Intro
The First World War was a war of unprecedented scale for the United Kingdom. The size of the clashes between the Allied Powers and the Central Powers meant that nations had to be mobilised to their fullest extent, with every citizen expected to contribute to the war effort in one way or another. 
Crucially, all nations required a great deal more manpower to be put at their disposal for military service. However, whilst France, Russia, Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire all had a pre-existing large land army supported by a system of compulsory service, Britain had neither of these. To give a comparison, at the outbreak of war, the British Army had an all-volunteer force just short of 250,000 full-time soldiers and another 450,000 in reserve. The German Army however had a largely conscripted force of 700,000 full-time soldiers with a further 3,800,000 men in reserve. The beginning of the war found the British Army completely unprepared for the task they had to face.
This enormous clash of the greatest powers in the world at the time would mobilise these nations in ways so total that they would bring the war into new realms of people’s lives. The war would not just be fought on the frontlines, but also at home. The weapons here would not be bullets and bombs, but money, food and willpower. In this new form of modern industrial warfare, how did the agricultural county of Devon find its role in all of this?

Devonian Participation

Devon’s shortage of volunteers
Unlike other belligerents, the British Government was keen to resist the urge to force men to join the colours. Instead, they conducted a huge campaign to encourage men to serve voluntarily, and indeed, many men rushed to sign up. When Britain joined the war in August 1914, many were under the impression that it would be won by Christmas, and the various propaganda outlets painted the war as an exciting adventure. As this was a national recruitment campaign with the idea of fighting for the nation at its core, there is very little about it that is specific to Devon. Just like the rest of the country, Devonians cheered the soldiers who marched through their towns and cities throughout the days and into the nights.
By the beginning of 1915 it became apparent that the war was not going to be won any time soon. The Western Front had become largely static as the Trenches began to stretch for the Swiss border to the English Channel. Originally, the recruitment campaign in the first months of the war had a positive message that encouraged men to join fast for a quick victory and get in on the action with the famous strapline of ‘Your Country Needs YOU!’ Despite the initial rush to the colours of 1914, this recruiting tactic did not provide the manpower needed. In 1915, a new poster campaign was undertaken, with a much more negative and coercive tone.  For instance, a recruitment advert in Trewman’s Exeter Flying Post tells potential recruits to imagine their children asking them ‘Daddy, why weren’t YOU a soldier during the war?’ The shaming tactics challenging men’s patriotism and manhood were rather unpopular and possibly proved to be counter-productive.

