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 WELCOME  
This exhibition is the first of two displays 
commemorating the 100th anniversary of the First 
World War for Oxfordshire. It features people’s 
stories, war on the home front and where the 
county’s soldiers fought - from Britain’s declaration 
of war on 4 August 1914 to the end of the Battle of 
the Somme in November 1916.
 
The exhibition explores the lives of people at war through 
their photographs and personal possessions. Many of these 
stories are being told, and the items being seen publicly, 
for the first time, while the panels tell something of how 
Oxfordshire was affected by, and responded to war.

Emphasis is placed on The Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire Light Infantry, the Oxfordshire Yeomanry 
and a few of the significant events in which they were 
involved. Men from outside the county fought with these 
regiments, while many Oxfordshire men served in other 
units of the British Forces; their stories are included also.

It is hoped that the exhibition enables understanding of 
the sense of duty, service and sacrifice shown by those who 
lived and fought in the First World War.

 GLOSSARY  
REGIMENT – Organisational unit, usually with county or 
regional affiliations – e.g. Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
Light Infantry. You will see the 1st Battalion referred to 
as 43rd and 2nd Battalion as 52nd, acknowledging the 
amalgamation of two county regiments in 1881.

BATTALION – basic tactical unit of the infantry, 
consisting of about 1,000 men of whom 30 were officers.

REGULAR BATTALION – made up of men who joined 
the army for a paid job - professional soldiers. Up to the 
declaration of war, most men joining the regular army enlisted 
for a total of twelve years, including five years on reserve.

TERRITORIAL BATTALION – unit made up of part-
time volunteer soldiers before the war. Their main role was 
home defence, and though not obliged to serve overseas, 
the majority agreed to do so.

SERVICE BATTALION – raised in response to Kitchener’s 
call for volunteers in August 1914, the new battalions 
raised were added to the regiments of the Infantry. 

28 June 1914
Assassination of Archduke  
Franz Ferdinand in 
Sarajevo

7 August 1914
Lord Kitchener‘s call for the first 
100,000 volunteers for the army

4 August 1914
Great Britain declares 
war on Germany

Corporal Henry Timms from Islip whose love of horses motivated him to join the 
Oxfordshire Yeomanry. Courtesy of Mary Bateman

Private Thomas Gibbard from Banbury, a member of the 1st Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire LI who was killed at the Battle of Ctesiphon in November 1915. 
Courtesy of Kevin Northover

Blanche - a member of the Navy & Army Canteen Board - the forerunner of today’s 
NAAFI. Courtesy of Kevin Northover

Doris Afford, a ‘munitionette’, 
who lived her entire life in 
Jericho, Oxford. 
Courtesy of Stephen & Ann Cole

RESERVE AND TRAINING BATTALION – UK based 
depot for training new soldiers and supplying drafts to the 
battalions in the field.  

CONSCRIPTION – The Government introduced the 
Military Service Act on 27 January 1916 compelling all 
males of appropriate age to enlist. 

YEOMANRY – Cavalry regiment of the Territorial Force. 
The Oxfordshire Yeomanry was officially called Queen’s 
Own Oxfordshire Hussars. 

Follow us on Twitter
@SOFOtrust   #OxfordshireRemembers

Follow us on Facebook
www.facebook.com/SoldiersOfOxfordshire



THE FIRST  
WORLD WAR  

1914 -1916

2

On 28 June 1914, Archduke Franz Ferdinand was 
assassinated in Sarajevo, leading to Britain’s declaration 
of war with Germany on 4 August. By the end of 1916, 
the small British Expeditionary Force of 1914 was boosted 
by large numbers of Territorials, ‘Kitchener’ volunteers 
and the first of those recruited through conscription. 
Oxfordshire men fought in Salonika (Greece), 
Mesopotamia (Iraq), France and Flanders, alongside men 
from around the world. It would become a global conflict 
that took many men from Britain’s shores for the first time.

Those joining up were motivated for a number of 
reasons. Some did so for patriotic ideals and indignation 
at Germany’s actions. Others wanted to be a part of an 
historical event, spurred on by bad news from the front 
and motivated by the sight of the returning wounded. 
War offered the chance to escape hard and dismal 
employment, while some were fleeing the clutches of the 
law! Many joined up simply because their mates had.

