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EDITOR'S FOREWORD AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Many people have contributed to this special edition of the Bulletin published to coincide with Orford Mu-
seum's exhibition in the Town Hall in September 2014, and 1 am grateful to them all.

Most notably, Vicky Gunnell, who holds her great uncle Walden Hammond's archive, has been very gener-
ous in allowing us to usc his photographs in her own article and elsewhere in this Bulletin.

Orford does have a very particular story (o tell about the First World War period because of the decision
that Orford Ness would be the site of the Royal Flying Corps's Armament Experimental Station. The amaz-
ing concentration of expertise gained through research and experiment, but most of all bravery, in the infant
art of flying and of aerial warfare rightly forms the subject matter of a number of articles.

Thanks are due, too, for information and photographs, to Robin Harper and Anne Butters, whose mother
and father both served on Orford Ness. Don and Liz Ballentyne and Phyllis van der Esch presented to the
Museum a copy of a book about Oliver Wills, who has a family connection with them. He is one of the two
young pilots buried in Orford churchyard. Some of his letters are quoted in this issue of the Bulletin, but a
longer article about Oliver will be published soon.

It has not been possible to include in this already large issue everything which we are now learning about
World War [ in our area.

In particular Brian Boulton's meticulous research into all the casualties named on the war memorials in the
six villages deserves to have a Bulletin issue to itself, and it will be published as another special issue dur-
ing the centenary period which lasts until 2018.

Walden Hammond's aerial view of the Orford Ness airfield in 1917, showing huts, hangers (both temporary and
permanent), motor vehicles and some aircraft, with Stony ditch and the bridge leading to the beach on the right.

(Hammond Collection)




WORLD WAR I IN THE ORFORD AREA:
SETTING THE SCENE

Coastal Suffolk one hundred years ago was a very different place from the area we know today.

A different landscape

For a start, in 1914 a great deal of the countryside was sandy heathland. There were some big
woods, with oak predominating, pines were grown as wind breaks and there were coppices serving
as cover for game birds. Towards the end of the war a timber merchant, Walter Boynton,
purchased the Sudbourne Estate and felled a huge number of trees. Features which characterize
the scenery today mostly appeared after the war. The Forestry Commission's plantations of coni-
fers date from the 1930s and the irrigation systems which now enable a wide range of crops
(including grass for turf) to be grown, have been installed only since World War II. A number of
the streets of Orford were lined with mature horse chestnuts and beech trees, almost all of which
have now disappeared.
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A leafy Church Street and Quay Street, Orford ( Orford Museun)

Many more people

The other major difference, which some may find surprising, is that the population of Orford and
the surrounding villages was very much larger then than it is today. This is in spite of the fact that
the total population of Great Britain (including Ireland) in 1914 was 46,089,249 and in 2014
(excluding Ireland) it stands at 64,097,085.

Although there were large towns and cities, particularly in the industrial regions of the Midlands
and North, a sizeable proportion of the workforce was employed on the land and consequently the
populations of rural villages were high. The shift away from rural areas to the towns had in fact
already begun by 1914. Locally, in our part of Suffolk, the population seems to have peaked at
around the time of the 1891 census.



In 1891, the figures were:
Orford 963: Sudbourne 563; Butley 337, Capel St Andrew 183; Chillesford 241 and Iken an
astonishing 315.

Just 20 years later in 1911 they were:
Orford 836; Sudbourne 472; Butley 283; Capel 160; Chillesford 228 and Tken 278.

Curiously it is much harder to obtain up to date population figures for the individual villages
today, but they seem to be:

Orford 690; Sudbourne 300; Butley ?200; Capel ?760; Chillesford 120 and Iken 90.
The most speculative numbers are preceded with? And there is now the complicating factor of a
significant number of weekend and holiday homes. A headcount on an August weekend would
produce a very different total from one taken midweek in February.

