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THE DERBY SCHEME AND THE 
HINCKLEY LOCAL MILITARY 
SERVICE TRIBUNAL DURING  

THE FIRST WORLD WAR
John Martin and Robert King

This article explores the transition of military service from the principle of 
individualism, whereby each individual operated on a self-reliant basis and 
made their own choices; to collectivism as represented by the Derby Scheme and 
Local Tribunals, whereby individuals were subjected to group decisions. Some 
historians would argue that it was a shift from volunteerism to collectivism 
which took place.

At the outbreak of the war, Britain had a political and military strategy of a small 
professional standing army, with the Royal Navy as the nation’s primary protector. 
Kitchener disagreed with this philosophy, particularly the widespread belief that it 
would be a short war, and commenced volunteer recruitment. Whilst this action was 
hugely successful in terms of the number of men who enlisted in the armed forces, 
vital war production, such as the munitions industry, suffered. This was due to the 
voluntary enlistment of skilled men, thus creating labour shortages. Collectivism was 
introduced with the Munitions of War Act 1915, promulgated in answer to the shell 
crisis, when the army ran short of munitions for its artillery. This brought in private 
companies, designated ‘Controlled Establishments’, supplying armaments under the 
direction of the newly formed Ministry of Munitions, who regulated wages and 
employment conditions. The Derby Scheme, whilst not introducing conscription, 
was a compromise between individualism and collectivism, by registering the ages 
and skills of men and women if and when conscription was introduced – known as 
the National Register. Crucially, it introduced the concept of local tribunals to settle 
conscription disputes, which, with continuing heavy military losses, caused an ever-
increasing demand for more men. The tribunals attempted to balance military needs 
with those of industry, who required the retention of skilled workers to manufacture 
munitions and military equipment for the war effort. It was only the signing of 
the Armistice in November 1918 that rescued the local tribunals from these ever-
increasing difficult decisions.

THE DERBY SCHEME

The Derby Scheme was introduced in the autumn of 1915 by the government’s 
Director of Recruiting, Edward Stanley, 17th Earl of Derby. Its aim was to determine 
if military manpower requirements could be met without introducing conscription; 
in other words, individualism would hold sway over collectivism. Individualism is a 
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British trait, being a resistance to too much state intervention,1 whilst collectivism, 
in the shape of conscription, was being mooted by some before the outbreak of war.2 
At the beginning of the war, the ‘Business as Usual’ concept allowed the British armed 
forces to act largely at their own discretion. The small, highly trained volunteer 
standing army would only be used to support their French allies in a continental 
war. Also, it was not anticipated that large manpower demands would be made 
on the indigenous workforce.3 Kitchener, at least, did not indulge in the euphoric 
mood that the war would be over by Christmas. He was anticipating a more drawn 
out war, which would influence manpower planning calculations and underlines his 
decision to embark on a mass mobilisation campaign, albeit by voluntary enlistment 
and not conscription. Kitchener’s assumption was that the existing reservist and 
territorial system would be insufficient to produce the numbers of men required 
to meet the commitments of a vastly expanded army. The military authorities did 
not fully appreciate the extent that a voluntary recruitment campaign would result 
in labour shortages. In key war industries, such as munitions, supply was already 
failing to keep pace with rapidly increasing demand, and a reduction in the number 

1 Marwick, Arthur, The Deluge (2nd Edition), p. 56.
2 Marwick, Arthur, The Deluge (2nd Edition), p. 66.
3 Wilson, Trevor, The Myriad Faces of War. Wilson comments that ‘Britain was not a military or, more 

important, a militaristic power. It saw its strength as resting in its navy’, p. 13.

