
When Britain entered the War, it had a small army of regular troops supported by
reservists. France, Russia and Germany all had some form of compulsory military
service. In August 1914, there was a call for 100,000 new volunteers. Posters and
adverts appealing to patriotic pride appeared everywhere. All men aged between
19 and 30 were asked to volunteer for the Army and Navy.
In Plymouth, there were open-air recruiting meetings. Venues included Hawkers
Avenue, Prince Rock Tram Terminus, Cattedown Road, Hyde Park Corner and ‘the
back of the Market’. Leading local figures, like Waldorf Astor MP and Councillor
Isaac Foot, made speeches urging men to enlist. In November 1914, Emmeline
Pankhurst, leader of the Suffragettes, spoke at the Plymouth Guildhall, telling men
to uphold the honour of Britain and asking women to get their menfolk to join up.
By September, 500,000 men had enlisted nationwide. By the end of January 1915,
the total had risen to over one million. To maintain the flow, height limits were reduced
and, by May 1915, the upper age limit had been raised to 40 years. The fitness
requirement was also reconsidered; at first, only about one in three volunteers
was passed fit for active service, with about four in ten turned down as unfit.

During the last few months of 1914, the local papers
printed many letters about recruitment. A man too old to
volunteer suggested a ‘Dad’s Army’ for home defence - and
a Plymouth Defence Force was soon set-up. A 17-year old
argued “young blood is good”, and could not understand
why he had to wait until his eighteenth birthday to join-up.
An anonymous woman wrote urging all women and girls to
take their “...lover, husband or brother” to the recruiting
office.

To encourage more volunteers, those responsible for
paying ‘outrelief’ to the poor withheld making payments to
men of military age. In response to a call for a further
300,000 men, Plymouth had hoped to provide at least

1200 more. By the end of May 1915, the local total had
passed 1900, with 1135 joining the ‘5th Devons’. In some
cases, groups of men from the same line of work enlisted
together, including 58 Plymouth policemen and 55 tramway
workers. Among the 49 local men that joined the
Sportsman Battalion of the Middlesex Regiment were
players from Plymouth Argyle and Plymouth Albion.

There were recruiting offices on Old Town Street,
Plymouth, and at Granby Barracks, Devonport, and the
local paper published daily totals for each office. During
1915 it was clear that volunteer numbers were falling,
sometimes to just two or three new recruits a day.
Conscription to the Army would soon follow.

Kitchener’s Call
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Kitchener’s Recruits in Plymouth, c.1914
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Royal Irish Reserves on Lockyer Street, August 1914
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Sherwood Foresters return from a route march to Cattedown School, August 1914
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‘Rally Round the Flag’
Recruitment Poster, 1915
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During the Great War, soldiers from across the British Empire were fighting or
supporting military action on many different Fronts. The colonial interests of
countries like Britain, France and Germany were at their strongest in 1914. Many
world maps of the period were famously coloured ‘pink’ to show the extent of the
British Empire across the world.
The large self-governing British Dominions could choose to send their troops in
support of the King and the ‘Mother Country’. Canada, South Africa, Australia and
New Zealand all did so. India followed suit. Yet more volunteers stepped forward
from Britain’s colonies in Africa and the Caribbean.
Because of its relatively safe geographical position, Plymouth had been designated
as a port for the embarkation and disembarkation of troops by sea. At different
times, and in different circumstances, large numbers of Empire troops passed
through Plymouth. The tide began in October 1914, with the Canadian Expeditionary
Force, followed by South African soldiers.

Because of the German submarine threat, the convoy of
over thirty ships carrying the Canadian Expeditionary Force
was diverted from Southampton to Plymouth. The surprise
arrival of the 1st Canadian Army began at 7am on
14 October 1914; there were some 32,000 men, 7679
horses, 127 field guns, vehicles, ammunition and more.
Plymothians flocked to the Hoe to cheer.

Some Canadians came ashore at Keyham, others at Millbay
Docks. The horses were kept on the Brickfields at Devonport.
On 18 October, the Canadian troops paraded on the Hoe -
but in a matter of days they had been loaded on to 90
special trains and sent to Salisbury Plain. The first South
African troops arrived on the Kildonan Castle later that month.

