
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Recruitment/Conscription 
Supplementary Research Materials 
 

Note to Students  
 

 

Note to Students  
 

 
These resources are designed to build upon the work undertaken during the Into the Trenches 
research sessions. Also provided on the home page are links to the archive materials that the 
students have accessed during the sessions.   
 
In two separate resource documents, these areas will be expanded upon:  
 

 Recruitment and Conscription 

 The Changing Role of Women on the Home Front  
 

The aim of each document is to provide additional archive material that students can use to 
increase knowledge of their chosen area of focus. These resources equip them with additional 
stimuli that can fuel the creation of dramatic situations, characters and enrich the monologues 
that they will ultimately create.  

 

About Theatre Centre 
 
Theatre Centre is a professional theatre company touring new plays for the benefit of children 
and young people. A registered charity, Theatre Centre has been commissioning new writing and 
touring to schools and venues across the UK since 1953. We work closely with artists, young 
people and teachers to ensure we consistently create high-quality, life-enhancing theatre 
experiences for young audiences. Find out more about our current touring productions via our 
website at www.theatre-centre.co.uk or give us a call on 020 7729 3066. 
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Introduction  

At the beginning of the war - men were invited to “enlist” in the army – and joining the army 
was not compulsory. In January 1916, conscription was introduced. All single man between 
18 and 40 were required to join the army. In June of that year this was extended to all 
married men.Some people became “conscientious objectors” and refused to fight, on moral 
or religious grounds.  

In this section, you will find a number of different pieces of research, each documenting a 
different aspect of life relating to recruitment and conscription including: recruitment 
propaganda, soldiers’ departure from their homes and initial experiences of training.  

 

 
   
 
 
 



1. Departure from Sunderland: Extracts from George Thompson’s 

Diary  

Sergeant George Thompson, a soldier from Sunderland, kept a diary throughout the war for 
his young daughter, Gracie Evelyn Thomas.  This extract focuses on him leaving Sunderland 
and travelling to Ypres. George Thompson joined the Territorials on October 5th 1910. 
(Original spelling and grammar retained. Reference: Durham County Record Office, 
D/DLI 7/700/2)  

“Before we left Gateshead I asked for a few hours leave to visit my Father and Mother at 
Sunderland. To say goodbye and returned to my duties as promised. So we started off and a 
lot of people from Sunderland came to see us off. We entrained at Gateshead and some 
game we had to get some of our mules into the trucks so we got already for moving off. Our 
C.O came to see us away next time was him was in France. We started off for Southampton 
and it was a long ride.”  

“…We sailed out of Southampton. We were not long at sea when we joined in the Convoy of 
other ships. That was waiting for we had escorts of four destroyers. They were looking out 
for our safety. See them sweeping around it. It was a grand sight. My Duties on Deck 
allowed me to see everythink that was was going on….I finished my four hour watch and I 
was relieved and, I went and tried to have a sleep. But nobody slept that night. Excitement 
was to great next morning came.” 

“Now we could hear heavy gun firing and we were getting nearer all the Way….we made 
another move to that well known place called Ypres. Some place too, we started off and 
smell of the place was awful, all broken material lying about the roads made it awkward for 
marching. By the way we were now shell under fire. Out Battalion went up into the line and 
Transport went into a place called White Chateau…. We drove up near to our battalion as 
possible. The R.S.M  [Regiemental Sergeant Major] came with us and made us cover some 
trees over our horses and waggons, he got into trouble about this, he left us open to the 
Germans and if we had stayed there till daylight, Well I don’t think I would have lived to tell 
the tale. There were shells bursting all around us and rifle bullets came whizzing past us. “ 

 Developing a character 

If the character you are developing is that of a departing solider, the above extract could 
help you to think about specific aspects of his situation, for example:  

 What might it have felt like for George to leave the relative comfort and safety of 
home and to find himself in the midst of the dangers of Ypres?   

 How do you think George might have felt when he joined the army? What do you 
think might have made him want to join? Do you think that he was prepared for what 
he was to come face-to-face with? 

 How do you think he felt when he left his family? How could you imagine feeling?  

 Developing a monologue 

The monologue you are developing will need to focus on a specific point in time or be 
related to a particular emotion or event. If you were to base your character on George, 
on which aspects of his departure would you want to focus? 