At home, the pressure on men from all walks of life to 
join the ranks brought unprecedented opportunities for 
women. In agricultural and munitions work, in the civil 
service, nursing and the police force, women gained new 
roles, increased pay, improved working conditions, and 
burgeoning independence.

1/4 Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Territorials leaving Chipping Norton in August 1914. The Battalion landed in France in March the following year. Courtesy of Kevin Tobin

Women reinforced the war 
effort: recruitment posters 
urged them to encourage 
their men to enlist. They 
joined war effort groups, 
fundraising committees and 
were deployed in military 
units such as the First Aid 
Nursing Yeomanry (FANY). 
Such actions established a 
generation of women who did 
far more than simply keep 
‘the home fires burning’.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

Women’s emancipation 
Women accomplished a high number of largely 
masculine roles and achieved important 
political rights. However, once the war was 
over, many women went back to their old 
jobs. Nevertheless, the advances were an 
indicator of things to come.

7 August 1914
First members of the 
British Expeditionary Force 
(BEF) land in France 

23 August 1914
Battle of Tannenberg commences

8 August 1914
Defence of the Realm 
Act passed by the British 
government

The Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) was an 
organisation providing field nursing services, mainly 
in hospitals. Courtesy of Kevin Tobin

Lance Corporal Ted Organ of the Oxfordshire Yeomanry from Summertown, 
Oxford. Ted may have joined the Yeomanry, having worked with horses for his 
father’s cab firm. Courtesy of Marjorie Treloggen 

Witty postcard c. 1915

       I remember when the young men climbed into the wagenettes 
(sic) that were waiting for them, and away they went to county 
barracks to enlist… the mothers and sweethearts crying and 
weeping in the square. How happy all these young men seemed. 
Mr R Bruce of Summertown recalling a recruiting event in Woodstock in 1914.

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

Slang term used to refer to a man.  
It may have Romany or Hindi origins.‘Bloke’
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In 1914, many Oxfordshire people were in low paid 
agricultural jobs. The growth of munitions and other war 
related industry increased employment in Oxford and 
other county towns, wages sometimes doubling those 
offered in domestic and college service or building work.

The cost of war resulted in the establishment of 
charities and relief funds. Supported by all classes, 
fundraising initiatives such as ‘Rose’ and ‘Flag’ days 
were held in Oxford. Practical items were also in 
demand: sheets and slippers for the Voluntary Relief 
Hospital in Witney; eggs for wounded soldiers were 
collected in Eynsham and Bicester residents knitted 
socks and sent clothing to troops at the front.

Women making hay bails at Kelmscott, West Oxfordshire c.1915. Courtesy of Oxfordshire County Council - Oxfordshire History Centre

Lodging and financial help was offered to Belgian refugees. 
Their presence benefitted the city of Oxford, filling 
vacancies in lodging houses by undergraduates who had 
gone to war. However, many refugees found life hard 
in Oxford, eventually leaving for towns and villages in 
the county where their skills were better employed.

Food shortages were not a major problem initially. 
There was significant panic buying when war started, 
which caused shortages, but this did not last long. A 
bigger problem was rising prices. By the end of 1916, 
German U-Boats were destroying a monthly average 
of 300,000 tons of shipping. Food queues became 
commonplace and communal war kitchens were 
established in Oxford selling tea, soup and faggots. 

In the autumn of 1914, some children were employed 
bringing in the harvest and eighteen months later 
the County War Agricultural Committee formally 
advocated employing children in the fields alongside 
women in place of the absent men. The Oxford 
Chronicle declared however that it was ‘morally wrong 
and false economy to sacrifice the schooling of a 
generation of rural children to the needs of the war.’  

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

British Summer Time 
Britain first adopted William Willett‘s 
scheme in 1916 to save fuel and money. 
The Summer Time Act of 1916 was widely 
reported in the press. 

23 August 1914
The British Expeditionary 
Force (BEF) starts its 
retreat from Mons 

19 October 1914
First Battle of Ypres begins - the 
introduction of ‘trench warfare’

5-9 September 1914
The German army halted at 
the Battle of the Marne

Belgian refugees in Oxford c.1914-15.  
Courtesy of Oxfordshire County Council - Oxfordshire History Centre

Red Cross fundraising day, Oxford - 5 June 1915. 

Wounded soldiers in bath chairs outside the examination schools, Oxford. 
Courtesy of Imperial War Museum Q_030282

       The purchase of horses for the Army has been proceeding briskly 
in this district…and although in many cases the loss of horses at 
this time of year means considerable loss and inconvenience, yet 
the animals have been given up for the most part without demur, 
and the situation created thereby is being cheerfully faced. 
The Witney Gazette, 15 August 1914.

