
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.

One was Thomas R. Kelly (1893-1941) whose 
widowed mother had moved the family from Ross 
County, OH, to College Street in Wilmington so that 
her children could become educated. Prior to becoming 
a student at Wilmington College, Tom worked at the 
Farquhar Furnace Company, an industry founded by 
local Quakers. He was one of the few COs who did not 
have a farm background. 

At Wilmington College, he was part of the 1910 
football team, and graduated in 1913 with a degree 
in chemistry. He then studied at Haverford College, 
where he met Rufus Jones. He later earned a Bachelor 
of Divinity degree and finally a Ph.D. from Hartford 
Theological Seminary.

During WWI, he volunteered 
to serve with the YMCA in 
England, which was approved 
by the U.S. government to 
utilize COs. He worked with 
them for over a year but 
found the group to be too 
pro-war and left after having 
been accused of teaching 
peace. He later worked with 
German prisoners-of-war in 
England.

His first teaching position was 
at Pickering College, a Quaker 
school in Canada. He then returned to Wilmington 
College and taught Bible for two years and later taught 
at Earlham College. Between teaching positions, he 
and his wife worked with the American Friends Service 
Committee’s child-feeding program in Germany and 
founded the Friend’s Center in Berlin. 

He returned to Haverford College, where Kelly died of 
a heart attack in 1941. He was cremated in Haverford, 
PA.

He is remembered as a serious religious scholar, 
teacher and writer. Two volumes of his writings are 
classical expressions of mystical faith accompanied 
by concrete living examples of commitment to social 
justice. He was a member of the Wilmington Friends 
Meeting. Kelly Center is named in his honor.

WC’s Kelly Center named in honor of Quaker theologian Thomas R. Kelly, 
Class of 1913

Submitted By: Neil Snarr & Christine Snyder

RETURN TO SITE

https://www.wilmington.edu/alumni/150th-anniversary/150-stories/

