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Frontispiece: There are several war memorials in Plymouth: the largest is on Plymouth Hoe and commemorates the Royal Naval dead of the two world wars. (By kind permission of Matilda Richards)
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THE FIRST
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1


COUNTDOWN TO WAR


To some of those who lived in Plymouth, the call to arms on 4 August 1914 might have come like a bolt from the blue. However, for most of the military and naval authorities, as well as many politicians, it was the unhappy but inevitable outcome of several factors. Foremost among these was the evermore tangled network of primarily defensive treaties between one European nation and another, instability in south-east Europe, particularly the Balkan region, and above all the Anglo-German naval and arms race. By the beginning of the year, the mood was growing throughout the south-west region of England, as well as the country at large, that it would be more a case of when war should break out, rather than if. As summer wore on, it became increasingly inevitable.


There had been ominous portents for some time. In July 1904, one month after King Edward VII had visited Berlin and had been freely shown around the German navy, the German battle fleet had been invited on a three-day visit to Plymouth. Diplomatic niceties required a reciprocal event and, on 10 July, the people of the three towns of Plymouth, Devonport and Stonehouse came in their thousands to the Hoe and the seafront to watch a procession of German warships arriving in the Sound. They were witnesses to an event without precedent, for this was the largest and most powerful foreign naval force that had ever paid a friendly visit to a British port. Both sides were agreeable enough to each other on the surface as the guests were entertained with fitting receptions and banquets, but some observers were uneasy. After the German fleet had returned home, journalists and newspaper editors expressed grave concerns about such fraternisation. In parliament questions were asked: was the Admiralty aware that German naval officers had been seen taking photographs of the fortifications and dockyard, and if so, did anybody propose to take any action? Naturally nothing could be done, but it was a salutary warning that in future it would be as well to err on the side of caution when welcoming military or naval representatives of foreign powers.


Only a year earlier, the writer and aspiring Member of Parliament Erskine Childers had published The Riddle of the Sands, a very widely-read and influential novel which predicted an invasion by Germany on an ill-prepared Britain. In 1912 Childers was adopted as a prospective Liberal candidate for Devonport, although he resigned his candidacy shortly afterwards and never fought an election. He was executed for treason in 1922, during the Irish civil war.


By this time, Plymouth was taking important action to ensure that in the event of hostilities the south-west would be as well prepared as anywhere else in Britain. The three contiguous towns of Plymouth, Devonport and Stonehouse had expanded steadily throughout the nineteenth century, and a strong body of opinion maintained that they should unite as one. Plymouth authorities and ratepayers overwhelmingly favoured such a move, while the majority of those in Devonport relished their independence and were determined to retain it, and the much smaller Stonehouse seemed undecided. At an enquiry which opened in January 1914 at Plymouth Guildhall, an application was made by Plymouth Corporation for a provisional order for the amalgamation of the county boroughs of Plymouth and Devonport, and the urban district of East Stonehouse. The Corporation spokesmen stated that in all respects but their government they were as one. J.H. Ellis, the Town Clerk, and Major-General A.P. Penton, Commander of the South Western Coast Defences, both supported the application. The latter, who had been asked by the War Office to put forward the military point of view, said that in peacetime organisation of the three towns into three district bodies was of little importance, but in wartime it would be a different matter. In the event of an order for mobilisation, the fortress commander would have to deal with three different authorities instead of one. Given the ever-increasing German threat to European stability and the possibility that Britain might very soon be at war, this measure could not be postponed much longer.


A bill confirming the order was passed by a Select Committee of the House of Commons on 15 July. Throughout that same month, the defences at Plymouth Sound were rigorously tested, with searchlights at night illuminating ships at anchor. No vessel was allowed to enter by night or day without a permit, and those which attempted to do so were met with a hail of gunfire from the batteries. Mariners were forbidden to enter or leave harbour during night or in fog, and were ordered to keep well clear of ships belonging to the Royal Navy.


Although the German Empire began mobilisation on 30 July and France followed two days later, it was by no means inevitable that Great Britain would be drawn into the fray. Many people who did not expect war – and they could be readily forgiven – were caught unawares in the escalating timetable. One Plymouth woman, who had probably been unaware of the rapidly deteriorating situation or was perhaps reluctant to believe that the worst could happen, had gone on holiday to Paris and was advised to return as swiftly as possible. Caught up in the turmoil, she fought her way through the panic-stricken crowds that thronged the streets of the French capital to the railway station and, by sheer good fortune, managed to secure herself a place on the last available train to Calais. She then endured a four-hour journey in great discomfort before reaching the port and an equally fraught crossing to Dover before she was able to get back home.