Compared to many other counties, Devon had quite a low proportion of volunteers. The question is, why? One reason was that Devon was a very agricultural county, and its population was far more spread out than in many other counties, therefore recruitment rallies could not draw in as many audiences when they went marching through. The agricultural community would not see these rallies, nor the patriotic military parades held in cities and large towns. Not that these recruitment rallies were particularly speedy in being set up in the first place. The various local committees for recruitment were somewhat more sluggish in being set up in Devon than in most other counties and were not pursued with any vigour. Getting the national call to arms out to the country wasn’t just done through recruitment rallies though, another major medium that was used to communicate the need for men were newspapers. However, in this regard, Devon’s local newspapers differed from most of the nation. Whilst many other papers in the country would put calls for men on the front page as their main item, Devon papers would more often fill their front pages with local news and the occasional bulletin about the war and relegate calls for men to a small ad in the back pages of their papers. In fact in general, the local papers of Devon were abnormally quiet on war news in general. Even the commencement of the Battle of the Somme – Britain’s as then largest offensive on the Western Front – was relegated to page 5 in Exeter Flying Post. Similarly, the Western Times placed the news of the 1918 German Spring Offensive – an offensive that nearly broke the British and French Armies – on the back page of their newspaper. Something else that likely had an effect on recruitment numbers was the Press’ selective reportage. During the First World War, the press had an informal agreement by which they would emphasise British success and minimise reportage on bad news. A rather good example would be the Exeter Flying Post’s reportage from the Gallipoli Front using the account of a serving officer there. It emphasised some minor naval bombardment successes and the capture of a few Turkish prisoners to try and disguise the fact that the British and French had failed to secure their major objectives and had done so with great loss of life. If Devonians are hearing that the war is going well, and see minimal recruitment efforts, then it is understandable why many farm labourers did not see why they should go. “I’ll go when I’m compelled” was the response of one labourer when asked why he had not signed up. Another said “When the Germans come, we’ll join the Army.” There were other people who did not seem to appreciate the facts of the situation. One old lady remarked, “I don’t mind the Germans so much, it’s those Huns I can’t stand a-bea.” It is perhaps understandable that Devon would have less sympathy for the Army’s needs, since Devon had a long tradition of contributions to the Navy’s efforts. A widespread feeling was simply one of ‘Britain is an island, so long as the Royal Navy remains supreme, then we cannot be threatened.’ Indeed a great many Devonians (and many other Britons) did not see why they should go off to fight in a war as complex as the First World War when the territorial integrity of the United Kingdom was not threatened.
In response to the low recruitment numbers of Devon’s agricultural men, recruiters would head into the smaller towns and villages of Devon in order to drum up support on a more personal level. However, the recruiting tactics used proved to be massively alienating. One such method was going from door to door during the evening when they knew that men would be in, and ask them why they hadn’t signed up, playing on feelings of insufficient patriotism and manhood. This didn’t generate the desired effect, in fact, many recruiters reported being accosted by angry locals for trying to take away their younger men, and recruitment posters that appeared in shop windows and the like were soon torn down.
Devon’s farmers were in a very difficult situation. On the one hand, they had to cope with the pressure of recruiters drawing away their labourers from the farms, and on the other they faced increased demand for their produce. The UK could not feed its population on its produce alone, it had to import much of its food via sea trade. During the First World War however, the German Navy sent submarines to hunt and sink merchant ships bound for Britain. Because of this threat, farmers were encouraged to maximise their crop yields and animal products, a difficult task when being simultaneously asked to surrender their farm hands to the Army. As part of the contracts that many labourers had with their employers, they and their families were given tenancy of a cottage. To leave their farms and join the Army would mean their wives and children would be left homeless, which was an especially daunting prospect, given the notable shortage of housing in Devon at that time.
To try and balance the demands of the Army and agriculture, Devon County Council came up with a scheme. The Council would promise the provision of soldiers to temporarily take up agricultural labouring duties. This would be open to farmers so long as if any of their military age sons had signed up, and would be open to farming Parishes so long as they had a reasonable number of men in the military. This scheme was not enthusiastically received, since the targeted farmers knew full well that the Army would be the ones who decided whether soldiers would be released for agricultural labour or not, and so the County Council’s guarantees of replacement labour were ultimately empty. As it happened, those who did try to take advantage of the scheme only received at best half of the promised labour.

The Home Front
The First World War is often thought of as a military conflict, but a war in the modern world is not just fought on the battlefield, and soldiers are not its only participants. Civilians too were called upon to do their utmost to bring about victory. Whilst the soldiers waged war on the frontlines in France and Belgium, civilians too could wage war on the commerce front. 
The All-British Women’s League of Devon encouraged people to only buy goods from British producers, and under no circumstances to buy anything even remotely linked with German economic interests. There was also a hysteria that German spies were behind the spreading of pacifist propaganda, not an entirely unreasonable assumption, since the Germans were funding the Bolsheviks in Russia to do just that. Moreover, it was believed that German spies were sabotage food supplies.
Economic warfare was something that any Briton could support. This became especially important in the late war. To pay for the war, Britain had exhausted all its financial reserves, accumulated massive debts and was living off money borrowed mainly from lenders in the United States of America. In order to try and relieve some of the burden on the country’s debt to foreign lenders, people were encouraged to make saving at every turn. Exeter had formed the Exeter War Saving and War Economy Campaign in December 1917 for just this task, and would work with the Army in order to encourage civilians to buy War Bonds to finance the war. Using an emotional appeal to people’s patriotism, the government asked citizens for them to lend the government money in the form of buying a War Bond. 
Contributions to the comfort of troops on the frontline were made by almost every section of society. Extensive planning was put in place by volunteers to supply troops with some of the comforts of home, and especially during the cold winter months. Preparations for this began early, for instance, in the summer of 1916, the Mayoress of Exeter’s Depot began organising the efforts of volunteers to create, stockpile and prepare winter supplies such as gloves, socks, cardigans etc. so as to help the soldiers endure the freezing misery of the trenches. Keen readers were also encouraged to provide the Mayoress of Exeter’s Depot with books and periodicals for transfer to the front for the troops’ entertainment. 






