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Introduction


Having written about Portsmouth’s Second World War casualties, it was a natural progression for me to look further back in history and tell the story of Portsmouth’s war dead of the First World War. Both conflicts are, after all, part of the same broad history of the twentieth century. But although I had spent many years researching and studying the Second World War and knew much about what happened to my ancestors during that conflict, I knew very little about the First World War.


It quickly occurred to me that compared to the Second World War, Portsmouth’s history of the First World War is barely known. Whilst most people in Portsmouth will be aware of the bombing of Portsmouth during the Second World War and of D-Day, few will have any knowledge of the Portsmouth Pals Battalions or of the Battle of Jutland. Yet, in terms of casualties and the sheer effect that the conflict had on the town, the First World War was one of the most defining moments in Portsmouth’s history, and definitely the most costly.


I began by working through the names on Portsmouth’s war memorial, of which there are over 5,000. Whilst many of the names were traced on the Commonwealth War Graves Commission’s Debt of Honour Register online, a surprising number proved to be elusive. Whether this is due to a mistake on the memorial, the register or both can only be proven by extensive research on each individual. The war memorial proved to be just the start. A remarkable tool called Geoff’s Search Engine allowed me to search the Debt of Honour Register for men who came from Portsmouth, and several hundred cropped up who, for whatever reason, were not included on the war memorial. The roll of honour in ‘Portsmouth and the First World War’ by William Gates also added several hundred names to the database, as did the Portsmouth section of The National Roll of the First World War. Scanning local war memorials – parish churches, employers, etc – also provided more names. However, due to the nature of war memorials and how war casualties are recorded, it is difficult to know exactly how many men from Portsmouth were killed. It is likely to be more than 6,000.


Compared to researching Second World War servicemen, researching First World War dead is both easier and more difficult; easier, because the Commonwealth War Graves Commission’s online register includes house numbers and road names for many, but also because many useful official documents have been released into the public domain, allowing us to research individuals in more detail. The 1901 and 1911 censuses allow us to pinpoint war casualties in their communities, and for many, service records are readily available. But in many respects First World War casualties are more difficult to research because, due to the passage of time, their descendants are invariably less aware of their stories. Whilst there are Second World War veterans still alive, the last First World War veterans passed away some years ago. As a result, we are very much dealing with what is now history and not memory. And, tragically, the sheer number of men involved made the task a lengthy one.


In many ways the story of Portsmouth’s war losses during the First World War tells the story of the city itself during those dark days, and indeed the preceding years. Portsmouth’s war dead of the First World War were, in the majority of cases, born and educated in the Victorian era. In so many ways, the experiences of more than 6,000 men paint a vivid picture of life in Portsmouth. And a unique picture it is – nowhere else in Britain had anything like the social conditions that Portsmouth had in 1914. Portsmouth’s status as a naval dockyard and a garrison town gave it a character all of its own; from the working-class slum neighbourhood of Landport, to the officers’ enclave of Thomas Ellis Owen’s Southsea; from the Portsmouth Pals to the sons of local politicians and the son of a brewing magnate, it is an incredibly diverse picture.


The largest contingent of men from the town were killed serving with the army, totalling 3,243, the majority of whom – around 2,000 – were killed on the Western Front. Over 1,700 of those who were killed from Portsmouth were serving with the Royal Navy, hundreds of whom were killed in one day at the Battle of Jutland. There were 374 men from Portsmouth in the Royal Marines and twenty-six serving with the Merchant Navy. The youngest servicemen from Portsmouth killed were 15, and the oldest was 72. Intriguingly for a war that is often perceived to have taken place solely in France and Belgium, Portsmouth casualties are buried in a remarkable forty-four countries, covering nearly every continent on the globe. Among the men from Portsmouth killed during the First World War, 240 are known to have held some kind of decoration for gallantry – 4 per cent of the total number of war casualties from the town. Men from Portsmouth served in all kinds of ships and units, performing every kind of role imaginable.


And yet whilst plenty has been written about the big events of the time, such as the Battle of Jutland, until recently there has been very little interest in uncovering what happened to the thousands of ordinary men from Portsmouth who died. In many respects, the sheer scale of the casualties meant that individuals were swamped in the sea of collective mourning. The First World War is now beyond living memory, and has in many ways been overshadowed by the Second World War. Fortunately, an explosion of interest in family history in recent years has democratised military history, making it far more about the ordinary soldier than the well-known generals and politicians.


