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Foreword


It has been claimed that great causes inevitably need a literature, if not to initiate them, certainly to sustain them. As a Methodist I have long been convinced that Charles Wesley’s hymns played as important a part in the Methodist Revival as did his brother John’s sermons.


I am immediately convinced of the truth of this generalization when reading this collection of records of the stories of conscientious objectors in the First and Second World Wars.


As a pacifist I believe ever more urgently that the essential quality of the Christian Gospel is the imperative need for the recognition that conscientious objection to war lies at the heart of the spirit and teaching of Jesus. Indeed the story and example of such objectors, not all necessarily members of the Christian Church, are exponents of the living literature of the gospel of non-violence.


I welcome this publication not only as a testimony to the honesty and heroism which I witnessed when I spoke on behalf of many conscientious objectors in the Second World War. I welcome it because, in my experience, no commitment to pacifism is still so generally misunderstood if not totally derided. I welcome it even more, as over the years since the ending of the Second World War there has been a wishful longing for peace-making in many unexpected quarters. As far as my experience as an open-air preacher goes this is certainly true.


Evangelism against war and for peace today is useless unless it is rooted in the ‘Way of the Cross’ rather than the ‘Way of the Gun’. I hope that the story of conscientious objectors will become part of the literature of hope in the total repudiation of mass violence, and that our fragile humanity can believe in general disarmament which can become increasingly possible only when we say, whatever it may cost, we will go to war no more. I welcome this book as a valuable contribution to this end.


The Revd The Lord Soper, 1997
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One of a series of humourous postcards produced by the No-Conscription Fellowship.




Preface


This book is a series of snapshots from people’s lives, told in their own words. It is not intended as a textbook, nor is it intended to be a history of conscientious objection in the two world wars. Instead I hope the reader will get a flavour of who these people were, and what it was like to question your conscience and decide not to participate in two world wars, wars which became the most momentous event in the lives of two generations.


Most of the information in this book has been gleaned from interviews with conscientious objectors, some has come from their unpublished memoirs, in a few cases I have quoted extracts from published letters or memoirs. The Imperial War Museum Sound Archive has been an invaluable source, especially as so many of these men and women are no longer alive. In all cases they told their stories with straightforwardness and honesty. I hope I have managed to retain this in the way I have woven their words together.




Introduction to the 2010 Edition


Since the 2003 invasion of Iraq, a handful of serving members of the armed forces have registered as conscientious objectors. Unlike the men and women in this book, these new ‘conchies’ are volunteers rather than conscripts, since military service was abolished in 1960.


Challenging military culture and standing up for a belief is as courageous in this century as it was in the last. But today the right to conscientious objection is recognised by the United Nations, and there is some public support – a million people marched to protest against the invasion of Iraq. In 1914 the picture was very different. War fever hit the streets as men queued to volunteer for the British army. Conscientious objection was seen as unpatriotic and cowardly, but many of those ‘conchies’ did serve as non-combatants in the trenches and were prepared to die. In accordance with their beliefs they were unarmed, and refused even to handle munitions. The penalty was to be shackled to the wheels of a gun carriage or ‘crucified’ against barbed wire. Those who went to prison, or who won exemption, were no less courageous in making a stand against the presiding culture of their day.


In 1939 a nation whose memory had been scarred by the Great War went to war with less enthusiasm, but the rise of the Third Reich threatened everything the British held dear. By the summer of 1940 Britain stood as the last bastion of western freedom, and every resource was pitched into the battle against the Nazi aggressor. Those who deviated from that overwhelming wartime spirit were regarded as highly suspect, unpatriotic, and even fifth columnists. Few could understand how men and women could deviate from the norm when Britain had its back to the wall. This new generation of conchies examined their consciences under a different light, some even put personal belief to one side. As Robert Kennedy said, ‘Moral courage is a rarer commodity than bravery in battle.’


This is what makes the stance of First and Second World War conscientious objectors truly remarkable. To stand against the tide of public opinion armed only with your beliefs; to be divided from friends, family and even spouses by those beliefs; to be isolated from the defining experience of your generation. Few people have the courage not to follow the common herd.
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Many COs spent years alone in prison cells with only an ideal for company.




CHAPTER 1


Individualists to the Core


On 2 March 1916, eighteen months after the onset of the First World War, British men became subject to conscription for the first time. Sixteen thousand of them chose to register as conscientious objectors and the word ‘conchie’ became a term of abuse. Reviled and scorned by the public, many of them were also maltreated by the military, some were even sentenced to death.


