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I should have been at Wellington for some time, 
however, just six months after I arrived, on 4th 
August 1914, Britain declared war on Germany.  
On the 16th November, 1914, I found myself back 
on the quayside at Bombay again where we were 
given the traditional last order given to soldiers 
heading home from India, ‘Pick up your parrots 
and monkeys, and fall in facing the boat.’ Well 

if that wasn’t ridiculous enough then being 
crammed aboard the dirty and overcrowded SS 
Ultonia certainly was. To make matters worse 
we had an extra two weeks added to our journey 
dodging U Boats, half of which I spent being 
punished for falling asleep whilst on guard 
duty, before we arrived home two days before 
Christmas 1914.

War is Declared
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The German aim was to use its U boats 
(submarines) to cut off  Britain’s vital supply of 
food and raw materials. By 1917 so many ships 
had been sunk by these U boats that rationing 
had to be brought in to avoid defeat. William 
White’s ship, SS Ultonia travelled with 33 other 
ships and made a wide detour out into the 
Atlantic to avoid them. This extended the journey 

from three to fi ve weeks. By the time they 
docked at Plymouth, on 23rd December 1914, 
14 ships had been lost since the beginning of the 
war in August.  It was too dangerous to continue 
the journey to Southampton by sea so the Buff s 
made their way from Plymouth to Winchester 
by train.

Imperial War Museum’s Voices of the 
First World War 
Discover how ordinary people reacted 
to the declaration of  war on August 
4th 1914 at:  http://www.1914.org/
podcasts/podcast-2-outbreak-4-
august-1914-2/ 
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Outbreak of World War One

War is Declared

Britain declared war on Germany on 4th 
August 1914.  World War One was directly 
triggered by the assassination of the 
Austrian Archduke, Franz Ferdinand and his 
wife, on 28th June 1914 by Gavrilo Princip, a 
member of the Serbian backed Black Hand 
gang.  This event was, however, simply the 
trigger that set off  declarations of war. The 

assassination led Austria to declare war on 
Serbia.  Both Austria and Serbia could call 
on the support of powerful allies who were 
obliged under treaty to help them if they 
went to war.  Before anyone could put a 
stop to it the whole of Europe was at war.  
The causes of the war are still debated to 
this day.

Britain declared war on Germany on 4th 
August 1914.  World War One was directly 
triggered by the assassination of the 
Austrian Archduke, Franz Ferdinand and his 
wife, on 28th June 1914 by Gavrilo Princip, a 
member of the Serbian backed Black Hand 
gang.  This event was, however, simply the 
trigger that set off  declarations of war. The 

    ALLIES

Britain’s 3 main allies 
(friends) were;

● France

● Russia

● Italy

   CENTRAL 
      POWERS

Britain’s 3 main 
enemies were: 

● Germany  

● Austria Hungary 

● Turkey

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand Imperial War Museum Centenary podcast: Voices of the First World War 

Discover how that gunshot in Sarajevo sparked one of  the biggest conflicts in 
world history – and how ordinary people reacted to it. http://www.1914.org/
podcasts/podcast-1-the-shot-that-led-to-war/ 
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War is Declared

At Plymouth we were bundled off the ship in 
great haste without our kit.  Above us, up on 
the Hoe, was Drake’s statue reminding us that 
Britain was, once again, under threat from a 
foreign invader. We were ordered to Winchester 
where we arrived in camp in the pouring rain 
with no food or winter clothing in the middle 
of an English Winter.  An Army Service wagon 
threw us some blankets and some meagre 
rations but Christmas 1914 was far from a 
merry one.

As William White and the 2nd Buff s returned to England the spirit 
of Drake lived on with the public.  Propaganda postcards( see above:  
“The Nutcrackers”) showed how confi dent most people were of 
defeating the Germans.  The reality was that we were so unprepared 
for war that soldiers like William White had to face that fi rst 
Christmas of the war without adequate food or shelter.

Sir Francis Drake was vice admiral in command of the 
English fl eet when it overcame the Spanish Armada that was 
attempting to invade England in 1588. Legend has it that prior 
to the battle he was playing a game of bowls on Plymouth Hoe. 
On being warned of the approach of the Spanish fl eet, Drake 
is said to have remarked that there was plenty of time to fi nish 
the game and still beat the Spaniards.
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On the 28th December a 
violent squall destroyed our 
tents and so we were greatly 
relieved to move into billets 
in Winchester.  It was about 
this time that we received our 
Princess Mary tins, a brass 
tin containing cigarettes, a 
Christmas card from the King 
and Queen and a picture of 
their daughter Princess Mary, 
who had come up with the idea 
of raising funds to buy a gift 
for soldiers and sailors.

In November 1914, an advertisement was 
placed in the national press inviting monetary 
contributions to a “Sailors and Soldiers Christmas 
Fund”, which had been created by Princess Mary, 
the 17 year old Daughter of King George V 
and Queen Mary. The purpose was to provide 
everyone who would be wearing the King’s 
uniform on Christmas Day 1914 with a “gift 
from the nation”.

The response was truly overwhelming, and it was 
decided to spend the money on an embossed 
brass tin box. The contents varied considerably - 
Offi  cers and Men On Active Service afl oat or at 
the Front received a tin containing a combination 
of pipe, lighter, one ounce of tobacco and 20 
cigarettes in distinctive yellow monogrammed 
wrappers. Non-smokers and boys received a 
bullet pencil and a packet of sweets instead. 
Indian troops often got sweets and spices, and 
nurses were treated to chocolate. Many of these 
items were despatched separately from the tin 
boxes themselves. 