Public perceptions of the First World War have been irrevocably shaped and moulded by the historical and cultural trends that have waxed and waned since the armistice was signed on 11 November 1918. The massive losses engendered an attitude among the public and politicians alike that such a costly war must never be allowed to happen again. A reluctance to go to war led to the appeasement of Hitler in the 1930s, and the British experience during the First World War influenced how Britain subsequently fought the Second World War. Army casualties in that war, for example, were much fewer than during the First World War, as politicians and generals were determined to avoid the huge casualties suffered on the Western Front. Whilst casualty rates during the Battle of Normandy in 1944 were similar to those experienced on the Western Front, the British Army spent only a short period of time during the Second World War fighting the enemy on the mainland of Europe.


Alan Clark’s The Donkeys is perhaps the best-known text that set the assumption that all British generals of the First World Wars were incompetent, a misconception that has been only partly dispelled by historians. The BBC documentary series The First World War heightened public interest in the conflict, as did the stage play Oh! What a Lovely War, which also reinforced popular perceptions. Although regarded as one of the best British comedies of modern times, Blackadder Goes Forth hardened the ‘donkeys’ perception among many and gave the impression that British soldiers on the Western Front spent the entire war living in muddy holes in the front line.


However, in recent years a growth of interest in family history has led many people to develop a closer knowledge and awareness of the experiences of their ancestors during the First World War. Series such as Who Do You Think You Are? inspired this growth, and it is noticeable that military ancestors feature prominently in such programmes. Novels such as Sebastian Faulks’s Birdsong and Michael Morpurgo’s War Horse, and the subsequent stage production and Steven Spielberg-produced film adaptation, have encouraged an interest in the First World War in general and – in the case of War Horse – the experiences of non-human combatants specifically.


As ever, the phrase ‘from Portsmouth’ is by no means simple, and deserves explanation. Many men were born in Portsmouth and either remained or moved away, and many were born elsewhere and moved to the town. Men were educated here, or worked here. A cursory glance at even a relatively small number of men from Portsmouth who were killed during the First World War suggests that local society was incredibly fluid and mobile, both nationally and internationally. Whilst the committee who submitted names for Portsmouth’s war memorial applied relatively strict criteria, history suggests that such a policy excludes many men who on reflection had valid claims to be remembered. Portsmouth was a place that saw a constant movement of people coming and going, and it is therefore wise to maintain an open mind as to what the phrase ‘from Portsmouth’ entails. Broadly speaking, in this author’s opinion, if they spent more than a fleeting amount of their life in the town, and their loss affected local society and local people, then they deserve to be remembered here.


With the centenary of the First World War almost upon us, naturally much attention will be focused upon anniversaries. With the passage of time it is all the more important that we carry the torch of remembrance. They might be remembered on memorials, but is it really enough for us to look at their engraved names once a year on a particular date and ignore them for the rest of the year? No; we can and should do more, and hopefully telling some of their stories is a step in the right direction. We need to draw a distinction between recording a person’s name, and remembering their life. A name is part of a life, but we should not limit ourselves to this. Remembering a name is one thing, but learning about a person’s life and their experiences is quite another and gives remembrance a whole new dimension.


By focussing on the experiences of individuals, we can paint a much more vivid picture of a community as a whole. Many fascinating and unique stories emerge. Sadly, as with any book of this nature, it is not possible to tell all of their stories, but hopefully those who have been covered in the following pages stand as representatives of their comrades. Collectively it is a story of a city at war, a story of soldiers and sailors; of officers and men; of trenches, deserts and oceans; of emigrants and immigrants; of tanks, aircraft and submarines; of brothers, fathers and sons; of prisoners of war, of pals and horses.


Including the word ‘hero’ in the title of this book was not a step I took lightly. It is a word that is overused in many inappropriate ways and comes with considerable baggage. Whilst I have never heard any war veterans describe themselves as heroes, it is important that people of my generation recognise that we have never had to experience many of the testing, traumatic events that our ancestors had to live through. We have lived in peace primarily because they stood up to be counted when it mattered. The vast majority of soldiers during both world wars did not win medals for bravery, but if they had not served their country at such a critical time, our lives would be very different now. As Lord Moran wrote in his seminal work The Anatomy of Courage, very few men can be brave or courageous all of the time. And whilst it is important that we give recognition to the men from Portsmouth who were killed during the First World War, surely there can be no better tribute than to remember them as overwhelmingly normal men who served and died during one of the most traumatic events that Portsmouth has ever known.




