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The first formal and comprehensive history of Alberta was John Blue’s multi-volume 

Alberta Past and Present, Historical and Biographical, published in 1924. In the chapter 

titled “Alberta and the Great War,” he noted: “The total enlistments in Alberta for the 

Canadian Expeditionary Force during the period of the Great War (1914–1918) were 

45,136 men, comprising twenty battalions of infantry, four mounted regiments, three 

batteries of artillery and a field ambulance unit.”1 The Alberta-raised infantry battalions 

were the 9th, 31st, 49th, 50th, 51st, 56th, 63rd, 66th, 82nd, 89th, 113th, 137th, 138th, 

151st, 187th, 191st, 192nd, 194th, 202nd and 218th; the mounted regiments: the 3rd Ca-

nadian Mounted Rifles, the 12th Canadian Mounted Rifles, the 13th Canadian Mounted 

Rifles, and the 19th Alberta Dragoons; and the batteries of artillery – the 20th, 39th, and 

61st of the Canadian Field Artillery. The No. 2 Tunnelling Company and No. 8 Field Am-

bulance completed the Alberta contingent. First off the mark were Lieutenant Colonel 

F.C. Jamieson and Major W.A. Griesbach, who raised the 19th Alberta Dragoons and left 

for Valcartier, Quebec, on 23 August 1914. 

There were also hundreds of reservists from other countries, including Britain, 

France, Belgium, Serbia, and Italy, resident in Alberta who went overseas to fight. De-

termining an actual number of enlistees is complicated because some men who re-

sided in Alberta enlisted in other provinces or in Great Britain. In addition, until 1915, 

when the enlistment forms were revised, they did not list the crucial category “place 

of residence.”2 As Jonathan Vance notes, the accepted enlistment figures were those 

established in A.F. Duguid’s official history of the war.3 According to Duguid, 36,165 

SECTION ONE

Albertans at War: The Military
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Albertans served overseas and 12,720 served in Canada, for a total of 48,885. The 

enlistment number quoted by Blue – 45,136 men – was based on Department of 

National Defence figures. The 1916 Canadian census puts the male population of 

Alberta at 277,256; thus the enlistment figures are significant.4 

Many of the battalions and regiments were established by well-known figures, 

and this added to the sense of pride of the men in their community and province. 

Once they arrived in Britain, they were attached to fighting units, and only the 31st, 

49th, and 50th battalions retained their identity in France. Letters reveal the disap-

pointment experienced by the men in not being able to fight as part of their original 

formation. The officers experienced the greatest disappointment, as many were 

found “surplus” to requirements and, as a result, were given the option of accept-

ing a demotion in rank and being sent to France, or returning to Canada. While 

no figures are available for the number affected, it would appear that most chose 

demotion in order to fight. 

The casualty rate for Alberta was high: 6,140 killed in action and some 20,000 

wounded. The honours received were many; for example, for those who served 

with the Infantry: Order of St. Michael and St. George, 1; Distinguished Service 

Order, 6; Order of the British Empire, 3; Military Cross, 46; Distinguished Conduct 

Medal, 28; and Military Medal, 223. Members of the 49th Battalion were awarded: 

Victoria Cross, 2; Companion of the Order of Bath, 1 (Brigadier General W.A. Gries-

bach); Order of St. Michael and St. George, 1 (Brigadier General W.A. Griesbach); 

Distinguished Service Order, 7; Order of the British Empire, 3; Military Cross, 35; 

Distinguished Conduct Medal, 27; Military Medal, 184; French Croix de Guerre, 4; 

and Belgian Croix de Guerre, 3. The 50th Battalion received: Victoria Cross, 1; Dis-

tinguished Service Order, 6; Military Cross, 34; Distinguished Conduct Medal, 23; 

Military Medal, 227; Meritorious Service Medal, 10; Belgian Croix de Guerre, 3; and 

Russian Cross of St. George, 6.5

Section One – Albertans at War: The Military focuses on the contributions of 

battalions, regiments, and serving men. Rod Macleod covers the involvement of the 

legendary Western Canadian police officer and soldier, Sam Steele. During the war, 

Steele was given a leadership role, but solely as a political ploy, and soon felt mar-

ginalized. Macleod presents Steele’s contributions as a sad ending to a long and dis-

tinguished military career. Major John Matthews and Juliette Champagne detail the 
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career of Raymond Brutinel. Following military service in France, Brutinel immigrated 

to Edmonton, made a fortune and, as part of Canada’s army, created the Canadian 

Automobile Machine Gun Brigade. Patricia Myers traces the early evolution of aviation 

in Alberta, which produced many barnstormers and combat fighters, in part because 

the province’s vast expanses of flat land provided superior training conditions. Kathryn 

Ivany examines the construction of Alberta armouries, airfields, and other military in-

frastructure, including the political factors that sometimes affected their location. 

Shifting back to people, James Dempsey writes a detailed account of cautions 

and contributions of Alberta’s First Peoples with respect to the war effort. Duff Crerar 

traces the considerable enlistment, significant sacrifices, and important legacies from 

Alberta chaplains in the First World War. Brett Clifton details the strong response from, 

and local pride expressed in, young men who volunteered for military service from 

Lethbridge. Michale Lang provides a biographical account largely based on the war-

time diary of adventurer, trapper, and mountain guide Sid Unwin, who was mortally 

wounded in the June 1917 capture of Hill 70. Ryan Flavelle traces the experiences of 

Alberta’s “remittance men”: those from moneyed British families who had fallen from 

grace and were essentially banished to the colonies to start anew, several of whom 

tried to redeem themselves through military service. Juliette Champagne tells the story 

of French and Belgian pioneers who homesteaded in northern Alberta but returned to 

militaries in their former homelands to fight. She does this through a close examination 

of a collection of postcards sent from France to family and friends in northern Alberta 

that provides insight into both their passion for their homesteads and age-old French 

distrust of the Germans as aggressors. David Borys details the tremendous military re-

sponse at the University of Alberta, both among students and faculty such as Professor 

H. Moshier, who helped found the 11th Field Ambulance, and President Dr. H.M. Tory, 

who was instrumental in establishing the 191st Western Universities Battalion and the 

Khaki University.

Letters are a particularly powerful medium for communicating strong feelings. 

Adriana Davies covers the overseas wartime experiences of young men from the 

Strathcona-based Methodist Theological College, as documented in some 300 letters 

they wrote to Lady Principal Miss Nettie Burkholder, who helped these men keep their 

faith in a just God while witnessing so much suffering. Antonella Fanella also uses per-

sonal correspondence to recreate the love story of Albertans Harold McGill, who was 
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serving in the Canadian Army Medical Corps in France, and Emma Griffis, an army 

nurse in Bramshott, England. 

Caring for the health of enlisted men, whether wounded in action or suffering 

from everyday ailments, was an enormous challenge. J. Robert Lampard presents 

an overview of contributions by Alberta medical personnel, many of whom excelled 

in providing critical care under extreme conditions, and who made breakthroughs 

in the treatment of wounds and diseases. And finally, Allan Kerr and Doug Styles 

present a very different expression of a personal war experience: two trench art 

belts created by Private Stephen Smith of Calgary from souvenirs connected to var-

ious phases of his military service.

The essays in this section allow the reader to hear the voices of Albertan serving 

men on the Front. None emerged unchanged from their experience overseas. There 

were many whose beliefs were tested and who were left with deep scars. Some 

even grew callous and cynical in order to survive the horror, which is vividly ex-

pressed in letters and memoirs. Re-integration into peacetime society was a hurdle 

that some never overcame. 

Notes

1 John Blue, Provincial Librarian, in the three-volume history of Alberta, Alberta 
Past and Present, Historical and Biographical (Chicago: Pioneer Publishing, 1924) 
provides a comprehensive history of the new province. Chapter XXIII: “Alberta 
in the Great War” in volume 1 details the battalions and regiments raised, in-
cluding the date of their formation and where they served, 399–418.

2 In “Provincial Patterns of Enlistment in the Canadian Expeditionary Force,” Ca-
nadian Military History 17, no. 2 (2008), 75–78, Jonathan Vance outlines a project 
that he heads in which research assistants are collecting data on all volunteers 
and conscripts to arrive at more accurate provincial enlistment figures.

3 Enlistment figures are contained in the following: A.F. Duguid, Official History 
of the Canadian Forces in the Great War, 1914–1919, vol. 1: From the Outbreak of War 
to the Formation of the Canadian Corps, August 1914–September 1915 (Ottawa: King’s 
Printer, 1938).

4 Howard Palmer and Tamara Palmer, eds., Peoples of Alberta: Portraits of Cultural 
Diversity (Saskatoon, SK: Western Producer Prairie Books, 1985), 217.

5 Blue, Alberta Past and Present, 409, 415, and 418.



Stained glass 

window at St. 

George’s-in-the-

Pines Anglican 

Church, Banff, 

2010, Whyte 

Museum of the 

Canadian Rockies, 

v500-166c-na.



(left) An Italian soldier bearing the national flag; (right) Two young women in the regional dress of Alsace and Lorraine appear to be embraced 

by the French flag, and the slogan “Vive la France” appears below. The rising sun behind the church spire suggests hope that France will 

regain the territories she lost in the Franco-Prussian War. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection.



(left) Postcards depicting soldiers were extremely popular. Poilu was the French popular term for the ordinary soldier. The ruined church and 

houses in the background suggest what he is fighting for; (right) Allied soldiers depicted with their national flags and the slogan “Towards 

Victory.” The sun is shown breaking through the clouds to herald a new day. Traditional age-old rivalries are forgotten as they fight together 

to defeat Germany. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection.



Alsace was a deeply contested area and this postcard’s slogan, “In Alsace—long live France,” is provocative. The young woman on the left is 

depicted pouring a glass of wine for the French victors. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection.



(left) General Joffre is depicted with the slogan that France’s destiny is entrusted to him. The flowers surrounding his image are of the poppy, 

the marguerite, and cornflower, representing the colours of the French flag; (right) A charming young girl depicts a martial goddess of 

victory. The Arc de Triomphe is in the background and the slogan “Glory and Immortality!” below. The monument is incredibly important to 

the French and was designed by Jean Chalgrin in 1806. It depicts classically nude French youths pitted against Germanic warriors in chain 

mail. It was one of a series of monuments stretching from the Louvre to the Grande Arche de la Défense. In subtext appears another slogan: 

“We salute the flag!” Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection.



(above left) This postcard 

juxtaposes a praying nun with 

young soldiers on the front. 

Since most combatants were 

Christians, it was commonly 

believed that the deity was on 

their side; thus, the slogan, “For 

France, for the homeland, for 

God”; (above right) An Alsatian 

girl in regional dress holds a 

flower posy with colours of the 

French flag. A French aviator 

appears to be about to drop a 

floral bouquet for her. French 

aviation pioneers Henri Farman 

and Louis Blériot suggested 

that the airplane could be 

used for reconnaissance. As 

early as 1909, the French War 

Department promoted pilot 

training for army officers; on 22 

October 1910 the Aéronautique 

Militaire was created as a branch 

of the army, later becoming 

the French Air Force; (below) 

A soldier looking at a vision 

of his sweetheart. Germaine 

Mahé Champagne postcard 

collection.



(right) Jeanne d’Arc had been beatified, one of the steps toward 

sainthood, on 18 April 1909 at Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris by 

Pope Pius X. In this scene, women and children are praying for the 

protection of soldiers on the front, and the slogan reads “Blessed 

Jeanne d’Arc, protect us”; (below) The horrors of the battlefield are 

suggested in this picture, and the dog wears a Red Cross emblem 

as a collar. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection.



The card depicts the flags 

of the Allies with the slogan 

“In homage to the Allies!” 

Germaine Mahé Champagne 

postcard collection.

Private Stephen Smith 

framed his two souvenir belts 

together with his picture, 

cap badge, and collars. 

Kerr Collection, Canadian 

Militaria Preservation Society, 

Edmonton, Alberta.



(far left) The small belt (6.5 cm wide, 96 cm long) contains 68 

items. The original list was found in the pocket near the belt buckle 

and is shown left of the picture in the photograph on the previous 

page; (left) The large belt (14 cm wide, 93 cm long) contains 95 

items; (above) The commercially produced memorial picture 

frame and backing illustrates another type of trench art. Families 

were contacted, whenever a son or father’s name appeared in a 

newspaper, and offered such products. The backing to Smith’s 

picture frame is marked “COPYRIGHTED BY CHAS E NEVILLE.” All 

images from the Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation 

Society, Edmonton, Alberta.



(left) An original drawing by soldier 

Jack Taylor sent by Sam Laycock 

to Miss Nettie Burkholder in a letter 

dated 17 January 1918 from France. 

University of Alberta Archives, 88-66-

5; (facing page) Knox Presbyterian 

Church in Calgary, Alberta, unveiled 

on Sunday, 2 January 1921, a 

stained glass memorial window to 

its war dead. It was designed by A.J. 

Larshchild of the Pittsburgh Glass 

Company in Minneapolis.







(facing page) 1917 Waskatenau Red Cross signature quilt, post cleaning and stabilization, bearing the names of 300 area residents;  

(above) A section of the quilt shows the seven-patch block pattern and varying types of stitches used to embroider the signatures. Photos 

courtesy of the Royal Alberta Museum.



(this page) Steel helmet, 

31st Battalion Canadian 

Expeditionary Force. 

This helmet was painted 

as a commemorative 

souvenir with the battle 

honours for all the battles 

that the 31st Battalion 

out of Calgary fought in. 

Collection of the Army 

Museum of Alberta. 

Photo: Julie Vincent 

Photography; (facing 

page) War Deed—Story 

Robe created by Mike 

Mountain Horse, from the 

Kainai (Blood) First Nation 

in southwest Alberta, 

with the assistance of 

Ambrose Two Chiefs, 

to commemorate 

his overseas service 

with Alberta’s 50th 

Battalion. Collection of 

the Esplanade Arts and 

Heritage Centre.





Pigeon message canister. 

This particular canister 

was used by a signaller 

from the 187th Battalion 

from Alberta to send 

messages across the 

battlefield when the wires 

on field telephones were 

cut. Collection of the 

Army Museum of Alberta. 

Photo: Julie Vincent 

Photography.



When the Germans invaded France in August 1914, 
Sam Steele, age 66, was the best-known Albertan 
military man, probably the best-known Canadian 
soldier.1 He was just finishing his memoirs, and 
sliding gently toward retirement after nearly half 
a century of serving his country as a soldier and 
mounted policeman.2 He had missed very few 
opportunities for action during those years. After 
serving as a private in the Ontario Rifles during the 
Red River Expedition of 1870 and in “B” Battery, 
Canadian Artillery, he moved on to the North-West 
Mounted Police in 1873. He formed and led Steele’s 
Scouts during the 1885 Rebellion. After command-
ing the Mounted Police in the Yukon during the gold 
rush, he raised and led Lord Strathcona’s Horse 
in the Boer War. At the end of that conflict, he was 
one of Lord Baden-Powell’s senior officers in the 
paramilitary South African Constabulary until he 
returned to Canada and the Canadian Army in 1907, 
first as commanding officer of Military District 
No. 13 at Calgary, then of Military District No. 10 
at Winnipeg.

The years at Winnipeg from 1907 to 1914 were, 
on the whole, good ones for Steele. He was with his 
wife and children, to whom he was devoted, after 
painful separations while he was in the Yukon and 
South Africa. Winnipeg was the prosperous metro-
polis of the booming Canadian West, a city whose 
business and political elite included many people 
Steele had befriended at the time of the Red River 
Expedition. His position as the senior military offi-
cer between Thunder Bay and the Rockies made him 
part of that elite. The job was challenging without 
being overwhelming. Sir Wilfrid Laurier’s Liberal 
government was in office until 1911 and Steele, 
who had strong Conservative connections, was in 
a somewhat uncomfortable situation in what was 
a highly politicized appointment, but Steele liked 
and respected the Liberal minister of militia, Sir 
Frederick Borden.3

Canada’s military system in the first decade of the 
twentieth century was based upon a tiny permanent 
force whose principal duty was to train the large 
and growing number of part-time militia members. 

An Old Soldier Fades Away:  
Major General Sir Sam Steele in the First World War

ROD MACLEOD
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When Steele returned from South Africa in 1907, 
the permanent force for all of Canada numbered 
2,716 officers and men. It crept up to 3,118 in 1911, 
and actually dropped to 2,900 the year before the 
start of the Great War.4 Canada was by no stretch of 
the imagination a country of pacifists in this period; 
it was a militaristic age worldwide, and Canadians 
fully shared the enthusiasm. In 1911 alone, 33 new 
militia units were formed across the country, 6 of 
them in Steele’s Military District No. 10. The prob-
lem for Steele and his fellow military professionals 
was that quantity was far outstripping quality. War 
was becoming rapidly more complex and danger-
ous, but militia soldiers were still getting the same 
training—a few days a month of drill and two weeks 
at a summer camp—that Steele had received at the 
time of the Fenian raids in the 1860s.

Then it got worse. In 1911 the Conservatives won 
the election, which should have been a good thing for 
Steele, but Sam Hughes was appointed minister of 
militia and defence. Steele had met Hughes in South 
Africa and was not impressed. He wrote to his wife 
of one encounter: “He is a blowhard and a nuisance. 
Does not have enough sense to keep his tongue quiet 
and makes a show of Canada among the modest but 
brave soldiers of all parts here. I avoid his company, 
the fool.”5 Now, he could not avoid Hughes’s com-
pany and, although he tried his best to be the loyal 

(above) Sam Steele, 1913, with (left to right) Sir Ian Hamilton, Sam 

Hughes, and General G.E. Ellison. Image courtesy of the Bruce Peel 

Special Collections Library, University of Alberta, 2008.1.3.3.6.3.31; 

(below) Sam Steele at Camp Sewell, Manitoba, 1913, with his two 

adjutants, Major Louis Lipsett (left) and Major H.D.B. Ketchen, both 

of whom became generals during the war. Bruce Peel Special 

Collections Library, University of Alberta, 2008.1.3.3.6.2.31.
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subordinate, it did not take long for the relation-
ship with his new political superior to deteriorate. 
In April 1912 he recorded in his diary: “Got a most 
scandalously vile and tyrannical telegram from 
Sam Hughes.”6 By 1914 he was referring to him in 
his diary as “that lunatic and egotist Sam Hughes.”7 
Apart from the obvious personality clash, there were 
important differences between the two men over 
how Canada’s army was to be managed.

Sam Steele was fully aware of the realities of 
patronage in the Canadian politics of his time. He 
knew that land for new armouries, rifle ranges, and 
other military installations would be purchased from 
friends of the government in power. He also knew 
that the contractors hired to build these facilities 
would be members in good standing of the ruling 
party. Supplies of all kinds would, as a matter of 
course, be purchased only from those firms on the 
government’s patronage list. But Sam Hughes took 
patronage to a new level, demanding that only Con-
servatives be given commissions or promotions in 
the militia. In 1913 Steele confided in his diary: 

Major Corelli called to say that when he was 
down in Ottawa a few days ago he spoke to the 
Minister about a great many things and the 
officers were summoned before Col Hughes 
who made the remark that was in this way, 
why does “Sam Steele recommend those 
damned Grits.” I cannot understand him and 
I will continue as I have done viz recommend 
the officers on their merits and fitness.8

Sam Hughes had for many years been Canada’s 
leading exponent of the virtues of amateurism in 
military matters. The bravery and enthusiasm of 
the “citizen” soldier would vanquish all obstacles. 

Portrait of Sam Steele in military uniform in 1914. Image courtesy 

of the Bruce Peel Special Collections Library, University of Alberta, 

2008.1.3.3.6.1.35.



Al
be

rt
an

s 
at

 W
ar

: T
he

 M
ili

ta
ry

8

Basic equipment and a little training was all that was 
necessary. Hughes regarded all professional soldiers 
with deep suspicion; they were, he said, “bar-room 
loafers,” who were only in the military because they 
could not hold down a job in civilian life.9 The Brit-
ish officers who commanded the Canadian Army in 
the period before 1914 and who tried, mostly in vain, 
to raise the standards of training in the permanent 
force, were, in Hughes’s mind, even worse. They 
were arrogant snobs who refused to recognize the 
obvious virtues of dedicated amateurs, like Hughes 
himself. Frederick Borden, who was also a believer 
in a citizen army but who did not share Hughes’s 
contempt for professionalism, had brought Sam 
Steele back from South Africa in an effort to help 
resolve the conflict between amateurs and profes-
sionals. Steele had led a group of volunteers, Lord 
Strathcona’s Horse, with great success during the 
Boer War, but his professionalism had attracted 
the attention of General Robert Baden-Powell, who 
recruited him as a senior officer in his South African 
Constabulary. Steele would, Borden hoped, be able 
to raise standards of training while remaining ac-
ceptable to the amateurs.

When the war came in August 1914, chaos de-
scended on the Canadian militia as Hughes imme-
diately scrapped the existing mobilization plans and 
built a vast new camp at Valcartier.10 Three weeks 
into the war, Steele was ordered there to help sort 
out the mess. By mid-September a degree of order 
had been imposed, and the First Canadian Contin-
gent was getting on trains to Halifax for their depar-
ture to England. At this point Hughes suggested that 
Steele might like to command Military District No. 11 
in Victoria. Conversations at Valcartier with Minis-
ter of Public Works Robert Rogers had given Steele 
hope that, in spite of his age, his experience and 

demonstrated competence might get him an active 
command. He turned down the offer, something he 
would come to regret.11 In December 1914 Steele 
was promoted to major general and told he would 
be appointed inspector general for western Canada. 
Although he got a telegram from Prime Minis-
ter Borden congratulating him, the appointment 
seems not to have happened. Instead, in March 1915 
Hughes offered Steele command of the 2nd Canadian 
Division, which was leaving soon for England.

Steele was elated at the appointment but quickly 
discovered that it was a poisoned chalice. Hughes 
had tried to have a Canadian named to command the 
1st Division, but Lord Kitchener, the British secre-
tary of state for war, vetoed that idea, pointing out 
quite correctly that no Canadian officer had com-
manded anything larger than a battalion in time of 
war. Hughes knew that the same thing would happen 
with the 2nd Division but went ahead anyway. If he 
was going to lose the battle, he would do so in a way 
that would create the maximum difficulty and em-
barrassment for Kitchener. Steele had served under 
Kitchener in South Africa, and the two men liked 
and respected each other. Steele’s high public profile 
at home would make firing him more awkward. 
Hughes’s knowledge that he would lose this round 
was less important than his desire to keep the pres-
sure on to promote Canadians to senior commands 
as they accumulated experience at the front.12 Sam 
Steele was collateral damage in this struggle.

Steele found out that he would not be allowed to 
retain command of the 2nd Division before it left 
Canada, and offered to resign the position if his 
appointment would embarrass the government—but 
Hughes refused to accept the offer.13 The division 
sailed in May with Steele in command, recover-
ing from a broken collar bone and other injuries 



9

suffered when he was thrown by his horse while 
reviewing the troops at Toronto. He would remain 
in command while the division trained in the camp 
at Shorncliffe in Kent before turning it over to the 
general who would command it in France. Before he 
left Canada, Steele was informed by Militia Chief of 

Staff General Gwatkin that he would be in command 
of all Canadian troops at Shorncliffe. This logical 
arrangement was defeated by Sam Hughes’s genius 
for creating administrative confusion.14

By the time the 2nd Division arrived in England, 
Hughes had appointed two officers with competing 

Sam Steele with Lord Jellicoe, Lord Kitchener, and King George V reviewing the 2nd Canadian Division, Shorncliffe, 1915. Bruce Peel Special 

Collections Library, University of Alberta, 2008.1.3.3.6.2.5.
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claims to control the Canadians there: Colonel John 
Carson, who had a rather vague assignment to assist 
the Canadian high commissioner with adminis-
trative arrangements for the troops, and Brigadier 
General J.C. MacDougall, who had been appointed 
as temporary commander of all Canadian troops in 
England when he was rejected for a staff job with the 
1st Division in February. Steele, as a major gen-
eral, was senior to both so, unless another position 
could be found for him, somebody would have to 
go. Ironically, it was Kitchener who helped solve the 
political problem for Hughes. The Shorncliffe area 
came under the British Army’s Eastern Command. 
The general in charge was due to retire and Steele 
was appointed to replace him.

Steele was now a Canadian general in command 
of a British army area whose military camps were 
almost entirely occupied by Canadians. The pur-
pose of the camps was to train soldiers coming from 
Canada, the actual training being the responsibility 
of the British. The principal task of Steele, Carson, 
and MacDougall was to attempt to maintain a smooth 
flow of competent officers and men as reinforce-
ments to the 1st and 2nd Divisions in France, and to 
the 3rd and 4th Divisions assembling in England. 
Hughes provided no clear division of responsibilities 
among the three, and disputes inevitably followed. 
As Desmond Morton noted, “By deliberately creating 
confusion among the Canadian commanders in 
England, the minister guaranteed that his own will 
would remain paramount.”15 

The situation was made worse by the complete 
lack of any rational system of recruitment in Canada. 
Instead of recruiting men to sustain existing units 
in the field, Hughes kept on creating new regi-
ments and sending them across the Atlantic. Once 
there, the groups had to be broken up to provide 

the necessary reinforcements. Few had any training 
to speak of when they arrived and, while privates, 
NCOs, and lieutenants could be brought up to speed 
relatively quickly, inexperienced captains, majors, 
and colonels were a danger to themselves and their 
troops. Unemployed and disgruntled senior offi-
cers piled up at Shorncliffe. Most of them had been 
chosen for their standing in their communities, 
and they did not hesitate to make their unhappiness 
known to the government. Nothing could eliminate 
this problem as long as surplus officers continued 
to be fed into the pipeline, but Steele managed to 
reduce it to manageable proportions. Captains and 
majors were given the option of taking a reduction 
in rank to lieutenant to get into the fighting, and 
many did so. The others were allowed to save face by 
being sent across for a couple of weeks so that they 
could go home and, truthfully, state that they had 
seen fighting.

Steele struggled on as best he could for the year 
and a half after his appointment. As he had done 
throughout his life, he worked diligently to keep 
up with his profession. He studied the fighting in 
France and incorporated its lessons into the training 
program, insisting that all newly arrived officers up 
to the rank of brigadier take the same courses that 
their soldiers did on grenade throwing, machine 
guns, and signalling before they were allowed to go to 
the front.16 He began taking French lessons because 
he believed, correctly, that the French army’s tactics 
were more advanced than those of the British. He 
never stopped campaigning for a more active com-
mand, pulling all the strings he could manage.

At the end of 1916, Prime Minister Borden finally 
lost patience with Sam Hughes and fired him. At last, 
the Canadian government could set about restoring 
some semblance of order to its command structure 
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in England, which it did by creating a Ministry of 
Overseas Military Forces, separate from the De-
partment of Militia and Defence. The Canadian 
high commissioner, Sir George Perley, was put in 
charge. He immediately retired General MacDougall 
and sent him back to Canada. Carson, now a major 
general, was given a knighthood early in 1917 and 
also retired. Perley had a higher opinion of Steele’s 
potential usefulness and suggested putting him in 
charge of recruiting in western Canada.17 Nothing 
came of this idea, and Steele was left in his anom-
alous position for another year, grumbling in his 
diary that he did not have enough work to do.18 To 
make matters worse, the Canadian authorities be-
latedly decided that, as he held a British command, 
he should be paid at British rates, lower than the 
Canadian ones. He was ordered to repay $2,500.19

In November 1917, Perley informed Steele that 
he would be retired soon.20 He was offered and 
accepted a KCMG (Knight Commander in the Most 
Distinguished Order of Saint Michael and Saint 
George). Becoming Sir Sam Steele softened the blow 
of retirement somewhat, but his diary makes clear 
that he would have been happy to trade it for a real 
job. Negotiations about the terms of his leaving took 
several months and, on 1 March 1918, Sam Steele’s 
long military career came to an end.21 He did not 
return to Canada because he had recently met a very 
wealthy Ontario businessman named William Per-
kins Bull who was living in England supervising the 
hospitals he had established for Canadian soldiers. 
Bull made Steele a director of one of his western 
Canadian land companies at a salary well above what 
he earned as a general.22 Steele was grateful for the 
job since it meant he could stay in England. His son, 
Harwood, was a captain serving with the British army 
in France and his daughter Flora was a Volunteer Aid 

Portrait of Sam Steele in military uniform in 1917. It is clear that the 

wartime stress has aged him. Image courtesy of the Bruce Peel 

Special Collections Library, University of Alberta, 2008.1.3.3.6.1.18.
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Detachment nurse working in a hospital near Shorn-
cliffe. He was reluctant to leave them and, in any 
case, the prospect of moving his wife and younger 
daughter back across the Atlantic in wartime was not 
appealing. He worked diligently in his first civilian 
job for almost half a century, but his heart was clearly 
not in it. 

By summer 1918 Steele’s health was in serious 
decline. His weight started to drop steadily early 
in 1917 and by mid-1918 he had lost more than 40 
pounds. Steele for the last 20 years of his life feared 
that he was becoming diabetic, had himself tested 
regularly, and kept up a rigorous program of diet and 
exercise. It seems likely that his diagnosis was cor-
rect. Starting in early 1918, he was afflicted by severe 
eczema (another symptom of diabetes), which made 
sleep difficult. In September Steele spent most of his 
time in bed, managing to summon enough energy 
to get out of the house only twice. In October he did 
not get out of his bed at all, although he continued 
to follow the final days of the war. His diary entries 
for most every day of that month, and for November 
as well, consist of “Still sick in bed.” On November 
11 he wrote, “The terms of the Armistice with the 
Central Powers proclaimed at 10:30 AM. All wild 
with joy.”23 On November 30 the diary he had kept 
faithfully since 1885 ends. He died two months later 
on 30 January 1919.

Sam Steele outlived his fame. At the time of 
his promotion to major general at the beginning 
of the war, the number of Canadian generals could 
be counted on the fingers of one hand. Four years 
later there were dozens, many of them his former 
subordinates, and all better known to the public 
than he was because of their roles as brigade or 
divisional commanders. When he died, some of his 

friends had a death mask made with the intention of 
erecting a statue in his honour, but after four years 
of slaughter in the trenches, there was little appe-
tite for commemorating an old soldier from a very 
different Canada. The mask lies in the vaults of the 
Glenbow Museum in Calgary and the monument 
remains unbuilt.

Notes

1 Sam Steele was born in Ontario, lived in all four west-
ern provinces and the Yukon, spent six years in South 
Africa, and is buried in Winnipeg. Calling Sam Steele 
an Albertan is based on the fact that he lived more of 
his adult life in the province (or the part of the North-
West Territories that became Alberta) than anywhere 
else. In all, he lived about 17 years in Alberta, de-
pending on whether or not one counts the time spent 
in supervising construction on the Canadian Pacific 
Railway and as part of the Alberta Field Force during 
the 1885 Rebellion. Fourteen of those years were spent 
in Fort Macleod and a year each in Fort Saskatche-
wan and Calgary. The longest he lived in any other 
place was seven years in Manitoba. He met his wife in 
Alberta and all three of his children were born at Fort 
Macleod.

2 S.B. Steele, Forty Years in Canada: Reminiscences of the 
Great North-West with Some Account of His Service in 
South Africa (Toronto: McClelland, Goodchild, and 
Stewart, 1915).

3 Borden’s son was killed in South Africa, which gave 
him a bond with the Canadians who served there. He 
corresponded extensively with Steele about Canadians 
serving in the South African Constabulary and it was 
Borden who offered him the opportunity to return to 
the Canadian army in 1907.

4 Canada, Sessional Papers, 1908, 1912, 1914, Annual 
Reports of the Militia Council.
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5 University of Alberta Archives (UAA), Edmon-
ton, Steele Fonds, 2008.2.1.1.1.341, Sam to Marie, 
11 May 1900.

6 UAA, Steele Fonds, 2008.1.1.2.60, Diary, 
30 April 1912.

7 Ibid., 23 August 1914.
8 Ibid., 10 November 1913.
9 J.L. Granatstein, Canada’s Army: Waging War and 

Keeping the Peace (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2002), 48.

10 This is the unanimous verdict of historians. Even 
Hughes’s sympathetic biographer, Ronald Haycock, 
admits it. Ronald G. Haycock, Sam Hughes: The 
Public Career of a Controversial Canadian, 1885–1916 
(Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 
1986), chapter 11.

11 UAA, Steele Fonds, Diary, 15 September 1914.
12 The strategy worked. In September 1915 two Canadian 

brigade commanders who had done well in the early 
fighting, Arthur Currie and Richard Turner, were 
appointed to command the 1st and 2nd Divisions.

13 UAA, Steele Fonds, Diary, 7 April 1915.
14 The extraordinary tangle Hughes created is fully 

explored in Desmond Morton, A Peculiar Kind of 
Politics: Canada’s Overseas Ministry in the First World War 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982). 

15 Morton, A Peculiar Kind of Politics, 48.
16 UAA, Steele Fonds, Diary, 2 December 1915.
17 Morton, A Peculiar Kind of Politics, 123.
18 UAA, Steele Fonds, Diary, 16 March 1917.
19 Ibid., 11 June 1916.
20 Ibid., 13 November 1917.
21 Ibid., 1 March 1918.
22 Ibid., 20 February 1918. William Perkins Bull made 

an enormous fortune investing in land and early oil 
developments in Alberta. He was very interested in 
Canadian history and, among other things, wrote 
the first history of Canadian sport with the odd title 
From Rattlesnake Hunt to Hockey (Toronto: G.J. McLeod 
Ltd., 1934).

23 UAA, Steele Fonds, Diary, 11 November 1918. 
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Raymond Brutinel, a French citizen, made his for-
tune in Alberta and, in 1914, had machine guns and 
armoured vehicles made for the Canadian Corps. He 
rose to the rank of brigadier general, general officer 
commanding Canadian Machine Gun Corps and, 
during the Hundred Days (from August 8 through 
November 1918), commanded a formation called 
“The Independent Force,” sometimes known as 
“Brutinel’s Brigade.” In 1919 Prime Minister Robert 
Borden had British citizenship conferred on him.1 
General F.F. Worthington, considered the founder 
of the Royal Canadian Armoured Corps (RCAC), 
wrote: “Brutinel could never have done what he did 
in any conventional way. It was only possible with the 
Canadians, without red tape or rigid ideas, and who 
were commanded by Sir Arthur Currie, a militia-
man, who was one of the outstanding Generals of the 
Western Front.”2

Today Brutinel remains an unknown figure in the 
country he served in peace and war. Although there 
is a short biography in the Canadian Encyclopedia, 
and Brutinel has been the subject of a few articles, 
little is remembered of him today in Alberta, or 
for that matter in Canada. Yet he was recognized by 

three governments. The British awarded him the 
Distinguished Service Order, the Companion of the 
Order of the Bath, and the Companion of the Order 
of St. Michael and St. George; the French named him 
an Officier de la Légion d’Honneur and Comman-
deur de la Légion d’Honneur, as well as giving him 
the Croix de Guerre avec étoile et palme; and Italy 
gave him the medal of the Chevalier de l’Ordre de 
St. Maurice et St. Lazare. Other honours included 
seven British Mentions-in-Despatches and three 
from the French, a diploma of gratefulness from the 
City of Westmount (Quebec), and, in 1952, a medal 
from France for his work in the Resistance.3 In the 
months after the November 11 armistice, he pre-
pared two lengthy reports concerning the Canadian 
Corps and the Canadian Machine Gun Corps for the 
Canadian government and was asked to take charge 
of the Historical Service of the Canadian Armies, a 
position he turned down. Much later, in 1962, he was 
interviewed at length by a CBC journalist about his 
activities in the Great War.4 Dominique and Jacques 
Baylaucq, two brothers who were close friends of 
Brutinel and his family, prepared a biography that 
has been drawn on extensively for this article.

