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Foreword

It is never a good idea to suggest that a book has been written by a committee.
However, this book was the brainchild of a group set up by Lambeth Council in
2013 to plan for the commemoration of the start of the first world war a hundred
years ago. In it we have tried to portray an idea of what Lambeth was like in 1914
and the ways in which life was both similar and different to today. We wanted to
use eye witness accounts, photographs, paintings and records to honour the men
and women of Lambeth and surrounding areas who served the war effort in so
many different ways. And furthermore, to remember the contributions of peoples
throughout the empire, every one a volunteer, the descendants of whom now have
made Lambeth their home.
The excellent collections available to view at Lambeth Archives and online at
Lambeth Landmark were a starting point for the work. In addition, we have been
fortunate to be able to use the digital collection provided to the Centenary
Partnership Programme by the Imperial War Museum .
A series of lesson plans are being produced to accompany this text and link it to
the National Curriculum. It is hoped that pupils will use these two resources as a
beginning with which to form an appreciation of the changes brought about in
Lambeth during the war and an understanding of how local events were linked to
the wider war, before going on to further independent reading and research.

Cathy Twist
Director of Education, Learning and Skills
London Borough of Lambeth
AG for Lambeth Archives 2014
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LAMBETH A HUNDRED
YEARS AGO
A hundred years ago, what is now the London
Borough of Lambeth was a very densely
populated area stretching southward from
Waterloo to Norwood. More people lived in
Lambeth then than do today. Most were poor,
white and British, although not all of them had
been born in Lambeth or even London. During
the previous fifty years, many families had
migrated from Ireland and the English
countryside, to escape rural poverty and try
their luck in the capital. Some could not read
and write very well. Children were less healthy;
smaller in size and lived shorter lives. Health
care was not free and diseases much more
common. The principles of slum clearance and
social housing had been established but most
poorer families lived in privately rented rooms
with shared kitchens and toilets.

A Vulcan delivery van for J.C.& J.Field Ltd, Upper
Marsh, Lambeth, manufacturers of candles and
soaps, showing Mr F Reid. The business was the
oldest candle-making firm in Britain. ref.7414

Along the banks of the river Thames were a
number of works and factories, including the
Royal Doulton pottery, Beaufoy’s vinegar
factory, the South Metropolitan Gas Company
gasworks, the Beefeater gin distillery and
several shot towers. Some of these companies
exported products around the world and were
of great economic significance but living near
the sounds and noxious smells was not
healthy. Many poorer working families were
crowded into this part of Lambeth, with
wealthier families living away from the river
and further south.
There were very few cars: people travelled by
bus, tram, walked or cycled. Like today there
were trains and tubes. The City and South
London Railway, the first ‘tube’ line in the
world, ran from Euston to Clapham Common
and later became the ‘Bank’ branch of the
Northern Line.

A print from 'The Sphere' magazine with caption:
'An interesting scene at Doulton's Pottery Works.
They make a special feature of their stoneware
manufactures at Lambeth.’ 1910 ref. 11479
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St John’s
School,
Canterbury
Crescent,
Brixton,
1912
ref.2876

Brixton
Theatre
programme,
1912
ref.1882

School was compulsory between the ages of
five and thirteen. Children learned basic skills ‘the three Rs’ - as well as cookery, woodwork
and needlework.
Entertainment for poorer children was limited
to yard games like skipping and hopscotch.
Adults enjoyed going to a music hall, variety
theatre or pub in the evenings. The Canterbury
Music Hall, Westminster Bridge Road, was the
first purpose- built music hall in London. Other
popular venues were the Brixton Theatre and
the Empress Theatre of Varieties. Motion
pictures had arrived, and films were being
presented at the Canterbury by 1902. In
Brixton, various buildings were adapted to show
films and one of the first purpose built cinemas,
The Electric Pavilion, (now the Ritzy) was
opened in 1911. All films were silent and
usually accompanied by live piano or organ
music.
Wealthier families lived in Brixton, Streatham,
Stockwell and Clapham. Some children attended
private schools and at weekends families used
to promenade together in parks and gardens,
play cricket and other sports, or perhaps go
roller-skating. By 1914, adults might have
enjoyed going to the Old Vic Theatre to see
Sybil Thorndike starring in a Shakespearean
production.
Finally, there were very few telephones, rather,
people stayed in touch by writing telegrams,
letters and postcards.

