
 

 

 

Wimbledon During World War 1: 

Military Service, Tribunals 

&  

Conscientious Objection 



  

 Wimbledon Theatre, c.1912. 

 In August 1915 Wimbledon Council compiled a register of all 15 - 65 year olds not currently in the Forces. 

 13,146 men and 23,044 women were recorded and a committee was formed to induce people to undertake   

 National Service, apart from military service. Lieutenant Colonel Seton Churchill was the Wimbledon army 

 recruiting officer and organised a number of public meetings, processions and gatherings outside the  

 Town Hall to encourage enlistment. A large hall at the theatre became a recruitment base. At patriotic shows,   

 featuring popular artists like Vesta Tilley, star-struck young men were led up on to the stage, only to find the 

 recruiting sergeant waiting. Local women were also encouraged to persuade their loved ones to join up. 



 

 Latimer Road Baths ( now Wimbledon Leisure Centre. ) 

 Built in 1901 to provide public washing and swimming facilities, the Baths Hall was also used for public  

 events. During the war the main pool was boarded over and the space was used for recruitment drives,  

 patriotic concerts and fundraising events for local charities and war refugees. 



 

 Members of the East Surrey Regiment marching through the streets of Wimbledon, c.1914. 

 At the outbreak of war Wimbledon’s army reserve, the 5th Battalion East Surrey Regiment was below  

 fighting strength. There should have been 800 members but a smaller number was immediately called for  

 intensive training and quartered at Pelham School. The building was besieged by anxious friends and  

 relatives but they were unable to see the men, who were confined to barracks before being sent to Strood  

 in Gloucestershire and on to Maidstone for two months of training and guard duty. 



 

 Soldiers from the 5th Battalion East Surrey Regiment in Chakrata, India, World War 1. 

 In October 1914 the Wimbledon “Terriers” were sent to protect British imperial interests in India under the  

 command of Lt Col R K Harvey. They were stationed at Cawnpore from December until the summer of    

 1915 and also spent two months on manoeuvres near Darjeeling in the Himalayas. Some men were then  

 transferred to Mesopotamia ( Iraq ) to fight the Turks. Many were then killed due to military blunders. 



 

Postcard lampooning the Military tribunal process whereby conscripts sought exemption from  

military service. 

Within a year of war, it became clear that the Britain could not continue to fight relying solely on volunteers. 

Lord Kitchener’s “Your Country Needs You!” campaign had led over 1,000,000 men to enlist, however  

recruitment could not keep pace with the mounting casualties. The Government saw no alternative but  

conscription - compulsory active service for all single men aged 18 to 41. From May this was also extended 

to married men. The Military Service Act was passed in January 1916. Potential conscripts could enlist at 

once, attest a willingness to serve, or on 2 March 1916 be automatically assumed to have enlisted. 



 

 Wartime postcard mocking conscientious objectors. 

 Those liable for military service, or their employers could appeal to a civilian Military Service Tribunal in  

 their own town or district, on the grounds of work of national importance, business or domestic hardship,  

 medical unfitness or conscientious objection. By the end of June 1916 , nearly 750,000 men had appealed. 

 The Wimbledon Tribunal heard its first appeals in February 1916. The first committee members were  

 councillors and trade representatives. By the Armistice 156 meetings had been held and 1728 applications  

 made for exemption under the Military Service Act. 



 

 Ottoman troops surrendering to British forces in Mesopotamia, 1918. 

 After fighting on the North Western frontier, the remaining 5th East Surreys were transferred from India to   

 Mesopotamia in late 1916 and December 1917. In the Tigris region they fought the Turks for control of  

 Baghdad. Having captured an enemy force at Ramadi, the Wimbledon Terriers were part of the British  

 division that won a resounding victory at Khan Baghdadi. The men also worked on rail and road  

 Construction, enduring long marches, excessive heat and dust. Sadly by the end of the war only a small  

 number of the original Wimbledon force remained. Many of the men were killed in action or died from  

 disease. 



 
 Conscientious objector, Harold Brewster. 

 A number of British men refused to fight in the war on  

 the grounds of their religious beliefs. Some were  

 accused of cowardice but this was far from true.  

 Many conscientious objectors supported the Allied  

 cause and helped with the war effort but felt it was  

 wrong to kill.  
 

 Some troops showed great bravery but were too  

 shell-shocked and traumatised to cope with further  

 combat. Others men opposed the principle of what  

 they saw as a class-war, or felt that diplomacy was a  

 better option. 
 

 Council surveyor’s clerk, Harold Brewster had grown  

 up in Raynes Park and West Barnes. At 19 he joined  

 the Royal Army Medical Corps, perhaps thinking he  

 would not have to fight. Sent to France, he and 34 other  

 C.Os, were ordered to bear arms but refused.  
 

 Initially the men were sentenced to death but this was  

 commuted to 10 years penal servitude. Harold spent 2  

 years imprisoned in Dartmoor, Wakefield, Winchester   

 and Dyce prison. He lost his job and even after the war,  

 found it hard to find work due to public hostility. 

 