The Devonshire Regiment
Recruits from Devon would sign up with the Devonshire Regiment and would be the principal organiser of manpower in the county. The Regiment would see combat in a great variety of theatres. As well as serving on the Western Front, men from the Regiment were also to serve on the Italian Front, the Balkan Front, Mesopotamia and Palestine. The regular battalions were made up of professional soldiers.
The 1st Battalion of the Devonshire Regiment began their war fighting in France and suffered heavy losses in appalling conditions. They remained on the Western Front until November 1917, during which time they partook in the Battle of the Somme but were mauled by German artillery and counter-attacks, cutting down 265 of their number. Worse was to come at the Battle of Arras in April and May of 1917 when the Battalion was almost wiped out. After nursing its wounds and being reinforced with replacements, the Battalion was thrown into the Battle of Passchendaele in October of that same year, and again took heavy casualties. After spending 5 months in Italy on defensive operations at Caporetto, they returned to France and would have to withstand the German Army’s 1918 Spring Offensive. They would remain in France till the end of the war. All in all The 1st Devons had endured a truly brutal war. On paper, the Battalion’s strength was not to exceed 800 men at any one time. Over the course of the war the 1st Devons had suffered about 1,150 men dead, and roughly 3,500 wounded.
The 2nd Battalion of the Devonshire Regiment had a no less bloody war. The start of the war found them defending the Suez Canal in Egypt. However, that posting was relatively uneventful compared to what was about to come. In November, the Battalion was transferred to the Western Front, where it would serve for the rest of the war. A number of times they would fight near their 1st Battalion counterparts. They took a severe beating during the Battle of the Somme. On the 1st of July 1916, the battalion took 400 casualties mainly from machine gun fire. Later that month they successfully repulsed 2 German attacks at Cuinchy, but by this stage they had taken such terrible numbers of casualties that they had to be pulled out from the frontline to recover and take replacements. At the Battle of Passchendaele, they attacked German positions on the early morning of the 31st of July, and by the end of the morning, their commanding officer had been killed, along with 12 of the Battalion’s 20 officers and 230 men killed or wounded. Despite this, the next day they managed to defeat a determined German counterattack. At the German Spring Offensive of 1918, the 2nd Devons were in reserve. They were quickly rushed into battle and suffered over 300 casualties trying to fend off German attacks, but were eventually forced to retreat. However, despite this terrible list of engagements and many more besides resulting in heavy casualties, the Battalion was still yet to receive its most traumatic blow of the entire war. On the 27th May at Bois de Buttes, the Brigade to which the Battalion was attached was completely overwhelmed by an enormous German attack, and the 2nd Devons were tasked with forming a rear-guard for the Battalion’s retreat. This placed the 2nd Devons at the very centre of a German assault that massively outnumbered them. The battalion sustained 551 casualties including their commanding officer among the dead, however, their sacrifice was not entirely in vain. They had bought critical time for reserve units to organise and reinforce defensive positions, and eventually bring the German offensive to a halt. Their stand was considered so valiant, that even the French recognised their courage and awarded the battalion with the Croix de Guerre. All in all, the war had cost them 1400 dead. 
The 8th and 9th Battalions were regular battalions formed at the start of the First World War. Led by officers and NCOs taken from the 1st and 2nd Battalions, they would lead the new recruits in their training and into battle. The two battalions would operate very closely with each other for most of the war. However, like most regular battalions their recruits came from all over the country. In August 1915, the Battalions were deployed to France and saw their first major action at the Battle of Loos. The 8th successfully captured their assigned German positions with heavy loss, and the 9th were badly damaged by machine gun fire when they moved to support the 8th. They were withdrawn from their positions in the evening of the next day, in that time the 8th had suffered over 600 casualties, and the 9th nearly 500. On the first day of the Battle of the Somme, the experience of the 8th and the 9th was as disastrous as most of the other units deployed on that day. At the beginning of their attack, their assault was ground to a halt by heavy German machine gun fire and they were scattered in no-man’s land. However, by the early afternoon they had managed to re-organise and had successfully taken and held a German trench line. By the end of the Somme campaign the two battalions had together taken 1137 casualties and were withdrawn from the line to rest and recover their strength. In April 1917, the two battalions took part in the Battle of Arras. Their initial attack at Ecoust was successful and attained with few casualties. Such a relatively easy experience was not had by them in October at the Battle of Passchendaele. By the time they emerged from the battle, both battalions had only 3 officers between them.