Comic poster design for a fancy dress carnival held at
Brixton Rink in 1914, featuring a suffragette being
pursued by a policeman. The rink opened c.1910 and
remained a popular venue until it closed. Pen and ink
drawing annotated Mac.Michael,14. ref.7311
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ANSWERING THE CALL TO ARMS
“Glossing over my childhood, I merely state
that in 1914 I was just an ordinary boy of
elementary education and slender prospects.
Rumours of war broke out and I began to be
interested in the Territorials tramping the
streets in their big strong boots. Although I
seldom saw a newspaper, I knew about the
assassination of Archduke Ferdinand at
Sarajevo. News placards screamed out at
every street corner and military bands blared
out their martial music in the main streets of
Croydon. This was too much for me to resist
and as if drawn by a magnet! knew I had to
enlist straight away.”
George Coppard (16)

War was declared on Tuesday 4th August, 1914.
Many men, including reservists and territorials
(local units of part time volunteers) joined up
immediately – so many that the traditional
August Bank Holiday was extended to last the
entire week. However, it was only after the
British retreat at Mons, Belgium, began on the
24th August that enlistment surged.
Like other young men, George Coppard enlisted
as a volunteer, joining the Queen’s Royal
Regiment (West Surrey) 2nd of Foot (named after
Queen Catherine of Braganza and England’s
oldest infantry regiment.) He kept a diary
throughout the war, against all the rules, and
later turned this into a book: With A Machine
Gun To Cambrai.

The 21st (County of London) Battalion, the
London Regiment (First Surrey Rifles) was a
territorial force based at that time at Flodden
Road, Camberwell. It formed part of the 6th
London Infantry Brigade. During the war
three battalions were raised: the first
battalion arrived in France in the spring of
1915 and fought on the Western Front. The
second fought abroad from 1916 in
Macedonia, Salonika, Egypt and Palestine.
The third battalion remained in England and
was used for training and Home Defence.

August 1914 First Surrey Rifles A composite picture of
the mobilization envelope, embodiment notice to join
and a photograph of Sergeant J W Pipe, seen seated on
the right, ref. 2446
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By January 1915 over a million men from
Britain and Ireland had volunteered to go to
war, with many others in reserved occupations
such as the railway workers, munitions workers,
merchant marine, coal miners and government
employees. The numbers of volunteers doubled
again to over two million by September 1915
but nothing kept up with the casualty rate. In
1916 the government introduced conscription
for men between the ages of 18-41. Men and
their employers could apply to a tribunal for
exemption from conscription and thousands
did, usually because they were engaged in
other work important to the war effort. Others
were conscientious objectors to combative
service or appealed on grounds of poor health
or family responsibilities.
To replace the absent men, women were
recruited into many occupations for the first
time: by July 1916 the London County Council
Ambulance Corps was run entirely by women.

1917 Female recruitment poster ©IWM PST 005476

Publicity
Department,
Central
Recruiting
Depot,
United States
Library of
Congress
digital ID
3g10972u

Women’s Royal Naval Service hat
©IWM UNI008195

Women Police Volunteers (WPV) would have
been patrolling, supervising music halls and
stations in London. This would have been
apparent to all Londoners and was entirely
new.
No women were conscripted into the armed
forces but many volunteered. At the beginning
of the war, women could serve by joining
either the Queen Alexandra’s Royal Naval
Nursing Service or Queen Alexandra’s Imperial
Military Nursing Service (and later the Red
Cross). By 1917, the Women’s Royal Naval
Service and Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps had
been formed, with the Women’s Royal Air
Force following in 1918. The work was largely
designed to free up men from non combative
jobs such as drivers and mechanics.
The first WRNS training school was at
Crystal Palace.

AG for Lambeth Archives 2014
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COMBAT: A SOLDIER’S VIEW
1915

1916
1st July: “ The thick reek of smoke from
explosives and tear gas clung to the
foliage like fumes from a devil’s cauldron,
nearly shutting out the bright sky above.
A winding track led through the wood,
and many wounded and dying men lay on
either side of it, but we could not stay to
help them. A steady stream of walking
wounded were making their way down to
Coniston Steps, and away out of it all. I
envied those who did not appear to be
seriously hit. One could hardly bear
thinking about the agony of the badly
wounded who lay unattended.”

