Conchies Road

Princetown Car Park (5X589734; parking charge) for a five
mile walk, mainly on moorland tracks, focussing on the experience of the conscientious objectors
held at Princetown.

Who were the conchies?

At the beginning of WW1 there were around 730,000 men in the army; after 20,000 casualties in
the first two weeks of the war, compulsory call-up looked increasingly likely. The No-Conscription
Fellowship, set up in 1915, campaigned to ensure that the Conscription Act (March 1916) included
a “conscience clause” establishing the right to claim exemption from military service (Figure 1).

Conscientious objectors (COs) were required to attend a tribunal to have their claims assessed . But
it was left to local councils to choose the people who sat on the panels, and they tended to select
people like themselves: a mixed bunch of middle class professionals, with few qualifications for the
task. Each panel also contained an army representative who naturally wanted as many recruits as
possible (Figure 2).

Some conscientious objectors (COs) were absolutists who were opposed to any form of service that
supported the war; some were non-combatants who were prepared to accept call-up into the army,
as long as they did not have to handle weapons; others were alternativists, who were prepared to
undertake alternative civilian work not under military control. Accordingly there were three main
types of exemption (see diagram below): absolute exemption, exemption from combatant service
only, or exemption conditional on carrying out so-called “work of national importance” (Figure 3).
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In their first six months the tribunals heard almost 750,000 cases, but only +16,000 men were
registered as conscientious objectors, and only a handful of these received full exemption. +4,500
were exempted on condition of doing civilian 'work of national importance', such as farming,
forestry or social service and +7,000 were conscripted into the specially-created Non-Combatant
Corps. Those whose claim was rejected were forced into main army regiments, and in addition



many absolutists and alternativists were forcibly enlisted in the NCC (Non-Combatant Corps),
where they were subject to army discipline. Those who refused to serve were formally charged and
court-martialled, often facing harsh punishment and imprisonment (Figure 4).

Princetown Work Centre

In June 1916, the Government introduced a scheme to reduce the numbers of conscientious
objectors in prison. Imprisoned COs had their cases reviewed by the Central Tribunal, and those
believed to be genuine were offered admission to the so-called Home Office Scheme. This entailed
agreeing to perform civilian work under the control of a new civilian committee (the Brace
Committee) in specially created Work Centres/Work Camps. Refusal to accept the Scheme meant
remaining in prison to complete the sentence, then returning to the Army, where renewed
disobedience would lead to another court-martial and another prison sentence.

One of the Work Centres established under the Home Office Scheme was at Princetown. Originally
built for French prisoners from the Napoleonic wars, the prison housed convicts from 1850 to 1916,
when they were dispersed to make way for about 1,000 COs in the newly renamed “Princetown
Work Centre”.

The idea was that COs would make a contribution equivalent to that made by soldiers, so the work
they undertook was deliberately hard. +200 of them were put to work inside the prison walls. The
rest were sent out to the moors, to work on land clearance, farming, quarrying or road building for
nine or ten hours a day (Figure 5). According to one inmate, “You had to be fit to stand it. There
were many older men and men with worries at home for whom it was very difficult. Those who
weren't strong suffered—you slept on boards with only a thin mattress. And there was almost no
medical treatment.” In one notorious case, a young man named Harry Firth died after being sent to
work on the open moor despite having pneumonia.

Nonetheless, conditions were an improvement on what the COs had previously endured in prison,
with unlocked rooms instead of solitary confinement, free association instead of enforced silence,
civilian clothing instead of uniform, adequate food, and diversions such as a library, a games room,
a gymnasium, and occasional concerts (Figure 6, Figure 7).

Public opinion was generally very unfavourable to the COs (Figure 8); the Bishop of Exeter even
refused permission for COs to use the prison chapel. The comparative comfort of Dartmoor led to
outrage that the COs were “Princetown's Pampered Pets”, and in the House of Lords a Princetown
visitor reported on the “intellectual anarchy” he had found there. “Why not send the conchies
somewhere where they could be put in touch with enemy bombers? The dropping of a bomb might
bring about a sudden conversion, or at least a truer view of the political situation.” Sometimes the
prisoners were assaulted by resentful civilians.

