
The First World War began in Europe in July 1914. The 
US declared war on Germany April 6, 1917, and when 
Congress passed the Selective Service Act on May 18, 
1917, millions of young American men were drafted. 

The American Friends Service Committee (AFSC), a 
Quaker peace and justice organization, was founded 
in 1917 to give young conscientious objectors ways 
to serve without carrying weapons and taking lives. 
They drove ambulances, ministered to the wounded and stayed on in Europe after the Nov. 11, 1918, 
armistice to help rebuild war-ravaged communities.

Twelve Wilmington College students or recent graduates, mostly Quakers, chose to become 
conscientious objectors. All but one worked in France and all but two served with the AFSC. This story is 
about one of these young Wilmington College students and alumni.

Herbert B. McVey (1899-1988) was born in Wayne Township of Clinton County, Ohio, was raised 
in the Fairfield Monthly Meeting and graduated from Wilmington College in 1921. During College, 
he volunteered to work with the Relief and Reconstruction Unit of the AFSC in France from May to 
December of 1919. When asked on his application to do this work why he decided to apply he replied, 
“I wish to be of service in helping reconstruct the world. Not being able for conscientious reason to 
enter the military, I look upon this as a great opportunity for service.”

His time in France was after the Armistice, when French civilians were returning to their villages and 
needed new or refurbished housing so they could resume farming. As did most of the volunteers during 
this period, he erected demountable houses (prefabs) in the Verdun area.

Returning to Wilmington College, he played varsity baseball and served on the student council. He 
graduated in 1921. As with most of these volunteers, he became a teacher, and spent many years 
teaching at Penn Charter School, a private Quaker school in Philadelphia.

In Pennsylvania he attended Germantown Monthly Meeting. He died in 1983.

Herbert McVey, Class of 1921, saw post-WWI relief work as ‘great 
opportunity for service’
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