The Kensingtons at Laventie Eric Kennington RA ©IWM ART15145

“The battle of Loos … was the third operation in
which the Surreys took part, and from a general
point of view was the most successful attack carried
out during the year 1915. On September 19 th the
British and French artillery began a heavy and
continuous bombardment of the enemy’s lines and
rest areas from Lens to La Bassée; this
bombardment was continued with increasing
intensity for five days, culminating at dawn on
September 25th, when the fire was concentrated on
the front line trenches. At the same time quantities
of smoke and gas were carried on the breeze across
to the German lines, the former to act as a screen
from observation and the latter to asphyxiate and
demoralize the enemy. At 6am our infantry made
its attack along a front of some five or six miles…”

“On 25th July we took over (German)
trenches near Ovilliers which had just
been captured by the Australians. It was
staggering to see the high standard that
the Jerry front line troops had used. We
envied the skill and industry employed in
constructing such comfortable yet
powerful defences. Some of the dugouts
were thirty feet deep, with as many as
sixteen bunk beds as well as doorbells,
water tanks with taps and cupboards and
mirrors. Apart from the personal comfort
enjoyed by the Germans in them, the
deep dugouts had withstood everything
that our heavy artillery had flung at
them. When our hearts leapt at the
seemingly devastating bombardment of
those trenches, and had imagined that
the Jerries were smashed to bits, the
enemy were in all probability playing
cards or carousing…Leaving aside such
things as personal courage and
endurance, it seemed as if we were a load
of amateurs compared with the
professional thoroughness of the
Germans” George Coppard

An extract from the official history (1927) of the
First Surrey Rifles, under fire at the battle of Loos.

Two extracts from With A Machine Gun To Cambrai,
describing the battle of the Somme, July 1916

This remarkable painting depicts the arrival in the
bitter winter of 1914/15 of the exhausted soldiers of
Platoon 7, ‘C’ Company, 13th Battalion, London
Regiment at relative safety after days and nights in the
fire trench. Later an official war artist, Eric Kennington
had studied at Lambeth School of Art.
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1917

1918

Private Harold Brown, the
Queen’s Royal Regiment
(West Surrey) ©IWM
BrownHMisc ref.2816

A greetings card
from the First
Surry Rifles,
dated c1918.
The artist,
Private Charles
Rebel Stanton
enlisted in
March 1915 and
served in the
first battalion
through the
war, later
achieving some
fame as an
illustrator.
ref.2456

Between 2nd - 7th October 1917, the Queen’s
were engaged in battle at Polygon Wood (Ypres).
Private Brown, a Black British soldier (seen
standing above with a comrade)
“set a fine example of physical endurance
carrying on throughout the whole of October 4th
although severely wounded at the outset”.
For this he received the Divisional Commander’s
card of honour and later in the war the
Military Medal.
In this action, The Queen’s 3/4 battalion
participated in the capture of a German
concrete fortress occupied by soldiers recently
arrived from the Eastern Front. Fighting was
intense. Three officers and 61 men were killed,
17 officers and 241 men were wounded with 21
men listed as missing - over one third of the
battalion.
During 1917, different battalions of the Queen’s
fought at Arras, Ypres and Cambrai. Between
1914 and 1918, 31 battalions were raised, each
of approximately 1000 officers and men. They
fought on almost all fronts - Belgium, France,
Italy, Gallipoli, Salonika, the Middle East, Egypt,
India, Africa and Germany. 8000 soldiers of all
ranks were killed.

The Second battalion of the First Surrey rifles
spent 1918 in Palestine and Jordan, fighting the
Turkish and German armies. Late March saw
them marching towards Amman…
“Hardly fifty yards had been covered when we
found ourselves up against an efficient barrage
of machine guns and field guns, and casualties
came thick and fast. ‘B’ and ‘C’, our two leading
companies made stoutly for their objectives …
but further advance was impossible; our left hand company was isolated by fire, and we
could not regain touch with the company on its
right, who were hard put to it to retain their own
position on a steep, rounded hill in face of
continuous shelling.”
Suffering severe losses, after several days the
troops were ordered to withdraw.

