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World War I 
Lesson 2: The Selective Service

Even before America entered the war, President Woodrow Wilson had embarked on a "preparedness program" to marshal the resources of the nation for war if it should come. The program included plans to stimulate industrial production, augment the number of merchant and naval ships, and increase the size of the army. All were underway by the time the United States declared war on April 6, 1917. Efforts in each of these areas would have a strong impact on the state: Birmingham was a leading steel producer, Mobile was an important shipbuilding center, and Alabama would contribute 74,000 draftees to the cause. 

While Alabamians united with their fellow Americans behind the war effort, some doubts remained about their country's involvement in a fight primarily between distant European powers. Some were suspicious of the blind patriotism of those who urged American participation, while others had reservations about the legality or necessity of conscription, the first "draft" of Americans to fight since the Civil War. They expressed these concerns to their representatives in Washington, D.C., who themselves had some misgivings about America's entry into the war. 


Learning Objective: The Students will attempt to understand and take a position on the Selective Service Act of World War I by reading primary source letters from American citizens which express personal thoughts towards the act; then students will write a letter explaining their character position concerning conscription prior to the declaration of war.
Learning Outcome: Through the completion of this activity, students should be able to (1) Define conscription, (2) Define jingoes and jingoism, (3) Relate the chronological order of documents to the events of the specified time period, (4) Describe the preparedness program as presented by President Wilson, (5) Describe the importance of a non-voting portion of the population to a democracy, (6) Analyze the importance of economic concerns upon national policy, (7) Synthesize a response to the issue of conscription. 

Lesson II: Selective Service

Directions: 

1. Students need to arrange the primary source documents in chronological order. 

2. The students, on a separate sheet of lined paper, will then attempt to answer the following questions based on the primary sources: 

a. Define the term conscription. 

b. Using reference material, describe the preparedness program as outlined by Pres. Wilson. What were some of the major concerns of Alabamians concerning the preparedness program as advocated by President Wilson? 

c. Define jingoes and jingoism as used by Senator Bankhead and by Mrs. C. J. Barnes in her letter to Senator Bankhead. 

d. Why did Senator Bankhead support the increase of naval forces and oppose the increase of army forces? Would the shipbuilding activities of Mobile and the steel production activities of Birmingham have any impact on his decisions? Why or why not? Would the rural composition of Alabama have any impact upon his decisions? Why or why not? 

e. Does Senator Bankhead's stance on conscription change by 1917? Why or why not? 

f. Women got the right to vote in 1920 with the passage of the Nineteenth amendment to the Constitution of the United States. Do you think that the letters from Alabama women were important to Senator Bankhead? Why or why not? Did he have an obligation to answer the concerns of women in Alabama? Why or why not? 

g. What is a petition? What is the purpose of a petition? What is the purpose of this petition? What can you determine about the people who have signed the petition of May 10, 1917? What additional information would you wish to have if this petition had been mailed to you? 

3. Each student will be assigned one of the following roles. Students will write a letter to Senator Bankhead which would explain their positions concerning conscription prior to the declaration of war. Remind students that educational and social backgrounds, as well as age, sex, religious beliefs and economic ability will affect the stance of the role which they are assigned concerning this issue. 


Document 1

Huntsville, Ala







Apr. 9-17

Hon. John H. Bankhead,

Dear Senator-

I see by the administration bill for Compulsory or Universal Military training that

men between the ages of 18 to 25 are drawn. A young gentleman 24 years of age 

has just been over to see me this morning to see if something could not be done to 

exempt him.  He embarked in business about six or eight months -the merchant-tile trade here in North Madison Co.

He tells me that if forced to leave his business that it will be a great financial 

loss to him-He says he would not care a particle to go and serve in the army

if he could avoid this loss which represents his earnings for several years.

His argument is that a young man who amounts to much has generally or at least many times at least embarked in some business or has gotten married by the time

he is 25 years old, and that after making those investments or assumed the responsibilities of a family it would be hard to require them to abandon them when

there are plenty of young men, who have not arrived at that age and in a 

majority of cases are unmarried and have no business ventures.