1


Portsmouth Before the


First World War


As a city, Portsmouth has always owed its very existence to war, and its fortunes have always been closely tied to the role that Britain has played on the global stage. Indeed, the sheltered harbour made Portchester a key settlement from Roman times. The town of Portsmouth was founded in the late twelfth century in the area we now know as Old Portsmouth. Portsmouth was frequently a point of embarkation for medieval kings sailing to fight in France, most notably Richard the Lionheart, who granted the town its first charter in 1194.1


The naval dockyard in Portsmouth grew in importance, particularly when the first dry dock was built by Henry VII in 1494. Naturally, fortifications were built to protect such a vital facility, and the town became home to a sizeable army garrison. The dockyard expanded considerably during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with the growth of the British Empire and the Royal Navy. As the dockyard expanded, so too did the fortifications and garrison to defend it. The presence of so many large military establishments shaped the way the town developed, geographically and socially. Throughout its history Portsmouth has perhaps been more familiar with soldiers and sailors than any other town or city in Britain. Although the townspeople were used to sharing their town with servicemen – and usually happy to accept their custom – the relationship was not always an easy one.


Portsmouth’s population grew at an incredible rate during the nineteenth century, increasing from 33,226 in 1801 to 188,123 in 1901, by which time Portsmouth was the fifteenth largest town in the country.2 The great extension of the dockyard in the 1860s in particular drew many men to Portsmouth. In 1801 the population of the town was crowded mainly into the area of Old Portsmouth, with a growing settlement at Portsea and a number of farms inhabiting the rest of the island. Within a hundred years, rapid expansion had covered a large proportion of Portsea Island in housing. In 1911 the town – as it was then – had a population of 230,496 people. They lived in a total of 51,656 dwellings – a remarkable number for what was still a small island town. Much of the population was concentrated in the south-western part of the town, in particular in Landport, Buckland, Portsea, Southsea and Fratton. There was serious overcrowding, especially in some of the inner-city areas.3 Despite this overcrowding, Portsmouth was also a rural town, and areas such as Milton, Copnor and Hilsea were still relatively undeveloped villages. Apart from Cosham and a small number of houses in Drayton and Farlington, the mainland that would become part of the town after the end of the First World War was virtually untouched by development. Although Portsmouth was of national and international importance, in 1914 it was still only a town, with city status not being granted until 1926, and the Anglican Diocese of Portsmouth being created a year later.4


There was significant poverty and deprivation in some areas of the town, and one commentator, Rev. Robert Dolling of St Agatha’s church in Landport, famously regarded naval towns such as Portsmouth as ‘sinks of iniquity’.5 Most families lived in small and basic terraced houses, in narrow streets. Children played in the streets due to a lack of space. Landport in particular was viewed as a slum area.


The large number of thirsty young men led to the development and prosperity of several local breweries such as Brickwoods, and in 1910 there were 742 licensed premises in Portsmouth.6 Reflecting the nature of the town, many pubs boasted naval- and military-inspired names. Some of these names are still in evidence today – the Artillery Arms in Milton, the Battle of Minden in Kingston, the Fifth Hants Volunteer Arms in Southsea, the Royal Marine Artillery Tavern in Eastney and the Wellington in Old Portsmouth. There were also a large number of beerhouses in the area, which were in effect rooms of normal family homes given over to serving alcohol. Beerhouses were for many years more numerous than public houses – in 1900 there were 318 pubs in the town and 459 beerhouses.7 They were frequently unsophisticated and rowdy; Robert Dolling investigated many premises, and alleged them to be hotbeds of gambling, betting, vulgar songs and bad characters.8 Agnes Weston, the founder of the Royal Sailors’ Rests, also campaigned fiercely against the number of pubs near dockyards, even to the extent of buying up troublesome premises and converting them to more sober uses. This was met with hostility from local publicans, who accused her of ruining their trade.9 Placing the number of pubs and the role of alcohol in context, in 1851 Portsmouth had space for 8,700 people in seven churches, but over 650 pubs with space for 24,000 customers.10 Not surprisingly, the owner of Brickwoods’s Brewery, Sir John Brickwood, was one of the most influential men in the town and was also the founding chairman of Portsmouth Football Club in 1898.11 The tightening of licensing laws upon the outbreak of war caused anxiety to local landlords and breweries alike.12


