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As war erupted across Europe in the summer of 1914, the Isle of Wight found itself swept
up in the early shock and mobilisation of what would become the First World War. Triggered
by the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914,

events escalated rapidly, drawing in major powers through a network of military alliances.



When Britain declared war on Germany on 4 August, the Island, like the rest of the country,

faced immediate and profound changes.

On the day of the assassination, Archduke Franz Ferdinand narrowly escaped a grenade
attack, only to be shot and killed 35 minutes later by Gavrilo Princip, a Serbian nationalist.
Austria-Hungary’s declaration of war on Serbia followed shortly after. Due to binding treaties
and mutual defence pacts, other European powers were quickly drawn in. Germany’s
invasion of neutral Belgium was part of its campaign against France, prompting Britain to
uphold its commitment to Belgian neutrality. Thus, five weeks after the assassination, Britain

entered the war.

The local press on the Isle of Wight appeared unusually prescient. In its 1 August edition,
the County Press warned of an impending conflict, stating: “Events have developed with
alarming rapidity... the most pessimistic telegrams stated that nearly all hope of avoiding the
most disastrous war in history had vanished. Just days later, German troops advanced into

France through Belgium, confirming the fears voiced in local reporting.

The war’s outbreak brought immediate consequences for the Island. Firstly, the cancellation
of Cowes Week, a major social and sporting event, signalled the seriousness of the
unfolding crisis. Secondly, a sudden exodus of German nationals living and working on the
Isle of Wight took place. Many had been employed in the hospitality industry, a reflection of
the broader British-German ties of the time. Germany’s monarch, Kaiser Wilhelm |l, was
Queen Victoria’s grandson and held honorary military titles in Britain. He had even been

present at her deathbed at Osborne House.

This sense of kinship dissolved almost overnight. Following the passage of the Aliens
Registration Act, most German nationals were compelled to leave the country. Even Prince
Joachim, the Kaiser’'s youngest son, who had been visiting Shanklin, reportedly returned to
Germany via Portsmouth.. German tourists and workers, once a familiar presence in Island
towns such as Ventnor, were either deported or interned. Some long-standing German
residents were detained in camps on the Isle of Man, despite objections from local British

acquaintances.

Nationally and locally, recruitment efforts gathered pace. Early enthusiasm was driven by
patriotism and the widespread belief that the war would be short-lived. A poster from 1914
appealed to “Boys” to volunteer, and enlistment numbers surged. The County Press

announced recruitment for the Isle of Wight Rifles on 22 August, encouraging local men to



enlist at Newport Drill Hall. In an accompanying editorial, it criticised able-bodied men who

remained civilians, calling it a “great reproach”.

Public events reinforced this call to arms. On 12 September, the County Press described a
gathering in St James’s Square where, after impassioned speeches and a bugle call,
hundreds stepped forward to enlist. By the end of the week, over 700 local men and boys
had joined the war effort, driven by the widespread but ultimately mistaken hope that the war

would be over by Christmas. Nationally, over 80,000 men had enlisted within two weeks.

The scale and brutality of the war would soon become apparent, with battles such as the
Somme and Ypres exacting a terrible toll. Yet in the first weeks of the conflict, the Isle of
Wight mirrored the broader national mood, swiftly shifting from peacetime normalcy to a
wartime footing marked by duty, loyalty, and a profound sense of uncertainty about what lay

ahead.



