
During the War, the Government controlled people's daily lives in ways that
would never be accepted in peacetime. The Defence of the Realm Act (DORA)
came into force on 8 August 1914, and it would be amended six times.
One change involved factory and public holidays. In 1916, military leaders
were shocked to find Easter holiday makers having priority over the
movement of troops. The production of all-important War munitions was also
affected. As a result, manufacturing companies had to ask permission from
Government for staff to have statutory time off. Some of the provisions of
DORA stayed around until well after the War. British Summer Time, which
gave more daylight hours for extra work, is still with us today.
Because Plymouth was an important military and garrison town it was also
under the control of a Fortress Commander, initially Major General Penton. In
January 1914, months before the War began, he had argued that the ‘Three
Towns’ should be amalgamated for reasons of military efficiency. In War time
Plymouth, besides making sure DORA was being applied, the Fortress
Commander had wide ranging local powers to better control the local
population.
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The first version of the Defence of the Realm
Act stated that:

No-one was allowed to talk about naval or military matters in
public places
No-one was allowed to spread rumours about military matters
No-one was allowed to buy binoculars
No-one was allowed to trespass on railway lines or bridges
No-one was allowed to melt down gold or silver
No-one was allowed to light bonfires or fireworks
No-one was allowed to give bread to horses, horses or
chickens
No-one was allowed to use invisible ink when writing abroad
No-one was allowed to buy brandy or whisky in a railway
refreshment room
No-one was allowed to ring church bells
The Government could take over any factory or workshop
The Government could take over any land it wanted to
The Government could censor newspapers

The Government could try any civilian breaking these laws

The Fortress Commander put controls on
the sale of alcohol in Plymouth, months
before the country as a whole followed
suit. In August 1914, Plymouth pubs were
closed for six weeks. Then, in October,
he ruled that women could not buy
drinks after six in the evening. A month
later, the pubs had to close at nine and
not open again until nine in the morning,
with servicemen not allowed inside until
noon. Civilians were not allowed to buy
drinks for servicemen and servicemen
were not allowed to buy drink in bottles
to take off the premises.
A reduction in pub opening hours and the
‘no treating’ order became national in
1915. No one was allowed to buy a round
of drinks and the beer was watered
down. In Plymouth, a husband was fined
for buying his wife a drink, his wife was
fined for accepting it, and the landlord
was fined for selling it! In May 1915, six
Plymouth pubs were temporarily shut
down for repeated offences.

Getting a Drink Defence of the Realm Act of 1914

‘The Princess Royal’, Cornwall Street, Devonport, c.1914
Image: Chris Robinson

Major General Penton outside Plymouth Guildhall, with captured German field guns, 1916
Image: Doidge’s Annual 1917 / Chris Robinson

Official to ‘DORA’ - ‘Go and see what the British Public is doing -
and tell it not too.’ Image: London Opinion, 18 March 1918



The ‘Three Towns’ had long been associated with the military and, in 1914, a third
of the working men in Plymouth were employed by Britain’s armed forces. During
the War, Plymouth’s status was possibly unique. It was a base for the Royal Navy,
the Army, the Royal Marines and, from 1917, the newly established Royal Naval Air
Service. There was also a Royal Naval Hospital and a Military Hospital.
The Royal Naval Dockyard at Devonport was a focus. In association, there were
specialist RN training establishments along with the RN Barracks, the Royal
Ordnance Depot at Bull Point and the Royal William Victualling Yard, Stonehouse.
In early 1918, members of the newly formed Women’s Royal Navy Service were
accommodated in wooden huts at Mount Batten. In support of the Navy, the
‘Plymouth Division’ of the Royal Marines had long been garrisoned at Stonehouse
Barracks.
The defence of Devonport and greater Plymouth was traditionally in the hands of
the Devon Royal Garrison Artillery. The Royal Citadel was the historic fortification,
but the ‘Three Towns’ were also encircled by a chain of Victorian forts, stretching
from Fort Staddon in Devon, to Fort Tregantle in Cornwall. Plymouth Sound was
protected by a series of sea level fortifications, including those on Drake’s Island.

Plymouth was home to other permanent military
establishments, including large army barracks in Devonport
and at Crownhill, plus smaller sites used by local territorial
or reserve units. At the outbreak of War, the 2nd Royal
Irish Regiment and the 4th Middlesex were stationed at
Devonport’s Raglan Barracks. It was not unusual to have
non-local regiments garrisoned in Plymouth, and this would
continue throughout the Great War.

