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Brothers John and Harry Duckworth were both born in Edgworth, John in 1896 and Harry in 
1897.  They were the sons of Christopher Duckworth, a Clerk at the Calico Print Works(1). 
Harry joined the 1-4th Western Company Non Combatant Corps in 1916(2). No Service record 
has been found for John and we don’t know if he actually served although he would be of 
the correct age. Harry survived the war and died in June 1978, age 81(3). 

 
War Record  
 
Harry joined the 1-4th Western Company Non Combatant Corps in 1916 (Regimental 
Number 808), he was exempted from combatant service on conscientious grounds by the 
Local Tribunal of Turton, Bromley Cross on 11th March 1916(2). 
 



 
 

  

Military Service Tribunals were bodies formed by borough, urban district and rural district 
councils to hear applications for exemption from conscription into the British Army during 
World War I. Under conscription from March 1916, all who objected to military service for 
family, business or conscientious reasons were called before their local military tribunal, 
composed mainly of Councillors and with an influential Military Representative, only around 
2% of applicants were conscientious objectors (COs). Tribunal members were generally 
hostile to COs, they were usually more sympathetic to Quakers and other religious groups 
strongly opposed to war(18). 
 
The Non-Combatant Corps (NCC) was first established by Royal Warrant during March 1916 
as a result of the Military Service Act 1916 which introduced conscription in Britain for the 
first time. The British Army formed the corps to provide a military unit for COs who had 
been conscripted but guaranteed non-combatant duties only. It was composed of COs as 
privates with NCOs and officers seconded from other corps or regiments. Its members wore 
army uniform and were subject to army discipline but did not carry weapons or participate 
in battle. Their duties were mainly to provide physical labour (building, cleaning, loading and 
unloading anything except munitions) for the rest of the army. Conscientious objectors 
called-up to the NCC but who refused to serve were court martialled and imprisoned(18). 
 

Conscientious Objectors 
 
The following is an excerpt of an article in The Times on February 22, 1916 on the ‘Scrutiny 
of Conscientious Objectors’, it discusses some of the excuses made to avoid enlisting! 
 
‘At the Islington Tribunal an applicant claimed exemption on the ground that he was a 
master of a troop of Boy Scouts, which would be disbanded if he went. The Mayor says:  
 
“This is the worst case we have had before us. We absolutely refuse”.  A member of the 
tribunal remarked that it would be a bad example if leaders of the boy scouts slunk 
behind the scouts who had already gone. He understood that 128 from this troop were 
serving at the front.’  
 
‘Among the applications refused was that of a civil servant who said he did not like to 
leave his mother "in these days of Zeppelin alarms"’. 
 

White Feathers and the White Feather Diaries 
 
The White Feather Diaries is a social media storytelling project marking the centenary of 
WW1.  It offers an insight into overlooked aspects of war – resistance to killing and the relief 
of suffering (www.whitefeatherdiaries.org.uk). At the time of WW1 conscientious objection 
was poorly understood. Many people regarded COs as cowardly for not joining the armed 
forces. The Order of the White Feather was founded at the start of the war by Admiral 
Fitzgerald. It encouraged women to give white feathers, a symbol of cowardice, to young 
men who were not in uniform to shame them into enlisting. In fact, an episode of Downton 
Abbey showed two of the family servants being subjected to this public humiliation. 
 

http://www.whitefeatherdiaries.org.uk/


 
 

  

The origin of the White Feather as the mark of a coward came from the defunct ‘sport’ of 
cock-fighting and a popular novel of 1902, The Four Feathers, introduced the idea of white 
feathers to a new generation. The book by A. E. W. Mason tells the story of an officer who 
resigns from the army rather than fight with his regiment in Sudan and as a result, is sent 
feathers by his fellow officers and his fiancée. These actions spur him on to redeem his 
honour. 

 
In practice, the feathers were often handed out indiscriminately and the recipients could be 
badly wounded soldiers on leave, men too young to enlist or men needed for industry and 
war work at home. There was also a thought that some recruiting officers worked with the 
white feather girls and after a particular man had been given a white feather would appear 
and ‘persuade’ him to enlist.  

 
Family History 

 
Both John and Harry were born in Edgworth, John in 1896 and Harry in 1897. They were the 
sons of Christopher Duckworth, a Clerk at the Calico Print Works who was born in Entwistle. 
Their mother was Eva Ann Ridge (born in Darwen), the year of registration of their marriage 
was 1892(5). On the 1911 census John was an Office Boy at the Calico Print Works and 
presumably Harry was still at school, their mother, Eva was a school teacher at Edgworth 
Wesleyan School. Census data also indicate the following: (1)  
 
Father:  Christopher Duckworth b. 1863 Entwistle 

Mother: Eva Ann Ridge   b. 1860 Darwen  
 

Children: John    b. 1896 Edgworth  

  Harry    b. 4.8.1897 Edgworth d. June 1978(5) 

 
      
The 1901 and 1911 Census show the Duckworths living in at 350 Bolton Road and 303 
Bolton Road, Edgworth respectively(1). 
 
James and Thomas’s cousins William Duckworth (Billy) and James and Tommy Duckworth 
also served in WW1, see separate biographies and the Duckworth Family Tree in biography 
for James and Tommy. 
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