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No large scale attacks/offensives were undertaken by the British army along the Western Front during 
February 1917.  The German army commenced a secret withdrawal of their troops to the new Hindenburg 
Line some 20 miles behind the existing front, ie beyond much of the old Somme battlefields which had cost 
so many casualties. The withdrawal was not completed until April 1917 and the Germans destroyed villages, 
towns, communications, forests and poisoned water supplies to deny and frustrate the allied forces.  

In the Middle East British forces pressed on towards Baghdad and at Kut-el-Amara were successful in 
driving out Turkish forces which retreated towards Baghdad. 

Germany announced unrestricted submarine warfare which caused the USA to break off diplomatic relations; 
a move followed by other nations eg from South America and China. The USA was antagonised further by 
the disclosure by British Intelligence of an intercepted telegram in which Germany encouraged Mexico to 
enter an alliance with her in the event of the United States declaring war. This telegram became known as 
the notorious ‘Zimmermann Telegram’.   

Nationally, the Government completed the issue of a new War Loan at 5 1/4% which raised approximately 
one billion pounds to finance the cost of the war, which was running at approx £5.5 millions a day. The 
Government also announced that the Department of National Service was to be upgraded to a Ministry. The 
Dept of National Service had been set up in December 1916 to deal with the problem of maintaining a 
sufficient labour force to operate vital industries. The introduction of conscription to the armed forces in mid 
1916 lead quickly to a severe labour shortage despite certain occupations being exempted from military 
service. The aim of the Department was to manage the compulsory direction of industrial labour and it set 
about doing so in a particularly British fashion.  Individuals who volunteered for the National Service scheme 
could/would be switched by compulsion to what was considered vital industry from non essential industry. Its 
effectiveness in early 1917 was limited, as it did not obtain control over military recruitment or labour 
exchanges; and although it was given the authority to direct individuals into industrial vacancies it lacked full 
administrative responsibilities to do so.  Advertisements were printed in newspapers under the heading DO 
YOUR DUTY - requesting men between the ages of 18-61 to enrol immediately at the National Service 
Volunteer Registration Office. A similar scheme for Women would also be announced. 

At the beginning of the month The 5th (Cinque Ports) Battalion of the Royal Sussex Regiment were still 
working on communication trenches in the Somme region.  They experienced extreme cold, with 
temperatures reaching as low as minus 30 degrees Fahrenheit.  Having endured these freezing 
temperatures they then endured a very heavy workload for the last 10 days of the month caused by the thaw 
after nearly six weeks of frost. 

Locally, in respect of the new War Loan much was made in the local newspapers of the fact that in the 
Tunbridge Wells area (which included Mayfield) a sum of £1 million had been raised. No definitive total was 
provided for Mayfield but it was noted that the Mayfield Post Office, one of the collecting agencies for the  
War Loan, had received subscriptions amounting to £3300.  This compared to Tunbridge Wells which 
collected £35,000. One of the features of the public response was noted as the amount of gold coins 
amongst the subscriptions. It was further noted that this pointed to the fact that a considerable amount of 
gold was being hoarded and not deposited in any Bank. 

Cigarettes were much in demand to send to soldiers/sailors and the Mayfield Men’s Sick Benefit Club sent a 
quantity to it’s own members. Similarly, a collection at the Royal Oak Hotel by the Mayfield Slate Club was 
used to send cigarettes to local men. Lance Corporal A Fuller, who was home on leave from France, was 
entrusted with 500 cigarettes from the Royal Oak to share among local men in his RS Battalion. He is 
reported as writing home to say they were ‘much appreciated.’ 

Further civilian support for soldiers/sailors was reported including a working party connected to the Missions 
of Seaman who produced a collection of articles eg mittens, gloves, oil skin jackets which were forwarded to 
Newhaven for distribution amongst the Minesweepers.  

In spite of the increasing demands of the war a substantial sum of money was contributed by Mayfield for the 
furtherance of missionary work in various parts of the world. Contributions amounting to £189.2.5d ( today 
perhaps £11,000 to £13,000) were given to- the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel: the Church 
Missionary Society: Missions to Seaman: the British and Foreign Bible Society.  

The Bowling Club meeting revealed a satisfactory financial position with a balance of £1.5.10d. Two matches 
were lost during the season against Tunbridge Wells clubs. The winner of the tournament competition  was E 
J Bish and the runner up was E J Whapham. The future of the club would be decided at a meeting to be held 
shortly.  