Like a number of his colleagues in the military and naval authorities, Major Penton considered that forewarned was forearmed. For a few days he had appealed for gaps to be filled in the local territorial forces. Able-bodied men, encouraged by their employers, patriotically went to the recruiting stations, ready to do their duty for king and country and enlist. Civilians watched with curiosity if not increasing alarm as soldiers marched to the barracks in readiness, and men of the Royal Naval Reserve, many of them fishermen, reported for duty at the Exchange in Woolster Street. On 2 August, although it was a Sunday, streets in the town centre of Plymouth were full, and it was impossible to pass outside the newspaper offices, where telegrams advising of the latest in the international situation were placed on display within minutes of arrival. Sentries were posted at Government property and other strategically important buildings. Monday, 3 August was a Bank Holiday, but on the whole people were not in a holiday mood and few travelled any distance from home. Less people went on railway and steamboat excursions than usual, and some were cancelled through lack of demand. At the theatres, attendances were likewise considerably down. Crowds in the street stood anxiously waiting for news, while the sight of men in uniform became increasingly frequent, and the territorials were on standby if needed.


At 11.00 p.m. on 4 August, in the words attributed to the Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey, the lamps were going out all over Europe. Britain declared war on Germany, preparing to take up arms against another European country for the first time since the end of the Crimean War in 1856. The naval arms race, and the frenzied situation which had been accelerating throughout Europe since the assassination in Bosnia of the Austro-Hungarian heir Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife at Sarajevo on 28 June, had made conflict involving most of the continental powers almost inevitable.


An announcement was posted in the windows of the Western Morning News offices just before midnight. People were aware that the international situation was deteriorating, and a large group had gathered in anticipation of such an event. According to one of the paper’s reporters at the scene, ‘The news caused a profound sensation, several women swooning, and a long murmur of excitement passed through the crowd.’ In those pre-radio broadcasting days, the fact that declaration had taken place so late at night meant that few others in Plymouth, apart from those with telephones who were in regular contact with people in London, knew anything about it until the following morning. Official war notices were placed in the newspaper office windows and displayed on placards, and further details were given in the press the next day.


Paranoia soon took hold, with people thinking they saw spies at every possible turn. Aliens and suspected aliens were rounded up, and anybody with a German name or even a German accent was particularly vulnerable. On the night of 4 August, three men of apparently suspicious character were arrested on the eastern side of Plymouth Sound as they tried to break through recently erected wire entanglements. They were presumably harmless civilians who were trying to find their way home, perhaps after an evening of conviviality, and released after questioning with a caution to be more careful in future. A Russian steamer sailing from New York which reached Plymouth Sound that week had several American passengers who were keen to return home and stay out of Europe at a time of war, in addition to Germans and Russians who likewise needed to get back so they could discharge their patriotic duties against each other.


Within twenty-four hours of the announcement, panic buying had begun. Grocers did particularly brisk business, with customers having to wait a long time to be served, and prices of foodstuffs in shops virtually under siege fluctuated from hour to hour according to how much was available. Those who could afford to ordered large quantities of goods, such as half tons of flour and sugar by the hundredweight, thus creating a shortage which drove up prices in the short term. Tradesmen and retailers found themselves having to ration supplies or reduce the size of orders from customers whom they considered were probably hoarding. The mayor appealed for people to show restraint, asking the well-to-do not to increase stocks of provisions and stores, in order to help ensure that there would be enough for everyone.


Strange though it may seem with hindsight, the declaration of hostilities was greeted with considerable excitement, even enthusiasm, throughout much of Britain, and Plymouth was no exception. An increase in dockyard activity was anticipated with more employment, more ships to be built and serviced, and therefore more wealth for the workforce. In 1914 the dockyard employed over 10,000 men, and by the time peace had been declared this figure had risen to almost 19,000. The workers were not to be disappointed as their wages were in effect doubled by war bonuses, and supplemented by generous amounts of overtime. Because of the shortage of manpower, large numbers of women were employed in the yard for the first time. Routine repair and maintenance work, repairing damaged ships and fitting out Q-ships in campaigns against the U-boats, meant there was never any shortage of work.


Even so, not everybody anticipated a long war, and there was a widespread view that it would all be over by Christmas. Enthusiasm and patriotic feelings ran high. Young men in Plymouth who were disenchanted with what they saw as a tedious life at home, with little if any prospect of excitement, rallied to the cause of king and country. Patriotic feelings, reinforced through generations of family life and a strict upbringing which imbued in them a deep respect for the established order and the British Empire, ran high. A few public meetings organised by socialist societies and the trade unions were called to protest against the war, but most of them had to contend with crowds drowning them out by heckling and singing ‘Rule Britannia’, as well as cheers for England, the Empire and the armed services. Conservative and Liberal party workers eagerly went out, canvassing houses door to door, in an effort to persuade able-bodied and eager young men to join the army.


In the judiciary, a county court judge said that, in order to avoid undue hardship to the working classes and in view of the national situation, he was prepared to modify orders which were being made against debtors. For some, this may have been cause for mild celebration. Organisers of regattas and other seasonal sporting events were less happy, for many of the events they had worked so hard to prepare were quickly cancelled.




2


THE EARLY DAYS OF WAR


During the first few days, much of the movement of troops took place at night and went largely unnoticed by the public. Bands marched with them, but did not play, in order to avoid disturbing those who were sleeping in houses nearby. Local accommodation would soon prove a problem, with many naval recruits having difficulty in finding lodgings. Several hundred who were granted shore leave found that most of the pubs with bed and breakfast facilities near the barracks were closed or full up.