As the British Army mobilised, 1400 men of the 5th and
6th Devonshire Regiment were briefly billeted at the
Plymouth Drill-Hall at Millbay, before moving-on. The newly
formed 3rd Battalion of the Devonshire Regiment moved
its HQ to Plymouth in May 1915. Four companies were

accommodated at Granby Barracks, four at Raglan
Barracks and one at Mount Wise, all in Devonport.

Crownhill Barracks stood on Tavistock Road, and four new
brick accommodation blocks were added by 1916. In July
1918, the Barracks were used by the three newly formed
volunteer Jewish Battalions. As mobilisation gathered
steam, Plymouth was also surrounded by temporary
training camps. These included hutments at Ernesettle
Camp, built near the Fort in 1915, and temporary camps at
Efford and Turnchapel. More hutted accommodation for the
infantry existed at Crownhill and there were tented camps
at Staddon and Derriford.

More Barracks
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FAR LEFT:
Officers’ Gunnery Course at Plymouth’s
Royal Citadel, February 1916
Image: Chris Robinson

LEFT:
Operating a fire-pump at Drake’s Island,
Plymouth, 1914
Image: Plymouth Library Services
(PWDRO PCC/76/5/8458)

BELOW LEFT:
Crownhill Barracks, Plymouth c.1905
Image: Chris Robinson

BELOW:
Temporary camp at Staddon, near
Plymouth, 1914
Image: Chris Robinson



The main British Naval Dockyards at Chatham,
Portsmouth and Plymouth had been developed against
historic enemies, including the French. In the early 1900s,
with the rise of the German Naval threat, the focus shifted
to the North Sea. However, the new Naval facilities at
Rosyth, in Scotland, were only part completed by 1916.
Prior to the War, significant investment at Devonport had
included the Keyham Extension, built between 1896 and
1907. This was a dock facility for the latest and largest
Edwardian battleships. During this same era, Devonport’s
share of battleship building within the Royal Dockyards
increased by 75%. The total number employed in the
Devonport Yard rose from 8456 in 1900 to 12,290 in 1914,
with half the skilled labour involved with shipbuilding.
The mix of modern facilities and the range of available
skills helped to make sure that the Dockyard’s importance
was maintained throughout the War. By 1916 the
workforce had increased to just over 14,000. In 1918 it
totalled 15,803; with a figure of 20,000 quoted to include
all dockyard related employment.

On 26 August 1914, all work at the Devonport Yard that
could not be completed in 6 months was cancelled. The
order for a new ‘Revenge’ Class battleship, HMS Resistance,
was stopped, but her sister ship Royal Oak was
completed. During the War years, the Yard also built the
cruiser HMS Cleopatra and five submarines – three ‘J’
Class and two ‘K’ Class.

However, the Yard’s main work was in support of the fleet;
docking, supplying, maintaining, repairing and refitting
warships, including some Allied vessels. There were also

regular but speedy refits for battleships of the Grand
Fleet, notably in November 1915 when HMS Invincible
and HMS Inflexible were hastily prepared ahead of victory
in the Battle of the Falklands. Collision repairs to the
Devonport built ‘Dreadnought’ HMS Warspite followed.
From late 1915, many of the new decoy ships were
prepared and fitted-out at Devonport. Designated as ‘Q’
Ships in 1916, they were ‘bait’ for enemy submarines;
armed vessels disguised to look like un-armed merchant
ships.

“Willing and Energetic” Workforce
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The Devonport built ‘Dreadnought’ HMS Warspite nears completion in the North Yard, c.1914 Image: Chris Robinson

Dry Dock nears completion, c.1904 - part of the Keyham North
Extension at Devonport Image: Babcock Marine (Devonport)

Launch of HMS Lion, Devonport South Yard, 6 August 1910
Image: Chris Robinson



In 1916, a temporary war-time army camp at
Mount Batten made way for the development
of a new Admiralty seaplane station; originally
RNAS Cattewater, but better known by its later
name of RAF Mount Batten. Two of the original
hangers still exist.

RNAS Cattewater became operational in March
1917. Seaplanes (planes that float) and flying
boats (boats that fly) were based there. Their
main duty was to provide aerial support and
anti-submarine patrols for shipping in the
Western Approaches to the English Channel.

This was not the only RNAS facility on the
River Plym. Having rejected sites at Torpoint,
Devonport Brickfields and Ernesettle, an
airship sub-station was set-up at Chelson
Meadow in 1917. RNAS Laira became home to
two Sea Scout Class rigid airships. These were
used to support the anti-submarine patrols.
There was also No.16 Observational Balloon
Base at Merrifield, Torpoint.

Towards the end of the War, in April 1918, the
Royal Air Force (RAF) was formed. It brought
together the RNAS and the army’s Royal Flying
Corps. The RAF’s new operational command
centre for the south west was at Mount Wise,
Devonport.

