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INTRODUCTION

During the First World War (1914–18) millions of men left home to fight. They were told it was their duty to defend their country. But as the war progressed some men refused to fight because they believed it was wrong to kill. They were called conscientious objectors (COs), or ‘conchies’. Their courage has influenced anti-war activists ever since.

THE ROAD TO WAR

The reasons for war were complex. Tensions had developed in Europe fuelled by nationalism and imperialism as countries competed for more influence in the world. Germany and Britain were increasing their military strength and a complex system of military alliances and treaties had divided Europe into two opposing camps: the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria and Italy and the Triple Entente (friendship) of France, Russia and Britain.



On 28 June 1914 a Serbian nationalist assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austrian throne. Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Russian forces mobilised to support Serbia. Germany declared war on Russia, Belgium and France. German forces marched into Belgium and, on 4 August, Britain, bound by treaty to defend Belgium, declared war on Germany. The First World War had begun.



 

‘I KNOW what it is to kill a pig;

I won’t kill a MAN.’

Stephen Winsten, conscientious objector
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A GLOBAL CONFLICT

Nearly all the world’s countries were involved in the war. The conflict lasted for more than four years from 4 August 1914 until 11 November 1918. Most fighting occurred in Europe, on what became known as the Western Front, a line of trenches stretching more than 400 miles (about 700 kilometres) from the Swiss border, through France and Belgium to the North Sea. Fighting also took place in the Middle East, Africa and Asia.

A DIFFERENT KIND OF COURAGE

Many historians write about the brave soldiers who fought and died in the war. They were brave. Huddled in trenches on the Western Front or in Gallipoli (part of Turkey), constantly bombarded by shells, they risked injury and death to fight for their country. Most had little choice and by the war’s end more than nine million had been killed.



Historians write less about conscientious objectors. They were brave too, although it took a different kind of courage to refuse to fight with a world at war. People thought they were cowards but conscientious objectors were not scared. They would not fight because they thought killing was wrong and they did not think any government should tell them to fight. They faced insults, brutality, imprisonment and even death. They lost their health, their friends and their jobs and spent months, and even years, in prison.



CONCHIES

The word ‘conchies’ is short for conscientious objectors. British newspapers first used the word in 1916 when the first conscientious objectors refused to be conscripted. It was used as an insult but some conscientious objectors (COs) described themselves as ‘conchies’ or ‘conshies’.





AROUND THE WORLD

Conscription had existed in the US since the American Civil War (1861–65). During the First World War, American conscientious objectors could choose to serve in non-fighting units but about 2,000 men refused absolutely to serve in the army. Most were imprisoned. In New Zealand, around 2,600 men made a conscience objection to conscription, which was introduced in 1916. Many of these men were harshly treated. In Canada certain religious groups were given automatic exemption from military service.






FORCED TO FIGHT

When war was declared, patriotism and war fever swept through Britain. Men rushed to join the army but, as the war progressed, more were needed. In 1916 the government introduced conscription. Conscientious objectors prepared to refuse the call to arms.

 

‘The first signs of WAR MADNESS soon appeared… the papers reported thousands of recruits volunteering for service. However many might volunteer yet would I not. God had not put me on the earth to go destroying his own children.’

John (Bert) Brocklesby
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WILLING RECRUITS

In 1914 most people believed the war would end quickly – ‘over by Christmas’ was the popular catch-phrase. Thousands of men flocked to join the army. The British government appointed Lord Kitchener, a retired Field Marshal and military hero, as Secretary of State for War. Kitchener launched a recruiting campaign, calling for half a million men to join the army. Posters displaying his picture appeared everywhere stating ‘Your Country Needs You’ – and men responded. Newspapers, the public and even churches urged men to do their duty and join up.



CONSCRIPTION IN 1914

Military conscription means that a government orders men, and sometimes women, to join the armed forces. There is no choice; it is the law. In 1914 most European countries had conscript armies. Britain, however, did not have conscription; men could choose to join the army or not.


Until the First World War most British people, even senior army personnel, thought this was right. They believed military service should be a free choice. However as the First World War progressed and more men died opinions changed and in 1916 the British government introduced military conscription for the very first time.





At first recruits poured into the army at a rate of 300,000 a month. Some joined because they thought it would be a big adventure, others because their friends were doing so. Most thought it was their patriotic duty. By January 1915 a million men had joined up, marching off to war to the sound of brass bands and cheering crowds. Only men aged 18–38 were eligible but, caught up in the enthusiasm for war, boys as young as 14 applied.

RECRUITING SLOWS DOWN

By 1915 it was clear the war would not end soon – in fact, it would last another four years. The initial enthusiasm had passed and the number of voluntary recruits was dropping, from a peak of 30,000 a day at the start of the war to 70,000 a month in 1915. The main reason for this was the rising number of dead and wounded.



Soldiers were bogged down in trenches on the Western Front and casualties were mounting. By Christmas 1914 over 177,000 British soldiers had been killed and during 1915 and 1916 casualties were far higher. By the end of 1915 the British army had lost 528,272 men, killed, wounded or missing. And on one day alone – 1 July 1916, the first day of the Battle of the Somme – 20,000 British soldiers died and a further 40,000 were injured.



The British government knew that if it wanted to continue the war and replace the men who were dying, it had to get more men into the army. Another three million were needed. A national register was set up, whereby all adults had to register their names, age and occupation. Army recruiting officers went door-to-door, visiting eligible men and putting pressure on them to enlist voluntarily. Some did but by November 1915 it was clear that the government could no longer rely on volunteers: it would have to introduce conscription, or compulsory military service.

THE MILITARY SERVICE ACT

Conscription had not been popular in Britain, although as the war progressed the public mood was changing. Families whose sons were already in the trenches increasingly resented single men who had not chosen to go and fight. Right-wing newspapers such as the Daily Mail urged the government to introduce conscription so that Britain could win the war but trade unions and anti-war campaigners lobbied against it.
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