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

Derived from when parcels from 
home were shared among  
friends or ‘whacked round’.

‘A fair whack’
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Throughout the war, soldiers were stationed in Banbury 
for training; two or three of them ‘billeted’ in a home. 
Householders received 3s 4 1/2d for each man per day, 
helping financially at a time of rising food prices.  The only 
ground for a refusal was if there was no male in residence.  

A Rest Station and canteen were set up at the Great 
Western Railway station early in the war. A Red Cross 
detachment was formed and along with station staff 
provided refreshments, tobacco, postcards and most 
importantly care for the wounded during their brief stop in 
Banbury.  Over 200,000 soldiers benefitted during the war.

In addition to the Horton General, an auxiliary hospital 
was set up in the Wesleyan Chapel in West Street in 
1915, providing thirty-six beds and staffed by Oxfordshire 
Red Cross Society.  The main care of the wounded 
was carried out on the premises, with the Horton 
providing X-rays, specialist treatment and operations.

In response to the British Army’s shell shortages 
during the first half of 1915, National Filling 
Factory No 9 opened in April 1916 employing 
almost 1500 people, one third of them women. A 
Banbury vicar expressed the view that this greater 
mingling of the sexes led to ‘a coarsening and 
lessening of refinement’.  Nevertheless, by the end 
of the war, over 4,000,000 mines and shells had 
been filled with explosives at the Overthorpe site!

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

Licensing Hours 
Claims that war production was being hampered 
by drunkenness led to pub ‘opening times’ 
and alcohol strength being reduced. The 
government was particularly concerned 
about the amount of alcohol being 
consumed by female munitions workers.

29 October 1914
Turkey enters the war

16 December 1914
German bombardment of 
Scarborough and Hartlepool

22 November 1914
British-Indian Expeditionary force 
lands at Basra, Mesopotamia

Military personnel receiving refreshments from nurses and station staff on Banbury railway station c. 1915.  Courtesy of Oxfordshire County Council - Oxfordshire History Centre

        As a matter of fact there are very few foreigners in the 
neighbourhood, and these are, without doubt, friendly disposed to  
this country and to the people amongst whom they live. 
The Oxford Illustrated Journal responding to rumours of German spies  
in the Banbury area, 19 August 1914.

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

Lice were sometimes called 
‘chats’. Soldiers who spent many an 
hour removing them from the seams 

of their clothing passed the time in discussions with their mates. 
This led to the popularising of ‘chatting’ which had been in use 
since the 16th century.

‘Chatting’

Nurses attend to a patient at the Red Cross Hospital at the Wesleyan Chapel 
in West Street, Banbury.  
Courtesy of Oxfordshire County Council - Oxfordshire History Centre

Women working in a National Filling Factory at Banbury.  
Courtesy of the Imperial War Museum Q70679

Banbury Munitions worker 
Gladys May Neal (nee 
Nash) photographed in 
1917 aged 25 years. Notice 
the N.F.F. No.9 label.  
Courtesy of Kevin Northover
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Throughout the war years, Witney’s economy remained 
chiefly dependent on the blanket industry, orders from the 
military and government increased and companies were 
able to profit from this demand.

The threat of a German invasion was keenly felt by many 
across the country. In view of the prevailing anti-German 
feeling, the King of Prussia pub at 31 West End was changed 
to the Czar of Russia, but renamed The House of Windsor 
following the abdication of Tsar Nicholas II in 1917.

The Oxfordshire Central Organising Committee published 
instructions on how the county should respond to an 
invasion. On 19 June 1915, The Witney Gazette told its 
readers that ‘...arrangements should be made to accommodate 
people and stock removed from any coastal area threatened by 
the enemy. All major roads in the county should be kept clear 
of livestock and a clear path made for any advancing troops’.

Newspaper editorials rallied support for the growing 
number of Belgian refugees. The first group arrived in 
October 1914 and were greeted with rousing cheers by The 
Witney community. Eyewitnesses noted the appearance of 
the women and young girls in mourning: ‘...dressed in black 
with long flowing veils.’ 