From the official war diaries of the Queen’s Royal
Regiment (West Surrey) and the 21st Battalion First Surrey
Rifles
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SUPPORT FROM THE
EMPIRE
Men and women from throughout the British
Empire and its protectorates contributed in their
millions to the British War effort:
The Indian Army Expeditionary force (regular
soldiers from what is now Bangladesh, India,
Nepal and Pakistan) landed in Marseilles just
weeks after war had been declared. It fought
until December 1915 on the Western Front at
Neuve Chapelle, Ypres and Loos before being
transferred to Mesopotamia. Other Indian Army
Expeditionary forces served in East Africa,
Gallipoli and Egypt.
The West Indian Regiment, formed in 1795 and
based at Freetown, Sierra Leone, fought mainly
against German colonial forces in East and West
Africa. A second regiment, the British West Indies
Regiment, was formed in 1915 in Britain from
Caribbean men who had travelled to Britain to
volunteer. This regiment, composed mainly of
men from Jamaica, Trinidad and Tobago,
Barbados, Guyana, Grenada, The Bahamas,
British Honduras, the Leeward Islands, St Lucia
and St Vincent, raised 12 battalions during the
war and served on the Western Front, Egypt,
Italy and Palestine.

Recruitment poster encouraging ‘Men of the Empire’ to
enlist. Printers, Kennington Road, London, S.E.
Library of Congress digital archive 3g10973v

The West African Frontier Force, composed of
regiments from the Gold Coast (Ghana), Nigeria,
The Gambia and Sierra Leone was founded in
1900. The regiments fought against German
troops in Cameroon and later in East Africa.
The King’s African Rifles (KAR) was established in
1902 by amalgamating a number of smaller
forces. At the start of the First World War it was
composed of six battalions from Kenya, Uganda,
Nyasaland (Malawi) and the British Somaliland
Protectorate. The KAR fought throughout the
War in what is now Tanzania.
Canadians, Australians, South Africans, Irish and
New Zealanders enlisted in their home countries
as well as travelling independently to Britain to
join the armed forces. Often healthier than their
British contemporaries, they were deployed in
the most deadly campaigns at Gallipoli and on
the Western Front, suffering appalling casualty
rates.
Men from more than 50 countries served in the
Royal Flying Corps (later the Royal Air Force).
Somali and Bengali men joined the merchant and
Royal Navy as sailors and engine hands. Women
enlisted as nurses and other ancillary workers.
All were volunteers.

West Indian and other troops stacking 8-inch shells at Ypres,
October 1917. ©IWM E(AUS) 2078
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CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTION
After the passing of the Military Service Act in
1916, very few men living in England, Scotland
or Wales and not in reserved occupations
could escape being despatched to serve in a
war zone. Young men not in uniform were not
popular with the general public.
Conscientious objectors refused to fight owing
to a religious or other firmly held belief in the
sanctity of life. Many were Quakers or from
other non-conformist sects. Others were
committed pacifists. Only a very few objectors
had their cases upheld by a tribunal. Many
thousands went to war but some were able to
avoid combat by joining the Non-Combatant
Corps, Royal Army Medical Corps or becoming
a military bandsman. Those refusing to serve
in any way were imprisoned.

Perhaps the most famous ‘conchie’ that
Lambeth produced was Herbert Morrison.
Born in Stockwell in 1888, he left school at 14
and worked as an errand boy before becoming
interested in politics and joining the
Independent Labour Party (ILP). When war
broke out, Morrison joined the
No-Conscription Fellowship. Many members
were imprisoned but he managed to spend the
war working on a farm near Letchworth
Garden Suburb in Hertfordshire.
Morrison went on to a glittering political career
as Mayor of Hackney, Leader of London County
Council , then MP for Hackney and eventually
deputy Prime Minister. He was ennobled in
1959, becoming Baron Morrison of Lambeth.

