
Collections, concerts and other fundraising events were held across Britain, on a
regular basis. These provided clothing, blankets and treats for the troops, or raised
money for war related good causes. National causes were supported locally, and there
were also local campaigns. Efforts to make or gift items and donate money continued
throughout the War. Help for Britain’s Allies was not forgotten.
Princess Mary’s Christmas appeal for 1914 raised over £160,000. It paid for a tin of
goodies to be presented to everyone on active service, at home and abroad. That
same Christmas, Plymouth, Exeter and Devon co-operated to send a greeting card to
all locally recruited soldiers and sailors.
At the end of 1914, Plymothians were asked to donate pianos, gramophones, books
and magazines to equip ten recreation huts newly provided for troops in the town.
The Commander of the Plymouth Fortress spoke of their generosity. “At this time
almost anything they ask for on behalf of the troops they get from the public.”
A popular and repeated local campaign was the Western Evening Herald’s ‘Tobacco
Fund’ - “to give smokes to the soldiers”. There was even a local ‘Fag Day’ in June 1916!

In 1914, plans were in hand in Plymouth
to replace 18 tents with eight large and
two small recreation huts. These were paid
for, jointly, by the Young Men’s Christian
Association (YMCA) Hut Fund and Plymouth’s
wealthy Astor family. The first Astor hut, at
Crownhill, opened on 10 November 1914.
It measured 100 by 30 feet (30.5 x 9m),
providing “ample accommodation for reading
and writing purposes and also for
entertainment...”, with a buffet attached
“so that refreshments may be had at any
time.” A YMCA hut opened at Raglan
Barracks in 1915.

The YMCA also organised reading material
for the troops, with 2000 magazines given
out in Plymouth over Christmas 1916. In
October 1917, they opened a new building
on Union Street, providing recreation and
sleeping accommodation. It soon welcomed
1000 men a day. When the American Army
began operations on the Western Front in
1918, they too had their own YMCA, at the
Forester’s Hall on Union Street.

The Royal Sailor’s Rest or ‘Aggies’, on Fore
Street in Devonport, was another place
that provided war time beds and non-
alcoholic refreshments for thousands of
men. Elsewhere in Plymouth, the foundation
stone for the ‘Wesleyan Soldiers Home’, at
Crownhill, now the Manadon Masonic Lodge,
was laid in January 1915. A ‘Soldier’s Rest’
was also opened and run by the Emmanuel
Church, at Mannamead, in 1917.

There were lots of national fundraising
causes and campaigns. Some were run
by established charities like the British
Red Cross, or the RSPCA with their
‘Sick and Wounded Horse Fund’. The
St Dunstan’s Blinded Soldiers’ and
Sailors’ charity was newly set up in 1915.

Helping out our Allies were regional
groups like the Devon & Cornwall War
Refugee Committee, who placed 4000
Belgian refugees in the two counties by
July 1915. There were also special
campaigns and annual fund raising
days. In 1915, Plymouth school girls
made flags to sell for ‘French Flag Day’
and ‘Russia Day’ raised £164.

Throughout 1918, a national campaign
to help fund the War effort encouraged
local areas to invest in Government War
Bonds. Based on population, Plymouth’s
target was £400,000. A fundraising
week raised £50,000 towards a final
total of £460,000.
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France’s Day, 1917 - £700 raised in ‘Greater Plymouth’
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Send cigarettes to remind me of
you - WWI postcard
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British War Savings Committee
- loans to help pay for the War, 1915
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Send gifts to the Front
- WWI postcard
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Belgian Refugees being entertained by Lord Seaton
at Beechwood, Plympton, 1914
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Wesleyan Sodiers’ Home, Crownhill, now the Manadon Masonic Hall
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When the War began, it was clear there would be a
need for volunteers to provide extra help on the
home front, and replace those now serving in the
military. At this date, when a women got married
she was often obliged to give up her job. In August
1914, it was these women, in particular, that the
Women’s Suffrage Society (WSS) asked to volunteer.
Dr Mabel Ramsay launched the WSS appeal for
female volunteers in Plymouth. The list of activities
where help was needed included cooks and
interpreters, the care of mothers, the collection and
distribution of clothes and household visits to help
out in cases of “genuine distress”. Married but fully
trained nurses were also wanted to help replace
those “required for naval and military purposes.”
Later, there would be a call for female teachers.
Plymouth’s main benefactors were Waldorf Astor,
Plymouth’s wealthy American born MP, and his wife
Nancy. They gave valuable support to the War effort,
both in an official capacity and through their
generosity. At end of 1914, the Astor’s helped to pay
for up to six of the new soldiers’ recreational halls that
were built in Plymouth. In addition, by June 1915,
Mr Astor had already donated £60,000 to the British
Red Cross - said to be worth about £5 million today.
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During the War years, the Astor’s name
became associated with a number of new
initiatives in Plymouth. In 1914, they
helped to organise women workers and
secure an Army shirt making contract for
local seamstresses. They also part funded
the soldiers’ recreational huts to help
tackle the problem of drunkenness
amongst the troops. They were tee-total
themselves, but Nancy Astor probably
regreted saying, in October 1914, that
more harm had been caused to soldiers by
drink than had been done by the Germans.
As long-standing campaigners for child
and family welfare and nursery provision,
the Astor’s helped keep this subject near

the top Plymouth’s war time agenda. In
March 1916, they ‘donated’ the ‘Astor
Playing Field’ on Cattedown Road. That
same month, they paid for a replacement
recreational hut at Crownhill, the original
having burnt down.
Nancy Astor helped set up a group to
receive and allocate the public’s gifts to
the War wounded in Plymouth. She also
helped organise local outings and events
for injured soldiers. Although it was
reported that Nancy had become amember
of the local Women’s Police Volunteers -
this was possibly only to help promote
this new organisation.

The Astor Factor

Mabel Ramsay was a remarkable woman; a pioneering
doctor, surgeon and an active Plymouth suffragist - a
non-militant suffragette. In late September 1914, she
went to Belgium to work as a volunteer at the Women’s
Imperial Service Hospital. After Antwerp fell to the
Germans, she did six months work in a temporary hospital
in France, near Cherbourg. In her letters home to
Plymouth, Mabel appealed to the public for money. She
wrote again in December 1914, passing on her thanks
to “…the people of Plymouth for their generosity”.
After Mabel’s return to Plymouth, in May 1915, she gave
a number of talks in the town about her experiences,
with proceeds in aid of the ‘Belgian Soldiers’ Fund’. For
the rest of the War, she worked tirelessly as a local
doctor and in caring for the wounded in Plymouth. She
also gave free consultations for mothers and infants at
the Pavilion on South Devon Place, later moving to a
newly opened centre in the Batter Street Chapel.
Besides the better welfare of women and children,
Mabel campaigned for more women doctors, a woman’s
hospital, women police officers and women magistrates.

Mabel Ramsay,
Doctor, Fundraiser
& Campaigner
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Mrs Waldorf Astor at the opening of a YMCA hut “somewhere in Devon” - probably Plymouth, 1915
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