I remember telling somebody that if I was the only person in the world I would take this attitude. That’s how I felt about it. It was a very personal thing.


Howard Marten


Transport yourself back to the summer of 1914, to a country largely without electricity and largely untouched by the omnipresent motor car. Every town and village is buzzing with the expectation of war and the anticipation of the glory to be won on the battlefield.


Harold Bing was a schoolboy in Croydon.


My attitude towards the war was of course critical from the start. This was very largely because I’d grown up in a pacifist home. My father as a young man had been very much influenced by his reading of Tolstoy, had become a pacifist, had opposed the Boer War and many of the friends whom he met and who came to our home were people who took that point of view. When I heard that a big anti-war demonstration was to be held in Trafalgar Square on Sunday the 2 August 1914 and Keir Hardie was to be one of the speakers, I walked from my home up to Trafalgar Square – about eleven miles – took part in that demonstration, listened to Keir Hardie and walked home again afterwards which might have shown a certain amount of boyish enthusiasm for the anti-war cause. It was quite a thrilling meeting with about ten thousand people there and certainly very definitely anti-war. Of course at that very same time while we were demonstrating in Trafalgar Square the Cabinet was sitting at Downing Street discussing the entry of England into the war and deciding on the ultimatum which brought England into the war two days later on 4 August.


Howard Marten was another man with a pacifist pedigree – his father was a Quaker and he was brought up in a nonconformist atmosphere, like many conscientious objectors. As a schoolboy he had attended pacifist meetings during the Boer War.


I was as a boy always inclined to pacifist views. I could never side with the idea of martial violence. It didn’t appeal to me at all; even as far back as the Boer War, I felt that that was inconsistent with our Christian beliefs. I was in school and enjoyed a certain amount of unpopularity even at that time, because of my pacifist views, and there was a good deal of violence in London towards what they called ‘pro-Boers’ – that was the epithet which was flung at pacifists. The Old Queen’s Hall, which was bombed in the last war, was the scene of many meetings. That I think was my first experience of being personally involved in peace work, although my grandfather was the secretary and treasurer of a Kentish peace society, so that there was an aura of pacifism rather hanging over our family, and he did a lot of active work towards peace.


Harry Stanton was the son of a Luton blacksmith.


One had a growing sense of isolation, that one was surrounded by people who thought in different terms, who spoke, as it were, a different language. It seemed useless to discuss the war with them; their standards of conduct were depreciated, though they would refuse to acknowledge it. Yet to me the very isolation gave a strange sense of joy – perhaps an expression of my combatant instinct! The facile taunts and innuendoes of the ‘man in the street’, provided daily by the leader writers of the popular press, had the effect of stiffening my resolution. And now and again as I met men and women whose convictions were leading them along the same unpopular course, came the feeling that here was something worth doing, that somehow we must hang on to this foundation of truth and sanity we had discovered, until the flood of passion and wrong thinking had subsided.


Fenner Brockway was an Independent Labour Party activist and editor of the Labour Leader, the organ of the ILP.


I remember the day war was declared how our heading – the banner heading – on the Labour Leader was ‘The German Workers Are Still Our Brothers’. And we were encouraged by the fact that in Germany there were socialists who were opposed to the war just as we were.


In 1915, with the prospect of conscription, the opposition to the war took a new form. It was my wife who suggested that those of us who would refuse military service should get together. I didn’t feel I could advocate this in the columns of the Labour Leader, although I was editor, because in a sense it was unconstitutional action and I didn’t want to commit the party to that as a party. So I got my wife to write a letter to the paper and she did. And as a result of that names poured in of young men who would refuse to fight in the war. The interesting thing was that it was not only young socialists. It was young religious people; mostly young Quakers but others as well, Methodists – Primitive Methodists.


Mark Hayler was one of the first fifty members of the No-Conscription Fellowship.


The first meeting of any size was held at the Friends Meeting House at Bishopsgate, and there was a riot and the soldiers and the rest stormed the gates of the meeting house. So the chairman said, who I think was Clifford Allen, ‘So as not to disturb the crowd outside’ (they could hear us clapping inside) ‘wave your handkerchiefs’. I’ve never seen that done before. This technique of crowd control reportedly worked!