ALIENS
German residents
waiting to be
registered outside
Brixton Police
Station.
Brixton Free Press,
August 14, 1914
ref.5494

As a consequence of the Aliens Restriction Act,
all citizens of enemy countries were obliged to
register at their local police station. Many
aliens were deported or interned in camps.
Anti-German feelings were evident, and some
people (including the Royal Family) changed
their names. Wirtemberg Street, Stockwell was
renamed as Stonhouse Street in order to

sound more ‘English’.
Periodically, ill feeling turned to violence and
shops owned by Germans or people with
Germanic names were damaged or destroyed.
Rioting on a larger scale broke out across
South London in October 1914 and again in
May 1915, following the sinking of the
passenger ship Lusitania.
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CASUALTIES AT HOME
AND ABROAD
The number of war deaths, serious injuries and
diseases overwhelmed medical services at the
battlefields and so in, Britain, many civilian
hospitals and large buildings were requisitioned
for military use. The hospitals were staffed by
doctors, trained nurses and a network of
voluntary aid detachments (VADs, set up by the
Red Cross and the Order of St John in 1909).
Lambeth hospitals included: Battersea Auxiliary
Military Hospital, Cedars Road, Clapham; First
London General Hospital, (the military wing of St
Bartholomew’s Hospital) Camberwell; South East
Lambeth Auxiliary Hospital, Upper Norwood;
Fifth London General Hospital (St Thomas’
Hospital), Lambeth; The King George Hospital,
Stamford Street, Waterloo; Lonsdale House
Hospital, Clapham Park; Streatham Red Cross
Hospital, Streatham Hill and Streatham Relief
Hospital, Streatham. The Maudsley Hospital,
Camberwell, also began in 1915 as a military
hospital.
“Some of the things in our ward are so horrible
that it seems as if no merciful dispensation of the
Universe could allow them and one’s
consciousness to exist at the same time. One day
last week I came away from a really terrible
amputation dressing I had been assisting at – it
was the first after the operation- with my hands
covered with blood and my mind full of a
passionate fury at the wickedness of war, and I
wished I had never been born.” Vera Brittain

Vera Brittain described her experiences from
1915 to 1916, working as a young VAD nurse at
First London General Hospital (right) in her
autobiography, Testament of Youth. Later in the
War she nursed abroad before returning to
Somerville College, Oxford in 1919.

Nurses at the Military Hospital, Cedars Road, Clapham.
The hospital existed for the duration of the war.
Postcard, c.1916 ref.5754

Staff and patients in the garden at the Military Hospital,
Cedars Road, Clapham. Postcard, c.1916 ref.5738

First London General Hospital, Cormont Road,
Camberwell. Postcard, c.1916 ref.7729
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NOEUX-LES-MINES COMMUNAL
CEMETERY, Pas de Calais, France

CARNE, Rifleman, MARTIN, 2603, "C"
Coy., London Regiment (First Surrey
Rifles). Died of wounds 2 October 1915.
Age 20. Son of Mr. and Mrs. A. E. Carne,
of 73, Strathleven Rd., Brixton, London.
Grave Ref. I. E. 1.

Library of Congress digital archive 3g10973v

The photograph above is titled “English nurses
entraining at London”. The main points of
departure for boat trains were Waterloo and
Victoria Stations. Nurses worked at field hospitals
and also on ambulance trains transporting
wounded men back to England.
“ I had wired my parents that I should be arriving
at Waterloo Station the next morning. The
roadway from the hospital train to a row of
waiting ambulances had been roped off; as each
stretcher case was lifted from the train, a huge
hysterical crowd surged up to the barrier and
uttered a new roar. Flags were being waved. The
Somme battle seemed to be regarded at home
as the beginning of the end of the war.”
Robert Graves
Robert Graves’ account in his autobiography
Goodbye to All That, of returning to London by
ambulance train in early August 1916, after
having been badly wounded at the battle of the
Somme and reported as dead by The Times.

In Memoriam (Easter 1915)
by Edward Thomas

The flowers left thick at nightfall in the wood
This Eastertide call into mind the men,
Now far from home, who, with their
sweethearts, should
Have gathered them and will do never again

PAROISSIEN, Rifleman, A F E, 1923, 21st
Bn., London Regiment (First Surrey
Rifles). 23 September 1915. Son of Mrs.
M. Paroissien, of 319, Lordship Lane,
East Dulwich, London. Grave Ref. I. A.
23.
NORFOLK CEMETERY, BECORDELBECOURT, Somme, France
SHARP, Rifleman, W J, 656082, 21st Bn.,
London Regiment (First Surrey Rifles). 22
August 1918. Age 31. Husband of Grace
Elizabeth Sharp, of 16, Paradise Rd.,
Stockwell, London. Grave Ref. I. D. 21.
An extract from the Commonwealth War Graves record
for the First Surrey Rifles. www.cwgc.org

Men who died on the battlefield were buried
if at all possible by their comrades, or if they
died later of wounds in a local burial ground.
It was not until after the war ended that a
systematic recording and reburial operation
began.
In total, of over 7,000 men who enlisted in
the First Surrey rifles between 1914-1918, 58
officers and 988 other ranks were killed
abroad on the Western Front, Salonika, Egypt
and Palestine. Virtually all their names may be
seen on the Commonwealth War Graves
Commission website, an extract from which is
shown above.