The large number of unmarried young men in the town also encouraged another vice, and roads such as Bonfire Corner, Blossom Alley, Yorkes Drift, Whites Row and Rosemary Lane were well known as notorious areas for prostitution.13 Not unnaturally, the prevalence of venereal disease amongst military personnel was a serious concern for the authorities, and in November 1914 the general officer commanding the Portsmouth Garrison complained that the large numbers of men in the town had encouraged prostitution, increasing the number of cases of venereal disease.14


In 1911 Portsmouth represented the largest concentration of servicemen in Britain. In fact, it was said that in the town ‘everything looks, breaths and smells of soldiers, sailors and dockmen’.15 The census of that year showed that 20,016 men resident in the town were serving in the Royal Navy and 3,236 were in the army. By comparison, Aldershot, the largest army garrison town in Britain, was home to 12,694 soldiers. The high concentration of servicemen also affected the gender balance of Portsmouth’s population; there were 11,574 unmarried males aged between 20 and 25 in Portsmouth, compared to only 3,946 in Southampton, although both towns had a similar total population. The manner in which Portsmouth was geared up towards providing and housing men for the Royal Navy and the dockyard made the town’s efforts in finding enough men to raise two Pals Battalions for Kitchener’s ‘New Army’ all the more remarkable. Only thirteen other Pals Battalions were raised in the South of England, and no other city or town in Hampshire managed to raise its own battalion, let alone two.16


Portsmouth Football Club was only founded in 1898, but even in the short period between then and the start of the First World War the club made a habit of recruiting players from the local naval and military establishments. The armed services encouraged sports, and the great number of young men passing through the town gave the club a large pool of potential players to choose from. In 1904 a player known only as ‘Archibald’ joined the club via the ‘Royal Navy Depot’ – presumably the Royal Naval Barracks at HMS Nelson – and played four games for the club in two years. In December 1913 Pompey signed H. ‘Wobbly’ Matthews from the Portsmouth Royal Marine Artillery. Matthews only made two appearances, scoring one goal.17


Although many young men who were born in the town found their way into the armed forces, many more were drawn to the town from elsewhere, often at a very early age. Rev. Robert Dolling wrote about the experiences of young men who arrived in Portsmouth for the first time after joining the Royal Navy, and in particular the boy seamen who spent several years onboard training ships. Many of them had just left home for the first time and were lacking any kind of female influence. Dolling felt that with the vices on offer Portsmouth was not the best town for impressionable young boys to be in. Interestingly, he observed that sailors often remained childish, frequently marrying on impulse a girl they had known for only a few weeks.18


Until the nineteenth century, the Royal Navy and its sailors had spent most of their time at sea and very little time in port or ashore. The sailors of Nelson’s navy a century before had spent most of their time ‘in port’ living on ships anchored at Spithead, with ships only coming into the dockyard for repairs. However, health concerns led the Royal Navy to begin building barracks onshore in the 1890s, including the main naval barracks at HMS Nelson, which opened in 1903.19 The increasingly technical nature of naval service led to the construction of specialist schools. The gunnery school at HMS Excellent opened on Whale Island in the 1880s and the torpedo school at HMS Vernon in 1876.


Portsmouth’s history as an army garrison has often been overshadowed by its naval heritage. In 1914 an Infantry Brigade was stationed in Portsmouth. There were many army barracks in the area: Clarence, Victoria, Cambridge and Colewort Barracks in the town --– all bearing suitably royal names – and the Royal Artillery camp at Hilsea.20 A visitor to the town would have struggled to walk very far without seeing some kind of army establishment. For example, a visitor disembarking at the town station and walking towards Clarence Pier would have seen the Connaught Drill Hall of the Hampshire Regiment’s local territorial battalion, the drill halls of the Hampshire Royal Artillery and Royal Engineers, the garrison commander’s residence at Ravelin House and other senior officers’ residences in Ravelin Park and Clarence Barracks. In many respects, the army was in fact a more visible presence in Portsmouth than the Royal Navy, which was largely afloat or ensconced behind the dockyard walls. That Portsmouth Football Club was born out of a Royal Artillery team hints at how quietly prominent the army was in local society.21


[image: Book title]


Connaught Drill Hall, the headquarters of the Portsmouth-based territorial battalion of the Hampshire Regiment. The building is now a nightclub. (Author)
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The Royal Artillery Volunteers Drill Hall in St Paul’s Road, now a University of Portsmouth gym. (Author)