Evacuees came from London to escape the Zeppelin raids in 
1916, attending the National School on Church Green and 
causing embarrassment to the headmaster Mr Hayter by 
leaving the lavatories in an unsanitary condition on the day 
of an inspection. He described the London children as ‘not 
being under the usual control’.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

Propaganda 
This and subsequent modern wars required 
propaganda to mobilise hatred against the 
enemy; to convince the population of the 
justness of the cause; to enlist the active 
support and cooperation of neutral countries; 
and to strengthen the support of allies

18 February 1915
Blockade of Britain by 
German U-Boats begins

25 Apr 1915
Allied landing at Gallipoli

22 April 1915
Second Battle of Ypres begins. 
Poison gas is used for the first 
time on the Western Front

Professor Jan Sibenhaller, a Belgian refugee from Anvers, photographed outside 
Witney Parish Church in 1915. Professor Sibenhaller, who arrived in Witney during 
the early part of the war, was in his seventies, and became something of a local 
character. Courtesy of Witney Museum

Witney volunteers who joined 1/4 
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
LI photographed at Writtle near 
Chelmsford in 1914.   
Courtesy of Oxfordshire County Council - 
Oxfordshire History Centre

        …the flower of 
the manhood of Witney 
marched off during this 
week to join the Colours. 
The Witney Gazette reporting  
that a mass meeting on the 2 
September 1914 had rallied the men of 
the district to the extent that a group 
of 42 local men marched through the 
town to the railway station on their 
way to Oxford to enlist.

Witney volunteers marching through the town 1914. Courtesy of Witney Museum

German POWs at Witney Railway Station. Courtesy of Witney Museum

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

‘Fed–up’
meaning ‘being miserable’ was first 
used in the Boer War, but brought into 
common usage after the First World War.
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During 1914-1918, the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
Light Infantry recruited across the two counties, but also 
other parts of the country. There were to be seventeen 
battalions in all, twelve of which served abroad. At various 
times, eight battalions served in France and Belgium, 
two in Salonika, two in Italy, one in India and one in 
Mesopotamia. The regiment won fifty-nine battle honours, 
losing 5,878 men in total.

At the outbreak of war, the Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire Light Infantry had two regular battalions, 
a training battalion and two Territorial units. Territorial 
soldiers enlisted for service at home and were part-time, 
able to continue with their normal civilian jobs. They were 
not obliged to serve overseas unless they took the Imperial 
Service Obligation and a small number did not in 1914.  

Territorials’ training consisted of weekly meetings on 
Saturday afternoons and evenings with an annual camp. 
They were recruited locally and became more recognised 
and supported by the local community as the ‘home unit’ 
rather than the regulars. The 1/4 Battalion’s peacetime 
headquarters reflect this, being at Oxford, Culham, Henley, 
Banbury, Witney and Chipping Norton. 

It became obvious that the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
Light Infantry Regiment would have to expand during 1914. 
In response to Kitchener’s call for a ‘New Army’, ‘Service’ 
battalions were raised for the duration of the war and the 
number of Territorial battalions increased also. 

OXFORDSHIRE AND BUCKINGHAMSHIRE 
LIGHT INFANTRY AT THE END OF 1914 

Name Type of Unit

1st Battalion (43rd Regiment before 1881) Regular Army

2nd Battalion (52nd Regiment before 1881) Regular Army

3rd (Special Reserve) Battalion Reserve and Training

1/4 Battalion Territorial

2/4 Battalion Territorial

1/1 Buckinghamshire Battalion Territorial

2/1 Buckinghamshire Battalion Territorial

5th Battalion Service

6th Battalion Service

7th Battalion Service

8th Battalion Service

9th (Reserve) Battalion Reserve and Training

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

The Middle East 
The war and the treaties that followed it redrew 
the map of the Middle East by creating 
new states on the territory of the defeated 
Ottoman Empire. Many of the seemingly 
intractable problems between Israel and 
Palestine were born at this time.

7 May 1915
Germans torpedo and  
sink The Lusitania

25 September 1915
The Battle of Loos begins

31 May 1915
First German Zeppelin  
raid on London

Lieutenant-Colonel Paul Cobb when taking command of the 5th Battalion on  
23 August 1914 discovering that his unit consisted of little more than:

       ... a bewildered mob of civilians. There were a 
great many from respectable homes and businesses. 
Some gentlemen, many indoor servants, groom, 
gardeners, chauffeurs, gamekeepers, well-to-do 
tradesmen, hotel keepers, clerks etc. to say nothing 
of the engineers, fitters and hands from the great 
works in Birmingham and Coventry. All these men 
had left good comfortable homes, with good wages 
and had come voluntarily out of a sheer sense of 
duty... Yet they faced all the problems in a splendid 
way with never a murmur. 

Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire LI men in camp with their pets, c. 1914-15.  Courtesy of Kevin Tobin

1/1 Buckinghamshire Battalion, Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire LI, enjoying their 
Christmas Dinner 1914.

Men of 1st Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire LI in action along the River Tigris,  
20 January 1916. These men were part of a force trying to relieve the siege of Kut.

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

‘Blighty’ Derived from a Hindu word meaning a 
foreign country and taken up by British 
troops in India to refer to Britain.

Patriotic postcard. Courtesy of Kevin Tobin

THE  

OXFORDSHIRE &
BUCKINGHAMSHIRE

LIGHT INFANTRY
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The Oxfordshire Yeomanry was a cavalry unit, part of the 
Territorial Force made up of part-time soldiers recruited 
and trained locally. When receiving their order to mobilize 
on 4 August 1914, the regiment had bases at Oxford, 
Woodstock, Henley and Banbury.  

Many officers of the Yeomanry were drawn from the well-
connected landowners and country gentlemen of the 
district, but also included bankers, merchants, barristers 
and politicians. It numbered amongst its ranks Winston and 
Jack Churchill, MP for Henley Val Fleming and the son of 
Lord Saye and Sele, Eustace Twisleton-Wykeham-Fiennes.  

Many of the other ranks were drawn from farming and 
hunting backgrounds from around Oxfordshire. They often 
worked with horses, knew shooting and the ways of the 
countryside. During the First World War, cavalry acted as 
mounted riflemen, with emphasis in training placed on 
mobility and marksmanship. Yet, during annual training 
camps, an informal atmosphere was encouraged in the 
interest of recruitment.  

This social aspect of Yeomanry life was important– before 
the war there had been glittering annual dinners in London 
and special concerts for the men at Oxford Town Hall. Yet 
when the war began, a true feeling of comradeship and 
mutual confidence between men and officers had grown up 
during their regular Saturday training.

The Yeomanry fought in France and Belgium throughout 
the war, often in a dismounted role in the trenches, caring 
for their horses when in and out of the line and achieving 
the respect of the regular cavalry.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

Blood Banks 
In the second half of the war, medics improvised 
to use preserved blood at casualty clearing 
stations, though initial survival rates were 
not good. Finding donors was not a problem, 
but overlooking blood groups was. Still, 
the sudden advances led to a blood donor 
service being established in London in 1922.

5 October 1915
Anglo-French forces land at 
Salonika to counter allied 
German expansion in the Balkans

7 December 1915
The Siege of Kut begins

12 October 1915
British nurse Edith Cavell is executed 
by German firing squad for helping 
POWs escape from Belgium to Holland

Member of the Oxfordshire Yeomanry c.1913-14

Oxfordshire Yeomanry draft leaving Oxford for the front, February 1915.  
Courtesy of Oxfordshire County Council - Oxfordshire History Centre

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

‘Over the top’
Going out of a trench towards 
the enemy; in civilian use it was 
extended to mean taking the final  
plunge and doing something 
dangerous or notable.

Major Arthur Villiers 
was born on November 
24th, 1883. He was 
the younger son of the 
7th Earl of Jersey and 
so was brought up at 
his father‘s country 
houses, Middleton 
Park in Oxfordshire 
and Osterley Park, 
which was then 
outside London.  He 
commanded ‘D’ 
Squadron of the 
Oxfordshire Yeomanry 
from January 1916 
and was awarded the 
DSO and bar.

Humorous 
postcard, though 
some of the men’s 
sweethearts may 
not have seen the 
funny side.  
Courtesy of  
Kevin Northover

        When the Q.O.O.H left the city the route was lined with 
hundreds of citizens and ‘Good Luck’ was the wish of all. During 
the past week the men have been stationed at the headquarters in St. 
Thomas’, and the public playground adjoining was commandeered for 
the use of the horses. The men are in good spirits and remarkably fit. 
The Oxford Journal reporting the departure of the Oxfordshire Yeomanry from Oxford  
on 12 August 1914.