A battalion of the newly formed British West Indies
Regiment arrived in January 1916. Other Empire troops to
pass through included soldiers from the Indian Army and
men from the Australian and New Zealand Army Corps
(ANZACs). The troopships that arrived in Plymouth on 10
June 1917 included the liner SS Corinthic, carrying soldiers
from New Zealand.

Some arrivals by sea were wounded men, including
ANZACs back from Gallipolli in 1915. After the War there
were the departures. In 1918, Australian troops left Millbay
to join the hospital ship SS Soudan and, in July 1919, yet
more Australian ex-servicemen and war-workers sailed on
the SS Bahia Castle.

Colonial Troops in Plymouth
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Australian Recruitment Poster, c.1914
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Australian troops arrive by passenger tender at Millbay Docks, 1915
Image: Doidge’s Annual 1916 / Chris Robinson

Indian Soldiers at Millbay Docks, 1915
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As the War progressed, there was growing public ill-feeling against
men who had not obviously volunteered for military service. At
best, such men might be called ‘shirkers’, at worst, they were seen
as cowards.
Any seemingly fit man seen on the street and not in uniform was
in danger of being taken to task by a passing stranger. The worst
insult of all was to be presented with a white feather - a symbol of
cowardice. This was particularly cruel on injured soldiers and sailors
back from the War. As a result, wounded men were issued with a
distinctive pale blue hospital uniform. Silver badges were given out
to those discharged as a result of their wounds.
Some men, like coal miners, were doing jobs that were considered
vital to the war effort. These jobs were the ‘Reserved Occupations’,
requiring skills that were not easily replaced. Locally, this applied to
the thousands of men working in the Naval Dockyard at Devonport.
All the same, there was still some bad feeling towards these
workers, so they too were issued with ‘On War Service’ badges.
Left without badges were workers in many other still important
trades and occupations. The same was true of those men who had
volunteered for military service but had been turned down as unfit.

At a recruiting event at Plymouth’s Millbay, in October 1915,
it was claimed “that there were many men in the Dockyard
wearing war badges who could enlist if they desired to do so.”
There was much local support for this view; a letter to the
paper suggested that thousands of young men in the
Dockyard could be dispensed with and their work given to
older men. The writer suggested ‘Yardees’ were “‘piling’ up fat
bank balances” and “...priding themselves on doing their
bit under the refuge of a war badge”. It also questioned
why workers in other important local trades were still seen
as ‘shirkers’ with “...no badge, no insignia or glory”.

Letters followed to remind readers of the important work
that Dockyard workers were doing, “winning their
distinctions on British soil instead of the Continent.” It was
said hundreds of Dockyard men had asked to enlist but
were refused because they were already serving the King.
It was also true to say that if they left their job voluntarily
and the War ended, there was no guaranteed job to return to.

Many apprentices who wanted to volunteer were turned
down too. However, in July 1915, the call went out for
watchmakers and jewellers to make scientific instruments
and “all available blacksmiths”. Also needed were cycle
makers and electrical trade wire workers.

The ‘Dock Yardees’
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Ship Fitting Shop, Devonport Dockyard, c.1910
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White Feather - a symbol of cowardice

Silver War Badge
- from September 1916
for honourable discharge

Admiralty Badge, 1914
for Naval Dockyard workers

Women Munitions Workers
Badge, from May 1916

Women War workers in the Electrical Engineers Department, Devonport Dockyard, April 1918 - over 100 women pictured
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Pale Blue Uniform for the Wounded
- Black Cat Cigarettes Card



Until 1916, Britain's armed forces were still composed
entirely of volunteers. However, by mid-1915, the
number of men coming forward was falling fast. With the
War continuing and losses mounting, more men were
needed. About two million British men were not yet in
military service. The Government decided that
conscription was the only answer.

The hotly debated Military Service Act came into force
on 2 March 1916. From this date, most single men
between the ages of 18 and 41 years were considered to
be in the military and could be called-up to fight at any
time. A second Act in May 1916 included married men
and a third, in 1918, raised the upper age limit to 51.

Unlike the other warring nations, Britain included a
system of exemptions. This applied to the medically
unfit, clergymen and those doing vital War work.
Conscientious Objectors - men who objected to fighting
on moral grounds - were also exempted. It is estimated
that around 1 million men thought they should be
excused military service and, across the country, local
tribunals heard appeals from those who believed they
should not have to fight.