Fig. 1. The village of Burbage became part of war-time efforts based in the nearby 
town of Hinckley. This postcard of Church Street is post-1920 in date, as the war 
memorial at the top of the street was inaugurated on 26 February 1921. (From the 

private collection of R. D. King.)
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of skilled men available for the manufacturing industries created acute production 
problems. This deficiency became crucial for the war effort in 1915 with the onset 
of the ‘shell crisis’, a shortage of artillery projectiles. A direct result of this was the 
introduction of the Lloyd George Munitions of War Bill of 1916,4 which essentially 
was a government attempt to exert a measure of control in munitions-producing 
factories by suspending current trade practices and agreements. The National 
Registration scheme was introduced in the wake of the Munitions of War Act. 
Registration allowed the government to compile a National Register of all persons, 
male and female, between the ages of 15 and 65. The only citizens not required to 
register were those already serving in the army, both regular and territorial, and 
naval forces. The National Registration Act 1915 declared 15 August National 
Registration Day, and according to Walter Long, the legislation’s proposer, it was to 
provide the necessary information if the need for conscription did arise and would 
‘compel them to declare that they are doing nothing to help their country in her 
hour of crisis’.5 

This was to be achieved by each man between the ages of 18 and 41, who was 
not in an essential occupation, such as munitions production, to register (attest) 
as being available to enlist into the armed forces. The name and relevant details 
such as domicile were copied on to a blue filing card obtained from the recently 
compiled National Register for Work, which had already obtained precise details 
of the availability for work of both men and women. The men, having publicly 
declared their willingness to serve, were paid a bonus of 2s 9d and the following day 
transferred to the Army Reserve. Having been issued with a distinctive armband, 
the man’s particulars were entered on to a white card, and allotted to one of 46 
groups covering married and unmarried men. The groups containing single men 
would be conscripted before married men. The survey took place in November and 
December 1915 and revealed that 318,553 medically fit single men had registered. 
Unfortunately for the government, 38 per cent of available single men and 54 per 
cent of married men had refused to enlist, resulting in the need for conscription.6 In 
March 1916 the Military Service Act was inaugurated, imposing conscription on 
all single men between the ages of 18 and 41, but exempting the medically unfit, 
clergymen, teachers, those in exempted occupations and conscientious objectors. 
This was followed by the Acts of May 1916 which saw conscription extended to 
married men, and of 1918 which further raised the age limit to 51. 

One important component of the Derby Scheme was the establishment of Military 
Service Tribunals to consider applications for exemption from military service. 
Tribunals had their own bureaucracy, with a Central Tribunal based in London, 83 
County Appeal Tribunals and 2,086 Local Military Service Tribunals. In practice, if 
a man was not satisfied with a Local (Hinckley) Tribunal ruling, he could appeal to 
the County (Leicester) Tribunal. The Central (Westminster) Tribunal was the final 
arbiter of difficult cases, and its decisions were taken as precedent for both the local 
and county tribunals. Examples of exemption demands were domestic or business 

4 Marwick, Arthur, The Deluge (2nd Edition), p. 99.
5 Wilson, Trevor, The Myriad Faces of War, p. 167.
6 Public Record Office, CAB 37/140/1.
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hardship, medical infirmity and conscientious objection. The Local Tribunals were 
kept very busy, as by the end of June 1916, 748,587 men had applied to tribunals 
for exemption, compared with 770,000 men who had joined the army. In May 1917 
there were 1.8 million men with exemptions, mainly comprising those engaged 
in war work.7 These would include Hinckley men engaged in the production of 
uniform cloth, webbing belts and military footwear.

THE NATIONAL REGISTER FOR WORK IN HINCKLEY

In view of the outcry by the Trade Unions regarding the Derby Scheme, the 
questions posed on the registration form require analysis (Fig. 2).8 Arising from 
this information, separate forms had to be filled out to ascertain the number of 
men of military age resident in the area. The information required was extremely 
detailed and was applicable to both sexes, as the information required was almost 
the same in both cases. The registration process entailed the town being divided into 
13 districts, with each district having an enumerator who was responsible for the 
distribution and collection of the completed forms.

An indication of the professional classes of the local enumerators can be 
gained from the following analysis of the occupations of some of those engaged 
on the registration procedure. H. C. Kiddle was the Deputy Registrar of Births, 
Marriages and Deaths for Hinckley, with the Rev. H. C. Crow being the Hinckley 
Congregational Church Minister (Fig. 3).

The forms were collated according to occupation, age and marital status. 
Certificates of Registration were then issued to the townspeople: the numbers were:

Males 3,346, Females 4,772, Total: 8,118.

