
Part III: 
Speaking for 
conscientious objection 

This section tells the story of Mennonite and historic 
peace church conscientious objection in Canada, and how 
the creation of the Conference of Historic Peace Churches 
helped lead to the formation of Alternative Service.  
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Mennonites and the Militia 
The Militia Act of 1793 declared that Quakers, Mennonites 
and Tunkers (Brethren in Christ) “who from certain scruples 
of conscience, decline bearing arms, shall not be compelled 
to serve in the said militia.”  

 

Instead, they were to pay “the sum of twenty shillings per 
annum in time of peace, and five pounds per annum in time 
of actual invasion or insurrection.” In addition, men were 
required to carry a certificate verifying their membership.  

 

In 1809, a statute took effect declaring that the Crown 
could "impress such horses, carriages, and oxen" required 
"in case of emergency, by actual invasion or otherwise." 
During the War of 1812, Mennonites were the subjects of 
impressment.  
 

Following the war, Mennonites in Upper Canada lobbied to 
reduce the payments in lieu of militia service, arguing 
financial strain on larger families. The payment requirement 
was removed in 1849.  
 

Amid concern that the American Civil War (1861-1865) 
would spill across the border, Mennonite leaders again 
reminded the government of their exempt status. 
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Markham, February 26th, 1835 

Received of Jacob Grove, Mennist [Mennonite]  
Ten Shillings it being on account of  
Militia Services or exempt money. 

Lot No.32 7th Concession                Wm. Reynolds, Collector 
of Markham 

Military exemption certificate of Moses Hunsperger,  
St. Agatha, 1869 
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During the First 
World War, 
conscription 
tested Mennonite 
assurances of 
exemption.  
 

 

 

Although the 
exemption for 
peace churches 
remained in place, 
confusion over the 
legal status of 
conscientious 
objectors coupled 
with occasional 
overzealous recruiting tactics caught some young men 
in their wake.  

 

Farm boy Ernie (“E.J.”) Swalm was imprisoned for his 
refusal to enlist. He later wrote an influential book 
about his experiences, and became chairman of the 
Conference of Historic Peace Churches. 
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[Captain Marshall] told me I had better take service or else 
I would be put in chains, taken oversees and placed in the 
front lines as a barricade and would be shot down first 
thing, with all the other cowards and despicable 
characters who would stop bullets to save better men who 
were coming up behind. 

 

I replied, “Be that as it may. By the grace of God I am 
determined in my stand, and I will not take service 
because I intend to be a conscientious objector.” To this 
he replied, ‘We won’t force you to put on the uniform, but 
we’ll just make you so glad to do it that you’ll put it on….” 

 

One day when Sergeant Hartley was taking us up to 
headquarters to give a summary of evidence [in advance 
of our court-martial], the boys were joking about shooting 
me, to which Sergeant Hartley replied, “This is nothing to 
joke about. I’ll see that it is stopped,” and we were never 
again threatened with anything like it.  

 

We mention this merely to show that Sergeant Hartley, 
with some other officers of the army, were the finest 
gentlemen we have ever met. Indeed, not all army men 
were corrupt. Some of the biggest and finest men we have 
ever met wore military uniform. 

- E.J. Swalm, Nonresistance Under Test, 1938 
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Certificates were issued both by Mennonite churches and 
by the government to prove exemption. Young men like 
Jesse Martin carried his for the duration of the war. 
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Ban on Mennonite immigration to Canada, 1919-1922 

The aftermath of the war brought a hardening of opinion on the part of some 
Canadians against Mennonite military exemption and immigration. Powerful 
veterans groups made their feelings known and in 1919 the Canadian 
government responded with an Order in Council prohibiting Mennonite, 
Hutterite and Doukhobor entry into Canada. After lobbying from the 
Mennonites of western Canada and Bishop S. F. Coffman of Ontario, the Order 
was rescinded in 1922.  
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Peace Church Delegation to Ottawa, 1951 

Many of the Canadian peace church representatives in this  delegation 
to meet Prime Minister St. Laurent were the same who formed the 
Conference of Historic Peace Churches in Ontario and shaped 
Alternative Service in Canada during the Second World War.  
 