THE  

OXFORDSHIRE  
YEOMANRY

1914-16
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Many Oxfordshire men chose to join other regiments in 
the British Army during the war.  Some joined the Royal 
Navy or the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) which established 
a training aerodrome at Port Meadow in Oxford in March 
1916. Earlier that year, the RFC set up a national technical 
training school in the buildings of the then University 
Museum in Parks Road, Oxford to instruct newly recruited 
volunteers or soldiers who had transferred.

In 1915, in response to the need for heavier artillery 
pieces on the Western Front, authority was given to Lieut-
Col. Hamersley, then M.P. for Mid-Oxfordshire, to raise 
and train the 128th Oxfordshire Heavy Battery, which 
would usually be armed with 60 pounder pieces. As there 
were still more men who wished to join, three further 
Oxfordshire batteries were formed known as the 132nd, 
135th and 156th Batteries of the Royal Garrison Artillery.

The Oxford University Officers’ Training Corps (OUOTC) 
was formed in 1908. By the end of September 1914, 
OUOTC had processed around 2000 applications for 
commissions into the army. A School of Instruction for 
young officers was set up in Oxford in January 1915 and by 
March 1916, about 3000 officers had passed through the 
School altogether.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

Shell Shock and Post  
Traumatic Stress Disorder 
For the first time science began to understand 
the psychological effects of war and try out 
diagnoses that are familiar today.

19 December 1915
Sir Douglas Haig becomes 
Commander in Chief of the 
British Expeditionary Force

24 January 1916
The British government 
introduces conscription

20 December 1915
Allies finish their evacuation of 
and withdrawal from Gallipoli

Royal Flying Corps cadets on parade in the Quad of St John‘s College, Oxford. Courtesy of Imperial War Museum.

Royal Flying Corps motorcyclist. Courtesy of Peter Wright

Alfred St. George Hamersley was a nineteenth-century solicitor and entrepreneur, 
and most notably an English rugby union international who played in the first ever 
international match between Scotland and England in Edinburgh on 27 March 1871.  
He established the Oxfordshire Heavy Batteries in 1915.

Officer cadets, 
Oxford 1916. 

        ..I am living at Christ Church College...our barracks are a million 
years old...the whole place is very ancient...I took a bicycle ride over to the 
Duke of Marlborough’s Palace at Woodstock...about every two miles there is 
the most delightful wayside inn...we made all the stops going and coming. 
American member of the RFC Elliot White Springs recalls his arrival in Oxford for training.

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

‘Bumf’
Communiqués from headquarters were 
derisively known as ‘bumf’ - from ‘bum-
fodder’, a term for toilet paper.
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On 23-24 August 1914, The British Army briefly held up 
the German advance in the Belgium town of Mons.  2nd 
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry took part 
in the famous ‘Retreat’ to the River Marne which followed.  
Enduring great heat and hardship, the men marched over 
200 miles in twelve days.

In September 1914, Winston Churchill, in his role as First 
Lord of the Admiralty, ordered the Oxfordshire Yeomanry 
to France. They went in support of the Belgian Army at 
Antwerp. As a proud member of the regiment since 1902, 
Churchill had given the men the honour of being amongst the 
very first Territorial units to embark for France in the war.

The first serious fighting for the Yeomanry came during 
the First Battle of Ypres in October and November. 
Fighting mostly dismounted, the regiment was among those 
congratulated by the Commander-in Chief Sir John French 
as having held the line and protected the Channel ports.  

On 5 October, they had been the first Territorial unit to see 
action in the war.

By November, trenches reached from Switzerland to the 
Channel. During the First Battle of Ypres on 11 November, 
2nd Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry held 
their part of the line by clearing Prussian Guard infantry 
from Nonne Bosschen Wood in a celebrated bayonet 
charge. This made a contribution to safeguarding the town 
of Ypres and the Channel ports beyond.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

Widespread use of the wristwatch 
Before the war, ‘bracelet’ watches were the preserve 
of a few mainly wealthy women. The practical 
benefits of wearing a ‘wristwatch’ in war saw the 
rapid decline of ‘pocket’ watches after 1918.

21 February 1916
Battle of Verdun commences

31 May 1916
Battle of Jutland

24 April 1916
The ‘Easter Rising’  
in Dublin begins

Oxfordshire Yeomanry in the trenches c. February 1915. Their horses were kept behind the lines at such times.