The First World War Poetry Digital Archive, University of
Oxford © Edward Thomas 1979 Faber and Faber. Thomas
was born in Lambeth and attended school in Battersea.
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ZEPPELIN RAIDS
On the night of 23rd/24th September 1916,
South London experienced the most severe air
raid of the war. Of the twelve airships which
had set out from Germany, nine reached
England. 371 bombs were dropped with 40
people killed and 370 injured. Some houses
like this one at Estreham Road, Streatham
Vale, were completely destroyed.
The famous comedian Max Wall was eight
years old and lodging in Brixton with his two
younger brothers while his parents were on
tour in South Africa. He later described the
raid, which killed everyone but him and one of
his brothers in his autobiography
A Fool On The Hill.

The remains of a house on
Estreham Road which was
destroyed by a Zeppelin attack,
1916 ref. 363

The L31 Super-Zeppelin, steered by Herr Kapitanleutnant
Heinrich Mathy, bombed Streatham, Brixton and Kennington on
the night of 23rd September 1916. He had crossed the English channel
and followed the railway line through Kent to Croydon, where he successfully
evaded anti- aircraft defences. The bombs began falling over
Streatham just after midnight. and after just 15 minutes he had
dropped 32 bombs, before continuing on to Brixton.
Kapitanleutnant Mathy and his crew were shot down the following
week at Potters Bar and all died.

“An aerial torpedo and a gas bomb hit
the house...myself and my brother were
saved by the iron bedstead which was
overturned by the explosion and we were
trapped beneath it.” Max Wall (8)

Showing the
incendiary bomb
that fell on No 64
Natal Road,
Streatham 1916,
ref.370
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The Underworld: Taking cover in a Tube Station during a London air raid, 1918, by Walter Bayes © IWM 000935

“I was one of the first girl conductors
recruited by LCC Tramways during the War.
My tram was on the 68 route. I was on duty
during many of the air raids and once had my
ticket tin pierced by shrapnel...
During an air raid at night in the September of
1916 my tram was full. The maroons* had
given us the warning, so we were hurrying to
get to the Elephant and Castle Underground
Station and take cover. Just as we were going
along Walworth Road, an aerial bomb
exploded... I rang through to my driver to
keep going ... in a few minutes we reached the
Elephant, where we sought cover. There were
brave mothers with their little one clinging to
their skirts but there were no signs of panic.”
Mrs L Sergeant
* airborne explosions
A hand drawn map showing the location of the bombs
dropped in Streatham following the Zeppelin raid in
September 1916. At the top is an inset showing the
cricket ground near Pendennis Road where a donkey was
killed in one bombing incident. This was also later
recorded on the nose cone of the aerial torpedo,
pictured on the right. ref.1933
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Another Zeppelin raid,
described by Mrs L Sergeant
in They Come! They Come!

©IWM EPH 002780

15

LIFE AT HOME
Below right is a picture of Alan Rolfe’s ration
book. Compulsory rationing was introduced in
stages early in 1918.
During the first days of the war there had been
virtually no loss of food supply but panic buying
led to long food queues and higher prices. Many
people were unable to buy enough food to eat.
After a while, things settled down but in 1915 as
a response to the blockade operated by the
Royal Navy, German U-Boats began targeting
transatlantic commercial shipping, including
grain ships from Canada.
Unrestricted attacks on all shipping became
German government policy in early 1917 and
Britons went hungry again. Rationing was
thought to be a fair way of sharing the food
supply. Meat, sugar, flour, butter, margarine and
milk were rationed. Card holders had to register
with a particular shop in order to use their
tokens. Rationing was unpopular but effective.

