
In November 1918, religious services were held in thanks for the peace and for
those who had fought and would return safely from the War. Church services also
remembered the many who had given their lives - ‘the fallen’. Armistice or Peace
Parades would become an annual event from 11 November 1919 - as in Plymouth.
“For two minutes after the hour of eleven had struck yesterday morning Plymouth
stood inanimate with the nation… Two minutes before the hour the maroons
boomed out their warning in one long drawn out note… As the hour struck a great
silence swept over the town. People halted in their walks, chatter ceased as if my
magic, traffic stopped and the rumbling note of industry stayed.”
In Britain, in the early 1920s, it was the newly formed British Legion that sold the
first poppies to be worn in remembrance. As today, their sale raised money for ex-
servicemen. The inspiration came from the poem ‘In Flanders Fields’, written by Lt.
Col. John McRae MD, a member of the Canadian Expeditionary Force that had
landed in Plymouth in October 1914.
Nationwide, towns and villages looked for other ways to permanently remember
their ‘own’ War dead. Most chose to erect a War memorial. The discussion of such
plans in Plymouth, and a proposal for a Devonport memorial, was a reminder that
there had still been ‘Three Towns’ in 1914.

In October 1918, before the War’s end, Plymouth was thinking about a War Museum. However,
the newly formed Imperial War Museum took on this function for the nation and its Empire,
opening in1920. Instead, Plymouth planned their War Memorial, and a site was chosen on the
north-west corner of the Hoe.

Although now part of ‘Greater Plymouth’, Devonport wanted its own monument in Devonport
Park. A committee was formed, funds were raised and Devonport Great War Memorial was
unveiled first, on 14 March 1923. Plymouth’s Memorial was dedicated on 19 May 1923. The
Devonport Memorial commemorated some 2000 men, and over 1800 names were on the
Plymouth ‘Roll of Honour’. Plymstock and Plympton had their own memorials. The Laira
community raised another, on Old Laira Road. There were many more, smaller, church, school
and workplace memorials.

The Great War Memorial to Plymouth’s Royal Marines was unveiled near the Royal Citadel on
8 November 1921. Plymouth’s largest monument, the Naval Memorial, also stands on
Plymouth Hoe. Unveiled on 29 July 1924, it is identical in design to those in Portsmouth and
Chatham and commemorates the names of 7,251 British and Commonwealth sailors
associated with the Devonport ‘Division’. The quality and design echoed the standards of the
Imperial War Graves Commission, established in 1917, and this Memorial is now looked after
by their successors at the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.

Plymouth’s Great War Memorials
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Naval Memorial, Plymouth Hoe - before the
Second World War extension
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Plymouth’s Great War Memorial, Plymouth Hoe, c.1928
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Royal Marines Memorial, Plymouth Hoe,
c.1925
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Devonport’s Great War Memorial,
Devonport Park, c.2010
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There were a number of different medals for a
significant act of bravery when fighting the enemy,
and other awards for distinguished and meritorious
service. The Victoria Cross was the highest ranked
and could also be awarded posthumously. During the
Great War, 615 VCs were presented - 415 to the
British Army; 51 to the Navy and Marines; 9 to the
Royal Flying Corps / Royal Air Force and 140 to the
Dominion Forces.

Acts of bravery by officers made them eligible for
different awards. The Distinguished Service Order was
the highest. At the next level were the Distinguished
Service Cross, the Military Cross and the
Distinguished Flying Cross. The equivalent medals for
other ranks included the Military Medal, the
Distinguished Conduct Medal and the Distinguished
Flying Medal. The Meritorious Service Medal came
next.

Someone named in a commanding officer’s official
report, and praised for an act of bravery in the field
of battle, was ‘Mentioned in Despatches’. There was
no medal, but after the War the individual should
have received a certificate and could wear an oak leaf
on the ribbon of their ‘Victory Medal’.

There were five main British campaign medals awarded to those that served
in the military during the War. The ‘1914 Star’ or ‘Mons Star’ was for service,
in the first year, on the Western Front. Its successor, the ‘1914-15 Star’, was
for service in other theatres of War until the end of 1915. The ‘British War
Medal 1914-18’ and the ‘Allied Victory Medal’ were awarded at the end of the
War, to all who had taken part.
A common group - the ‘1914 Star’ or ‘1914-15 Star’, the ‘War Medal’ and the
‘Victory Medal’, was nicknamed Pip, Squeak and Wilfred - after a popular
cartoon strip of the early 1920s. The ‘War Medal’ and ‘Victory Medal’, as a pair
on their own, were known as Mutt and Jeff.
In 1919, the ‘Territorial Force War Medal 1914-19’ was awarded to reservists
and nurses who had served at the Front - but not to those who were eligible
for the ‘1914’ or ‘1914-15 Star’. The ‘Mercantile Marine War Medal’ was
produced by the Board of Trade and awarded to merchant seamen who had
seen service in dangerous War time waters.

Awards for Gallantry
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Major General Penton presents a Distinguished Service Medal at a ceremony attended by 5000 troops on Plymouth Hoe, 1915
Image: Doidge’s Annual 1916 / Chris Robinson)

1914 Star or
Mons Star - Pip

War Medal -
Squeak

Victory Medal -
Wilfred

Sergeant Alfred Joseph Richards VC -
he won his VC fighting in the Gallipoli
Campaign on 25 April 1915. Alfred was
one of three Great War VCs born in the
‘Three Towns’
Image: Lancashire Fusiliers Museum

The ‘Widows’ Penny’
was issued to the
families of those who
died fighting the War -
about 600 women were
commemorated by
amending the
dedication to read
"She died for freedom
and honour".

A very different sort of ‘medal’
was the ‘Widows’ or Dead Man’s
Penny’. This memorial plaque was
issued, after the War, to the next
of kin of all British and Empire
service personnel who had been
killed as a result of the fighting.
Over 1.3 million plaques were sent
out, originally with a printed letter
from the King and commemorative
scroll.

Widows’ Penny