ROYAL NAVAL AIR SERVICE (RNAS)ROYAL NAVAL AIR SERVICE (RNAS)
RNAS ‘Short 184’ Seaplane taxiing in the Cattewater, Plymouth, c.1916-18
Image: Plymouth Library Services (PWDRO PCC/76/5/10563)

A ‘Sea Scout Zero’, from RNAS Laira, 1917 - in France,
with engine trouble. Image: Gerald Wasley and Halsgrove Publishing

An airship from RNAS Mullion crash lands in the Plym, 1918
Image: Gerald Wasley and Halsgrove Publishing

Short Seaplanes on Mount Batten Breakwater, ready for
craning into the water, c.1916-18
Image: Plymouth Library Services (PWDRO PCC/76/5/5474)



As the War began, the Government passed the Aliens
Registration Act to try and keep track of all the foreign
people living in Britain, or coming into the country. All
aliens over sixteen had to register at a police station
and prove they were of good character and had a
knowledge of English.
In August 1914, there were about 200 foreign nationals
resident in Plymouth. As a busy commercial port,
foreign ships and visitors from abroad also passed
through regularly. Some visitors stayed in the big
hotels, whilst most found cheaper lodgings. The new
Act required anyone running a hotel or a common
lodging house to keep a register of the people staying
there; recording when they arrived, where they came
from and when they left.
Record keeping was a bigger problem at the cheaper
end of the market. Lodging houses were often run by
ordinary householders who rented out rooms by the
night. Many people fell foul of the new law. Those
ending up in court included some who ignored the law,
but many did not understand their responsibilities and
some were unable to read or write.
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In August 1914, most foreigners
living in Plymouth applied for British
citizenship. Some 46 Germans had
been arrested but, in May 1915, a
letter to the local paper suggested
that there was a German waiter still
working in a hotel “where there are
many Army Officers staying.” After
June 1915, to stop sneaky arrivals
and departures by sea, there were
tighter controls on the movement of
all yacht or boats in Plymouth. Any
comings or goings needed a permit
and vessels that disobeyed could be
fired upon.
A failure to register aliens, or for
aliens to register themselves, led to
many local court cases. In October
1915, Mrs Kate Rendle was charged
with failing to register the name and

nationality of an alien; not recording
the dates of his arrival and departure
and not providing details to the local
Registration Office. Her defence was
that she had misunderstood the
rules, adding that she had a large
family to keep. She was fined just
five-shillings (25p) on each charge,
rather than the £10 maximum - and
left Court smiling!
Among the cases still being heard,
almost a year later, was that of a
Romanian-born civil engineer who
had failed to register himself, along
with a Devonport landlord who failed
to register a group of travelling
“variety artists”.

Lt. Col. Drury was the chief ‘spy-
catcher’ at Plymouth. Later in the
War he infiltrated the Conscientious
Objectors at Dartmoor Prison. In
April 1916, he was suspicious of the
very wealthy Princess Adolphe de
Wrede, a resident in Plymouth’s
Grand Hotel. She had not registered
as an ‘Alien’, but claimed to be a
French citizen of Hungarian birth.
When she appeared in Court, Drury
produced evidence which seemed
to question her life story; she had
been expelled from Folkestone in
Kent, had a brother in the Austrian
army and was corresponding with a
senior German officer. However, as
the newspaper reported, she was
attractive, wore her valuable
jewellery to Court and gave the
Magistrates the ‘glad-eye’. It worked!
The Princess was given a £5 fine for
not registering. In due course, she
left for London and was sub-
sequently re-arrested in France.

Aliens in Plymouth

As a busy Naval base, the authorities
in Plymouth were always on the lookout
for spies and saboteurs. A German
was arrested in Devon in 1911 for
spying on the Dockyard. Concerns
increased with the War. Across the
country, people were on their guard
for spies and suspicious behaviour.
Spy scare stories were common.

Drink loosens tongues, and plain-
clothed policemen made it their
business to visit local pubs, especially
those around the Dockyard, and others
known to be popular with soldiers,
sailors and airmen. There were arrests
and convictions. There were unsolved
mysteries too. In October 1917, the
two sentries guarding the bridges
across the River Plym at Laira were
both shot in the legs.

Not all suspected spies turned out to
be real spies, but some had still broken
the law. In August 1917, a holiday
maker to Plymouth was fined £5 for
using a camera to take ‘holiday snaps’.

Spies and SaboteursThe Princess
and the Spy-catcher

Lt. Colonel Drury, Garrison
Intelligence Officer at Plymouth,
c.1915
Image:Gerald Wasley and Halsgrove Publishing