2. Recruiting adverts 

From the earliest stages of the war, adverts inviting soldiers to enlist regularly appeared in 
newspapers and publications. The adverts below provide a few examples of these: 

 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  

2. Recruiting Adverts (Cont)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Developing a character 

The language that is used on the recruitment posters is indicative of the pressure that was 
placed on men to enlist in the army. You may think about creating a character that chose not 
to volunteer in the army, prior to conscription. If this is the case, it may be useful to consider 
the following:  

 What do you think that the army was trying to achieve by using this kind of language? 
 If you were a man that hadn’t enlisted, imagine that you were seeing these adverts in 

the paper on a daily basis. How would that make you feel? 
 If you are creating a character that is considering enlisting, of who is a conscientious 

objector, could these adverts have a role in either persuading your character to enlist 
OR strengthening your resolve to not join the army?  
 

 Developing a monologue 

Again, the monologue you are develop will need to focus on a specific point in time or event. 
You may want to consider one of the following scenarios as a possibility: 

 Consider the moment that your character has seen one of these posters for the first 
time, where were you? How does it make you feel? What does it make you think 
about? Are you angry, scared, excited? 

 Perhaps one of your family members or friends is showing you the advert, telling you 
that you should enlist, that you should be “fighting for your country” and yet – you 
choose not to. How would it make you feel? Would you feel under pressure to fight? 
Or would you feel proud to assert your right not to? Or perhaps, it would be a 
combination of the two? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 



3. Newspaper Story: Recruitment    

Below is a newspaper extract, which documents the number of recruiting soldiers in the 
Sunderland area.  

Recruiting Figures 

“During the week-end there were recruited in the Sunderland area 134 man, making 723 for 
the week, as against 838 in the previous week. Compared with other districts, progress in 
recruiting is well maintained in the recruiting as well as maintained in the Sunderland area, 
not withstanding the approaching holidays and the fact there is a pressing demand for labour 
in the shipyards employed upon Admiralty orders.  

Recruiting for the proposed Durham County Bantam Battalion is still in abeyance pending 
the framing up of arrangement for housing, clothing and feeding the men, which is the 
special province of the County authorities... From the number of inquiries that have been 
made by prospective recruits there is every reason to believe that the formation of a Durham 
County Battalion will prove a success. 

Recruiting for companies for Lord Durham’s County Battalion now in training at Cocken Hall 
is still in progress. Up to 500 men are wanted and opportunity is hereby afforded for young 
men belonging to the commercial or professional classes who wish to serve their country 
which Durham men who have been recruited in the county from these classes.” 

(Published in the Sunderland Echo, Monday 14th December, 1914)  

 

 Character development  

Consider this statement “not withstanding the approaching holidays and the fact there is a 

pressing demand for labour in the shipyards employed upon Admiralty orders”.  In the midst 
of recruitment and conscription during the First World War, there were a number of “reserved 
occupations”; i.e. jobs that were vital to the Home Front and that contributed to the war effort 
such as shipbuilding or mining.  

If you choose to develop a character that has one of these occupations, it might be useful to 
consider the following points:  

 How would you feel about many of your family members and friends leaving the area 
to serve in the army? 

 What would it feel like to be one of the few men – of an employable age – left in your 
community? 
 

 Monologue Development  

Consider these scenarios as possible options for the stimulus/setting for your monologue: 

 A whole group of your friends have recently enlisted and they have gone off for 
training. It is your first day at work without them, how would you feel? 

 Whilst you are undertaking your job as a shipbuilder/miner – you hear news of a 
friend that has died in active combat. Do you feel guilty for not fighting? Sad? Angry? 



4. Training  

Once men had enlisted in the various different battalions, regiments and corps that existed in 
County Durham during the First World War, they undertook a period of training. A prominent 
training ground in the North East was Cocken Hall, near Finchale Priory.  

“It is proving quite a picnic, how would you like to write sitting on the polished oak floor in a 
mansion drawing room with a marble mantle as a backrest? That is how I am writing for we 
are billeted in the drawing room with about 20 others. It is as hard as nails on the floor but 
we don’t mind as it means there is no temptation to sleep in. There isn’t a grouser in the 
batch as we simply laugh and joke at what we have to put up with. Really we are enjoying 
ourselves splendidly and with plain but good grub and plenty of it and tons of exercise, we 
are as fit as we can possibly be and it’s proving quite a picnic.”  