[There is] no justification whatever for
transferring [the conchies] to Princetown,
a favourite Devonshire holiday resort and
centre for Dartmoor lovers, who find it
impossible to visit that health-giving spot
because of the intense disgust they feel
at the presence of these contemptible
imposters. Moreover, how is it that they
are allowed to have three times as much
meat as honest men who fulfil all the
duties of a citizen...?

Birmingham Mail

Sir - we on the moor are grateful for your
efforts to help us with regard to the slimy
scoundrels who are poisoning our beautiful
Dartmoor... On Saturday last two of the
“pure and gentle Conchies” stopped to
sneer at a man who had lost a foot in
France. His companion resented the insult
and fought the CO, who, it appears, is a
professional pugilist - thrashed him too,
and that in spite of the fact that another
CO followed up the battle...

Western Morning News




“Work of national importance”

Although the COs’ exemption was conditional on carrying out work of national importance, it is
hard to see how this criterion was met. (Ironically, the one enterprise at Princetown that contributed
directly to the war effort employed volunteers, not COs; this was the collection and processing of
sphagnum moss for surgical dressings.)

Much of the COs’ work was similar to that previously carried out by convicts. Within the grounds,
COs might work in the kitchens, laundries or workshops, or further afield in the dairy (now the
museum) or on the prison farm (Figure 9, Figure 10, Figure 11). The greatest impact on the
landscape — and on the health of the COs — came from quarrying, land clearance, and roadbuilding.
This included digging massive drainage ditches on the slopes of Great Mis Tor, clearing and walling
an area of moorland in what came to be known as “Conchies Field”, and building a road that led
from Tor Royal towards Swincombe, roughly following the route of the old Tavistock to Ashburton
packhorse track, and now known as “Conchies Road” or “The Road to Nowhere” (Figure 12, Figure
13, Figure 14).

It is often said that these projects were pointless, designed simply to punish the COs with futile,
backbreaking labour, but although they do not seem to be of genuine national importance,
nevertheless there was some purpose to them. For example, it is said that the men were deliberately
made to do work that could have been carried out more efficiently by horses, but given that horses
were being requisitioned by the army (as shown in Warhorse) perhaps this was simply because
horses were in short supply.

Conchies Field may appear to serve no useful purpose, but on the other hand, it is a continuation of
the gradually expanding clearance of land around Princetown that started with Tyrrwhitt’s scheme
to develop the area for agriculture; so arguably, it is no more futile than all those other fields
(Figure 15). It did not do much to help the war effort, but it did improve the land — land which
belonged then, as it still does, to the Duchy of Cornwall.

The Duchy of Cornwall also stood to gain from Conchies Road, which was not in fact a road to
nowhere, but the start of an ambitious plan to develop two farms on Royal Hill. Rumours of this
plan were already circulating in March 1917, when a letter to the Western Morning News asked if
the authorities could deny “... that it is intended to employ a large number [of COs] in an attempt

to reclaim Tor Royal ‘Newtake’ belonging to the Prince of Wales. This when labour is so badly
needed elsewhere, and when no benefit of National importance can possibly be hoped for during

the present war.” A model of the area was shown at an exhibition in 1917, showing a main road with
two avenues leading off giving access to the farms (Figure 16). The project was still under way in
1919, after the COs had left Princetown, but petered out leaving only the unfinished road.

Other points of interest

Church of St Michael and All Angels: Built 1810-1814 by French and American prisoners of war.
Plume of Feathers Inn: Dating back to the late 18th century, when together with the farm labourers’
cottages it formed the nucleus of the original hamlet.

Duchy Hotel: One of the early 19th century buildings of the original village, built to serve officers
guarding the prisoners of war.

Tor Royal farm: Grade II listed building built between 1785 and 1793, home of Thomas Tyrwhitt
Crock of Gold: Good example of a Bronze Age kistvaen



Figure 1: Conscription poster

Figure 2: Derby local tribunal



Figure 3: Exemption certificate




Figure 4: Field punishment number one

Figure 5: Contemporary images of COs at Dartmoor
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Figure 6: Concert programme
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Figure 8: Scurrilous cartoon deplctmg CO




Figure 9: COs working as chimney Figure 10: COs working in prison
workshop




Figure 13: Modern view of Conchies Field

Figure 14: Modern view of Conchies Road




Figure 15: Satellite image showing field system around Princetown
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Figure 16: Model of proposed development on
Royal Hill, with Conchies Road marked in red
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