Raymond Brutinel and the Genesis of 
Modern Mechanized Warfare

JULIETTE CHAMPAGNE AND MAJOR (RETD.) JOHN MATTHEWS
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Raymond Pierre Marc Brutinel was born in 
1882 at Alet-les-Bains (Aude) in southwest France, 
Pyrénées region.5 Educated by the Jesuits in Car-
cassonne, at 16 he signed on as an apprentice on 
a fully-rigged sailing ship, which sailed mostly in 
the Caribbean and along the coast of South Amer-
ica. He rounded Cape Horn three times. Brutinel 
returned to France for compulsory military service 
in 1901 with the 53rd Infantry Regiment in Tarbes 
(Hautes-Pyrénées) where he quickly rose through 
the ranks, becoming sergeant instructor, then 
master-at-arms and, eventually, joining a platoon 
of officers-in-training. In 1903 he married Marie 
Calumun, daughter of the mayor and regional coun-
cillor of the small town of Arreau in the Pyrénées 
and great-niece to Maréchal Ferdinand Foch, whom 
he later briefed about Canadian machine gun tactics 
during the war. 

At the turn of the century, France was still in the 
throes of the anti-Semitic turmoil of the Dreyfus 
Affair, and in the process of establishing state- 
provided public schools. With this came the closure 
of Catholic private schools. The members of reli-
gious orders who operated schools found themselves 
out of work and, in many cases, their residences or 
convents were seized by the State. In this climate 
of repression, the scandal known as the “Affaire 
des fiches” broke. An extensive list had been drawn 
up identifying more than 25,000 Catholic offi-
cers, members of Catholic military organizations, 
or simply members of charitable church organi-
zations as potentially breaking the 1903 laws of 
political neutrality, which they had sworn to respect 
and which effectively eliminated their chances of 
promotion in the ranks.6 In light of this, in 1904 
the Brutinels immigrated to western Canada along 
with a group of French soldiers, some of whom were 

officers who left in protest.7 The French ranching 
community of Trochu, Alberta, attracted some; 
others established themselves in Calgary. The Bru-
tinels were in Edmonton by September, as can be 
gathered from a newspaper ad in which Marie was 
seeking to learn English, and by November they had 
set up a boarding house on Jasper Avenue and 6th 
Street.8 Brutinel was also giving fencing lessons and 
demonstrations of the sport at a studio he opened 
with a former member of the Mounted Police. He was 
also socializing with local businessmen of the French 
community and the city of Edmonton.9 

In January 1906 Brutinel began writing a world 
affairs column for Le Courrier de l’Ouest, a weekly 
newspaper based in Edmonton, which had just been 
established the previous fall and was then the only 
French paper in the Canadian West. It was owned by 
several local entrepreneurs of the French community 
as well as Liberal politician Frank Oliver.10 Bruti-
nel’s articles provide a sense of his perspective on 
life. As editor of the front-page column, he covered 
current events gleaned from newspapers far and 
wide, including those of France where the ongoing 
separation of Church and State and the exonera-
tion of Dreyfus in 1906 were sore points for many 
French Catholics, particularly those who harboured 
anti-Semitic feelings.11 After publishing on the 
first event, a member of the local clergy wrote to the 
paper protesting that Brutinel was using anti- 
Catholic sources and, a few months later when the 
Dreyfus exoneration came through, another cleric 
wrote a number of letters to that effect. Publishing 
their letters, Brutinel identified himself as the editor 
of the world affairs column, which he had been 
signing with the initials “R.B.” and, putting down 
his editor’s pen, replied as a reader. He justified his 
sources as being moderate and fair, and went on 
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to deplore the anti-Semitic riots that had ensued 
during the Dreyfus Affair in France and its colonies, 
stating that the way to settle these matters was not 
through violence but peaceably, at the ballot box.12 
Finally, the second irate critic, who had written 
under the pen name “J.B. Surveillant,” identified 
himself as Bishop Émile Legal of the Archdiocese 
of Edmonton.13

By 1907 Brutinel had become one of the direc-
tors of a French colonization society in Alberta and 
was a founding member of a society to welcome and 
assist French newcomers to the area. By May he had 
resigned as editor and was on a promotional trip 
in France for the settlement society.14 Keeping a 
hand in journalism, while in Paris he interviewed 
Sir Wilfrid Laurier and the article was published in 
the Courrier de l’Ouest.15 By the time he returned to 
Edmonton, he was employed by a financial syndicate 
from Montreal affiliated with the Grand Trunk and 
Pacific Railway, and charged with leading a pros-
pecting crew to explore the region along the future 
rail line, from the Pembina River to the mouth of the 
Skeena River, to seek out potential resources—be 
they timber, water power, coal, or other minerals—
and claim them for the syndicate.16 Working with 
him was a crew known as “the Frenchmen” that in-
cluded his friend Armand de Bernis, who had a horse 
ranch at Trochu, and half a dozen others. Successful 
in their search, they staked the region now known as 
the Coal Branch, establishing Pacific Pass Coal Fields 
Ltd. for the syndicate of which E.B. Greenshields of 
Montreal was president. 

On some land in St. Albert, Brutinel kept a string 
of saddle and pack horses for the many exploration 
trips to the mountains. By 1909 he was building a 
brick home there with all the modern conveniences 
for his growing family, as he was becoming wealthy 

through his investments in coal and real estate. In 
1911 his office was in Edmonton’s Molson’s Bank 
Building, where he was listed as director of Pacific 
Pass Coal Fields Ltd. and as a financial agent.17 
Locally he invested in and initiated other projects: 
a coal mine in the St. Albert region, the Edmonton 
Interurban Railway to St. Albert, a power plant for 
the town of St. Albert at a time when its residents 
were still using coal oil lamps (which was never 
built, as the price was judged to be exorbitant), and 
the Edmonton-based Great Northern Tannery. By 
1913 he had moved to Montreal, where he was in a 
better position to manage his financial interests.

With the declaration of war on 4 August 1914, 
Brutinel, like many other French reservists, planned 
to rejoin his regiment in France. He contacted 
the French ambassador in Washington, DC, about 
bringing machine guns with him to France. When 
Brutinel had done his French military service at the 
Tarbes Arsenal, it was common knowledge there that 
the founder of the arsenal was Auguste de Verchère 
de Reffye, inventor of an early model of the machine 
gun, who had also developed tactics to use with 
this weaponry.18 Keenly interested in this, Bruti-
nel planned to have the guns made by Colt Patent 
Firearms in Hartford, Connecticut, but, due to the 
German blockades of the Atlantic, was unable to get 
French military ammunition from the islands of 
St. Pierre and Miquelon to calibrate them. Clifford 
Sifton, formerly minister of the interior in the Lau-
rier government, then chair of the Canadian Com-
mission of Conservation, on hearing of Brutinel’s 
efforts, met with him in Montreal and suggested 
that he provide the weapons to the Canadian forces. 
Contacted by telephone, the French ambassador 
readily agreed, saying that whatever Brutinel did for 
Canada, he would be doing it for France.19 Overnight, 
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Sifton and Brutinel drew up two papers, a general 
one on the firepower and employment of machine 
guns, and an innovative one proposing the com-
bination of the firepower of machine guns and the 
mobility of the automobile: machine guns were to be 
mounted on a truck chassis with a specially designed 
armoured body. Presenting this to Sam Hughes, 
minister of militia and defence, they received verbal 
approval for the formation of the unit and were 
able to raise additional funds from some wealthy 
Montrealers.20 Hughes had extracts from Brutinel’s 
general paper published in various newspapers, 
increased the allocation of machine guns from two 
to four per infantry battalion, and promptly secured 

an option on practically the entire production of the 
Colt Company.21

Brutinel immediately made the arrangements in 
the United States for production of the machine guns 
and vehicles.22 Impressed by some rugged delivery 
trucks he had seen in New York, he ordered twenty 
vehicles from the Auto Car Company of Ardmore, 
Pennsylvania. The armoured plate used to construct 
the bodies for eight weapons carriers came from the 
Valleyfield Armour Steel Company of Valleyfield, 
Quebec.23 These vehicles each carried two machine 
guns on pedestal mounts. In addition, there were 
five trucks for ammunition and supplies, a workshop 
truck, a petrol truck, four command and liaison 

Vehicles of the Canadian Automobile Machine Gun Brigade No. 1 moving to the Rockcliffe Ranges, Ottawa, for inspection by the Governor 

General on 23 September 1914. All variants of the 20 trucks purchased from the Auto Car Company of Ardmore, Pennsylvania, can be seen. 

Right to left: officers’ liaison vehicle, “Auto Car” armoured car, general transport vehicle, shop van and ambulance. Photo courtesy of the 

Musée Héritage Museum, St. Albert.
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vehicles (equivalent of the Second World War Jeep), 
seventeen motorcycles, and sixteen bicycles. An am-
bulance was donated by the daughter of the president 
of the Auto Car Company, and Brutinel donated his 
own automobile. 

The vehicles in the unit were all built on the 
same type of chassis and power train—a mechanic’s 
dream—and indeed all, except for two destroyed in 
combat, were still in good operating condition at 
the end of the war. On 2 September 1914, the first 
entirely motorized unit in the British Empire, the 
Automobile Machine Gun Brigade No. 1, was offi-
cially born. Patterned after the artillery, the brigade 
comprised two batteries, “A” and “B,” each with four 
auto cars and eight machine guns. The new unit, 
assigned to the 1st Canadian Division, arrived in 
Eng land on 20 October 1914, and Brutinel quickly set 
about moulding it. He sought, first, to build a spirit 
of “all arms” combat with full cooperation between 
infantry, artillery, cavalry, and his own motorized 
machine gunners. Second, he developed the credo 
of the Automobile Machine Gun Brigade No. 1: that 
all arms served to support the infantry, which is the 
only arm capable of occupying and holding ground, 
and that the machine gun brigade must be prepared 
to make the supreme sacrifice in so doing. Eliminat-
ing as many as 20 percent of the officers and soldiers 
who proved to be drunkards or troublemakers, he 
developed intensive training for his machine gun-
ners. While still in Canada, he had written a short 
manual on the Colt machine gun, an essential tool 
for instructors, and, by December, was conducting 
courses for the infantry battalion machine gunners 
of the entire 1st Division. This gunnery training was 
one of his major contributions to the success of the 
Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) in the Great 
War.24 Even after the Imperial School of Machine 

Gunnery was established, Brutinel and “the Motors,” 
as they became known, continued to conduct courses 
for the battalion machine gunners of the entire 1st 
Division and, eventually, the entire Canadian Corps. 
Indeed, Brutinel’s ideas on machine gunnery were 
held in such respect that he was able to influence the 
content of courses at the Imperial School. 

The machine gun is central to the Brutinel story. 
An early type, the Gatling gun, had been used by 
Dominion forces to suppress the 1885 Northwest Re-
bellion, and machine guns were used effectively by 
the Japanese during the 1904 Sino-Russian war. As 
this had been closely studied by Brutinel’s regiment 
at Tarbes, he was convinced of their value. How-
ever, the British army did not think much of them, 
and in 1914 their infantry battalions were issued a 
paltry two Vickers heavy machine guns each.25 The 
French army was not much better, but the Germans 
had invested heavily in them.26 By 1915, when the 
49th Battalion was raised in Edmonton, the British 
and Canadian allocations had been increased to 
four guns, but the commanding officer, Lieutenant 
Colonel William Griesbach, convinced the Edmon-
ton Board of Trade to purchase four additional guns 
by pointing out that the German army standard 
was eight guns.27 As with Edmonton’s 49th, many 
units went overseas with more than the authorized 
number of machine guns, the money to purchase 
them raised through local subscription.

The Imperial General Staff and, above all, Field 
Marshall Lord Kitchener, secretary of state for 
war, had a disdain for the potential of the machine 
gun. Brutinel recounted a poignant example of this 
when King George V inspected the Motor Machine 
Gun Brigade on 4 February 1915 on Salisbury Plain. 
The King was impressed by the armoured vehicles 
with their two mounted machine guns, and said 
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to Lord Kitchener that such a unit should be very 
useful. Much to Brutinel’s dismay, Lord Kitchener 
replied: “I don’t think so, Sir, it would unbalance the 
fire power of a Division.”28 

The best heavy machine gun available to the 
British was the Vickers, but the Vickers production 
line, operating at low capacity, was still preparing 
guns ordered by the Italians before the war.29 It was 
only when David Lloyd George became minister of 
munitions in May 1915 that he executed a virtual 
palace revolution by going over the heads of the 
military establishment and directing the company to 
go to full capacity. The only Canadian unit equipped 
with Vickers machine guns was Princess Patricia’s 
Canadian Light Infantry, a force raised at private 
expense by Sir Hamilton Gault in August 1914 and 
shipped overseas immediately to join an infantry 
division of the British army.30 Canadian battalions of 
the CEF could not obtain the Vickers and had to use 
the Colt machine gun, which was more complex and 
less reliable. As Brutinel put it: “It was the only ma-
chine gun available and it was felt that an imperfect 
gun was better than none at all.”31 After July 1916, the 
Colts were finally replaced by the Vickers.32

When the 1st Canadian Division proceeded to 
France in February 1915, the British military hierar-
chy saw no place for the Motors. Thanks to Brutinel’s 
regimen, the unit had the best-trained body of 
machine gunners in the division, but they remained 
in England pursuing training activities and filling 
the role of a mobile reserve against a vaguely defined 
German invasion threat. After Brutinel wrote to 
Sifton and informed him that they were languishing 
in England, Sam Hughes curtly insisted that they be 
sent to France. Finally, on 17 June 1915, the newly 
renamed 1st Canadian Motor Machine Gun Brigade 

(1st CMMGB) joined the 1st Canadian Division in 
Rouen. Brutinel, now a lieutenant colonel, set about 
converting Lieutenant General Edwin Alderson, 
the British division commander, to his ideas. Once 
exposed to the reality of combat in France, Alderson 
became an enthusiastic supporter, as every source of 
firepower that could be mustered was needed. 

With the dispatch of the 2nd Canadian Division 
to France in September, the Canadian Corps was 
created. Alderson became its first commander, and 
Brutinel assumed the informal function of primary 
advisor to the commander on the employment and 
training of machine gun units. The 1st Motors now 
came under the control of the Corps. By October 1915 
Brutinel handed over command of the 1st CMMGB 
and assumed an appointment to the now-regularized 
position of corps machine gun officer, equivalent 
to chief engineer and general officer commanding 
Royal Artillery. He was responsible for all machine 
gun units throughout the Canadian Corps except 
for the machine gun sections in the infantry battal-
ions. In the British army, a separate machine gun 
corps had been authorized, again largely due to the 
influence of Lloyd George, and these measures, 
taken with Brutinel’s advice, were pushing the CEF 
in the same direction. As early as late 1915, he had 
withdrawn the Colts from the infantry battalions to 
create a Machine Gun Company for each brigade. 
To replace the Colts, the infantry were receiving 
the Lewis light machine guns that could accompany 
assaulting troops. By 1918 these companies in turn 
were combined into Machine Gun Battalions in 
each division.

Back in Canada, as part of the progressive expan-
sion of the CEF, the money for three more motor-
ized machine gun units had been raised by private 
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subscription: the Eaton, the Yukon, and the Borden 
Motor Machine Gun Batteries. Their armoured 
cars were of a different design from Brutinel’s 1914 
model. They proceeded overseas and the Eaton 
Battery arrived in England at the same time as 40 of 
the new armoured cars but, thanks to the Machia-
vellian intrigues of the War Office and the Imperial 
General Staff who considered them to be useless, 
the cars were never issued to the three batteries.33 
As a result, only Brutinel’s original batteries had 
armoured vehicles. Instead, the three new batteries, 
designated “C,” “D,” and “E,” were equipped with 
tricycle motorcycles. 

Of the tactical concepts developed by the Cana-
dian machine gunners, the most important was 
indirect fire. Machine guns, just like artillery, were 
used to engage targets they could not see. Calcu-
lations were made using ammunition firing tables 
to determine the proper elevation and direction of 
fire required to hit the target with intensive bar-
rages, just as with artillery. The concept was not 
original—Brutinel’s strength was the ability to take 
an idea and vigorously pursue it to new perfection 
and applications. Indirect fire was probably used the 
first time by the Japanese in the Sino-Russian war of 
1904.34 The British had developed similar ideas, no 
doubt inspired by Japanese tactics, but the Canadi-
ans were particularly aggressive in the use of these 
techniques and were recognized as being the leaders 
in this field.

The Motors saw continuous action but, generally, 
in the dismounted role. In early June 1916, at the 
end of the battle of Sanctuary Wood, the Germans 
launched a massive artillery bombardment that left 
a 600-yard gap in the line of the 3rd Canadian Divi-
sion through which the Germans could advance on to 

strategically important Ypres. On his own initiative, 
Brutinel deployed A and B Batteries of the CMMGB 
to fill the gap. Eventually, infantry arrived and took 
positions around the machine gun emplacements. 
This was a first instance in which the mobility of the 
Motors was put to use, and presaged the major role 
they were to play in stopping the German offensive 
two years later in 1918.

The involvement of the Motors in this action was 
almost accidental. Brutinel was about to head on 
leave when the massive bombardment started. At 
the closest headquarters, that of Brigadier General 
Louis Lipsett’s 2nd Brigade, he was briefed on the 
situation and, on consulting with Lipsett, concluded 
that he should ignore a previous order to withdraw 
one of the batteries from the line, and ordered the 
other to come forward. Subsequent orders came 
in to withdraw his batteries, but he ignored them 
because he knew the batteries were instrumental 
in holding the line. Eventually, he was vindicated 
when he explained the entire situation to the new 
commander of the Canadian Corps, Sir Julian Byng, 
who confessed he would have fired him if he had 
not disobeyed the order.35 Brutinel’s actions here 
are a reminder that, for sound military leadership, 
physical courage alone is insufficient; it must be 
combined with moral courage.

Vimy Ridge was the coming-of-age of the 
Canadian Corps, and many would say the Canadian 
nation itself. The Motors played a unique role in the 
preparations for the assault. The fire plan included 
more than 30 days of intensive artillery bombard-
ments. To avoid compromising the positions of the 
artillery batteries, these fired in the daytime only, 
since night firing would allow the Germans to locate 
the gun positions through flash spotting. To prevent 
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the Germans from repairing the damage done in the 
daytime, the batteries of the 1st CMMGB fired indi-
rect barrage targets at night.

The Canadian operational innovations had 
started to draw the attention of other Allied armies 
even before Vimy. The recipe for Canadian success 
was derived in large part from lessons learned by 
other armies. Still, the success at Vimy provided 
proof that the CEF had developed innovations in 
tactics and training from which others could benefit. 
Before the attack, French army staff had visited 
Corps Commander Sir Julian Byng, who had shown 
them the plans for the upcoming assault. On seeing 
the machine gun plans, the French commented on 
their originality; Byng provided copies for their 
employment before, during, and after the attack. He 
then told Brutinel to prepare a report for the benefit 
of the French on lessons learned as soon as the 
assault was over. Brutinel suggested, instead, that 
German prisoners be interrogated to get their per-
spective on the effectiveness of the machine gun fire. 
As it turned out, the prisoners testified unanimously 
on the following points: 

• By night, machine gun fire made it difficult to 
repair the trenches knocked down by day by 
the artillery fire. 

• The bringing in of supplies was hampered 
greatly and was practically impossible during 
the last few days because of the density of 
indirect machine gun fire. 

• The evacuation of wounded was increasingly 
difficult and almost impossible during the 
last three nights before the attack. 

• The intense machine gun fire made it 
impossible to man the parapets when the 
attack started.36

During and after the war, Brutinel was at logger-
heads with senior artillery officer Brigadier General 
Andrew McNaughton over the use of machine gun 
barrages. The latter viewed them as being wasteful of 
ammunition and transport, and as trying to do what 
was better accomplished by the artillery. In this case, 
the two types of barrages were complementary rather 
than competitive, and highly effective. Without 
them, the Germans would have been better prepared 
to stop the assault that started on Easter Monday, 
9 April 1917; moreover, the barrages by the machine 
gunners that were critical to weakening the German 
defenses were accomplished with few casualties.37

The attack used fire and movement tactics, 
having machine guns in position and providing fire 
support to the advancing infantry from the start 
line to the final objectives.38 Because of the ground 
conditions, there was no question of using the 
vehicles—the Vickers had to be packed to a series of 
firing positions over successive bounds of several 
thousand yards. The Vickers alone weighed 15 kg, the 
tripod another 23 kg, and the water can required for 
keeping the barrels cool weighed 12 kg, to which was 
added several thousand rounds of ammunition per 
gun. The casualties suffered by the Motors in opera-
tions to seize Vimy were huge, some 200 out of a unit 
strength of 350, or 57 percent.39 In comparison, total 
Canadian casualties at Vimy were 10,602, including 
3,598 fatalities out of a total Canadian strength of 
97,184, or 11 percent.40

The true vindication of the concept of the 1st 
CMMGB came during Operation Michael, the German 
spring offensive in 1918. Just weeks before this, the 
three batteries previously mounted on motorcy-
cles had been given Napier light trucks designated 
“Auto Car Lorries.”41 The 1st CMMGB now consisted 
of five batteries each with four weapons carriers 
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armed with two Vickers machine guns per vehicle—a 
considerable boost. Brutinel’s original concept for 
the Motors was that they be self-sufficient, which 
was why he had purchased logistics vehicles in 1914. 
Now the 1st Motors gained its own Transport Com-
pany provided from the 2nd Canadian Ammunition 
Sub-Park, which gave it the resources to keep all five 
batteries supplied with ammunition, fuel, rations, 
and mechanics to maintain vehicles.42 The allotment 

of motor cyclists was increased to 65. Widely used 
as scouts, they were also the only reliable means 
of communication in mobile operations; vehicle 
mounted radios did not exist and telephones, the 
main means of communication in static trench situ-
ations, were useless for troops on the move.43 

The 1st Motors and the Canadian Cavalry Brigade 
were heavily engaged in this battle.44 The 1st Motors 
were deployed to reinforce General Hubert Gough’s 

Canadian Auto Car armoured cars being refurbished after the battles blunting the German Spring Offensive of 1918. This photo shows a clear 

view of the layout of the Auto Car with its two Vickers HMGs in a near-combat environment. Library and Archives Canada, PA-002614.
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5th British Army. They were intended to impede one 
of the major German objectives: the separation of the 
French and British armies. General Frank Worth-
ington, then a newly commissioned officer and just 
posted to one of the truck-mounted batteries of the 
Motors, later described the very modern-sounding 
tactics used to engage and blunt the advance of the 
German army:

The situation was confused and very fluid. 
The Germans had overcome the British 
defenses and were now coming forward in 
their proper battle formations. The method 
used by the Motor Machine Guns was very 
simple. We would take four or eight guns and 
open fire as the enemy was advancing, and 
bring him to a halt. Then the enemy would 
get ready to shell us out. We would move half 
our guns back to a rear position—maybe five 
hundred or a thousand yards back—and as 
the enemy would come on with their artillery 
support and advance closer we would pull out 
the forward guns. The battle line would be 
cleared and the enemy would sort of collect 
themselves and start moving forward. Then 
you’d give it to them again. Day after day it 
was the same thing.45

Such tactics were only possible because of the fully 
motorized nature of the unit. To reach the area of op-
erations, the unit members had made a road move of 
103 km, and for the next three weeks they were con-
stantly on the move.46 The 1st CMMGB achieved its 
objective of preventing the Germans from separating 
the 5th British Army from the French Army on its 
flanks, but at a very heavy price. The unit lost almost 
half its strength, again proving that its members had 

learned Brutinel’s ethos of giving their all to protect 
the infantry they existed to support.

As the Motors took their place among the disin-
tegrating 5th Army, Brutinel was at its headquarters 
conferring with Brigadier General Dill, the chief of 
operations. They determined that they had sufficient 
replacements of machine guns, but their manpower 
was totally committed. The reinforcement pool, 
Canadian or British, seemed to be totally exhausted, 
but Brutinel remembered the Horse Guards, the 
King’s personal guard in London. Convinced they 
could be quickly trained, and that the King would 
readily agree, Brutinel overcame the staff reluctance 
to approach the King for help. When contacted, 
his reply was: “The Horse Guards will be ready to 
leave tomorrow.” Brutinel met them at Boulogne 
and escorted them to the Machine Gun School to be 
trained, after which they would take their place in 
the machine gun detachments—shining another light 
on his determination to leave no stone unturned to 
achieve success.47

In spite of the success at Vimy, Canadian sources 
were slow to acknowledge this fine feat of arms, but 
it did not go unnoticed by British observers. Hamil-
ton Fyfe, editor and war correspondent for the Daily 
Mirror, reported on 1 April 1918:

When the full story is told of this encounter of 
giant forces and of the successful withdrawal 
of the British army in the face of immensely 
superior German strength a very glow-
ing page of it will have to be devoted to the 
splendidly gallant and useful part played by 
the Canadian Motor Machine Guns. The other 
day, it was the day before Albert fell, I was on 
the other side of the town and saw some of 
their grey armoured cars come tearing down 
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the road in clouds of dust evidently going into 
action hotfoot. A little later I heard a tremen-
dous tap, tap, tapping and knew they were 
engaged. They held up the German advance 
there as they did in a number of other places 
. . . Everywhere they went they steadied the 
line. They gave the Infantry fresh hope and 
courage.48 

Similarly, on April 4, The Daily Mirror included this 
newspaper account:

PARIS, Wednesday. The War correspondent 
of the Petit Journal accords great praise to 
the Canadian troops. He mentions several 
episodes evidencing the valour and intre-
pidity of the soldiers, particularly that on the 
morning of March 21 regarding the defence 
of Amiens. Strong Patrols of Uhlans pushed 
forward an advance guard into Amiens in 
order to terrorise the inhabitants. Canadians 
were on guard with armoured motor-cars, 
which have acquired a great reputation in 
the British Army, and opposed a resistance 
so determined and violent that the Germans 
fled in disorder.49

From Field Marshall Haig of the British High 
Command came firm recognition of the Motors’ 
achievements in his recommendation that their 
numbers be increased.50 The six surviving auto cars 
were withdrawn from the 1st Motors and became 
a separate unit; all five batteries of the 1st Motors 
became truck-mounted. A new unit, the 2nd 
CMMGB, was created with the same structure as the 
1st. A new Canadian Motor Machine Gun Mechan-
ical Transport Company, Canadian Army Service 

Corps, was created, providing additional supply and 
transport resources for the coming offensive. The 
mechanics who cared for all vehicles including the 
armoured cars made modifications such as pedestal 
machine gun mounts for the Napier light trucks, 
turning them into “Battle Line Lorries.”51

Other supporting arms, such as artillery and 
engineers, were similarly expanded: the Canadian 
Corps was restructuring and training for a lead role 
in the last campaign that would bring final victory 
over the German army. In the campaign that opened 
with the Battle of Amiens on 8 August 1918, Brutinel, 
now brigadier general, commanded the Canadian 
Independent Force (Brutinel’s Brigade) including 
the 1st and 2nd CMMGB, cavalry such as the 
Canadian Light Horse, cyclists and truck-mounted 
trench mortars made especially for the operation, 
and artillery.52 He even used radio communications 
in his headquarters to maintain contact with the 
Canadian Corps HQ. The lack of radios portable 
enough to be mounted in vehicles was probably the 
most serious limitation on warfare as they entered 
the Hundred Days Campaign that ended on 11 
November 1918. 

Brutinel made a huge contribution to Cana-
da’s war effort. When the 1st Division was shipped 
to England on 3 October 1914 it had as few as 48 
machine guns (4 per battalion) plus the 20 of the 1st 
Motors, with a total of 68 for the entire division. By 
11 November 1918, there were 4 Machine Gun Bat-
talions with 96 Vickers each and 92 in the two Motor 
Machine Gun Brigades, for a total of 476. In 1914 
Major Brutinel commanded 135 in all ranks; in 1918 
as brigadier general he commanded 8,771.53 There 
were now 36 Lewis light machine guns in each of the 
48 infantry battalions, for a total of 1,728. In all, the 
figure soared from 68 in 1914 to 2,152 in 1918!54 He 
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did not do this alone; commanders and staff at all 
levels took part in the decision-making process, but 
to him goes much of the credit. However, throughout 
the war and after, the British and the Canadian hier-
archy tended not to acknowledge his contribution, 
something which hurt him grievously.55 

Brutinel had the foresight to understand the 
potential of the machine gun and the importance of 
armoured vehicles for mobility, and skillfully used 
his powers of persuasion and political know-how to 
proselytize for the massive buildup that did so much 
to lead to victory. His enduring legacy though was in 

his first creation, the Motor Machine Gun Brigades, 
the progenitors of today’s armoured units. It is surely 
no coincidence that Frank Worthington—the true 
father of the Royal Canadian Armoured Corps, who 
in the late 1930s almost single-handedly dragged 
Canada’s cavalry into the age of mechanized war-
fare—had commanded one of Brutinel’s batteries 
during the intense battles of the German Spring 
Offensive and Canada’s Hundred Days Campaign.

Although Brutinel had planned to return to 
Canada to stay with his family after the conflict, in 
1919 when he came back to Montreal he learned 

A Canadian Motor Machine Gun Brigade waiting alongside Arras—Cambrai Road. Advance east of Arras, September 1918. By June 1918 

onwards, 6 of the 8 original “Auto Car” armoured cars remained. Each of the CMMGB was equipped with 20 of these “Auto Car Lorries.” Clearly 

visible on the back of the right-hand vehicle is the Vickers HMG on the pedestal mount manufactured by the Canadian Motor Machine Gun 

Mechanical Transport Company. Library and Archives Canada, PA-003399.
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that his fortune had been lost by the friends in the 
law firm to whom he had entrusted his financial 
affairs. He already knew his house in Westmount had 
been sold for nonpayment, but things deteriorated 
further. One of the two lawyers involved commit-
ted suicide on the eve of his agreed-upon meeting 
with Brutinel. The other lawyer had arranged to 
remove Brutinel from the director positions he held 
with various coal mining concerns in Canada and 
abroad. The financial scandal was covered up, but 

Brutinel was penniless. It was only with the help of 
a few of his loyal Canadian friends that he was able 
to re-establish himself in the world of finance. He 
returned to live in France in 1920, where he became 
involved in various business dealings: negotiating 
for the French manufacturing company Schneider- 
Creusot in the purchase of steel from Germany, 
selling locomotives to Romania, banking, and many 
other enterprises.

Brutinel always maintained contacts with his 
Canadian friends and business associates, even 
returning to St. Albert in 1928 to purchase additional 
land in the area at a price that was considered to be 
extravagant in those days.56 His house and property 
there were eventually sold, becoming known locally 
as the Ball Estate. In France, over time, he owned 
several palatial homes and three vineyards in the 
Médoc region. He was a good friend of Sir Winston 
Churchill, and, at the outbreak of the Second World 
War, he helped evacuate Georges Vanier and his 
family and staff of 30 from the Canadian Embassy in 
Paris to London. During the war, while the Germans 
commandeered half of his residence, the Château 
De Bordaberry near Biarritz, he worked with the 
Resistance, coolly helping to evacuate fallen aviators 
and Resistance fighters to Spain. He remained active 
to the end of his life and died in 1964. 
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“Miss Stinson Makes Daring Aerial Flight in Gale,” 
the Edmonton Journal announced on 13 July 1916. The 
“Famous Woman Aerial Artist” was performing every 
day at the Edmonton Exhibition, flying at the grand-
stand in the late afternoon and, again, at 9 at night. 
The evening before, despite a threatening storm and 
high wind, Stinson performed loop-the-loops and 
spirals that showed she was not “only a fair weather 
flyer, but an aviator in every sense of the word.” She 
had already enthralled Calgary fairgoers, and, after 
seeing her, members of the Edmonton Exhibition 
Board reported that she “exceeds any press notice 
ever written concerning her sensational flights.”1 

The state of aviation in Alberta at the beginning 
of the First World War in 1914 can be seen in Kather-
ine Stinson’s flights: it was rare; it was exciting; and 
it was largely for entertainment. With the contin-
uation of the war, this attitude gradually changed. 
In 1916, and when she flew again in Alberta in 1917, 
Stinson and her Curtiss Jenny aircraft represented 
a tangible, material link between Albertans and the 
war in the air. Her loop-the-loops and dazzling spins 
were the same manoeuvres used in aerial combat. 
When she returned to the province in July 1918, she 

again flew at fairs but she did something different. 
She climbed into her airplane in Calgary with a bag 
of letters and took off to fly to Edmonton. In that one 
act, she represented what the future of flying would 
look like and made visible the significant role avia-
tion had played in Alberta during the conflict.2 

In 1914 Albertans were not strangers to aviation. 
The province had been home to pioneers such as 
William Gibson, Frank Ellis, and Tom Blakely. Fairs 
and exhibitions had been booking balloonists (such 
as the daredevil Louise Belmont) and flight demon-
strations for years. Aviators such as Frenchman 
Didier Masson and American Eugene Ely had put on 
special flying demonstrations that had thrilled audi-
ences around the province. Newspapers kept up with 
aviation developments, so Albertans could follow the 
great air meets in Europe, understand the challenges 
of setting long-distance flight records, and marvel at 
the experiments of Dr. Alexander Graham Bell and 
his associates at the Aerial Experiment Association 
in Baddeck, Nova Scotia, and of the Wright brothers 
in North Carolina. While, by the outbreak of the War, 
the airplane and the idea of flight were no longer 
so new as to be startling, aviation was certainly not 
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common, or terribly practical or dependable. Air-
craft were flimsy things made of wood and canvas, 
and their small and often unreliable motors kept 
their lifting capacity low. But the attraction of flight, 
and the aura of excitement that surrounded it, had 
convinced many young Alberta men that that was 
how they wanted to serve their country.3 

Albertans wanting to fly in the war faced a more 
rigorous route to enlistment than those who joined 
the infantry. At least one Albertan had hoped for 
an easier path for Alberta boys. Early in the War, 
R.B. Bennett, Member of Parliament for Calgary 
East, was looking for Department of Militia and 
Defence support for the formation of an Alberta 
flying corps. Like most other plans to form some sort 
of Canadian aviation contingent, it was not wel-
comed. Overwhelmed by the demands of waging the 
ground war and raising army contingents, the federal 
government did not deem aviation to be a critical 
activity for official involvement. Canada entered the 
war without a Canadian flying corps. Albertans could 
join either Britain’s Royal Flying Corps or Royal 
Naval Air Service. Each man had to earn a pilot’s 
certificate on his own before he could be commis-
sioned and posted overseas. Reports of the Stinsons’ 
aviation school in San Antonio, Texas, made Alberta 
newspapers. An Edmonton and a Calgary man had 
trained at the school Katherine ran with her sister 
Marjorie, and these Albertans were now in Europe in 
aerial combat.4 

Flying schools such as the Curtiss School outside 
Toronto welcomed Canadians and Americans who 
wanted to enlist in the British flying services. Four 
hundred dollars in 1914 (the equivalent of $8,200 
today) bought instruction and approximately 400 
minutes in the air.5 Although he applied early, Frank 
Ellis, who along with partner Tom Blakely had built 

and flown a plane they called the “West Wind” in 
1914 and 1915 outside Calgary, had to wait until the 
summer of 1918 to be accepted for flying training at a 
camp near Toronto. 