Front row (left to right): E.J. Swalm, J.B. Martin, B.B. Janz, Fred Haslam, 
John G. Rempel. Back row (left to right): C.J. Rempel, Elven Shantz, 
David Reimer, David Schultz  

The Conference of Historic Peace Churches  
(CHPC) was formed in 1940, and made up 
of historic peace churches in Ontario 
responding to the outbreak of war. 

Conchies Speak: Ontario Mennonites in Alternative Service, 1941-1946 Mennonite Archives of Ontario exhibit, 2016-2017



The Conference of Historic Peace Churches  (CHPC) 
was formed in 1940, and was made up of historic 
peace churches in Ontario responding to the outbreak 
of war. 
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The CHPC joined 
delegates from 
western Canada 
for meetings with 
officials in 
Ottawa.  

As this report 
shows, the 
delegates met 
resistance from 
the government 
to the creation of 
an alternative 
service program.  

Delegates also 
disagreed with 
each other about 
what form of  
non-combatant 
service was 
acceptable. 
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This Order in Council from December 1940 required 
all conscientious objectors of draft age to undertake 
some form of non-military training or service. 
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An address to the 
CHPC in July 1941 
outlined the 
creation of an 
Alternative 
Service Work 
Camp at Montreal 
River, Ontario. 
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National Registration 

A registration of all Canadians over 
the age of 16 was undertaken in 1940. 
The CHPC set up a parallel 
registration of peace church 
members and adherents.  
 

CHPC registration helped confirm the 
registrant’s conscientious objector 
convictions to government officials.    
 

The Archives holds hundreds of these 
registration cards. 
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The Non-Resistant Relief Organization  
 

The Non-Resistant Relief Organization (NRRO) was created in 1917 by 
Mennonites and Brethren in Christ in Ontario to ensure exemption from 
military service and raise funds for the relief of suffering in the First World 
War.  
 

In 1939, the NRRO and Ontario Mennonite women's sewing circles were 
invited to work with Mennonite Central Committee to provide relief in 
England and Europe. In 1946, the NRRO officially joined with the Conference 
of Historic Peace Churches. Both organizations were folded into the new 
Mennonite Central Committee Ontario in 1964. 

Certificate of thanks from the Ambassador of the Netherlands in the 
United States to the NRRO for post-war relief work, 1946 
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CHPC leaders provided 
guidance to Alternative 
Service workers in 
practical matters and 
spiritual concerns.  

 

Some, such as J. Harold 
Sherk (left, with wife Mila 
at Montreal River) and J. B. 
Martin (wartime travel 
diary, below) took up 
residence in the camps for 
brief periods.  
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Alternative Service by the Numbers 
For his book Alternative Service in Canada in World War II,   
J. A. Toews collected and compiled statistics from government 
records to demonstrate the impact of Alternative Service. 
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Red Cross Payments 
From 1943-1945, conscientious objectors were 
assigned to work in agriculture and industry. A 
portion of their wages went to the Canadian Red 
Cross.  

Conscientious 
objectors 
harvest onions 
near Chatham, 
Ontario, 1943 

Conchies Speak: Ontario Mennonites in Alternative Service, 1941-1946 Mennonite Archives of Ontario exhibit, 2016-2017



A Peace Church Alternative 
to Victory Bonds 
Intense public pressure was exerted to purchase war savings 

stamps and Victory Bonds to finance the war effort. The 

Conference of Historic Peace Churches negotiated with the 

Ministry of Finance to create special Series “B” non-interest 

bearing loans. These would be sold with a sticker indicating 

that the proceeds were to be used only for the alleviation of 

war suffering.  

 

By 1945, approximately $822,000 in “B” certificates and $3.8 

million in special Victory Bonds had been purchased. Through 

this program, peace churches provided an alternative to a 

society engaged in “total war.”  

 

In that set up of labour, industry, finance and trade and 

commerce [that make up the war economy] you and I 

have to live and work. With the Christian it is a concern 

to be industrious and to wisely spend and invest 

money so that we will not sell our Lord for thirty 

pieces of silver.     

                                                      - Jesse B. Martin, 1942 
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