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PRIMITIVE METHODISM – A COMMUNITY AT WAR  
 

Before the outbreak of the First World War, the Primitive Methodist Church was largely a pacifist 

church. It had no chaplains in the armed forces, it fiercely opposed the Boer War, and was the most 

politically radical of the Free Churches.  Primitive Methodism also had a precedent for practising 

passive resistance, in their opposition to the Education Act of 1902.i   

 

Arthur Guttery, who became President of Conference in 1916, was the foremost voice of Primitive 

Methodism during the War. His impassioned speeches and uninhibited prose helped to sway church 

opinions, especially at national level. On the very eve of war, on Sunday 2 August 1914, Arthur 

Guttery gave an impassioned speech to a crowd of 1,500 people in the Winter Gardens at Blackpool. 

At the close of the service, ‘the entire congregation rose, and joined in intercession for peace’.ii  

 

‘A wave of madness has swept over Europe, and Britain is invited to plunge into a fury that is 

insane … It is the policy of Bedlam and it is the statecraft of hell… The duty of the Church is 

plain. It must declare the will of God, which is brotherhood, the gospel of Bethlehem, which is 

peace, and the evangel of Calvary, which is the dominion of love.’iii   

 

On the day after the speech, Germany invaded Belgium, and on the following day, 4 August 1914, 

Britain declared war on Germany.  Statements in Parliament by the Prime Minister and Foreign 

Secretary informed the country that war was the result of Germany’s aggression. It may have been 

the revelation that Germany had invaded ‘neutral’ Belgium, which changed Arthur’s position. 

However, there is evidence that he may have come under concerted pressure from Lloyd George. 

The Primitive Methodist Church, with over 200,000 members, had been a staunch supporter of the 

Liberal party, and Lloyd George wanted their backing for the war. It is possible he offered a trade off 

in terms of anti-alcohol legislation, one of many promises he failed to keep.iv  

 

The call to take up arms 

Whatever the cause, a week later, in an astonishing U-turn, Arthur Guttery spoke on ‘Britain and the 

War’. ‘The unexpected has happened’, was his dramatic opening sentence, and he explained at once 

his change of view and gallantly championed Britain’s feeling and purpose. Thereafter he was 

obsessed with the passion for victory.  He was soon calling for Primitive Methodists to volunteer for 

the armed forces:  

 

‘Our chapels are not the refuge of dissent; they are the citadels of liberty, and they train men 

who will break all tyranny in pieces’.v 

 

The response was swift. On 17 September 1914, the Primitive Methodist Leader carried reports that 

‘Canaan Church, Nottingham, has already sent 12 of its sons to join the Army’, and Middlesborough 

were proudly claiming that 60 young men had enlisted. ‘The churches are hard hit, but are proud of 

their response to the call’. vi 

 

Arthur Guttery, as the voice of Primitive Methodism, had managed to reinvent the story. Instead of 

the church as peace maker, it was now the church fighting for freedom from oppression, but for 

individuals it was deeply confusing. Some complained bitterly that pulpits were being used as 

recruiting platforms.  
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Full of patriotic fervour, the Primitive Methodist Publishing House produced a ‘Roll of Honour’, 

declaring: ‘Many members of our Churches and Bible Classes have answered the call of King and 

Country. A list of these brave men should have a place of honour in all Chapels.’ This provoked a 

letter of protest to the Primitive Methodist Leader: 

 

‘Have the authorities been unmindful of the fact that such a roll casts a reflection upon the 

large number of young men in our churches who have conscientious objections to going forth 

with sword and bayonet.  Is it not enough that employers are turning them off, and work-

fellows and public speakers (including ministers of the Gospel) are calling them “cowards” 

and “shirkers”? Has the Church that has been so bitter against militarism … so suddenly 

turned round.’ vii 

 

Conscientious objectors 

Already those Primitive Methodists who did not support the rush to take up arms, were beginning to 

suffer ostracism. William Ralph Done and his family were stalwarts at Barnton Primitive Methodist 

Church, in Cheshire. When he did not join up with other lads from the village, a hate campaign began 

against him. A white feather was sent in the post, and another nailed to the gate of the family farm. 

It was hard to be branded a ‘coward’ and ‘shirker’ but so far enlistment was a matter of personal 

choice.  

 

When conscription was introduced in January 1916, the moral dilemma facing the church, and 

individuals, was intensified.   