A changed demographic

The population today reflects the fact that the Suffolk coast is now favoured by retired people. In
1914 the majority of households was headed by a working breadwinner, and families with six chil-
dren living at home were not uncommon. The fact that every village then had a school reminds us
of the demographic shift that has occurred (see ' The village schools during the war', p 15 below).
What is indisputable is that there are far fewer people living in our villages now, and the average
age is higher than it was at the outbreak of World War 1. This fact should be borne in mind when
considering the numbers of men who joined the armed forces in the war, and also when the melan-
choly roll call of casualties is read out at the Remembrance Sunday service every year.

In the smaller villages the occupations were almost all farm related — horsemen, shepherds, stock-
men and agricultural labourers — or connected to other aspects of country life — woodmen and
gamekeepers. In Orford the river and sea provided some alternatives, so there were fisherman,
mariners and coastguards and quite a large number of wallmen — labourers whose job it was to
maintain the river and sea walls. As a town (albeit a small one) Orford also had shopkeepers,
dressmakers, builders and decorators, carriers, bakers, boot makers and innkeepers. It is clear,
from the fall in population between 1891 and 1911, that in order to find work, the sons and daugh-
ters of the agricultural workers and fisherman had already shown themselves to be prepared to
move to Ipswich or to towns farther afield to find jobs in engineering and manufacture, in shops,
hospitals and domestic service — a nationwide trend which accelerated after the end of the war.

Fewer dwellings

Another difference is that today's smaller, older population enjoys much more living space than
their predecessors ever had. In Orford and Sudbourne, and to a lesser extent Butley and Chilles-
ford, there are many more houses than there were 100 years ago. The new houses, mainly built in
the last 60 years, more than compensate for the other modern trend whereby single dwellings have
been created out of what was originally a row of three or four cottages, each one of which used to
be inhabited by a large family. (This 'joining up' of houses has happened in Iken, where there is
almost no new housing, so there has been a particularly sharp drop in the population). The degree
of overcrowding a century ago would be considered to be intolerable today, and indeed was begin-
ning to trouble some members of the community even then (see p 78 below).

In Orford., the block of cottages in Pump Street, Castle Lane and the bottom end of Mundays Lane,
known when first built as 'New Buildings', and the houses with half-timbered gables in Daphne
Road, had been built towards the end of the 19™ century to replace the village's worst housing.
This was to be found at the end of High Street in Brundish Square, and had been demolished
before 1914. Another housing black spot was a terrace of 12 houses opposite the King's Head.
They did not disappear until the council houses had been built in Town Farm Estate and Nightin-
gale Piece in the 1920s and 1930s.



Some of the families living in the houses near Orford Quay, ¢1900 (Orford Museum)

In 1914 none of the villages had the now familiar estate of council houses which so immeasurably
improved the living conditions of the people, reducing the dependence of farm and estate workers
on 'tied' cottages and giving the benefits of electricity, mains water and indoor flush lavatories.

So the population in 1914 was larger and younger, lived in crowded conditions and in many cases
was employed in agriculture.

War, what war?

Before war was declared there were many intimations of a pending conflict.

Germany's build-up of military might in both its army and navy and the armaments to go with
them prompted some response in Great Britain and France. The Red Cross began to train volun-
teers locally in 1911 (see p 68 below).

As soon as hostilities broke out with the invasion of Belgium and France, recruitment into the
forces started, with such an overwhelming response that some volunteers had to wait some months
before they could be assigned to a training unit. Sixty men volunteered from Orford, Sudbourne
and Chillesford in August 1914. Conscription, introduced in 1916, drew many more men into
military service. Unsurprisingly, given Orford's close connection with the river and sea, nearly a
quarter of the men who served in the armed forces in the course of the war joined the Royal Navy.

The Cyclists Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment was deployed to defend the coast (see 'Defending
Suffolk's shores' p 8 below). From the earliest months of the war there were naval engagements




Recruits in the Market Square, Orford, 1914 (Orford Museum)

out at sea and bodies were occasionally washed up onto the beach, to be buried in Orford church-
yard (although this had not been an uncommon occurrence even in peacetime when the large
amount of coastal shipping meant that inevitably storms and shipwrecks took their toll).