War is Declared
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War is Declared

The Vickers F.B.5 (Fighting Biplane 5 ,known 
as the “Gunbus”) was the world’s fi rst fi ghter 
plane and was built in Crayford.  It could fi re its 
machine gun from a mounting on the front of 
the plane because its engine was housed to the 

rear of the pilot. The Gunbus fi rst saw action on 
Christmas Day 1914, when one of the planes 
took o�  from Joyce Green airfi eld, Dartford to 
intercept and presumably destroy a German 
Taube monoplane.

We were told that we would be going to France 
imminently so I wasn’t able to return to Crayford 
to see my family.  If I had gone I knew I’d have 
hardly recognised the place.  Mum’s letters told 
me that the town was now a hive of activity, with 
much of it being centred around the Vickers plant.  

Hundreds of extra workers had been taken on to 
make guns and a plane they called the Gunbus.  
Mum said that planes could be seen every day in 
the skies over the town some thing I would soon 
be getting used to in France. 

Women were desperately needed to make guns and planes at Vickers, 
Crayford on the outbreak of war because so many young men had left the 
factory to join up.  The work could be dangerous as the chemicals used to 
coat the fabric on the wings, known as dope, was highly poisonous.  

Women were desperately needed to make guns and planes at Vickers, 

The newspaper headline above shows that 
for some women working at Vickers could 
also be fatal. 
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War is Declared

As a soldier I was well 
looked after at the YMCA in 
Winchester. The Girls of the 
Red Triangle* served us tea 
and buns and gave us free 
writing paper so that we could 
write home. I couldn’t praise 
them enough. YMCAs were 
springing up everywhere back 
then, I think they even have 
one in Crayford now, which 
they opened when I was in the 
hospital at Southend called 
the Rodney Hut.  

On 7th June 1915, Lady Rodney 
gave the YMCA money to build a 
hut in Crayford, on land owned by 
Vickers, for use by their employees.  
The hut was a memorial to her son 
Lieutenant William Rodney who 
was killed in France in 1915. The 
hut had a canteen, billiard tables, 
post offi  ce, savings bank and a 
cookhouse.  Vickers workers were 
encouraged to form clubs and use 
the hut as their meeting place.  
Vickers Choral and Orchestral 
Society were the fi rst group to do 
so.  Workers could also visit for 
evening classes run by the 
Workers Education Association.  

A second hut was added later 
with accommodation for workers 
that included a large number 
of Belgian refugees.

After the war the Rodney hut was 
converted into a library by Vickers 
and was presented to the new 
Crayford Urban District Council in 
1922 to become the town’s fi rst 
library. In 1929 the library moved 
into the Town Hall.  However the 
Rodney huts continued to provide 
a venue for community groups until 
they were demolished in 1950.

The Young Men’s Christian Association (“YMCA”) is a 
worldwide organization founded in London in1844 with the 
aim of putting Christian principles into practice, achieved by 

developing “a healthy spirit, mind, and body.” 

During World War 1, the YMCA raised and spent millions 
of pounds on welfare eff orts for British serviceman across 
the globe.

*The Girls of the Red Triangle (The YMCA)
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On the 12th January 1915, 
the Buffs were lined up on 
the freezing plains outside 
Winchester alongside other 
regiments in our division to be 
inspected by the King and Lord 
Kitchener. I’d seen the King in 
Ireland already but it was the 
prospect of seeing Kitchener 
that filled all of us with 
excitement, as for a soldier, 
he was just about the most 
important person in the world 
at this time.  His stern face and 
beady eyes stared down at 
you from recruitment posters 
wherever you went.  His 
image on the poster inspired 
confidence and strength.  In 
reality, the man himself was 
a depressed and harassed old 
man who shattered his own 
myth amongst us.  

Field Marshal Horatio Herbert Kitchener, 1st 
Earl Kitchener won fame in 1898 for winning the 
Battle of Omdurman and securing control of the 
Sudan, after which he was given the title “Lord 
Kitchener of Khartoum”; He also led the Army 
to victory in the Boer War and was looked upon 
as a national hero.

In 1914 he was made Secretary of State for War 
and his image above the words “WANTS YOU” 
became the most famous recruitment poster 
of all time.  It was designed by Alfred Leete and 
fi rst appeared as a cover illustration for London 
Opinion, one of the most infl uential magazines in 
the world, on 5 September 1914. The poster has 

often been seen as a key factor in persuading  
millions of men to join the British Army.

It’s eff ectiveness lies in the way that Leete 
drew the poster so that wherever you stood 
whilst looking at it, Kitchener seemed to be 
pointing directly at you.  

Try moving your head from side to side 
and see how it’s impossible to escape 
Lord Kitchener’s outstretched fi nger. 

Watch a Gaumont clip of Kitchener 
on the ITN Source website: http://
www.itnsource.com/shotlist/BHC_
RTV/1917/05/14/BGT407051284

Imperial War Museum’s Voices of the 
First World War.

Discover what it was like to join up at:  
http://www.1914.org/podcasts/podcast-
3-joining-up-3/
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