Men of military age were treated differently. In these cases duplicate forms, 
known as ‘pink forms’, were prepared for onward transmission to the government 
department.9 

The government action was to mark each pink form with an asterisk indicating 
those engaged in important war work. The Hinckley registration total of men of 
military age numbered 1,695. The disparity between the two male returns can be 
explained by age constraints and men exempted by being in reserved occupations. 
Additionally, people with more than one skill or occupation were documented and 
entered into the town register. The register was placed in the care of the Town Clerk, 
whose duty was to keep and update the register as required. It was the legal duty 
of everyone on the register to notify the Clerk to the Town Council of any change 
of circumstance. The local report does not comment on the success, or otherwise, 
of this particular requirement.10 However, a benefit of local manufacturers being 
closely involved with the Town Council was that a person would be required to 

7 Public Record Office, CAB 15/158.
8 The Record Office. File number DE1961/16. Report on the National Registration Work in Hinckley.
9 Marwick, Arthur, The Deluge (2nd Edition), p. 102.
10 The Record Office. File number DE1961/16. Report on the National Registration for work in 

Hinckley.
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notify their company of any change in status, and it would be an easy matter to 
pass this information on to the relevant authority. Changes resulted in the issue 
of a new Registration Certificate. At the conclusion of the war, all Registration 
Documentation held by the Town Council were returned to H.M. Stationery Office 
for destruction by pulping.11 

The Administration of the Hinckley Local Tribunal

The genesis of the Local Tribunal was to be found in an elected Hinckley Canvassing 
Committee that first met at the Council Offices on 26 October 1915, with G. Kinton, 

11 The Record Office. File number DE1961/16. Report on the National Registration for work in 
Hinckley.

1. Age

2. Whether British or born abroad

3. Married or single

4. Widow or widower

5. Number of children under 15 years of age

6. Number of dependants

7. Occupation

8. Name and address of employer

9. If employed under government department

10. If skilled in any other work

11. If able and willing to undertake such work 

Fig. 2. Questionnaire: National Registration for Work.  
Reproduced by permission of the Record Office for Leicestershire, 

Leicester and Rutland, location mark, DE1961/16.

Miss Stafford J. H. Hill

Rev. H. C. Crow F. C. Bedford

F. Taylor C. Sefton

R. Burgess B. Wood

G. E. Kiddle J. A. Pettigrew

H. C. Kiddle W. L. Foxton

L. H. Burleigh

Fig. 3. Hinckley Enumerators for the Thirteen Districts. 
Reproduced by permission of the Record Office for Leicestershire, 

Leicester and Rutland, location mark, DE1961/16.
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a long-serving Hinckley Council member, as Chairman and A. S. Atkins, the Clerk 
to the Council, as the Hon. Secretary. The Committee brief was to facilitate the 
functioning of the ‘Derby Scheme’ for obtaining recruits, which was undertaken 
by canvassing men who were not considered essential for local industry.12 The 
Committee did not wait for men to come to them. Men were interviewed at their 
place of work, whilst at the same time both employers and union representatives 
were co-opted onto the Committee. A card index was formed, and, as the report 
states, was in most cases completed and sent to the Recruiting Office at Coalville.13 
Thus, influential citizens serving on the town council took the initiative and assisted 
the government in its attempts to secure additional recruits for the services. The 
passing of the Military Service Act of January 191614 was an implied admission by 
the government that voluntarism, such as the Derby Scheme, had failed to provide 
the men needed for the armed forces. The Canvassing Committee gave way to 
the Hinckley Tribunal, elected by the Urban District Council, which first met on 
Wednesday 15 December 1915 (Fig. 4). This was an interim measure, and when the 
Military Service Act entered the statute book the whole Committee was reinstated 
on a formal basis, with Kinton again taking the chair. The first formal meeting of 
a Local Tribunal was held on Wednesday 19 January 1916 and was to retain the 
same personnel throughout the war, with the sole exception of J. Bailey, who was 
appointed to the Leicestershire Appeal Tribunal (Fig. 7). The Committee continued 
with six members until the conclusion of the war. An indication of the role of 
the town’s influential citizens is given by the composition of the Hinckley Urban 
Tribunal, as reported in the Hinckley Times of 3 February 1917. It should be noted 
that the names of men seeking exemptions were never published in either the report 
or the Hinckley Times.