Newspaper reports tell what was going on, but it is not easy to find other evidence of the impact of
the war within the general population. The school log books have produced some interesting detail
(see 'The village schools during the war', p 15 below).

For Orford, the Parish Council minute books have survived, but the minutes of the Orford Town

Trust are to be found only in the sketchiest draft form. For both bodies, the all-important reports,
correspondence and other papers referred to in meetings are not to be found in the minute books

and the absence of that detail makes the minutes fairly unhelpful to anyone hoping to learn about
the effect that the war had on village life.

What is very striking, for the first two years of the war, is the almost complete absence of any
reference to it. Casualties were relatively light at the beginning, with sailors faring worse than
soldiers (see 'Naval service in The Great War', p 60 below). Ten men from Orford, Sudbourne,
Chillesford and Butley died in the first 17 months of the war in 1914 and 1915. The casualties
mounted sharply in 1916 (19 died), 1917 (27 died) and 1918 (29 died), affecting Iken and Boyton
as well as the other villages.

Local men were being killed, but Orford's council meetings minuted only condolences extended to
councillors whose wives died of natural causes during that time.

Wounded soldiers arrived to be tended by the Red Cross nurses in the cottage hospital at
Sudbourne, but after that burnt down in June 1915 it was not rebuilt, so it seems that that particular

reminder of the war went away (see p 73 below).



Arrival of the Royal Flying Corps

The event which did finally make Orford sit up and take notice was the decision of the War Office
to build the airfield on Orford Ness (see 'The Orfordness airfield', p 25 below). Presumably the
construction stage had some impact in the community, but once the station became operational in
the Spring of 1916 things changed rapidly with an influx of military personnel, followed by
German prisoners of war, which must have doubled the peace-time population and more than
made up for the 140 or so local men who had left the village to fight. Roads which had hitherto
seen little motorised traffic were filled with lorries and, what must have been truly astonishing, up
in the sky an amazing variety of aeroplanes and weaponry was put through its paces.

The story of the Orford area in the 1914-1918 War is in fact largely the story of Orford and the
surrounding villages from 1916 to 1919.

Jane Allen

Sources

Data from the 1891, 1901 and 1911 censuses.

An analysis of the Orford Roll of Honour by Richard Roberts.

Research on the war casualties of all the villages in Orford Museum's catchment area by Brian Boulton.
For the Front Street houses, see Bulletin 8, Spring 2007, pp2-3.

Suffolk Record Office, Ipswich:

Orford Parish Council Minute Books, December 1894-March 1917, EG 159/1/1/1 and April 1917-July
1930, EG 159/1/1/2.

Orford Town Trust draft minutes, 1890-1930, EE5/10/186.

Orford Church Burials Register, 1853-1954, FC168/D1/11.




DEFENDING SUFFOLK’S SHORES:
THE 6TH (CYCLIST) BATTALION OF THE SUFFOLK REGIMENT

The First World War was the heyday of cyclist battalions. The first British cyclist unit, the 26"
Middlesex (Cyclist) Volunteer Corps, was formed in 1885 not long after the introduction of the
modern safety bicycle. Cyclist units played a part on both sides in the Boer War with nearly 4,000
British volunteers taking their own cycles off to war including 1,000 volunteer cyclists from

the City of London. Cyclists proved their worth by carrying messages, laying telegraph cables,
reconnoitring, towing stretchers and distributing pay and simply getting about quickly but experi-
ments in hauling machine guns over rough terrain werc less successful and ideas of rapid cavalry-
like charges on bicycles were quickly dismissed as plain stupidity.