The Food Queue: 1918 by CRW Nevinson © IWM ART000840
Note the reference to Walter Bayes (background), possibly
because Bayes had featured Nevinson’s iconic war poster in
his work, The Underworld (page 15)

The ration
book of Alan
Rolfe when a
boy living at
No.10 Wyatt
Park Road,
Streatham
Hill, in
October
1918.
Rationed
foodstuffs
included;
meat, lard,
butter,
margarine,
bacon, jam
and sugar
ref. 11798

Advertisement for 'Our Sons' men’s outfitters,
Electric Avenue, Brixton, stating 'Clothing at Pre-War
Values'. South London Press, October 1915 ref. 8213
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A cartoon
of the
comedian
Charlie
Chaplin
from
Punch
magazine:
1918
ref. 11614

“The war seemed to have
abolished poverty.”
A Lambeth magistrate, as quoted
by J. White in ‘Zeppelin Nights’

By the end of the First World War, Charlie Chaplin was
arguably the most famous man in the world. He certainly
was the first international film star and his films touched the
hearts of audiences the world over. Yet this phenomenon
had started his life in abject poverty. Growing up around
Lambeth, in and out of the workhouse with an absent,
alcoholic father and a sick mother, he was earning a living on
the music hall stage from the age of three.
In 1910, Charlie travelled to America with Fred Karno’s
Army, where he was soon offered a motion picture contract.
He and his alter ego, the shy shuffling tramp (based on
characters he had grown up with around Lambeth) were an
immediate success. By 1917 he was a seasoned film star
and owned his production company: writing, directing,
producing and starring in his films.
Rejected by the United States Army owing to his
malnourished physique, Charlie continued to make films
throughout the war. His 1918 classic, Shoulder Arms,
describes a fantasy in which a shy lonely recruit becomes a
hero of the trenches.
Paradoxically, the public enthusiasm for films such as
Charlie’s led to the demise of the music halls of Lambeth,
which had held sway over the populace for the previous half
century.

During the war, virtually all able bodied
men under 40 were fighting or
otherwise engaged in the war effort.
Women and older men had taken over
their former jobs in the emergency
services, heavy industry, transport,
education, trade and agriculture. Even
the criminals were busy; fleecing the
soldiers who gathered around the
music halls and railway stations. There
was full employment and with it came
a higher standard of living.

Women Working in a Gas Retort House:
South Metropolitan Gas Company, London
Anna Airy © IWM ART 2852
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AFTERMATH
“ [I] Saw great sights in London. Fountains
playing in Trafalgar Square. Hundreds of
flags hung out. Fireworks were set off. Big
Ben lit up again and also Palladium and
tram cars” Alan Rolfe

.

The young Alan Rolfe was taken up to
Trafalgar Square - perhaps on the
number 20 tram - to join in the
celebrations on Armistice Day. His diary
also recalls the influenza epidemic which
killed millions at the end of the war.
Certainly, some good came from the war:
Women’s emancipation, improved
surgical methods and understanding of
neurology, improved aircraft and motor
vehicle technologies, better housing for
working people, better education for
working class children and ultimately a
comprehensive welfare provision for all.
However, perhaps we should leave the
last word to George Coppard, who
returned to London, physically damaged,
in early 1919:
“I was demobbed a few days after my
twenty-first birthday, after four and a half
years of service…The youth had become a
man but with only the capabilities of a
youth to meet adult realities in civvy
street. Although an expert machine
gunner I was a numbskull as far as any
trade or craft was concerned. Lloyd
George and company had been full of big
talk about making the country fit for
heroes to live in but it was just so much
hot air. No practical steps were taken to
rehabilitate the broad mass of demobbed
men and I joined the queues for jobs as
messengers, window cleaners and
scullions.”

The entry in
Alan Rolfe’s
diary for
Armistice Day,
1918 ref. 11797

Unveiling the
memorial to
the 1/24th
County of
London Bn
‘The Queen's’
at Kennington,
Photographs
published in the
Illustrated Press,
1920 ref. 3567

Proposed row of
14 terraced
houses in
Broxholm Road,
West Norwood,
showing front
and rear
elevations by
the architect
John P. Blake,
February 1932
ref. 11346
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Amanda taught at London secondary schools for over 25 years, including nine years
spent working for Lambeth Education. She has written a number of lessons for primary
and secondary pupils about the history and geography of London and is very proud of her
family connections with South London and the river Thames, dating back to 1750.
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archives reading room is open to the public free of charge and there is no need to make
an appointment.
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