(On training at Cocken Hall in the Northern Echo, p. 32- Durham Pals, Sheen, J. 2007)  

 

“Away upon an eminence overlooking the Wear, which winds lazily around its base, Cocken 
Hall, hidden within a sweeping woodland is an ideal place for the purpose it is at present 
serving in the military world. The “Pals” are inhabiting its numerous rooms and outhouses 
and indeed, are in possession of practically the whole estate. 

The Khaki uniform is everywhere worn by stalwart follows with smiling, contended faces. 
Cocken Hall… is now re-echoing the world of military command and the laughter and chatter 
of gallant young men who have left their homes and warmth and luxury to face the hardships 
and privations of active service, preparing themselves for the time when they will be called 
upon to take their real practical share in the defence of our king and country” 

The spectacle among the huts was one of considerable activity men busily employed 
clearing the decks, brightening their weapon, always preparing. They have fixed dutires and 
fixed hours and all is happiness. Wherever one turned young men, who in entirely normal 
times followed varied professional and other pursuits, appeared to have taken to their 
entirely fresh duties as ducks to water. “Not a care in the world”, called out one merry soldier 
“I feel like I am just beginning to live,” said another, his face tanned and eyes gleaming.  

Various members of the Solider’ families, as well as members of the press, who wrote 
accounts of life at Cocken Hall (p.35, Durham Pals, Sheen, J. 2007)  

 

The grub is much better than we expected and we have an exceedingly lot of decent chaps 
in the whole battalion. The Colonel is a sport and any of us would do anything for him. He 
always has a word for us when he passes and though he gives is beans when we drill he 
stops us now and then and chats awfully pleasantly with us. We do have some fun in 
barracks and one of the greatest jokes is to listen to the chaps talking in their sleep. (p30, 

Durham Pals, Sheen J. 2007)  

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Training (cont)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Character development  



Consider the accounts of life at Cocken Hall written by soldiers – and their families, 
friends and members of the press, accompanied by the photographs. If you are 
developing a character that has recently enlisted in the army, it may be interesting to 
consider the following points/questions:  

 What might your character have enjoyed about their training at Cocken Hall? Was it 
the food, the routine, the physical exercise, or the camaraderie?  Remember, many 
of these men would have been doing very different jobs, possibly desk-based jobs, 
before the declaration of war and it might have felt very invigorating to be involved in 
the day-to-day life of an active training camp.   

 Think about what the life of these men may have been like before enlisting in the 
army. How old is the character you want to create? Did they have children? What 
were their fears? What were they looking forward to? 

 Imagine that you were undertaking training at a place like Cocken Hall, what might it 
feel like to be away from your family, perhaps for the first time. How would you feel 
about the possibility of travelling to a different country with your regiment? 
 

 Monologue Development  

In “pinning” your monologue down to a particular time, event or emotion, it might be 
useful to consider the following ideas:  

 Your character has recently arrived at Cocken Hall and is reflecting on his new way 
of life. Perhaps he has come from a poor family and had a relatively low quality of life 
– what does this new life, involving good food, reglaur activity and friendships, feel 
like? 

 Perhaps your character is about to leave Cocken Hall to travel to the Western Front. 
What will he miss most? How is he thinking about the time ahead?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5. Debates around Conscription  

As early as August 1914, the War Secretary, Lord Kitchener, had warned that the war could 
last up to four years and that a large force would be needed to secure victory. Although 
thousands of young men initially joined up voluntarily, in the middle of a wave of patriot 
fervour, fewer and fewer volunteers started to come forward. By January 1916, Kitchener 
concluded that virtually all healthy young men between the ages of 19 and 35 would need to 
enlist in order to defeat the enemy.  

As follows are extracts from the debate that took place around the “compulsion bill” – i.e. the 
introduction of conscription (compulsory entrance into the Army for all men aged between 18 
and 45. This article was published in the Sunderland Echo on January 13th 1916.  