The Royal Naval Services began recruiting in 
Canada in early 1915, preferring men between 19 
and 23 years of age. The Royal Flying Corps began 
recruiting shortly after.6 By the middle of 1918, 
advertisements in Alberta newspapers carried an-
nouncements of the creation of air reserves for men 
between 17 and 20, preparatory to becoming airplane 
mechanics. Although the process for enlisting in 
one of the flying services changed during the war, 
Albertans’ enthusiasm for joining did not. “Seven-
teen Local Men Enlist in Flying Service,” the Edmon-
ton Journal reported on 7 May 1918. The young men 
came from Vermilion, Camrose, Ponoka, Donalda, 
Forestburg, Tofield, Lamoureaux, and Edmonton.

Nick Carter and “Punch” Dickins are two exam-
ples of Albertans who wanted to fly in the war and 
took different routes to get there. Carter, born on a 
ranch at Fish Creek in 1894, was attending Queen’s 
University when he enlisted, apparently directly into 
the Royal Naval Air Service, at Kingston on 23 De-
cember 1915. He and a friend travelled to St. Augus-
tine, Florida, to begin training at a newly established 
flying school. They discovered just how new it was 
when they arrived: the school’s only training plane 
was still unassembled and boxed up in its packing 
crates. The students assembled the plane and finally 
got in the air with their instructor, who did not know 
how to fly. The school folded quickly and Carter 
returned to Canada, where he so relentlessly pres-
sured Canadian and British officials that they finally 
accepted him without flying credentials.7

Clennell Haggerston “Punch” Dickins first 
served with the Canadian army before transferring 
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into the flying services. Punch was a mechanical 
engineering student at the University of Alberta in 
1917 when he enlisted in the 196th Western Univer-
sities Battalion. As he tells it: “I was discharged from 
the Canadian Army in London in . . . January 1918 . . . 
I went down the corridor two doors and was sworn 
into the British Army and they gave me a temporary 
commission as an airman in training.” He was sent 
for air training courses in Oxford, then to flight 
training in Norfolk where he learned on a number of 

planes. On 1 April 1918, he became a member of the 
Royal Air Force.8

Accounts of the intensity of the ground war and 
the great numbers of soldiers involved in it filled 
newspapers. Reports of battles, casualties, troop 
movements, and the conditions at the front made 
thick, black headlines almost daily.9 Although with 
less frequency, the air war and aviators’ deaths 
received notice too. George Rogers from Lethbridge 
completed his aviation course in Canada before he 

Thomas Blakely at the controls of the “West Wind” at Shouldice Park, Calgary, 4 July 1914; just one example of flying going on in Alberta at 

the time of the First World War. Glenbow Archives, NA-1186-1.



Al
be

rt
an

s 
at

 W
ar

: T
he

 M
ili

ta
ry

34

enlisted with the Canadian Expeditionary Force. He 
fought in France and Belgium for 18 months before 
being taken on by the Royal Flying Corps. Wounded 
while flying over enemy lines, he managed to return 
to his airfield and make a safe landing in his dam-
aged plane. Three days later, on 30 October 1917, he 
died from his wounds.10 Sandy Talbot from Lacombe 
had attended the University of Alberta and was a 
student in a law firm when he enlisted. His parents 
received “the sad intelligence” of his death in an 
“aero” accident. “He was a brave boy,” the Edmonton 
Journal reported, “just budding into manhood, of 
sterling character, and had a host of friends.”11 

Pilots were often called “birdmen,” a term given 
to them very early in the history of flight, and an 
indication of the relative newness of this technol-
ogy. “Birdmen Have Busy Time in Old Country,” the 
Edmonton Journal noted before reprinting some of 
Willard Sinclair’s letters sent from England to his 
mother in Calgary. The correspondence provided an 
interesting view of “an embryo birdman,” the article 
said, before reproducing his daily schedule, which 
included everything from “early morning flying—if 
all’s well,” to practising Morse code, photography, 
and machine gunning.12 The death of an Edmonton 
“birdman” in July 1918 was reported to have resulted 
when “in evolutions preparatory to attack [on the 
enemy] one of the British airmen lost the forma-
tion and crashed into Capt. Manuel’s [John Gerald 
Manuel, DFC, DSC] machine, sending it down to 
earth out of control. The commanding officer said 
that nothing had since been heard of Capt. Manuel. 
He belonged to the Alberta Dragoons and enlisted 
in November 1914 initially serving in the Canadian 
Field Artillery.”13 

Flyers themselves were awash with the thrill of 
flight. “I just think this flying is the greatest game 

yet,” Edmontonian Paul Calder wrote to a friend 
while he was just completing his flight training in 
England. “Dad was down to see me the other day 
and I took him up for a flight. I looped him about 
20 times, rolled him, half rolled, spun, and did 
every stunt there was, but he said he liked it fine 
and was tickled to death with his trip.” Blasé about 
the dangers (Calder also wrote, “The other day both 
my lower wings broke and crumpled at about 1,500 
feet when I was stunting but I got down O.K.”), 
flyers expressed an intense desire to get a chance at 
the enemy. “Believe me I am not afraid of Mr. Fritz 
if they only give me a machine I can depend on,” 
Calder declared.14 

“Rufus” Rendall provides another example of the 
fearless aviator. He had been gassed, then injured by 
shrapnel as an infantryman. On recovery, he joined 
the Royal Flying Corps. While Rendall was testing 
a new plane it plunged to earth, injuring his eyes, 
breaking his nose, and smashing his leg so badly it 
had to be amputated. He wanted his friends to know 
that “when he is fitted with a new limb he hopes to 
have another ‘go’ at the Huns.”15 

While some of this is certainly youthful bravado, 
it is also an indication of the necessity fighting men 
felt to adopt a brave and heroic stance in letters to 
loved ones, confirming their membership within 
accepted norms of masculine identity.16 Flyers were 
well aware that, while their lot was not the muddy, 
shell-blasted quagmire of the infantry, they were no 
less willing or brave. Nor were they safer, as mortal-
ity rates of pilots—often measured in weeks—were 
higher than those in the infantry. Yet flying over the 
trenches seemed to be both an adventure and a bit 
of a relief from the on-the-ground hardship. “This 
is the greatest life on earth; no more toiling through 
the mud with infantry for me. Every expedition is a 
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great adventure,” wrote a pilot whose letter was re-
printed in the Edmonton Journal of 22 May 1918. The 
emergence of the concept of the air ace underscores 
the image of the individual, daring nature of aerial 
combat, again positioned firmly within cultural 
definitions of masculinity that included courage, 
determination, and decisiveness. While death was 
always his co-pilot, the fighting pilot’s position far 
above the gas and snipers and barbed wire gave him 
a seeming independence and clarity of action that 
soldiers below could only watch. 

Katherine Stinson helped communicate the 
freedom and independence that seemed available 
to flyers with her solo stunting across the province. 
Rejected as an active war flyer twice, she had turned 
to flying and stunting to raise money for the Ameri-
can Red Cross. Flying with a red cross painted on the 
tail of her plane, she created a level of awareness of 
the capabilities and possibilities of flight that would 
not have been achieved without her demonstrations. 
In 1917 she dropped a fake bomb on exhibition 
trenches dug out at the Edmonton Exhibition. The 
spins, dives, and loop-the-loops she performed 
were the same as those used in combat. “To see her,” 
the Edmonton Journal wrote in July 1916, “is to realize 
a measure [of] the maneuvers of our air navy on the 
firing line.”17 

There certainly was a difference, though, and 
Albertans were not fooled. Maimed, injured, and 
ruined men had been returning from the front since 
1915. Newspaper descriptions of battle conditions 
were unlikely to be misinterpreted: “No Man[’s] 
Land Cobbled with Skulls” could only have one 
meaning; so could “His Machine Badly Shot up—
Crashed Badly on Landing.”18 A woman in a plane 
trailing coloured smoke through the night sky was 
no less real to the fairgoers than newspaper reports, 

letters, and telegrams concerning their sons and 
husbands photographing, bombing, and dodging 
enemy aircraft overseas. The realities diverged over 
Stinson’s gender, and over the huge distance sepa-
rating Alberta and the war front.

But how did the two realities converge? They 
met after the war in the likes of Freddie McCall, 
“Wop” May, and George Gorman, and in the renewed 

Wilfrid “Wop” May in England in 1917. He returned to Alberta a 

war hero and had a great influence on aviation in the province. 

Glenbow Archives, NA-1258-2.
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excitement of the possibilities of flight. When 
Stinson returned to Alberta in 1918, she stunted at 
fairs in Edmonton, Lethbridge, Camrose, Red Deer, 
and Calgary. She did something else too: namely, 
carry the first airmail in western Canada and just 
the second in Canada, flying between Calgary and 
Edmonton with a map, a compass, and a sack of 
letters in her open cockpit plane. Long-distance 
flights, greater carrying capacities, and larger and 

more nimble and durable craft all seemed possible 
because of the growing numbers of pilots and the 
advances in airplane design that were being planned 
well before the end of hostilities.19

Aviation in the province was also helped along by 
the British program to send war surplus planes and 
aviation equipment to Canada. Aero clubs in Calgary 
and Edmonton, including at the University of Alberta 
and the Southern Alberta Institute of Technology, 

Katherine Stinson’s flight between Calgary and Edmonton, in July 1918, exhibited not only the excitement of flight, but the possibilities of 

long-distance travel the airplane offered. Glenbow Archives, NA-4350-1. 
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benefited from this plan. The University of Alberta 
was planning to establish an aeronautical engineer-
ing program. In addition, aspiring aeronautical 
entrepreneurs could purchase surplus Curtiss JN-4s. 
In Lethbridge, for example, residents could go up in 
the air with the Lethbridge Aircraft Company’s newly 
acquired Curtiss Jenny.20

Several Alberta flyers—such as Calgary’s Captain 
Freddie McCall and Edmonton’s Wilfrid “Wop” 
May—capitalized on their reputations as daring war 
heroes to attract audiences to exhibition flying after 
the war. “Visitors will be afforded a vision of the 

thrilling work done by these intrepid birdmen, miles 
above the battlefield in Flanders,” the Calgary Herald 
promised in a lead-up to the 1919 Calgary fair. When 
one of McCall’s flights went wrong at the fair, he 
was forced to land his plane on top of the merry-go-
round, something for which he was still praised. “It 
was a wonderful exhibition of daring aviation, quick 
thinking, and pluck,” the Calgary Herald enthused, 
concluding that it was no wonder he had been so 
successful in France.21

With their goggles and helmets and flowing white 
scarves, the aviators created a glamorous image of 

First World War pilots brought their experience back to Alberta and began flying careers. This photograph shows an Imperial Oil camp in 

1921 (probably on Bear Island), with pilots George Gorman (holding broom) and Elmer Fullerton (white suspenders). Glenbow Archives, 

NA-2309-18. 
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freedom, technical mastery, and aerial wizardry. 
Everywhere they went in Alberta, people came out 
to see them. At fairs and in farmers’ fields across 
Alberta, former wartime aviators stunted and took 
people up for flights. This was not enough for these 
men, though. They had seen the possibilities of 
the airplane and they went on to turn their flying 
and mechanical skills into postwar businesses. 
Although still stunt flying, by 1920 they had moved 
on to passenger, mail, and freight carrying and had 
started building an aviation network throughout the 
province. They were convinced of the possibilities 
of the airplane and hoped to win over cities, busi-
nesses, and citizens to that vision. They came back 
from the war full of the same enthusiasm for flight 
that they had left with, only with bigger and more 
capable machines that made use of the technologi-
cal developments spurred on by aerial combat. And 
they had proponents like Katherine Stinson to thank 
for making the airplane a more common sight in 
Alberta, and for keeping the enthusiasm for flight in 
the public eye while they had been away. 
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Preparations for war, especially those that require 
bricks and mortar, take time and planning, and 
significant financial resources. Pundits and prophets 
had been debating the likelihood of a major Euro-
pean conflict for at least a decade before the Great 
War began in 1914. Citizens of Canada, far removed 
from the conflict, were often able to ignore and dis-
count the signs. It should not be surprising, there-
fore, that in the Canadian West the infrastructure 
around wartime preparations was lacking in many 
cities prior to 1914.

Even before ominous signs of war were seen in 
Europe, the militia in Canada began to grow, and 
assume an important role. Returned officers from 
the Boer War (1899–1902) maintained their military 
connections within their home communities and 
across the country. They developed clubs for social 
activities but, more importantly, they established 
clubs for the purpose of keeping their martial skills 
honed, and for training others. Those with notable 
reputations or in positions of influence could move 
local authorities to take note of militia interests and 
provide services and infrastructure to assist them. 

As early as 1905 in Strathcona (at that time a 
town separate from Edmonton), the militia was 
active and looking for a home base. The Militia 
Department secured the Niblock Street School for 
an armoury for the Lord Strathcona’s Horse and 
sent out equipment to facilitate its operations.1 By 
1906 other local militias organized. William An-
trobus Griesbach, veteran of the Boer War with the 
Canadian Mounted Rifles and a local legal practi-
tioner, began recruiting for the Alberta Mounted 
Rifles (AMR). It took as its temporary headquarters 
the Thistle Curling Rink in downtown Edmonton.2 
Visits of military personnel and government officials 
provided the AMR with opportunities to publicly 
show off their martial prowess.3 In September 1906 
the vice regal visit of the governor general, Earl Grey, 
warranted an escort by the militia.4 By 1909 the “A” 
squadron in Edmonton was joined by “B” squadron 
in Strathcona.

Colonel Elihu Burritt Edwards led another 
group known as the 101st Fusiliers.5 Originally from 
Ontario, Edwards was a solicitor in partnership 
with Louis Madore, and served on the board of the 
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hospital and the Canadian Club. His interest in the 
military arose from his duties as brigadier with 
the 7th Infantry Brigade headquartered in Kings-
ton, Ontario. 

Edwards and Griesbach tried to ensure decent 
training facilities were available in Edmonton. 
The civilian rifle range at Riverside Park became 
an important component of the training regimen. 

Whether the militia officers were already members 
or joined it for training purposes, the Rifle Club 
membership grew steadily under the militia’s in-
fluence. The militia organizations also started their 
own (or took over) local athletic clubs to promote the 
fitness of their members.6 Competitions in running, 
riding, and hurling various objects were reported in 
local newspapers, with the rank of the participants 
and their regiments being duly noted. 

In 1907 Griesbach and Edwards were joined by 
Major Joseph DeBlois Thibaudeau, who was given the 
go-ahead from Ottawa to organize another squadron 
of the Mounted Rifles. It was the general trend for 
the militia to consist predominantly of men of Brit-
ish stock; this new squadron countered that tradition 
by recruiting primarily from the district of St. Albert 
and Morinville, where there was a high proportion of 
French-Canadians.7

Overall, the militia’s primary concerns were 
the lack of storage facilities, drill halls for winter, 
barracks, and armouries. Colonel F.C. Jamieson, an-
other lawyer in Strathcona (and partner of Premier 
A.C. Rutherford), approached the Strathcona Board 
of Trade, late in 1906, hoping it would take advantage 
of the Dominion government’s financial support for 
the militia. The Edmonton Bulletin noted:

Mr. Jamieson introduced the matter of the 
location of a permanent force barracks in this 
town. This question had been discussed as 
long ago as in 1901 and lately he had seen it 
stated by the Minister of Militia that a perma-
nent barracks was to be located, and for this a 
grant had been made recently at Ottawa.8

Arrangements had been made for the Edmonton 
men to parade at the Exhibition grounds, so that 

The Niblock Street School, south Edmonton’s first public school, 

opened in 1892 and was located at 105th Street and 84th Avenue. 

In 1905, the Militia Department secured it for an armoury for the 

Lord Strathcona’s Horse and sent out equipment to facilitate 

its operations. Unknown photographer, n.d. City of Edmonton 

Archives, EA-10-912. 
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drills could be carried out on the racetrack and some 
of the equipment stored in its buildings. During 
the summer months, training was also carried out 
at a two-week camp held outside Calgary. Officers 
and as many men as could be mustered gathered 
in camp for intensive drills, long marches for the 
infantry, and rides for the mounted units; practice in 
rifle maintenance, shooting, and the use of bayo-
nets in combat; as well as courses for the officers in 
orienteering and command. One camp was held in 
Edmonton in 1904 and, in 1909, three squadrons 
gathered on Groat’s Flats for a week long train-
ing camp.9

The “A” squadron of the Alberta Mounted Rifles 
used a building (possibly the Condell Block) on 

the corner of 8th Street and Jasper as its temporary 
armoury, while it was allowed to drill in the Church 
of England’s Sunday School room on 103rd Street. 
Archdeacon Gray of All Saints Church served as the 
squadron’s chaplain.

Despite the growth of the militia, and the cre-
ation of a new western command division, the 13th 
(formed out of the 10th, which was headquartered in 
Winnipeg), support for infrastructure in Alberta was 
lacking. Equipment was sent out to dress and arm 
the men, but local units were on their own to find 
facilities to store equipment, meet, plan, and drill. 
That began to change in mid-1907. In June a building 
was finally erected to serve the militia: a wood-frame 
structure on the market square in Edmonton. The 

Shooting Range in Riverside Park in Edmonton. Unknown creator, 1924. City of Edmonton Archives, EA-29-103.
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building was nothing remarkable, but it did serve to 
hold the equipment entrusted to the units.10 

In the interim, tenders began appearing in local 
newspapers for the construction of armouries in 
other locations. The Department of Public Works 
issued calls for tenders in Brandon, Manitoba, in 
June, and in Medicine Hat, Alberta, in Septem-
ber. The Strathcona division heard the news via its 
Member of Parliament, Dr. W. McIntyre, the fol-
lowing July: a grant of $10,000 was promised from 
the Department of Militia and Defense to build an 
armoury for the division.11 The news was not greeted 
with unanimous approval, for some thought an 
amount five times that would be necessary to build 
an adequate facility. When Colonel Sam Steele, the 
new commander of the western divisions, came to 
Alberta on an inspection tour, he announced a new 
armoury for Lethbridge but could not confirm the 
same for Calgary.12

A further promise of support for an armoury on 
the north side of the river was made in September 
when the Exhibition Grounds was identified as the 
proposed location. The Edmonton Bulletin’s coverage 
of the September 1st City Council Meeting detailed 
a letter from G.P. McKie, DSO, acting for the dis-
trict officer commanding Military District No. 13, 
requesting that “the city of Edmonton make a grant 
of a free site for an armory which it is proposed 
to erect in the city. The size of the site required is 
140 × 250 feet.”13

City Council expressed itself willing to consider 
making the donation of a site for an armoury slightly 
bigger than suggested. The Department of Militia 
and Defence wrote back asking for an even larger 
site, and that request was granted.14 Despite such 
promises and concessions, no action was taken and, 

early in 1909, the militiamen again approached the 
aldermen. The Edmonton Bulletin noted:

Lt. Col. Edwards, officer commanding the 
101st Canadian Fusiliers of Edmonton . . . 
suggested that if this were done the militia 
department might act more quickly in this 
regard. With reference to the site of the pro-
posed armoury which the city had promised 
to give, Col. Edwards suggested that a site ad-
joining the proposed high school site on the 
Hudson Bay property on First Street, might 
be found most suitable. The council passed 
a resolution asking the government to hurry 
along the matter of erecting an armoury in 
Edmonton . . . The matter was referred to the 
city commissioners to deal with.15

The commissioners corresponded over the next year 
with the Hudson’s Bay Company (HBC), owners of 
the proposed lands west of 101st Street. Then the 
Department of Militia and Defence requested an 
even bigger site—double the size of the one first of-
fered by the City. Once the HBC established the price 
of the larger property, the restrictions on future 
use demanded by the company entailed months of 
back-and-forth correspondence between it and the 
commissioners. At issue was the clause that the land 
would be used for an armoury in perpetuity. Eventu-
ally the aldermen were able to convince the HBC to 
accept that the land would be used “in perpetuity for 
government or public purposes.”16

The next issue became the City having to donate 
the site. This nearly became a major sticking point 
for some councillors, bureaucrats, and citizens, 
especially since eastern Canadian cities had not been 



Arm
ouries and O

ther Infrastructure

45

asked to do the same when their armouries were 
built. City Auditor Charles Leo Richardson recom-
mended against the donation and suggested that the 
question be vetted by the city solicitor. The Edmonton 
Bulletin noted:

The city of Edmonton as a corporation has 
no obligation to perform in connection with 
the defences of the county. This is entirely 
a responsibility assumed by the Dominion 
Government . . . the city will be doing so to 
the benefit of other cities such as Halifax, 
Toronto, Winnipeg, Vancouver, where the 
Dominion government were required to 
purchase sites for armouries.17

Despite Mr. Richardson’s interference, the city 
solicitor found that the council was quite able to 
make such a donation, and the next move was to 
issue debentures to purchase the HBC’s lands. The 
motion to pass Bylaw 327 “to provide for the raising 
by the issue of debentures the sum of $22,000 for the 
purposes of a Drill Hall and Armoury site” was read 
three times and provisionally passed at the end of 
March 1911.18 

Raising the funds took some time, and as the 
Dominion government did not take action until 
the land was transferred, this delayed matters for 
two years. The commanding officers of the militia 
in Edmonton and Strathcona, in the meantime, 
had taken matters into their own hands. Colonel 
Edwards started lobbying for the use of the curling 
rink again, while the Strathcona “B” squadron of the 
Alberta Mounted Rifles requested from the Council 
of Strathcona the use of the upper floor of the old 
fire hall until its own armoury could be completed.19 

Major G.W. Marriott was allowed the use of the fire 
hall, and Colonel Edwards and the Fusiliers were 
granted use of a smaller building than the curling 
rink located beside the Thistle Rink.20

In May 1911 tenders were called for the construc-
tion of the Strathcona Armoury.21 It was planned as a 
two-storey building with a basement, built of brick 
and sandstone in a style typical of Canada’s turn-
of-the-century military establishments. Designed 
by Chief Dominion Architect David Ewart in the 
Baronial style, it was completed in 1911. Rectan-
gular in shape with symmetrical windows flanking 
the prominent central entrance, and with an entry 
parapet and battlemented crenellations on the roof-
line, it looked the part of an armoury. It was named 
in honour of the Duke of Connaught, who visited 
Edmonton in September 1912. 

What it would take for the Dominion government 
to commit to building the Edmonton Drill Hall, how-
ever, was a disaster. In late October 1913, the Thistle 
Rink burned down and took two neighbouring 
buildings with it. The armoury of the 19th Dragoons 
(formerly the “A” squadron of the Alberta Mounted 
Rifles under the command of Major Griesbach) was 
consumed in flames in under three-quarters of an 
hour. Unfortunately, all its uniforms, rifles, and 
equipment, which had been gathered into the ar-
moury for an inspection the previous week, were also 
lost, with explosions of the ammunition putting on 
quite a show for the many who had come to watch.22 

Within two weeks, Ottawa announced the inten-
tion of building a significant drill hall and armoury 
building in Edmonton.23 Work commenced on the 
Edmonton Drill Hall in the spring of 1914, halted 
briefly during the winter until a new appropriation 
could be confirmed in the House of Commons, for 



Royal visit on Market Square in Edmonton in 1919. The wooden building on the east side of the square (upper left) was probably the one used 

by the militia. City of Edmonton Archives, EA-29-37.
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scheduled completion in October 1915.24 By the 
time it was ready, the militia units it was intended 
to house had been enlisted and shipped overseas to 
France. Instead, the 66th and 51st battalions and 
the 233rd French-Canadian Battalion were quar-
tered here.

The 19th Dragoons, therefore, commandeered 
the old land titles office on Victoria Avenue (now 
100th Avenue) and renamed it the Victoria Armoury. 
It served their needs adequately until they mustered 
in and left for training from Calgary’s Sarcee Camp.25 

The Edmonton Drill Hall was designed by 
Donald MacVicar, a Montreal architect, possibly 
as early as 1907, and supervised during construc-
tion by E.C. Hopkins, a prominent local architect. 
The building tender was won by P. Lyall and Sons, 
also from Montreal. The Gothic Revival style (also 
described as “Tudorbethan”) reminds the viewer 
today of a medieval castle, with its two-storey brick 
and sandstone walls with four corner towers and 
crenellated battlements with narrow slit windows. 
The central drill hall has steel trusses supporting the 

Interior of the Edmonton drill hall. It is typical of the style favoured for military buildings in Canada in the early part of the twentieth century. 

Unknown photographer, 1924. City of Edmonton Archives, EA-29-146
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roof, allowing a large open space for inside drills. 
Two floors of barrack rooms and offices, as well 
recreational facilities such as firing ranges, bowling 
alleys in the basement, and mess halls and lounges 
on the second floor, provided superior accommoda-
tions for the military members stationed there.

Although not available for the military prepa-
rations prior to the declaration of war in 1914, the 
armouries and the drill hall in Edmonton did pro-
vide a home base for recruitment and initial train-
ing, and for returning soldiers prior to their being 
mustered out. Several veterans’ organizations were 
formed after the war and, before legion halls could 
be built to accommodate them, they often main-
tained headquarters in the armouries that had served 
their regiments.

After the war, veterans required other facili-
ties besides legion halls. Devastating injuries and 
illnesses were incurred by the soldiers, and on their 
return home they required medical care. The first 
military recovery and treatment hospital was estab-
lished in Ottawa in 1915 as the Sir Sandford Fleming 
Convalescent Home.26 In the West, the first was 
established in Deer Lodge near Winnipeg in 1916. 
In Calgary, a former hotel was converted in 1919 into 
the Ogden Military Convalescent Hospital to house 
returning soldiers in need of care.27

Although it took some time, specialized medi-
cal units were created in hospitals to deal with the 
needs of the First World War veterans. In Edmon-
ton severely injured veterans benefited from the 
experiences of Frank Hamilton Mewburn, who 
went overseas as an army surgeon in 1914, and his 
son, Hank, who enlisted in 1915 and returned to 
pursue medical training and to assist his father at 
the Canadian Army Medical Corps facility at Taplow, 

Buckinghamshire, England.28 When they returned 
to Edmonton, their orthopaedic surgery practice 
was focused on the needs of returned soldiers and 
disabled children. Dr. Hank Mewburn accepted a 
position at the University of Alberta as a professor 
of surgery, and was able to establish a department 
of orthopaedic surgery, which was named after him 
in 1923. The Mewburn Centre continued to care for 
veterans for many years.

Another aspect of infrastructure that appeared 
in many communities after the First World War was 
the Military Field of Honour. The Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission was formed in 1917 to 
deal with the creation and maintenance of military 
graveyards in Europe. The Canadian Agency of the 
Commission, established in 1921, was responsi-
ble for the care of those graves in the Americas, 
including the Caribbean. In the interim, however, 
numerous military graves were placed in private and 
municipal cemeteries by the Imperial War Graves 
Commission, which offered to support the ceme-
tery companies or municipalities to create fields of 
honour.29 The Edmonton Cemetery company was 
approached in 1919, and soon this led to the erection 
of a memorial to those who served in the First World 
War—a 22-foot-high replica of the Cross of Sacrifice 
found in European fields. The Union Cemetery in 
Calgary also created a field of honour, as did other 
municipalities in Alberta. Along with the placing of 
cenotaphs in prominent parks in Alberta’s cities and 
towns, other commemoration of Alberta’s soldiers 
and veterans has continued even one hundred years 
after the onset of the First World War.

The remaining infrastructure of the First World 
War—the armouries, drill halls, hospitals, legion 
halls, and cemeteries—continues to mark the 
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sacrifice of a generation of Albertans. Despite the 
political machinations that delayed, or precipitated, 
their construction, arguments over who would pay 
for them or how the buildings could be used after 
their military utility ended, the buildings from the 
prewar/interwar period that remain provide tangi-
ble reminders of the efforts and will of the nation to 
equip, train, house, and otherwise accommodate the 
Canadian military during the epic war of 1914–18, 
and to commemorate that service and sacrifice in the 
years that followed.
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On the eve of the outbreak of the First World War, 
western Canadian Indians had preserved many of 
their old traditions, in spite of government efforts to 
suppress them. The warrior ethic had survived four 
decades of attempts to replace it with agricultural 
values. To young men, the achievement of military 
distinction remained an ideal. Among the Blackfoot, 
for example, during the Second World War the age-
old tribal saying “It is better for a man to be killed in 
battle than to die of old age or sickness” remained in 
common usage.1

The Indians of Alberta belonged to two major 
cultural/geographic areas, the Plains and the Wood-
lands. Most prominent among the Plains groups 
were the Blackfoot, Blood, Peigan, Sarcee, Plains 
Cree, Stoney (Assiniboine), Sioux (Dakota), and 
Plains Ojibwa (Saulteaux or Chippewa). Among the 
Woodlands tribes were the Woodlands and Swampy 
Cree, Ojibwa, Woodlands Stoney, Beaver, Slavey, 
and Chipewyan.2 In the mid-nineteenth century, the 
warrior ethic existed in both cultural areas, but par-
ticularly on the Plains. To understand the concept, 
one that would later lead a number of young western 
Canadian Indians to enlist in the First World War, 
one must first review the cultures of both Woodlands 

and Plains a century and a half ago. In the nineteenth 
century, the Plains Indians had a warrior personal-
ity. Blackfoot children were brought up to view war 
as an opportunity to acquire fame and riches. The 
seasoned Plains Indian raider was a courageous, 
alert, resourceful fighting man, one who attributed 
his success in war to the power of his war medicine.3 
Although the Woodlands Indians practised warfare, 
and shared with the Plains people the wish that their 
male children be excellent hunters and warriors, the 
Woodland tribes were less concerned with war. The 
fur trade actually led them away from warfare.

The cornerstone of Canada’s Indian policy was 
the Royal Proclamation of 1763 that recognized a 
form of Native title to the land.4 Before settlement 
could proceed, the majority of the respective groups 
of Indians had to consent, at a public meeting, to 
surrender their lands to the Crown, which alone 
could purchase them. This policy evolved into a 
system of treaties, known in western Canada as the 
“Numbered Treaties,” with nine (Treaties 1 through 
8 and 10) being signed in the present-day Prai-
rie provinces from 1871 to 1908. The three Great 
Plains treaties were Treaty 4 (covering present-day 
southern Saskatchewan), Treaty 6 (present-day 
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central Alberta and Saskatchewan), and Treaty 7 
(present-day southern Alberta).5 The signing of the 
treaties ultimately affected the Indians during the 
First World War in two ways. First, it created a strong 
tie with Queen Victoria and her heirs. Since it was 
in her name that the treaties were signed, and since 
the commissioners were considered royal represen-
tatives, the Indians saw the treaties as pacts with the 
Crown, rather than with the government of Canada. 
Second, the addition of a clause in Treaty 3 greatly 
affected the Indians forty years later since it allowed 
the exclusion of Natives from fighting in Canada’s 
wars. During the negotiations, a chief from Fort 
Francis asked: “If you should get into trouble with 
the nations, I do not wish to walk out and expose 
my young men to aid you in any of your wars.”6 
Commissioner Alexander Morris replied, “The 
English never call the Indians out of their country to 
fight their battles.”7

A gulf of monumental proportions existed 
between the Native Indians’ outlook and that of the 
European settler on the eve of war. Even with the 
government’s policy of regulation and integration, 
the old lifestyle of the warrior continued through 
the late nineteenth and into the twentieth century. 
In February 1887, young men on the Blood reserve 
waited for the snow to melt to permit them to raid 
the Gros Ventres in Montana. The Bloods, in 1889, 
raided the Crows in Montana. In 1905, seven Bloods 
were caught stealing horses from the Mormons and 
running them over into the Kootenay River area in 
British Columbia, where they sold them to a local 
rancher. The temporary success of these young men, 
instead of creating a fear of reprisal on the reserve, 
induced others to try and to improve on the under-
taking. However, since the opportunity for warfare 
had been abolished through the treaties, religion 

became the main avenue left for males to retain their 
dignity and find relief from the dull and oppres-
sive reserve life. In the case of the Blackfoot, many 
religious ceremonies continued to be performed 
into the reserve period during the Sun Dance. Many 
of these rituals were originally used as a means of 
arousing “courage and enthusiasm for war.”8 

By 1913, the Canadian government had con-
trolled the lives of western Canadian Indians for 
almost two generations, and had implemented a pa-
ternalistic policy of assimilation. In the Prairie pro-
vinces, the goal of this policy was to transform males 
of various nomadic tribes into farmers, while their 
children were to be enrolled in church-run schools. 
The expected results of these programs would be 
productive Native farmers and “British educated” 
Native children, who would embody the ideals, 
values, and morals of the dominant culture. In 
reality, despite the efforts of the missionary teachers 
and Indian agents, the culture and, in particular, the 
warrior ethic persisted. The old enthusiasm for war 
openly surfaced during the First World War when, in 
a complete about-face, the government encouraged 
the enlistment of Native soldiers. During the war, 
more than 3,500 Indians enlisted for active service 
with the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF), or ap-
proximately one-third of the Indian male population 
of military age. As Deputy Superintendent General of 
Indian Affairs Duncan Campbell Scott proudly wrote 
after the war, the percentage of Indian enlistments 
was fully equal to that among white communities 
and, in a number of instances, far higher than 
the average.9 

In summer 1914, cadet training was carried out 
on a few of the reserves. On the Blood reserve, this 
continued into the war years under the direction of 
Reverend S.H. Middleton, who had some thirty boys 
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in his company at St. Paul’s Anglican School. Such 
training became a first step into the military for stu-
dents anxious to gain traditional war honours. Two 
examples can be cited from the Blood reserve alone. 
Albert Mountain Horse, a St. Paul’s graduate said to 
be “one of the brightest and most enlightened boys 
on the reserve,” had served as a cadet at the Indian 
boarding school.10 His interest in army life began in 
boyhood and, when he was old enough, he was sent 
to military school where he passed the examination 
entitling him to hold a commission of lieutenant. 
When war broke out, Mountain Horse belonged to 

a militia group, the 23rd Alberta Rangers, and was 
taking a course in musketry in Calgary. He applied 
for, and was granted permission to enlist, though it 
was as a private rather than a lieutenant, in order to 
be accepted sooner. He enlisted in the Army Service 
Corps in Calgary, trained at Valcartier in 1914, and 
then went overseas.11 Another Blood Indian, Laurie 
Plume, was a sergeant in the same corps and later 
enlisted with a number of friends.12

Indians across Canada actively supported the 
war. The Blackfoot presented a donation to the gov-
ernment in September 1914 stating that the “money 

Officers of St. Paul’s cadets, Blood reserve, southern Alberta, ca. 1917. Mountain Horse, at left, was killed in France. The Reverend S.H. 

Middleton stands at right. Boys with drum, bugle, and rifles kneel at front. Glenbow Archives, NA-4611-41.
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was to be used by them in whatever way may be 
deemed most advantageous to assist in bringing this 
war to a successful conclusion for our Country and 
her Allies.”13 A month later, the Sarcees presented 
$500 to the Canadian Patriotic Fund.14 In a letter 
sent to J.D. McLean, the assistant deputy and secre-
tary of Indian affairs, the government’s agent to the 
Blood Indians stated: “Daily our Indians, both young 

and old, schooled and unschooled, eagerly inquire 
for war news and any news told them of the success 
of the allied army . . . I am proud of our Indians, 
proud of the fact that they of their own free will and 
accord spontaneously suggested the calling of the 
Council [to donate money to the Patriotic Fund].”15 
Since the agents wrote the majority of these letters 
and proclamations to Ottawa, one must be skeptical 
of whose opinion they actually represented. Cer-
tainly, the war did cause considerable confusion on 
reserves. A generation earlier, the western Canadian 
Indians had been instructed at the signing of treaties 
to throw away their guns as henceforth the Great 
White Queen would protect them from all enemies. 
Now, one of their own, Albert Mountain Horse, had 
enlisted in part due to the Reverend Middleton’s en-
couragement. Some saw the missionary as a betrayer 
who had broken the peace treaty and had committed 
the unpardonable sin of sending a Blood to fight in a 
foreign country. 