So the No-Conscription Fellowship was formed with a membership of 8,000. It would become, as one conscientious objector termed it, ‘the most abused institution in England’. Fenner Brockway became its secretary.


I wouldn’t say that we had any common philosophy then. We hadn’t worked out all the implications of pacifism. But the statement of principles which those who joined the No-Conscription Fellowship were asked to sign spoke of the sanctity of human life and in its essence was pacifist. And we had the most remarkable unity between the young socialists and the young Quakers and the young religious people.


Howard Marten was one of those young Quakers. The Society of Friends had first adopted their peace testimony in the 1660s, laying the foundations for Quaker pacifism.


You found the ranks of the No-Conscription Fellowship were made up of men from every conceivable walk of life. You had all sorts of religious groups, from the Salvation Army to the Seventh Day Adventists; Church of England, Roman Catholics; there was no limit. It was a sort of cross section of every type. Then you had in addition to that the more politically minded: the Independent Labour Party, and different degrees of socialists, and the ordinary political parties. Then a very curious group of what I used to call artistically minded. There were a lot of men who were not in any way organized or attached, but I should call them the aesthetic group: artists, musicians, all that. They had a terrific repugnance at war which could only express itself individually. You see artists and people of that calibre are very personally minded. They’re not group minded. They’re individualists to the core, so that naturally they would, almost inevitably, take a very personal attitude to that sort of thing.


Harry Stanton found his views on pacifism hotly contested by many of his friends and formed the Luton branch of the NCF on his twenty-first birthday.


In the very first days of the war I was defending, or rather advocating, the Quaker position with regard to war among my friends, many of whom were on the point of enlisting; though they generally acknowledged war to be an evil, they believed that in this case England must prefer the expedient course to the right one. If, however our discussions served no other purpose, they made known my attitude towards war, and prepared the way for what was to follow.


As conscription became more and more inevitable, those of us who had adopted the pacifist attitude began to consider wither our opposition would lead us. For an individual to attempt to resist the power of the state would be a tremendous venture. The number of persons prepared to make such an attempt must be very small, but they would be infinitely stronger if they could form a common plan of action.


Harold Bing and his father both joined the Croydon branch of the NCF.


The general public was not prepared to listen to propaganda at that time and while a number of meetings were held they were often broken up and speakers were thrown into ponds and otherwise maltreated. I, for example, on one occasion, was distributing literature house to house – we did a good deal of that, anti-war literature house to house – and was pursued by an infuriated householder who saw the literature, quickly came out and chased me for a long distance until he lost me in the darkness carrying with him a very heavy stick.


Unlike her Continental neighbours, Britain had drawn her fighting men from vigorous recruitment campaigns, without using the tool of conscription. But conscriptionists had been actively promoting the case for conscription since 1901, and as the war failed to be ‘over by Christmas’, pressure for conscription mounted. The National Registration Act of 1915 had already registered all men between the ages of sixteen and forty; it was followed by the Derby Scheme of Attestation offering inducements to those who would register as volunteers to be called on should the need arise. Chemist Harold Blake was among the thousands who were canvassed.


One of the promises given was the undertaking that no married men would be called until the supply of single ones was exhausted; while another was the right of appeal for exemption from active service from specially created tribunals. The impression was created among the public – no doubt intentionally – that all who did not attest would be conscripted before any of the groups were called up, and that only by attestation could the right of appeal be gained. The obvious result, beside the recruiting of all who sincerely meant to serve in case of need, was that the cowards took fright and flocked to attest, thinking that only thus could they obtain permission to appeal and in that manner escape military service. I myself had a canvasser visit me, who distinctly told me that if I did not attest I should be fetched among the first, and without the right of appeal. After listening to all he had to say I plainly told him that under no circumstances would I volunteer for war service. My employer also applied pressure, telling me that only by attestation could I hope to escape. I replied that if I refused to become a soldier, no power on earth could make me into one, to which uncompromising statement he replied, ‘No! but they can send you to prison.’ I gave him to understand that I was prepared to risk that contingency.


Yorkshireman Horace Eaton was also canvassed.


I well remember the Saturday afternoon when a gentleman called at our house for this purpose, and I had a long talk and discussion with him. I stated my willingness to join the RAMC for Red Cross service, if he could guarantee my entry into that branch, and that I should not be transferred to any other section. He said he should be able to manage that all right, but could not give any guarantee and so there the matter ended.