He convinced me that he was right To drag a man 25 years of age away from his business and drill him a year or so them keep him in the service say a year or so is appropriating quite a portion of his active years-after being discharged it would take him some while to seek out other business.  I think decidedly the best plan is to take the young man

from 18 to 20 to 21 years before he forms marriage or business alliances This young man pointed out some three or four young men in this community whom I know who would 

be affected in like manner.

I hope you can see your way to make an effort to have the bill amended in the way suggested Thanking you very much and asking your pardon for so long a letter to express so few ideas I am with much respect

Yours truly

J. L. Burgess

Huntsville

Route 1 Ala



Source:
J. L. Burgess, Huntsville, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 9 April 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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Huntsville Ala






April 11, 1917

Hon. John H. Bankhead

Dear Senator-

I mailed you a letter yesterday about the Compulsory Military Service measure

before Congress-known as the administration measure.  I written under a misapprehension or misunderstanding of the nature of the measure I thought it was a measure that 

provided for conscription in the event the volunteer system failed

In this I find I was mistaken and I find that the bill provides for conscription independent of volunteers.

I think this idea would be violently resented by an over-whelming body of our people I am just a farmer living out on the farm-no politician, but I happened to go to Huntsville yesterday and heard-numbers and numbers of people here in Madison Co. express themselves

and I dont recall a single man who approved conscripting excepting where an insufficient number of volunteers were not forthcoming

Everybody who I heard express themselves were against conscription at present and they generally thought enough and even more volunteers would enlist.

I thought I would write you this for unless I did so you might infer that I was in favor of conscripting. Asking your pardon for taking up your time I am Yours truly,

J. L. Burgess



Source:
J. L. Burgess, Huntsville, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 11 April 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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Jan. 25, 1916

Hon. John Bankhead Washington, D.C.

My Dear Sir

Please do all in your power to keep our Country out of war Vote for the bills to stop Americans from traveling on beligerent vesels and will you please vote against the building of there 12 & 15 milion dollar war ships as floating palaces the submarines 

are the ones that we need and our cities and coast towns well mined and fortified we dont want our Country to patern after European nations in the military line if you love our beautiful south land and our nation as you should you will do all in your power to 

prevent war the Common people of our land realize that a great crisis is upon us

and it depends upon our representives in Congress to do their wise and patriotic

duty that they owe their country at this critical time your vote may prove a

blessing or a curse to the present generation and those that shall live after us may

God direct you and all of you to vote for the good and moral uplift of our nation

We certainly are deeply grateful to our President and represenitives in keeping our

Country out of this horrible war we cant help but believe that our President has been 

mislead in this Preparedness Policy you live in the south Pictur to yourself the poverty crime and suffering that war would bring on your native land we would like for you to vote for the Rural Credit Bill we send a printed page out of the Progressive Farmer

we would like for  you to show this letter to your Coleague and any member of Congress you wish to Wishing you a happy and prosperous New year yours

most truly-


B.B.Peete


D.C.Peete


J.F. Peete


James Owens


Willie Williams



Source:
B. B. Peete and others, Madison, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 25 January 1916, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 30, Folder 8, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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[image: image1.png]ur. B. B. Peste, and others,
Madigon, Alabans.

iy dear Sirs:

Receipt 18 ainovledged of your letier
of the 25th inatant, amd 1ts contenis have boon
esrofully noted, I can 8ee no reason why we
should "get up in the air" and launch and exten-
8ive and extravagant military polloy at this time.
In ny opinion, the danger of trouble with anmy of
the great powers of Europe for many years 0 come
18 very romote,  Your suggestions as to certain
inoreases in our Navy is & good one, snd 1t ap.
pears now that centiment is in favor of making s
oonservative inorease along this line.  With the
prosent 1izhto bofore me, I gould not got the con-
sent of my mind to vots for any extravagemt mili-
tary programe

I have for many yoars bern a strong
advooate of a raral orodits eyotem, but am ig
favor of a formers' bi1l and not a bankers' bill.
In ay opinom, most of the bills of this oheracter
that have beén introduoed in Congress are favor-
able o the bankers instesd of the farmers. It

hopod, howevor, that when considoration of a
asure 0f this charactor 1s hed, that the meo
y anendnent nay be ailed to eilminate this un-
osiradle featurs of the messure.