Fraternal Fighters
The traditional method of recruitment for the Army involved a man signing up, and then being posted wherever the Army needed him, thus there was a considerable chance that he would end up in a unit far from home and alongside strangers. Encouraging men to sign up would be more difficult if men thought that doing so would separate them from their friends. So, a scheme was devised by which men would be able to serve with the men they knew in civilian life. The Pals Battalions would be manned by men who signed up together, normally consisting of men coming from the same workplace and locality. 
Like most of Britain’s agricultural counties, strictly speaking, Devon did not form its own official Pals Battalions. Pre-war employment in Devon was much more widely spread out across the whole county, with few companies employing a large amount of people, thus the work fraternities were not as large when compared to those that existed in the vast industrial factory complexes of other counties. That is not to say however that men with some kind of civilian bond in Devon did not seek to fight alongside one another. Unlike the famous Pals Battalions of Northern industrial towns and cities, Devon’s fraternal fighting units were made up mainly of middle class men. The new battalions were formed by taking a handful of officers and Non-Commissioned Officers (NCO) from the pre-existing battalions to form a nucleus of experienced leaders to train the new intake and integrate them into the rest of the Regiment. Just like all other recruiting efforts, the formation of new battalions was hindered somewhat by the refusal of local papers to properly advertise their formation and useful information about how to join. That is not to say however that men with some kind of civilian bond in Devon did not seek to fight alongside one another.
The stories of Pals Battalions are remembered today as a sorrowful tale of woe. The main unforeseen consequence of constructing a military unit out of men from the same locality was that it could mean that the near entirety of a community’s young men could be wiped out in a single day. Such was the fate of the Accrington Pals. On the first day of the Battle of the Somme, 700 men of the Accrington Pals went into action. Within half an hour of going over the top, 585 of them became casualties. This reputation was only developed in hindsight however. When the First World War began and the Pals Battalions were first being formed, people thought they were a bit of a joke. The vast influx of eager men into the Army at the start of the war was indeed staggering, Lord Kitchener had called for 100,000 men, but he had actually gotten nearer 750,000. However, this resulted in severe shortages of all necessary equipment. The shortage of uniforms and equipment meant that these Pals were reduced to wearing similarly coloured clothing, and adopting wooden poles as a substitute for a rifle. The sight of not too similarly clothed, barely armed men did little to inspire confidence among the British population that the British Army could take on the behemoth that was the German Army.
Whilst the Regular battalions of the Devonshire Regiment were fighting in France, the reserve and newly formed battalions spent their time training, whilst receiving equipment in dribs and drabs. Many were transferred to Aldershot to conduct training with other units. They also received instruction from their Regular professional counterparts who had returned from France to impart their up-to-date experience from the frontlines of modern warfare. Captain Worrall had been invalided from the Front and had returned to the UK, during his convalescence, he helped the Devonshire battalions to understand the facts of Trench Warfare. This role was predominantly undertaken by the 3rd Battalion of the Devonshire Regiment. The 3rd Devons were a militia unit made up for part time volunteers, however during the war it was never deployed overseas, and instead served principally as the Regiment’s training and holding unit, supplying new men to replace the casualties of other battalions.