Of the rest of the population, a large proportion was made up of dockyard workers. In fact, in 1911, between a third and half of all industrial workers in the town – some 15,000 men – were employed in the yard.22 Increasing naval budgets in the pre-war years and an increase in the naval construction program made the yard busier than ever before, typified by the remarkable completion of HMS Dreadnought in only a year and a day.23 War only increased the demand for workers, given the urgent need to repair ships and make modifications such as fitting torpedo bulges and extra armour.24 By 1918 the workforce had swelled to 21,000.25 The introduction of ironclad ships and steam propulsion led to the growth of a number of new trades. In 1911, for example, there were 962 boilermakers in Portsmouth, virtually all of whom would have been working in the yard, and in 1914 there were 655 riveters and drillers working there.26 Many dockyard workers were mistakenly presented with white feathers, despite the vital role they were playing in contributing to the war effort.27 Although the dockyard was largely self-sufficient, local traders also profited from being a part of the yard’s supportive infrastructure, either supplying goods for use in the yard or sustaining the vast workforce.


The presence of a large military population also shaped Portsmouth’s social and cultural history. As the Royal Navy, the dockyard and the army were the main forces in the town, Portsmouth was frequently at the forefront of national and international events, particularly in the lead-up to the outbreak of war.28 Events such as fleet reviews and the launches of dreadnought battleships were major social occasions. The first of each class of dreadnought battleships was built in Portsmouth: HMS Dreadnought was launched in 1906, HMS Iron Duke in 1912 and HMS Royal Sovereign in April 1915. Portsmouth could therefore firmly lay claim to being ‘the home of the dreadnoughts’.29 The launching of HMS Dreadnought in 1906 by King Edward VIII drew thousands to the town.30 In July 1914 a test mobilisation of the reserve fleet took place, and the fleet was reviewed by the King at Spithead. Such was the immense size of the Royal Navy that the whole fleet took six hours to pass the royal yacht.31 Thousands viewed the event from the shoreline and also saw a feu de joie fired by soldiers lining the Solent from Southsea to Fort Gilkicker.32 Parades were a common sight, and the movement of so many soldiers and sailors meant that military uniforms were ever-present around town. Visits by members of the Royal Family and other dignitaries were relatively common, and the German Kaiser visited Portsmouth on 11 November 1907.33
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The Royal Engineers Drill Hall in Hampshire Terrace, now home of the University of Portsmouth Music Department. (Author)


As the navy, the army and the dockyard – and by extension the government – dominated employment in the town, this left very little room for other industries. One notable exception was corset making, with 10,373 people – mostly women – employed in this sector in 1911. The large number of women who lived alone whilst their husbands were serving overseas, often for years on end, meant that there was a large potential workforce in the town for such labour. In addition, naval pay was usually not enough to support a family on its own, leading many navy wives to take on jobs. Despite the importance of alcohol retailing in the town, only 226 people were employed in brewing in the same year.34 Although the dockyard was a big employer in the town, it was largely self-sufficient, meaning that there were few opportunities for local businesses to supply it. A town such as Southampton, by contrast, was home to commercial shipping rather than the state-controlled industries present in Portsmouth, and this encouraged the development of private business. The presence of the naval dockyard and the control of local waters by the navy inhibited the growth of Portsmouth’s commercial shipping trade until after the Second World War.35


As a result Portsmouth was by no means a rich town, and this poverty increased in many quarters with the coming of war. While Thomas Ellis Owen’s Southsea boasted many fine streets and avenues, it was Portsmouth’s only middle-class suburb; the other areas of the town were grossly overcrowded.36 In fact, Portsmouth has often been described as a northern industrial town, only in a southern setting.37 In 1914 it was estimated that 2,000 poor children were in need of shoes. Working-class children born in Portsmouth in the years prior to 1914 faced an uphill struggle to survive into adulthood, with infant mortality as high as 8.9 per cent.38 Even into adulthood, life could be trying, and the life expectancy of adult males in Portsmouth was 51.5 years between 1910 and 1912.39 Such a tough background probably helped men joining the armed forces to cope in harsh conditions, however, as they were used to enduring long hours and hard work with few luxuries.
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Ravelin House, formerly the residence of the Portsmouth Garrison commander and now owned by the University of Portsmouth. (Author)


Given the poverty in the town and the number of women who were left to struggle alone with young families, charity sustained many through the difficult war years. With very little state provision for those suffering hardship, most assistance was of a voluntary nature. After the start of the war, ten soup kitchens were established around the town, serving 4,800 pints of soup daily. Portsmouth also had a long heritage of voluntary aid organisations, such as the YMCA, and several determined women, notably Sarah Robinson and Agnes Weston, who opened her Royal Sailors’ Rest in 1881.40 The Royal Sailors’ Rest provided sleeping accommodation, food and sober entertainment for hundreds of sailors as an alternative to the countless pubs in the town.