I thank you for your leltor, and shall
be slad to hear from you at any time with any sug-
gestion you may care to make, and if I oan be of
service in future in any way, I shall be ilad to do
80,

Stnoerely yours,






Source:
Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., to B. B. Peete and others, Madison, Alabama, 28 January 1916, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 30, Folder 8, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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Jan. 10th 16

Hon. John H. Bankhead U.S.S.


Washington, D.C.

My Dear Senator

I regret very much the strife in the Senate in regards to causes of the great war in Europe.  But you know if it was not for the Great English Navy our farmers would not be getting 5 cents for their cotton our mills and factories would be closed and this would mean empty dinner pails If we desire success (and I know you do) for our party and our great President Woodrow Wilson we have got to keep the dinner pail full.  So use your influence to keep peace in the family and for God's sake keep out of this war.  I also desire you to see that we get at least 250 thousand copies of the report of the Industrial Commissions printed

I believe this will do more toward electing our Grand and great President than anything

we can do.  Except keeping out of this bloody War.  Take Hon. Hoke Smith around the 

corner and ask him how much cotton we would sell if England did not control the

sea.  And who is putting Gold by the Billion into our country for Gods sake dont let them

kill our prosperity in this our election year Hon. Tom Heflin and Hoke Smith ought to go

fishing for the summer with kindest regards and best wishes I am very truly yours

R. A. Statham



Source:
R. A. Statham, Lehigh, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 10 January 1916, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 30, Folder 8, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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¥r. v, L. Stathenm,
Tehigh, S1avana,

Ny doar Sir:

Your estosned letter of January 10th ie
roceived, ond has boon resd With groat interest.

The matters sbout Which you write ere inlecd serious.
1t seoms that Congress is drifiing swey from the
Erestdont's progremme of proparodness, wpon the

e tuat suoh experaitures st this time are un
neceasary, aspostally for an inoresse in the army.

I would not undertake to go over all what will be
doge tn that respects It 1s %o early to make &
Prodiotion as the msbtor is just now beginning to

bo d1soussed sertously.

The unfortunate ocoursenss 1in exico & few
days ago hac yut the Prenifent's "Watonful Vaiting"
oltey on the dofensive.

I have always beon Willing to trust him

with our foreign affairs belnivei
15g that he 1a

doing the best that could be dome. It would be




|| Full-Color Version || 



Source:
Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., to R. A. Statham, Lehigh, Alabama, 14 January 1916, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 30, Folder 8, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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Birmingham, Alabama.




Jan. 3rd 1916

Hon. J. H. Bankhead

Washington, D.C.

My Dear Sir,

As your constituents, we desire to protest against this program of preparedness which the jingoes and newspapers are urging upon Congress which threatens this country.

The whole business is in opposition to the precepts and practices of this nation, and

is most disgustingly undemocratic.  As the duly elected representative of a democratic people, we expect you to stand firm and true to the colors to which you are pledged.

Very truly yours,

Mr. and Mrs. C. J. Barnes

1318 No. 26th Street



Source:
Mr. & Mrs. C. J. Barnes, Birmingham, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 3 January 1916, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 30, Folder 8, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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1518 26th Stroct, Torth,
Biminghan, Alsbams.
Ky doar s, Bormosy

I an tn rocelnt of & lettsr slgned by lir. Bamae

and youswel, st T an 8ot g rysolt the honor o Teply di-
oot Yo yom 1 note whed you say in yourdethor of the

514 $antent sbout the proparaduess program. It 1s & live
Lsrse tn Heshington,  Brary bofy fa talxing 14 et all A

nanapspers -re dlacugsing 1t.  The Admintasration te Yoo

onghly codtted to 18,  Tor ryself, I s pprosed fo my
oxtroms macgure. I o rot ses the nocesnity Zox a grest
sy 1n this comntry, but would be willing S0 see the vavy
yeasonably incrcosed, as on that mm of defence we ret
aopend largely tn case of txowble. I do mot autieipate
sny trouble with eay forei;n power for meay yeers %0 one,
17 ever, and I shall be vory slow %0 advocste azy exfreme
poliey of preperedness.

