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To Walter Barnsdale, 

First World War veteran and the most wonderful great-grandfather anyone could have.

– Lucy Moore



To those who helped make this possible –
you know who you are.

– Nicola Pullan
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FOREWORD

The First World War changed the world, altered society and had an impact that reverberates even today. Leeds’s place as a large industrial city meant that it played a huge part in preparing the nation for war. Our factories and workshops across the city produced military equipment, armaments and industrial materials. 

This affected the lives of all our citizens. Many left their jobs and families to serve in the armed forces. Many more, especially women, took new jobs in the highly productive war industries. Leeds was forward thinking in the development of its armaments industry. The industrial strength of Leeds was recognised as a clear threat by German authorities, who attempted to destroy it with an (unsuccessful) Zeppelin raid in November 1916. 

Leeds had an important role in welcoming refugees displaced by the war, including 1,500 men, women and children from Belgium. Nationally, Leeds was an important centre for the care of the sick and wounded, and by 1918, over 57,000 patients had been treated in the city. To support the families of those who left to fight, many informal support networks were founded across the city. 
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Wooden cross of remembrance, produced by wounded soldiers, 1919. (Leeds Museums & Galleries, photographed by Sara Porter)

Ten thousand people from Leeds lost their lives serving during the First World War. In this book we want to remember those who, like them, made the ultimate sacrifice, but also to explore the vital role Leeds played and its global context. 



Councillor Judith Blake

Leader of Leeds City Council

2015







INTRODUCTION

In 1927 the Leeds Corporation (now Leeds City Council) published an account of the city during the First World War. This was produced through the library with the War Memorial Committee. The author William H. Scott sought to set out what happened during the conflict, its impact on the city and the effect on the population. This book draws on that text, but has been written by curators from Leeds Museums & Galleries. This book will focus on sites and collections belonging to Leeds Museums & Galleries, showcase new research and draw out some of the fascinating wartime stories of the city. The publication of this new work is part of Leeds City Council’s commemorations of the First World War.

In 1914 Leeds was geographically smaller than it is today. Morley, Pudsey, Rothwell, Aireborough, Otley and other areas of the city today all sat outside the 1914 boundaries. Within this book we’ve tried to reflect the surrounding communities Leeds Museums & Galleries serve today, as well as those within the 1914 limits.

The newspapers circulating in Leeds throughout 1914 suggest a feeling of inevitability about a forthcoming war. Imperialist rivalries over naval strength and overseas territories had characterised the first decade of the twentieth century. Great Britain participated by building up its naval capacity in response to increases in German military capacity. The late nineteenth century had seen Europe divide into complex alliances between countries. By 1914 these could be expressed as:





ENTENTE v. ALLIANCE? 

An alliance is a formal declaration of mutual support; an entente is a less formal arrangement or understanding.







The Triple Alliance: Germany, Austro-Hungarian Empire, Italy

The Triple Entente: British Empire, Russian Empire, French Republic 



The European political situation was growing increasingly tense and the assassination of the Austro-Hungarian Archduke Franz Ferdinand on 28 June 1914 triggered a chain of reactions that opened the way for full-blown conflict to develop. The alliance system has been described as a ‘domino effect’ – when Serbian nationalist Gavrilo Princip assassinated the archduke, Austro-Hungary saw this as a reason to try to annex Serbia. Germany expressed military support for Austro-Hungary, whilst Serbia turned to Russia for protection. A war between Russia and the Triple Alliance would inevitably become a war with France. It was the German declaration of war with France and their invasion of Belgium that ultimately led to a British declaration of war on 4 August 1914. 
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Detail from a map of Europe, produced on a tablecloth, 1914.
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View of Thrift Street, Bramley, showing typical terraced housing.

Leeds had grown into a major industrial urban centre throughout the nineteenth century, but economic growth had stabilised by the 1910s. Leeds was a city of terraced houses, mills and impressive Victorian architecture. In 1914 there were indications that the boom was coming to an end. In January 1914 a rent strike began in Harold Grove, Burley, which soon spread across the city and lasted until March.

The summer of 1914 was hot and thundery. Newspaper reports looked forward to galas and shows. The Yorkshire Evening Post offered its readers the chance to take rides in a Leeds-built Blackburn aircraft at the Yorkshire Show in July. Meadows in Wetherby and other rural places around Leeds were burnt up and farmers had no grazing for their cattle. Crops were stunted due to a lack of rain. As political tensions increased on the Continent, Leeds waited phlegmatically for the storm clouds to break. 