An analysis of the Hinckley Local Tribunal reveals a combination of 
entrepreneurs, professional people and trade union representation. A long-serving 
member was G. Kinton, who served from 1895 to 1929 – a span of 34 years. He was 
the son of Mr Richard Kinton, grocer, of Bath Street, Leicester. He came to Hinckley 
around 1870 to serve as a butcher’s apprentice to Mr Titus Taylor of Castle Street. 
He then set up in business selling cooked meats and confectionary from a shop at 
the top of Castle Street Hinckley, known locally as ‘Kinton’s Corner’. He retired 
from this business at the age of 37. He entered into public service for the last 40 
years of his life, becoming an Urban District Councillor for a continuous period 
of 42 years. He was a leading member of the Hinckley Board of Guardians and a 
member of the Leicestershire County Council, becoming an Alderman and having a 
total service of 34 years with the county authority. G. Kinton was keenly interested 
in educational matters and was a member of the Hinckley Grammar School Board 
of Governors, being the chairman for 20 years. He was a staunch Liberal and a 

12 Wilson, Trevor, The Myriad Faces of War, pp. 167–8. The national scheme required all eligible males 
not engaged on important war work to ‘attest’; that is, declare their willingness to accept military 
service ‘when called upon to do so’. 

13 The Record Office, Hinckley Local Tribunal Post-War Report. File number DE1961/16.
14 Military Service Act, FirstWorldWar.com.
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practising member of the Hinckley Congregational Church.15 W. H. Bott was an 
industrialist and hosiery manufacturer of the well-known firm of George Bott & 
Sons. The professions were represented by S. H. Pilgrim, who was a solicitor of S. H. 
& W. J. Pilgrim and who served as Registrar and High Bailiff to the Leicestershire 
County Court, and A. S. Atkins, a solicitor and member of the Atkins’ of Hinckley 
hosiery company who served as the town clerk from 1900 to 1945. The trade 
union movement was represented by J. Bailey, the Hinckley Union Secretary,16 who 
represented the hosiery industry on the Hinckley & District Trades Union Council.17

The First Formal Meeting of the Local Tribunals 

The first recorded meetings of the local tribunals were in the Hinckley Times edition 
of 22 January 1916 (Fig. 5). It reported that the Hinckley Urban Tribunal, meeting 
on the previous Thursday, had dealt with approximately 40 cases, mainly drawn 
from the hosiery industry. The Hinckley Rural District Tribunal, covering such 
nearby villages as Stoney Stanton, Earl Shilton and Barwell, heard some 100 cases, 
with nearly 50 of the cases being from the footwear industry. At nearby Market 
Bosworth the tribunal, held the previous Tuesday, considered some 60 appeals. The 
reference to groups was that originally the Derby Scheme had classified those who 
had attested to single and married status into 23 groups according to their age. 
Group I were men of single status born in 1897 and having attested they would 
already have been conscripted into the armed forces.18

The Leicester Local Tribunal was organised in the same way as Hinckley, with a 
combination of entrepreneurs, members of the professional classes and trade union 
representatives. Albert Sawday, Lord Mayor of Leicester in 1903, was an architect 
who, as president of the Leicester YMCA, designed their new headquarters building 

15 Hinckley Times, obituary, 20 September 1929.
16 Gurnham, Richard, The Hosiery Unions 1776–1976, p. 77.
17 The Hinckley Directory, p. 9.
18 Wikipedia.

G. Kinton Chairman

J. Bailey Member

W. H. Bott Member

G. Cholerton Member

W. Heaton Member

S. H. Pilgrim Member

W. Warner Member

A. S. Atkins Clerk to the Tribunal

Fig. 4. The Inaugural Hinckley Local Tribunal. Reproduced by 
permission of the Record Office for Leicestershire, Leicester and 

Rutland, location mark, DE1961/16.
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(now known as the Y). Charles Bennion, 
an engineer who had been apprenticed 
at Crewe Railway Works, on settling in 
Leicester entered the local boot and shoe 
industry, and in 1899 he established 
Pearson and Bennion, engineers to that 
industry. In 1899 the company merged 
with the Shoe Machinery Company of 
America, Bennion being Chairman of the 
new company from 1899 to his death in 
1929. Bennion bought and presented, 
in perpetuity, Bradgate Park to the 
citizens of Leicester. J. B. Everard was 
a civil engineer who, in 1874, became a 
partner in the firm of Ellis and Everard 
(later Aggregate Industries). He was the 
nephew of William Everard, the Leicester 
brewer. E. L. Poulton OBE, JP, was the 
General Secretary of the National Union 
of Boot and Shoe Operatives (NUBSO) 
from 1908 until 1930.

