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Conscientious Objectors
Harry Payne

Local personality Harry Payne was a conscientious objector during
WW1.
Extract from the Moseley Personalities article about Harry Payne:
Conscientious objectors were not organised at the time of the
outbreak of the Great War and although Harry Payne at first
supported the aims of going to war with Germany, he happened to
see bayonet practice taking place in a public park and thought that
it could not be Christian to do this even to a German. He went
home and talked it over with his wife, and decided after much soulsearching, that whatever the consequences, he would never go into
the Army. The time came when he was called up and in 1916 he
went before a tribunal and declared that on Christian grounds he
would not assist the war effort. His petition was rejected and he
replied acknowledging that it was in their power to put him in the
army, but it was beyond their power to make him fight. He was
drafted and refused to obey orders, and he served his time in prison
Figure 1:
Harry Payne (with permission fromDonald Payne)
throughout the war, and was not free until January, 1919.
Harry had a great deal to think about in prison, and he decided he would try to run the business, when he could get it
expanding again, on Christian lines. Meanwhile, Mrs Payne had struggled to keep going, running the shops with
great difficulty as some men had gone into the forces, as well as looking after the children, who incidentally were all
sent to a dame school in Park Road, Moseley. Back at work, Harry started putting his ideas into practice, introducing
profit-sharing and paid holidays.’
Read the full article here.
Further details of Harry Payne’s conscientious objection to the Great War and the way it changed his business can be
found in the excellent book, Shoemenders: A study of goodwill in industry by Edith Ryley Richards1. I have used this
book to produce a timeline of Harry Payne’s war:

1914


August 1914: At the outbreak of war, Harry Payne
initially convinced of the rightness of the allied
cause, but as a shoemender was part of a deferred
group – for the time being he was required to serve
king and country by ‘sticking to his last’ (Richards
1953; 32).
December 1914: Harry observed bayonet practice
and the demonstration of how to insert and twist
bayonet into abdomen for the most deadly effect
and had to turn away in sick disgust. He decides ‘It
can’t be Christian to do that even to a German’
(Richards 1953, 32), and finds that in his conscience,
Christianity is the dividing line between what should
and should not be done. He talked with his wife and
thought deeply for many days before making up his
mind that he could never go into the army, although
‘as far as he could see he would have to stand alone,
for he did not know one single other person who
held the same point of view’ (Richards 1953; 33).
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Figure 2: Portuguese officers practising with bayonets 1917-1918
(image sourced from Wikimedia Commons)

You can also watch video footage of WWI
bayonet practice from the British Pathé
archive online here

A copy of Shoemenders is available in ‘The Collection’, please email moseleyhistory@moseleyexchange.com if you are
interested in arranging an appointment to read it or explore any of our other archives.
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1916


Early 1916 (prior to introduction of Military Service Act in March): Refuses to attest under the Derby Scheme on
religious grounds. The Derby Scheme was a voluntary recruitment scheme created by Edward Stanley, Earl of
Derby, also known as the ‘Group Scheme’ – men were grouped according to year of birth and marital status and
would only be called up when their group was required, this gave an extra incentive to married men who would
not be called up until after single men.


Appeared before a tribunal to ask for
deferment for one of his shop managers. This
request was granted. However, the military
representative at the tribunal was determined
that Harry himself should be in the Army,
saying to the tribunal ‘Whatever you say
gentlemen, I am determined to have this man
in the Army.’ Harry Payne replied ‘Gentlemen,
it is within your power to put me in the army:
it is beyond your power to make me a soldier.’
(Richards 1953; 33)



At a later tribunal he lost his case.



He also lost his appeal and was sent to the
police cells in Steelhouse Lane to await
military escort.

Figure 3: Cell block at Steelhouse Lane Police Station. Image by Andy
Mabbett used under creative commons licence, available here.



He was then taken to the guard room at Norton Barracks near Worcester. Each night he discussed his religious
conviction with the men there and each day he was marched off to the parade ground and given orders which
he refused to obey, encouraged by his fellow prisoners, most of whom had committed military offences, but
who had been moved by their discussion with him, saying ‘Stick it, mate: stick it’ (Richards 1953; 33).



Mrs Payne wrote to Harry at Norton Barracks and asked him to write to their only remaining worker (the others
having been called up) who was a deaf and dumb man. She was afraid that he was working too hard and that the
long hours would cause him to break down. Although Harry Payne did write to him, he continued to work harder
than ever, feeling it was his responsibility to help Mrs Payne (who was also often up late stitching shoes) to keep
the home fires burning until ‘The Boss’ returned.



After three weeks at Norton:
Harry was court-martialled and sentenced to 116
days hard labour.
He was sent to Wormwood Scrubs and was soon
placed in solitary confinement for protesting and
rebelling against the degrading conditions.

Figure 4: Entrance to wormwood Scrubs. Image by Chmee2
used under creative commons licence, available here.
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In solitary confinement Harry Payne had plenty of time to brood on the ‘ugly causes underlying the war, which,
as he saw it, had been brought about by the self-seeking, the love of power, and the economic acquisitiveness of
the belligerents’ (Richards 1953; 34). His experience was a moment of illumination, and he broke the silence
saying ‘What about you, you blighter!’ now seeing himself as guilty of these sins too. He determined that when
he was released he would run his business on a different basis putting the ‘goodwill and the well-being of every
employee as his first objectives. He saw profit sharing and co-partnership as being the profitable outward and
visible signs’ of his new spirit (Richards 1953; 35).



Harry Payne spent the remainder of the war in prison, having been transferred to Dartmoor prison to complete
his sentence.



When Harry was released his discussed his new convictions with his wife. When his three workers were released
from the army they were invited to tea and the scheme put before them and they agreed to it delightedly. From
then on ‘the business was to belong to them all, each man would have his wages in sickness as in health, on
holidays as well as work days, in slack times as in busy times, and, if after all that there were any profits left, twofifths were to go to Mr and Mrs Payne and three-fifths to the men’ (Richards 1953; 36). The new project was a
great success, and the business soon began expanding once more.

After the War




After World War I Harry Payne became a Quaker. The Harry Payne Trust was set up on 23rd June 1939 (and
during the Second World War his workers helped him to raise £57 for the Friend’s Relief Service and also to
purchase an ambulance for the Red Cross (Richards 1953; 88).
The trust continued to operate until 2014, giving away over £55,000 per annum to good causes. The trust’s
capital has now been donated to the Heart of England Community Foundation. The trust’s first secretary was
Harold Burnett, Harry’s son-in-law, he was succeeded by Robert King held the post for 30 years. The trust
had three chairpersons after Harry Payne; Ronald King, Joy Major and finally Duncan Cadbury. Sticking to
Harry Payne’s motto of “Do it better!” and continuing their hard work the trustees will remain part of the
selection panel for grant applications for a dedicated Harry Payne Fund within the Heart of England
Community Foundation. More information can be found on the Harry Payne Fund webpage.

Figure 6: Harry Payne and his son Jackwho iswearing the
chain of office of Master of the Guild of Cordwainers.
Photo used with permission from Robert Payne.

Figure 5: Harry Payne in 1938 with grandson Robert.
Photo used with permission from Donald Payne.
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