
MINUTES OF THE 71st MEETING OF AYNHO HISTORY SOCIETY HELD AT THE VILLAGE 

HALL, AYNHO ON WEDNESDAY 24th SEPTEMBER 2014 
 
 
Present: - Rupert Clark – Chairman & Treasurer 
    Peter Cole - Secretary.  
 
1. Chairman and Treasurer’s Report   
 
AHS members have contributed to Banbury Council’s book recording the town’s contribution to The 
Great War. Aynho’s soldiers, Banbury’s munitions factory and the German POW built railway all 
feature. 
 

 2.   Secretary’s Report 
 
Following three more visits to the Records Office in Northampton details are now available for the 
seven most prominent Aynho families featured in the censuses. If anyone is believed to be 
descended from the Cartwrights, the Secculls, the Wrighton family, the Mayos, the Peckovers, the 
Tebbys or the Bortons Peter Cole (01869-811261) will now probably be able to supply family details 
from about 1600 onwards to them. 
He has given three tours of Aynho to people recently, and has also helped a person descended from 
the Garrett family. 
        
3.  Was Britain ready for The Great War? Northamptonshire's preparations in 1913 
               Presented by Mr Simon Batten, Historian and author.  
 
There is some controversy about how well-prepared Britain was for World War One. Much of this is 
because the preparations which did take place have rarely been discussed and in hindsight seemed 
woefully inadequate.  
 
All the major nations under took wargames of manoeuvres in the decade prior to WW1. Somewhat 
incredulously, the world’s press, general staff even Monarchs were invited to attend. They were seen 
as a show of strength. There are numerous Britain’s press reports on German exercises in the 1900-
10’s. In Germany and France it was believed that manoeuvers were being done more for the benefit 
of the press than the military. 
 
The Balkans had suffered a series of local wars immediately prior to 1914, a result of ethnic and 
nationalist struggles as a consequence of the decline of the Ottoman Empire. To ensure Britain’s 
standing Army remained fit for purpose exercises were regularly held on Salisbury Plain. These 
challenged the effectiveness of the General Staff. To avoid over familiarity of the landscape, 
exercises were held on public land i.e. in Cambridgeshire. Both landscapes being striking similar to 
that of the Somme. In 1913, it was the turn of North Buckinghamshire and South Northants to host. 
This was a large-scale exercise of 46,000 troops; this equates to almost half the BEF which was to 
leave in the next year for Northern France. 
 
How did manoeuvers work? Blank ammunition was used. About a hundred umpires (experienced 
senior officers) took part; they would adjudicate who won each part of the exercise. The tactics were 
laid bare and did give hints as to what might happen if war broke out. The French approach was to 
use large numbers of men who would advance rapidly. The British however preferred more fire-
power. It is worth remembering than Britain's military strength lay in the Royal Navy. We did not 
expect to partake in massive land battles unlike the Russians, Germans and French. 
  
In 1912 the British manoeuvres had featured two equal-sized armies. In 1913, the Exercise was more 
unequal. The “Brown” army attacked with 38,000 troops against the defending “White” army of only  
7,000. Troops were brought into our area by rail. On 22nd September 1913 the larger army advanced 



towards Towcester from the South Brackley-Buckingham start line. The Whites were to defend 
Towcester. The advancing cavalry regiments walked their horses so as not to wear them out and 
keep them fresh for the expected charge. On day three of five the “Whites” had been forced out of the 
town. As the “Browns” were leaving Towcester for Northampton, their cyclists ( a much used method 
of moving infantry flexibly, cheaply and quickly) were held up for some time by White cyclists, who 
were dug in, blocking their advance. The 25th September was the decisive date. By 5.30 pm the 
Browns had won, as had been expected.  
 
A huge conference was held at Weedon to digest the results. Winston Churchill and General Allenby 
were there alongside the Press. Later there were accusations that some troops had not done as well 
as had been expected.  
What lessons were learned?  

(i) That cavalry do not have to be mounted all the time, in vogue in other armies. 
(ii) The usefulness of planes was confirmed, mostly in spotting troop movements. This turned out 

to be very useful during the early German advances in Belgium. It was considered that 
planes would be more useful than airships or balloons. 

(iii)  Trains were essential for moving large quantities of troops quickly. Previously everyone had 
moved along and exited from the front of the first truck. From now on they would all exit 
much quicker from the side of each truck or carriage. 

(iv)  Tractors, the forerunner of the tank – had been used, but only for dragging guns into position 
or vehicles out of pits or ditches. They would soon be used as offensive weapons.   

(v) As in the 1912 exercise, Douglas Haig had not particularly impressed, albeit he was still 
coming to grips with the new ideas and technologies. 

. 
What lessons were not learned? 

(i) That deep trenches would be vital in protecting vulnerable troops. As would tin helmets. Many 
of the exercise trenches were shallow (the men would later have to backfill them) and the 
injuries could not be replicated. 

(ii)  Future wars would require vast numbers of shells; a response to static trench based war. 
Some 78 times the number in existence in 1913 were used in 1914, but nothing was done 
to increase shell output. It was this shell “crisis” which led to Asquith’s downfall. The 
manoeuvres had continued the theory that future battles would remain ones of movement. 

(iii) The Generals didn’t learn which officers or staff were not up to the job. 
 
A year later, British troops used their fighting retreat skills as they fell back on Paris. Their rifle 
marksmanship fooled the Germans into thinking we had more machineguns than we did. The French 
did throw huge numbers of men into attack and famously in defence at Verdun. The Germans used 
the railways to move a million men in those early months.   

 
It was noted that these troop movements and all the attendees must have been one of the most 
exciting things to have happened in this area, yet this appears to have been forgotten. The majority of 
the cavalry moved north on the western flank of the exercise. Certainly children just northeast of 
Aynho were excused school and there are photographs of troops in Brackley and Towcester. 
 
4.  Forthcoming meetings 
 
Wednesday 29th October  A History of Ditchley Park 
     Presented by Mr Michael Montagu, Bursar of Ditchley Park 
 
 
Wednesday 26th November AGM and “Twenty things you didn’t know about Aynho”  

  