The Uckfield Military Tribunal issued the following decisions relating to individuals from Mayfield as reported 
in the K&SC 16/2/1916: 
‘A smallholder J Bishop of Scotsfield Brickyard who sought exemption said he also worked for a Farmer 
from 7 o’clock till 5 o’clock every day. This Farmer had 250 acres, 15 horses 38 head of cattle besides sheep 
and pigs. There were 8 men including Bishop. Three months extension was allowed. 
M Hall a labourer of South St Mayfield stated that he had been given work on a larger farm, having been 
engaged by Mr James Humphreys of Mayfield. Conditional exemption was agreed to. 

On the application of the Military the exemption certificate in respect of Mr Holmes, a stockman, and H G 
Holmes a carter employed by Mr J Bailey at Binghurst Farm, Mayfield was withdrawn. 

A Reeves, horseman, Knapp Farm Mayfield employed by S & J Pollington. On application by Military, 
certificate withdrawn.  

H Richardson, Bailiff, Mayfield. Military application. Adjourned for 3 weeks. 

J Leeves, carter, Harehold Farm, Mayfield employed by Mr H Jones. Military application refused. 

Mr Eaton ,farm labourer and carrier, Dove Cottage, Mayfield employed by Mr E Eaton. Application by Military 
refused. 

F C Heasman, carrier, Ellis Farm, Mayfield employed by Mr E Heasman. Application by Miltary. Certificate 
withdrawn.’  

Local newspapers carried news of Mayfield men as follows: 
K&SC 2/2/17 P7. ‘ Corporal Frank Scammell, youngest son of Mrs Scammell of The Warren, has been 
awarded the Military Medal. He was in Canada when the war broke out and joined the Canadian infantry and 
took part in the advance on Courcelette, his Company being reduced to 40. He returned to France on 
Sunday (25th Jan) having been on leave for 10 days.’ 

Private F Lade of the Army Service Corps is home on 10 days leave from France. Before joining the Army 
he worked in the Drapery Dept at Mr Henry Holder’s.  

Corporal J Weston formerly of the 4th Hussars, but now of the Mounted Military Police is home on leave. 

Driver C Fenner RFA who has been at the Front nearly two years, is now home on leave. Before joining the 
Army he was a gardener at Fairmeadow.’ 

K&SC 16/2/17 P7. ‘ The following have now joined the Forces. Messrs C J Cornford; P Skinner; J 
Akehurst; H Gadd; F Medhurst; T Richardson. 

Private G Pankhurst AOC; Private T Pierson RAMC; Private E West ASC have been home on leave. It is 
stated that 400 men have now left the Parish. The Roll of Honour contains the names of 25 men killed or 
died of wounds.  We now know, from our own records that up to the end of December 1916 here were in fact  
already 41 deaths of local men. 

K&SC 23/2/17 P7. ‘Five Ashes: Private H Knapp Transport Section of the 8th Battalion RSR has had 10 
days leave from France and has been at his home at Pitts Cottage, Summerhill.  Private Knapp is the fourth 
son of Mr/Mrs Joseph Knapp and joined the RSR on Sept 3 1914. He went to France on July 20th 1915 and 
has had several narrow escapes. On one occasion his life was probably saved by his cigarette case, which 
stopped the bullet and which he is keeping as a momento of the occasion. Before joining the Army he 
worked in the stables at Hadlow House. 

Driver W Hook son of Mr/Mrs Hook, Lower Cowden Farm is now home on leave from hospital, where he 
has been suffering from a fractured arm sustained through an accident whilst engaged in taking provisions to 
the trenches for the RSR last Easter Monday. 

Sapper A Manser Royal Engineers (Reserve) who has been home for 6 months was called up again on 
Tuesday. 

Private A Hall was home for 48 hrs leave before going to France with a draft for the RSR. 

Mrs Pettitt of South Street has had news from France that her husband Private John Pettitt of the East 
Surrey Regiment is in hospital suffering from bronchial pneumonia. Before joining up with his group he was a 
gardener to Col. Walker Woodnorton. 



Private Ernest Fenner, son of Mr R Fenner, Tailor, High St who has been in hospital at Taplow, suffering 
from severe trench foot is now, we are glad to say, able to get about, and hopes soon to be convalescent.’ 
   

No names are recorded on the Mayfield or Five Ashes war memorials for February 1917.  
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