Further anxiety arose when a proposal was 
made by Reverend John McDougall, one of the first 
Protestant missionaries to work among the Alberta 
Indians, to the effect that a regiment of Indians be 
raised to fight for the Empire. McDougall thought it 
would be an excellent plan, believing that “all these 
Indians at one time fought in battles amongst them-
selves, and some of them are the best scouts in the 
world. If I was suggesting sending a contingent of 
Indians to fight, I would suggest the taking of a cer-
tain number from each tribe and from each reserve, 
and making up a regiment of about 500. They have all 
fought at one time, and now are united in loyalty in 
the empire.”16

At the outset of the war, however, neither the 
federal government nor the deputy superinten-
dent of Indian affairs sought the assistance or 

Joe Mountain Horse, Cardston, Alberta, ca. 1900–09, Glenbow 

Archives, NC-7-69.
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involvement of the Indians. They were not felt to be 
needed in what Canadians believed would be a short 
war. In any case, the Indians were wards of the gov-
ernment and, as such, were not obligated to defend 
the British Empire.17 During the first few months of 
the war, Deputy Superintendent General of Indian 
Affairs Scott and the Indian department opposed 
the outright recruitment of Indians for the army and 
declared that “no unit composed solely of Indians 
will go to the front with the Canadian contingent.”18 
At this time, Native enlistments went relatively 
unnoticed by the Canadian military, and by the De-
partment of Indian Affairs, which did not attempt to 
keep records of such volunteers. 

Due to the relatively large number of Indians 
desiring to enlist at the beginning of the war, various 
Indian agents requested Ottawa to inform them 
of the proper procedure. In December 1914, the 
Department of Indian Affairs sent a memorandum 
to the agents instructing that “if the young men of 
the Indian band in their particular district desire to 
enlist for active service during the present war . . . 
take them to the local recruiting office and offer their 
services.”19 In January 1915, the military authorities 
themselves wanted the regulations clarified since 
they did not believe they had official authority to 
raise a company of Natives for the CEF. The depart-
ment officer commanding was asked for a definite 
ruling. It would be the end of the year before a final 
decision was made. Most Indian agents remained 
neutral on Native recruiting and simply reported en-
listments. Several of the military authorities initially 
opposed recruiting Indians for military service, and 
advised that the decision on all-Indian companies 
be delayed. Some feared that, if they were captured, 
their “savage” background would lead the enemy to 
treat them harshly. This argument was put forth by 

Eugène Fiset, surgeon general of the Department of 
Militia and Defence, with the apparent endorsement 
of Minister Sam Hughes. Fiset graduated in medicine 
from the University of Laval and had served in the 
Boer War.

Recruiting efforts of department officials and 
others failed to enlist enough Natives to form an 
individual fighting force, and they were scattered 
throughout the Canadian Army. As the war pro-
gressed from an anticipated short conflict in 1914 to 
extended trench warfare that brought high casualties 
and declining voluntary enlistment, the government 
began to perceive Natives as members of the British 
Empire and, therefore, liable for its defence. As a 
result, the government reversed its stand late in 
1915 and began to call for Indian participation. On 
9 December 1915, the military reversed its former 
position against overseas duty for Natives. Confir-
mation to allow Indian recruiting came from Eugène 
Fiset, the department officer commanding, and, 
subsequently, from Deputy Superintendent General 
Scott and the Department of Indian Affairs. Instruc-
tions were sent to all officers commanding military 
divisions and districts to accept Natives, if they were 
up to the standard of the Enlistment Regulations.20 
The 114th Overseas Battalion, based in Ontario, 
became the first unit officially to accept the enlist-
ment of Indians, who formed two companies staffed 
by a number of Native officers.21

In Alberta, Lieutenant Colonel James K. (“Peace 
River Jim”) Cornwall formed a regiment known as 
the Irish Guards, a unit that had members who spoke 
almost every language known to the European con-
tinent. The unit, according to one source, included 
16 interpreters, with Cornwall himself as the Native 
interpreter for the 50 Indians who formed part of 
his 8th Battalion. Reportedly, all of the Indians in 
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the unit could speak some English by the time they 
reached France.22

Due to the drastic need for men, in spring 1916 
Deputy Superintendent General Scott introduced a 
major policy change. He personally endorsed agents’ 
attempts to recruit Indians. In late 1916, officials 
from the military and Department of Indian Affairs 
proposed new recruiting campaigns. The plans 
called for military personnel working in conjunction 
with a member of the Department of Indian Affairs 
to raise Native units. Lieutenant Maxwell Graham of 
the 253rd Battalion pointed out that the enlistment 
total of 155 Indians from the West (which included, 
by late 1916, 89 from Manitoba, 57 from Saskatch-
ewan, and just 9 from Alberta) was far below what 
could be obtained.23 Across Canada, he estimated 
there were 22,500 able-bodied adult Indian males, 
most of whom could understand English, and the 
three western provinces alone had over 6,000 
able-bodied candidates. To aid in the recruitment 
campaign, Graham recommended that “selected 
Indians now overseas be brought back for recruit-
ing purposes.”24

Even before these proposals were made, with 
Scott’s approval, the Canadian Army had used Indi-
ans to encourage both Natives and non-Natives to 
enlist. On the Blood reserve, Joe Healey, an Indian 
scout and member of the Lethbridge mounted 
police, proved to be an enthusiastic recruiter. He 
attempted to enlist members of his tribe during the 
Sun Dance held on the reserve on behalf of the 191st 
Battalion of Macleod. However, Healey noted that the 
young men were too busy with the dance to pay much 
attention to his recruiting speeches, in which he 
told them that he would be willing to go to the front 
with any of them, after obtaining a leave from the 
mounted police.25

As the war dragged on, and Canada’s military 
stepped up its efforts to increase the number of 
recruits, a real fear existed on the part of some bands 
that their members might be forced to join the Cana-
dian Army overseas. In southern Alberta, these fears 
had arisen early in the conflict. In December 1914, 
the tribes of that area “had been much disturbed by 
the notion of an Official of this Department asking 
the different Agents how many Indians would be 
prepared to go to Europe as scouts in the present 
war.”26 The letter came from the Chief Inspector of 
Indian Agencies Glen Campbell (and later the orga-
nizer of the 107th Battalion), who stated that it was 
his intention to organize a company of scouts, drawn 
from Indian reserves, for service in the present 
war.27 These bands remembered the Riel Rebellion 
29 years earlier in which they were asked to send 
men to act as scouts, and they probably assumed that 
the same request would be made during the current 
conflict.28 When he learned of the letter, Assistant 
Deputy and Superintendent-General of Indian 
Affairs John D. McLean contacted the agents of the 
reserves and pointed out:

I may say that the Department has not autho-
rized any such letter to be written by any of 
its officials and should be glad if you would 
assure the Indians that the Department has 
no intention of asking them to volunteer 
as scouts in the present war or any other 
capacity, that it is perfectly satisfied from the 
evidence already shown of their loyalty and 
is desirous that they should continue in their 
peaceful vocations.29 

Most bands had few objections to their members 
volunteering (this was the accepted method by which 
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young men joined a raiding party), but they opposed 
the European means of active recruiting. In the cases 
where there was strong opposition to recruiting, it 
was often noted by department and military officials 
that the source was the older members of the band or 
as they were referred to by the officials, “the Pagan 

Indians.”30 After the war, Edward Ahenakew sum-
marized why many elders opposed military service 
overseas:

Our old men, who remembered the days of 
warfare, were opposed to our people taking 

Blood recruits, 191st Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force, Fort Macleod, Alberta, 1916, Back row (left to right): George Coming Singer, 

died overseas, 1919; Joe Crow Chief; Dave Mills; George Strangling Wolf; Mike Foxhead, Blackfoot, died overseas, 1919; front row (left to 

right): Nick King; Harold Chief Moon; Sergeant Major Bryan; Joe Mountain Horse; Mike Mountain Horse. Glenbow Archives, NA-2164-1. 

Copy of PA-124-80.
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part and did what they could to discourage 
it—not from disloyalty, but because it seemed 
against nature to them that an Indian should 
go to fight in a distant land and perhaps lay 
his body to mingle with earth that was not 
ours. It did not seem even England’s quarrel, 
and much less Canada’s. As they under-
stood, England was helping other nations, 
and not fighting for her own life. If our land 
were attacked, they said, then it would be 
up to every man to fight, but not in this way. 
Their talk went unheeded. Youth is youth the 
world over.31

At the same time, Scott refused to permit excessive 
pressure to be applied on possible Indian enlistees. 
Whenever local Indian agents objected to recruit-
ing practices, the deputy superintendent general 
supported the agents. On the Blackfoot reserve, for 
example, Agent J.H. Gooderham experienced a prob-
lem with recruiters, and asked for Scott’s support.32 
Captain Rankin and Douglas Hardwick, a local 
rancher, attended an Indian dance and addressed the 
Indians. They succeeded in enlisting some fifteen 
men who left for Calgary to join the 191st Battalion. 
Of that number, the army accepted six.33 The chiefs 
were not present at the dance, and when they heard 
what had happened, they met with Lieutenant Col-
onel Bryan, commander of the 191st Battalion. They 
requested that the boys be immediately released, 
as the agent had promised them that none of their 
young men would be required to fight for Canada. 
The meeting was successful, and all the Blackfoot 
were released before any of them saw action. 

The Blackfoot elders also sought the discharge 
of Mike Foxhead (or Many Bears) and Cyril Foxhead 
(or Old Woman), who had enlisted earlier. Cyril 

Foxhead had enlisted at Calgary in 1917 with the 
191st Battalion at the age of 25, but he now complied 
with the elders’ wishes. The young man petitioned 
to obtain his release on the grounds that his people 
opposed any band members going to war. A petition 
of the chiefs was sent to the deputy superintendent 

Mike Foxhead, Blackfoot soldier in the First World War, with 

friends, ca. 1918. Left to right: Sorrell Horse’s son; Foxhead; Riding 

Grey Horses. Foxhead served with the 191st Overseas Battalion, 

Canadian Expeditionary Force and was killed overseas. Glenbow 

Archives, NA-5-16.



Aboriginal Alberta and the First W
orld W

ar

59

general of Indian affairs citing that many of the men 
who left the reserve fell victim to disease and died, 
and they feared this would happen to their boys. As 
a result of the petition, instructions were sent to the 
commanding officer of Military District No. 13 to 
discharge Cyril. Mike Foxhead, however, refused to 
be released and went overseas with his unit. He died 
in action.34

The fact that some of the elders spoke against 
overseas service did not mean that they opposed the 
war effort; as has been noted, the western Canadian 
Indians contributed a substantial amount of money 
to the war effort, and participated in Red Cross work 
and patriotic war activities. A total of $44,545.46 
(worth over $850,000 in 2015) was donated to vari-
ous patriotic funds by the Indians of Canada.35As or-
ganizations such as the central board of the Canadian 
Patriotic Fund became aware of the extent of Native 
financial support, they saw the opportunity to use it 
for propaganda purposes to shame non-Indians into 
giving more. On many reserves the Indian women 
formed Red Cross societies and patriotic leagues. 
They knitted socks, sweaters, and mufflers, made 
bandages, and provided various other comforts 
for the soldiers. Social entertainments were held 
at which the sale of Native crafts helped to raise 
money for patriotic purposes.36 Such support came 
from Native people, in part, to show their loyalty 
and support, and at the same time to “buy out their 
young men.”37 

Prime Minister Robert Borden, in his 1916 New 
Year’s speech, announced that Canada’s authorized 
overseas force would be raised from 250,000 to 
500,000 men. Borden informed Parliament that 
Canada’s commitment to recruit 500,000 men did 
not mean the government would introduce con-
scription. However, late in 1916, the groundwork for 

conscription was being laid through the formation 
of the National Service Board. The national registra-
tion of all men and women over sixteen years of age 
was to take place on 22 June 1917. The object of the 
registration was to “gather information in the cause 
of increased production from an agricultural point of 
view; to ascertain where labour for essential indus-
tries may be found; and to prepare for a system of ra-
tioning food should it become necessary.”38 A special 
section was added for the benefit of Indian agents 
that addressed the question of Indian registration. 
It argued that registration had absolutely nothing to 
do with conscription and repeated that Indians had 
never been forced to serve in the army.39 However, 
the section did require every Native to register. Band 
chiefs were asked not to fail in their duty at this 
critical hour and were warned, “if by your neglect 
. . . many do not register, on you will rest most of the 
responsibility. The result of failure to register will 
be so serious that very much hardship and suffer-
ing may occur on your Reserve.”40 Missionaries and 
schoolteachers were instructed to make known the 
requirements and the purposes of the registration in 
order that no false ideas jeopardize its success. 

Confusion, however, ensued as many Indians 
believed that registration was, in fact, conscription. 
In answer to inquiries, it was pointed out that “the 
Indians are under obligation to fill out and sign the 
National Service cards . . . [but] that these cards do 
not mean enlistment in the overseas battalions, but a 
census of the industrial strength of the Dominion.”41 
On the Blood reserve, Peter Black Rabbit, George 
Long Time Squirrel, and John Pace refused to regis-
ter, and there is no record of any consequences.42

The passing of the Military Service Act (MSA) on 
18 May 1917 was deemed necessary by Prime Minis-
ter Borden in order to meet the country’s 500,000 
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quota, and to compensate for rising casualties. Many 
Indians protested, saying they should be exempt 
on the basis that they were not citizens but, rather, 
wards of the state without the right to vote. Also, 
in the case of the western Canadian Indians, their 
treaties contained a clause stipulating that they 
would not be required to fight in any of Canada’s 
wars. As the protests mounted, Indians on various 
reserves encouraged their members not to report 
if conscripted. 

The success of registration varied depending on 
how close the contact was between the agent and his 
wards. On the Sarcee reserve, for example, the agent 
registered the entire band. Even though he knew 
those medically fit were required to enlist, he asked 
for exemptions for everyone, citing tuberculosis as 
a reason for their exemption.43 The agent was aware 
that the Sarcees were not interested in having their 
men participate and, by asking for total exemption 
without the band’s knowledge, ensured that the 
government would show no further interest in the 
Sarcees. Before the new deadline arrived, however, 
regulations came into effect exempting the Indians 
from the Military Service Act. The order in coun-
cil included provisions that any Indians who had 
enlisted or been conscripted since the passing of the 
act could make application for discharge. However, 
this exemption only included those Indians who had 
enlisted after the act was passed, and who made an 
application for exemption on their own behalf, not 
through a concerned second party.44 They were also 
still bound to the national registration, though the 
practical problems of contacting those in the remote 
regions resulted in their exclusion.45 The military 
police in Alberta did charge Clefus De Coine, an 
Indian from Lake Wabiscaw, located 160 kilo metres 
north of Athabasca, with breach of the act. De Coine 

needed a Cree interpreter for the trial, and it ap-
peared from the evidence that the accused had not 
the faintest idea of what was expected of him regard-
ing registration for military service. In dismissing 
the case, Magistrate Harrison regarded the action as 
showing excessive zeal. The military authorities were 
ordered to return De Coine safely to his home.

With the advantage of hindsight, Scott later 
supported the exclusion of Natives from the act, 
changing his initial view. In his chapter on Indian 
participation in Canada in the Great War, published in 
1919, Scott wrote:

When the Military Service Act was put into 
force in 1917, it was decided to exclude 
the Indians . . . This action was taken in 
view of the fact that the Indians, although 
natural-born British subjects, were wards 
of the Government, and, as such, minors in 
the eyes of the law, and that, as they had not 
the right to exercise the franchise of other 
privileges of citizenship, they should not be 
expected to assume responsibilities equal to 
those of enfranchised persons. It was also 
taken into consideration that certain old 
treaties between the Indians and the Crown 
stipulated that they should not be called upon 
for military service. I may, therefore, empha-
size that Indian participation in the war was 
wholly voluntary and not in any degree what-
soever subject to the influence of compulsory 
measures.46 

When Canada’s soldiers came home after the Ar-
mistice, they believed they were returning to an en-
lightened society for which many of them had fought 
and died. Many Indians hoped that their sacrifices 
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would bring greater equality. For instance, Mark 
Steinhauer, from the Saddle Lake agency, wrote: 
“I have been wondering . . . whether we are going 
to get anything out of our country that we are going 
to fight for . . . What I want to find out is, is there a 
possible chance of us getting our franchise and our 
location in the reservation after the war is over? I do 
not think it would be fair not to get anything out of a 
country that we are fighting for.”47

In reality, nothing really changed. When an 
Indian agent inquired, in 1922, about the legal 
status of Indian veterans, the assistant secretary of 
the department replied: “These returned Indian 
soldiers are subject to the provisions of the Indian 
Act and are in the same position as they were before 
enlisting.”48 Indian veterans continued to live at 
the bottom of the economic ladder and as the years 
passed their situation did not improve. 

During the war, it appeared for a time that the 
legal status of Canada’s Indians would change after 
Native soldiers were given the right to vote. Their 
franchise was officially confirmed in 1916. Member 
of Parliament William Chisholm asked the Minister 
of Justice: “Have Indians, 21 years of age and British 
subjects, who enlist as soldiers in the present war, 
the right to vote at a Dominion election held during 
the war?” The minister, Charles Doherty, responded 
by quoting Section 1 of the Canadian Soldiers on 
Active Military Service Act: “Every male British 
subject of 21 years of age or upwards serving in the 
military forces of Canada in the present war . . . is 
qualified to vote in any other electoral district in 
Canada he shall vote in such other district only. . . .” 
Doherty ended his statement by stating that the act 
“makes no exception of Indians.”49

The vote had already been extended to the 
Indian soldiers when the Military Voters Bill was 

introduced in late 1917. A provision was included 
that allowed Indian soldiers who had returned, or 
been discharged or released, to vote in a federal 
election.50 Special arrangements were made for the 
1917 election to set up polling stations on reserves, if 

Marker at gravesite of Lance Corporal Henry Norwest, Warvillers, 

France, n.d. Henry Louie “Ducky” Norwest was a sniper for the 50th 

Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force; his official record was 

115 hits. He was killed at Fouquescourt, France, on 18 August 1918. 

Glenbow Archives, NA-4025-22. Copied from PA-2131-10.
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it were not feasible for Indians to vote at the closest 
off-reserve polling station. During this election 
Indian veterans could vote without the fear of losing 
their Indian status.51

After the war, the legal status of Indians re-
mained an unresolved question. Members of the 
public advocated giving the franchise to the entire 
Native population in recognition of their men’s 
valiant performance on the battlefield.52 However, 
while this idea appeared to many as a boon for the 
Indians, and a solution to the question of govern-
ment wardship, the franchise also threatened to 
terminate their reserves and their Indian status.53 
This fear was well founded: Scott wanted the Indians’ 
special status to be terminated when he believed they 
were ready, no matter the opposition.54

The “Greater Production” scheme was an indi-
cation of how easily the government overrode Native 
rights by arbitrarily amending the Indian Act. This 
project had originated in 1916, when feeding Britain 
had become a major priority. Although the Indian 
department sent out a circular in September 1914 
asking Indians to produce as much wheat as pos-
sible, the first indication of their role in the pro-
gram came in a circular from Scott in the autumn of 
1916.55 It stated that “the Indians should be encour-
aged to settle on their reserves, and, where feasible, 
to engage in farming, stockraising, etc. At any rate 
they should in most cases cultivate small gardens 
in which to raise potatoes, turnips, etc., for their 
own use.”56

In January 1918, W.M. Graham outlined a plan to 
increase food production in order to assist with the 
war effort. It involved the use of “idle” Indian lands 
that he claimed amounted in the South Saskatch-
ewan Inspectorate alone to 220,000 acres (just 
over 89,000 hectares). He argued that properly 

using these lands could triple cattle production. 
The project became known as the Greater Produc-
tion scheme, which Graham himself approved in 
February 1918 when he became commissioner for 
the western provinces.57 By an order in council, he 
was given authority “to make proper arrangements 
with the Indians for the leasing of reserve lands” 
and to manage these lands for the Greater Produc-
tion effort.58

The government endorsed Graham’s plan, 
ignoring those who pointed to its deleterious impact 
on Indians. Minister of the Interior Arthur Meighen 
defended the commissioner when he stated in the 
House of Commons on 23 April 1918:

We need not waste any time in sympathy for 
the Indian, for I am pretty sure his interests 
will be looked after by the Commissioner. . . . 
The Indian is a ward of the Government still. 
The presumption of the law is that he has not 
the capacity to decide what is for his ultimate 
benefit in the same degree as his guardian, 
the Government of Canada.59

To make the confiscation of reserve lands a sim-
pler matter, the federal government amended the 
Indian Act in spring 1918 to eliminate the necessity 
of securing Indian consent.60 Over 125,000 hectares 
of Indian land was leased to white farmers for up to 
five years, and a further 8,100 hectares on the Blood, 
Blackfoot, Muscowpetung, Crooked Lakes, and As-
siniboine reserves were used for federal agricultural 
experiments.61 The cabinet also quickly amended the 
Indian Act to make “idle” band funds available for 
investment in the Greater Production scheme.62

After the war, the Greater Production pro-
gram continued to operate, which is surprising 
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considering its limited financial success. Total 
expenditures far exceeded revenues from sales, and 
the balance of cash on hand was less than one-third 
of the initial investment of $362,000.63 The project 
showed a profit only because of the leases of reserve 
lands. By April 1920, these leases had generated 
in excess of $200,000 and offset losses from the 
government farms.64 Initially Scott saw the effort as a 
success,65 but by 1922 he realized the project had no 
continued utility and terminated it.

The implementation of the scheme had greatly 
upset the Blood Indians. On 31 May 1920 they pre-
sented a memorandum to the Indian department 
outlining their complaints, which included gross 
mismanagement and the agent’s high-handedness. 
They pointed out that, on 30 May 1918, after nearly 
2,000 hectares of their reserve had been taken for 
the creation of a Greater Production farm, Indian 
labour was used at the expense of their own farms. In 
addition, the agent virtually took over all the Blood’s 
farm machinery at great inconvenience to them. 
Scott tried to dismiss most of their complaints as 
being exaggerated, though he did concede that there 
had been some mismanagement.66 

Generally speaking, the increased wartime food 
production had not bettered the Indians’ economic 
conditions. Wartime technological innovations had, 
in fact, brought about changes in farm machinery 
that left the Indians further behind in economic 
development. Adding to the problem, the govern-
ment failed to expand credit programs to them, thus 
preventing Indians from purchasing farm equip-
ment to improve their own lands.67 Initially, Indians 
benefited little from the Soldier Settlement Act 
(SSA), passed on 27 July 1917. It allowed veterans to 
obtain land and farming implements at a low rate of 
interest.68 As the influx of immigrants at the turn of 

the century had taken most of the available Crown 
land, new land had to be found. W.A. Buchanan, the 
Member of Parliament from Medicine Hat, suggested 
during the debate over the bill that “there are lands 
occupied on lease and used as Indian reserves that 
would suit this particular purpose.”69 His suggestion 
was accepted. The revised SSA of 1919 made the fol-
lowing reference to Indian reserve land: “The Board 
may acquire from His Majesty by purchase, upon 
terms not inconsistent with those of the release or 
surrender, any Indian lands which, under the Indian 
Act, have been validly released or surrendered.”70

The 1919 act gave veterans—including Indian 
veterans—who wished to farm an opportunity to 
obtain Dominion lands or to purchase farms.71 
Indian veterans in western Canada soon learned, 
however, that the act conflicted with an amendment 
to the Indian Act of 1906 that stated:

No Indian or nontreaty Indian resident in 
the provinces of Manitoba, Saskatchewan, 
Alberta, or the Territories shall be held 
capable of having acquired or of acquiring a 
homestead or preemption right under any 
Act respecting Dominion lands, to a quarter 
section . . . in and surveyed or unsurveyed 
land in the said provinces or territories.72

The discrepancy was quickly brought to light when 
the majority of Indian veterans expressed an interest 
in farming under the act on their own reserves. 
Finally, the authorities, on W.M. Graham’s sug-
gestion, made arrangements allowing the Indian 
department to take over the administration of the 
Soldier Settlement Act for Indian veterans.73 This 
led to other complications, as the reserve land could 
be given for personal use, but not owned by the 
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veteran. Although the Indian veterans now quali-
fied for loans, a clause in the Indian Act remained 
an obstacle to granting them land. Alexander Brass 
attempted to avoid the problem by requesting land 
outside of his reserve. In a letter to the department, 
he stated:

I hereby make application to leave the reserve 
and relinquish my rights therein. I have been 
living on the Peepeekesis Reserve for eight 
years before enlistment. Over three years I 
was working at the File Hills Indian Agency 
under Inspector Graham and over four years 
I was on a farm in the Colony, and I have the 
last three years served overseas in the Army. 
And I find that I’m not satisfied to resume 
work where I had left off before joining up. I 
wish to be exactly on the same footing as the 
settlers outside of Reserves. In this I have 
every confidence in myself, that I’m capable 
of handling my own affairs.74

Brass gained the opportunity to start a farm off the 
reserve, and he made a success of it for 15 years, until 
the Great Depression. Then, unable to repay his 
loan, he was forced to return to his reserve.75

On the prairies, only one in ten Indians who 
applied was granted a loan from the Soldier Settle-
ment Board. The majority of those receiving them 
did quite well. Using the department’s list of pay-
ments by Indian soldier settlers for 1922 to 1923, it 
is evident that of the 23 men documented from the 
West, 10 paid off their loans, while 9 made payments 
in 1923, leaving only 4 in arrears.76 If the war did 
little for the western Canadian Indians’ economic 
status, it did improve their political awareness. 
Participation in the war had brought Indians from 

across Canada into contact with one another and 
created closer bonds among them while at the same 
time promoting a new feeling of self-worth. Receiv-
ing decorations and commendations, and serving 
alongside other Canadians, gave many Indians the 
confidence to speak for themselves. Reflecting their 
new awareness of nationhood, Indian veterans 
worked, in 1919 and in the early 1920s, to help form 
the League of Indians of Canada, in hopes of improv-
ing conditions on the reserves.77 The league was the 
first pan-Indian organization in the country. 

Frederick Loft, a Mohawk Indian, drew up the 
guiding principles of the league. He had served as 
a lieutenant in the Forestry Corps, and had had the 
opportunity to talk with many Indians from all over 
Canada while in the service. He saw the need for a 
national organization through which tribes might 
be unified, and opinions on contemporary Indian 
matters voiced.78 The league’s constitution recog-
nized the authority of the Crown. It also emphasized 
a need for “the perpetuation of the memory of those 
who died in the War, and proper provision for their 
dependents.”79 Also prominent in the league’s objec-
tives was a desire to cooperate with the federal gov-
ernment. Loft became the league’s first president. 
In September 1919, the league held its first meeting 
at Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario, and the second in June 
1920 at Elphinstone, Manitoba. A meeting for the 
Saskatchewan Indians was held the following year.80 
After 1922, the organization held its annual meet-
ings in the West because western Canadian Indians 
became the most active members.81

Scott saw the league as an annoyance and irrita-
tion as well as an impediment to efficient adminis-
tration. Its proposals stood in direct opposition to 
established departmental policy. Initially, the deputy 
superintendent general felt that the league would 
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dissolve if the department refused to cooperate with 
it. To hasten its demise, Scott directed the agents to 
avoid all contact with it, and to pressure their wards 
to refrain from any correspondence with Loft.82 The 
growth of the league in Western Canada particularly 
disturbed Commissioner W.M. Graham. He was 
concerned about the political implications of the 
movement, and also the fact that the league’s rallies 
distracted the Indians from their farm work during 
the summer months.83

Although the league did not receive the cooper-
ation it desired, it continued to pressure the federal 
government for changes to better the Indians’ situa-
tion. In the area of education, many of its proposals 
would be achieved, but only two or three decades 
later. The league did, however, help to achieve the 
repeal of the federal bill of 1920 that had established 
compulsory enfranchisement.84 This was indeed 
a victory, but in the 1930s the federal government 
simply reintroduced the clause into the Indian Act.

The league helped to bring Native problems to 
the forefront since the federal government did so 
little for Natives and, in particular, the Indian veter-
ans. After the war, Native veterans and their families 
found that they were excluded from many of the 
regular war and postwar programs. They continued 
to be considered as wards of the government and, 
therefore, the responsibility of the Department of 
Indian Affairs. 

When Scott concluded his essay on the Indians’ 
participation in the Great War, he expressed his 
belief that the Indians were now “beginning a new 
era,”85 and commented:

The Indians themselves . . . cannot but feel 
an increased and renewed pride of race and 
selfrespect that should ensure the recovery 

of that ancient dignity and independence of 
spirit that were unfortunately lost to them in 
some measure through the depletion of the 
game supply, . . . and the ravages of vices . . . 
of the white man. The Indians deserve well of 
Canada, and the end of the war should mark 
the beginning of a new era for them wherein 
they shall play an increasingly honourable 
and useful part in the history of a country that 
was once the free and open hunting ground of 
their forefathers.86

Scott’s statement held out the hope for Indians that 
changes would be forthcoming; however, these did 
not materialize. Instead, the Indians were rele-
gated to their prewar status: wards of the federal 
government and dominated by the Indian Affairs 
department. It appeared that, in the postwar decade, 
Indian soldiers were good enough to fight and die for 
Canada, but they were not “civilized” enough to have 
the rights of a Canadian citizen.
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Clergy were not that thick on the ground in 1914 
Alberta; yet, to the dismay of bishops, church presi-
dents, moderators, and mission boards, many barely 
hesitated before joining the ranks and heading off 
to war. By mid-1916, dozens of clergy (ministers, 
priests, and even more theological students and 
probationers) left their church posts for military 
service, especially from denominations under- 
represented in the Canadian Expeditionary Force. 
Home missionary and pastoral work was put on hold, 
or moved forward at a snail’s pace, until the war was 
won. Most expected to return after the war, take up 
their vocations, and turn the lessons of the war—
service, sacrifice, comradeship, and devotion to the 
highest causes—into an idealistic wave of Christian 
social reform. Once overseas, however, it became 
clear, both to soldiers and padres, that getting home 
to Alberta in one piece, or even at all, was far from 
certain. Most of Alberta’s padres would never see the 
province again.2

Getting a chaplaincy was far from easy, as only 
a few units recruited in Alberta served at the front, 
while the rest were usually broken up to feed the un-
ceasing demand for men. Despite glib promises and 
much political wrangling, most Alberta chaplains 
felt betrayed when the men of their unit disappeared 
into reserve battalions, and the unit’s officers, 
including chaplains, were declared surplus and 
forced to accept reduction in rank or even to return 
home. A few, heeding home-country loyalties, sailed 
directly to Britain and joined the British Army, while 
others enlisted in the ranks as stretcher bearers, 
infantry privates, or junior officers. Throughout the 
war, seminary students and Methodist probationers 
provided a trickle of emergency chaplains from the 
ranks, which the Chaplain Service could call on for 
reinforcements.3 Refused a chaplaincy in Calgary, 
Catholic missionary Adrian Beausoleil joined the 
French military as a soldier-priest (the French Army 
conscripted clergy, posting many to ambulance or 

Scattered by the Whirlwind:  
Alberta Chaplains and the Great War

DUFF CRERAR

“Look here, Ball, you cut out this business about me being a miserable sinner,” admonished the Colonel, “In the first place, it isn’t true. In the 

second place, it is bad for discipline.” —Lt. Col. W.A. Griesbach to Capt. the Rev. W.A.R. Ball, 49th Battalion, after an evangelistic service1
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combat units). Only at the end of the war would he 
don the Canadian chaplain’s uniform, wearing the 
Croix de Guerre for his services to France.4

More often than not, a battalion from Alberta in 
any of the five Canadian divisions eventually formed 
did not have an Albertan padre.5 Calgary’s 10th 
Battalion sailed with Honorary Captain the Rev. W.H. 
Emsley, a Methodist clergyman from Ontario, as its 
chaplain, while Albertans in the 5th learned that 
their new padre was Anglican B.L. Whitaker from 
British Columbia. Thomas Bruce, a Trinity College 
graduate from Bowmanville, Ontario, was appointed 
to Edmonton’s 9th Battalion, while others jockeyed 
for posts in the 2nd Division. Some found their way 
over in the 3rd Division, as did the 49th Battalion’s 
Canon W.R. Ball from Edmonton, and the 51st some-
how was given two chaplains, Father Iver Daniel, 

an Oblate priest, and W.A. Carroll from the Calgary 
Salvation Army unit. Minister of Militia Sam Hughes 
(as usual, ignoring warnings) had decided to make 
the still-controversial evangelical organization an 
official Christian denomination in his army, and ap-
point its officers as chaplains. Carroll’s appointment 
was controversial but beneficial to the troops, and 
his ministry as chaplain and social service worker to 
the troops gained him admission to the Order of the 
British Empire.6 Edmonton’s leading Baptist minis-
ter, John Campbell Bowen, a close friend of former 
Alberta premier and fellow Baptist A.C. Rutherford, 
joined the 63rd Battalion, though only about 60 of 
the troops were of his own denomination. 

Severed from their units overseas, Alberta padres 
who stayed on were fitted into posts in the growing 
number of support units and hospitals spread across 

(left) A cartoon appearing in the booklet Canada in Khaki pokes fun at the tension between chaplains and soldiers with respect to 

temperance; (right) Canada in Khaki, in which the cartoon appears, was published as a tribute to the men who served.
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England, and in the rear areas of France. From these 
posts many made their way to the front, as casualties 
pared away those with more seniority at the Corps. 
Thus William H. Davis, Anglican curate of St. Peter’s 
church, Bonnie Doon, Edmonton, ended up with 
the 4th Canadian Mounted Rifles, a central Ontario 
unit. Thomas Augustine Wilson, a Methodist militia 
chaplain to the 35th Central Alberta Horse of Red 
Deer, reached England only to serve with other Ca-
nadian Mounted Rifles (CMR) units, while Webster 
Fanning-Harris, another Red Deer cleric, ended up 

serving with the 6th Brigade.7 Other Alberta units 
were often ministered to by non-Albertans: Cal-
gary’s 31st Battalion mobilized with W.R. Walker as 
padre in Calgary, but its initial chaplain was Edward 
Appleyard, from outside the province, who won a 
Military Cross while with the battalion. 

Alberta’s Anglican clergy bore the brunt of the 
fatal casualties to the Canadian Chaplain Service. 
Webster Fanning-Harris from St. Luke’s, Red Deer, 
eventually was posted to the 2nd Division serving 
with the 6th Brigade during the Battle of the Somme. 