I was the only one on the staff of the firm by which I was employed who did not attest, and of course many were the remarks passed, and a black picture painted of what I should have to endure under conscription. My employer kindly allowed me absolute freedom in this matter and only wished to know my intentions, in order to make his plans for carrying on the business.


Quaker Howard Marten recalled the prevailing attitude to conscientious objectors.


I think people got the impression that it was only that people wouldn’t fight. It was something more than that: it was an objection to having one’s life directed by an outside authority.


As the First World War developed, the shortage of manpower rather indicated that there would be, at some time or other, a measure of conscription, and though I never had two minds about my personal position in the event of conscription, we did have a meeting of a limited number of friends and contacts of mine who were of similar views and we had to face, even at that stage, how far our views were consistent with an extreme attitude: that is were we prepared to adopt a pacifist position even to the point of being shot. We little realized at the time that it was going to come to that.


Mark Hayler worked in a reform school in Cheshire and objected on many grounds.


I claimed that in England there was an old tradition that a man had a right to stand on his own feet. It was a political attitude I suppose and I maintained it all the way through, although in my statement I took an ethical line, that was merely to bump up my case.


Eric Dott grew up in a comfortable middle-class home in Edinburgh.


I’m not quite so sure now but I did very much think at the time that this was the only way to help to prevent future wars, to register my protest as a CO that war was wrong and that I would take no part in it and hoping that in the future that view would prevail and perhaps future wars would be prevented by a growing number of COs until they couldn’t get enough soldiers to fight.


Eric had taken on board the ideals of both his mother and father.


In the first place my mother was a very earnest Christian and my first idea as the war was going on was that this was wrong, that it was unChristian and it was utterly wrong to take life. My father was increasingly a socialist and I think the war which he hated, which he looked upon as just a scramble for territory and wealth and markets, he looked upon as just an utterly immoral thing from that international socialist point of view, and I became increasingly interested in that. So at the time I was called up I had a sort of dual feeling, I still thought war was wrong as a Christian and therefore refused to go, but I also thought the war was a wicked war from a socialist point of view.


Fenner Brockway and Clifford Allen were both on the board of the No-Conscription Fellowship. Clifford Allen lost three stone in prison and died six months before the Second World War, weakened by his years in prison. Despite his stand as a conscientious objector, Clifford Allen was honoured with a peerage in 1932 and Fenner Brockway took his seat in the House of Lords in 1964.


Both Clifford Allen and I were inclined at that time (1915) to take an absolute pacifist view and to take the view that we were not merely resisting a conscription act but that we were witnessing for peace. And that it was an action not only against the war of 1914–18, but an action against war altogether. I may remark that both of us changed our philosophy later on in our lives, but that was our view then. There was a group that took the view that this action was against the conscription act. Some of them were inclined to be philosophically anarchistic, like C.H. Norman who supported resistance to conscription because it was an authoritarian state intervention with the individual. I would say the number who took that view were small. It wasn’t a matter of great debate and I don’t think it was a serious division.




CHAPTER 2


Conscription


They never dreamed there would be men who would defy the British Army. That was unthinkable; you might defy some native army, but you’d never defy the British Army.


Mark Hayler


The Military Service Act introducing conscription took effect on 2 March 1916. Harry Stanton remembered the surrounding publicity, including public hoardings lavishly spread with recruiting posters:


WILL YOU MARCH TOO


OR WAIT UNTIL MARCH 2?


Conscientious objectors felt the repercussions even before they fell into the hands of the military. Harold Blake was employed by a chemist in Northampton who knew his views.


Towards the end of March 1916, my employer told me that he thought the military authorities would not allow two qualified chemists to remain in one business, and as I had not attested and he had, he would probably be called to the colours and in that event he would close down the business. He then asked me whether I would prefer to await that event or to seek another situation at once. Seeing that my presence was undesirable because he considered that it jeopardized his prospects of exemption, I intimated to him that I would move on at once.


With conscription in place Mark Hayler also thought about moving on.