The Hinckley Tribunal initially sat 
at fortnightly intervals, but due to the 
amount of work required they often 
met weekly, resulting in 67 meetings and 
2,662 applications processed.19 Despite 
considering some 40 cases per meeting 
the local tribunal, as noted in the 
newspaper article, spent a considerable 
amount of time over each individual 
case. These figures compare with the 
much larger Leicester Tribunal that 
during 315 meetings spent 2,100 hours 
adjudicating on 52,385 cases.20 The 

report notes that the tribunal attempted to sit until all the cases under review had 
been resolved.21 These situations were not necessarily straightforward. The meeting 
format was that the military representative presented his reasons for the conscription 
of the attested man. That person, often represented by his solicitor, then put forward 
his reasons for not being called up for military service. The reasons were as diverse 

19 Military Service Act, FirstWorldWar.com. 
20 The Record Office, Borough of Leicester Local Tribunal. File number DE1961/16, p. 2.
21 The Record Office, Hinckley Local Tribunal Post-War Report. File number DE1961/16, p. 2. The 

report comments that: ‘On occasions the sittings lasted from first thing in the morning until the middle 
of the afternoon, and the Tribunal on most occasions cleared of all the cases which were down for 
hearing, before rising.’

Fig. 5. The Hinckley Times.
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as essential employment, a domestic 
situation, and ill-health or business 
grounds. The Committee was well aware 
of its responsibility to the town and the 
fighting forces. The town was producing 
hosiery and military boots, not only for 
the British forces, but also for the Allies. 
The report notes that in the beginning 
it was relatively easy to decide the cases 
brought before them, as most men 
were young and without dependants. 
However, as the war progressed, it 
became increasingly difficult to release 
men from the local factories to the 
extent that by the end of the war there 
was hardly a ‘reasonably fit man left 
in Hinckley’.22 The preparatory work 
carried out by the tribunal’s Advisory 
Committee was extensive and detailed. 
Wherever possible the tribunal and the 
military representative consulted the 
lists of men employed at the various 
factories, with those not considered 
essential to the company output deemed 
suitable for conscription. They could, 
however, lodge a personal appeal. In the 
latter part of the conflict the Advisory 
Committee, consisting of Employers and 

22 Ibid., p. 3. The report states that: ‘…as the months passed by and the men were taken from the 
factories, it became more and more difficult to decide who should go without crippling the industries’.

Alderman Sawday Chairman

Charles Bennion Member

F. S. Brice Member

Alderman Chaplin Member

J. B. Everard Member

Alderman J. Russell Frears Member

Councillor Hill Member

Alderman Loseby Member

E. L. Poulton Member

Fig. 7. Inaugural Local Tribunal for the Borough of Leicester. 
Reproduced by permission of the Record Office for Leicestershire, 

Leicester and Rutland, location mark, DE1961/16. 

Fig. 6. A humorous First World War 
postcard: A proud ‘potato’ about to 
go into his trench. (From the private 

collection of R. D. King.)
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Trade Union officials, met with the town’s manufacturers to consider, firstly, what 
men could be released and, secondly, what help could be given to firms with already 
depleted staff. This was of great assistance to the Tribunal as, effectively, a large part 
of their work had been done for them. An applicant could not argue that he was 
undertaking important war work if his employer had already conceded on that point.