 

‘Sir – When one considers the attitude of the Church and ministers of the Gospel to the 

Conscientious Objector, it seems so inconsistent, and very perplexing…  Perhaps it is the 

easier to go into the trench than face the scorn and sneers that many have had to endure for 

conscience’ sake from those who ought to have given sympathy.  A friend of mine told me 

that at heart he was a conscientious objector, but was too much of a coward to face its 

consequences.’ viii 

 

There was provision under the Military Service Act for men to claim exemption on the grounds of a 

conscientious objection, but proving it was another matter. The term ‘conscientious objector’ was 

not as simple as it sounds, as it covered non-combatants, alternativists and absolutists.  

 

Some, like Spencer Lockett, a Primitive Methodist who worked on a farm at Eccleshall, in 

Staffordshire, were not willing to fight, but would support the war effort in non-combatant roles.  At 

the start of the war, many volunteered to join Field Ambulance Units, mainly run by the Quakers, or 

the Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC). Spencer Lockett told the Military Tribunal he wanted 

exemption from combatant service only. He was willing to join the AVC (Army Veterinary Corps) or 

the RAMC.ix   

 

At the beginning of 1915, almost the entire contingent of students training for the Primitive 

Methodist ministry at Hartley College, voluntarily enlisted in the Royal Army Medical Corps.  This was 

as dangerous as fighting in the trenches. It meant going out on to the battlefield under fire to bring 

back the wounded.  There were other roles that were essential to maintain the troops, but did not 
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involve killing, such as looking after the horses and digging trenches. Spencer Lockett was posted to 

the Non Combatant Corps (NCC) as a cook. It was dubbed the No Courage Corps.  

 

 
 

Others refused to join the Non Combatant Corps because this meant being subject to military orders, 

but they were willing to do ‘Alternative Service of national importance’.  The difficulty was defining 

what exactly this meant.  It could mean food production. This is what Robert Wright, rather naively, 

hoped to do. He was a local preacher, and a bootmaker, living at Hesketh Bank, in Lancashire.  He 

told the tribunal: ‘I do not think it right to fight, but am willing to do work of national importance. I 

have about 3 months work in the year in market gardening, having under an acre of land.’ His appeal 

was rejected. 

 

Albert Victor Murray, who later became Vice President of the Primitive Methodist Conference, 

claimed that his work as Secretary of the Student Christian Movement was ‘alternative service of 

national importance’.  Another who tried to claim alternative service was William Leighton Dann, a 

solicitor’s clerk, and the son of a Primitive Methodist minister. He described himself as a ‘pronounced 

pacifist’, who was unable to obey military orders, or accept any work under the military authorities. 

He proposed instead doing voluntary ambulance work under the Friends’ Society (which he pointed 

out would be unpaid).  The Chairman asked him: ‘You are prepared to save life?’  Dann replied: ‘Yes, 

voluntarily. I am not prepared to take the military oath.’x 

 

Those who caused the most trouble, and suffered the harshest penalties were the ‘Absolutists’. 

These men felt that war was wrong, and by joining the NCC or Ambulance Units, they were 

supporting the war effort, and releasing other men to fight at the front.  They refused to recognise 

any military authority, obey military orders, or put on a military uniform.  This stance was one that 

the authorities did everything they could to break – because they were seen as a threat to the 

defence of the realm, and therefore guilty of a criminal act. Many of those who tried to claim 

exemption as non-combatants or alternativists found themselves forced into being absolutists when 

their claims were rejected, as the only alternative to being forced to fight.  

 

Conscience or Funk? 

On what grounds did Prims base their conscientious objection?  For many, like Albert Spencer, it was 

based on the Bible teaching he had received in Sunday School. He told the Military Tribunal in 

Ilkeston that ‘he could not take human life, as he belonged to a Primitive Methodist Bible Class, and 
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all his life he had been brought up in a Christian home and Sunday School. He could not kill anyone.’ 