Haldane’s 1908 Territorial Force Act which reorganised volunteers into a regular territorial force
rapidly led to the formation of a number of cyclist battalions either as independent regiments or
more commonly affiliated to a regular infantry regiment. By the time of the First World War, 12
cyclist battalions had been formed, and two more were to be formed during the war, with an
estimated total of 14,000 cyclists in 1914, growing to 20,000 by 1918'. Whilst many regular
infantry units at the front used bicycles for transporting men and carrying messages behind the
front, cyclist battalions were largely deployed in home defence and in particular coastal defence
work. Each cyclist battalion was allocated one of “the more vulnerable sections of our coast”
with the intention that cyclists could more rapidly be sent than infantrymen on foot to meet any
German raid or even an invasion”. But as the initial fears of invasion in 1914-15 subsided, the
demands of home defence became less urgent, and the cyclist battalions increasingly became a
recruiting ground for reinforcements into the regular infantry. After the war no one saw the need
for any specialist cyclist battalions and by 1922 all the wartime cyclist battalions had either been
converted into regular infantry battalions or disbanded. Even if cyclist battalions soon disap-
peared, bicycles remained in use in western armies until the end of the Second World War. In the
same way as cyclists played a part in moving troops in the German blitzkriegs, particularly in
Germany’s invasion of France in 1940, so the Allies expected cyclists to play a part in their 1944
invasion of Europe and thousands of bicycles were carried aloft over the heads of American,

The 6 Cyclist Battalion, Suffolk Regiment on parade, date and location unknown

(courtesy of the Suffolk Regiment Museum)

British and Canadian infantrymen as they waded ashore in the D- Day landings, often then to be
abandoned in the difficult heavily hedgerowed Normandy terrain.



The 6" (Cyclist) Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment was formed in 1911 after its separation from
the Essex and Suffolk Cyclist Battalion. It was raised by a cycling enthusiast, Lieut-Colonel W.T
Pretty, who commanded the battalion throughout its existence. Most of the men were originally
recruited in East Suffolk with some from London and Lincolnshire after the reserves, the 2/6"
(Cyclist) Battalion, was stationed there. Officers and men had to be between 18 and 38 years of
age to be recruited and were expected to be good riders, have good eyesight, have some knowl-
edge of bicycle construction and be able to make simple repairs’. By the time of the First World
War, instead of furnishing their own bicycles as had been the practice with early cyclist battalions,
the men were issued with mainly Sturmey Archer bikes, which became the standard military bicy-
cle. These had 3 speed hubs but were generally regarded by the men as “anything but a speed
iron!. New NCOs and privates on joining up were also issued with a rifle and bayonet and a
small bicycle tool bag with a spanner, wrench, screw driver, oil-can and cloth, and a uniform
comprising a patrol jacket, breeches, spats, active service cap, knickerbockers, hose tops and a
greatcoat’ . They also received £5 in cash and an identity disc®.

A motor car is obviously the preferred mode of transport in this pre-war photograph taken at Saxmundham
(courtesy of the Suffolk Regiment Museum)

There had been fears of war for much of the previous decade, but the outbreak of hostilities in
August 1914 surprised many. Indeed the Suffolk Cyclists were completely caught out as the
whole of the battalion was away at their annual summer camp which in 1914 was held at
Lowestoft and Pakefield. As one of the men wrote several years later:
“On Sunday night, August 2" 1914, our Commanding Officer [Lieut —Colonel W. T. Pretty]
who had gone to a neighbouring town for the latest news, received the following secret
message, which had just come: ‘Be prepared for attack tonight’. It was then between 10 and
11pm. There was very little time lost by him in getting back to our camp, and you can imagine

our surprise on being turned out in the middle of the night. Fortunately the expected attack did

not come off, and next day we returned to our stations [in Ipswich]”’.