Portsmouth was indelibly shaped by its status as a naval, military and dockyard town, and the thousands of young men working in these occupations. The social, economic and cultural conditions in the town had evolved over many years as a result of these forces, and as a result Portsmouth was deeply affected by the First World War. Whilst the consequences of the Second World War were more physical and visible due to aerial bombing, the effects of the First World War were more socially and demographically severe.




2


The Armed Forces:


The Royal Navy


They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters.


Psalm 107:23





As the driving force of the largest maritime empire that the world had ever seen, sea power was literally a matter of life and death to Britain.1 In 1914 the Royal Navy was the most powerful fighting force that the world had ever seen. Since long before Trafalgar the navy had been the primary instrument of Britain’s foreign policy, with the army being seen by many as a ‘projectile to be fired by the navy’.2 During the later years of the nineteenth century, the British government had adopted the ‘two power standard’, which ensured that the Royal Navy was always larger than the fleets of the two next largest navies combined. The launch of HMS Dreadnought also placed the Royal Navy, outwardly at least, at the forefront of global naval technology.3 The navy entered the war with confidence and a sense of destiny; naval power was believed to be a war-winning formula.4


The First World War is not often thought of as a naval war. Popular culture may be well aware of the Somme and Ypres, but the Battle of Jutland is much less well known. Whilst there were very few set-piece naval battles during the First World War – much to the disappointment of a British public that had inherited the legacy of Nelson and Trafalgar – the Royal Navy was in action from the first day of the war until the last. The first sailor from Portsmouth was killed on 3 September 1914, and the last to die during the war was on 10 November 1918.


A total of 1,776 sailors from Portsmouth are known to have been killed during the First World War. Portsmouth had been a naval base for hundreds of years and had long been home to a vast number of sailors. Its status was cemented in 1893 when the Admiralty permanently attached sailors to one of the three main ports – Portsmouth, Plymouth or Chatham.5 These ports also became the basis for mobilisation of reservists and the re-activation of reserve ships in the event of war. A remarkable number of ships received their crews via Portsmouth during the First World War – no fewer than twenty-eight battleships, three battlecruisers, sixteen cruisers, twenty-four light cruisers, seventy-eight destroyers and a plethora of other small ships.6 The home port system engendered an individual culture in each town and gave sailors the security to settle in one place, but also compounded the impact of losses when ships were sunk7. As such, not only did Portsmouth, Plymouth and Chatham have a higher proportion of sailors amongst their populations, but this proportion was also reflected in their war dead.


The origins of Portsmouth sailors tell us much about just how mobile and fluid local society was before and during the First World War. The birthplaces of 1,541 of these sailors are known; out of those, just under half – 711 – were born in Hampshire and 527 were born in Portsmouth itself. These figures suggest that just over half of all sailors who were regarded as ‘from Portsmouth’ were born elsewhere and moved to the town to join the Royal Navy. This suggests that Portsmouth society was highly diverse, probably more so than the majority of comparable towns and cities in Britain at the time.


Of the sailors who were not born in Portsmouth, the majority came from two kinds of backgrounds: southern maritime counties or urban areas of large population. The South Coast had traditionally provided the majority of recruits, and large numbers of young men from counties such as Cornwall (13), Devon (43), Dorset (22), Isle of Wight (44), Kent (63) and Sussex (98) joined the Royal Navy and settled in Portsmouth8. Statistics suggest that the Royal Navy relied on recruits from coastal areas; a naval career was no doubt an option for young men who grew up near the sea and may have had experience of seafaring, and young men from the south and south-east of England in particular were likely to be based in Portsmouth, whereas men from the south-west were more likely to be sent to Plymouth.9


In the late nineteenth century, constant expansion of the Royal Navy led the Admiralty to widen recruiting efforts into non-traditional areas. As a result, a considerable proportion of Portsmouth sailors originally came from areas of high urban population such as London (136), and from predominantly inland industrial counties such as Yorkshire (28) and Lancashire (27). Sailors from these counties seem to have come mainly from large industrial cities, including Leeds, Liverpool and Manchester. Other smaller areas also had a high percentage of sailors settling in Portsmouth: thirty-one sailors came from Ireland, perhaps as a legacy of unemployment during the late nineteenth century, and eighteen sailors came from the Channel Islands.10