I thought of going on a farm but it was only releasing another man. There were odd ideas that the COs should get together and disappear. We met, the few of us who were COs in Warrington, met at the gasworks in the boiler house. There might have been eight or ten of us. How dedicated they were I don’t know, if the military had come down on us some would have gone into the army, as they did. But we decided that we would go to Scotland and we would live in the woods up there, it seems crazy when you think of it now, but it seemed to be a way to meet the immediate situation, to evade the military, and we wanted to evade the military as long as ever we could. The place that was chosen was somewhere up in Scotland, on a river and it was rather deep and the idea was to put a chain across that river, which when it was put down you couldn’t see, and if the military turned up we would cross the river and pull ourselves across on the chain. It seems really crazy when you think of it now. But when you’d burnt your boats as we had done it didn’t matter. Of course it never materialized, I think it was seen to be not practical, it was a happy idea, we were all very young and there was a bit of adventure about it.


Under the Military Service Act tribunals were established, showing a modicum of recognition for conscientious objectors. Although the Market Bosworth tribunal gave the members of the Atherstone Hunt complete exemption on the grounds that their occupation was indispensable (as were all hunt members on orders from the War Office), only a dozen conscientious objectors were given exemption. The military was always represented on the bench and Howard Marten voices the opinion of many COs in his condemnation of them.


The local tribunal was pretty hostile. They were men of not very great depth of vision or understanding, and although I wouldn’t say that I was a complete absolutist, a do-nothing, I wasn’t prepared to do anything under military direction, or to be exempted in a very restricted way.


Harold Blake, the Northampton chemist, was told at his tribunal:


‘Well Mr Blake we are quite convinced that you have a genuine conscientious objection.’ Here I inclined my head and quietly remarked, ‘Thank you’. The clerk proceeded, ‘But we think you ought to do something and we have therefore given you exemption from combatant service on the understanding that you become a dispenser in the RAMC.’


Harold was astounded. In his view combatant and non-combatant service both constituted the same thing – military service.


Therefore if I had proved conscientious objection to one, I had at the same time proved objection to the other and to give me exemption from one while denying it from the other was, IN PRACTICE, no exemption at all. Yet, it was a handsome bait, which, however, I was not tempted to swallow. It meant immediate rank as sergeant with pay and separation allowance for my wife on a comparatively liberal scale; also it meant that I should not be exposed to the dangers associated with the front line, but I would be located at a station where the duties I should have to perform would be to see that the work of dispensing was done satisfactorily and efficiently by the rank and file. All this flashed through my mind, but I stayed to hear no more, but rising from the chair I exclaimed indignantly, ‘I can’t accept it’, and then left the room and the building in disgust.


Scotsman Eric Dott had a supportive family but was alone among his immediate circle of friends in his conscientious objection to military service. He found outside support when he went to his tribunal in 1917.


I was very young and inexperienced and I was not in the least afraid but I was awfully shy of not knowing what to say and what to do and I was much relieved to find that at that tribunal there was a lady that I didn’t know in the least but I was told was there from the Society of Friends, and was there to be a friend to me during the tribunal for which I thanked her very much without having met her or known her at all. I just had to sit down and face these three officers and somehow when I look back on it now I didn’t take it terribly seriously, my chief concern really was, would I know what to do and say, rather like you might if called up before a set of your teachers and you didn’t quite know how to behave. It didn’t strike me in the way it was meant to strike me, not frightening or intimidating, no truly it wasn’t. For one thing they didn’t try to frighten or intimidate you but they tried to question, which is what they were there for, to see if I really was a conscientious objector and wasn’t just trying to dodge, that was their chief function because they weren’t there to try me in any sense to see what my punishment would be, they were there to assess whether I was truly a CO.


Tribunal members had certain routine questions, as Eric Dott remembers.


A favourite one was, ‘What would you do if your sister was threatened with rape by some German soldier?’ I answered to the effect that it had nothing to do with my being a CO against the war. I think I said I didn’t know what I’d do but it didn’t matter in the present context in the least what I would do, the thing was this was a protest against the war because the war was wrong.


I think my main reason was my original Christian one that I thought war was morally wrong and that to take life was against the Christian ethic, I don’t think I brought in the socialist ethic on that occasion.


They were very civil and very routine and they knew the kind of things I would say and were always perfectly polite, but they impressed upon me that all sorts of atrocities would happen if people did this, but I stuck to it that the war was all wrong, and that I couldn’t take any part in it whatever.


They tried to make me feel guilty, they said that this was a very wrong attitude altogether. And I said it was the only true attitude a true Christian could adopt.


Alfred Evans was born into a highly political family and when war broke out was an apprentice in a piano factory.