The 6 (Cyclist) Battalion, on war mobilisation, was ordered to defend the coast from Felixstowe
to Lowestoft except for the massive Harwich fort which was the largest Royal Navy base between
Chatham and Scapa Flow on the East Coast. However, a few days later responsibility for defend-
ing the most northerly section of that coastline between Lowestoft and Southwold was switched to
the London (Cyclist) Battalion. The 6™ (Cyclist) Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment were part of
the 2™ Army based at Bury St Edmunds. The battalion was headquartered at the Drill Hall in
Woodbridge Road, Ipswich. With the outbreak of hostilities a ‘war station’ was opened at
Saxmundham because of its greater proximity to the various Look Out Posts (LOPs) established
along the coast. The battalion’s winter HQ was behind the Queens Head Hotel in Saxmundham
and from May 1915 a summer HQ was based at The Layers at the southern entrance to the town.
Telephone lines linked each of the LOPs to the HQ and there were telephone links along the
Suffolk coast between each of the LOPs manned by both the Suffolk and London Cyclist Battal-
ions®. The local press pronounced itself unable “for the safety of our community to go into details
as regards the work of the men” even though in truth there was little about the work of the Suffolk
Cyclists which was not obvious to all and sundry. However, such reservations did not apply to re-
ports about the men’s “comforts and pleasures.”” Describing the Saxmundham winter HQ', the
Aldeburgh Post noted:
“The men were to be found in a large marquee when they are off parade. Burned by the sun,
everyone looks the picture of health and contentment. The leisure hours are devoted to
promenading the town, reading in the room provided for them by the YMCA, football despite
the season of the year, card games, quoits, boxing etc. The canteen at night is the rendezvous

of many. There is a piano, over which Corporal Leach usually presides and the men pass many

pleasant evenings singing songs usually of a music hall notoriety.” '

The reporter then went on to investigate the catering facilities. Corporal J Podd was the cook with
responsibility for 54 men for whom he “cooked entirely by himself”. The reporter found on top of
the open air oven a huge pan of Yorkshire pudding and inside several joints of meat “cooked to a
turn” and nearby were tins of cooked potatoes and haricot beans. In May 1915 when the Suffolk
Cyclists were in occupation of their summer quarters at The Layers another report in the
Aldeburgh Post found:

“Three large huts each with excellent accommodation for 60 men, a cookhouse with one of the

latest patent stoves under the charge of Sergeant Master Cook Austin who has returned from

training at Aldershot and other buildings which add greatly to the comfort of the men” 2,
To mark the opening of these summer quarters there was a celebration presided over by Licut-
Colonel Pretty and attended by some 200 men and their friends who sat down to
“an excellent tea in the spacious dining hut which had been prettily decorated for the occasion
with bunting and pot plants. The tea was followed by a concert presided over by Captain

AdjutantSharland after which there was dancing and whist in the canteen.” "

There were other occasions when the Aldeburgh Post in the first year of war reported on festivities
at battalion HQ. In October 1914 there were reports of a tea concert at the Market Hall, Saxmund-
ham. On this occasion, the event was organised by a Miss Mayhew and friends and the repertoire
of songs included ‘Roll on though mighty deep’, “Young Tom of Devon’, ‘Private Haywood’, the
Belgian National Anthem (Belgian war refugees were landing in boats along the coast from time
to time), the Marseillaise, ‘British Grenadiers’, ‘Home Sweet Home’, ‘Land of Hope and Glory’
and other patriotic songs'®. A big effort was put into Christmas festivities and in all their quarters
there was keen competition to produce the best decorations, as well as in the Quartermasters Store
in the Parish Room, at Cern Hall and in the Salvation Room where chrysanthemums were a nota-
ble feature. Portraits of the King and Queen and Lord Kitchener were prominently displayed as
were the patriotic mottoes * God Save the King and Queen’, ‘Success to the Suffolks’ and
‘Remember Belgium and Avenge Scarborough’, war disasters which had recently seared the
British psyche. On 22 January 1915, there was another whist drive with 132 taking part with a
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prize presented by Lieut- Colonel Pretty. On 28 May 1915, shortly after the celebrations marking
the opening of the Summer Quarters, there were entertainments at Leiston with a Pierrot Troupe
and a charity concert. On 16 July 1915, there were bowls and whist at Kelsale.