Grave of Reverend Webster Fanning-Harris, the first Canadian chaplain to be killed while on active service, 1917. Red Deer Archives, P5409.
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On 25 September 1916 he was conducting a burial 
service when shrapnel severed his spine just above 
the waist. Surgeons in England confirmed that 
Harris was beyond treatment. His wife came from 

Canada to sit by his bedside while his condition 
deteriorated. Three weeks after the Battle of Vimy 
Ridge, the end came. Anglicans in both Red Deer and 
Stettler mourned his passing. It seemed such a short 
time ago that he had resigned his parish, said his 
goodbyes, and gone to the war. 8

William Davis soon achieved an admirable 
reputation at the front. During the battle of Vimy 
Ridge, he rescued wounded men and buried the 
dead while under fire. At Passchendaele, waving a 
Red Cross flag, he took out a large party of stretcher 
bearers to search for wounded in No Man’s Land. His 
initiative may have triggered a spontaneous truce, 
for the Germans ceased firing and began to retrieve 
their own wounded. For his part in this strange 
interlude, Davis was awarded the Military Cross.9 
Davis embodied the athletic, cheerful courage that 
Sam Hughes and the Canadian public expected of 
chaplains. Whether good-naturedly playing cat-and-
mouse games with officers trying (mostly in vain) 
to confiscate their pornographic prints, or kindly 
guiding them through dark days of heavy casualties, 
Davis was ready to cross sacrosanct boundaries to 
help his men. After a failed hunt-the-blasphemous-
book game, Lieutenant Gregory Clarke found a 
rosary in Davis’s tunic. As most of the officers were 
Ontario Orangemen, Davis’s defence was that he kept 
it to assist his Catholic men who were dying without 
a priest. In fact, the brigade Catholic chaplain had 
provided him with the rosary. Six weeks later, at the 
Battle of Amiens, he was directing stretcher bearers 
going forward from the hospital at Le Quesnel when 
a shell killed him. He had just turned down his bish-
op’s request to return to Edmonton so that he could 
stay with his men. Davis was buried in the commu-
nal cemetery at Le Quesnel by his brother officers. 
Clarke (previously coached by Davis on how to bury 

Hon. Captain Reverend William Henry Davis MC. Born in King’s 

County (now County Offaly), Ireland, in January 1883, William was 

a “Clerk in Holy Orders” with the Church of England at the time of 

his attestation into the 138th (Edmonton) Battalion, in Edmonton, 

in March 1916. Library Archives Canada, PA-002376.
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his own men when the padre was away) personally 
supervised the burial party; he made sure the crucifix 
was buried with him.10 

Davis’s heroism is well documented. S.G. Ben-
nett, writing in the 4th CMR History, published in 
1926, commented of Davis at Vimy Ridge: “The first 
glimpse they had of their beloved Padre in action 
was seeing him in the twilight on the crest of the 
Ridge, his steel helmet hung over his arm, prayer-
book in hand, burying the dead, regardless of shells 
dropping around him.” Of the action around Lens 
in July 1917, Bennett wrote: “There were eighteen 
other casualties during this tour. Captain Davis, the 
Chaplain, was with the men as usual, in the front 
line, doing everything he could for their comfort. 
For three days he worked with a party of ten men, 
giving Christian burial to the dead who had been 
left unburied in the area; his courage and scorn of 
danger endeared him to all who knew him.” Davis 
is also mentioned in the “Narrative of Events of the 
Action of October 26th, 1917,” where it says of his 
actions at Passchendaele: “Scattered shelling and 
harassing fire persisted throughout the day and night 
but through the splendid efforts of the Battalion 
Chaplain, Capt. W.H. Davis, and the Stretcher Bear-
ers, our ground was cleared of the wounded.” And, 
finally, concerning his loss on 9 August 1918, in the 
taking of Le Quesnel and Folies, it was written:

Every officer and man mourned for their be-
loved Padre. He came from Western Canada 
but he had retained his Irish heart and Celtic 
charm. If he knew what fear was he never 
showed it. His remarkable disregard for 
danger while carrying out what he considered 
his duty, became a regimental tradition. In 
the daily life of the Battalion, in billets or in 

trenches he was always thinking of the men’s 
welfare. On this day as on former occasions 
he was preparing to carry out his practical 
mission of mercy and was gathering around 
him his little band of stretcher-bearers when 
he and one of his men were hit by a shell. 
No officer was more loved for his charac-
ter or more admired for his bravery than 
Padre Davis.11

The career of Parkland’s circuit-riding proba-
tioner Sidney Lambert changed the lives of veterans, 
and eventually all Canadian amputees. He joined 
Calgary’s 50th Battalion and served in the ranks. He 
was cut down by a shell in August 1916, and his left 
leg was amputated. In 1918, after receiving an arti-
ficial limb, Lambert was granted special ordination 
by the Methodist Church and joined the Canadian 
Chaplain Service. After the war, Lambert worked to 
support soldier amputees readjusting to civilian life. 
He served at Whitby Dominion Orthopedic Hospital, 
and helped to establish the Toronto Military Ortho-
paedic Hospital in 1919 (in 1936 it was renamed the 
Christie Street Veterans’ Hospital). Lambert contin-
ued his service into the Second World War, assisting 
in the building of a new facility opened in 1948 as 
the Sunnybrook Hospital.12 During his own struggles 
to find a proper-fitting prosthesis, he found a new 
calling as leader of the Toronto Amputees Associa-
tion. Lambert eventually became the first president 
of the War Amputations of Canada. He served as 
chaplain to the Vimy Pilgrimage in 1936; initiated 
the famous key tag program to fund rehabilitation 
work; extended the association’s outreach to chil-
dren; and was principal mentor to the late Cliff 
Chadderton, the Second World War amputee who led 
the War Amps of Canada after Lambert’s retirement. 
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Famous for his sympathy with the bereaved, Lam-
bert was also remembered by many veterans for 
his un-Methodist toleration of moderate drinking, 
quietly pouring a tot for those who needed a pick-
me-up when life on the wards became unbearable.13 

While most of Alberta’s padres came late to the 
war and served primarily in support units until 
its latter days, Robert Thompson, a Presbyterian, 
became another “fighting padre.” A missionary from 
Toronto’s Knox College, he left the Peace Country 
region of Alberta in November 1914 and served with 
the 2nd Division Artillery. As chaplain to the 4th 
Brigade, Canadian Field Artillery, he saw the worst of 
the ugly conditions and bitter fighting that con-
sumed many of the men he came over with. Chap-
lains often censored mail going back home as one 
of their duties, but that also provided a way to know 
soldiers. Many times Thompson wrote letters of 
condolence to families, breaking the news that their 
son, husband, brother, or father had been killed. 
One of the hardest was for Bombardier Ross Taylor, 
a divinity student from Victoria University (Univer-
sity of Toronto), who was killed while manning an 
observation post in Flanders. Thompson confided: 
“It was the hardest thing I have had to do since I 
have been in France, because I have known Ross so 
well . . . Your boy like many another has given up his 
life for his friends.”14 Awarded a Military Cross for 
intrepid service under fire, Thompson also teamed 
up with Padre Davis when casualties were high. At 
Passchendaele, Davis found Thompson bandaged in 
a medical post behind the Canadian Mounted Rifles, 
temporarily blinded by mustard gas. Turning down 
two promotions in order to stay with his gunners, he 
left behind a reputation for courageous service, and 
a soldier’s blunt contempt for those who sheltered 
themselves behind rank or curried favour with 
higher officers.

Reverend Sydney Lambert, Parkland, Alberta, 1918, Before the war, 

Reverend Lambert served as a probationary Methodist minister in 

Parkland. He joined the army in 1915, was wounded in action, and 

lost a leg. In Canada, he became a Lieutenant Colonel and served 

as chaplain at the Toronto Christie Street Hospital for wounded 

veterans, and was president of the War Amputee Association of 

Canada for 39 years. Glenbow Archives, NA-3535-162.
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Though Thompson was somewhat contrary and 
shy of taking responsibility, Honorary Colonel the 
Reverend John Almond, director of the Canadian 
Chaplain Service, and Almond’s staff respected 
Thompson and gave him the highest possible rating 
on his Confidential Report before he left the service. 
Later, however, when Ottawa asked him to return to 
work with restless veterans arriving home, Thomp-
son promptly refused. He had taken a parish, was 
looking after his mother, and had gotten engaged. 
“I have had enough of chaplains’ work,” he wrote. 
During the Depression years, he became executive 
director of the Canadian National Institute for the 
Blind and welfare officer for the city of Toronto. 
During the Second World War, he led national vet-
eran rehabilitation work through the Department 
of Labour and received membership in the Order of 
the British Empire for his contributions to veteran 
welfare.15 Alberta’s chaplain legacy meant that am-
putees of the Second World War would leave Padre 
Lambert’s hospital (Toronto Military Orthopaedic, 
later, Sunnybrook) for retraining and rehabilitation 
with staff led by Thompson, a chaplain who, because 
of his own experience, had profound empathy for 
the blind.

Alberta’s sole Baptist chaplain enjoyed, if such 
a word can be used of his postwar career, the most 
controversial public life of all the padres. John 
Campbell Bowen had gone from his Strathcona 
Baptist parish to serve overseas, where his strong 
character and ethical rigidity sometimes intimidated 
colleagues as well as the troops. Back in Canada, with 
a pragmatic and reforming nature that was strength-
ened by his war experiences, Bowen entered munici-
pal politics. He served as an Edmonton alderman 
until 1921, after which he ran successfully to become 
a Liberal member of the Legislative Assembly of 

Alberta. In 1926 he became leader of the Alberta 
Liberal Party, leading the official opposition for a tu-
multuous year. Appointed lieutenant governor of the 
province (1937–1950), he ran afoul of the unbending 
Premier William Aberhart. Bowen refused to grant 
Royal Assent to the premier’s legislation that would 
have had the provincial government take over banks 
and force newspapers to reveal confidential infor-
mants. A defender of liberty of the press, Bowen 
had no use for measures intended to force Alberta’s 
newspapers to publish government propaganda 
either. The Social Credit government retaliated by 
cutting his budget, staff, and car allowance. This 
prompted Bowen to threaten to dismiss the Aber-
hart government in 1938, which would have been an 
extreme use of his reserve powers. Fortunately for 
him, if not for Premier Aberhart, the Supreme Court 
of Canada and the Judicial Committee of the Privy 
Council declared the laws unconstitutional.16 

Counting the costs of the war for the Church in 
Alberta led to a solemn reckoning. By 1918, accord-
ing to G.R. Stevens, 17 young Anglican clergy from 
the Edmonton area had volunteered, but only seven 
survived the war.17 Ball had been crippled by shellfire 
with the 49th, and eventually retired in England.18 
Christopher Carruthers, already weakened by arthri-
tis from militia days at Red Deer, came back almost 
crippled from his time overseas. Walter Fisher 
demobilized in England to care for ailing parents. 
Calgary’s William Walker served bravely under fire, 
but in 1918 his supervisor had him admitted to the 
Canadian Convalescent Hospital in Matlock, Bath, 
for “nervous debility and insomnia.”19 Harold Shore, 
a Calgary Anglican priest, survived the hazards of 
1917 at the front, but his time overseas was ended 
brutally by enemy shelling in 1918. He got back to 
Canada, on crutches, the day before the war ended.20 
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Banff’s Ralph Harrison had similar hair-raising 
escapes in 1917, but demobilized in England where 
he completed correspondence courses through the 
Khaki University managed by Canada’s YMCA.21 
Methodists such as R.J. Irwin, one of several who 
received special ordination and promotion from 
the ranks to the chaplaincy overseas, demobilized 
in Toronto, while Alexander Farrell needed a long 
vacation with his family before returning to play a 
leading role in the formation of the United Church of 
Canada.22 One Methodist chaplain would never again 
minister in any capacity if the Alberta Conference 
had any say about it; he was deposed by the church 
for financial misdeeds and sent home in disgrace by 
the Chaplain Service.23 John Watts, a Presbyterian 
academic ordained and taken on as a chaplain from 
the ranks, went on to a brilliant career as a popular 
professor at Queen’s University in Ontario, while 
Coleman Presbyterian David Marshall demobilized 
in Guelph, Ontario.24 The intrepid Father Beauso-
leil returned to his parish in High River, but a year 
later departed for another district.25 The padres who 
had left Alberta rarely found their way back. Their 
experiences and influence with veterans were lost to 
the province.

Among the few clergy who returned, one became 
well known for his work between the wars. Father 
Archibald MacDonald, from Calgary, worked with 
Belgian refugees and investigated war crimes while 
with his troops in occupation. He also composed 
a guide on Vatican social teachings intended for 
Catholic social services in postwar Canada. Back 
home, he took over Catholic work at Sarcee Camp in 
Calgary, finding that returned men confided more 
openly to him than to civilian clerics. While over-
seas, he loudly opposed soldiers marrying British 
women who, he claimed, were only after their pay 

and postwar benefits but, in Calgary, he was widely 
known for his kindness, whether explaining a case 
of infidelity (or even bigamy) to bewildered wives 
and mothers-in-law, or getting a crippled officer ad-
dicted to cocaine into hospital while finding a home 
for the bankrupt family. Though forced to give up his 
uniform and military career in 1921 when the Chap-
lain Service was disbanded, MacDonald remained 
well known in Calgary as a soldier’s friend.26 

Although only 28 clergymen from Alberta 
became military chaplains (a small but respectable 
number for a young province), they paid a propor-
tionately higher price for their enthusiasm. Harris 
and Davis were two of the four Canadian padres 
killed by enemy action, and several more Alberta 
padres who were wounded or burned out by arduous 
service never returned. Among those wounded were 
some who paved the way for better care for their own 
comrades and veterans yet to come, though living in 
Toronto or Ottawa, not Edmonton or Calgary. Other 
ex-padres would settle in the province helping the 
crippled, bereaved, and traumatized while nursing 
their own well-hidden wounds. Though the war had 
taken much, much still remained that was worth 
fighting for in a young and growing province. After 
all they had seen and done, the padres offered the 
same gifts they had during the conflict: encourage-
ment and hope. 
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Canada’s involvement in the Great War began on 
4 August 1914 when the British Empire declared 
war on Germany. Canadians poured into the streets 
anxious to prove their loyalty to Canada and to the 
British Empire. Lethbridge, an unremarkable little 
prairie city, was as enthusiastic as any community 
across the nation. Since 1908 it had been home to 
the 25th Field Battery under the command of Major 
John Smith Stewart. The battery was disbanded 
shortly after the war began.1 However, Lethbridge 
did go on to raise three fully active artillery batter-
ies and a depot battery, in addition to an infantry 
battalion. Lethbridge men filled the ranks of these 
units, and also signed up for service with a variety 
of other batteries and regiments in the Canadian, 
British, and American expeditionary forces. By the 
war’s end, Lethbridge had one of the highest enlist-
ment rates of any city across Canada and, sadly, this 
was accompanied by the distinction of having one of 
the highest casualty rates as well.2 As we look back 
a century later on some of Canada’s most dramatic 
engagements in the First World War—including the 
battles for Ypres, the Somme, Vimy Ridge, Passchen-
daele, and the triumphant liberation of Mons—it 
will be found that, among those present on these 

historic occasions, were citizens of Lethbridge or 
members of Lethbridge-based units, whose expe-
riences are documented in soldier correspondence, 
memoirs, diaries, unit histories, and local newspa-
per accounts.

Incorporated in 1906, Lethbridge then boasted 
a population of 2,313; by 1911 this had grown by a 
remarkable 248 percent, reaching 8,050.3 When 
the first recruiting offices opened in August 1914, 
Lethbridge had many willing young men to choose 
from—since male citizens outnumbered females by 
an astounding ratio of 24:1—and there was no short-
age of patriotic and adventurous individuals anxious 
to do their part.4 John Chambers Kemsley MacKay, 
author of The Diary of the 20th Battery C.F.A., docu-
mented the initial recruiting frenzy as follows: “All 
classes were represented: bookkeepers and farm-
ers; cow-punchers and merchants; lumber-jacks 
and miners; from the office, the prairie, the bush 
and the mine they came; all eager to do their share 
in the big bid for freedom; for democracy; for 
very civilization.”5 

Among the first Lethbridge citizens to see action 
were a group of 50 British expatriates who in August 
1914 returned to Britain to rejoin their former 

The Experiences of Lethbridge Men Overseas, 1914–1918

BRETT CLIFTON
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regiments or to fulfill their contracts as British 
army reservists.6 Included in this group was Private 
Wilfrid Fletcher of the 2nd Battalion King’s Own 
Yorkshire Light Infantry. Private Fletcher was to fight 
in the First Battle of Ypres and documented some 
of his experiences in a letter written to the folks at 
home in the fall of 1914: 

The Germans are retiring to strongly forti-
fied positions which will take a lot of taking 
and some considerable loss of life before we 
can drive them back . . . [T]here are thirteen 
of us from Canada in my regiment and we 
have kept together pretty well so far. We are 
divided up between Winnipeg, Calgary, Ham-
ilton and Montreal and one chap from New 
York. They call us the Canadians. It is quite 
a distinction and so far has got us out of a lot 
of necessary duties such as soldiers are want 
[sic] to get. We have sung “The Maple Leaf 
Forever,” “Casey Jones,” “Red Wing,” and 
“The Old Star Trail,” until the whole garrison 
knows of the thirteen lucky Canucks.7 

Private Fletcher may have felt like a lucky Canuck, 
but his good fortune was fleeting as, on 29 October 
1914, he was killed in action in Belgium.8 He is be-
lieved to be the first man from Lethbridge to lose his 
life on the battlefields of the Great War.

On 23 November 1914, Major John Smith Stewart 
began recruiting members for the newly formed 
20th Battery Canadian Field Artillery. Recruiting 
offices were opened in Lethbridge, Calgary, and 
Edmonton and in just 24 hours the offices were 
closed, having reached the goal of 140 men, with 70 
coming from Lethbridge and 35 each from Calgary 
and Edmonton.9 Similar results were achieved by the 

39th Battery Canadian Field Artillery, which in Octo-
ber 1915 was recruited under the command of Major 
Alexander Boswell Stafford;10 and the following 
February, the 61st Battery Canadian Field Artillery, 
recruited under the command of Captain Colin Hood 
Collinson.11 

The 78th Depot Battery Canadian Field Artillery 
was formed in Lethbridge in January 1916 to provide 
reinforcements to existing units in the Canadian 
Field Artillery.12 At the same time, the 113th Battal-
ion CEF (Lethbridge Highlanders), which had begun 
recruiting in the fall of 1915, was also busy snapping 
up men for the infantry.13 By August 1916 the various 
units had attracted some 1,500 locals, or more than 
15 percent of the city’s population.14 Citizens of Leth-
bridge took great pride in these volunteers, affec-
tionately calling them “Battery Boys” (for officers 
and men of artillery batteries) and “Kilties” (officers 
and men of the 113th Battalion CEF).

A 25-man contingent made up of members of the 
former 25th Field Battery left Lethbridge in Septem-
ber 1914 under the command of Lieutenant Charles 
Magrath Godwin. By Christmas they were encamped 
on the infamous Salisbury Plain, the British training 
ground that was lamented for its harsh conditions, 
especially during inclement weather. Godwin’s group 
was the first recipient of the thousands of Christ-
mas parcels that were gathered and sent by service 
groups in Lethbridge. Reams of thank-you letters 
document the gratitude of local boys for the comfort 
packages and words of support they received from 
their hometown. In his letter dated 2 January 1915, 
Lieutenant Godwin wrote: 

That afternoon, I announced on stable parade 
to the boys that I had a small parcel from 
Lethbridge for them, and when I got down to 
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my tent they were lined up as if ready to buy 
tickets for a hockey match. . . . They asked me 
to thank you all for remembering them as 
best I could. It was more than thoughtful of 
you to say the least. I am sure you don’t know 
what a dry pair of socks mean to a lot of men 
who have been trampling around in mud and 
rain, not all day, but every day.15 

Although none of the Lethbridge-based units 
were on the Western Front at this time, there were 
several local men serving with other Canadian for-
mations who were already in the trenches. Corporal 
Eustace Pritchard Churchill Chappelow had enlisted 
with the 10th Battalion CEF out of Calgary in the early 
days of the war, and by spring 1915 the 20-year-old 
bank clerk was on the frontlines in Belgium, serving 

Members of the 113th Battalion CEF (Lethbridge Highlanders) parade with their Ross Rifles in the spring of 1916. Later that year, the Kilties 

were broken up, with the majority seeing service with the 16th, 43rd, and 85th battalions of the CEF. Galt Museum and Archives, 19861100009.
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in a machine gun section with several other recruits 
from Lethbridge. On 22 May 1915 the Lethbridge Daily 
Herald reported: “E.P. Chappelow, well known as 
‘The Count’ in Lethbridge, is the second local man 
to lay down his life in the Empire’s cause. He is in 
today’s list of casualties as killed in action, having 
evidently fallen in the engagements following Lange-
marck.”16 However, two weeks later the paper re-
ported that Chappelow “is not dead, but is a prisoner 
in Germany, and has lost a leg. He lies in a German 
field hospital, according to a faintly scrawled post-
card which has been received by his relatives in 
England.” Chappelow had been released by the Ger-
mans as part of the first wounded-prisoner exchange 
of the Great War.17 When discussing the treatment he 
received at the hands of his German captors, Chap-
pelow was conflicted. Ethel Conybeare, a Lethbridge 
woman who was a Red Cross nurse-in-training in 
Britain, related Chappelow’s account of his capture 
as follows: 

So then Chappelow lay there all that night; 
and all the next day, and then the Germans 
came to pick up the wounded. He kept calling 
“Pick me up, pick me up,” but no one could 
understand him. Then he called “Water,” and 
they understood that and gave him some. 
Finally, one came along who spoke English, 
and told him he’d have to wait until all the 
Germans were picked up. He said all right, he 
didn’t care if he was never picked up. So he 
became unconscious, and was finally picked 
up the next night. After that he spent 24 
hours in a barn because he was overlooked. 
They carried him in a blanket with his 
wounded legs doubled up, and told him if he 
didn’t keep quiet they would drop him.18

In a letter written 21 May 1916, Chappelow 
related a very different and much more humane 
experience once he reached a German field hospital. 
He described his treatment as follows: 

They are very kind to me, though, and I hope 
the people in England don’t think we are 
badly treated here. The only thing I can’t get 
used to is the black bread and lard. I am in 
a room with eight other Germans, all badly 
wounded, and they give me cigarettes and 
oranges. Just now, their paymaster came 
round and a fellow in the next bed to me told 
him that I had no money, and he gave me a 
mark out of his own pocket.19 

There are many similar accounts from the locals 
regarding their perceptions of the behaviours and 
attitudes of the German forces. They range from 
descriptions of kind and civilized treatment to 
inhumane cruelty and outrageous atrocities. The now 
Lieutenant Colonel Stewart addressed the question-
able veracity of some of the letters and stories writ-
ten at the front. In a letter to his wife, he lamented 
the problem and noted: “The officers were very busy 
and were cussing pretty hard at some of the letters 
the men were writing about things over here. They, 
the men, mostly seem to be of the opinion that it is 
their duty to send along all the hot air they can get 
up, and they exaggerate things a lot. The officers cut 
some of it off and even tore up some of the letters, so 
you may know how bad the letters were.”20

The 20th Battery Canadian Field Artillery, now 
under the command of Major Alvin Ripley, took up a 
firing position for the very first time on 4 February 
1916. The next day Gunner Lennie Redmond fired 
the battery’s first round of the war.21 By summer 1916 
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the 20th was joined by the 39th Battery Canadian 
Field Artillery, and the two Lethbridge-based units 
prepared to do their part in the Somme campaign. 
The 20th Battery had been deployed in support of 
the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry and 
the Canadian Mounted Rifles at the Hooge front. The 
unit history of the battery records the actions at the 
Somme as being a baptism of fire, noting that they 
were shelled so frequently they became indifferent 
to the sights and sounds of war; however, they never 
disregarded the primitive instinct to make for cover. 
During the evening of 8 October 1916, the 39th 
Battery moved into a new position near Martinpuich 
under cover of darkness. As daylight dawned, they 
were greeted with a horrific sight, vividly described 
in their unit history as follows:

When it was possible to view the field of 
battle next morning in daylight, it was an ab-
solute desolation. Not a blade of grass could 
be seen, the ground having been turned over 
time and time again by the falling shells, not 
a living tree was standing though a few re-
mained shattered about fifteen feet from the 
ground, but absolutely leafless. Martinpuich, 
the village to the right of the Battery position 
about a mile, was practically levelled, not a 
wall standing more than eight feet high. A few 
dead Germans lay around the position and 
one or two odd legs, which no one until then 
had thought fit to bury, but some of whom the 
men voluntarily buried about a week later.22

Around the same time, the 20th Battery was in 
the process of taking over a position from the 18th 
Battery Canadian Field Artillery when they found 
themselves occupying very unusual, if not morbid, 

accommodations. MacKay, author of the unit’s his-
tory, relates the circumstances as follows: “A detail 
of 1 N.C.O. and 4 gunners proceeded to Pozieres 
Cemetery, where a ‘sniping’ gun was taken over from 
our 18th Battery. The gun position here was built of 
lumber and tombstones and the gunners not on duty 
at night slept in the vaults. Our friend the enemy 
had evidently been using these vaults as billets also, 
as we found no occupants when we gingerly en-
tered.”23 There are varied accounts of the extent the 
local boys had to go to find shelter on the Western 
Front, and they certainly did what they had to do to 
stay as warm, dry, and safe as possible, sleeping in 
every imaginable location from country chateaus 
to pigsties.

Dealing with vermin was another ongoing 
concern for those fighting in France and Flanders. 
Members of the 39th Battery recalled their first 
encounter with rats when they woke up to find that 
their bone buttons had been chewed off, tooth-
paste eaten, and toothbrushes carried away.24 Lice 
were also a constant irritant and almost impossible 
to avoid. The 39th Battery unit history includes a 
humorous story relating to lice infestations and the 
attitudes of one particularly intolerant officer: 

Here the majority got their “companions for 
the duration” and one officer made the un-
fortunate remark that if a man were “lousy” 
it was his own fault, as he was not, with the 
result that some who strongly objected to the 
remark—as he was living under entirely dif-
ferent and more favourable conditions than 
the men and was in possession of two or three 
grips of spare clothing which enabled him to 
change nightly, the Battery possessing a team 
and wagon for officers’ baggage only, which 
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was later increased to two—caught some of 
the pests and when he was away, carefully 
carried them over to his tent and laid them in 
his blankets where no doubt they multiplied 
exceedingly as is their nature. From then on 
a man was never told it was his own fault if he 
were “crumby.”25

By 1917 members of the 20th and 39th batteries 
had joined other units of the CEF, who were busy 
trading the muddy, rat-infested trenches of the 
Somme for the frosty, rat-infested trenches of the 
Vimy sector. Among the infantrymen making their 
way to the various locations along Vimy Ridge was a 
contingent of Lethbridge boys who had volunteered 
with the 113th Battalion CEF (Lethbridge Highland-
ers). They arrived in Britain in October 1916 and 
were promptly delivered a huge blow. Their hopes 
of fighting together and representing Lethbridge 
were dashed when the Kilties were disbanded and 
used as reinforcements for existing Canadian units, 
the largest number going to the 16th Battalion CEF 
(Canadian Scottish).26 The 9 April 1917 attack on 
Vimy Ridge would prove to be the deadliest day of 
the war for the former Lethbridge battalion, as they 
lost 28 of the 905 members. Though celebrated as 
a nation-building event for Canada, it cost over 
10,000 casualties, including more than 3,000 lives.27 
Lieutenant Cyril Beverly Ford Jones wrote to his 
former colleagues at the Canadian Imperial Bank of 
Commerce, stating that the “taking of Vimy Ridge 
by the Canadians will long remain a Red Letter day 
in Canadian history.” He went on to proclaim: “the 
people of Canada have every reason to be proud of 
their boys out here; they did their work well, the only 
trouble was to keep them back when our objective 

was reached.” He vividly describes the taking of 
the ridge complete with all the sights, sounds, and 
smells of the day, but perhaps the most unusual part 
of his letter is his humorous account of an incident 
that occurred in the midst of battle, an aside that 
sheltered those at home from grisly details:

One of the funniest things that occurred 
to me during the scrap was when I had just 
reached the last objective. I had got separated 
from my gallant gang of “Moppers-up,” and 
the first thing I knew I found myself among a 
bunch of twenty Huns, who had just got out of 
a dugout and were beating it across towards 
us. They surrounded poor old “Jonesie” like 
a swarm of bees, each holding up his hands 
and shouting “Kamerad, Kamerad, mercy,” 
and then began to pull out watches and other 
souvenirs. With my big frame glasses they 
probably took me for an enterprising curio 
hunter, and not a leader of His Majesty’s 
Forces. They looked so damned funny, and so 
frightened, that I forgot there was a scrap on 
and howled with laughter. I simply pointed 
to our old lines and they beat it—couldn’t get 
there fast enough.28 

Although Lieutenant Jones did not partake in souve-
nir hunting, many from Lethbridge, like Canadian 
soldiers in general, delighted in the practice and 
often sent their treasures home along with notes 
describing the circumstances by which the souve-
nirs were acquired. Some were found items; others 
were confiscated from prisoners of war; but a large 
number were taken off the bodies of dead German 
soldiers, a practice that members of the 39th Battery 
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called “going through.” Attitudes towards the taking 
of items from corpses varied. Some individuals were 
indifferent, while others such as Sergeant Donald 
Patterson of the 39th Battery found it very distaste-
ful. In his memoirs, Patterson recalled a particularly 
disturbing souvenir hunt as follows: “As an example 
of how good people get callous, one of our boys saw 
a ring on the finger of a corpse. He tried to get it off 
but it stuck so he just twisted the finger until it broke 
and he got the ring off. I hope he got a lot of pleasure 
from it because he himself was afterwards killed.”29 

In a letter written to his father in August 1918, 
Private Joe Mountain Horse, an enlistee from the 
Blood Indian Reserve near Lethbridge, provided 
a rare First Nations’ perspective on the practice of 
souvenir hunting. Writing in response to a letter in 
which his father inquired as to the taking of scalps, 
he explained: “We did not scalp any dead Germans, 
as it is too dirty a thing to do, as it is too inhuman, it’s 
bad enough to kill them.”30 His brother, Private Mike 
Mountain Horse, did manage to collect a few souve-
nirs, which he spoke of in a letter to their father at 
about the same time: “I could not bring any German’s 
weapons as they don’t allow us to bring them across 
the waters, but I got some small stuff from Germans 
I killed myself.”31

It was during the Canadian action at Passchen-
daele that all three of the Lethbridge artillery bat-
teries fought at the same time, with the 61st Battery 
Canadian Field Artillery having arrived in August 
1917.32 By the fall, they had taken up various posi-
tions near Passchendaele, a place still remembered 
for its swamp-like conditions. Canada suffered 
nearly 16,000 casualties there. On the morning 
of his death, 19 November 1917, Sergeant Harold 
Hamilton wrote to his father describing the fighting 

during the previous days from the perspective of an 
artillery gunner:

The country was an awful sight. There was 
something in the air all the time, guns, 
planks from the road, motor lorries fiercely 
burning, men and horses blown to bits, 
ammunition going up—it was certainly an 
awful hammering. Was partially buried once, 
blown clean into a shell hole of water by an 
eight inch shell that lit not ten feet away, and 
covered with the mud and water from it and 
that’s all. This mud which we so everlastingly 
curse has saved the lives of thousands of 
men, and it is a wonder how men escape, how 
we come through it all. But bad as our lot is, 
Fritz’s must be worse for our heavies never let 
up and we sure send an awful lot of ammuni-
tion over there after him all the time. 33

In the fall of 1917, at about the same time as 
the Passchendaele offensive, the matter of con-
scription was being decided in a federal election. 
The 39th Battery unit history notes that the unit’s 
members, as well as members of the 10th Brigade, 
were “lined up in the square and told by a ‘senior’ 
officer exactly which way to vote and how later in 
the day the matter would be more fully explained by 
the Battery officers.” Once a vote was secured that, 
in effect, said yes to conscription, the men of the 
battery were given a few drinks at a local estaminet 
where it was explained to them that more men would 
mean a quicker end to the war. The Battery Boys were 
not buying this argument: “heckling the officers 
and stating that if the authorities would cut out the 
shining up and harness cleaning and cut out the ‘rest 
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camps’ and get on with the war, there were already 
plenty of men in France to win the same, and further 
that they did not mind voting their younger brothers 
into an army to fight but they were not going to vote 
them into a ‘Brasso Brigade.’”34

By this time, almost everyone was war weary 
and missing those at home. Many letters reflect a 
sense of personal despair caused by isolation from 
loved ones. Gunner John Murray of the 20th Battery 
faithfully wrote to his mother every few days over 
the course of the war. In one letter, he expressed 
deep concern for his mother’s health, which he 
had heard had taken a turn for the worse, saying 
“I feel so blame blue when things ain’t just going 
good at home.”35 In a letter written to his father, 
Private Joe Mountain Horse noted: “I sincerely hope 
that you and mother and the rest of our people are 
all well and happy. Do not forget to see my family 
often as my children are not very strong, especially 
little Grace.”36

The year 1918 did bring some hope for the end 
of the war, especially with the arrival of fresh troops 
from the United States. As the battles of the Last 
Hundred Days unfolded, Lethbridge boys fought at 
Amiens, Cambrai, Canal du Nord, and Drocourt- 
Queant, to name a few key battle sites. By November 
it was clear that it was not a matter of if they would 
win the war but when, and it was in the final days 
that the somewhat controversial decision to retake 
the Belgian town of Mons was made. The very first 
battles between the British and Germans had been 
fought there in 1914, with the British suffering a 
painful defeat. British military authorities were 
anxious to take Mons purely for its symbolic value. 
Among the artillery batteries near Mons was the 
39th Battery Canadian Field Artillery of Lethbridge. 

Of this final battle, Major Chris Kilford writes in his 
book Lethbridge at War: 

Being the first battery into Mons had not 
been easy. Both the 39th and 33rd batteries 
were racing to see who would be first. The 
two were neck and neck on converging roads. 
The one that reached a key crossroads in time 
would cut the other off. Major Young, the Bat-
tery Commander, charged the 39th down the 
road at a full gallop and succeeded in cutting 
the passage of the 33rd, thus winning the 
honour of being the first to enter the main 
square in Mons . . . They were met by an ex-
cited populace who appeared to have a never 
ending quantity of coffee, cognac, and wine.37

The history of the 39th Battery notes that at 1530 
hours on 10 November 1918, an official parade was 
presented to General Sir Arthur Currie, commander 
of the Canadian Corps, and that the parade was 
presided over by Lethbridge’s own Brigadier General 
Stewart, who was the commander of the 3rd Divi-
sional Canadian Field Artillery. Three days later the 
battery was officially represented at a Thanksgiving 
ceremony jointly held by the Prince of Wales and 
King Leopold of Belgium.38

The people of Lethbridge were eager to have 
their loved ones back as soon as possible, and though 
this took a while, they were without a doubt grate-
ful and proud for all that the Lethbridge boys had 
accomplished. In his 1918 Christmas address, Mayor 
W.D.L. Hardie stated: 

We cannot express the sentiments of appre-
ciation and gratitude adequately, that are in 
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our hearts and minds towards you who have 
done so much for us at home in Canada, and 
for the great British Empire. You have passed 
through the very jaws of death and gates of 
hell that the attributes of Righteousness 

might continue to be the rule of life, and that 
the high ideal of the Anglo-Saxon race might 
prevail. You have accomplished the almost 
impossible for which we devoutly thank you. 
For your gallant deeds the people of Canada 

Members of the 39th Battery CFA pose for a photo in Mons, Belgium, in November 1918. They were the first artillery battery to enter the newly 

liberated city. Galt Museum and Archives, 19861018006.
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shall enshrine upon their hearts the images 
of the noble men who saved the very soul of 
our country.39

A century ago the world went to war and stayed 
at war for more than four years. The toll to humanity 
was staggering, with more than 17 million combat-
ants reported dead or missing. Grief and despair 

were felt in every corner of the world. In Lethbridge 
a cenotaph was erected to memorialize the dead and 
missing from the little prairie city. There are 262 
names etched on the cenotaph. They had come from 
every walk of life—cowboys, railwaymen, bankers, 
clergymen, miners, and teachers. They filled the 
ranks of three artillery batteries and an infantry 
battalion, all raised from a community that boasted 
a population of less than 10,000. They served in 
nearly every major battle of the war. They saw action 
at the Dardanelles, the battles for Ypres, the Somme, 
Vimy Ridge, Passchendaele, Amiens, and the Last 
Hundred Days. Those who came home stoically bore 
the physical, mental, and emotional scars, and set to 
work raising families and building their community. 
They are gone now, but they have left behind the 
story of their war through letters, diaries, memoirs, 
photographs, and other artifacts, all of which are 
invaluable in helping us to recognize and appreciate 
their place in history. 
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Like so many Alberta communities, Banff has a 
memorial to those townspeople who died fighting 
in the First World War. From a population of 1,000, 
Banff lost 52 young men. “Unwin, S.” appears among 
the war casualties listed on Banff’s cenotaph outside 
the Royal Canadian Legion on Banff Avenue. Sidney 
Joseph Unwin (1882–1917) led a life of adventure and 
sacrifice. He inspired loyalty and love in those who 
knew him. His family, friends, and fellow officers all 
remembered him in different ways, and they help 
us to remember him today through both words and 
objects. His bravery on the battlefield, his stoicism, 
and particularly his sense of humour in the face of 
hardship move us today as they moved those who 
knew him personally. 