My father was an active trade unionist, president of his branch of the United Kingdom Society of Coachmakers at a time when it was dangerous to be associated with this society, for if found out he would have been subject to instant dismissal and to be blacklisted throughout his trade. He once asked me how I regarded him as a father and I said ‘good’ and he replied (and it was about the time of the miners’ strike in Tonypandy; Winston Churchill sent the troops down to Tonypandy and they were in danger of being shot down), ‘Then if I strike for a reasonable living for you and for your father, if you become a soldier it will be your business to shoot me down.’ I never forgot it.


The war came and at first I was willing on humanitarian grounds to join the RAMC (Royal Army Medical Corps). Accordingly in the early part of 1916 I appeared before a local tribunal to state my case and I was granted a certificate of exemption on condition that I joined the RAMC.


On 25 April 1916 I reported to a recruiting office in Ealing Broadway and saw a Lieutenant who asked for my exemption certificate and promptly tore it up. He then set an official document before me saying that I was to be put into the non-combatant corps and that I was to sign this paper and that I was told that I was not even to read it. I flatly refused to do this and he called the guard, two men and a corporal with fixed bayonets, and I was taken to Hounslow Barracks.


Conscientious objectors were deemed to be in the hands of the army once they were called up, and thus subject to military discipline. Therefore when they failed to respond to call-up papers the police came round to arrest them. Many COs, like Eric Dott, knew the local policeman.


He was very shy about it all because we all knew each other well and he said he was very sorry but he had come to arrest me because I hadn’t gone, so I was taken then and told to report at the nearest military centre, Glencorse. I was then given my liberty, and told that as long as I reported to this military centre I could go. And rather a little inconsistently I went to the military centre and they enrolled me and told me that I would have to go to a place in Fife near Kinghorn and join the forces there and I was a little bewildered what to do, so I walked home over the Pentland Hills and spent the night at home and then did go over to Kinghorn determined that when I got the first order from the military I would disobey it. In due course we were called out on parade in Kinghorn. I said I was not going because I was a CO and the sergeant was furious and he got absolutely blue in the face with astonishment and fury. And that was when the thing really started – I’d disobeyed an order and was sent to the guardroom under arrest.


Mark Hayler worked in a reform school in Cheshire. He was sensitive to the predicament of his boss, the governor.


Now all the boys there came through police courts and my case would go through a police court and the governor said to me, ‘I don’t care what views you hold but don’t let yourself be arrested on these premises because all the boys here come through the police courts.’ So I said, ‘Look here I’ll promise you that they’ll never arrest me here, I shall be away, I’m watching things very carefully.’ Well in Newton-le-Willows the military there knew of me because I was the only CO in Newton-le-Willows. There were some in Warrington and by that time they knew there was a growing opposition and I think it got out from the school to somebody or other, probably the governor himself said ‘I’ve got a man like that in my school’. I knew that if I went to the railway station to get a ticket I wouldn’t get anywhere because they would have arrested me as soon as I got there, but I said to the governor, ‘I won’t allow myself to be arrested here.’


So his attitude was a very friendly one and so was the head schoolmaster, although none of them had any sympathy with my viewpoint but they knew that I would carry out what I’d decided. I disappeared that morning and cycled to Rugby, stayed the night there and then cycled onto London.


On Good Friday, which was the next day, they arrested me. I noticed a policeman came up the garden path, and of course I knew all about it. My people never worried about situations, it’s curious they knew there was nothing else to do. The policeman came in and he arrested me there.


Although conscientious objectors were dubbed ‘cowards and shirkers’, Mark Hayler certainly did not attempt to run any further.


My feeling was that I must not put him in a difficult position. He had his job to do and I had mine and if I was sort of caught in the act I didn’t have any choice and there was no point. I said to him, ‘Well let me finish this map that I’m busy on and I’ll come down to the station this afternoon.’ But he wasn’t letting me escape, he had orders to arrest me and he couldn’t do anything else.


Once they were in the hands of the army, the uniform was a potent symbol of military jurisdiction which Harold Bing put on under protest.


I didn’t think there was any point in having a physical struggle about it or anything of that kind and simply provoking the NCO unnecessarily. He was merely carrying out his orders, and so I put on the uniform under protest and of course it saved wearing out and getting my own clothes dirty.


Harold Blake took his protest somewhat further.