This is not a comprehensive history of the city during the war but we hope that this book will inspire you to seek out your own stories around the First World War, whether you discover something about your street, a business, or your great-grandmother. The aspect of the war that will fascinate you might not be within pages of this book – for every large city like Leeds, there are thousands of other towns and cities around the world affected by the First World War and affected by ongoing wars today. 



Lucy Moore and Nicola Pullan, 2015






1

OUTBREAK OF WAR

The first shock of war almost dazed our people, but by no means to inertness. Leeds was very much on the alert. It could not belie its motto ‘Pro Rege et Lege’ – ‘For King and the Law’ – had now a profounder meaning than ever. 



– W.H. Scott, Leeds & the Great War, 1923
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Civic crest of the Leeds Corporation.

The newspapers published in Leeds on 4 August 1914, like those sold in towns and cities around the country, suggested that war was inevitable for Great Britain. Amongst articles on the latest shows and performances, the Yorkshire Evening Post reassured its readers that, ‘as during previous Wars’, its readers would receive the ‘First and Fullest Information of the progress of events, military and political’ through an exclusive arrangement with various international correspondents including Reuters News Agency. The paper also questioned whether Lord Kitchener would take over from Herbert Asquith as Secretary of State for War. A student at the University of Leeds sent in an article from Paris ‘on the eve of war’ in which he discussed the difficulties involved in changing money, the disarray French transport was in and how he had seen ‘old men in tears because they cannot fight’. The University of Leeds had looked to emulate German universities in the 1900s and had fostered close links with continental institutions. Academics travelled to Germany looking to model Leeds on German institutions.

In Leeds, despite the fact that no official declaration of war had yet been announced, appeals and preparations were being made in advance through the papers. The Leeds Rifles (then the 7th and 8th battalions of the West Yorkshire Regiment) had returned from summer training camp in Scarborough to their barracks in Carlton Hill and had been told to mobilise as soon as the order was given. Crowds in Scarborough had cheered the soldiers out of the town on their way back to Leeds, and they were met in turn with cheers as they marched through their home city. The Army Service Corps had also returned from camp in Whitby to Harewood Barracks, where they were making active preparations for mobilisation. A similar situation was ongoing at the Royal Engineers’ barracks in Claypit Lane.





Horses in West Yorkshire were in short supply and 500 were now needed by the Royal Field Artillery, the Yorkshire Hussars and the Army Service Corps. In the event of war being declared, every available horse would be requisitioned by the military.







Aside from military preparations, one concern for the city authorities on the eve of war was the consequences for the German citizens of Leeds. Many of the staff in the city’s hotels were German. One hotel waiter, who had an English wife, discussed the choices facing him. He could return to his country of birth, leaving his family behind without an income. In Germany he would have to fight against England, the country that had given him a good life. Alternatively he could remain, but be held in an internment camp, close to his family but not able to support them. For those who had not yet been naturalised and therefore did not have a British passport, the problem was often that while their personal allegiances lay with England, they were technically classed as ‘enemy aliens’. The Queen’s Hotel lost two German waiters, four French cooks and a Swiss waiter, all of whom had been called up by their home countries during August 1914. One German waiter reportedly cried and explained that he had no wish to fight England and no belief in the coming war: ‘I am a married man, married to an Englishwoman – and can anyone expect me to fight against my own family? … I am for all purposes an Englishman, earning my bread here, and I shall stay here to look after my family.’ 


[image: images]

Russian soldier featured on a biscuit tin produced by Huntley & Palmers, 1914.

Some fifty Germans were arrested and put under military guard in Leeds Town Hall according to a report in the Yorkshire Evening News published on 8 August. Although keen to stress that the men were being treated well, the arrests happened very quickly and some did not even have time to inform their families. The report included little information as to what would happen next: ‘The fate of the unhappy foreigners at present hangs in the balance. Instructions are being awaited from headquarters, but it is possible that the men will be taken to York.’ 

A few days later a piece announced that a large number of the men had been released, having proved their credentials. Many signed paperwork to formalise their naturalisation to England.

Other articles in the local press familiarised the reader with the Russian soldier’s uniform and army service, the likelihood of sugar shortages, the important role minesweeping trawlers would play in the coming conflict and the hope that the would settle the banking crisis the country had been facing. Tellingly one column of political commentary discussed the ‘triviality of the reasons for which wars are often waged’, using examples such as a 900-year-old conflict between Modena and Bologna beginning as a dispute over a well bucket and a Chinese emperor going to war over a broken teapot. Perhaps there was a feeling that the reasons for going to war were more substantial now than those found in our distant past?