English-born adventurer Sid Unwin, like many 
of those who served in the First World War, had 
fought with distinction for three years in the South 
African (Boer) War with the volunteer 1st City of 
London Artillery. Returning to London following 
that conflict, he worked as a survey clerk. In the fall 
of 1904 he moved to Banff to pursue the life of a 
guide, “having learned to love the life of the open as 
he slept under the Southern Cross during the Boer 

War.”1 He soon became known for his resource-
fulness, horsemanship, marksmanship, and camp 
skills, becoming one of the Canadian Rockies’ leg-
endary guides and outfitters in the years preceding 
the war. He earned the name “Running Rabbit” from 
local First Nations friends.

Unwin made a favourable impression on many 
of the people he guided. “He drew aside the curtains 
of conventional life and revealed to us the wonders 
of the mountains and the pleasures of the trail,” 
wrote Helen Tippin Ide of Philadelphia. In his book 
Trail Life in the Canadian Rockies, B.W. Mitchell paid 
a tribute to Unwin following several trips with him. 
He noted: “Unsurpassed in woodcraft and resource-
fulness, unequaled in thoughtful kindness to his 
party, and with the charm of courteous manner 
that adds the final touch of perfection to the little 
self-centred microcosm that a party in the wilder-
ness constitutes.”2

Unwin was also assigned to the famed expedi-
tions of Mary Schäffer and Molly Adams on their 
quest for Maligne Lake in 1907 and 1908. Their 
experiences were recounted in Schäffer’s book Old 
Indian Trails of the Canadian Rockies, still available as 

Sid Unwin’s War

MICHALE LANG



94

A Hunter of Peace. Unwin, identified as “K” in the ac-
count, was credited with uncanny abilities in locat-
ing the mystery lake and creating edible cuisine from 
trail-weary food supplies.3 Not all of his culinary 
attempts were successful, however. Schäffer tells of 
a goat so tough that “though ‘K’ pounded his steaks 
to jelly on the stones, and boiled and simmered his 
legs for hours, he (the goat) failed to be ‘chewable’ let 
alone digestible.”4

Fortunately, Unwin had more success in locating 
the object of their search. During their 1908 trip, 
Schäffer and Adams set out with their guides on a 
quest for Chaba Imne, the elusive body of water that 
would later be named Maligne Lake. Stewardson 
Brown and his guide Reggie Holmes accompanied 
them. Sid Unwin’s dog, Mr. Muggins, was the party’s 
mascot. They had difficulty finding the trail over 
Poboktan Pass and were unsure which way to turn 
when they encountered a junction. The trail to the 
pass was challenging, with “quick changes from 
burnt timber to rock-climbing, muskeg, quicksand, 
scree slopes and mud-slides.”5 Schäffer described 
Poboktan Pass as a miserable route. Sampson Bea-
ver’s simple map (given to Mary by her Stony First 
Nation friend in 1907) was unclear, but they decided 
to take their chances on the northward route. They 
finally crossed Maligne Pass but still could not see 
the lake. Unwin decided to climb until he spotted it. 
Eight and a half hours later, he returned to inform 
the camp they were on the right path. The moun-
tain he climbed in search of Maligne Lake was later 
named in his honour. Unwin accompanied Schäffer 
to Maligne Lake again in 1911 when she returned to 
map the lake.

Sadly, Unwin’s adventurous but peaceful years in 
the Rockies were not only preceded but also followed 
by the horrors of war. When war broke out in 1914, 

Sid Unwin, ca. 1905, Sid Unwin Fonds, Whyte Museum of the 

Canadian Rockies, V25/PA-1.
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he asked his sister, Ethel, to take over his pack and 
saddle horse business, and enlisted in the Canadian 
Army. As a result, she was the first woman in Banff to 
become a licensed guide. 

Unwin was assigned to the 20th Artillery Bat-
tery at Lethbridge (Regimental Number: 87113). 
In January 1916 the battery saw its first action in 
France. In May 1917, after surviving unscathed the 
Battle of Vimy Ridge, Unwin was severely wounded 
after single-handedly manning an artillery battery. 
Lieutenant E.K. Carmichael, his commanding offi-
cer, wrote: “I was so much pleased with, and admired 
his conduct, that I committed the circumstances to 
paper at once in case of accidents, so that if anything 
did happen to me, the paper would bear witness.”6

These events and his day-to-day activities as 
an artilleryman are recorded in Unwin’s 1917 diary, 

which was donated to the Whyte Museum of the 
Canadian Rockies Archives in 1998.7 In it he pro-
vides short observations about duties at the front, 
gun positions, prisoners, and gas warfare. Unwin 
recounts the capture of Vimy Ridge, his injury, the 
amputation of his arm, and evacuation to England 
and convalescence. No days were without an entry, as 
he continued writing with his remaining hand, even 
scribbling poems and comic songs while in hospital. 
Unwin’s diary also reflects the boredom and routine 
of life as an artilleryman. He complained frequently 
about the time spent polishing shoes and belt buck-
les, only to return to the filthy trench life of mud, 
rats, and lice. Despite his matter-of-fact delivery, it 
soon becomes clear from his entries that he and his 
fellow soldiers experienced long stretches of tedium 
punctuated by periods of sheer terror. 

“Lake Maligne fr. 

[from] the summit of 

Mount Unwin,” 1908. 

Photographer: Sid Unwin, 

Mary Schäffer Fonds, 

Whyte Museum of the 

Canadian Rockies, V527/

PS 1-61.
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The following selected excerpts from Unwin’s 
diary paint a vivid picture of an artilleryman’s life 
on the Western Front.8 Many of the diary entries 
not included here are either repetitive or simply 
say “Ditto.” By the time Unwin started the surviving 
diary on 1 January 1917, he recorded having fired 
13,028 rounds. 

January 1, 1917:
In action at Bully-Grenay. This is a rather 
quiet part of the front. I went with Mr. Meikle 
to find forward positions. Quite a nice ride. 
Since the Battery has been in France, they 
have had the following casualties
Killed or died of wounds 14
Wounded or gassed  56
Invalided 15
Commissions (one killed) 2
Transfers 6
Home for Instructor 1
 94

January 10:
My birthday. Went to dentists. Quite a lot of 
firing, both day and night.

January 17:
Snow, 7:30 a.m. Our infantry again made 
a raid, which was very successful. Brought 
back about 100 prisoners and killed a lot, and 
destroyed dugouts, etc. We put up a barrage.

January 25:
On the march via Bruay to Pernes. We 
bivouacked in the market square. Very cold 
all day, about 15 degrees . . . Got a good billet, 
but very hard on horses and men. 

February 1:
We are having a miserable time, not a minute 
to ourselves, inspections every five minutes. 
I think the general and colonels have all lost 
their reason, because no common sense is 
used at all.

February 17:
Weather has turned warmer and it is quite 
muddy again. Very foggy, therefore not 
much firing.

February 22:
Took part on another raid on trenches. Took 
80 prisoners. Foggy.

February 27:
Today a German plane drove one of our scouts 
to the ground, and then turned his machine 
gun on men round about. He evidently caught 
sight of me, as he started shooting at me. 
I sure hopped for cover.

March 1:
March comes in like a lion. Stood to at 2 
a.m. to repel a German attack. At 5 a.m., we 
discharged two waves of gas. At 5.40, our 
infantry attacked and remained in German 
trenches 1½ hours. But our men had terrible 
fighting as Fritz was waiting for them. Our 
casualties very heavy. A terrible stream of 
wounded passed our battery all day and night. 
We fired nearly 1,000 rounds.

March 2:
. . . from all accounts, our own gas killed a lot 
of our men, the wind changing.9
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Sat. March 3:
Divine service in afternoon, in a little dugout 
by candlelight.

March 8:
Changed my assigned pay to $27 per month, 
commencing 1st April. 

March 18:
Heard of the Russian Revolution. We wonder 
how it will affect the conduct of the war.

On April 8, Easter Sunday, Unwin realized that 
something big was about to happen. The following 
diary entries document the four-day battle of Vimy 
Ridge from a soldier’s perspective.

April 8:
Easter Sunday. The eve of big events for 
Canadians. Enormous amount of traffic 
everywhere. Lots of tanks going up. 

And so began the assault on Vimy Ridge. At 5:30 AM 
on 9 April 1917, Easter Monday, nearly 1,000 guns 
opened fire on the German positions, Sid Unwin’s 
among them. 

April 9:
Snow and rain. The big battle starts. We 
advance and take lots of prisoners . . . Heard 
later we took 9000 prisoners & 40 guns. Saw 
several big batches of prisoners going down.

An estimated 15,000 Canadians rose from the 
trenches and advanced towards the ridge in the first 
wave, with thousands more behind them. Despite 
hard fighting all across the front, the Canadians 

captured most of the ridge on April 9, and the re-
maining portions by the 12th. 

April 10:
Moved our horse lines forward to Berthon 
vale in an open field, raining snowing wind 
blowing like hell. A hard day.

April 11:
Our guns moved forward to Thélus, [had] a 
very hard time getting through. Went up part 
way. A terrible day snowing & raining. Dr. 
Smith sent hospital. Prisoners reach over 
11,000 & 70 guns. 

April 12:
A terrible blizzard all day. A terrible day, like 
a bad nightmare. Lost several horses. Lots of 
dead men laying around.

April 13:
A slight improvement in the weather, packing 
ammunition. Two horses killed. Prisoners 
reach 13,000 & 166 guns.

April 16:
Terrible mess on Vimy Ridge, hard to explain.

April 18:
In the last nine days, we have taken 14,000 
prisoners and 227 guns.

Unlike the nearly 10,600 Canadians killed and 
wounded, Unwin survived the bloody four-day battle 
unscathed. Shortly after, he was permitted a short 
leave in France (non-commissioned officers were 
entitled to 10 days a year). 
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May 1:
I got a holiday and went . . . to Bruay. A lovely 
day and a nice change . . . I became an uncle 
as Nellie gave birth to a daughter.

May 2:
I went up to guns in early morning. We were 
shelled all day & all night. We all had to 
beat it and lay in shell holes. No sleep at all. 
Fritz made several counter attacks. A nerve 
racking day.

May 3:
I got badly wounded at 6 p.m. Arm shattered 
and face badly cut open. I do not remember 
anything until next morning.

Here Unwin’s handwriting changes. On May 4, 
he reports in a left-handed scrawl, “Came to about 
8 a.m. at No. 6 Casualty Clearing Station at Barlin. I 
found my arm had been amputated, and head oper-
ated upon.” It is remarkable that even the loss of his 
right arm, the side he used for writing, did not stop 
him from making his diary entries.

Sid Unwin’s was just one of 42,000 Canadian 
amputations carried out in the war. The First World 
War “resulted in new types of wounds from high-
velocity bullet and shrapnel injuries” that required 
more radical and timely medical intervention.10 
The more quickly the wounded could be moved 
to a Casualty Clearing Station, the higher were 
their chances of survival. Unwin’s removal to No. 6 
Casualty Clearing Station within 14 hours from the 
time of his injuries may have been a factor in his 
survival. Only four days after the amputation of his 
arm, Unwin wrote:

May 8:
Went on ambulance at 6 p.m. and went on board 
Pieter de Coninck and stayed all night. This 
hospital ship armed and painted like a warship.

May 9:
Sailed 11 a.m. Arrived Dover 1 p.m. Left 
3 p.m. and went via London to Leeds, to M18 
East Leeds War Hospital.

May 16:
Mother and Edith came to see me.11

May 18:
Had stitches taken out of arm.

Despite his injuries, Unwin did not lose his sense of 
humour. On May 27, he wrote this comic little poem.

One spring day near Vimy Ridge 
I very nearly crossed the Bridge 
Which leads to Heaven or to Hell 
For I tried to stop a Fritz shell 
But now in Heaven I must be 
For around me angels do I see 
Protecting me from further harm 
For I am bruised and short one arm. 

May 29:
Fine day. Visitor’s day. I was allowed up and 
went into grounds.

May 31:
Had letter from Arthur [his brother, a bom-
bardier with the 22nd Battery] to say I had 
been awarded the Military Medal.
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June 4:
Went to a concert.

June 5:
Lovely day. I was allowed out for the first 
time, and went with seven other Canadi-
ans to tea at Mrs. Boyle’s, the Canadian Red 
Cross representative. Had a very enjoyable 
afternoon.

June 26:
They took two more pieces of shell out of my 
face today. I went uptown to picture show.

June 27:
Went up town, and to tea with Miss Pushby.

This was Unwin’s final diary entry. He died of com-
plications from his injuries on June 29. Despite the 
fact that blood transfusions with ABO compatibility 
testing became available during the war, there were 
no antibiotics to fight infections resulting from the 
filthy battlefield conditions. It is little wonder that 
Sid Unwin died of complications.

Unwin’s last letter, written from the military 
hospital shortly before his death, proved that his 
spirit had not been broken: “Aside from having my 
right arm blown off, being almost stone deafened 
by shell fire, and having my head full of shrapnel 
fragments, I’m fine and dandy.” B.W. Mitchell writes 
in Trail Life in Canadian Rockies:

This was no affectation of courage; he meant 
it. When he was thus horribly wounded, he 
had just ordered his gun crew to leave the 
battery and go back to their dug-out because, 

“it’s too dangerous; the Boche has the range,” 
and he was serving his gun alone. They got 
him back to Blighty (England); and he was 
listed as convalescent, when a hearty laugh 
jarred one of the shell fragments into a vital 
corner of his brain and all was over. God rest 
a noble spirit.12

Despite his desire to serve his country, Unwin 
must have longed for his time in the Rockies while 
he lay in that hospital bed. His memory lives on in 
Mount Unwin, 3,268 metres high, located between 
Maligne Lake Valley and the Maligne River, in Jasper 
National Park, Alberta. The mountain was named by 
Mary Schäffer. In the text for a lantern slide presen-
tation sent to soldiers convalescing from wounds in 
British hospitals during the war, Schäffer wrote:

Such work as that great log-made raft took 
to drive it through the silent waters no one 
knows save those who did the work. As 
we slowly approached the double-headed 
peak here shown, Mr. Unwin, one of our 
co-workers suddenly exclaimed “That is the 
peak from which I first saw the lake.” In jest 
someone said: “Let’s name it for him.” The 
name is there today, a beautiful monument 
to one of the finest men of Banff who gave his 
life in the Great War. It is thus lightly we place 
names on the monarchs of the hills but this 
one will never slightly be borne.”13

When Mary Schäffer’s nephew, Eric Sharples, 
was killed in the war, Unwin asked for three days’ 
leave to search for the body. Although he was un-
successful, and the body was never found, Schäffer 
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demonstrated her appreciation for Unwin’s efforts 
by dedicating the beautiful stained glass window at 
St. George’s-in-the-Pines Anglican Church in Banff 
to her friend Unwin. 

Memorials to soldiers such as Unwin not only 
help us remember their sacrifice but also serve as 
reminders of how we can face hardship in our own 
lives. Unwin’s First World War diary provides a 
glimpse into his bravery and sense of humour. The 
mountain named in his honour is a poignant symbol 
of Unwin’s ability to see beyond hardship to the 
final goal. 

Notes

1 The Canadian Great War Project website, “CEF 
Soldier Detail, Sidney Joseph Unwin,” URL: 
http://www.canadiangreatwarproject.com/searches/
soldierDetail.asp?Id=19869, retrieved 10 December 
2013. 

2 B.W. Mitchell, Trail Life in the Canadian Rockies (New 
York: Macmillan, 1924).

3 E.J. Hart, A Hunter of Peace: Mary T.S. Schaffer’s Old 
Indian Trails of the Canadian Rockies (Banff, AB: Whyte 
Museum of the Canadian Rockies, 1980), 16.

4 Ibid., 32.
5 Molly Adams, quoted in Mary T.S. Schäffer, Old Indian 

Trails of the Canadian Rockies (New York: G.P. Putnam’s 
Sons, 1911), 232.

6 Peakfinder website, “Peaks of the Canadian Rockies: 
Mount Unwin,” URL: http://www.peakfinder.com/
peakfinder.ASP?PeakName=mount+unwin, retrieved 
13 December 2013.

7 Josephine Parkinson (the daughter of Fredrick 
Unwin, Sid Unwin’s older brother) donated the First 
World War diary of Sidney Joseph Unwin to the Whyte 
Museum of the Canadian Rockies in 1998.

8 Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies (Banff, AB), 
Sidney Unwin, “First World War Diary,” excerpts from 
1 January to 27 June 1917, M31/V25, Sid Unwin Fonds.

9 In the First World War, chemical agents came into use 
for the first time. By this stage of the war, Unwin could 
have been talking about either phosgene or mustard 
gas. Over the war, gas killed some 100,000 and in-
jured an estimated 1 million soldiers and civilians.

10 Canadian War Museum website, “Canada and the 
Great War,” URL: http://www.warmuseum.ca/cwm/
exhibitions/guerre/cost-war-e.aspx, retrieved 
8 December 2013.

11 Unwin’s military records indicated that his next-of-
kin was “Mrs. Julia Unwin (mother), 19 Ullswater 
Road, Southgate, London, England.” Edith was his 
sister.

12 The Canadian Great War Project website, “Private Sidney 
Joseph Unwin,” URL: http://www.canadiangreatwar 
project.com/searches/soldierDetail.asp?Id=19869, 
retrieved 10 December 2013.

13 Mary S. Warren, “In the Heart of the Canadian Rockies 
with Horse and Camera, Parts I and II.” (n.d.). Un-
published lantern slide presentation, M7189/7, Whyte 
Museum of the Canadian Rockies. 
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Introduction: The Remittance Man as a Reflection 
of English Society

Armed with a public school education, an accultura-
tion in English manners, a one-way ticket to Canada, 
and—often—more firearms and alcohol than would 
be good for their health, the “remittance men” were 
a group that became a fixture of the hotel bars and 
society functions on the sparsely populated prai-
ries of Canada in the late nineteenth century. As 
the rancher historian L.V. Kelly put it, “no story of 
the early times in Alberta, of its cowmen and their 
lives, would be complete without a description of 
the remittance men . . . a remittance man was a rich 
Englishman who had proven a failure in his home 
land and had been shipped into the raw land to kill 
himself in quiet or to work out his own regeneration 
if possible.”1 In the prairies and foothills of southern 
Alberta many remittance men—so named because 
they received money (a remittance) from home, 
in some cases specifically to stay away—found that 
the wild and wide-open life of a rancher “gentle-
man” agreed with them. They set up shop by gain-
ing title over vast tracts of land, often with no idea 

whatsoever of how to manage it. In a remittance 
man’s effects could generally be found the physi-
cal, intellectual, and cultural baggage of the British 
Empire as it existed in the “high” imperial period of 
the Second British Empire (roughly 1857–1914).2

It has long been believed that the First World War 
saw the end of the remittance man on the Canadian 
prairies. Historian Mark Zuehlke opens his study of 
remittance men in Canada with the “perhaps true, 
perhaps apocryphal,” legend of their departure en 
masse for the war in 1914. “Hundreds of [them] 
struck a pact . . . On the morning they rode to war, 
each left his cabin without looking back. Instead he 
rode to the cabin of his nearest neighbour . . . dis-
mounted, took his rifle, and shot the aged animals 
. . . he [then] spilled kerosene across the cabin’s 
cracked floorboards and set the building ablaze.”3 
The story, for which Zeulke can find no hard evi-
dence, resonates more due to its emotional appeal 
than its factual accuracy. Although many remittance 
men did join the colours either in Canada or in 
Britain, the history of war is rarely as cut-and-dried 
as to eliminate an entire group of men without a 
trace. Some remittance men were killed during the 

Alberta Remittance Men in the Great War
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war, but many others returned to Canada afterward. 
Often injured in body or spirit, some of these men 
seemed to have found no home to return to in the 
“mother country,” and others preferred the life in 
the foothills of Alberta. The idea of Empire that the 
remittance men had represented before the war had 
been one of the ultimate casualties of the conflict, 
but, in many cases, the men themselves continued 
on, although greatly changed by their experiences on 
the Western Front.

The Life for the Remittance Man in 
Southern Alberta

Remittance men were, by definition, outsiders who 
willingly resided at the fringes of “good society”; in 
Alberta, the hotel bars and the shacks on the rolling 
foothills were the usual settings for the stories told 

about them. Their dress, accent, and swagger were 
a source of amusement to the “men of the range,” as 
evidenced by, for example, a piece of doggerel that 
emerged around 1900: “When the half-baked remit-
tance man comes to the west / Arrayed in short pants 
which he thinks suit him best / He parades around 
town while he takes a short rest / ’Ere assuming the 
role of a rancher.”4 Two men, Charlie Sturrock and 
Eric Buckler, seemed to fit this description. After a 
few weeks drinking and outfitting themselves in Cal-
gary, they set off south to take possession of a piece 
of land on which they planned to build adjoining 
cabins. They were in high spirits and, “after a break-
fast of trout, coffee and Scotch to start the day well,” 
Buckler exclaimed, “By Jove! This will be wizard.”5 
The West afforded such men a new and exhilarating 
freedom compared to the severe strictures placed on 
life among the upper classes in England. “We have 
a picture of grown-ups playing in a dream world, a 

(left) The Canadian author W.H.P. Jarvis’s 

take on the remittance man as an overly 

cultured prig. W.H.P. Jarvis, A Remittance 

Man’s Letters to his Mother (Toronto: 

The Musson Book Co., Ltd., 1908): (right) 

Weighed down with the accoutrements 

that he believes will be necessary for 

life in Canada, the Englishman arrives in 

Canada. First published in The Montreal 

Daily Star 1901. Reprinted in Acres and 

Empires, 28.
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world which most had to leave in the end to return to 
the formality of upper-class life in England.”6

Primarily as a result of the scarcity of population 
in relation to the wide-open spaces of the West, 
there was relative classlessness among the white 
settlers. These settlers, who made up an ever-larger 
proportion of the population of southern Alberta, 
did not accept a “noble” parentage as sufficient proof 
of merit. Actions spoke. As Freda Graham Bundy, 
a teacher arriving from Nova Scotia just before the 
war, wrote: “They did not care whether my grand-
parents were Archibalds or Blairs, it meant nothing 
to them that my ancestors had come to Nova Scotia 
in 1760. They were concerned solely with my own 
worth.”7 That being said, the settlers tended to be 
extremely social people; as Bundy remembers, “It 
therefore was a refreshing experience for me to be 
invited for supper or a weekend, upon such short 
acquaintance.”8 

In a world before radio, television, or even read-
ily available books, sporting events were generally 
large community entertainments, and remittance 
men often set up sporting clubs of their own. Polo 
was all the rage among some of these men, combin-
ing as it did well-bred horses and a chivalric flare. 
Joseph Deane-Freeman became a fixture and orga-
nizer of the local polo scene, and the earliest matches 
in the region were played near his ranch, “Monea.” 
Born in Ireland to an aristocratic Protestant family, 
Deane-Freeman left an unsuccessful naval career 
to marry and emigrate to Millarville. Similarly, the 
Critchley family, who emigrated to High River in the 
late nineteenth century, played with their team from 
High River in an international polo competition in 
Coronado near San Diego, winning the California 
Challenge Cup in December 1913. The team’s cap-
tain, a veteran of the Boer War, Oswald A. Critchley, 

Minister of the Interior Clifford Sifton’s plan to people the west in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth century had largely met 

with success. Among the flood of immigrants who responded 

to posters such as this could be found the remittance men. 

Pamphlet titled “Canada West: The Last Best West” published in 

1909 by the Government of Canada to promote the provinces of 

Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba to prospective immigrants 

and settlers. The cover features a binder cutting grain and stooks 

in a field at sunset and the words “Homes for Millions.” Glenbow 

Archives, 971-2-C212c-1909.
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and his sons William and Jack would all make a 
name for themselves as polo players before the war 
broke out.9 

Alberta was an expensive place to live in those 
early times. Coupled with the high cost of liquor, 
transportation and lodgings were also a constant 
drain on remittance money. As a guidebook for the 
prospective immigrant to western Canada noted, 
“Once the people are there, the railways have them at 
their mercy; and they exercise consummate skill in 
extracting from the established settler the utter-
most farthing for the transportation of persons and 
goods.”10 Hotels also absorbed capital. In High River 
the Astoria tried to draw in “commercial men” who 

could find “ample accommodation for the display 
of their wares to local merchants.”11 There was also 
to be found at the Astoria “our various assortment 
of Fine Liquors and Cigars.” In Nanton, the Audito-
rium Hotel offered “First class accommodation for 
[the] travelling public. Ranchers and Cow Punchers 
warmly welcomed. Finest Wines, Liquors, Cigars. 
Every facility afforded guests to get a glad on.”12 

Simultaneously, remittance men tended to 
spread their capital around freely, often being bilked 
out of it by the “sharpsters” who abounded on the 
prairies. There was always someone with an eye 
to acquire some quick capital from an aristocratic 
Englishman fresh off the train. The doctor and MLA 

These pictures, which were published 

by Bob Edwards, show a tiny remittance 

man who is out of both luck and 

money, unable to get a drink “on 

jawbone.” When his cheque arrives, 

however, the remittance man once 

again feels large and important. First 

published in The High River Eye 

Opener. Reprinted in Bob Edwards and 

Martin James, Irresponsible Freaks, 

Highball Guzzlers and Unabashed 

Grafters: A Bob Edwards Chrestomathy.
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George Douglas Stanley provides one such example, 
describing a remittance man in the Astoria hotel in 
High River: 

The first game of Black Jack I had ever seen 
had been in operation for twenty-four 
hours straight between a wealthy remittance 
Englishman and a high-grade, thoroughly 
qualified local poker player. The Englishman 
lost $21,600. However Sam Heslip as a re-
sponsible citizen interfered and warned both 
that if the transaction went through he would 
have both men placed under arrest. The 
game was called off—superficially only—for 
the Englishman delivered a pair of high class 
Clydesdale mares, a residence in High River 
and thirty acres within the townsite upon 
which is now located much of the residential 
section of one of Alberta’s best towns. The 
really unforgettable part of this incident lay 
in the fact that the Englishman had staked the 
card shark the $50.00 with which he started 
the game.13

Some of the mythos surrounding these brash, 
outlandish, and overly cultured men makes it diffi-
cult to define who, exactly, was a remittance man. If 
an emigrant found success, started a family, or set-
tled down to the life of a rancher, they were usually 
excluded from this derisively titled group. Prior to 
the war, many died or returned home. For example, 
Edward Melladew, a member of the Millarville polo 
team “accidently shot himself in the head at the 
Grand Central Hotel in Okotoks in 1911.”14 Richard 
Dale, another remittance man given to drink and 
debt, was living near Mayerthorpe, Alberta, when 
he was bludgeoned to death with an iron bar by his 
neighbour Ed Dickinson. Dickinson had lent him 

$150, which he failed to pay back after receiving a 
remittance. The story created a small sensation, 
and Dickinson was confined to the Ponoka insane 
asylum, where he died in 1944.15 Many others did 
join the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF), but the 
idea that they flocked en masse to the colours on the 
outbreak of war doesn’t stand up to critical scrutiny. 
Some joined years after the war began, and, in at 
least one case, waited to be conscripted. 

The Great War and the Albertan Remittance Man

One of the difficulties in tracing the lives and 
exploits of Albertan remittance men during the 
war is that very few of them left written accounts 
of their lives. Most of the information that we have 
about them is second-hand and often does not give 
adequate or accurate information about the identity 
of the man in question. Pseudonyms and nicknames 
such as “Coyote Jack,” “Lord Dutton,” “Kootenai 
Brown,” or “Albert Buzzard-Cholomondeley of 
Skookingham Hall”16 tend to obscure from critical 
enquiry the realities of these men’s lives. 

Those who remember the fate of the Albertan 
remittance men when the war broke out usually cite 
duty and patriotism as the driving factors in their 
enlistment. As Senator F.W. Gershaw wrote, “When 
. . . danger threatened the isles of Britain, they 
dropped everything and regardless of costs [how true 
to form] rushed to the defence of the beloved land of 
their birth. Many of them never returned. When the 
test came they proved to be true to the highest tradi-
tions of the race.”17 News of the war spread quickly 
throughout the settlements in Alberta, and “the talk 
of war was on everyone’s lips.” The mayor of Calgary, 
H.A. Sinnott, ordered the janitor at City Hall to “haul 
the Union Jack to the masthead.” He told the Calgary 
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Herald that, now that the war was on, “let’s have the 
flag up, say I.”18 Indeed, he also reported a shortage 
of flags, so many having been loaned out. While the 
mayor ruminated over the lack of flags, other men 
sought desperately to enlist. The unemployment 
problem was solved quickly, as unemployed men 
“rush[ed] to recruit.” One young jobless English-
man, who probably would have been termed a remit-
tance man had he received a remittance, was reliant 
on Calgary’s Associated Charities, which provided 
him the basics of life. On Wednesday, 5 August 1914, 
the day after the British declared war, the unem-
ployed one walked in the office of Superintendent 
McNicholl, and “thanked him for what the charities 
had done for him” and said goodbye, leaving for 
Esquimalt to join the crew of the HMCS Rainbow, one 
of the two cruisers that made up Canada’s tiny navy.19 
Throughout the province, canvas villages sprouted 
up on the prairies to temporarily house men waiting 
to leave to join the CEF. 

Many remittance men had served in the military 
prior to casting their lot on the prairies, and were 
thus all the more likely to join when news of the war 
reached them. “With a certain class of high-bred 
Englishmen there is only the twinkle of a star be-
tween the glory of a well-wined mess . . . and a shack 
on a western ranch.”20 Similarly, Grant McEwan 
relates that “ramrod-straight Col. James Walker 
might be found [in the Alberta Hotel] at almost any 
time—the old Colonel who was a member of the 
first troop of Mounted Police that trekked across 
the plains to build Fort Macleod . . . and a man who, 
according to General Sir Arthur Currie, ‘breaks out 
every fifty years and goes to war.’”21 These men were 
likely to rejoin their regiments as soon as possible 
after the start of the war. Men such as Captain Lionel 
Asquith would fall into this category. Having served 

with the Royal Dragoons and East Kent Regiment 
during the Boer War, Asquith had settled down in 
Lethbridge and married Colia Alice. He remained 
an active member of the militia, serving as an officer 
with the 35th Battery of the Canadian Field Artillery 
based in Lethbridge. Asquith enlisted on Christmas 
Eve 1915 and survived the war; when asked to give his 
trade or calling, he responded that he was a “gentle-
man.” Asquith returned to Canada with a “moderate 
general dibility [sic],” caused by a hernia sustained 
while training soldiers in bayonet fighting after a 
long route march in Bramshott, England.22 

Asquith was not the only soldier who gave his 
trade or calling as “gentleman.” Stanley Winther 
Caws, another Boer War veteran with tattoos cov-
ering both forearms, did as well. Despite being a 
remittance man, Caws had met relative success in 
Alberta, establishing a club and building a hall for 
the Legion of Frontiersmen in Alberta. He even paid 
the board for a newly arrived young Englishman 
who “couldn’t manage the rough life of a pioneer.”23 
Caws served first with the 19th Alberta Dragoons 
before transferring to the Royal Flying Corps (RFC). 
He was killed in action. Unlike Caws, most who 
enlisted as “gentleman” tended to use the word 
to indicate their genteel unemployment. Albert 
Edward Grimes was living at the YMCA in Lethbridge 
prior to enlisting in 1916. Herbert Cowell and John 
Graham Johnson, both of whom gave their calling as 
gentleman, resided in the Palliser hotel in Calgary 
and the Alexandra hotel in Lethbridge respectively. 
Robert Mansfield Fitzgerald, who lived the life of a 
day labourer and remittance man in Banff before the 
war, joined the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light 
Infantry as an original in 1914. Prior to the war he 
had fought the Zulus during the Natal Rebellion. 
He died in January 1916 while attempting to help a 
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Highland soldier lying in No Man’s Land: “[He] had 
gone out between the two firing lines to ascertain if a 
Highlander lying there was past all help and, if so, to 
bring in his identification disc. As he was dropping 
to safety in the trench, disc in hand, a sniper’s bullet 
pierced his brain. He was idolized by the men and 
a most gallant officer.”24 Another Patricia member 
described him as the “finest man and the most pop-
ular officer in the whole regiment. He was the British 
reservist, of good family, who went out to Calgary a 
couple of years ago, went broke, and finally had to 
go to work at manual labour for the government at 
Banff. When the war broke out he was among the 
first to offer his services.” In the words of the Crag 
and Canyon, a newspaper in Banff, “those who knew 
him best recognized the gentleman born and bred 
under the guise of a working man.”25

Perhaps surprisingly, those who self-identified 
as “gentleman” on their attestation papers were 
not all British. Charles McBride and Walker Lewis 
Taylor were both born in Alberta and gave their trade 
or calling as gentlemen. After being wounded in 
a German bombardment at Mount Sorrel in 1916, 
McBride wrote home to his sister that “One time 
when Nance was telling my fortune she said I was 
going on a long journey and going to be lucky; I am 
sure lucky to get out of that alive.”26 Taylor, who 
was made a sergeant based on his previous militia 
experience, rushed to enlist and signed his attes-
tation papers at Valcartier in September 1914. He 
was eventually promoted to captain and survived the 
war. Perhaps Taylor was not being entirely honest 
when he gave his trade as gentleman, seeing as how 
he had contracted gonorrhea in 1912. Their use of 
the word “gentleman” at enlistment attests to the 
somewhat conflicted identities surrounding that 
word. Although Alberta was thought to be a classless 

society in its early years, the word gentleman still 
had a large amount of cachet among Albertans prior 
to, during, and after the war. The word was not used 
as a determinant of class, as it was in the British 
context, but rather as a way of evoking a certain code 
of behaviour. It was also used as a way to indicate that 
a man did not have gainful employment.27

Both Eric Buckler, and Charlie Sturrock—those 
two rambling adventurers who, with bellies full of 
trout, coffee, and scotch, had exclaimed that their 
venture into ranching would “be wizard”—returned 
to England to enlist after the war broke out. Stur-
rock’s wife, Irene, recalls their story: “When the 
1914 war began, most of these would-be ranchers 
joined up and many lost their lives. Eric Buckler was 
killed, Charlie Sturrock, who had enlisted with the 
Lovat Scouts, transferred to the King’s Own Scottish 
Borderers and returned from France late in 1917 with 
a disabled heart.”28 Irene Sturrock intimates that her 
husband—who had arrived in Alberta with a remit-
tance in 1903—died young as a result of the war. To-
gether with her two children, Joan and Bruce, Irene 
“carried on with the Ranch for a number of years 
after Charles’ death, then decided to dispose of it and 
each go our own way in life.” Note that Sturrock did 
return to Alberta, but as a changed man.