As follows are some extract from the full article:  

Mr Ellis Griffith [under-Secretary of State for the Home department] said he supported the 
Bill without reservation or apology because for many months past, he had supported the 
principle of national service which was embodied in the Bill. Of the members who had voted 
against the first reading, 22 were associated with the deputation which waited on the Prime 
Minister in December 1913, urging him to limit the Navy. Was it surprising that those who 
wished to limit the Navy in 1913 were not anxious to increase the Army in 1916? He did not 
understand the position of the hon. member who moved the rejection.  

Mr Anderson: I have never opposed recruiting 

Mr W.Thorne: You have never helped it (hear,hear) 

Mr Ellis Griffith (continuing) asked whether Mr Anderson had lifted a finger or said a word 
since August 1914, in support of the forces of the Crown. What did he want? He was against 
conscription and against voluntarism. Was he surprised that people should wrongly think he 
was against the war? (Hear, hear) Continuing, he said compulsion for a man to join a union 
was a splendid example of liberty, but to compel a man to join the Army was treason – (loud 
cheers) – a man’s service to the State should not be reckoned by his willingness, but by its 
capacity. 

 

In the extract above, there is an argument between Mr Ellis Griffith, the Under Secretary of 
State, and Mr Anderson who said that “to compel a man to join the Army was treason - a 
man’s service to the State should not be reckoned by his willingness, but by its capacity. In 
the extract below, Sir J Simon (Home Secretary), also opposed the bill of “compulsion” 
(compulsory recruitment).  

“Sir J Simon’s Opposition  

Sir John Simon denied that those who thought it their duty to oppose the Bill were actuated 
by unpatriotic motives…. He opposed the Bill on the groups of principle and on grounds of 
expediency. There were a great number of serious, sober and patriotic people in this county 
who would hold that by passing this Bill we had really lost one of the great national 
possessions which we entered into this war to defend [Freedom and liberty].He felt it his 
duty, whether he was one of the many or the few, respectfully, and he trusted with 



moderation to present serious and considered arguments against compulsion. The real truth 
was that this system of organisation by force was the very system which this country had 
united in the past to destroy. He wanted to destroy the influences which had made Germany 
a menace to the world and it was because he was convinced that the Government were 
going to make this system stronger by the methods they were adopting that he felt it was his 
duty to resists the Bill.” 

 

 Character Development 

The character that you choose to develop might have been “conscripted” into the army i.e. 
was required, by law, to fight. In reference to the extracts above, consider the following 
points and questions when developing your character:  

 Think about the phrase in the first extract:  “compulsion for a man to join a union was 
a splendid example of liberty, but to compel a man to join the Army was treason.” 
What does your character think about this statement? He might not actually be a 
conscientious objector, but he could have strong opinions about the ethics of warfare 
and of killing.  

 If you are creating a character that did not enlist at the beginning of the war, think 
about the reasons that might have caused him to not join the army. Is he a pacifist? 
Was there any pressure from his family urging him not to join? Was he scared?  

 Consider this section: “There were a great number of serious, sober and patriotic 
people in this county who would hold that by passing this Bill we had really lost one 
of the great national possessions which we entered into this war to defend.”  The 
speaker is most likely referring to the “freedoms of choice” that British citizens had. 
How would your character feel about sacrificing his freedom of choice and being 
forced, by his government, to enter the war and to face the possibility of killing? 

 If you are creating a character that is a conscientious objector, what would be your 
personal reasons for objecting? Think about the background that this character has 
had i.e. what has informed these beliefs: Religion? Previous experience of conflict?  
Draw up a background for your character and try to understand why he has these 
feelings about choosing not to fight.  
 

 Monologue Development 

As follows are a number of possible situations to stimulate the development of your 
monologue:  

 The character you are developing didn’t voluntarily enlist and now he has been 
conscripted, perhaps he is around 18 years old. Maybe it is the day before he leaves 
home to start training. He is a new recruit and is thinking about his life ahead and 
what it holds. Perhaps he has always shied away from conflict and confrontation. How 
is feeling? 

 Perhaps your character is the only remaining man in the house – maybe your father 
and/or elder brothers have died and you are now being forced to join the army and 
leave your mothers and sisters. How is your mother responding? What are you scared 
of? 