The proposed German ‘Schlieffen Plan’, involved a large attack through the Low 
Countries into northern France (shown by the green arrows on the map). 2nd 
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire LI and the Oxfordshire Yeomanry were both 
involved in the First Battle of Ypres, 1914. Courtesy of New Zealand History Online

Men of the 2nd Oxford and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry sheltering from shrapnel 
behind the Headquarters of 20 Brigade, Ypres, 1914.   
Courtesy of Imperial War Museum Q57205

The tower of Messines Church is visible on the right of the 
photograph. On 31 October 1914, Oxfordshire Yeomanry watched 
from this position as German troops poured across this ridge from 
left to right towards Messines during the First Battle of Ypres.

        We were all nervous – well, frightened I suppose – and it’s a 
funny thing, but when you get frightened someone starts a song and 
you all yell it out. It’s a sort of bravado affair. So we lay there in that 
ditch with the shells falling round and we were singing for all we were 
worth. We were singing ‘Ragtime Cowboy Joe’. 
L/Cpl Ted Organ of the Oxfordshire Yeomanry remembering  
being in action for the first time at Messines, close to  
Ypres on 31 October 1914.

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

‘Binge drink’
Originally a Lancashire 
term to describe 
overindulgence of alcohol.
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At the outbreak of war, 1st Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire Light Infantry left India for Mesopotamia 
to safeguard Britain’s supply of oil. The campaign against 
Turkish forces went badly in difficult conditions and the 
battalion were besieged at Kut from December 1915 to 
April 1916.  Many of those who surrendered died from 
sickness and maltreatment in captivity during what became 
known as the ‘Death March’ across the desert into Turkey.

In late April and early May 1915, the German Army used 
poison gas on a large scale for the first time during the Second 
Battle of Ypres. The Oxfordshire Yeomanry witnessed one of 
the attacks and helped to evacuate casualties.  Protection from 
gas at that time consisted of placing a cotton wool pad soaked 
in chemicals over the mouth.

On 19 July 1916, 2/1 Buckinghamshire Battalion was part 
of a diversionary attack at Fromelles, north of Arras. With 
Australian infantry immediately on their left, the men 
suffered heavy casualties during the failed assault.  That 
evening 2/4 Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry 
took over the line, helping to bring in the wounded.

In 2009, Oxford Archaeology excavated eight mass graves at 
Pheasant Wood, Fromelles. The work attracted international 
media attention, identifying 210 Australians, two Britons and 
with thirty eight bodies as yet unidentified. Many of the 2/1 
Buckinghamshire Battalion are still missing.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

Poison Gas 
Used for the first time on 22 May 1915 on the 
Western Front, its use in warfare was banned 
under international law in 1925. However, 
poison gas was used as recently in the Syrian 
Civil War.

4 June 1916
Russian General Brusilov’s 
offensive begins, inflicting a heavy 
defeat on the Austro-Hungarians

1 July 1916
First Day of the  
Battle of the Somme

5 June 1916
TE Lawrence aids Hussein, Grand 
Sharif of Mecca, in the Arab 
revolt against the Turks in Hejaz

Three quarters of the infantry brigade of which the 1st Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
LI were part were Indian volunteers. They included Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims.

Map of Mesopotamia (Iraq). The campaign involving 1st Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire Light Infantry took place mainly along the River Tigris from 
Basra to Kut and Ctesiphon. 

A gas attack photographed from the air. Courtesy of Imperial War Museum  Q12197

Archaeologists undertaking excavations by hand at Pheasant Wood, 
Fromelles in 2009. Courtesy of Oxford Archaeology

        Fairly quiet throughout day until 5 o’clock when a very heavy shell 
fire opened on us, and soon we could see the yellowy gas fumes rising 
over by the front line. The wind bought it back and gave us a fair dose. 
The Oxfordshire Yeomanry’s Private Thomas Franklin witnessed one of the first uses  
of gas on 2 May 1915.

OXFORDSHIRE AT WAR
1915-1916

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

‘Cushy’
easy, undemanding. Anglo-Indian word 
from Urdu kush  meaning ‘pleasure 
and/or from Persian kuš
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In July 1915, a year prior to the Battle of the Somme, the 
British Army started to take over the front line trenches on 
the Somme from French troops.  Private Edward Whitlock 
from Banbury, a member of the 1/4 Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire Light Infantry was killed by shell fire. He 
was the first member of the British Army to be killed in the 
Somme sector.

