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For being there for so many people


when no one else was.
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INTRODUCTION


The history of Essex during the First World War is very different story to the account that I wrote of the county in the Second World War. There are several reasons for this, the main one being that there was not the same level of civilian danger in the First World War as there was in the later conflict, although in many cases the danger from air raids did seem to be the cause of a great deal of panic, and to present more risk than it actually did.


For the most part, in the more rural areas of the county the people who stayed at home were hardly touched by the conflict at all. There was also little news of the war in the more remote areas and apart from those who left to fight, the First World War must have seemed much like earlier wars when the fighting took place overseas and had little impact on the local population.


The more urban areas, of course, did suffer from the results of the war. The bombing of civilians was a new and terrifying experience for those who experienced it. Thankfully, the number of casualties was relatively low, at least in the early years of the war. There were also major changes in the population in the built-up areas of the county. Army camps sprang up all over Essex and while in many areas young men all but vanished as they rushed to join the armed forces, in others they were very evident and made up a majority in the local populace. Many of the new soldiers were also billeted in the homes of the local population, again bringing the war closer to home.


Not only was there an influx of men from the other parts of the country (strange enough in itself when working class people rarely travelled beyond their own towns), there were also men from the colonies who came to help the old country against the enemy. In some cases the men who came to fight must have looked very unusual indeed to the local population.


The experience of Essex’s population of the war was varied. The inhabitants of a town like Colchester experienced the vast expansion of the population with thousands of young men converging on their town, bringing the problems that this created with them. Then there were the rural residents of small villages whose life went on as it had for many years before and whose news relating to the war was often sporadic and out of date.


When I first began to research this book I believed that the Essex of the First World War period was far removed from the county we know today. This is in many cases true, especially relating to technology, but as I read about the rise in teenage pregnancy, the youth of the day being softer than their forefathers, the state doing too much for people and a shortage of nurses owing to poor pay, I began to think that perhaps life has not changed as much as we think it has. This then is what makes the story of Essex in the First World War such a varied and interesting one.





Michael Foley, 2009


www.authorsites.co.uk/michaelfoley




ONE


1914


The world in 1914 was a very different place to that which we know today. What we take for granted in the twenty-first century was in many cases unthought of at the time. In medicine there were no antibiotics to treat infections, so even the smallest wound could be fatal for an unlucky victim. Indeed it was only in 1914 that the first non-direct blood transfusion was carried out by the Belgian surgeon Albert Hustin.


The rights of members of the general population were not as clear-cut in the pre-war period as they are now; certainly not in this country or in other supposedly civilised states. In April 1914 the Colorado Coalfield massacre took place when the United States National Guard attacked a colony of 1,200 striking miners living in tents and killed twenty-four of them.


There was very little news of the outside world in the more remote areas; radio was in its infancy and newspapers were only available in urban areas. Even travel was difficult, as in many cases the railway had not yet reached rural areas and travel was still mainly dependent on the horse. This then was the background against which the war began.


The causes of the First World War are complicated and involve a number of factors. There have been several long books written about this and many of them still disagree over the exact cause. It is obvious that there were severe problems among the smaller states of Europe and as the larger powers pledged their support to these states, they usually had their own interests in mind, so they came into conflict.


Then there were the ambitions of the larger powers in adding to their colonies. The assassination of the Archduke Ferdinand is often seen as the cause of the war, but this was just the spark that set off the powder keg that was Europe in 1914.


The actual conflict began with Austria attacking Serbia. The larger powers then aligned themselves; Russia, France and Britain (the Triple Entente) against Austria-Hungary, Italy and Germany (the Triple Alliance). On 1 August Germany declared war on Russia, on the 3rd against France and on the 4th against neutral Belgium. England declared war on Germany in support of Belgium, then German troops invaded Belgium and swept through the country into France. The British forces that could be mustered at this time numbered less than 200,000 and were sent to France in early August. The Germans called them a ‘contemptible little army’ and the name stuck as the ‘old contemptibles’.