[image: images]


HMS Amphion, a Devonport-manned cruiser, was the first warship of the conflict to be sunk by enemy action, on 6 August 1914, while patrolling the North Sea route from Harwich to Antwerp.


It was not long before Plymouth would have the first of many severe losses to report. Within thirty-six hours HMS Amphion had been lost at sea. A Devonport-manned cruiser, she had been ordered to patrol the North Sea from Harwich to Antwerp to keep the sea lanes open. A German minelayer, Königin Louise, had already been sowing mines across the shipping routes. On 5 August the crew of Amphion and her flotilla sighted the enemy vessel and, in firing what were probably the first shots of the war, sank it. In the process they rescued over forty German sailors who would become the first prisoners of war. As they were brought on board they looked so miserable that the captain took pity on them and issued each of them a ration of rum. Ironically, as the vessel was returning to Harwich on the following day, she struck some of the mines that had been laid by Königin Louise, and sank with the loss of about 150 men and about twenty of the German crew that had been rescued.


The bill that confirmed the order for amalgamation of the three towns received royal assent on 10 August. Mr Balfour-Browne, who had led the campaign to maintain Devonport’s independence and resisted amalgamation, called for the House of Lords committee to reject the measure. Referring to Mr Ellis, the Town Clerk, he said that he thought England was a free country, ‘until I made the acquaintance of the Kaiser of Plymouth.’ The attitude of the latter authority, he remarked, was similar to that of a great European power negotiating on similar principles at the present time with small countries such as Belgium. He had to concede defeat but, while he obviously spoke with tongue in cheek, others might have wondered whether his light-hearted comments likening the Town Clerk to the man who would shortly be held responsible for the outbreak of war and thus the deaths of thousands were altogether in good taste at such a sensitive time.


On 30 August the first Red Cross hospital train arrived at Friary Station, full of wounded British and German soldiers from the front. Crowds had gathered to see it pull in as a fleet of buses, cars and ambulances waited to take them to temporary hospital accommodation at Salisbury Road School. Hyde Park Road School was likewise made a temporary hospital for the duration of the war, while Prince Rock and other schools were turned into temporary barracks. Cases of distress among women and children came to the attention of the welfare authorities, and it was found that their men had gone away to fight without having made reasonable provision for them first. Wives of leading service personnel wasted no time in setting up voluntary organisations to help them.


Among those who were particularly active in the provision of hospital work throughout Plymouth, and arranging shelter and accommodation for wounded servicemen, were Viscount and Viscountess Astor. The former, who had been Unionist Member of Parliament for Plymouth Sutton since 1910, applied no less than five times to enlist in the army, but was rejected because of a weak heart. As local MP, he could console himself with the thought that knowledge of his constituency and local people meant that he was able to provide a far more valuable service to the war effort at home than as just one of many military personnel on the Western Front.
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Wounded soldiers arriving at Friary Road Station and being taken by stretcher to an ambulance, autumn 1914.


Civilians would soon feel the impact of the fighting on their day-to-day lives. The Aliens Restriction Act required enemy nationals of military age to be interned, and others to be repatriated. Other aliens were forbidden to travel more than 5 miles from their place of residence, and required to register at their local police station.


Four days after the declaration of war, the Defence of the Realm Act (DORA) was swiftly passed by parliament, in effect suspending all existing constitutional safeguards for civil rights and liberties which were enjoyed as a matter of course in peacetime. People could be charged with breaking security regulations if caught or suspected of such normally innocent activities as flying a kite, buying binoculars, lighting a bonfire, discussing naval and military matters in public, or ‘by word of mouth or in writing spreading reports likely to cause disaffection or alarm among any of His Majesty’s forces or among the civilian population’, and even feeding wild animals with bread, on the grounds that it would be wasteful. The police had the power to stop and question civilians if they suspected any infringement of regulations, and those who refused to cooperate could be detained and even imprisoned. Strict censorship was imposed by the Admiralty and the War Office, with major restrictions on what war news the press was permitted to publish.


Alcoholic beverages were watered down, and restrictions were imposed on pub opening times which would remain in force until a new Licensing Act seventy-six years later. The Plymouth Watch Committee kept a close eye on any Sunday trading in the town. Anyone found selling goods on the Sabbath was liable to be reported to the police, and the shopkeeper would generally be prosecuted. The military authorities became concerned when people were getting drunk and were suspicious that someone might be plying them with drinks in order to extract information. Major Penton issued an order that civilians were forbidden to offer drink to the men, and it would be an act of mistaken kindness to do anything which prevented members of the armed forces from performing their duty to the Empire. Any publicans who served liquor to a man that was likely to render him unfit for fighting would be ‘severely dealt with’, and the Licensed Victuallers’ Association asked soldiers to refrain from standing their comrades drinks, as they would have done in peacetime.
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