The High River Polo Club saw a large number of 
its members sign up after the outbreak of war. For 
men who had achieved such an excellent standard of 
horsemanship, to remain at home seemed unthink-
able. Oswald A. Critchley became an officer in the 
Lord Strathcona’s Horse, signing his attestation 
papers at the age of 50 on his farm. His sons, John 
Ashton and Alfred Cecil, also enlisted, Jack becom-
ing an officer in the Strathconas and Alfred an officer 
in a machine gun battalion. Perhaps in those heady 
days of enlistment in the fall of 1914, they imagined 
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that the war would be rather like a polo match; 
instead they would find that, in fact, barbed wire and 
trench warfare had all but eliminated the cavalry arm 
from the battlefield, at least until the very end of the 
war. Jack, who had played on the team at Coronado 
with his father, would not survive the war. He was 
mortally wounded during a heavy German bombard-
ment near Equancourt in late March 1917 and died 
just prior to the battle of Vimy Ridge on 5 April 1917. 
He was 24. Alfred and Oswald both survived the war, 
but decided to remain in Britain after the Armistice.

Some remittance men chose to remain in Canada 
during the war. Coyote Charlie, who had had the 

school in High River named the Union Jack, was an 
old man in 1914. He had “foresworn bathing and 
the use of any but profane language when he left his 
beautiful English home,” and had fallen on hard 
times by the time the war broke out.29 He rented a 
one-roomed shack on the outskirts of Calgary, and 
Stanley records that he was harassed by a drove of 
pigs owned by a German livestock operator. Finally 
he beseeched the doctor’s aid, saying that “it’s a  
blankety-blank-blank outrage that a German blankety-
blank-blank should be allowed to corral his blankety 
dirty hogs on an English gentleman’s lawn!”30 Stan-
ley also records that, prior to the war, Charlie had 
walked to the “nearest German neighbour’s house” 
after finding the Union Jack on the local school 
replaced with a “dirty old gunny sack.” “The neigh-
bour was wise enough to know that discretion was 
the better part of valour,” and was marched “in front 
of the gun, up the ladder and made to replace the 
Union Jack.”31 Charlie was too old to enlist despite 
his patriotic protestations.

Despite such overt protestations of patriotism 
(which, it seems possible, were slightly embel-
lished in their reminiscence after the war), some 
remittance men of military age did not rush to 
join up. Neither of the Lusk brothers, Charlie 
and Harry—who were recorded as popular young 
bachelors whose family lived in a castle in Howell 
Kurkcubright, Scotland, and were much in demand 
in the Millarville social scene prior to the war’s 
outbreak—seemed in any hurry to join the military. 
Charlie enlisted in February 1916 in Lethbridge and 
survived the war, whereas his brother Harry waited 
to be conscripted into the CEF, in August 1918. 
Harry would not survive the war, falling victim to the 
Spanish influenza that caused more casualties than 
the fighting itself.32

The war would not resemble the polo matches that the Critchleys 

excelled at. Jack did not survive the war, dying shortly before the 

Battle of Vimy Ridge. First published in The Burlington Gazette, 

13 January 1915. Also published in A.C. Critchley, Critch!: The 

Memoirs of Brigadier-General A.C. Critchley.
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Conclusion: The Impact of the War on 
Remittance Men in Alberta

The Great War did not see the end of the British no-
bility, or the remittance man in Alberta. Some, like 
Coyote Charlie, never left the province during the 
war. Many more, like Harry Lusk, Charlie Sturrock, 
and Lionel Asquith, returned after the war. However, 
the Great War served as an opportunity for some 
of these “black sheep” to return to their families 
and their societies with whatever stain that existed 
on their characters wiped clean. Many returned 
to Canada after the war, but those who had served 
with the CEF no longer found it difficult to integrate 
into life in the foothills of Alberta. Remittance men 
continued to be a part of the cultural landscape of 
southern Alberta after the war; they were simply not 
as outlandishly apparelled or noticeable in the world 
that emerged from the war. There were no longer 
so many unemployed adventurers, and the whole 
landscape took on a more sober and mature counte-
nance. The war did not see the end of the Albertan 
remittance man, but it did cause a significant drop 
in their numbers, and their adventurous spirit. And 
the country to which they returned was also differ-
ent. The disappearance of the remittance man on the 
prairies has as much to do with a shift in Canadians’ 
understanding of themselves as it does with the 
remittance men.

The war had changed those who fought in it, and 
the country that had sent them. This sentiment is 
perhaps best echoed by N.B. James, an Englishman 
who had emigrated to western Canada before the 
war (although he was careful to point out that “I was 
NOT a remittance man myself. I would have liked to 
have been but the one essential—the remittance—
was lacking”).33

Things had changed, and whether we really 
had saved the country or not, it didn’t seem 
to be the same country we were told so 
effusively that we had rescued. By the same 
token we weren’t quite the same. We had gone 
through things and they had left their mark. 
It wasn’t altogether the nastiness of war . . . 
but also we had seen other countries and met 
and liked other peoples, and our vision had 
broadened, and our souls had hardened . . . 
I think perhaps we lost something that was 
infinitely more precious than the searing 
experience of bloodshed could teach us. But 
the change wasn’t just in us. Canada, at least 
western Canada, had changed. We had come 
back with the idea of starting in where we had 
left off, and carrying on from there. Unfortu-
nately, the place we had left off wasn’t there 
anymore.34

James’s experience was a common one. Many return-
ing remittance men found that the world that they 
had left simply no longer existed; nor did the sort of 
young adventurers who had left it in the first place. 

Perhaps the best demonstration of how the Brit-
ish nobility fared in Alberta after the war is provided 
by the case of Frederick Joseph Trevelyan Perceval 
and his son Frederick George Moore Perceval. Their 
story reads like something out of the television show 
Downton Abbey. From a minor branch of the Per-
ceval family, Frederick and his first wife, Cecila, had 
emigrated to Alberta in 1900. He purchased a ranch, 
and they had a son in 1914. Cecilia died in 1916, and 
Frederick and his son became very close, raising 
livestock and living the ranching life in Alberta. In 
1929 the childless Charles John Perceval, the ninth 
Earl of Egmont, died and his closest living relative 
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was Frederick. Lord Beaverbrook, the Canadian 
Press Baron who owned the Daily Express in London, 
called the new earl to inform him of his good fortune. 
His son was not particularly enthusiastic about their 
change in station, saying, “You taught me to read and 
write and you taught me to ride and shoot . . . We’ve 
got a nice home here, and I don’t want to leave it.”35 
The pair never quite fit into English society. In 1932 
Frederick Joseph died in a car crash. Eulogizing 
him, the Sunday Express’s theatre critic, James Agate, 
wrote that “doubtless the late earl’s accent and man-
ners may, like his boots, have been a shade too thick 
for the fine carpets of Hampshire. Doubtless he was 
no master of small talk, because on an Alberta ranch, 
if you talk at all, the subjects will probably be pretty 
big. They may be kittle cattle but they certainly won’t 
be tittle tattle.”36 Frederick George, as the successor 
to the earldom and the eleventh Earl of Egmont, was 
also shy and retiring and did not care for the society 
in England or the media scrutiny that he lived under. 

He put Avon Castle on the market and returned to 
Alberta. “What English people do not realise,” he 
explained, “is that there is a greater spirit of freedom 
and generosity over here in Canada.”37 In 1932 he 
presented the prizes at the livestock review at the 
Calgary Stampede, married his childhood sweet-
heart, and continued to live in Alberta until dying at 
the age of 87 in 2002.38

What the Earl of Egmont’s story demonstrates is 
that Alberta continued to be a place for upper-class 
Englishmen to escape the strictures that were placed 
on them by their own society. Just as before the war, 
so too after it, some Englishmen found a freedom in 
Alberta that they could not find in their own country. 
As for the individual remittance men who returned 
from the war, all had been changed by their experi-
ences. They were no longer so numerous or innocent 
as they had once been, but Alberta continued as a 
place of refuge for them, just as Albertans continued 
to show an interest in their exploits.
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BIBLIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Information for individual soldiers is taken primarily 
from two excellent online databases which should form 
the foundation for any researcher undertaking a project 
dealing with soldiers of the First World War. 

The first is Library and Archives Canada’s database 
of digital attestation papers and service files, available at 
www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/military-heritage/first-
world-war/first-world-war-1914-1918-cef/Pages/search.
aspx (or just google “attestation papers”). On it can be 
found the forms that soldiers filled out on enlistment for 
every one of the over 619,636 troops that made up the CEF. 
Furthermore, the digitization of service files is currently 
ongoing, and if you are lucky enough to be researching a 
soldier whose last name begins with a, b, or c, you stand a 
good chance of finding his complete digital service record. 

The second resource is the privately run website The 
Canadian Great War Project (www.canadiangreatwarproject.
com), which has a number of excellent tools. A “general 
soldier search” will give access to a digitally searchable 
form of the attestation paper (for example, using the 
keyword “gentleman” gives 127 hits), and cross references 
those files with known newspaper articles and letters.



In Alberta, little is remembered about the Franco- 
European immigrants to Canada who were called to 
their respective regiments with the outbreak of the 
war in August 1914. Yet there were approximately 
10,000 French reservists in the country at the time.1 
Belgians and Swiss were also called up to their reg-
iments. Although they fought in the war, these men 
are not counted as Canadian soldiers because they 
served under the flag of their country of origin. Some 
were killed; others were wounded or gassed and 
permanently debilitated from the effects. The lucky 
ones returned to pick up where they left off. 

In Alberta, we do not find their names on me-
morials although many had become British citizens 
of Canada, or were in the process of becoming so, 
since eligibility consisted of three years of resi-
dence. For the Francophone community of Alberta, 
the consequences of the First World War were to 
bleed it of its Franco-European population. Regions 
that had a considerable population of these immi-
grants—farming communities, mining communities, 
towns and cities, ranching communities—lost almost 
all of these men and, often, their families as well. 
Some pieces of the story can be found in newspapers 

from the period. Others can be told through a small 
collection of postcards that my mother, Germaine 
Champagne, has conserved. They were sent from the 
front to her parents by their compatriot, Jean Poilvé, 
who had rejoined his regiment in France. There are 
also two cards from relatives in France who were 
mobilized there. While there are a few mentions 
here and there in various publications about these 
members of the Francophone community who 
fought in the war, it is just a small part of the story 
of Franco-Europeans in Alberta; however, it is an 
interesting and significant one. The postcards form 
an important collection that provides insight into the 
way in which the war was depicted in France through 
this extremely popular art form. The images are 
iconic and frequently depict stereotypes of national 
heroes and heroines in a cartoon-like fashion. 
Wartime postcards in the Allied countries were 
everywhere and were a part of the propaganda war in 
which the Allies were always heroic and the enemy 
was depicted in the most unflattering light.

Sources readily available in Alberta on the sub-
ject of military service of recent immigrants from 
France are limited. Lists of names were published in 
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the only French-language newspaper in Alberta at 
the time, L’Union, but these compilations from 1918 
are mainly of “pure-laine” (that is, “virgin wool,” or 
Canadian-born) men from the French-Canadian 
communities, although there are a few names of 
Franco-Europeans from central Alberta (Red Deer, 
Chauvin, Castor, etc.), where quite a few of them 
had also settled.2 The list does not include Calgary 
or southern Alberta. It must be noted, however, that 
much of this newspaper has been lost over time, and 
it is possible that there were other lists published in 
the missing issues. 

English-language newspapers also provide some 
information. For example, in 1916, a Stettler paper 
published a “Roll of Honor” of 100 local recruits, of 
which at least 19 are of known French, or Belgian, 
origin, but it is not specified in which army they 
enlisted.3 There is also documentation from Library 
and Archives Canada about recruits who joined up 
with the Canadian Overseas Expeditionary Force, 
in 1916, coming from across Alberta: Sylvan Lake, 
Trochu, Edmonton, Calgary, St-Paul-des-Métis, 
Grande Prairie, Grandin, Legal, Beaverlodge, and 
so on.4 Reviewing the enlistment records online 
requires exhaustive research and, as yet, has not 
been done. At the time, many members of the Mis-
sionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate in Canada were 
originally from France, and a considerable number 
of them returned to fight for their homeland. They 
served as interpreters, combatants, and as chap-
lains. Several of them had been based in Alberta, 
including Désiré Bocquené from Fort Vermilion, 
Laurent Legoff from Cold Lake, Jean-Marie Le 
Clainche from St-Paul-des-Métis, Émile Fabre from 
the Edmonton-based Juniorat St-Jean (a college run 
by the Oblates and now the Francophone Campus 
Saint-Jean of the University of Alberta), and sev-
eral others.5

Canada had been recruiting settlers for many 
years from Europe but, as most of these countries 
had armies, many had undergone military training as 
young men and were obliged, as reservists, to rejoin 
their respective regiments if their country declared 
war. This applied to most Europeans, not only to the 
French, Belgians, or Swiss, but also to those from 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which, of course, led 
to the rapid internment of the latter group in camps 
created across Canada during the First World War. 
Rejoining their regiment was not just a patriotic 
duty, it was an obligation; not obeying was consid-
ered to be desertion and treason, which, of course, 
could mean imprisonment and even capital pun-
ishment upon returning to the home country. Given 
the great distances in the Canadian West, this was a 
concern, and the Canadian Belgian consulate, which 
began calling in its reservists at the beginning of 
August 1914, was informed by its minister of foreign 
affairs that Belgians in Canada could count on a 
period of amnesty until October 4 to come in.6 As 
well, reservists who were homesteading, and had not 
yet completed the requirements for the title of their 
land, were concerned about retaining their rights, 
and, very quickly, the Lands and Titles Office in 
Ottawa made it clear that the time they spent in the 
service of their country would be counted as resi-
dence on their homestead.7 

Early in August 1914, several newspapers in 
Alberta mentioned the sudden departure of French 
reservists accompanied to the train stations by large 
crowds singing La Marseillaise and waving French 
flags. Going-away dinners and parades were also 
the norm. On August 6, the Bassano Mail reported 
hundreds of French reservists leaving Calgary on 
the train bound for Montreal to embark for the 
Atlantic crossing, and particularly noted the sudden 
departure of local resident “Charlie” (Charles) De 
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Bourboule, who for several years had been the chauf-
feur for the director of the large irrigation project 
in Bassano.8 

The number of French reservists in Alberta is 
not specified in the papers, but in a news release in 
the Patriote de l’Ouest of Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, 
the French vice-consul of Saskatchewan stated that 
there were over 4,000 in Saskatchewan alone.9 The 
number may not have been as high in Alberta, but it 
seems to have been considerable nonetheless. The 
“French” population of Alberta in the 1911 census 
results was listed as 20,600; this included all Fran-
cophones in the province, not just those from France 
or elsewhere in Europe. The French could be found 
in large numbers working in the mines owned by the 
French and Belgian conglomerate of West Cana-
dian Collieries in the Bellevue and Frank regions of 
southern Alberta. They were also on ranches, the 
Trochu group being the best known today, but many 
others were located in Edmonton and Calgary, and 
there were a great number who had taken home-
steads across the province. 

Those who had the financial means could report 
to their regiment immediately, and some did. The 
mobilization order had been issued in Canada on 
August 2, after the invasion of France by Germany.10 
Within days, the French consuls were able to give 
train tickets to the reservists departing from Calgary 
as well as Edmonton.11 At Trochu, they received 
a telegram from the French consul, and a dozen 
Frenchmen, along with Belgians from the area, left 
the next day for Calgary.12 The consuls were aware of 
the considerable isolation of many of their reserv-
ists, and fully expected that it would take some of 
them at least a month before they could clear up 
their affairs and answer the call.13 It was, after all, 
August, time for farmers to be haying or tilling fallow 
fields, and harvest time was near. Arrangements also 

had to be made for livestock. It is said that one man 
departed in such haste that he left his plow in the 
middle of the field.14 

According to another family’s oral tradition, 
Jean-Louis Sévère, a Breton who was then in Ouel-
letteville, near Cluny in southern Alberta, left within 
a week of the declaration of war, but closer exam-
ination revealed that it was September 12 before he 
entrained at Calgary.15 It was estimated that there 
were over 200 French reservists north of Edmonton, 
and on August 10, according to the Courrier de l’Ouest, 
more than 50 left Edmonton for France. They left 
from Montreal on the 15th.16 Transportation across 
the Atlantic from Montreal had been held up as early 
as August 4, as rumours were flying that British ships 
were being attacked by German ships in the gulf of 
the St. Lawrence.17 But, according to the Courrier de 
l’Ouest, the Royal Edward left on August 10 with 600 
reservists and was accompanied across the Atlantic 
by French and British warships.18

My grandfather, Alexandre Mahé, was home-
steading near St. Vincent, about 20 kilometres north 
of St-Paul-des-Métis, having come from France in 
1909. He would have gone to fight if he had been 
able, but in 1912 he came down with a severe case 
of pleurisy that required surgery. He was still in the 
process of regaining his health when war broke out. 
His two brothers in France, as well as several of his 
brothers-in-law, were called up, but here in Canada, 
Alex obtained a dispensation from his doctor and 
was officially invalidated.19 

Contrary to the French Canadians originally from 
eastern Canada, most of whom had come to take 
homesteads in western Canada with their families, 
many of the Frenchmen and Belgians were bache-
lors, and they tended to socialize and help each other 
out since they had much in common culturally. There 
were quite a few French and Belgians established a 
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few kilometres north of St. Vincent, in the Thérien 
and St. Lina area. When the war broke out, Jean 
Poilvé and his nephew, Jules Sancenot, who were 
both farming nearby, decided to leave for France. 
The date of their departure is not known, but they 
arrived by September, so travel across the Atlantic 
was possible at that time, although other soldiers ex-
perienced delays. Alex, along with Charles Marthoz, 
a neighbour of Belgian origin, agreed to help them 
by managing their farms while they were away. Alex 
was to sell Poilvé’s livestock and grain, while Marthoz 
would rent the land. The correspondence that has 
survived about Poilvé and Sancenot is only in the 
form of postcards, all of which are in French. There 
were letters, but they were not preserved. 

The earliest card, dated 19 September 1914, is 
from Poilvé. It shows Kaiser William depicted as a 
pig. The boot prints on its behind illustrate the com-
monly held belief that the Germans would be quickly 

booted out of France and Belgium, as mentioned in 
the message on the second postcard. The stamp has 
been deliberately positioned as if “Marianne,” the 
young woman used as an emblem of France, is pre-
paring to kick the pig. The text “S.M. Guillaume II” 
is, of course, “His Majesty William,” with the cartoon 
pig wearing the Prussian helmet, sword, and riding 
boots, typical items of military dress of the Kaiser 
and the officer class. The pig’s large tusks mimic the 
large, pointed moustache that the Kaiser was known 
to wear. It was common in cartoons of the period in 
the various western countries to use animal images 
to represent the values of different countries and 
their citizenry.

Poilvé wrote “Vive la France” on the face of the 
card and signed his name. On the back of the card 
he wrote: 

My dear friends: 
Everything went well on the voyage. I sailed 
on the Espagne. The news is very good and we 
think we will be going to Berlin. I have seen 
many who are very lightly wounded and wish 
to return to the fighting. The Germans are 
still retreating. I hope it will not be long now. 
I will give you more ample news next week 
in a letter. Sancenot went to London, while I 
went to St. Malo. 
Your friend, Jean Poilvé.20

From the mention of London and St. Malo, it can be 
presumed that the two men sailed on different ships. 
We do not know when they left, but we can assume it 
was late August, if not early September, as this card 
is dated the 15th. No newspapers mention the depar-
ture of these two from Alberta. If the promised letter 
was received, it was not preserved. It is possible that 

Kaiser William as a pig. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard 

collection.
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not all the postcards were saved either, but the next 
one in the collection is from January 1915; Italy was 
then an ally of France and Britain. 

On 10 January 1915, Poilvé asked about the 
disposal of the effects from his farm: “Give me some 
news of my livestock. Have you sold them along with 
my machinery? At this time I am very well and I hope 

you are as well. We are convinced we will be victo-
rious and afterwards will have a very well deserved 
peace.” Touchingly, his note ends with: “Your friend, 
who never ceases thinking of his Canada.” It is clear 
that he was committed to his land, his friends, 
and Canada.

On 28 May 1915 he sent five cards at once. Two 
of the postcards are the same, that of two women 
holding the French flag aloft and wearing the 
traditional costumes of Alsace and Lorraine. The 
Franco-Prussian War, in 1870, was a deep wound 
to the French nation. The Imperial Territory of 
Alsace-Lorraine was established in 1871, after the 
French loss, when the Germans annexed the ma-
jority of Alsace and part of Lorraine. This image was 
an incendiary one for the French and intended to 
arouse patriotic feelings and the desire to obtain 
revenge on the Germans. The text on the first card 
reads: “I send you these five cards to amuse you and 
please let me know when you have received them. I 
will then send you some others. Your old friend, Jean 
Poilvé, sergeant, 24 7-34 postal sector 1051, France.” 
On the back of the second card, he wrote: “My dear 
friends, I send you this card to give you and show you 
my valiant Lorraine and Alsace, my future fiancées of 
a coming day. Dear friends, I had answered your last 
letter. I do not know if you have received it. I hope 
so, and if you write back please let me know if you 
have sold my cattle. If not, please do your utmost to 
sell them, Jean.” While he was already in the military, 
he still worried about his Alberta homestead and the 
investment that it represented.

The loss of almost the entire department of 
Alsace and the Moselle portion of Lorraine had 
been a long-standing sore point with the French. 
Reintegrating these two departments back into the 
fold was a national dream shared by Poilvé. One can 

An Italian soldier bearing the national flag. Germaine Mahé 

Champagne postcard collection
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only suppose that with his mention of his “future 
fiancées” Poilvé, a single man at the time, was also 
expressing the hope that the day would come when 
he too could settle down with a wife. Again, he voices 
his concern that his livestock be sold, as he had 
evidently learned that they had been overwintered, 
and this was an unnecessary expense for him. It is 
likely that Alex was trying to sell the cattle; however, 
they were probably thin after the winter and needed 

(above) Two young women in the regional dress of Alsace and 

Lorraine appear to be embraced by the French flag, and the slogan 

“Vive la France” appears below. The rising sun behind the church 

spire suggests hope that France will regain the territories it lost in 

the Franco-Prussian War. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard 

collection; (right) Postcards depicting soldiers were extremely 

popular. Poilu was the French popular term for the ordinary 

soldier. The ruined church and houses in the background suggest 

what he is fighting for. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard 

collection.
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to be fattened up before they could be sold. Driving 
them on the hoof to the nearest railhead was a two-
day journey and hard on the cattle; a local sale would 
have been more reasonable, but money was very tight 
for everyone in these isolated rural areas.

The third card of the five, dated May 28, is of 
a “Poilu” (from poil, or hair), the popular term for 
French soldiers in First World War, surely having to 
do with the fact that they did not have much op-
portunity to shave and were, therefore, “shaggy” or 
“hairy.” The equivalent British term for the common 
soldier was “Tommy” (and, later on for the Amer-
icans, “Doughboy”). The soldier represented is 
heavily bearded and bravely standing at attention, 
holding his bayonet in front of a ruined country 
church. Poilvé wrote: “This shows you the work 
of the bochemen, our valiant Poilu is guarding the 
ruins—many are the cities like this. Fortunately all 
this will soon end. If you see some of the old friends 
say hello to them for me, Jean.”

The fourth card depicts the uniformed French, 
Belgian and British allies with their respective flags. 
No doubt, Poilvé was missing his friends and his 
home in Canada, and he knew that they too were 
hungry for news of the war. On this card Poilvé 
wrote: “Dear friends, Do not forget to give our good 
news to neighbours and friends of the region and 
that we hope for a final victory and a prompt return 
home (au pays). In the meantime, I shake your hand. 
Put these cards in your store window, they will attract 
customers.” My grandfather had opened a general 
store soon after his arrival to the area in 1909, and 
this had enabled him to manage financially until the 
arrival of the railroad.

The last card is titled “For France, for the home-
land, for God,” and Poilvé writes: “Dear Friends, 
Jules has gone towards Notre-Dame-de-Lorette, he 

Allied soldiers depicted with their national flags and the slogan 

“Towards Victory.” The sun is shown breaking through the clouds 

to herald a new day. Traditional age-old rivalries are forgotten 

as they fight together to defeat Germany. Germaine Mahé 

Champagne postcard collection.
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is very well at this time as am I. This card shows some 
of the effects of the bombardments and the devotion 
of our good Sisters.” Two vignettes are depicted: 

uppermost is the image of two French soldiers on the 
battlefield with bombs exploding around them and 
nearby buildings. In the bottom half, a nun is seen 
half rising from a kneeling position. A large rosary 
hangs from her belt and she is raising her right hand 
to her right ear as if she is listening to the sounds 
of battle and has been interrupted in her prayers. 
A peaceful little town is seen in the background. In 
France, nuns from religious communities were often 
the nurses, from which the term “sisters” for nurses 
arose. That his nephew Jules Sancenot had gone to 
Notre-Dame-de-Lorette and returned safely was 
good news, as this was a very hotly contested part of 
the front.

Sent on 19 June 1915, Poilvé’s next card is a photo 
of General Joffre, commemorating three battles of 
1914: La Marne, L’Aigne, and L’Yger. A battle scene 
with a large army is in the background. Poilvé noted 
that he hadn’t received any mail from Alex. Far away 
on the battlefields of France, he is thinking of the 
farming conditions in Alberta and of his friends and 
neighbours. He also sends news of Sancenot: 

Dear friends, Tell me what’s happening with 
you? I had sent you five cards, did you receive 
them? You did not answer me; tell me what 
is going on there. The seeding must be done 
by now and must be coming up nicely. Jules 
has gone to the north to Pas de Calais. He tells 
me the action is very hot there right now. I 
am looking forward to receiving news from 
you. Hello to the neighbours and a cordial 
handshake, Jean.

Poilvé sent two cards on 30 July 1915. On the first 
one, he wrote to Alex and his wife: 

This postcard juxtaposes a praying nun with young soldiers on the 

front. Since most combatants were Christians, it was commonly 

believed that the deity was on their side; thus, the slogan, “For 

France, for the homeland, for God.” Germaine Mahé Champagne 

postcard collection.
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(left) General Joffre is depicted with the slogan that France’s destiny is entrusted to him. The flowers surrounding his image are of the poppy, 

the marguerite, and cornflower, representing the colours of the French flag. Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection; (right) A 

charming young girl depicts a martial goddess of victory. The Arc de Triomphe is in the background and the slogan “Glory and Immortality!” 

below. The monument is incredibly important to the French and was designed by Jean Chalgrin in 1806. It depicts classically nude French 

youths pitted against Germanic warriors in chain mail. It was one of a series of monuments stretching from the Louvre to the Grande Arche 

de la Défense. In subtext appears another slogan: “We salute the flag!” Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection.
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My dear friends, I have just received your 
letter of the 7th of July and I am glad you have 
sold some of my belongings. For the money 
you can manage it for now. For the rest of 
the livestock to be sold, do your best to sell 
everything this fall, as I do not wish to have 
to pay to over winter the livestock again this 
year. Write to me when you have received 
these two cards and you can let me know if 
Marthoz has had a good crop on my land. 
I have written to him at the same time as I 
wrote to you, but I still do not have an answer. 
We are encouraged by the thought that we will 
be victorious, but we must be patient.

Poilvé continued to be concerned about devel-
opments on his farm. As the war dragged on, he 

indicated that he preferred to cut his losses and sell 
all of his livestock, rather than maintain them. The 
choice of the card depicting the goddess of victory 
with a triumphal arch in the background suggests 
that he still hoped for the end of the conflict.

On the second card of July 30, Poilvé gave news of 
Sancenot to his friends back in Canada. The illus-
tration is again of Alsace, showing how important 
regaining this territory was for the French. This may 
not have been very clear to French Canadians, but to 
those from France in the Canadian hinterland, it was 
accepted without question. Poilvé wrote:

Jules has written to me a few days ago and 
he is still in good health. I think he even has 
gone on leave a few days ago. My health is still 
holding up, thank God. You will be so kind as 

Alsace was a deeply 

contested area and this 

postcard’s slogan, “In 

Alsace—long live France,” 

is provocative. The young 

woman on the left is 

depicted pouring a glass 

of wine for the French 

victors. Germaine Mahé 

Champagne postcard 

collection.
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to tell the friends and neighbours that I say 
hello and wish a prompt return in your midst. 
The day when we manage to get them out of 
the trenches it will be a hard chase, but we 
have much hope that they will no longer stop 
on their way. You know with how much cour-
age we will march. Finally, dear comrade, I 
leave you while thanking you and your wife as 
well for all you are doing for me. Jean Poilvé.

Two more cards are sent on 28 December 1915. From 
the cards, we see that that Poilvé’s letters were not 
always getting through: “I had written two or three 
letters some time ago. I don’t think you have received 
them as the military censors are very strict, even the 
letters that I receive from you have been opened by 
the military authorities. I beg of you to say hello to all 
the friends and neighbours.” My grandparents’ reac-
tion to letters being censored has long been forgot-
ten—it was war, after all, and that sort of thing was to 
be expected. At least some communication was still 
taking place. The Alsatian card is a scene of conviv-
ial socializing between the French soldiers and the 
women of the town who are pouring wine and raising 
their glasses in a toast, again reiterating the dream of 
regaining Alsace for France once and for all.

On the second card, “Fishing for the Boche,” the 
poilu fishes a German soldier out of the trench. The 
term boche means “hard head” (blockhead) and is 
definitely derogatory. It is thought to have originated 
during the Franco-Prussian war as a common term 
for German soldiers. Poilvé writes: 

My dear friends, 
A few words to answer your letter, yes, I have 
received the money order as well as the tally, 
which I find to be correct. Please continue to 

sell the rest of what you have in your posses-
sion, if you can, do your best to sell the oats. 
Best wishes for the New Year, good health and 
good luck in your commerce, etc. Jean.

There are three more cards from Poilvé. The first 
shows a statue of Joan of Arc and women and 

The French soldier is depicted “fishing” for Germans—an example 

of the black humour evident in some popular art. Germaine Mahé 

Champagne postcard collection.
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children at prayer. From their homes, there was 
little that women and children could do other than 
call upon heaven for help in this period of hard 
times and danger for their menfolk. Who better than 
the French feminine warrior saint? The second is 
titled “The Vision.” It has no date and just one line 
from Poilvé: “My dream always, Jean.” A bachelor, 
Poilvé is clearly expressing his longing for a wife and 
companion. While caught in the throes of war, it was 
certainly a dream to cherish in the hope of normalcy 
and better times.

A third card with a rescue dog is blank except for 
the date—1 November 1916—pencilled on the illus-
tration. Belgian sheepdogs were used for war work, 
and it seems the breed almost died out in the First 
World War.21 German shepherds have a distinctive 
saddle; this is a Belgian sheepdog, typical of the Ter-
vuren breed, with a double coat with varying shades 
of brown or fawn. He has a distinctive mask and 
pointed ears. The dog was used for search and rescue 
work and has found a collapsed soldier in a foxhole. 

The last card is from Jules Sancenot to Poilvé, 
with an illustration of an aviator flying above a young 
Alsatian woman holding flowers. It is undated; pre-
sumably Poilvé forwarded it along at some point. The 
note reveals little about Sancenot’s work as a soldier; 
note even the phrase “the job is going marvellously” 
is very much a generalization, necessary due to the 
censorship of correspondence.

Dear Uncle, 
For the last few days I have been putting off 
writing to you to let you know that the job is 
going marvellously and for the time being 
the weather is beautiful. I went on leave last 
Sunday for the first time and I went to the 
Laborde family. They are all well, as am I and 

Jeanne d’Arc had been beatified, one of the steps toward 

sainthood, on 18 April 1909 at Notre-Dame Cathedral in Paris 

by Pope Pius X. In this scene, women and children are praying 

for the protection of soldiers on the front, and the slogan reads 

“Blessed Jeanne d’Arc, protect us.” Germaine Mahé Champagne 

postcard collection.



(above) A soldier 

looking at a vision of his 

sweetheart. Germaine 

Mahé Champagne 

postcard collection; 

(below) The horrors 

of the battlefield are 

suggested in this picture, 

and the dog wears a 

Red Cross emblem as a 

collar. Germaine Mahé 

Champagne postcard 

collection.
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Paul and I hope my card will find you well too. 
Many of my things are at my uncle Deloy’s. 
Receive dear uncle, my utmost friendship. 
M. Jules Sancenot, bachelor at Longehay, 
Côte Doré (?)

Also included in my grandparents’ card collection 
is a photo of their friend Jean Poilvé in uniform, 
wearing the decorations that were awarded to him by 
the French government for bravery during the con-
flict. He wears a Croix de Guerre and a citation for 

(above) An Alsatian girl in regional dress holds a flower posy 

with colours of the French flag. A French aviator appears to be 

about to drop a floral bouquet for her. French aviation pioneers 

Henri Farman and Louis Blériot suggested that the airplane could 

be used for reconnaissance. As early as 1909, the French War 

Department promoted pilot training for army officers; on 22 

October 1910 the Aéronautique Militaire was created as a branch of 

the army, later becoming the French Air Force; (right) Jean Poilvé 

depicted in uniform with the French Croix de Guerre, the medal of 

bravery, and an additional citation. Germaine Mahé Champagne 

postcard collection.
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bravery. After the war, he returned to Canada to sell 
his farm, as he had been gassed and the after-effects 
did not permit him to continue farming. His brother 
had been killed, and on his return to France, Poilvé 
married his brother’s widow, who had been left with 
three young children. Jules Sancenot was killed in 
the conflict, but we do not know more of him, other 
than that Poilvé helped with the sale of his farm, 
which my grandfather purchased. The proceeds went 
to Sancenot’s family in France, who were in need.

There are two other cards in my grandparents’ 
collection from this time. My grandmother received 

cards from her sister, Nenette, who was married to 
Gustave Boutteny: The first card is hand painted and 
is titled: “In homage to the Allies,” “with kisses from 
a brother and sister, Vive la France!” 

The last card, a promotional card for French war 
bonds for 1917, was addressed to the Mahés’ eldest 
child, Jean, godchild of Nenette and Gustave, and 
is a calendar of saint days. Nenette has written on 
the back of it, “Two kisses for little Jean and René 
Mahé.” In France, Gustave was also a combatant, and 
on this card, below the image of the soldier blowing a 
horn, Nenette has written “Godfather who is killing 

The card depicts the flags of the Allies with the slogan “In homage to the Allies!” Germaine Mahé Champagne postcard collection.
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the Boches.” Although it is a pretty strong statement 
to make to a five-year-old, this was the common 
sentiment of the day. My grandmother thought 
much the same about the Boches, as they called the 
Germans. This feeling went back to 1870, many years 
before she was born, but relatives had been killed in 
the Franco-Prussian war, and she bore a great deal of 
resentment toward them.