Great Britain declared war on Germany at 11 p.m. on Tuesday, 4 August 1914. Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, was allegedly quoted as saying ‘the lamps are going out all over Europe’. War had finally arrived and would affect the city hugely over the coming years. Yet precisely how Leeds would be affected was not immediately clear. 

On 5 August the Yorkshire Evening Post reported the war as an ‘inevitable corollary’ of Germany’s invasion of Belgium.
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Earthenware bottle for ginger beer, 1914.
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Earl Grey’s writing table, on which the declaration may have been signed, currently held at Temple Newsam House.

The first few days of war

As soon as war was declared, the city swung into action. An air of ‘tremendous excitement’ immediately arose due to the ensuing military preparations, with people thronging Briggate to see members of the regular army returning from their summer training. Newspapers reported that Briggate was ‘impassable’ at times due to crowds. The Leeds City Police was greatly affected as many officers were reservists and so had been called up to barracks away from duties. Practicalities were important and the local press helped to identify people who might need relief and organise labour lists to ensure that vacancies left by men signing up would be filled quickly. Film screenings of war news were shown at the Empire and Hippodrome and were ‘received with enthusiasm’. At the Empire, the national anthems of Russia and France, as well as ‘God Save the King’ and ‘Rule Britannia’, were played at the end of performances with ‘the audiences standing’. This surge in energetic patriotism appealed to the consciences of some. An army deserter, Matthew Burrows of Elland Road, was ‘struck with remorse on reading the news … [of] the great European war … [and] gave himself up’. 

Banks had closed on 4 August. Although they opened again on 8 August, there was still a shortage of change to pay workers. Firms were encouraged to only withdraw banknotes rather than gold – this was to keep the banks financially stable. During the summer of 1914 increased European political instability had meant that overseas creditors of the London Stock Exchange were more likely to default on their debts in the event of war. The Stock Exchange closed on 31 July 1914. Subsequently the guarantee of the Stock Exchange’s loans by the Bank of England was seen as a sign by some tradesmen that they should remove their wealth from the control of the banks. In Leeds, as in other cities, the authorities urged caution which helped to avert a national financial crisis. 

Daily life posed challenges for local people. Drastic increases in food prices led to fears that supplies would run out – partly due to a reliance on imports, and partly as people were rushing out to panic buy. On 5 August, the Yorkshire Evening News reported that sugar prices had risen by 50 per cent: ‘We hear of one woman, who in normal times buys 2lb of bacon a week, rushing into a shop and actually purchasing two sides. It is this kind of thing that is doing so much harm and the poor are the ones who are suffering.’ 

Food prices had risen quickly in response to the declaration of war. According to the papers, wealthier people were trying to stockpile staples, which drove prices up and severely affected poorer members of society. Flour became a particular issue. Not only was its wholesale price increased, but this price in turn pushed up the price of bread at the bakers. Relief came when the Co-operative Society began to sell half-stone quantities of flour at slightly below the current inflated price. This reassured people that there were still remaining supplies of flour and that the price inflation had been artificial. Pork products such as bacon and ham, also increased in price. This was due to a reduction in supplies of Danish pork due to the closure of North Sea trading routes. Trade was very slack at Kirkgate Market because traders had received the last consignment of imports from Holland, Germany or France for some time.
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Coffee bag produced for the ninety-eight branches of Leeds Industrial Co-operative Society.

Special meetings were organised in the city by the Lord Mayor to discuss issues such as price inflation and how to assuage labour shortages. Newspaper reports reveal that Leeds’ industrialists were keeping firms open for longer than was prudent, to avoid putting lots of men out of work. However, the overall feeling at the time was that, because Leeds had so many industries, it was spared the worst of these initial privations. Nevertheless, factories were seriously affected if they could not export their products and relied on overseas markets. Fowler’s, which produced heavy engineering for global markets, immediately laid off 1,700 workers, anticipating that they would only receive a reduced number of home orders. Clothing manufacturers went to short-time working and there were long queues outside the Labour Exchange. By the end of August 1914 the Yorkshire Evening Post reported that 8,000 trade unionists were out of work, and with members of trade unions making up approximately 25 per cent of the workforce, unemployment was startling. There was the hope amongst textile manufacturers, such as Bentley & Tempest at Armley Mills, that orders for the armed forces would be forthcoming for uniforms and blankets. The unstable employment situation in the city must have been an important factor as to why so many men signed up in the first few weeks of war. 