The appeal tribunals were mostly unsympathetic; as was
the view of the majority of the British public. Most
families had someone serving in the Forces and ‘doing
their bit’, and, by 1916, most would have known
someone who had been killed.

CONSCRIPTIONCONSCRIPTION
Conscientious Objectors were unpopular - WWI Postcard
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TOP: Volunteer or Appeal
ABOVE: Apply for Certificate of Exemption
- Military Service Act 1916
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Among the grounds for appeal was that a man's work was important, there was no
one else to do it, or a business might fail and jobs could be lost as a result of call-
up. Local firms could appeal on behalf of their employees, and farmers on behalf
of their sons. Even if the tribunal agreed, some exemptions were short term - until
a suitable replacement worker was found.
Through a scheme called ‘Substitution’, local Recruiting Officers held a list of men
who were not fit for military service or were too old, along with details of their
skills. These men could be called upon as replacements, and there were new
opportunities for women to take on jobs traditionally done by men. Firms also had
to post a list of existing employees and their jobs outside of their business
premises, for public inspection.
Nationwide, about 16,000 men had religious or moral objections to war. These were
known as Conscientious Objectors, COs for short - nicknamed ‘Conchies’. Some
accepted non-fighting jobs at the Front, as ambulance drivers and stretcher
bearers. Some though had a deeply held religious belief that it was wrong to take
up weapons and fight a war. A second group, mostly thought to be anti-war
revolutionaries, had failed in their appeal but simply refused to wear uniform or
take any part. ‘Conchies’ were not popular.

Plymouth’s attitude to ‘Conchies’ mirrored the rest of the
country. An early problem was what to do with two COs who
worked for Plymouth Corporation; one, a teacher, helpfully
resigned from his job. The local mood worsened when
hundreds of ‘Conchies’ were sent to Dartmoor. Although
conditions there were fairly basic, there were clearly grounds
for growing public ill-feeling. The MP for Devonport raised the
subject in Parliament. He claimed the COs were eating better
than soldiers at the Front, and suggested the men were work-
shy, ill-disciplined and given too much leave to do what they
liked. It was claimed some had motorbikes and others were
given free railway passes to visit families. Complaints about
COs wearing hats and coats when working outdoors were
more extreme.

On 25 August 1917, the angry mood of a public meeting held
at Plymouth Guildhall reflected a “strong resentment at the
liberty and privileges allowed to a large number of law
breakers at Princetown, who have refused to perform their
duty to their King and country, and are now permitted to
shirk work and annoy the law abiding inhabitants of the
district...” One speaker recognised that some COs had a deep
held belief that should be respected, but added that 90%
were disloyal anarchists. Another commented, “We have said
good-bye to the convicts who kept the prison clean; but they
have been replaced by vermin who have made it foul.” To
loud cheers, one man said that they should all be shot. Mr Riley,
a local minister, was shouted down when he tried to voice a
slightly more sympathetic view. A glass of water was thrown
over him as he left!
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Mood in Plymouth

Many people considered ‘Conchies’ as traitors or cowards.
Non-combatant COs at the Front, or those at home doing
jobs of national importance, were one thing. A bigger
problem was what to do with the rest; especially men who
simply refused to go to war. In May 1916, it was decided
that these ‘Conchies’ should no longer to be kept in military
custody and, instead, they were sent to ordinary prisons.
Dartmoor Prison, just north of Plymouth at Princetown,
became a special ‘Work Centre’ in March 1917.

To make room, convicts were transferred to other prisons,
with some given early release to fight. Their places were
taken by up to 1000 ‘Conchies’. Most were given jobs to do
in and around the Prison, with groups of 40 men employed
working the Dartmoor fields and building a road. The prison
warders became ‘Instructors’. The cells were not locked
and, when not working, ‘Conchies’ could come and go as
they wished - a cause of much local resentment.

‘Conchies’ at Dartmoor

“Sunday on Dartmoor” - ‘Conchies’ out on the Moor, 1917-18
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COs in Princetown, 1917-18 - the men were free it come and go from the Prison when not working
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COs at the Dartmoor Work Centre pose with tools, 1917-18
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