When the Chair of the tribunal, the local Mayor, retorted, ‘You did not get that from the Bible’, 

Spencer simply replied, ‘The Bible says thou shalt not kill.’  His appeal for exemption from military 

service was dismissed. The local newspaper reported on the hearing under the headline, ‘Conscience 

or Funk?’ Conscientious objectors were routinely regarded as cowards, and liars.xi 

 

Spencer Lockett, a stockman and shepherd from Staffordshire, also based his convictions on the 

Bible. A letter of support was sent to the tribunal, amazingly from a member of the local Recruiting 

Committee, who was perhaps a fellow Prim, saying:  

 

‘I can personally testify that he genuinely holds a conscientious objection to the taking of 

Human Life. His objection I understand is based on his interpretation of the teaching of the 

Bible.’xii 

 

Robert Wright told his tribunal at Ormskirk, ‘I have a deep objection to fighting, because I have been 

brought up in a Christian home by Christian parents.’  He told the tribunal, ‘I got my objections 

against military service when I was 15 years of age’. When challenged as to the reason, he replied, ‘I 

was converted at that age’, to which the response was, ‘What do you mean?’  ‘I got my religious 

convictions and was changed spiritually.’ His opposition to war was fundamental to his deep personal 

faith.  

 

For Victor Murray his objection to military service was primarily about obedience to authority. Which 

authority should he obey - Christ or Caesar? He had been a theological student under A S Peake who, 

while not agreeing with him, supported his right to follow his conscience. Murray set out his 

intellectual argument in a two page statement to the tribunal. He begins by saying that his 

conscientious objection can be justified on grounds of reason, but those are not the primary grounds on which he 

bases his claim.  

 

‘Wise or foolish, I can but be loyal to that conviction which lies deepest within me… my entire attitude to 

the war comes to this, that with respect to authority I must obey the call of Christ as it comes to me.’xiii 

 

For Jack Foister, his objections were based on his political rather than his religious beliefs. A Primitive 

Methodist, he was also an ardent socialist.  He believed in international brotherhood, a view held by 

the Independent Labour Party, but not the Primitive Methodist Church. Ironically many COs found 

more support from their political friends than they did from their church.xiv   

 

A Terrible Nightmare 

What happened to these men once the tribunals had decided their fate? Cuthbert Morson, who 

came from a Durham pit village, voluntarily enlisted in the Royal Army Medical Corps in 1915.  But in 

1917, because of the shortage of men at the front, he was forcibly transferred to an infantry 

regiment. Refusing to fight, he was tried by court martial for disobedience to orders, and sentenced 

to 5 years' penal servitude.  In June 1919, 7 months after the end of the war, he was still in prison in 

Egypt, and was later sent back to England to complete his sentence.xv  Many other COs in the NCC 

suffered a similar fate. 
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When Victor Murray’s claim was rejected after several appeals, he was arrested and marched to 

military barracks. Rather to his disappointment he was released after a day on medical grounds, on 

the grounds that he was medically unfit to serve.  As the war progressed, the trouble caused by COs 

led some local military authorities to take this step to avoid further trouble and bad publicity. It is 

significant that Murray was a graduate living in Oxford, and his treatment was in stark contrast to the 

fate of COs from working class areas. Robert Wright, the boot maker, in Lancashire, was refused 

exemption, and immediately arrested and imprisoned. He suffered terribly during his imprisonment 

in Wormwood Scrubs, and as a local preacher missed most of all being able to preach. 

 

William Done was arrested and taken to Chester Castle, where he was ordered to strip, his clothes 

taken away, and ordered to put on an army uniform. When he refused he was given a rough blanket 

to cover himself.  COs who refused to put on army uniform became known as ‘the blanket brigade’.  

One CO was forced to sit in his underpants at the door of a tent, with the sides rolled up, in wind and 

rain until he agreed to put on a uniform. After 48 hours a doctor intervened, saying he was likely to 

die. 

 

Emanuel Ribiero went on hunger strike rather than be forced to fight. As he became weaker he was 

transferred to the Lord Derby War Hospital, near Warrington, where they began force feeding him 

with a tube, using the method first used on the Suffragettes. Ribeiro was not the only CO to be 

subjected to this treatment, which was potentially life threatening.  The same tube was often used 

on several men, with the risk of transferring infection, and one man died when the tube used was 

too short, and went into his lungs instead of his stomach. The sick visitor, and the minister from the 

Primitive Methodist Central Mission in Manchester, visited him and raised their concerns with the 

local MP. After 5 months, the situation for the whole family was desperate. Not only was he likely to 

die, but he had a young family, his wife Bella was pregnant, they had no income, and no means of 

livelihood. The MP asked the War Office if it was their intention to leave Ribeiro to die? The angry 

response was: ‘Why should any preference be given to this coward and shirker over the men who are 

fighting and dying in the trenches?’xvi  

 