I was asked the size of my boot and gave it, and was then directed to remove one of them. This I did but when required to put on an army boot, I quietly but firmly refused. Then commenced a period of rough handling when the soldiers forced on boots and other articles of army dress. Having satisfied themselves that they had effected some sort of a fit, they turned their attention to packing a kit bag with a complete soldier’s kit, and I, finding myself freed from their hands, quickly reached the outside of the boots and tunic. The completion of this manoeuvre being observed, I was the recipient of another violent outburst of filthy invective which might well have made the stoutest heart quake. Two soldiers each seized an arm and held it outstretched horizontally while the heavy kit bag was hung on my back with the cord pressing hard upon my throat, and the tunic, trousers, overcoat and boots were thrown over my arms. Loaded in this manner I was dragged and pushed back to the guardroom – a distance of about 200 yards – by the two soldiers who held my arms, and pushed from behind by a third. The pressure of the cord of the kit bag round my throat was causing suffocation, and as I felt consciousness slipping from me, I commenced involuntarily to struggle and effected the partial release of one arm, which was quickly utilized in the direction of removing the obstruction to my respiration, by inserting a finger under the cord. But in doing this I stumbled and fell, and while on the ground I was treated to a volley of kicking from heavy army boots aimed at whatever part of my anatomy presented the best target, the practical assault being reinforced by the inevitable storm of foul abuse.


An hour later Harold Blake was forcibly dressed again.


They rapidly stripped me of all clothing, and then commenced to replace it by army dress. The actions were accompanied by voluminous abuse, and from their manner, I formed the opinion that they strongly disliked the task which had been assigned to them. One of these sergeants had been sent home from the war front being wounded in the hand, and during the dressing comedy he showed me his badly battered hand and remarked, ‘I’ve nearly lost my hand fighting for you, and now you won’t do your bit.’ In reply to this I said ‘No! not for me. I neither ask nor accept such a service from any man.’


While putting on Blake’s trousers the two sergeants discovered they had been trying to force two legs into one trouser leg and the ice broke.


The rest of the dressing process was carried out without further abuse, but to the accompaniment of quite a friendly conversation, and when, after the two sergeants had finished their task upon me, I asked them if they would shake hands as a sign of the absence of animosity, they complied with a right good will.


Blake was subsequently court martialled and sentenced to six months hard labour.


George Frederick Dutch, a Quaker, also refused to put on a uniform.


The Major was very unpleasant, hectoring. He said, ‘Well all I can say is that in my opinion conscientious objection is just another name for arrant cowardice.’ He said, ‘Take him away. Don’t put a rag on him, he’s got to dress himself.’ And of course the NCOs did as they were told. I was taken back and they stripped me of my own clothing and put the uniform down beside me and said, ‘Now you’ve got to put it on.’ I said, ‘Well I will not put it on.’ They said, ‘All right you’ve got to sit there.’


George was then left alone in his tent.


I sat there for a day or two and the whole camp was interested. Everybody knew what was going on. Soldiers used to come and say, ‘Go on, stick it boy, stick it if it kills you.’ The Major was very much disliked and I can understand that. I can see what type of person he was. Not only the officers, but the men, didn’t like him, and he must have noticed it because after a day or two suddenly my tent was taken up and taken right up on top of the cliff overlooking the sea. This was in November and it was pretty cold, misty weather. And I was taken up there and my uniform put beside me again by the tent pole and just to make things worse they rolled the tent walls up so that the wind came right into the tent, all round and I could sit there and freeze. Which I did. And the orders were that nobody was to come near me. The Major noticed the other men coming in, you see and the orders were that nobody was to go near me until I dressed and came down. Well I didn’t dress and I didn’t go down and I stayed there and I’m not quite sure how long it was, but I think it must have been at least ten days and nights in just my singlet and pants and socks. Just sitting like that in the tent, and before I’d been there many hours I was frozen right through with exposure, so that I didn’t feel a lot, I was just insensitive. I could be an ordinary soldier by the Major’s order if I would put on the uniform and go down, which I would not do and the order was that nobody was to go near me – and they didn’t go near me, even NCOs didn’t come again. I just sat there, day and night, just set my teeth to stick whatever came.


Finally the doctor intervened and he was taken inside.


