In this essay I will be looking at life of a conscientious objector in ww1. How they were treated, what their experiences where, where they all treated the same, what roles they could take up, where the authorities tolerant of them.
I’m going to start my essay with a quote from Siegfried Sassoon 1917. Who was an English poet, writer and Captain in the Miliary, serving with the Welsh fusslers. Sassoon went from writing romantic poetry to, detailed war poems, writing of life in the trenches, mangled limbs, rotting bodies, the filth. While serving on the western front, he became none for his “suiedsdle bravery “, which earnt him the military cross. But after the death of his good friend David Thomas, Sassoon struggled with his grief. After having gastric fever and some convalescent leave, Sassoon refused to return to duty. After being encouraged by some pacifist friends, he wrote a letter to his commanding officer titled. “Finished with the War, a soldier’s declaration”. His letter was also sent to the press and read out in the house of commons. Instead of being court marshalled he was sent to Craiglockhart war hospital and treated for shell shock. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Jean Moorcroft Wilson, Siegfried Sassoon – The journey from the Trenches, Routledge, 2003, pg 1-7 
] 


“The conscientious objector is a brave man. He will be remembered as one of the few noble actors in this world drama when the impartial historian of the future sums up the history of this awful war”. By Siegfried Sassoon.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The Courage of Cowards-The Untold Stories of First World War Conscientious Objectors, Karyn Burnham, Pen & Sword History, 2014, opening page.] 


As World War One progressed the enthusiasm to fight started to wane, the government realised that they were running out of new recruits and had lost high numbers on the battle grounds. They also realised that there were still many men that hadn’t “joined up voluntary”. So, in January 1916 the British government passed the Military Service Act (conscription), which meant any single men aged between 18 and 40 years old could be called into military service, unless you lived in Ireland as they were exempted from the Act. Some where exempted, widowed with children, religious minsters, and married men, although this changed in May 1916, and married men could be called up, also the age was also later raised to 51 years old.  Men had till the 2nd of March to enlist or apply for an exemption. There were around 16,000 conscientious objectors.
 Military Service Tribunals were established, these were made of local men with high class professions and military officers, their job was to look at applications to see who qualified for exemption. Most of the tribunals took very aggressive views, those who objected had to go to appeal tribunals which they would have to appeal in public, not an easy process. The Tribunals would try to break them, as this where the men had to show/prove their beliefs, religious, political or morals views, in why they couldn’t/wouldn’t take up arms or fight. They pushed them with questions on different scenario’s, to try and get them to admittee they would fight back or take up a weapon, so would be able to go and fight, but most stuck to their beliefs. Once they had been to the Military tribunal, they were either granted total exemption or conditional exemption, conditional was on agreement they went on to serve their country in some way, many joining the FAU. Those who didn’t get exempted and refused to do any work to support the war effort, faced a very difficult choice, either join up or stand by your convictions and face being arrested. [footnoteRef:3]                                                                                                                                   [3:  https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C10890         ] 

Conscientious objectors were made up of different men who didn’t want to take up arms or fight, for several reasons, religious as one of the commandments was “you shall not kill”, moral, ethical, and political. Depending on your reasons and wither you would support the war effort in other ways, depended on were you went and how you were treated.  
The Library of the Religious Society of Friends (The Quakers) had formed The Friends Ambulance Unit in 1914, they where against taking a life, due to their religious beliefs, but wanted to do their part to help the war effort. The FAU (Friends Ambulance Unit) had two sections, the Home service section and Foreign service section. The Home service had their headquarters in London, from there they purchased food and dispatched it, along with medical supplies and petrol. They also drove doctors, nurses, dressers and orderlies to hospitals and other places they were needed. Other rolls they took on was dealing with tradesmen, applicants for service, delivering correspondence and parcels to the front line. The Foreign service worked on Ambulance trains that went to the front to pick up the wounded from casualty clearing stations and transport them pack to hospitals. Driving ambulances in convoys to the front lines, where the trains didn’t go, hospital ships. There work was vital in the war effort, it was dangerous and hard. Some conscientious objectors choose to work in the FAU, as they wanted to, do their part for their country, just didn’t want to take up arms or kill. In 1916 the General service section was formed, as a direct result of the Military Service Act, it formed part of the Home service, but was for conscientious objectors who didn’t want to due to personal reasons or qualify to join the FAU. They went to work in a variety of place, from agricultural, forestry, flour mills, food factories, surgical appliances, construction, education, as well as working for the Friends’ war victim’s relief committee, their emergency committee and the Y.M.C.A. These were all important roles and showing support for their country in its time of need, so they were treated a lot better, than the ones that refused to do anything.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  http://quaker.adlibhosting.com/Details/archive/110000020] 

Others choose to join the NCC (Non - Combat Corps) these were still Military units, and they wore army uniform and followed army discipline, but didn’t have to fight. There duties were to provide physical labour, cleaning, building, loading and un-loading, but not munitions. They received less pay than “regular” soldiers and were referred to by some of the press as, ‘Pick and Shovel Brigade’ and ‘No-Courage Corps’. They were also held in a lower esteem by the British Society. But in 1919 Winston Churchill, who at the time was Secretary of State for War, stated that members of the NCC “must be regarded as soldiers, and not conscientious objectors”. 
The conscientious objectors that totally refused to have anything to do with the war effort, were the ones that really had it hard, most of these were political. They were arrested put into prison and sent to different parts of the country away from there families.  Some were sent to prisons, others to camps, some of these being NCC camps that had been set up, if they didn’t obey orders, they would be court-martial. [footnoteRef:5] [5: https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p01xl7mk ] 