The British were first stationed at Mons in Belgium near the French border. They were quickly forced to retreat by the advancing German Army and it was not until mid-September that they finally halted the German advance at the River Marne. That was when the first trenches were dug and were to set the pattern of the war.


The first Allied victories came in October and November at Ypres. The Germany Army was held and then began the stalemate that was to last for most of the war with small gains for each side, usually at the cost of thousands of lives. Turkey entered the war in October on the German side.


Christmas 1914 saw the well-known unofficial truce between the Germans and the British when the men met in no man’s land and, for a short time at least, the war was forgotten (at least by the lower ranks if not by the senior officers). There were games of football and gifts exchanged, along with views of the war from both sides. For the first time many of the British soldiers found out that although they thought their cause was the right one, so did the enemy.
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When war broke out, public transport to places like Southend was much more difficult to use as it was taken over for military use.





Although the railway had made inroads into many parts of Essex, by the outbreak of war travel between the railway stations was not easy. New stations were being added to the county up until the war began but this then stopped once the fighting started. The availability of public transport by train actually decreased on some lines as military traffic took priority. The government took control of the Fenchurch Street line to Southend and any available tickets for the public were much more expensive than they had been before the war. Women were also employed on the railway for the first time, as they were in many other industries.


Another seemingly simple aspect of rail travel that changed during the war was the vending machines that stood on station platforms; there were always chocolate machines and others that printed your name on small metal strips for a penny. These unusual luxuries made rail trips so interesting for the young passengers. As the war progressed these machines were always empty, taking away some of the magic of rail travel for children.


Cars were still rare in Essex, as were buses. In the larger towns electric trams had been running for some time, which was a cheap form of travel for the working classes. It was still the case, however, that workers normally lived close to their place of work, even in the more built-up areas. If they used any type of transport to get to work it was usually a bicycle.


The county of Essex was a varied place in 1914. In the west of the county, near to London, the spread of the capital had led to an increase in industry. Much of what we now think of as the East End of London was then several small towns in Essex, but the spread of the capital had begun to join them into one large mass. Barking had lost its old reliance on the fishing industry and farming and had turned to newer, more modern and, often, just as lethal industries mainly based around the site of what had been the centre of its fishing industry, Barking Creek. This transition was true of other towns, too. It was along rivers such as the Roding, Bow Creek and the Thames that much of the early industry settled. Water transport was still a major factor in this as many goods were still carried by barges or larger boats.
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Some towns in Essex had a tram system, such as this one in Colchester.
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It must have been an exciting and unusual experience for trippers to take a ride along the sea front on a tram at Thorpe Bay.
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Bicycles were the working man’s form of transport as the reasonable terms to buy one of these bicycles shows.


[image: Book title]


Bicycles may have been a cheap form of transport for the working classes, but they were a form of recreation for the better off too.


Many of the industries of the time were not run with the health of their employees in mind. Match manufacture had been present in the town of Barking for a number of years and despite its early dangers, conditions had improved. But a new industry, Cape Asbestos, arrived in the town the year before the war began. It was only to be many years later that the danger of working with asbestos was to lead to the town having the highest death rates from asbestosis in the country.
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Some industries were dangerous for the health of their workers. The match industry had improved by this time and many of the labels on the boxes, such as this one made at Barking, had a patriotic theme.


The area around Bow Creek, like Barking, was also the site of numerous factories producing items such as chemicals. The processes often led to widespread pollution of the river and the local atmosphere. Lax regulations by local councils were one of the reasons that the sites for these lethal factories were chosen. The unpleasant smells from these industries must have made life unbearable at times for the local communities.


Despite the dangers of industry, there had been attempts to improve the health of the population, especially after the poor condition of the men who were needed for service in the Army during the Boer War. Barking was well advanced in this and the majority of homes in the town had a water supply; not something that was common in the rest of the county. Despite this, health was still an issue in Barking. In the years before the war infant mortality was twice the rate in Barking than that in Ilford. This was mainly the result of poverty. Although the National Insurance Act had been passed in 1911 which made payments to the sick and unemployed who had paid contributions, this did not cover all workers. Even those who were covered only had benefits for a limited period. The difference in infant mortality rates between towns that were so close also shows how varied life in the county could be.