The lower decks of the Royal Navy were overwhelmingly manned by working-class recruits, for whom civilian life could be insecure and naval service provided a relatively safe alternative.11 Ratings were provided with regular pay, food, clothing and a roof over their heads – things that could not necessarily be taken for granted in civilian life in an age before the welfare state and council housing. Conditions were steadily improving, with the introduction of professional cooks, canteens and modest pay rises. Life in the Royal Navy could also be fraternal, with 124 different friendly societies established by 1910.12
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The Grand Fleet at sea. In 1914 the Royal Navy was at the height of its power. (GWPDA)


We know the addresses of 1,311 Portsmouth sailors at the time of their death, and this helps us to identify areas that were particularly strong naval communities. Not surprisingly, the majority of sailors living in Portsmouth lived close to the dockyard, in areas such as Portsea (48), Buckland (104), Landport (160), Stamshaw (56), Kingston (50), North End (112), Fratton (98) and Southsea (275). The presence of so many sailors shaped the nature of these communities, in particular poor, densely populated urban areas such as Landport. By contrast, only six sailors lived in Cosham and one in Farlington. Outlying areas such as Paulsgrove were still rural in nature and sparsely populated.


The dates of enlistment of 296 sailors are known. Of those, sixty-six men enlisted after the start of the war, and the other 230 were pre-war sailors, and 102 had actually joined the Royal Navy in the nineteenth century, the earliest back in January 1885. Service in the Royal Navy was clearly a long-term career for many Portsmouth sailors. It could be argued that the longer sailors served in the Royal Navy, the more likely they were to make Portsmouth their home rather than living elsewhere in Britain. In 1884 the Admiralty had extended the standard term of enlistment to twelve years, which could be extended further, and hence many sailors were extremely experienced, particularly when compared with army recruits, who were enlisted on much shorter terms of service.13


The Royal Navy received very few wartime recruits compared to the army. The navy’s peacetime role – not least in securing the British Empire by policing the world’s oceans – was in many respects as active as its wartime role would be.14 As a result, for the navy war did not call for the same huge expansion in manpower that the British Army required, apart from the recalling of reservists to fill gaps and man ships re-activated from the reserve fleet. A total of 116 sailors were recalled from the Royal Fleet Reserve, which had been formed in 1901, or mobilised from the Royal Naval Reserve or the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve. This suggests that sailors from Portsmouth who retired tended to remain living in the town and that many young men in Portsmouth joined the Royal Naval Reserve or the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve.


In terms of age, Portsmouth sailors covered an incredibly wide spectrum. The oldest sailor to die was 63 and the youngest were 15. Although many sailors were in their twenties, there were also significant numbers of Portsmouth sailors of an older age. Service in the Royal Navy was a relatively long-term career, and older, longer-serving ratings were probably more likely to settle in Portsmouth. Although many Portsmouth sailors were leading rates, petty officers or warrant officers, the town seems to have been home to relatively few naval officers – fifty-eight – only one of whom was of a rank above commander. It seems that few Portsmouth-born men were able to pursue a career as a naval officer, due to their low social standing and poor income. Aside from Thomas Ellis Owen’s Southsea, Portsmouth was evidently not a fashionable place for officers from elsewhere to reside, as proportionally fewer officers from Portsmouth were killed than in the Royal Navy as a whole. For example, the fifty-eight officers from Portsmouth killed represent only 3 per cent of the town’s sailors who were killed. By comparison, when HMS Queen Mary was sunk at the Battle of Jutland, her fifty-seven officers constituted 4.5 per cent of her crew.15


Of the 1,776 Portsmouth sailors killed, an overwhelming majority – 1,434 – were lost at sea and have no known grave, and are remembered on the Portsmouth, Plymouth and Chatham naval memorials. That so many men were lost at sea suggests how dangerous naval service was; when ships were sunk in action, few men survived. However, naval ratings also died of illness and other natural causes whilst they were in uniform. Of the sailors from Portsmouth who died during the First World War, 213 are buried in Portsmouth. The majority of them seem to have died of illness whilst ashore or were serving at shore bases such as HMS Victory, the name for the main naval barracks, or HMS Excellent, the naval gunnery school on Whale Island.