Most of the absolutists were sent to Wormwood Scrubs Prison, where they were treated as 

criminals. This was a huge shock for some of the Prims, who were men from small rural communities, 

with little experience of the wider world. They were kept in silence, in solitary cells, which William 

Burwell described as ‘a living cemetery … I am going to be buried alive in one of these graves.’ Their 

hard labour was sewing rings on mail bags, William Burwell found it easy because he was used to 

working with his hands, but the man in the next cell, the editor of a Quaker magazine, could not do 

half his task, and made his hands bleed trying to do that. From Wormwood Scrubs some men were 

transferred to Wakefield where there was a more relaxed regime. Here Burwell suffered a mental 

breakdown from the effects of being locked up – and was terrified he would commit suicide. ‘All my 

powers of self control have been starved out of me. It was a terrible nightmare.’ xvii  

 

Sentenced to death 

As the prisons were becoming over crowded, Kitchener was determined to break men who refused 

to join the army, and make an example of them. Orders were given to take COs, secretly and illegally, 

across the Channel to France.  Once in France, they would technically be on active service and so 

could be court martialled and shot for disobeying orders. These included Bert Brocklesby, a Wesleyan 

local preacher, initially imprisoned in Richmond Castle, where his drawings on the walls of his cell can 
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still be seen, and Jack Foister. When 22 year old Jack was arrested, he found that the arresting officer 

was a fellow Primitive Methodist, with whom he had taken part in two missions.  His diary, reveals 

what happened to him.  

 

‘In order to reduce the distress at my home-leaving I had made a half-promise that if taken to 

France I might reconsider my position – I had not thought it likely but Father did. I thought 

this over and before Ipswich was reached I had made a firm decision that come what may 

nothing would make me become a soldier, nor an indirect supporter of the war.’ 

 

At first he was imprisoned in Harwich, a grim fortress, with water running down the walls. Rendel 

Wyatt, a Quaker, managed to get a note out to his parents telling them: ‘There are 11 of us in dark 

cells. We were put in irons tonight for refusing to drill and we shall get 8 hours tomorrow morning 

for the same reason.’ 

 

They were then told that were being taken to France, and they knew this was a death sentence. 

Before they left, the COs were allowed a Friends’ Meeting which, as a Prim, Jack did not find helpful, 

but he enjoyed the hymn singing afterwards.  In France the 11 from Harwich were taken to the ‘Field 

Punishment Barracks’ at Boulogne.  Soon to join them were 16 COs from Richmond Castle, including 

Bert Brocklesby, and eight from Seaford.  Here, they were subjected to Field Punishment no. 1, 

known as ‘crucifixion’.  Jack says his arms were stretched fully out and tied to barbed wire between 

two posts. His face was so close to the barbed wire that he could not turn his head without getting 

cut.  His feet were tied closely together to prevent the relief of any movement. Some of the shorter 

men, who were virtually hanging by their wrists, found it exquisitely painful. Foister found a way of 

loosening the ties which made it bearable, but still suffered great discomfort.   

 

 
 

After three weeks, Jack was brought from his cell to a room in which 3 officers were seated. 

 

‘The one in the centre lectured me … on the sin of disobeying orders on active service, said he 

was going to give me an order, if I did not obey, I should be court-martialled for disobedience, 

the punishment for which could be sentence of death.’  There was a soldier standing to 

attention in the same office. ‘The order given me was to fall in behind this soldier for drill. 

“Right turn, quick march” came the order. There was no response.’ 



 7 

 

For Jack this was a moment of acute tension, because he had already heard the death sentence being 

read for a soldier who had been shot at dawn a few days earlier for disobedience. 

 

‘The greatest strain that I ever experienced was when that order was given because I knew it 

was the final point and I was the first one to be given the order and my mind went quickly 

round. Will the others do what I am going to do? But it was all in a flash you see. I didn’t have 

minutes to think about it … a couple of seconds. I was not going to fall in. I was ready to do 

whatever happened.’ 

 

A court martial followed, and a week later, Jack was brought up from the field punishment barracks 

to hear his sentence.  It was a dramatically staged event, with 1,000 soldiers drawn up on 3 sides of a 

on the parade ground. Foister was one of the first to be marched into the square. His sentence were 

read out. ‘Tried by court martial and found guilty.’ Then a long pause: ‘Sentenced to death by 

shooting’.  Another long pause to let the death sentence sink in. Then after another long pause, 

‘Commuted to penal servitude for 10 years.’ In the end, word had reached Prime Minister Asquith of 

their fate. He intervened, fearing that if they were shot it would produce a political outcry. 