All of this shows that there was time for the men to relax whilst at HQ and that many townspeople
were on hand to show their support for the men. But it was not all pleasure in camp as training and
drill were the most common fare especially on enlistment. As one soldier wrote in the Suffolk
Regiment Christmas Bulletin in December 1915:
“It was in September 1914 that recruits were brought into Saxmundham and quickly the ranks
began to swell. Leiston was chosen as our happy training ground. Here the first lessons of army
discipline were learnt, and the little discomforts of camp life cheerfully faced. It would be in-
teresting to know how many times we each formed “fours” on the parade ground there, with
the big chimney looking over us- the same chimney which guided our weary steps homeward
after a long dusty route march. ">
After initial training, the men were deployed in the various LOPs. These were found every few
miles along the coast including at Covehithe, Dunwich, Sizewell, Thorpeness, Aldeburgh, Orford-
ness, Shingle Street and Bawdsey. Many of the LOPs were basic wooden huts but some were more
substantial, such as the Martello towers at Aldeburgh and Shingle Street. Each LOP was occupied
by an NCO and about six privates engaged in activities such as reporting on passing shipping,
guarding washed-up mines of which there were quite a few — four turning up in the space of one
three day period'® - and reporting on the weather. Each LOP had a telescope to help with its obser-
vation of the sea.

MINE THROWN UP AT ALDEBURGH.

Photograph from the Aldeburgh Post, undated

The Suffolk Cyclists helped in building the anti- invasion defences that were put up along the
Suffolk coast, mostly trenches and wire entanglements and fences but not the pillboxes built
around Shingle Street, Hollesley and Bawdsey which were built by the Royal Navy as part of the
huge defensive works around the Harwich and Felixstowe Naval Base. Even if there was no

11




Invasion or even any major seaborne raid, the North Sea in wartime was never entirely quiet and
no doubt the NCOs were kept busy posting reports “up the line’ on a wide range of matters particu-
larly coastal shipping which increased greatly under wartime conditions as more and more war
supplies were carried south, hugging the coast closely, and onwards to the western front in ships
under the constant threat of German naval and particularly U-boat attack. Fighting between British
and German naval squadrons was observed out at sea as early as 19" August 1914. On 6 Novem-
ber 1914, the papers reported that a German gunboat was seen firing at a coastguard vessel'’. On
Christmas Day 1914, there were reports of a German boat which had been wrecked at the Glouch,
one and a half miles south of Orfordness lighthouse. With the New Year came regular night
incursions by Zeppelins and later German bombers such as Gothas. On 26 March 1915, two
mysterious and terrific explosions were heard somewhere off the Suffolk coast and on 26 June
1915 the Liverpool steamer ‘William Mason’ was torpedoed off Aldeburgh observed by the LOPs
at Thorpeness and at the Martello tower in Aldeburgh.

Observation using the telescopes placed in each LOP was supplemented in some of the LOPs by
listening stones which magnified the sound of approaching Zeppelins and planes coming over the
water from Germany. These were fixed concrete structures, concave in shape, standing about 8’
tall with side wings to catch far away sounds in much the same way as bowl] telescopes today
capture radio waves. One of these stones was sited along the front at Aldeburgh, together with
searchlights, to pick out Zeppelins and planes at night, the most usual time of enemy arrival at the
Suffolk coast. (See also pp 39-40 below for the RFC’s sound trumpets.) By 1917 a number of
fixed mounted 15- pounder guns had been installed at the Covehithe, Thorpeness and Bawdsey
LOPs which suggest some of the men were trained in gunnery. The men in the LOPs were sent out
on patrol at night up and down their section of coast, mostly it seems on foot rather than on
bicycle. One soldier was reported as saying “some people think we do our patrols on bicycles, but
that is not so, roads are scarce”'®. Another soldier reported “we were patrolling a shingle beach
with a good headwind and steady rain or snow, every other night and often two nights out of three,
for often six weeks at a time”"® Patrols were generally in twos, the men returning to their LOP in
the morning to brew up some tea, eat breakfast and catch up on their sleep during the day”’. In the
early stages of the war it appears that food rations may have been carried by the men to their LOPs
and there were reports of local residents offering food to supplement the rations the men
received®'. At some stage, boxcars — known as ‘grub-tubs’ by the men — were introduced to bring
food daily to the men in their LOPs.

Men of the London Cyclist Battalion based on the section of coast between Lowestoft and Southwold.
The Suffolk Cyclists had the same uniforms. (London Cyclist Bartalion) .