Despite 2,662 cases being heard, all the decisions given by the Tribunal were 
reported as being unanimous. This unanimity could have been the literal truth, or 
an expediency to demonstrate to the public that Tribunal members never dissented 
with each other in reaching their decisions. The correspondence columns of the 
Hinckley Times were examined to determine if there were areas of contention to the 
writers. A main concern was the problem of conscientious objectors, especially to 
those correspondents already serving in the armed forces. A typical letter, published 
in the Hinckley Times of 25 March 1916 from ‘E.H.’ and headed ‘A Tommy’s View 
of Conscientious Objectors’, expressed the view that, ‘I am afraid that there would 
not be many left at our various fronts to meet the enemy if we were to obtain 
an exemption order from further service.’23 Only four conscientious objectors to 
military service were recorded in Hinckley. The draft report contains the sentence, 
‘these were very difficult cases indeed to handle’, but this was deleted before the final 
publication.24 The report notes that the application of one was refused, two were 
sent to the military but exempted from combative service, and the other was granted 
exemption on taking up work of national importance.25 There were several more 
manuscript amendments to the original typed draft report, which does not refrain 
from using uncompromising language. It made the point that it was difficult to 
decide if the applicant had a genuine conscientious objection or he was a ‘shirker’, 
and contained the cryptic comment that the resolution of these matters called for 
‘considerable ingenuity’ on the part of the Tribunal.26 Presumably, this was to decide 
if the man’s explanation was genuine or not. The Leicester Tribunal, whilst not giving 
figures, expresses the same misgivings, as did their Hinckley colleagues. The Tribunal 
noted that under the Military Service Act 1916 (as amended), young unmarried men 
could present themselves as conscientious objectors. In the latter part of the war such 
objectors were usually referred to the Committee on Work of National Importance 
to be placed in suitable employment. The report notes that in the majority of cases 
the Tribunal was able to accept the recommendations of the Committee on Work 
of National Importance and grant exemptions accordingly.27 The use of the word 
shirker could be an argument against the impartiality of the local tribunals. But it 
could also be true of a national revulsion against conscientious objectors. Wilson 
comments that a particular problem was that tribunals often comprised members 
who had been engaged in recruitment activities, and so were imbued with the desire 
to obtain the maximum manpower possible for the armed forces.28 Men appearing 

23 Hinckley Times, 25 March 1916. 
24 The Record Office, Hinckley Local Tribunal Post-War Report. File number DE1916/16.
25 The Record Office, Hinckley Local Tribunal Post-War Report. File number DE1961/16.
26 The Record Office, Hinckley Local Tribunal. File number DE1961/16, p. 4.
27 The Record Office, Borough of Leicester Local Tribunal. File Number DE1961/16, p. 4.
28 Wilson, Trevor, The Myriad Faces of War, p. 398.
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before tribunals pleading conscientious objections to military service would have 
to overcome this particular problem. The Hinckley Tribunal consisted of leading 
figures such as Kinton, who had been involved in recruitment from the onset of the 
war and was therefore well acquainted with the system.

Inevitably, as the war progressed and military losses increased, the call for more 
fighting men grew. This placed a severe demand on the Local Tribunals who now 
had to consider previously medically exempted men. The result was that standards 
were lowered and these men were re-examined. Those men passed fit under the new 
criteria were required to report for military service, unless in essential war work. 
Lower-graded men were granted exemption provided they took up work of national 
importance. Agricultural workers came under a different category, especially with 
the continuation of the war. In the early days of the Tribunal local agricultural 
workers always received exemptions. This changed in the latter days of the war 
during the so-called ‘combing out’ process. This referred to the move towards full 
conscription, and was a follow-up to the National Registration and Derby Schemes. 
It attempted to make men, previously exempt due to the wartime importance of 
their occupation, available to the armed forces. In October 1916, following the huge 
manpower losses suffered in the Somme offensive of July, a government-appointed 
manpower planning committee deemed that younger men, including agricultural 
workers, could no longer be considered exempt from military service – the only 
exemptions being in the munitions and coalmining industries.29 As a result of this 
ruling in Hinckley and District, some farm workers were conscripted and their 
cases referred to the Leicestershire War Agricultural Committee, who decided who 
would be sent overseas or remain in Britain. The decision was dependent on the 
maintenance of food production levels. The German Spring Offensive of March 
1918 caused a further strain on Local Tribunals, as yet more men were demanded 
for the Western Front. One particular problem was that, by the Military Service Act 
1918, the age limit for conscription was raised from 41 to 51 years of age.30 This 
threw the Tribunal members into a quandary, as the age amendment meant that the 
country could be taking men whose son, or sons, were already fighting or in some 
instances had already been killed in action. 