Many conscientious objectors who applied to tribunals for exemption from military service were offered non-combatant duties, and there were 3,300 conscientious objectors who served in the NCC during the First World War. Horace Eaton was one of them. After the war he compiled his memoirs from a diary kept at the time.


The question often recurred to my mind as to whether I could not do something for the wounded and suffering. So I took up a course of training in the St John’s Ambulance and attempted to join the RAMC through the recruiting office at Bradford, but without success – seeing I had not passed an examination. Before the session was over, conscription became law, and I was bound to make a decision one way or another. It was the greatest crisis in my life, and only those called upon to face a similar issue or problem can realize the terrible weight of responsibility one felt, and above all the anxiety to do that which was Right.


It was at this point that there appeared to be something lacking in the church where I had been taught the ideals to which I was seeking to remain true. We had no organization to help us in our stand against war and conscription, and this was an experience of disappointment and trial. One could not even claim that in our tenets as a church we were against all war. Thus what should have been some support to us was missing – and I believe only the Society of Friends are clear upon this matter as a body. So many in the Christian Church supported the war and in fact some ministers and members were very good recruiting agents.


Horace went before a tribunal in March 1916 and was given exemption from combatant duties. He appealed against the decision and asked to be allowed to join the Friends Ambulance Unit, but this was turned down.


A non-combatant corps had been formed by the military authorities for conscientious objectors – and it was understood at first their duties would be to bury the dead on the battlefields and other unpleasant tasks in the trenches. So here was another big problem! Should I refuse all service to the country in which I had been brought up and thus be sent to prison – or should I undertake non-combatant duties?


For over a fortnight I pondered on the matter, but could not definitely decide which was the right path for me to take. Much of my time was spent out of doors – chiefly in Horton Park – as I was liable to arrest any day, as I was an absentee. Here I also met other COs in a similar position – and we shall not easily forget those days during our present lifetime.


However, I seemed to be led to the conclusion that the right way was to undertake any service I could conscientiously perform – which would not take the life or assist to take the life of another. So accordingly I called at the Bradford Recruiting Office on Friday 16 June.


Horace was sent to Richmond Castle with the Non-Combatant Corps.


Many conscientious objectors were sent to Richmond who refused to do anything, or to put on khaki. Although I had not quite the attitude as these young fellows, yet I admired their courageous stand, and attitude against the bullying methods of militarism. The methods adopted to try and make these young fellows into non-combatants or soldiers often made one’s blood boil with indignation. We hear talk of Prussian militarism and all its inhuman treatment – but it appeared to me that all militarism was pretty much the same. One young fellow who refused to put on khaki was stripped and left on the parade ground with only a shirt on, for a good while. Two NCC chaps took off their caps to him as a sign of their admiration – and one said, ‘Stick it lad’. A captain overheard the remark and ordered his arrest under DORA (Defence of the Realm Act) and he was put in prison for fourteen days. I have seen several of them kicked about – pushed along and kicked on the heels to try and make them march. One fine looking fellow was brought in on Tuesday 26 June by two soldiers handcuffed, and a very heavy kit bag containing all his things – and heavy boots were fastened about his neck – nearly choking him. He was pushed about and finally put in the cold cells where he nearly collapsed.


In the autumn of 1916 Horace Eaton recorded the fate of another CO.


We were very sorry to learn that one S. Cooper of Leeds who had been a member of our corps, had gone insane. At Richmond he refused to do anything and I understand was rather badly treated. His case was brought up in the House of Commons and I remember one of the officers being rather upset about the matter. This young fellow broke down with rheumatic fever and as he was pulling round again, he was sent on to us, into such rough conditions, and just as the winter was settling in. He seemed to improve a little – but always hobbled about with a stick and to us he appeared a physical wreck. Later he was sent on to Sheffield Hospital for medical examination – and they pronounced him fit for general service. What a ridiculous decision! He was probably a marked man – seeing his case was so much well known. After this he appeared somewhat strange in manner – and on the Friday as he was going on leave for the weekend – he said goodbye to some of our fellows and remarked he would not see them again. On the Saturday afternoon a telegram came to hand from his father – that the son had gone insane.


Thirty-one conscientious objectors are known to have gone insane as a result of their treatment.


While Horace Eaton’s life in the NCC was punctuated by these dramatic incidents, the men’s day-to-day work was to perform menial tasks in support of the combatant forces. They built an aerodrome and helped the Royal Engineers to build some stables at Darlington.
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