T thanx you for yoarletter asd Ahe suggestione

(4

1¢ contatns,

Yery resp ottully,








Source:
Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington D.C., to Mr. & Mrs. C. J. Barnes, Birmingham, Alabama, 6 January 1916, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 30, Folder 8, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama. 
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Apr. 10, 1917

Hon. Bankhead


Washington

Dear Sir: 


Do everything in your

power to prevent the conscription

of the young men from the

farms.


It is as great a battle 

to provide food for the

nation, as to protect the 

nation.



Sincerely,



Mrs. I. W. Elliot



Source:
Mrs. I. W. Elliott, Talladega, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 10 January 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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Hon. J. H. Bankhead


Washington D.C.

Dear Sir-

Being an Alabama woman I want you to  know that Alabama women are against conscription.

If you represent Alabama ideas in Congress you will vote against conscription, Besides those who insist on conscription show to the world that they know that America's heart is 

not in this conflict. Munitions, supplies & money we want to send to the allies but not one Alabama boy to his grave in this war-not one Alabama mother's heart should be

broken because of your vote.

Very truly

(Mrs.) Neil R. Wallace



Source:
Mrs. Neil R. Wallace to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., [1917], John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 7, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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Siluria, Ala.

May 9, 1917

My dear Senator Bankhead:

I recieved a letter from Louise yesterday, in response to an earnest appeal, as to the proper way-to get a boy- I have employed on the farm, exempt from Army service. It is almost impossible to get labor and this boy is my mainstay in my cropping plans.

His name is Arthur Furr.  His grandfather was a German emigrant and spelled his name Fuhr.  The later generations have changed the spelling of the name. His home is in Albemarle Stanley Co. N.C. I do not know that my request is a just one but I do know all

the farmers in Shelby Co. are much in  need of help to get their crops in. Arthur is a good  hard working boy and if he does go in service he will do his best. Pigs are doing fine. Had six little black fellows-added to  my family a few days ago-

I am most

Sincerely Yours-

Juney Thompson



Source:
Juney Thompson, Siluria, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 9 May 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama.
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Mra. Jumy Thompacn,
Stlurte, Aldbas,

My doar Juney:

Your latter of the 9th recetved, I have yeed
14 oarefally, Uy sdvios is that you have the youog mes
Pareue the even Waor of s wey, that be industricusly
ttond €0 hie duttes on the farm, ant when tie tine comes
%o mgister, anter the wovislons of the Dras BLLL, M
Drosont hinself to the projer officer and state tis faste.
It 18 no the yurpose of this Drart MIL %o call to the

oarvice pen whose work 1s essentisl in the production

of crope, 1 8¢ appears to e los bosrd thet he
10 essential for e mcosssful prosocation of tho woMk
on the farm, wder the tnstruettons of tho Far Depmrt-
e, 1 Baw no daudt Be will be ezmmpte

T an very clad to dear from you, end that you
e gatting along %0 nicelye We are quite well here
b aye  Twse are rost tines we Ive fullen on,
4 0 omo con ey what b mediato Futire Holds fn
store ror use

Streoraly yours,








Source:
Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., to Juney Thompson, Siluria, Alabama, 14 May 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama. 
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A. MAY

April 23, 1017,

Hon. John
Mombor of Sna
Waonington, D. Cr

Doar Stri-

T most earnestly
by President Wilson on his
plan,  Thero tive hundrod
Sounty of the military ngo to-asy who are
Ggotng anything 5ing to do
5d 1 beliovo 1 o Prestdont Wilson'
Tion plan the 1aea of foroirg this clues

onb of the two thi oin the color
wozk aad holp to produce’ soething for the support
o tha Governmemt.