Territorial Army
Although there was little enthusiasm in Devon for being sent off to France and Belgium to fight in the trenches, there was a fairly positive response in being encouraged to sign up to the Territorial Army. The Territorials were a much more local force which meant that men would be serving alongside people they already knew. Moreover, the Territorials could only be called into frontline service abroad if absolutely necessary, and would mostly be relegated to defending their localities and occasionally other counties. Many of the Territorial soldiers volunteered for service abroad, though largely they were to form the ‘second-line’ battalions based in rear-areas and carrying out garrison duties in Imperial territories. It was not till later in the war that most of the Territorial units were pressed into frontline service. One of the more interesting things about the Territorial Army units of the Devonshire Regiment is that their service abroad would rarely see them sent to the infamous trenches of the Western Front. They would actually spend most of their time abroad on fronts that barely get a mention in the popular memory of the war.
The 1/4th Devons were sent to fight the Ottomans in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) via their arrival in India. However, the deadliest enemy was not the Turks, but was in fact disease. 400 of them were hospitalised due to disease in the summer of 1916. The 1/4th’s last action of the war was seen fighting the Turks at the Hai Salient, though they were successful, it cost them dearly. Out of the 418 men who went into battle, 227 of them became casualties.  The 1/4th spent the remainder of the war garrisoned near Baghdad, dealing with prisoners, refugees and general maintenance tasks. The 2/4th Devons followed the 1/4th to India, however remained there until October 1917, whereupon they moved to Palestine. Sadly, the 2/4th Devons had a somewhat unfortunate end. Just like the 1/4th, they suffered far more from casualties from disease that from Turkish bombs and bullets, so much so in July 1918 they were disbanded.
The 1/5th Devons were sent to India in October 1914, where they principally acted as a reserve, supplying frontline units with replacements. As such they were split out piecemeal, acting as a relief force rushing troops from one crisis to another. In 1917, they transferred to Egypt and later Palestine and experienced their first combat (as an entire battalion) near Gaza. What followed over the coming months was a string of steady offensives and steady numbers of casualties on the road to capturing Jerusalem. In May 1918 they were transferred to France. Almost immediately, the contrast between the two fronts was stark. In the Middle East, they had fought a fairly mobile war sustaining casualties at an ‘acceptable’ rate. Rarely would casualties be sustained in treble figures in a single day. When they took the village of Bligney in France in late July 1918, they suffered almost 400 casualties in one day. The 2/5th Devon’s did not have a particularly eventful (or long) war. They consisted of a small core of those who stayed behind in England whilst the 1/5th Devons were sent abroad. They were reinforced with the wave of new recruits on the outbreak of war.
The 1/6th and 2/6th Devons recruited from the north of Devon. The 1/6th Battalion was sent to India in October 1914 to take up internal security duties. The 2/6th followed them in January 1915. Similar to some of their sister battalions, the pair of them would supply replacements to units fighting in the Middle East. The 1/6th departed to Mesopotamia at the close of 1915. They then marched 300 miles on foot, plagued by disease and small scale attacks by locals, they were not in the best shape when they reached their objective, that being to relieve a besieged British garrison at Kut El-Amara. Their attempt to break through was incredibly bold, but was sadly repulsed with heavy casualties. Over the coming months they played roles in key battles in the region, but the blazing heat and lack of water proved to be more damaging than their Ottoman foes. For the rest of the war they spent their time guardian communication lines and logistical lines. The harsh environment and disease proved to be a far more deadly enemy than Turkish weapons ever could. The 2/6th Battalion had taken up similar duties as of September 1917, and throughout the war had seen no action, but they had managed to train a lot of soldiers to supply replacements to other battalions.
The 1/7th Cyclist Battalion of the Devonshire Regiment were based in Exeter for most of 1915, and were then moved to Kent to guard against invasion there. The 2/7th Cyclist Battalion were based at Totnes, and carried out regular coastal patrols. Later they covered the North Sea Coast. Neither of these battalions were deployed to the frontlines in their entirety, though some detachments were sent to support the Regiments regular battalions. For instance, a detachment from the 1/7th Cyclist Battalion was sent to support the 2nd Battalion of the Devonshire Regiment during the Battle of the Somme.






Royal Navy
Devon has had a long and proud naval tradition ever since the days of Elizabeth I. Devonport’s Dockyard expanded from 14,000 to 20,000 employees, including an unprecedented number of women. Devonport’s Dockyards produced, hosted and repaired a great many major units for the Royal Navy for the First World War. Possibly was the most famous was HMS Warspite, which was badly damaged at the Battle of Jutland, yet survived and went on to be a highly successful and useful addition to the fleet in the Second World War too.
Also, to hammer home the importance of Devon’s food production capacities, a huge Cold Store depot was constructed in Devonport able to house 5000 tonnes of meat. 








