1914 & 1915

Background to war

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand by a Serbian nationalist in Sarajevo on the
28th of June 1914 started a chain of events that lead to the First World War. At that time
Europe was, effectively, divided into two armed camps: the Central Powers consisting of
Germany, the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Turkey on the one hand; and the Triple Entente –
France, Russia, and Great Britain on the other. Through a series of political manoeuvres,
misjudgements, bluff, and brinkmanship on the 4th August 1914 Britain declared war on
Germany when they had invaded Belgium.
The general view was that this would be a short war -‘it'll all be over by Christmas.' In fact
Britain had not fought on European soil since the battle of Waterloo, very nearly 100 years
previously, and had retained only a small standing army by continental standards. The British
Expeditionary Force (BEF), comprising about 125,000 men, was mobilised and sent across
the channel to fight alongside the French armies.
Lord Kitchener, who had been appointed Secretary of State for War, was a lone voice in
insisting that it would be a long war – he estimated at least three years in duration – and called
for men to volunteer. His face looked out from the ‘Your Country Needs You’ posters and led to
such an unexpected rush of volunteers that officialdom was initially unable to cope. These
men would form the Kitchener Armies, but their time to fight lay in the future, after they had
been trained.
The BEF played its part in helping to stem the German advance through Belgium and France.
Trench warfare developed as the advance and counter attacks of opposing forces failed to
make any decisive breakthrough. By the end of September there existed from the Belgian
coast to the Swiss border opposing lines of trenches, separated by no-man’s land, stretching a
distance of some 400 miles.
1915 saw the first attempts, principally by France, to dislodge the Germans from French soil.
In April Germany employed chlorine gas for the first time on the Western Front. Britain's first
set-piece attack took place at Loos in September but failed to pierce the German defences.
By the end of 1915 the original British army, described at the time as the best trained and
equipped ever to leave our shores, had effectively been wiped out. The Kitchener volunteers
were increasingly being introduced to trench warfare.
Elsewhere the allies opened a new front at Gallipoli, in an attempt to force Turkey out of the
war and break the increasing stalemate on the Western Front. British Empire forces
confronted the Turkish army in what was known as Mesopotamia (Iraq, parts of Syria, and
Turkey), and in Palestine. They also fought campaigns in Africa.
At sea Britain, using its overwhelming naval superiority, imposed a naval blockade on
Germany and its allies. The blockade even included food as war contraband. On its part
Germany introduced unrestricted submarine warfare with the identical aim of preventing the
import of food and war materials. Unrestricted submarine warfare was fiercely opposed by the
then neutral USA. The sinking of the SS Lusitania with the loss of 1198 people, 128 of whom
were American citizens, changed the climate of opinion in the USA. By the autumn of 1915, in
a move to keep America out of the war, Germany suspended unrestricted submarine warfare.
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-1The Grantham Journal for the 8th August 1914, the first issue after the declaration of war, reported
that the Grantham Territorials, mobilised for active service, were cheered by enthusiastic crowds.
Prices rose and shops closed early after a run on sugar, tinned goods and bacon, while Post
Offices opened until midnight to pay reservists. Bayonets and swords were sharpened at Ruston &
Hornsby’s.
Bottesford
Meanwhile, for Bottesford, the Journal recorded the Primitive Methodists’ day trip to Mablethorpe,
the appointment of a new school caretaker, a local boy badly injured in an accident. Most space,
however, was given to a report of the Cricket Club Gymkhana held on the 1st August. Amongst the
boys and young men taking part several would find themselves in uniform within a year.
Pre-war Sunday School Outing
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Events included ‘skittles for a live pig’ - winner T. Kirton; ‘rings’ - winner T. Kirton (2 ducks); ‘pillow
fight’ - winner H. Welbourn; ‘3-legged race’ - winner C. Barrand; ‘sack race’ - winner A. Taylor.
Three of these four prize-winners fought and came home. Cyril Barrand did not.
