
Settrington and the First World War 

It is not the primary aim of these notes to give an account of the course of the war from 1914 to1918. 

Our main aim is to consider life in the village of Settrington during these years. Having said that, it is 

unlikely to be very different from the life in many similar village communities. 

The first move the Government made was an Act of Parliament which seriously reduced the liberty of 

the individual: the act became known as DORA – the Defence of the Realm Act. The matters which 

were now forbidden ranged from talking in public about military matters to buying binoculars. 

Several members of the Cabinet were reduced to tears when war was declared. The Foreign Secretary, 

Sir Edward Grey, made the much-reported comment, “The lights are going out all over Europe; we 

shall not see them lit again in our lifetime.” 

In a matter of days the British expeditionary Force was sent to France where it gave assistance to the 

French in stopping the Germans rapid advance at the River Marne. The Kaiser’s army was eventually 

pushed back a little and then the western Front was established, stretching from the Belgian coast to 

the Swiss frontier. Trenches were dug and both armies settled down to three years of trench warfare. 

Many Settrington and Scagglethorpe men would experience life in the trenches. The quality of the 

trench construction varied: this was inevitable as ground conditions changed from area to area. Some 

trenches were comfortable while others were decidedly uncomfortable. A milking cow in the trench 

system was not unknown! There were, obviously, the more favoured sections. The men often stood in 

water which varied considerably in depth: this gave rise to the common condition known as trench 

feet. Rats were abundant. Lice in clothes and on the person were a constant irritation. Sanitation was 

not easy and one had always to be aware of the German snipers. Shelling was continuous: the area 

became a wasteland. 

The space between the two trenches (allies’ and the enemy’s) was called “No Man’s Land” and it 

varied considerably in width. Some trenches were so close the enemy could be heard while others 

were wide enough to encourage nightly patrols or perhaps aggressive raids.  

The story of the Christmas truce in 1914 is well known. The men clearly welcomed it; their superiors 

did not! What does not seem so well known is the policy which groups from both sides followed quite 

conscientiously: this was the policy of “live and let live.” For example, in certain sections of the 

lengthy Western Front, it was recognised and practised that if a British patrol in No Man’s Land saw a 

German patrol, they would turn away, not engaging in combat. In other sections it was ignored and 

positively forbidden. It is a topic well worth looking into if a group wishes to delve more deeply; it 

reasserts one’s faith in human nature. This is a topic which would create a great deal of interest in folk 

at home when the men were on leave. 

Soon after the declaration of war in 1914 the Government announced it needed a million volunteers to 

offer themselves for military service. Conscription did not come in until much later. This led to 

certain ladies giving reluctant men a white feather and it also prompted the well-known song, “We 

don’t want to lose you but we think you ought to go.” This was the time when the famous Kitchener 

poster appeared: “YOUR COUNTRY NEEDS YOU.” 

The war came close to Settrington on 16
th
 December 1914 when four German warships shelled the 

town of Scarborough from 8a.m. causing the deaths of nineteen people and damaging a number of 

well-known buildings, including the Lighthouse, St. Martin’s Church, Gladstone Road School and the 

Grand Hotel. Two children arrived at Gladstone road School about 8.00a.m. and as it was so early 



they were the only pupils present. If the shelling had taken place half an hour later, the casualty list 

could have been quite excessive. The two children were unharmed. 

The ships went on to shell Whitby and Hartlepool where, it seems, the damage was greater. This 

incident disgusted many people as they were horrified at the deaths of the civilians. It caused an  

increase in recruitment. It is likely that Scarborough would be known to Settrington folks: the rail link 

had been established for many years. Bombing by three zeppelins began in 1915 and increased in 

intensity as the war progressed with airships eventually replacing the zeppelins. It seems that Hull and 

the East riding suffered quite a number of bombing raids. It would be interesting to learn how close to 

Settrington they came. The dates of the raids are known but the communities which were attacked are, 

at the moment, unknown. 

Britain was dependent upon overseas suppliers for food and other vital necessities. The Kaiser, of 

course, knew this well and built a much bigger navy to attempt to blockade British ports. After he lost 

the battle of Jutland he had to depend upon the U-Boats. These U-Boat attacks were very effective 

and the monthy loss of British ships often reached three figures. The navy was reluctant to provide 

convoy protection until the Government insisted that it should be done. This was successful on both 

counts, namely in the protection of our ships and the sinking of the U-Boats. 

Nevertheless, food and other essentials continued to be scarce and prices had increased by somewhere 

in the region of 50%. Wages had not increased anywhere near that figure and so there was discontent. 

There were times when the country’s food stocks were dangerously low; but the government seemed 

ready to propose the amounts of various items which should be available to individuals on these 

occasions, but did not demonstrate the political will to enforce them with rationing. It was 1918 bfore 

firm action was taken and the war was then nearly over, The beneficiaries of this dithering were the 

people who lived through the 1939-1945 conflict when rationing was well organised and in existence 

quite early on. 

Returning to WW1, the nation quickly looked to rural Britain to supply greater quantities of food and 

the nation was not disappointed. By the spring of 1918 four-fifths of the country’s food was home-

grown: four million extra acres were now under the plough. The landscape of rural Britain had, in 

many places, a different appearance. Assisting in this mammoth task were the women of the country. 

They filled the job vacancies created by the enlistment of their menfolk. Many worked in factories 

manufacturing weapons and other military requirements such as munitions. There were a number of 

explosions in the munition factories, often with quite high numbers of casualties. 

Female activity in agriculture led in 1916 to the establishment of the Women’s National Land Service 

Corps. Later it was known as the Women’s Land Army. They were offered training in most aspects of 

agricultural life and provided with a special form of dress which included breeches instead of a skirt. 

There were those who thought that replacing the skirt with breeches had gone too far: they feared that 

the volunteers would forget that they were still ladies and should always act accordingly. They could 

possibly get drunk or even worse. Clearly Mrs. Grundy was about. 

To return to the bombing of the country, one notes that as the months passed , the number of 

casualties and the amount of damage done increased quite noticeably. While it is nowhere near the 

bomb damage experienced from 1939, it nevertheless caused much resentment and anger. It gave rise 

to an increase in anti-German attitudes; it seemed to encourage the vandalising of all shops displaying 

foreign names. 



One wonders if this was significant in causing the royal family to change its name from the Germanic 

Saxe-Coburg-Gotha to the quintessential English Windsor? The change prompted the necessary 

proclamation which brought it about. 

Another innovation, prompted by Germany’s lead, was the introduction of the Daylight Saving Bill. 

This was temporarily changed during the second world war to changing the clocks by two hours in 

order to prolong the light evenings. 

Licensing hours for public houses date from this period. Landlords were also encouraged to water 

down their beer – presumably to reduce the use of scarce grain and to prevent the damage caused to 

production from hangovers. Legislation about the social practice of buying drinks for companions 

rendered this custom illegal.  

Finally, 6
th

 February 1918, nine months before the end of the war, was the day the Representation of 

the People Act received royal assent. It extended the vote to all men over 21 and women over 30. 

Since 1914 when menfolk started to go to war, the vacancies they left behind in workplaces, from 

munitions factories to farms, were often taken up by women who proved themselves to be more than 

capable. How could they be refused the vote? Winston Churchill said that their contribution to the was 

effort was beyond praise. He was, of course, quite correct. 