Although new weapons such as the submarine and the torpedo were used during the First World War, the Royal Navy was still overwhelmingly a big-gun, big-ship force, and the vast majority of sailors were lost when battleships were sunk. The launching of HMS Dreadnought in 1906 heralded a new dawn of naval construction and arguably accelerated the pre-war arms race16. Battleships were crewed by more than a thousand sailors, and often when they were sunk there were very few survivors. Those who did survive the sinking often found themselves floating at sea hundreds of miles from safety, with little or no hope of salvation.


Once the war began, few major ships used Portsmouth. The Grand Fleet was stationed in the anchorage of Scapa Flow in the Orkneys to guard against the German fleet breaking out into the Atlantic. Anywhere between 60,000 and 100,000 sailors were at Scapa at any one time.17 Life at Scapa was boring, and as ships were at constant readiness to put to sea, shore leave was rare.18 The flow of naval ratings between Portsmouth and the Fleet was such that from 1917 onwards a naval special train ran from the town to London’s Euston Station to connect with the train to Thurso in Scotland.19


Service in the steel-hulled, steam-powered Royal Navy was very much of a manual and technical nature, and stokers and engine room artificers outnumbered seamen ratings.20 Stoking in particular was gruelling work, and stokers were constantly tired even when off duty.21 Agnes Weston, the founder of the Royal Sailors’ Rest in Commercial Road, probably spent more time with lower-deck naval ratings than anyone else in Britain and was well placed to comment on how the Royal Navy had evolved:
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Advertisements by Brickwood’s brewery frequently referred to the war and current events. This one which appeared in the Evening News on New Year’s Day in 1916 reflected the British public’s perceptions of the invincibility of the Royal Navy. (EN)
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The Grand Fleet at sea, seen from the flagship HMS Iron Duke. (GWPDA)





The sailor pure and simple has disappeared with the sails that he used to manage… education has advanced enormously, and has brought many advantages with it, and the clean, smooth-shaven face of the twentieth-century bluejacket has replaced the bearded, jolly, happy-go-lucky face of the man of older type.22





The 1870 Education Act had introduced comprehensive education for all, and most First World War sailors would have been far better educated than their Nelsonian predecessors. This improvement in the basic education of even the poorest of sailors was fortunate, for their duties had become much more technical. The manual labourers who had been the heart of the sail navy – hauling on ropes and sails – were outnumbered in the twentieth-century navy by stokers and artificers.


Contemporaries frequently commented on the unique character of the Royal Navy’s sailors. Rev. Robert Dolling was surprised by their cheerfulness, and Agnes Weston recollected that ‘there is a light side of Jack’s life – merry Jack, as he is often called …’. But Weston also noted that despite the sailor’s often brash exterior, ‘Jack is proverbially a “shy bird”, and is apt to give a very wide berth to any place where he thinks that he will be preached at, or made a teetotaller.’23


By October 1917 there were 420,000 men serving in the Royal Navy and the Royal Marines, three quarters of whom were either regular ratings or recalled pensioners.24 During the First World War 38,515 men were killed serving in the Royal Navy, around 2 per cent of all who served – a relatively tiny figure compared to the losses of the army.25 However, not only were over 6,000 of these losses sustained in one day at Jutland, but 1,776 of them came from Portsmouth. It is surprising that just over 5 per cent of naval war casualties came from Portsmouth, especially given the prominence of Portsmouth as a naval town. However, the Portsmouth naval memorial on Southsea Common records the names of around 10,000 Portsmouth-based sailors who were lost at sea during the First World War. This would suggest that many naval casualties who spent time in Portsmouth, lived in the town for a short time or had other links with the area were not officially recorded as ‘from Portsmouth’. In any case, there cannot have been many of the 38,505 sailors lost during the course of the war who had not spent significant time in Portsmouth during their service.


The Royal Marines also came under the organisational aegis of the Royal Navy. In 1914 it consisted of two separate corps: the Royal Marine Artillery and the Royal Marine Light Infantry. The Royal Marine Artillery had barracks at Eastney, and the area was dominated by Royal Marines and their families.26 The Royal Marines almost doubled in size during the war, from 23,662 officers and men in January 1915 to 44,010 in August 1917.27


In many respects the grand traditions of the Royal Navy and the high esteem in which it was held by all ranks of society made its task during the First World War virtually impossible. Public opinion longed for another Trafalgar, and for a new Nelson-like figure. In reality, the Royal Navy of 1914 was to fight a different opponent with different weapons in a completely different kind of war.
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Kaiser to Tirpitz :

Gott strafe England,
They've bottled us up !

John Bull to Kaiser :

Yes. and BRICKWOODS
are still bottling
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