No doubt to break the monotony, the practice was to exchange LOPs weekly moving men and
equipment onto the next LOP interspersed with weeks ‘resting’ at HQ no doubt to the relief of the
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men because of the greater number of comforts present. The history of the London Cyclist Battal-
ion based on the Suffolk coast between Lowestoft and Southwold suggests motor transport was
usually used to move rations and equipment between LOPs, with the men usually travelling by
bicycle. There were reports of the overloading of the motor transport with what were described as
“non-necessary comforts for the billets” and orders had to be issued forbidding the transport of
non-essentials*2. The “men on duty” in the Aldeburgh Martello tower in the carly months of the
war were reported as pleading for books and newspapers to keep boredom at bay>. Before the
war, men were recruited into the 6 (Cyclist) Battalion on the basis that they would only serve in
home defence in the United Kingdom. During the first week of August 1914 every man in the 6"
(Cyclist) Battalion volunteered ‘for the duration’ including service overseas as indeed did all
subsequent recruits®*, Whilst the battalion never served overseas it soon began furnishing drafts for
the Western Front and steadily lost fit officers and men who left for the Front. The first volunteer
draft was led by Captain Cobbold who was reported as leaving in early November 1914 with 50
men to join the 1* Army Cyclist Corps at the Western Front®*. A second draft left in 1915 and
were soon posted to Gallipoli and a third draft of 110 men were transferred in 1915 to the 25%
Cyclist Battalion, County of London and posted for service in Egypt. Some Suffolk Cyclists,
possibly the least fit, were returned to civil employment in the munitions factories in Ipswich and
Saxmundham to help meet an emergency in respect of the severe shortages of war supplies in
1915-16. The 1/6th (Cyclist) Battalion were engaged on coastal defence duties on the East
Suffolk coast for the duration of the war but the size of the battalion fluctuated according to the
degree of concern about the threat of invasion and as drafts were sent overseas. A second cyclist
battalion (the 2/6™ (Cyclist) Battalion) was raised initially at Richard Garrett and Sons in Leiston
in September 1914 by Lieut-Colonel W.T. Pretty and placed under the command of Captain W.
Rowley Elliston who apparently imposed a most spartan regime until the men transferred to
Lincolnshire and thereafter to the Western Front at the time of the Somme offensive in 19162,

There was no invasion of Britain so the 6" (Cyclist) Battalion came to be seen as a ‘cushy number’
with not a lot to do except mundane home defence duties such as reporting shipping movements.
Local newspapers said little about any military exercises but there was little restraint when it came
to reporting the men's escapades and mishaps. Tongue in cheek reports were published when a
company of men failed to turn up on their bicycles at a Church Parade on account of “the unsettled
state of the weather”, normally no obstacle to the military man*®. There was undisguised mirth
when one motor transport driver endeavouring to start an engine was hurt when it back-fired “and
the starting handle struck him on the wrist, fracturing it,” ending with him recuperating in
Saxmundham’s military hospital for some period of time®’. In the first year of the war the only
death of a Suffolk Cyclist to be reported in the Aldeburgh Post was when a Private William Ward
tragically shot himself whilst on leave because his girlfriend turned down his proposal of
marriage™’. The 6 (Cyclist) Battalion nevertheless had its moments of high excitement such as
when German spies were arrested landing on a beach by raft or when it was involved in protection
duties after Southwold was subjected to a German naval bombardment or when the survivin g crew
of the German 148 Zeppelin which crashed in Theberton in June 1917 were rounded up (see p 32
below). But the principal orders of the Suffolk Cyclists was to pin down any German invasion so
that the Royal Navy could come up behind them at sea and eliminate them. In the absence of an
invasion or any raid the reputation of the 6" (Cyclist) Battalion was never held up in lights such

as the 3" and 4™ Battalions whose assaults on the enemy from Le Cateau to the Somme were
regularly reported in the press and this may have been a factor in the decision of so many to leave
for the Western Front. Nevertheless, the 6™ (Cyclist) Battalion fascinates us today partly because
of our enthusiasm for cycling but also a certain amusement at the quaintness of so many going off
to war on a bicycle.

Colin Chamberlain
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