The War Drags On

Conscription 
As 1915 drew to a close, the outlook was grim for Britain. The year had been marked by a series of poor results on the Western Front, and a disaster at Gallipoli. Casualties had been enormous and though the recruitment campaign had provided 3 million volunteers (a significant number in a nation of 40 million), it was not enough men to continue and win the fight. In the light of this, politicians came to realise that they would have to do the previously unthinkable, and introduce conscription. 
In January 1916, Parliament passed the Military Service Act. Unmarried men between the ages of 18-41 would be compelled to serve in the Army, unless they were already serving in the Royal Navy, were a minister of religion, or were working in an occupation vital to the war effort, such as an engineer, munitions worker or a coal miner. In May this was extended to married men, and then in 1918 a third act extended the upper age limit to 51 years old.
There was also provision for men to appeal against their call up by presenting their case to a local Military Service Tribunal (MST) to arbitrate and decide on exemptions. This could be on the basis that their absence would cause severe difficulty for their families, or would cause major troubles for their employer’s business. One such case in Exeter was of a painter and general decorator who applied for the exemption of his brother since his brother was the only one left of the original 12 who worked for him. 

Conscientious Objectors
The most famous of all kinds of appeal was the one of conscience. Conscientious Objectors (COs) as they came to be known would normally object to military service on the grounds that killing or indeed any involvement with the military machine was morally unacceptable. However, this created a dilemma for military recruitment. The Military Service Act did provide for exemptions on the basis of conscience, however it did not provide much detail and left a major question unanswered. How does one distinguish those with genuine conviction from those who use fake conviction as an excuse? In order to test the sincerity of a Conscientious Objector’s conviction, the Military Service Tribunals would ask a number of questions, typically asking what the objector’s response would be when placed in a variety of hypothetical scenarios. 
In Devon, the most common justification of these grounds were religious conviction. One such example was that of a Congregationalist lay preacher who applied for exemption on the basis that if his destiny was to fight in the war, then God would have called him long before. The military representative on the tribunal asked him how he would interpret Christ’s claim ‘I come not to bring peace, but the sword.’ to which he said that he believed Christ’s sword to be merely his words and force of argument. This claim was ultimately disallowed. 
Sometimes however, one’s religious affiliation could work against an application for exemption. Lawford Evans, an Exeter University College student tried to claim exemption on the basis that he believed in the sanctity of human life, however one of the Tribunal members informed him that his membership of the Church of England meant that he would have to do as his fellow churchmen had done and do his duty. 
The Church of England supported the war, claiming that it was a just one, and that all Britons were obliged to contribute to the war effort, and that all eligible men should feel compelled by God to serve in the military. The Bishop of Exeter gave a sermon in April 1915, where he declared that the war was a ‘war against war’. The Church of England had acted as though it was part of the recruitment campaign, using the pulpit to shame men in the congregation to join up in a similar fashion to the official recruitment campaign. This meant that there was a very powerful voice within the country that could act as a strong counterweight to any claims that opposing the war on moral grounds was in any way a legitimate position. 
Absolute exemptions on the basis of conscience were a very rare occurrence, gaining one would require a spotlessly consistent performance under the Tribunal’s scrutiny, and a pre-existing sympathy for the CO’s plight among the Tribunal’s members. Realistically, the best a CO could hope for would be either a deferment to review his case at a later date, or to be conscripted into a non-combat role. 
Whilst the Tribunals would successfully force COs into the Army, that was no guarantee that they were going to co-operate. In Exeter in May 1916, four soldiers were court martialled for refusing to obey orders on conscientious grounds. Private C.J. Baker had been the head of the Newton Abbott No Conscription Fellowship, Private J.M. Whitham offered himself up for agricultural work, but refused to serve the military machine, Private A.E. Pethick said he was compelled to refuse any order that contradicted Christ’s commandment of “Thou shalt not kill”, and Private H.C. Dennis simply regarded war as a relic of savagery. 
For comparison, the more industrial areas of the country saw objections on different grounds, usually due to a political conviction. The industrial towns and cities of the north of England felt a great deal more sympathy to the working class struggle that stretched beyond national borders. Many Socialists felt that they should not be sent to fight other workers in order to resolve the disputes of the ruling classes, and for the economic gain of the capitalists, and this phenomenon was not restricted to Britain.
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