
THOSE WHO REFUSED TO SERVE 
CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTORS ON DARTMOOR

After compulsory military service (‘conscription’) was introduced in early 1916, 6,000 men were classified as ‘absolute’ Conscientious Objectors for refusing to do ‘absolutely anything connected 
with the war.’ They became known as COs or more popularly ‘conchies’.
As an alternative to prison they were offered arduous work in ‘Home Office Centres’ such as Princetown prison where 1,000 were interned between 1917 and 1919. 200 of the COs worked 
inside the prison’s walls. The rest were sent out to the moors to farm or worked in Merrivale quarry. They were also given pointless tasks to deprive them of dignity - such as building a ‘road 
that led to nowhere’. It is still known locally as ‘the conchie road’.
After solitary confinement in Wormwood Scrubs, one CO, Eric Dott, found Dartmoor refreshing. His cell was not locked; there was sufficient food, a library, a games room, a gymnasium and 
evening and Sunday visits to the town. Concerts were arranged, conversation and debate were continual. But he didn’t enjoy stone-breaking. Doctors later exempted men wearing glasses 
from such work and Eric sewed mailbags in his ‘room’. ‘Those who weren’t strong suffered - you slept on boards with a thin mattress. There was almost no medical treatment’.
The COs were an eclectic mix of professional and working class men, mainly Nonconformist Christians and International Socialists. The Bishop denied them use of the prison chapel and there 
was little support locally:
‘This Council protests against the presence, the privileges and the practices of the loathsome and pretentious humbugs at Princetown and calls for their removal to some distant sphere of 
useful labour where they would be compelled at least to earn their living.’ (Moretonhampstead Parish Council minutes 17/04/1917)
From November 1917, after a national campaign, the COs who had not broken any rules for 18 months were permitted to look for private work ‘of national importance’.
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