Colchester was one of the towns which had a wide-reaching system of electric trams since 1904. There were a number of industries in the town such as engineering and iron foundries. As well as supplying a home for the troops the town also helped to provide the goods for war that the men needed. While the engineering factories turned to armament production during the war, clothing factories were producing uniforms for the troops.
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Much of the early industry in Barking was based around the town quay and relied on water transport.
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Although trams ran in Colchester, horses and carts or even handcarts were still the more common form of transportation.
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Ilford was a much healthier place to live than nearby Barking becuase the population there were better off. Some had enough money to build grand houses such as this, which was not as old as it looked.
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The radio masts at Marconi’s factory were more than400ft high. They must have been a useful guide for German airships.


Chelmsford had a rather unusual range of factories. Marconi had opened the first radio factory in the town in 1898, which was then rebuilt in 1912. In 1913 two 453ft masts were erected.


In 1902 Clarkson & Capel Steam Bus Syndicate had begun to build steam buses in the town. Although the Great Eastern Railway Company ran petrol buses to their stations in the area from 1905, in 1913 they were replaced by steam buses. There were also a number of steam-driven lorries in use in the town.


Moore brothers of Kelvedon ordered a double-decker steam bus from Clarkson’s and it was delivered in 1914. The bus ran from Kelvedon to Colchester and was the first self-propelled bus to run in the area. It travelled at 12mph and the solid tyres must have made the journey very uncomfortable for its passengers. By the end of the war however, petrol-driven vehicles were once more growing in popularity.


Steam vehicles could also be quite dangerous. It was believed that sparks from a steam lorry could have been responsible for a fire that broke out at Bordeaux Farm, Little Chesterford, in April 1914. The fire spread to Manor Farm and then to the village, destroying farm buildings, cottages and two public houses.


Inhabitants in more rural parts of Essex had a very different lifestyle to those living in the towns. Although there was poverty in the urban areas, in some parts of the countryside poverty was very bad indeed. For many rural people the staple diet was bread and potatoes with what ever they could grow for themselves in gardens or allotments. Work on their own plot often followed long hours in the fields of their employer.


The levels of poverty suffered by the population during the war are a matter for debate. The commonly held view is that because of the need for longer hours in industry and the shortage of food that meant more work for farmers, everyone was better off. This was no doubt true of those who went into the Army and their families. In some cases the war came as a financial relief for those men who did not have regular work – when they joined the Army they received regular, if low, pay. Their families also received separation allowances, which again were low, but were better than nothing.


There was so much hardship among some families that regular trips to the pawnshop were a necessity. When soldiers arrived home on leave they often found that they had no civilian clothes to wear as they had all been pawned. Even bedding was pawned in the worst cases.


When men joined the Army from the rural areas it was often an improvement financially as they would receive regular wages, which was not always the case for some farm workers. This also left those who had not joined up in a better position as there were fewer men and therefore more work available.


For women who could not go out to work, doing the laundry for local soldiers was an alternative. Huge amounts of dirty uniforms could be delivered to a house and then collected when clean. Soldiers at the large camps often helped out the locals by passing food over the fences to children.


Many of the small hamlets in the county had no shops or pubs of their own. Schools for the children were often miles away and the only way to get there was to walk and many of the children had no shoes. Spike Mays wrote how one boy at his school wore his father’s old Essex Regiment uniform altered to fit, as he had no other clothes. The walk to school was not only made during the week, as most children would also go to Sunday school. There was often a choice of churches in the local area and on a Sunday morning the sound of church bells could be heard from many different sources depending on the wind direction.
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Much of the work on farms was still carried out by horses rather than machines.


Families were often large, as the idea of widespread contraception was still in its infancy. The only reason that the numbers of children were kept down was the high infant mortality. Births would be attended by unqualified but experienced midwives who would also help out after the birth for a price.