The effectiveness of these measures can be judged from the fact that at the Local 
Tribunal of Wednesday 10 January 1917, priority was given to a physically fit 
steam ploughman of 19 years of age who was granted a conditional exemption on 
the recommendation of the Advisory Committee.31 His agricultural employer was 
responsible for the ‘conditional’ portion of the exemption. T. Powers of Barwell 
(a village near Hinckley), himself a member of a Local Tribunal, informed his 
colleagues that he would withdraw his exemption request if they could find him a 
skilled ploughman to carry out the young man’s duties. The same meeting passed 
a resolution for action at a national level to prohibit the movement of labour, after 
gaining exemption from military service due to ill health. The tribunal specifically 
highlighted the problem of some agricultural workers, who having gained 

29 Wilson, Trevor, The Myriad Faces of War, pp. 400–1.
30 Military Services Act, FirstWorldWar.com.
31 Hinckley Times, 13 January 1917.
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exemption from the armed forces due to relatively minor ailments, promptly left 
their agricultural employment and the beneficial open-air conditions, to undertake 
better paid work in factories.32 The Tribunal members had little difficulty when 
adjudicating the exemption requests of young single men. At that stage of the 
war they mostly went into the armed forces, although there were still problems 
to resolve if, say, the young man was supporting a widowed mother or was an 
agricultural employee. Greater problems arose when a much older man, probably 
with a large family and the possibility of one or more of his sons already serving 
in the armed forces, sought adjudication. The report notes that in some cases these 
more elderly men were conscripted, but there was a definite sense of relief when the 
report concluded that the cessation of the war stopped the Tribunal from having to 
refuse exemptions from more of this age group.33 

The Local Tribunals and the Military

From 1916 onwards, military authorities attempted to locate men, previously in 
reserved occupations, who could feed the ever-increasing demands for manpower. 
By 1917 the volunteers who had originally answered Kitchener’s call were no longer 
coming forward in sufficient numbers to meet the needs of the military authorities. 
As Trevor Wilson puts it: ‘the reluctant and the positively averse must be brought 
forth – “combed out” in the current, scarcely flattering, phrase’.34 With the loss of 
men to the German Spring Offensive of March 1918 the government was forced 
to consider an extension of conscription. Nationally, this included a controversial 
Home Rule Bill that demanded the implementation of conscription to Ireland. This 
alienated both Irish Republicans and Unionists, which threw an even greater strain 
on local mainland efforts to raise additional manpower.

Figure 9 demonstrates the problems caused by those seeking medical 
exemptions. A trimmer (presumably a hosiery or footwear employee) was refused 
exemption, although he claimed that he was still unfit for military service. He 
was offered a further medical examination upon conscription, though only a very 
naïve observer would contemplate a further exemption when the military had 
control of him. With the army in desperate need of men, almost every conscript 
would have been acceptable. An indication of the intensity of the Tribunal’s 
workload can be gained from the fact that this was one of 22 cases dealt with 
comprising initial cases and appeal adjudications on that day – 30 January 1917.35 
Two further occurrences are cited to illustrate the problems that occurred within 
Hinckley and Leicestershire. In January 1917 the Hinckley Times reported that 
at a Rural Tribunal, Captain R. W. Bedingfield, the recruiting officer, challenged 
D. Astley, representing local trade unions, over the exemption of an un-named
man who the military representative thought should be conscripted. Ralph
Waldo Bedingfield was a Leicester architect born in 1872, who whilst being too