Richmond Castle was one of the NCC camps. Anyone that refused to obey orders were severely treated, they were put in small, cold, damp cells, one punishment was only being given bread and water for serval days. Forced to march, two soldiers would stand either side and force the man’s arms up and down, push them to walk forward, then take them round an assault course, throwing them round it, pushing them over high walls, dragging them around. By the end many were in a bad way, bleeding, dazed, breathing heaving, bruised. Then it would start again the next day. All this was done the park in front of the public, even some family members witnessed this. 
In May 1916 Companies of NCC men were being sent out to France, they came from camps across England and Wales. They carried out work behind the lines, in a non-combat role. It was when a group from Richmond castle camp were sent out, that 16 absolutes got sent out to France. From the research I managed to do, no evidence could be found, to say if they got sent out by accident or on purpose. But when they did arrive out there, they still refused to obey orders, they were given 24hrs to change their mind and obey. When they still didn’t, they were court-martial. The army put them on a big platform and ordered hundreds of NCC soldiers to stand round and witness the 16 reviving their sentences. These were read out to each man, “death by firing squad”, after a pause the sentence was changed to 10 years hard labour. By the end of May another 19 received the same treatment.
Dr Megan Leyland historian for English-Heritage, wrote it was possible that some members of the war office and some field commanders, wanted to shoot them to make examples of them, but the government didn’t intend it to go this far. The Prime Minster Asquith did give a “secret order to the Commander-in-chief, Sir Douglas Haig, that no conscientious objector in France was to be shot for refusing to obey orders”. It’s believed that Asquith kept this order secret till after the men’s sentences to be shot were given, so to deter others from seeking exemption from military service. Within days of this the 16 men were sent back to England. But not long after another 19 men went through the same thing, before that ended. There harsh treatment didn’t end, and conscientious objectors were still sent out to France through the NCC. [footnoteRef:6] [6:  https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/richmond-castle/history-and-stories/richmond-sixteen/] 

The 35 that were sentenced to 10 years hard labour, were sent to prisons in different parts of the UK. Here they joined others who had refused to have anything to do with supporting the war effort. But with the prisons becoming overcrowded and reports of serious ill treatment of conscientious objectors. William Brace MP and Under-Secretary in the Home Office, set up “work camps” for them to be sent to.  When you look at the Richmond 16, most of them were sent to Dyce work camp in Aberdeen Scotland. This was opened in August 1916, most came from England, away from there families. The work was classed as “national importance”. It was in a quarry and the work was breaking up granite rock by hand to make chips, that was used to build roads, they lived in tents that were, exposed to the elements, exacerbated by the cold, wet weather, the tents were damp and there was mud everywhere. Ramsay MacDonald MP and future Prime Minister visited the camp not long after it opened. He reported back to the House of Commons what he saw. The poor conditions in which they lived and worked in, but also noticed how completely unsuitable the men were for the kind of heavy work they were doing. Most had been teachers, clerks, shop owners, and other “indoor jobs”. They didn’t have the physique for this work, also the ill treatment they received in prison had also left them weaker. 
Walter Roberts arrived at Dyce in late August. He struggled both physically and mentally with the 10 hours a day working in the bad weather, then going back to a cold, damp wet tent and bed. He wrote regular letters home to his mum. He soon started to feel unwell, he had a developed a fever and cough. The village doctor was called, he said it was just a chill and he’d soon be fine. The next day while all the men were out working, Walter fell out of bed trying to reach a glass of water, he laid for hours on the cold, wet muddy floor, drifting in and out of consciousness. The doctor was called again, and this time realised his condition was much more serious and suspected pneumonia, he said Walter was to ill to move to the hospital tent, and that he would arrange for him to be taken by ambulance to the Royal Infirmary the next day. Walter Roberts died before it got there. His death caused a national outcry, the Government sent the Scottish Medical Officer to inspect. His finding was that all the time the weather was dry the camp was ok, but with winter coming then things would change. Walter’s death, poor conditions, bad management, and conflict between political and religious beliefs of the men, all bought the end of the camp, which was closed by the end of October 1916.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  The Courage of Cowards-The Untold Stories of First World War Conscientious Objectors, Karyn Burnham, Pen & Sword History, 2014] 

The Aberdeen Daily Journal reported the death of Walter Roberts on page 3, then on page 4 under the headline “Dyce Humbugs”. Had an article that was very anti conscientious objectors, it basically said they should think them selves lucky, as good men were living in trenches in horrid conditions, fighting and dying for their country.
There were the ladies who gave out white feathers, to any man not in a uniform that fit the age for fighting for there country. This became rather controversial, as many of the women gave feathers to soldiers who would be home on leave, and wearing there civvy clothes, also you had men that were not medically able to go to war. So, the giving out of white feathers only happened in some areas and didn’t really last to long. 
Conscientious objectors came from so many different walks of life, with a range of different beliefs. Which meant they were treated differently depending on the way they went. The ones who wanted to still do their part to help the war effort, but just didn’t believe in taking a life, were treated much more fairly, and were excepted back into there communities better after the war, as most of them had served with the FAU or NCC, some had been close to the front line, helping with casualties and other things. The ones treated badly are the ones who refused to have anything to do the war effort, they were physically and mentally abused, most of these were political objectors. These were given a really hard time right from the start and even after the war ended, some of these still couldn’t go back to the life they had before the war, as they faced hostility from their local communities and employers, so many moved away. All conscientious objectors weren’t realised/demobbed till after all the other soldiers who fought were, so these could find jobs first.  With the publicity surrounding the Richmond sixteen men, became more known, they way they were treated, what they went through and the dramatic lengths they were prepared to go through to uphold what they believed in. Attitudes did slowly start to change.  
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