I an otrongly opposed to tho volusteor
plan offered by Conprodgman Dent. If this plan
©souid bo adopted and it 16 17t up £o tro Poople
Ty to volunteer o win this Zignt,
Teoplo will foin and lesve tho low
grado of white and black piople here to keop
Wiile possibly a million of our best young men lon
their lives for thein protection. Por the Sake of
$he good pasple of our oountry, Stand by President
Wiloon an force this non-produotive element to

this 18 a 1ittle haren, but it 15 true wnd it

honout sonvioticn ad 1 truly hope that you will
atand by Prosident Wilson and f111 up all ranks of
our army by and through consoription.

Tanking you for past favors and aesuring
you that I am slways at your service, I an,

Rospeottully yours,

o A A

Shorize./









Source:
Sheriff John A. May, Dothan, Alabama, to Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., 23 April 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama. 
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Nr. John A. liay,
Dothmn, Alsbeme,

My doar Mey:

1 have your lotter of the 25M instant,
which I have cerefully noteds I noroughly cone
our in the views you express because I do not be-
leve 1n any other memmer cm we raise sn effective
ammy,  Conseription lays its hand ecually upom all
A,

1 ghall slways be glad to heer from you in
reforence to any mmtter in which you are interested.

Youwrs vexy truly,








Source:
Hon. John H. Bankhead, Washington, D.C., to Sheriff John A. May, Dothan, Alabama, 27 April 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama. 
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SIGN THIS?

Petition Against Sending
Our Young Men to War
in Europe

HE Congress of the United States,
The widersigned citizens of the State of
respeetully petition sour
Tonorable body to take sneh logal

be the sending (o
to take part in

ope
the batlls now raging.
(1) Weas Ametican citizens believe that
one " Government. should maintain _absolito
neutrality as to the war already existing be-
een the Gernan alles, upon the one hand,
and the French-English allies upon the other?
(2) We respectully s
Govermment has noconstitutionsl authority
foorder troops out of the States (o which
they belong, exeept “to eectte the Taws of the
Unlon, suppress insurvection, and repel Jnvas
(3) We most respectfally contend that the
Federal Government has no constitutional

5) We furth
appropriations of money to raie and sup-
port srmies, are in {he tecth of Section 8,
Clanse T1. of the Constitntion, which expressly
provides that ion of money t
That e o aice and support
e for a tonger tera than tico

et therefore, in the exercise of theik
ml rights, respectfully petition
jgress to adbere faithfully to tie Supreme
Law of the Union—

(Paste this healirgs
sign in duplicate. Send one copy to your
Representative in Congress, and ths other to

e U, 8. Senatore).

sheets of paper:

one of y¢








Source:
"Petition Against Sending Our Young Men to War in Europe," 10 May 1917, John H. Bankhead Papers, LPR 49, Container 31, Folder 6, Alabama Department of Archives & History, Montgomery, Alabama. 



Pamela Stark, M.S.Ed








Farmer, age 21 


Sharecropper, age 45 


Wife of cotton merchant, age 32 


Wife of farmer, age 22 


Widow of merchant, age 56 


Widow of farmer, age 42 


County sheriff, age 39 


Teacher, age 60 


Farmer, age 64 


Carpenter, age 41 


Blacksmith, age 53 


Wife of Sharecropper, age 28 


Mayor of small town, age 64 


Cotton mill worker, age 19 











Cotton mill supervisor, age 48 


Rabbi, age 39 


Baptist minister, age 52 


Banker, age 31 


Doctor, age 69 


Domestic servant, age 48 


Prisoner, age 22 


City policeman, age 37 


Cook, age 58 


Rural veterinarian, age 37 


Male student, age 15 


Mine worker, age 29 