Women already made up a sizeable proportion of the workforce across the city. Now in wartime middle-class women largely volunteered as Volunteer Aid Detachment (VAD) nurses or in other charitable organisations; working-class women took up some of the many new opportunities in war work. The 2nd Northern General Hospital was established at Beckett’s Park. Country houses around the city, like Lotherton Hall, Harewood House and Lord Brotherton’s residence of Roundhay Hall, had begun the process of becoming auxiliary military hospitals, in order to take convalescent patients from Beckett’s Park. Letters written to the paper urged the organisation and mobilisation of women for domestic and sanitary duties. On 8 August the Yorkshire Evening Post reported that the Ladies Committee was identifying what useful works could be done, including sewing, knitting, bandaging, visiting families, messenger work, domestic work, nursing, cooking and interpreting. Already two women had come forward who between them spoke English, French, German, Italian and Yiddish. The University of Leeds intended to lead the recruitment of women for a Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) unit as well as to recruit volunteers to knit, sew and make bandages for the war effort. Those interested in sewing were to apply to Dr Mary Philips at the university.





THE FIRST FEW DAYS OF WAR IN LEEDS

•  Leeds Stock Exchange closes 

•  100 tramway employees enlist, but no tram delays are anticipated 

•  Streets around the station, Boar Lane and Briggate are crowded 

•  Amateur wireless stations are dismantled 

•  Soldiers camp at Headingley sports ground 

•  Flour, butter, eggs, bacon and sugar all rise in price, fish is still plentiful







After the initial rushed internment of foreign nationals, what were the visible day-to-day changes in the city? Certainly there was an enormous wave of patriotism, with local cinemas such as the Empire playing the Allies’ national anthems regularly. By the end of the first three days 1,000 men from Leeds had signed up to the army. Patriotism was partly the cause. James Macken, who worked at the Leeds Fire Clay Company felt: ‘We had to stop what happened in Belgium happening here and we had to honour our obligations to France and Belgium and go and help them.’
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Women giving tea and chocolate to soldiers.

Most of all there was a huge sense of anticipation across the city. The war that had been predicted by some politicians had been declared, but the form it would take was not yet clear.

Recruitment during the first few months of war fluctuated. Initially high, numbers then fell away as industrial demands increased once more after the crash of the first few days. Enlistment and unemployment were closely linked. By 10 September the first military orders for the government meant that unemployment began to fall. Some firms added night working due to the pressure of textile orders, which meant there were jobs again for those who had been laid off. However, the city became open to criticism that its contribution to enlistment in the armed forces was too low. This was due to increased orders from the armed forces for 3 million uniforms, boosting manufacturers’ and tailors’ accounts





•  Bakers feel the pinch as flour is in short supply 

•  Prediction that there’s ‘sure to be distress in the ready-made clothing industry’ 

•  The army commandeers food, especially meat 

•  Insurance premiums for export trade increase, slowing colonial trade in Leeds 

•  Some postal deliveries in Leeds are dropped

•  General Labourers Union supplies the Corporation with names of those out of work to fill gaps left by servicemen 

•  Some shop assistants are dismissed due to a lack of trade

•  Boy Scouts guard culverts and telegraph lines and act as guides to new arrivals in the city 

•  Hyde Park Hotel starts a fund for families whose breadwinners are not employed by the Corporation 

•  Leeds banks reopen







Engineering was slower to recover as armaments contracts took longer to materialise. There was optimism that orders which might have gone to German firms would now come to Leeds or other cities around the country. Germany had been a serious competitor in locomotive production pre-war and in some cases German firms had been awarded tenders that Leeds-based companies had tried to gain. By October 1914, the Hunslet Engine Company had received many more enquiries for all sorts of rolling stock than usual. Some departments in engineering firms were busy, but in others were short of orders. There was a feeling in the city that the war had not brought as much trade as had been anticipated in the first few days after its outbreak. There were uncertainties in every area of economy.
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‘War and the People that Wait’ – a sermon preached by the Reverend W.H. Elliott on 9 August 1914.
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Logo for Blakey’s Malleable Ironworks, Armley, showing one of their products.

Late in 1914 there were fresh concerns about recruitment in particular. Despite having recruited 5,000 volunteers in two months, by November the city was comparing itself unfavourably to other northern cities. In an article subtitled ‘Leeds’ Shabby Response to the Country Call’ the Yorkshire Evening Post raised the issue:
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War and the People that Wait.

A SERMON

Leeds Pavish Church,
On Sunday Evening. August 9. 1914
REV. W. H. ELLIOTT, MA.

RicHaRo Jacksow, 1 & 17, CountmmeiaL STRRwT,
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