There would normally be a village near smaller hamlets, which would have some amenities. Ashdon, a village close to Saffron Walden, had five pubs but only two shops; both were grocer’s shops but one was also a post office. Although called grocer shops, they actually sold everything that the locals would need such as clothes, paraffin and tobacco.


Some men were excused from serving in the forces if their work was important to the farms; for example, tractor drivers who were rare as most farm-work was still carried out using horses. These men were given armbands to show that they were in reserved occupations, otherwise they ran the risk of people accusing the them of being cowards.


In Dunmow, as in many areas, the outbreak of war was announced by a notice in the post office window. Although news of the war may not have been available in the area on a regular basis, the sound of the guns in France was a constant reminder of the conflict. Plans were drawn up to evacuate the local population from the area in the result of an invasion. The citizens of Dunmow would go to Oxford and there would be farm carts allocated for the use of the elderly, the sick and children. Everyone else would have to walk. Whether there would actually be enough carts for this use was debatable, especially as so many horses had been commandeered for Army use.
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Many children lived in large, poor families but the children at Great Saling School just after the war look to be well clothed and fed.


There did not seem to be a great deal of fear about invasion, not like there had been in previous wars or like there would be in 1939. Despite the lack of fear over invasion however, the thought of being bombed by Zeppelins was much more frightening for the population than the actual danger from them.


Despite the fear that they caused, there also seemed to be a fascination with the airships. A description of a sighting of a Zeppelin was given by Charles Perfect in his book Hornchurch in the Great War.





There was a silvery object, the shape of a huge cigar caught in the rays of dozens of searchlights. Whichever way it turned the searchlights followed it making it a clear target for the guns.





Hornchuch itself was described by many as a town but has also been called a village. One of the largest industries in the town at the time of the war was the Hornchurch Brewery. They had thirty horses, which pulled the drays that delivered to the large number of public houses that the brewery owned in Essex. The horses were kept in a field behind the King’s Head public house.
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Small pictures, such as this one of Burnham-on-Crouch, were often used as rewards for children’s attendance at Sunday schools.
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Companies were not averse to using the war as a means to sell their goods as this advertisement for Oxo shows.


Housing in the countryside was normally much more primitive than in the towns. Very few houses had running water and lighting was usually provided by oil lamps. People living in these houses knew no different as most of them spent their whole lives working on local farms and rarely travelled further than the local village or nearest town. Even those living in nearby hamlets or villages were often viewed with suspicion.


One source of employment for the locals would often be the large estate of the local landowner, often on farms owned by the lord or as live-in domestic servants. There would also be opportunities for beaters when they held shooting parties for their rich friends. The local gentry were often the owners of the only car in the area.
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Some claims made by companies in their advertisements may have been a little far-fetched.
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Horsemen on farms were seen as a higher form of employee. They were hard to replace and often used this reason to get out of joining the forces.


Because of the close connection with the land, harvest time was the most important time of the year. There would be a large party, often paid for by the local squire. Much of the farm work revolved around horses, as tractors were still very rare.


The area around Basildon that included Laindon, Pitsea and Vange had been the source of an innovative scheme for some years. Small plots of land had been sold off for a number of years for a few pounds to people, mainly from London, who wanted a place out in the countryside. The type of homes that sprang up on these plots varied immensely from tents to wooden buildings no better than sheds and even old railway carriages. They were mainly used for holidays. Some, however, did build homes and lived in them permanently. During the war many people bought these plots with monthly payments of 10s or a pound. There was a similar scheme in operation on Canvey Island for a time.


There were other centres of population in the county that did not fit either the urban or rural pattern of common Essex towns and villages. One of these was Kynochtown at Shell Haven near Canvey Island. Kynoch and Company had opened an explosives factory on the site in 1895. The works had been greatly expanded during the war and because of its remote position a town of wooden huts sprang up to house its predominantly female workforce. The huts were later replaced by brick-built houses. It became known as Kynochtown and had its own shop, a school and an institute.
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