For most of the population of the villages in 1914, the gymkhana, providing a whole day of
entertainment and relaxation, was a rare treat. Bottesford was a large, busy village with a
population of around 1200 people living in about 320 houses. Muston, then a separate parish, had
a population of around 250 people occupying 66 houses. Today the combined parish is about four
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times its size in 1914, with a population of nearly four thousand people living in about fifteen
hundred houses. Bottesford has expanded, while the populations of Muston and the hamlets of
Normanton and Easthorpe have fallen
The 1911 census for Bottesford indicates that there were about 300 scholars or infants, about 200
women not in paid employment and around 100 people described as ‘retired’, ‘pensioners’ or living
on ‘private means’, leaving a workforce of around 600. Eighteen men described themselves as
farmers and a large part of the population worked on the farms, about 100 as labourers, cowmen
or wagoners, while about 75 women were in domestic service. Other employment opportunities for
women were limited, though some worked in the Queen Street mill, others as teachers, nurses,
seamstresses, shop assistants or in the post office. Of the remaining workers, about 40 were
employed by the railway. The rest worked in a variety of jobs, some in specialised trades as
blacksmiths, wheelwrights, cobblers, tailors, others in shops, the building trade, the postal service,
as grooms or gardeners, as cottagers, quarrymen or coalmen. Many of these jobs involved long
hours of work for low pay. Every week the Grantham Journal featured advertisements encouraging
Cyclists at The Cross, Bottesford
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emigration and advertising cheap passages to Australia, New Zealand and Canada. Many rural
workers, including a number from Bottesford, left in search of a better life. If emigration didn’t
appeal, there was always the army or the navy. Some men supplemented their income by joining
the army reserves.
The main road from Grantham to Nottingham ran through the middle of the village and was
metalled with tarmac, though the rest of the streets were not. There would have been little motor
traffic, perhaps the occasional car or a charabanc taking visitors on a trip to Belvoir Castle, which
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dominated the skyline to the south.
Most traffic was horse drawn.
Kelly’s Directory for 1912 lists 20
farmers in the village; most were
tenants of the Duke. It was a
transport and commercial hub for
the eastern end of the Vale of
Belvoir. If you approached the
Grantham Journal 1908
village from Grantham, on your right
you might see a train steaming into Bottesford East station. There was a clear view over the fields,
to St. Mary’s. They were mostly pasture, there was much less arable then. At Bunker Hill you might
see women from the Dorking Poor Cottages (the Bunker Hill Cottages) crossing the road with
buckets to collect water from the Devon. Cattle would have been driven to the pens at the station
or to the local butchers for slaughter, cows to the milking parlours, sheep to the dip at the
Washdyke Bridge. After the harvest carts carrying corn to Easthorpe Mill might pass by or a party
of cyclists on their way to Allen’s Tea Room.
There were three butchers and two bakers in the village. There were more than a dozen other
shops spread between Market Street, Queen Street and High Street, including six grocers, one or
two drapers, a china and glass dealer, two boot and shoe makers, a saddler, a tailor, a dressmaker,
a cycle repair shop and an antique
dealer. Transport, other than the Horse and carriage, Singleton’s Farm, Chapel Street, Bottesford
railway, was offered by two carriers
and Singleton’s cab and fly hire. A
mile to the south a few barges still
unloaded at Bottesford wharf, but
canal traffic had declined since the
coming of the railway in 1850. Two
refreshment rooms provided for the
visitors who came to ‘Bottesford for
Belvoir’ in addition to the five public
houses. Two building firms, a
carpenter, a plumber and gas fitter,
two coal dealers and an insurance
agent advertised their services.
There were two nurseries sending
produce to local markets and to
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Covent Garden. The post was
delivered twice daily. The imposing police station in Queen Street was presided over by an
Inspector and had accommodation for malefactors in two centrally heated cells, each with its own
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flush lavatory.
Of the 300 or so houses in the village a few were newly built, like Dr. Glover’s ‘Beechwood’ with its
surgery. Others were rather grand Georgian farmhouses like ‘The Ferns.' Many were shoddily built
tenements in yards put up to house low-paid workers, like ‘The Nook’ and ‘Retford’s Yard.' A few
were thatched cottages, single story with a ladder to the upper room, sometimes with mud walls;
the sort of dwellings that had housed villagers for hundreds of years. There was no mains water or
sewage, but there was gas for those who could afford to have it connected and the main streets
were lit by gas lamps.
About one hundred people lived in the hamlet of Normanton, over the hill beyond the station. There
were seven or eight farmers, a cottager, a grazier and around a dozen agricultural workers and
their families, living in the twenty or so farms, labourers’ houses and cottages that stretched along
the road to Newark. Easthorpe in those days did not refer just to the hamlet of farms and cottages
curving round the Manor House. It was the name of the whole of the eastern end of the village, with
the boundary between Bottesford and Easthorpe running down Church Street.
Now demolished Cottages, Green Lane, Easthorpe
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Muston
Muston, one and a half miles from Bottesford, was an independent parish in 1914, with its own
church and rector, its own United Methodist chapel, its own school, a post office, a public house,
(The Wheatsheaf), a forge and two shops. Like Bottesford, it was one of the Duke’s villages. ‘The
principal landowners are the Duke of Rutland, who is lord of the manor, and the trustees of the
Bottesford alms-houses.' According to the 1911 census the population was 259, 143 female and
116 male. 75 of these were children under 14. The farms and cottages of Muston straggled down
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