 

When news got out, the case sent shock waves through the Primitive Methodist Church, and caused 

Arthur Guttery to restate the Church’s position.  He still believed that COs are wrong, but they should 

not be forced to fight. 

 

‘The Church, however patriotic, cannot escape the duty of protecting these, who base their 

passive resistance on loyalty to Christ. They may be troublesome, they may be misguided … 

but … To shoot one honest man with the love of Christ in his heart is an infamy ... We have no 

sympathy with those who will not serve their nation in some way or other, but to force a rifle 

upon men who believe it is forbidden by their Lord is intolerable.’xviii 

 

 

 

By 1917 there were over 6,000 COs in prison. The prisons were overcrowded and the Home Office 

was ordered to set up a scheme to move the prisoners to places where they could do useful work 

rather than the usual penal tasks. Dartmoor Prison was re-opened as Princetown Work Camp to 

house about 1,000 COs, many of them Prims.  They lived in the prison, but some, like William Done, 

went outside to work.  He was one of the party sent to plough up the moor, supposedly with the aim 

of growing crops, but it was a hopeless task. Decades later it was still known as ‘Conchie’s Field’.xix  

 

Negative attitudes towards the COs were whipped up in the press. The Daily Mail called them 

‘coddled conchies’ and ‘the pampered pets of Princetown’. Henry Firth, a Primitive Methodist local 

preacher from Yorkshire, was the first CO to die in Dartmoor. He was a diabetic, forced to work on 

the moor in all weathers. When he became ill, no medical assistance was given.  When his fellow COs 

carried his coffin to the railway station, it was stoned by local people. 

 

We let politics alone 

When the COs eventually returned home in 1919, it was to face a very different future. Many 

suffered from depression and Robert Wright  eventually took his own life – which the family put 



 8 

down to his experiences as a CO. After William Done returned home he was ostracised by former 

friends, and subject to hurtful remarks from local people, including members of the chapel. 

Unemployment was a huge problem for all the COs – no one would employ them. As a Cambridge 

graduate, before the war Jack Foister was teaching at the King’s School, Peterborough, and looked 

forward to a bright future. After the war, he had interviews with three different headmasters, who all 

said the same thing. ‘They were very willing to take me but they did not dare run in the face of public 

opinion and therefore they had to turn me down.’  COs also found themselves disenfranchised, 

denied the vote because they were seen as traitors.  Their experience of total commitment to living 

out their faith led others, including several of the COs imprisoned at Dartmoor, to candidate for the 

ministry. William Burwell was turned down, but he became a lifelong peace campaigner, exercising 

this in the pulpit as a local preacher. 

 

What was the impact on the church?  For men like William Burwell, their experience in work camps 

like Dartmoor, broadened their outlook. They met people from other denominations with whom 

they found they had more in common than those in their home chapel.     

 

‘The greatest blessing of Dartmoor to me was the intimate association of very remarkable 

men… I met great souls there as well as great minds … Atheist and Plymouth Brethren, 

Christadelphians and Russellians [JWs] and every conceivable and inconceivable 

denomination were represented. It was a university such as never was and my mind was 

broadened and my tolerance of the views of others greatly increased.’ xx 

 

Because the Primitive Methodist Church sided with the establishment, the link between Primitive 

Methodism and dissent was irretrievable weakened. The radical voice that had been so important in 

challenging government policy was lost.  At the tribunal of an 18 year old from Burnley, his Primitive 

Methodist minister distanced himself from his views, stressing: ‘He is one of only four out of nearly 

300 males connected with my church who object to military service.’  On being asked, ‘This is not 

against the teaching of your Church?’  He replied, ‘No, one of the terms of our ministry is that we let 

politics alone.’ 

 

‘We let politics alone’ was a far cry from the Prims who were Chartists and pioneers of the trade 

union movement.  It forced those who believed in radical politics to find support outside the church. 

It could arguably be said that the split between religion and politics signalled the decline of Primitive 

Methodism.  Perhaps, by siding with the establishment, the Church has failed to be a voice crying in 

the wilderness.  
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