On 1 July 1916, the French and British Armies attacked 
the German defences north of the River Somme.  The 
British lost 57,470 casualties that day, of which 19,240 
men were killed – still the highest daily losses in the 
country’s history.  The Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
Light Infantry battalions did not go ‘over the top’ that 
day, but were heavily involved in the rest of the Somme 
campaign which ended that November.

The 1/1 Buckinghamshire Battalion, supported by 1/4 
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry played a 
part in the capture of the infamous village of Pozieres after 
bitter fighting on 23 July.  Pozieres had been a strong point 
in the German second line, holding out against numerous 
attacks for eight days.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR TODAY: 

War technology 
During the war, the technical revolution 
reached the battlefields and forever changed 
the way that armies fought, becoming an 
essential element in the art of war.

28 August 1916
Italy declares war on Germany

12 December 1916
Germany delivers Peace Note to 
Allies suggesting compromise

15 September 1916
The British use ‘tanks’ for 
the first time in war

The 1st Buckinghamshire Battalion at Pozieres, 23rd July 1916 by William Barnes Wollen.

Mark I Tank D.17 photographed on 17th September 1916 at Flers. 5th 
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire LI were involved in the attack. The exhaustion 
is evident on the men‘s faces. Courtesy of Imperial War Museum Q5577

Bull‘s Road Cemetery, Flers today. 5th Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire LI 
advanced from Delville Wood towards the camera on 15th September 1916.

Map of the Somme battlefield from The Times, 4 October 1916. See if you can find 
two sites of battles mentioned in this panel - Pozieres and Flers.  

        We had not even heard of them, but they were 
without doubt very useful against barbed wire and 
were too slow, and anyway our two soon broke down. 
Private John Coupland of 5th Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light 
Infantry witnessed the first use of tanks in history.

OXFORDSHIRE AT WAR
THE SOMME  

1 JULY TO 18 NOVEMBER 1916

FIGHTING TALK
Words & phrases popularised during the war and in use today

‘Tank’ Armoured fighting vehicle - so called 
for reasons of secrecy because of their 
supposed resemblance to ‘water tanks‘

On 15 September, 5th Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire 
Light Infantry attacked east of the village of Flers. The 
assault through Delville Wood was supported by ‘tanks’ for 
the first time in history. That day the Oxfordshire Yeomanry 
were preparing to exploit any significant gains that the tanks 
might make.

2nd Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry took 
part in an attack north of the River Ancre on 13 November. 
Fighting in thick fog and mud, the battalion supported 
the capture of the village of Beaumont Hamel, making a 
significant advance in appalling conditions.
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The high number of casualties during the First World 
War produced an entirely new attitude towards the 
commemoration of war dead. 

Fabian Ware commanded a mobile unit of the Red Cross in 
France from September 1914. He was concerned about the 
lack of any official method for documenting or marking 
the location of graves of those who had been killed and felt 
bound to create an organisation within the Red Cross for 
this purpose.  The new Graves Registration Commission 
had over 50,000 graves registered by May 1916.  

Eventually, the Imperial War Graves Commission was 
established by Royal Charter on 21 May 1917, with 
Edward, Prince of Wales serving as president and with 
Ware as vice-chairman.  Since 1960, it has been known 
as the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.

During the First World War, the 3rd Southern General 
Hospital was housed in the University Examination 
Schools and other buildings in Oxford. Some who died 
in the hospital are interred at Oxford (Botley) Cemetery, 
which contains 156 burials from the First World War.  
Many of those buried there had been wounded at the 
front, or killed in accidents while serving in the UK.

Take the chance to visit the Botley Cemetery, one of 
23,000 across the world, commemorating 1.7 million 
people from Britain and the Commonwealth who 
died during two world wars. All are maintained by the 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission, which owes its 
existence to the vision and determination of one man – 
Sir Fabian Ware.
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18 November 1916
Battle of the Somme ends

7 December 1916
David Lloyd George replaces Herbert 
Asquith as British Prime Minister

18 December 1916
Battle of Verdun ends

Oxford (Botley) Cemetery today.

The Prince of Wales and Sir Fabian Ware (left), Vice–Chairman, Imperial War 
Graves Commission, at the dedication of the Thiepval Memorial, 31 July 1932. 
Courtesy of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission

Soldiers tending the grave of a fallen comrade. Another grave is marked on the 
photograph with an ‘X’. Children today sometimes ask if there are really people 
buried under the stones. Courtesy of Kevin Northover 

3rd Southern General Hospital, Oxford.


