 
continued for a week but a high proportion failed to explode or to do serious damage to the German 
defences of barbed wire and gun emplacements. Such a prolonged heavy bombardment must also have 
signalled to the Germans that an offensive was in the offing. 

In the Middle East, Hussein, Grand Sherif of Mecca, revolted against the Ottoman Empire and swiftly gained 
victories resulting in both Mecca and Jeddah, the Red Sea port falling into his hands. These victories were 
gained with British financial and military help. It is from this period that the exploits and derring-do of 
‘Lawrence of Arabia’ captured the imagination of the British people. 

The pals battalions of the Royal Sussex (11th, 12th & 13th battalions of the Royal Sussex Regiment), also 
known as the South Down battalions, or "Lowther's Lambs", suffered terrible casualties on 30 June 1916, 24 
hours before the much better known "First Day on the Somme". This was in a diversionary attack, a large 
scale raid launched by 39th Division at a position called the Boar's Head, near Richebourg l'Avoue. Just 
under 1,100 casualties (dead, wounded and prisoners) were incurred in a fruitless attack that had no effect 
on the enemy's abilities to withstand the next day's assault on the Somme. The vast majority of the losses 
were to men from the county of Sussex.  The local nature of these three ‘Pals’ battalions, recruited from the 
towns and villages of Sussex, meant that these casualties tragically impacted the communities of the South 
Downs. Swamped in the tragedy that was about to occur on the battlefields of the Somme, ‘The Day that 
Sussex Died’ proved to be a sad prelude to the story of loss that was about to be played out through so 
many wider communities of Britain and the Commonwealth.  



The 5th (Cinque Ports) Battalion of the Royal Sussex Regiment spent the month of June 2016 again in the 
Sailly-Au-Bois region of France. Further drafts of 150 men were received during the month, and on the 30th 
June the Battalion was commanded to be ready to move at half an hour’s notice the following day to form 
part of the reserve corps in ensuing operations.   Lt Col. Langham, Commander of the 5th RSR, wrote in the 
regimental diaries that “During the month very heavy work day and night, particularly for Corps Signals.  
Often men working from 10 to 14 hours a day - wet through & no time to dry & most of the time under fire.  
Night parties nearly every night.  Every available man in the Battalion ordered out, including Signallers, 
Lewis Gunners, Officers’ Batsmen & other details.  Very wet & cold month for June & work in this easily 
soluble soil rendered more difficult than usual.” 

Away from the fighting fronts the “Paris Economy Pact”, an Economic Conference of the Allies held from the 
14th June onwards, discussed possible post war economic strategies.  Amongst the resolutions passed, and 
aimed to provide the basis for a permanent economic policy to be pursued jointly by the Allies, was a clear  
intent to isolate the Central Powers.  A major policy resolved was that the Allies should disregard pre/post 
war German claims of “most-favoured-nation” in trade agreements. In essence, very much akin to the recent 
suggestion of the President of the USA to ‘go to the back of the queue’. 

In East Sussex and neighbouring counties the never ending Military Tribunals continued. Amongst the claims 
from Mayfield/Five Ashes at the Uckfield Tribunal were: 
-P Skinner, a fishmonger, who claimed his was the only such business in Mayfield. He was the only one of 
three brothers left in the business and had a dependent Mother. One brother had been killed (was this Frank 
Skinner?) and another was still serving.   A 6 months extension to exemption was granted. 
-Mr E Crawley, builder, applied on behalf of J Eldridge his builder’s mate. Exemption to 31 July 1916 was 
granted. 
-John Whapham, a farmer of Daplands Farm, was granted a conditional exemption until the end of August 
1916  

Of interest to local farmers were instructions issued by the Army Council regarding employment of soldiers. A 
farmer could apply direct to a C.O. for labour required at short notice but otherwise the MIlitary 
Representative in conjunction with the Labour Exchange dealt with applications. The rate of pay, wet or fine, 
for Southern Counties was 4/- a day if the soldier provided his own board and lodgings; and 2/6 a day if the 
farmer provided the latter. For corn harvest it was 5/- for a working day of 10 hours plus 5d an hour overtime; 
or if the farmer provided B & L 3/6 a day. A farmer could dismiss a soldier at one days notice or payment in 
lieu and the soldier would lose his furlough. 

An ongoing village initiative was “Vegetables for the Navy”.  Every week consignments of vegetables were 
sent from mayfield residents to the Navy.  The average weekly consignment since the start of the year was 
213lbs!!! 

Brief newspaper reports identified Private Harry Wells, of the 5th Royal Sussex Regiment (mentioned in 
earlier articles) who was home on leave after 16 months at the front in France.  Private Albert Buss was also 
home on leave after 13 months at the front in France and Private John Lock, Motor Transport Service, son of 
Mr and Mrs Amos Lock , was drafted to France where his brother Alfred was already serving.  E Fenner, son 
of Robert Fenner, Tailor, of High St Mayfield was hosted at a farewell dinner at the Star Inn by friends and 
family the night before joining the Royal Fusiliers. 

Also published was a letter from Private Percy W Moore of the Australian Force, to his parents at Argos Hill. 
He provided an account of his experiences in Gallipoli admitting at one point “ I suppose I must think myself 
very lucky in leaving there without a scratch after about five months in the trenches………  

Thursday 15th June 1916 the marriage took place at St. Dustan’s Church between Private Sidney Akehurst*  
and Miss Edith Carpenter.  Sidney had been in the army for about 17months, and had spent the last 12 
months in France.  After a brief honeymoon in Brighton he returned back to the Front. 

There is only one name on the local War Memorials for June 1916. 
Private Leonard Heasman: Service No SD/686, 13 Battalion Royal Sussex Regiment who was killed in 
action  30th June 1916. He is commemorated on the Loos Cemetery Memorial. France.  

It has not been possible to date to find any evidence of why Leonard Heasman is recorded on the Mayfield 
War Memorial. He was born in Forest Row in 1890 to parents John & Alice Heasman. By 1891 the family 
were living at West Hoathley. By 1901 the family had moved to Ansty;  by 1911 to Coopers Farm, Barns 
Green, Horsham and later to Billingshurst. In 1911 Leonard is described as working as a woodcutter. 
His service records were destroyed in WWII although it is known that he enlisted in 1915 and moved to 
various training camps with his Battalion until March 1916 when he embarked at Southampton for Le Havre. 
In the following months he served in the Fleurbaix and Festubert sectors of the British line before moving to 



the Richebourg area. Shortly after 03.00 hrs on the 30th June Leonard Heasman advanced across no mans 
land towards the German salient known as the Boar’s Head. The War Diaries of the 13 Battalion provide a 
vivid account of some initial success followed by heavy counter attacks and some confusion. The principal 
causes of failure of the attack are listed as 
a) The unfortunate incident of a smoke cloud blocking vision/communication 
b) The preparedness of the enemy 
c) The intensity of the enemy’s shell and machine gun fire 
d) The failure of the Artillery to cut the enemy’s wire on the left.  
  
Leonard’s body was never formally identified or recovered from the battlefield. His name is recorded on a 
headstone on the walls of Holy Trinity Church, Rudgwick. 

The above information regarding Leonard Heasman is largely taken from the RUDGWICK REMEMBERS 
tribute site and the War Diaries of the Royal Sussex Regiment at Chichester. If there is anyone in Mayfield/
Five Ashes who can add to our knowledge of Leonard Heasman the authors of this article would be most 
grateful for the information. 
  
All newspaper images and transcripts reproduced with kind permission of The British Newspaper Archive 
(www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk) 

http://www.britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk/