32 Hinckley Times, 3 February 1917.
33 The Record Office, Hinckley Local Tribunal. File number DE1961/16, pp. 4–5. 
34 Wilson, Trevor, The Myriad Faces of War, p. 516.
35 Hinckley Times, 3 February 1917, under the heading ‘Hinckley Urban Tribunal’.
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old for conscription at that time, had 
joined the Leicestershire Regiment 
and represented the military at Local 
Military Tribunals.36 The sub-heading 
of the article, ‘Mr Astley’s Feelings 
Hurt’, indicates the ill feeling generated 
at the meeting. At the conclusion of the 
meeting, Astley stated that he would 
not tender his resignation, ‘because 
in that case local labour would not 
be represented’.37 The newspaper 
report gives depth to the bland 
statements in the previously discussed 
tribunal system that ‘good working 
relationships’ were maintained. It also 
underlines the problems that occurred 
during the later stages of the war, as 
local factories attempted to retain their 
skilled manpower. The situation was  
to worsen for the military, as evidenced 
by the initial entry in the minutes  
of the Executive Committee of the 
Hosiery Manufacturers’ Association. 
The hosiery industry reserved 
occupation list, in force in July 1918, 
comprised the following: Engine man, 
Steam Boiler man, Fireman (stoker), 
Maintenance and Repairing Staff 
(including Mechanics), Electricians, 

36 Leicester Literary and Philosophical Society, online.
37 Hinckley Times, 13 January 1917.

Fig. 8. An obviously dismayed claimant 
having had his application for a medical 
deferment rejected; sung to the tune of a 

popular song. (From the private collection 
of R. D. King.)

Fig. 9. Extract from the Hinckley Times.



164   john martin and robert king

Carters (Horse and Power), Foreman Overlooker and Cottons Patent machinist.38 
An analysis of these grades clearly demonstrates why the military authorities 
continued to meet extreme difficulty in obtaining men from the hosiery industry 
at this late stage of the war, despite conscription (collectivism) now being fully 
implemented. Recruiting Officers could not conscript from engineering and 
maintenance staff, or from supervisors (Overlookers) and skilled craftsmen 
(Machine operators). The only possibility of conscription was the caveat that all 
named grades had to be in their occupations before 15 August 1915.39 

The post-war Hinckley report concluded that the Local Tribunal carried out its 
duty to the best of its ability and was able to supply local men to the armed forces. 
At the same time it retained sufficient personnel to enable local industries to produce 
essential war supplies.40 The Local Tribunal also used the stratagem of ordering 
exempted men to serve in the local military volunteers, or lose their status. The 
report gives these final figures: 156 appeals were taken to the Leicester Appeals 
Tribunal, with 86 cases being lodged by the men or on their behalf, and 70 appeals 
being lodged by the military or their representatives. Of the 86 appeals lodged by the 
men, 61 were dismissed, 15 were allowed and in ten cases extra time was allowed 
before conscription. Of the 70 appeals lodged by the military, 52 were allowed, 14 
were dismissed and in four cases the appeals were withdrawn before a hearing.41 

CONCLUSION

In its early days of the war the Hinckley Local Tribunal requested that the 
terminology should be no more forceful than that of exempted men joining the local 
Volunteer Training Corps. During the later years this became mandatory and did 
in fact form part of the exemption package. The Tribunal added the stricture that 
the men were expected to become efficient members of that organisation. Both the 
Hinckley and Leicester Tribunals recorded the fact that generally there was a good 
working relationship between the Tribunals and the military representatives. It was 
the military authorities’ duty to obtain men for military service, leaving the Tribunal 
to consider the loss of men from local industry manufacturing military equipment 
of national importance. Hinckley was somewhat different from other townships 
in that it had both indigenous manufacturing and agrarian priorities, with both 
carrying a high degree of exemption from war service. Local industries were heavily 
engaged in the manufacture of cloth for uniforms, webbing belts and military boots, 
whilst the farming community was occupied with food production to help feed the 
nation. Undoubtedly, as the post-war report makes clear, the Tribunal was saved 
from making distressing adjudications, such as the conscription of fathers who had 
already lost sons in action, by the signing of the Armistice. 

38 The Record Office. File number DE5992/1. Minutes of the Executive Committee of the Hosiery 
Manufacturers Association.

39 The Record Office. File number DE5992/1. Minutes of the Executive Committee of the Hosiery 
Manufacturers Association.

40 The Record Office. File number DE1961/16.
41 The Record Office. File number DE1961/16. The Post-War Report on the Hinckley Local Tribunal. 
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