Alex’s brother Louis received a medal for his part 
in the conflict, in which he was wounded and lost an 
eye. In my mother’s photo collection, there is a photo 
of him receiving his medal in front of the French 
military hospital “Les Invalides” in Paris; although 
he did send a few cards during the war, none had the 
warlike illustrations of those Poilvé sent. 

Little is known of the settlers of St. Vincent and 
Thérien at the time of the First World War; however, 
it is unlikely that Sancenot was the only Frenchman 

of the area to die in the war. For example, the broth-
ers Le Jeloux farmed in the Thérien region. Julien, 
who had arrived in 1909, had been joined by his 
brother Étienne a few years later. Julien was able to 
remain in Canada and manage both of their farms, 
while Étienne rejoined his regiment. He was killed 
in battle in 1918. Both men had been single, and 
Julien continued to live by himself for a few years. 
Loneliness finally got to him, and he went back to 
Brittany and married. He returned to his farm with 
his wife and founded a family whose descendants 
still live in Alberta and contribute to the cultural 
diversity of the province. Mathurin Guevello, who 
had come to Canada with the Le Jeloux brothers 
and had homesteaded near them, is presumed to 
have been lost in action as he was never heard from 
again. Two other pairs of brothers of French origin 
who homesteaded in the area also returned to serve 

French war bond 

postcard. Germaine Mahé 

Champagne postcard 

collection.
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their country: Pierre and Paul Oyenart, and Armand 
and Pierre Duholde. It is not known if they returned 
or not. 

Further research is required to establish con-
clusively how many Franco-Europeans joined up 
with their regiments in their homelands, or with 
Canadian battalions. There is a list of over 250 
Franco-Albertans who enrolled in the armed forces, 
but neither the French nor Belgians are included in 
that group.23 If we are to judge by the numbers re-
counted in the papers, there could have been at least 
300. One thing is certain, however: the loss of these 
men, including many of their families who followed 
them back to France, was significant to Alberta’s 
French community, and to Albertans in general. As 
my grandfather Alex wrote in the weekly paper, La 
Survivance, a few years later concerning the naming 
of a new railway station of the Canadian National 
Railways, there were plenty of choices to be found 
locally as “several young men of the region had sacri-
ficed their life full of youth and hope in the trenches 
of France so that life and the youth could continue to 
prosper here without interruption.”24
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“The common patriotic impulse which stirred the 
whole of Canada and which found a voice in all 
the Universities of the country found expression 
amongst us,” wrote University of Alberta Presi-
dent H.M. Tory, when reflecting on his institution’s 
contribution to Canada’s First World War effort.1 In 
August 1914, the University of Alberta was one of the 
youngest educational institutions in Canada; how-
ever, its support of the war at home and abroad was 
one of dedication and commitment far beyond what 
could have been expected. 

Although the university had only 439 registered 
students and a small staff when war broke out, by the 
end of the conflict, in 1918, 484 staff and students 
had served in some capacity in the armed forces, 82 
of whom died. Reacting to this toll, Tory maintained: 
“Certainly civilization is asking a terrible price, but a 
price which is worth paying, if liberty and honour are 
to be conserved in the world.”2 The number of Uni-
versity of Alberta students registered per academic 
year between 1914 and 1918 was less than the overall 
number of students and staff serving overseas. For 
example, in 1914, the university rugby team won 
the provincial championship; by 1916, all members 

were serving on the Western Front. By 1916, roughly 
50 percent of the U of A staff and student body were 
serving in some capacity overseas in various units 
throughout the Canadian and British military forces. 
In May 1915, Herbert Joseph Ball of the Faculty of 
Arts became the first student killed in action. Of 
this, the university’s newspaper, The Gateway, pro-
claimed: “The blood of ‘Bert’ Ball has baptized the 
University of Alberta to her share in the great battle 
for freedom.”3 

One of the first units overseas with a significant 
contingent of U of A students was the 11th Field Am-
bulance, a unit also containing students from British 
Columbia, Saskatchewan, and Manitoba. The com-
manding officer of the 32-person U of A section was 
Major Heber Moshier, professor of physiology, later 
promoted to colonel and commanding officer. While 
in Canada, the men were billeted at the Manitoba 
Agricultural College (MAC), where they went through 
basic training. Reginald Lister was one of the U of A 
boys who joined up and wrote about his first im-
pression at the MAC: “We were lined up, told to get 
to the stores and receive our uniforms, be dressed as 
soldiers and be ready to parade for supper. . . . Well, 
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you can guess what kind of soldiers we looked like. 
Half of the uniforms didn’t fit and the way the boys 
had their puttees on they looked fine!”4 

The unit embarked for France in May 1916, 
where they undertook a range of tasks includ-
ing medical treatment, removal and retrieval of 
wounded and dead soldiers, and ferrying of supplies. 
It was dangerous work, and the official history of the 
11th Field Ambulance remarked: “The green infantry 
man might refer to the ambulance man as a trench 
dodger, but once let him be carried out wounded or 
tended behind the line for sickness and his estima-
tion underwent a change.”5

Although life on the front was dangerous, bouts 
of mischievousness broke up the monotony and 
danger of the day to day. The men of the 11th Field 
Ambulance were key figures in one of these events. 

In May 1917, when Colonel Moshier was to take over 
as commanding officer of the 11th, the officers de-
cided to stage a large dinner in his honour and that of 
his predecessor Colonel MacQueen. Captain Turn-
bull was placed in charge of obtaining the liquor for 
the dinner, and did so late the night before. Turn-
bull acquired the liquor but, with the officer’s mess 
closed, he decided to store the spirits under his bed. 
The next morning, Captain Turnbull, to his shock 
and dismay, discovered that all the liquor had been 
stolen while he slept. The officers searched high and 
low but could not find the alcohol, and were forced 
to have a dry dinner. After the war, Reginald (Reg) 
Lister reported that several U of A students confessed 
to stealing the liquor right out from under Captain 
Turnbull’s bed “and had sunk it in a small river at the 
back of the camp, suspending the bottles by string 

University of Alberta, 11th Field Ambulance, 1916, Smith Co., photographer. University of Alberta Archives, 69-12-73, Gateway newspaper.
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around the necks. And for months they would go and 
bring in a bottle or two and have a party.”6 

The single largest contribution by the U of A 
came with the creation of the 196th battalion, oth-
erwise known as the Western Universities Battalion. 
The presidents of the four provincial universities 
(British Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, and 
Manitoba) proposed to the government of Canada 
that each university raise one company (roughly 
150 to 200 men) to form a battalion for front line 
service. However, not all enlisted men came directly 
from the institution as the “conditions of eligibility 
are . . . professional and business men of education; 

graduates of any university; undergraduates; high 
school students of suitable age; students of various 
schools and colleges, students and junior members 
of the learned professions in the provinces; and 
friends of these various groups.”7 

It would have been extremely difficult for a 
school whose enrollment stood at just under 400 
students to raise a company nearly half that size. 
Therefore, Tory expanded the eligibility for recruit-
ment. Similar action was taken by all four of the 
western Canadian universities.8 Although designed 
so that all four companies would fight alongside each 
other, the 196th would not see action as a unit, as it 

The first University of 

Alberta draft, 1915, 

unknown photographer. 

Back row (left to right): 

G.T. Riley, J.A. Carswell, 

Dr. H.M. Tory, J.S. Kerr; 

middle row (left to right): 

A. McQueen, E. Parsons, 

C. Beck; front row (left 

to right): N. McArthur, 

R. Stevens, Capt. H.J. 

MacLeod, A.T. Glanville. 

University of Alberta 

Archives, AN 87-78-0002. 
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University of Alberta Company—196th Battalion, Edmonton, June 1916, unknown photographer. University of Alberta Archives, AN 69-12-75.
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was made into a reinforcement battalion to supply 
fresh troops to units already in combat. University 
pride was evidenced in the song “The 196th Forever: 
The Good Old U of A,”9 written to the tune of ‘The 
Maple Leaf Forever.” 

The university also made plans to recruit a 
company for a Canadian universities tank battalion. 
In 1916, tanks had made their first appearance 
on the Western Front. The British high command 
began promoting their use so that, by 1918, tanks 
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proliferated throughout the British Army and the 
Canadian Corps. The Canadian militia department 
requested that the 1st Canadian Tank Battalion be 
formed from all the universities across Canada. 
William A.R. Kerr, interim president (President 
Tory was involved with the Khaki University at the 
time), actively pushed for a company to be made up 
of U of A students, and was adamant that the entire 
battalion be comprised of Canadian university 
students. Writing to the judge advocate general of 
the Canadian forces, Lieutenant Colonel Biggar, 
Kerr stated: “We do not wish students to be mixed 
indiscriminately with regular recruits. If we had 
assurance that University men would serve together 
under our own officers we could get satisfactory 
enrolment.”10 This concern was also shared by 
Professor W.H. Alexander, who, applying for a 
captaincy in the tank battalion, wrote: “Can you 
advise re proposed Tanks battalion whether unit 
is genuinely of university character in officering 
and organization? Good prospects locally if such 
is case.”11 

It was obvious that those involved in the re-
cruiting process at the university were concerned 
that the battalion be made up primarily of univer-
sity students in order to keep its unique character. 
In July 1918, while the tank battalion was training 
in England, President Kerr received a letter from 
the Department of Militia and Defence stating: “As 
you are aware the unit was raised for the most part, 
through the instrumentality of Canadian universi-
ties; and it should be reinforced by men of the same 
type and standing as those who joined it on forma-
tion.”12 This letter alleviated the concerns of both 
Kerr and Alexander. 

U of A staff also committed themselves to the 
war effort by serving as commissioned officers. A 
graduate of the University of Toronto medical school, 

Professor Moshier was 27 when he enlisted in 1916, 
and started as second in command of the 11th Field 
Ambulance Unit (commanding the U of A contin-
gent that included nearly the entire medical class of 
1914); Professor MacEachran, a philosophy profes-
sor, became a captain in the 196th Battalion; and 
Professor Macleod, lecturer in electrical engineer-
ing, accepted a commission as commanding officer 
of “C” company of the 196th Battalion. Not all were 
directly involved in combat units. Professor Robert 
Boyle, head of the Department of Physics, went to the 
United Kingdom and undertook pivotal research on 
sonar technology and detection of submarines. Boyle 
was born in Newfoundland and attended McGill 
University, studying under Sir Ernest Rutherford 
in the area of radioactivity. In 1909, he had gone to 
work with Rutherford at the University of Manches-
ter, and in 1912 was recruited by President Tory to 
set up the physics department at the U of A. There he 
shifted his research interest to ultrasonics. After his 
wartime work in Britain, he returned to the U of A 
in 1919.

Several pieces of information highlight the 
fact that soldiers and staff were cognizant of their 
university attachments even when on the Western 
Front and fighting in various units. In spring 1917, 
Reg Lister described how the 11th Field Ambulance 
staged a mock convocation, as several of the unit’s 
members would have graduated that year. The men 
of the 11th were billeted in an old barn, and that was 
used as an interim convocation hall. Lister records: 
“Our academic procession was quite a sight, with 
hoods and gowns made of everything from a sand 
bag to a canvas water bucket.”13 Obviously, the men 
were well aware of the interruption that the war had 
caused to both their educational and personal lives. 

One of the more remarkable moments high-
lighting the young men’s university ties took place in 
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June 1917 when a reunion of sorts was held involving 
many U of A students fighting on the front. By this 
time, all four divisions of the Canadian Corps were 
fighting together, and this made it possible for a 
significant number of the students serving in the 
corps to come together in the sector surrounding 
Vimy Ridge. Lister wrote: “It was a very nice affair 
and I believe it was the only time so many from the 
U of A got together; and many who were there that 
night did not return to Canada.”14 The jovial atmo-
sphere contrasted sharply with the stark realities of 
life on the front, where nearly 3,600 lives were lost 
to capture the ridge. 

The constant threat of death and danger could 
seriously affect the attitudes of the men. Thus, 
staying connected to home was a crucial component 
of fighting against a drop in morale. One of the most 

important methods of connecting back home was 
through the Soldiers Comfort Club letters. These 
were, simply, newsletters sent to all the students 
and staff from the U of A serving in Europe. During 
the academic year, they were also published in The 
Gateway, the student newspaper, for all to read. The 
letters discussed local Edmonton and university 
news, as well as information concerning U of A staff 
and students serving overseas. For example, in No-
vember 1917 the paper discussed the withdrawal of 
Russia from the war after the Bolshevik revolution, 
as well as the death of Lieutenant J.E. Van Petten, a 
pivotal player on both the university wrestling and 
football teams.15 

Some of the students recruited from the U of A 
were products of the university’s Canadian Officers 
Training Corps (COTC) program, established in 

Third University Company 

Overseas, 1915, unknown 

photographer. Front 

row (left to right): F. 

Philip Galbraith, Harvey 

Beecroft, G. Stanley Fife, 

Robert M. Martin, A. Earl 

F. Robinson, F. Reg Henry; 

middle row (left to right): 

Salteau, E.C. Peters, Earl 

German, J.B. McCubbin, 

Larry H. Crawford; 

back row (left to right): 

Donald S. Edwards, 

A. Hutchinson. University 

of Alberta Archives, AN 

71-197.
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January 1915 with the approval of the Canadian 
Department of Militia and Defence. Male staff and 
students received military training and obtained 
university credit. The COTC also had a professor’s 
platoon where, for a brief period, President Tory 
held the rank of private. His commanding officer 
was Professor Killam, with the rank of lieutenant. 
While Tory accepted the lowly rank of private, he 
never forgot his own civilian position, as noted in 
an anecdote recounted by Professor Alexander. 
Lieutenant Killam was lecturing on proper marching 
order and, in the middle of his talk, Private Tory 

piped up and stated, “Lt Killam, there’s a bad draught 
through the Convocation Hall: would you mind 
shutting the east door?” Alexander noted, “The 
foundations of the Empire and every last sacred 
tradition of the British Army rocked violently to and 
fro, and it was even thought that Jove’s thunderbolt 
might descend upon him who had sinned beyond all 
redemption, but Professor Killam shut the door as 
required, and then Lieutenant Killam resumed the 
drill.”16 By 1916, the COTC had over 150 registered 
students and was the main recruitment pool for 
the university.

Artillery Army Group, University of Alberta, August 1914. University of Alberta Archives, AN 69-97-251.
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As in most Canadian academic institutions, male 
enrollment steadily declined during the war years 
as enlistments increased. This resulted in a rise in 
the enrollment of women. The board of governors’ 
reports for the 1915–16 academic year showed 57 
women enrolled. The next academic year, 85 women 
were enrolled, and for the first time the position of 
president of the student union went to a woman. For 
the 1917–18 academic year, 118 women were reg-
istered, and in the final year of the war 187 female 
students were enrolled. As Professor Alexander 
wrote, “Much of the duty of keeping alive university 
tradition and carrying on university societies rested 
with the girls, and they rose to the occasion.”17 

The campus continued to act as a centre of re-
cruiting, training, and supporting the war effort. In 
early 1915, President Tory and the board of gover-
nors offered up the university hospital for military 
use. The federal government rejected this because 
it had enough facilities for the care of the sick and 
wounded. However, by 1916, the increasing number 
of casualties resulted in the government rescind-
ing the rejection and using the hospital for sick 
and wounded military personnel. The government 
continued to operate the hospital until 1922, when 
its control was handed back to the university. During 
that period, its bacteriological department was man-
aged by the Department of Militia and Defence, and 
played a significant role in production and adminis-
tration of an anti-typhoid vaccine that was adminis-
tered to all men recruited from Alberta.

Although university life revolved around the 
war effort, this did not prevent some other devel-
opments. In October 1915, the Arts building, home 
of the faculties of Arts and Sciences, was officially 
opened and became the largest building on campus. 
This was the first building to be built on campus 

solely for the use of the university. It was the only 
major physical addition to the campus during the 
war. The curriculum, however, continued to expand. 
In 1915, the College of Agriculture was established 
(later to be the Faculty of Agriculture) with E.A. 
Howes as the first dean. The university now had five 
faculties, the other four being Law, Applied Science, 
Arts, and Medicine. That same year the Committee 
of Graduate Studies was established. Pharmacy was 
taught at the university since 1914, and was offi-
cially recognized as the School of Pharmacy in 1917. 
The teaching of dentistry began that same year and 
was considered a department within the Faculty 
of Medicine. The Department of Accountancy was 
established in 1916 and later became the School 
of Commerce. In 1918, the Department of House-
hold Economics was established. The war may have 
occupied the minds and the actions of the majority 
of those on campus; however, under President Tory, 
the educational opportunities offered continued 
to expand in a variety of areas. As John Macdonald 
wrote: “With these beginnings . . . the shape of things 
to come was already clearly foreshadowed when 
peace broke out.”18 

When the war began, the University of Al-
berta was a small institution attempting to forge 
its identity and prove its worth. The dedication of 
staff and students to the war effort resulted in a 
stronger, more focused institution by war’s end that 
was poised to play a leading role in post-secondary 
education in western Canada. Enrollment sharply 
increased in the years following the cessation of 
hostilities. Yet, 82 men paid the supreme price, 
and many more came back physically and emo-
tionally damaged. Nonetheless, the development of 
the University of Alberta during the war years was 
marked with maturation and growth, paralleling 
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the country’s development. The university, like the 
country that came out of 1918, had grown rapidly and 
in unforeseen ways. Its following decades would be 
guided by the institutional and cultural foundation 
laid during the formative years of 1914–18.
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The University of Alberta Archives is the repository 
of the Alberta College South Fonds.1 Among these are 
302 letters and cards written by students from the 
First World War battlefront to Lady Principal Nettie 
Burkholder, and four of her returned letters. The 
letters are largely handwritten on both sides of very 
thin paper, mostly in pencil; some are on letterhead 
(YMCA, regimental, and Royal Flying Corps). They 
recount the experiences of the writers, most “pro-
bationers,” or individuals studying for the ministry 
at the theological college of the Methodist Church in 
Alberta. Their survival indicates that Miss Burk-
holder believed the correspondence was historically 
significant. The demographic represented at the 
college was that of the British ruling elite, whether 
immigrants from the United Kingdom, or arrivals 
from Ontario and the Atlantic region. A memorial 
service was held at the college in December 1919, 
and a newspaper article observed: 

A tribute to the fallen was offered by Dr. 
D.E. Thomas which was followed by a silent 
tribute. Addresses of Welcome were extended 
by Dr. H.R. Smith, on behalf of the governors 

of the college, and by Miss Nettie Burkholder, 
B.A., on behalf of the faculty. Dean Kerr also 
tendered a welcome on behalf of the uni-
versity and the affiliated colleges. Messrs. 
Johnson [probationer Ralph E.] and Pinder 
[probationer Charles S.] responded to the 
addresses.2

The article noted that 85 students enlisted initially, 
followed by another 32 after the war began. Nineteen 
were killed, among them letter writers J. Crawford 
Anglin, John R. Barker, Arthur M. Hummel, and 
Clement Beck Wilson. 

The letters are unexpected in that male students 
were writing to the “Lady Principal,” rather than to 
Principal J.H. Riddell or other male staff. They reveal 
the astounding network established by Burkholder 
that provided not only moral support, friendship, 
and encouragement but also comfort packages. Fifty 
letter writers are represented, with the number of 
letters and cards per individual ranging from one to 
66. Keeping up with this correspondence required 
amazing commitment from Burkholder, particularly 
during term time when she performed the duties of 
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lady principal and instructor. Burkholder nurtured a 
sense of camaraderie and mutual support that bound 
the group together as she passed on news received in 
letters around the writing circle. Who was the lady 
principal, and who were the letter writers? 

The Lady Principal

Nettie Burkholder was born in Hamilton, Ontario, 
on 1 January 1863 and died in Edmonton on 16 Sep-
tember 1950.3 She was of a Swiss Mennonite family, 
and her ancestor Jacob Burkholder immigrated to 
Pennsylvania in 1765. As a United Empire Loyalist, 
in 1794, he chose to settle in Canada, taking up a land 
grant near Hamilton, Barton Township. The family 
converted to Methodism and established Burk-
holder Methodist Church in 1886.4 Miss Burkhold-
er’s educational aspirations were supported by her 
family, and made possible by the growing movement 
within the Methodist Church that allowed women to 
seek higher education for self-improvement, and 
to better accomplish their duties as homemakers 
and church workers. Johanna M. Selles in Methodists 
and Women’s Education in Ontario 1836–1925 explores 
social change regarding women, linking it with 
the growth in dedicated “women’s colleges.” She 
observes that in the 1880s women were allowed to 
study at Victoria College, which had been established 
in 1831 by the Wesleyan Methodist Church and notes 
that this was a reversal of the policy set in 1842 by 
Principal Egerton Ryerson.5

Burkholder attended Wesleyan Ladies College in 
Hamilton, receiving a solid education that nurtured 
a “Christian feminist sensibility.” Selles writes: 
“Another student, Nettie Burkholder, argued in the 
same issue of the Portfolio [the student newspaper], 

Miss Nettie Burkholder in academic dress, ca. 1885, C. Larves, 

photographer. Whitby Public Library Collection, public domain.
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that a woman who had taken a college course could 
not become a butterfly of fashion. Women could 
continue to develop their minds or work for the ele-
vation of humanity.”6 In 1891, Burkholder obtained 
a Bachelor of Arts degree from Victoria College 
and joined the staff of the Ontario Ladies College, 
Whitby, as instructor of English and chemistry. In 
1901, she became Lady Principal and served in that 
capacity until 1912, when she was lured to Edmonton 
by the founders of Alberta College South.7

Alberta College was established in 1903, on the 
north bank of the North Saskatchewan River, with 
the Reverend John Riddell as principal. The college 
was coeducational and offered matriculation courses 
as well as arts and business courses. University of 
Alberta founding president Henry Marshall Tory 
encouraged the establishment of a Methodist College 
on the University of Alberta grounds, and, thus, 
Alberta College South (ACS) was born in 1910 (the 
college was located on the south side of the North 
Saskatchewan River). It was also known as Methodist 
Theological.

At the outbreak of the war, Burkholder was an 
established and beloved figure ready to do whatever 
was required to support the war effort. On 28 Oc-
tober 1915, according to the student newspaper The 
Gateway, the students’ union set up a new society, 
“The University Soldiers’ Comfort Club,” to send 
“articles of luxury or comfort” to soldiers. At ACS, 
Miss Burkholder took charge. The “Alberta College” 
column, in the December 7 issue, noted:

The ladies have just mailed Xmas boxes to 
12 of the college boys who are serving in 
overseas regiments. The boxes are 8" × 8" × 
8", and contain a varied assortment of goods 
useful to the soldier on active services, such 

as shortbread, cookies, hankys [sic], shoe 
laces, chocolate, soap, powder (vermin), 
sharing materials, etc. The college students 
feel grateful to Miss Burkholder and the 
ladies for their activity in this matter, thus 
showing the boys at the front that they are 
not forgotten.8

While the boxes provided bodily comfort, the hun-
dreds of letters that she sent were, for the recipients, 
a tangible token of home. Their responses allowed 
them to share their experiences with someone who 
would not sit in judgment. The letters are a powerful 
outpouring of hopes, dreams, and experiences from 
the perspective of those who lived the war.9

Paul Fussell’s The Great War and Modern Memory 
contextualized the war through the writings of estab-
lished authors and intellectuals. Jonathan F. Vance in 
Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning, and the First World 
War focused on the perceptions of Canadians and 
discussed battles such as Vimy Ridge as foundational 
to nationhood. Both point out the way in which the 
war was “mythologized” and communicate an anti-
war sentiment that became prevalent in the Western 
democracies as opposition grew to the Vietnam war 
in the 1970s. While placing wartime experiences into 
larger historical and social contexts is important, 
this kind of interpretation downplays what the letter 
writers and diarists desired to communicate. With 
the range of war centenaries coming up, it is perhaps 
time to let them speak in their own voices.

Miss Burkholder’s Returned Letters 

Of the hundreds of missives that Miss Burkholder 
sent off, five letters and one postcard have survived 
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because they were returned to sender. The earliest 
were written to George North (30 January and 15 Oc-
tober 1916). In the first, she began with an apology:

Your interesting letter to me was read eagerly 
by all your friends, and we feel very proud 
of you, for your heroic courage through all 
these dangerous times. But I feel I have no 
right even to offer words of encouragement 
to you, when I have done so little myself. It 
seems that I have hardly changed my mode of 
living—going daily to classes, and attending 
to the little round of duties, while you are 
enduring so much hardship. But then your 
reward will be greater because you have suf-
fered much for your fellow-men.10

She recounted that more recruits had left and were 
currently in Montreal, and included a report on how 
the boys abroad were faring:

Dr. Riddell’s son, Harold now in France 
is dangerously ill with spinal meningitis. 
Mrs. Riddell left immediately and is now 
probably in France. Harold is in St. Omer 
hospital, and the last cablegram Friday said 
he was very low. Dr. Riddell has aged consid-
erably since Harold left but this last stroke 
has been very hard to bear. Dr. and Mrs. 
Dyde [Samuel Dyde was the first princi-
pal of Robertson College, the Presbyterian 
Theological College] have looked much 
worried lately because their eldest son, who 
was a Rhodes’ Scholar at Oxford is now com-
manding an artillery unit and is constantly 
exposed to danger. Their second son leaves in 
the spring.11

The Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) experi-
enced 399 cases of cerebrospinal meningitis, of 
which 219 resulted in death.12

She continued: “Dr. Tory and the Presidents of 
the other Western Universities are now at Ottawa 
planning to send a full company of men in the 
spring.” This account is juxtaposed with news about 
plans for the spring convocation, descriptions of 
college activities, as well as talk of the weather. The 
letter continued with news about the boys: 

I wonder if you knew Mr. J.C. Anglin. He 
is now at Shorncliffe expecting to cross to 
France. He is in the 4th Company P.P.C.L.I. 
and his home in war Dublin. Also Margaret 
Anglin, the actress is his cousin. Mr. Mc-
Cubbin [Jesse B.] is in France “Somewhere”, 
and also Mr. A.L. Smith, men from Alberta 
College. Is it possible that some time you may 
meet. We have 35 names on our Honor Roll 
now, which hangs in the Main Hall near the 
entrance to the Assembly Hall.13

Burkholder was conscious of the paradox in 
their respective situations and, after describing her 
Sunday activities, noted: “It seems a quiet, pro-
tected life and apparently unconscious of the terrible 
shrieks of shot and shell that you hear. It seems so 
unfair that you and others should endure so much 
and we so little.”14 She also mentioned a disturb-
ing trend:

A strange feature about the war is that crime 
is on the increase, and papers report many 
dreadful murders. It is going to be difficult 
to keep up the morals and also the religious 
tone of the country. We feel we are nearing a 
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religious revival, and to that end, a series of 
services were held in the University for all the 
students and the city. These services came 
early in January and lasted three days. We feel 
that the students were given a deeper insight 
into life and that whether they go to the Front 
or stay at home, they will do “their bit” with 
better understanding.15

These observations reflect the sense shared by many 
that the war meant the end of civilization as they 
knew it.

The October 15 letter noted that the January 
letter had been returned to her, and she wonders 
whether she has the correct address. She reported 
that Mr. Pinder had assured her that North was well, 
but, subsequently, Pinder himself had been badly 
injured. She continued:

I think you would not know Mr. Anglin, 
and Mr. McInnes. We hear they have paid 
the Great Sacrifice, also Albert Robertson, 
nephew of Dr. Tory is thought to be dead as he 
cannot be found. Mr. McCubbin is wounded, 
also Mr. Hummel and Mr. Roy Taylor. 

Mr. Sydney Bainbridge wrote a short time 
ago that he and his brother were stretcher- 
bearers, a very dangerous work. They 
expected another charge and dreaded the 
result when picking up the wounded. Mr. 
[unreadable] and Mr. Cooke are also with the 
Ambulance Corps.16

The letters reveal that she kept track of the bat-
talions in which her boys served, and their progress 
through newspaper accounts. She refers specifically 
to the University Battalion (196th) and the 151st. 

There are no letters from North to Miss Burk-
holder. Corporal North (19903, 10th Battalion) died 
on 11 August 1916, and his gravesite is at Transport 
Farm, Zillebeke, southeast of Ypres.17 The battles 
fought at Ypres over a three-year period claimed a 
number of ACS students.18 Herbert Joseph Ball, the 
first ACS and University of Alberta student to be 
killed, is noted in an article in the 1 November 1915 
issue of The Gateway titled “Dead on the Field of 
Honour.” His profile is typical of that of many of the 
ACS students. He was born 11 February 1887 in Cov-
entry, England, and registered at the university in 
1912 in the arts faculty, studying theology and living 
at ACS. He was killed 8 May 1915 during the Second 
Battle of Ypres where the Germans first made exten-
sive use of poison gas on the Western Front. This did 
not prevent a victory by the 1st Canadian Division.19 

The envelope of the letter Miss Burkholder wrote 
to Arthur M. Hummel (487409) dated 18 Novem-
ber 1917 has “Missing” on it as well as “wounded in 
hosp.”20 A letter from Hummel dated 26 September 
1917 began by apologizing for not writing to her 
sooner and also thanked her for the “liberal parcel” 
sent by her “kind brother.”21 She had been visiting 
her brother in Chicago and enlisted him in sending 
comforts to her boys. Hummel mentioned sharing 
the parcel’s contents with other soldiers because 
there were no ACS boys nearby to benefit from it. He 
provided a status report:

You have heard Sammie won the Military 
Medal to represent A.C. in this old game.

We regret the sad fact that Girtl[e] Baker 
was taken prisoner. Five of his comrades 
were wounded in the trench near Girt and he 
being nearest to Fritz and a few long paces 
from them was surprised and carried away by 
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a Hun officer and six men so I was informed. 
McCubbin, Cook, Ball, Pinder, Musto and 
Mason are in England as far as I know now. 
Harding I believe is there also. Sid Bain-
bridge is no doubt within range of you most 
of the time so can tell you all about it.22

Campbell was a bit of a joker as evidenced in 
a quote that Sid Bainbridge attributed to him in 
a letter dated 12 September 1916, “somewhere in 
France”: “Well, Sid you know swotting Latin would 
be not too bad now, after a few of the grim experi-
ences out here.”23 Hummel mentioned that he had 
been away from the battalion at a training school 
for the last couple of weeks and speculated that 
they would “clean up on the Hun before 1918.”24 
Burkholder’s letter of 18 November 1917 provided 
Christmas greetings and reported that they were 
based at Pembina Hall because the college building 
was being used as a convalescent home for returning 
soldiers. She also referred to Dr. Tory’s commission 
from the Canadian government and the YMCA for the 
further education of Canadian soldiers during their 
rest periods and demobilization. Private Hummel 
(487409, PPCLI) died on 17 November 1917, a ca-
sualty of the Third Battle of Ypres at Passchendaele, 
where he was buried.25

The returned letter to John R. Barker (911346, 
Canadian Infantry, Saskatchewan Regiment, 46th 
Battalion and 196th Battalion), dated 28 October 
1917, is stamped “Killed in action.” Burkholder 
mentioned that they had heard that he was wounded 
and enquired about the nature of the wounds.26 She 
noted an increase in enrollment in the faculty of 
agriculture, and observed that it was for this reason 
that they were exempted from enlisting. She tells 
him that Bainbridge and Clarke are back taking 

courses (both were wounded and invalided out), 
and continued: “Mr. Hustler writes of his good days 
in London while yet in a hospital. He may be in that 
city until the New Year. We hear that Mr. Pinder and 
Mr. McCubbin have gone to France again with much 
less enthusiasm than when they first went. It is so 
hard to pluck up courage to go again into the horrors 
that they have escaped from for a time.”27 The cycle 
of injury, hospitalization, and return to the front 
appears repeatedly in the letters.

There are two letters from Barker. The first, 
dated 31 December 1916, was from Seaford, Sussex, 
and recounted the joy with which her Christmas 
parcel and the college news were received. He also 
reported an outbreak of measles:

Our battalion is still in quarantine but we 
are expecting our release in a few days. We 
have been confined to our line for over three 
weeks now. Measles have been very prevalent 
throughout the camp and few battalions have 
escaped quarantine. I had the pleasure of 
six days’ leave shortly after we arrived here, 
and I spent the time at home with my people 
in Yorkshire. I enjoyed the short holiday 
immensely.28

Measles, a disease affecting the young, spread 
like wildfire in barracks. Among the CEF, it saw 
2,186 men hospitalized, with 30 deaths.29 Barker 
mentioned that he, Upton, and Chapman were 
taking Officers Training Corps courses and were 
recommended by Major Macleod and interviewed 
by Major Eaton.30 Barker discussed the possibility of 
advancement: “If one does not get a chance to take a 
commission, the training and insight one receives in 
this course must be invaluable. We study everything 
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from the officer’s point of view. There is a lot of work 
to do, but I prefer this to the humdrum life we have 
been living.”31 The next letter, dated 2 August 1917 
from “Somewhere in France,” is written in pencil, 
and the envelope has on it “opened by censor.”32 
Barker thanked Burkholder for her letters and men-
tioned that they were “particularly welcome” since 
he was on the front lines:

You will be interested to know that we had a 
Varsity Reunion here about four weeks ago, 
and about fifty of us gathered for the evening. 
We had a very pleasant time and it was surely 
fine to see the old faces again. 

J. Bainbridge was there and looked well. 
V. Hummell too was present. I understand 
that Baker [Gyrtle] was taken prisoner just 
three nights before we had the Reunion. 
He came across to France a short time ago. 
Hustler is in Blighty having been gassed while 
in the line. C.B. Wilson was killed in action. 
I have come through safely so far and except 
for a touch of “nyralgia” [sic] am feeling quite 
well. I am with the 46th Battalion, Canadians, 
B.E.F. France.33

Barker died aged 35 on 25 October 1917 at 
Passchendaele. 

The Ultimate Sacrifice

It is not only the men whose letters were returned 
who made “the ultimate sacrifice.” There are three 
letters from Private Clement Beck Wilson (487389). 
He was born in Dundee, Scotland, on 31 December 
1886 and grew up in Toronto before going to ACS 

to study for the ministry. He enlisted 12 December 
1915 in Montreal with the PPCLI (Eastern Ontario 
Regiment) and indicated in his attestation papers 
that he had prior military experience, likely with 
the Canadian Officers Training Corps (COTC) at the 
university. Wilson wrote on 1 January 1916 from 
McGill where the 5th University Company was based 
before going overseas.34 He had already received his 
first comfort package, including a “hussif” made 
by the “young ladies” of the college. The “Alberta 
College” column in The Gateway of 16 December 1915 
explained what the mysterious “hussif” was. College 
Principal Dr. Riddell had given a banquet in honour 
of the boys who had enlisted in the 5th Universities 
Contingent and were about to depart: “Mrs. Rid-
dell, on behalf of the student body, presented each 
recruit with a small testament, and Miss Burkholder, 
on behalf of the ladies of the faculty, presented a 
‘hussif’ complete with outfits necessary for mending 
clothes.” The Middle English term for housewife 
clearly was still in common usage and, in this in-
stance, described a basic sewing kit.

The next letter is dated 27 November 1916. 
Wilson thanked her for her postcard and, with a 
touch of black humour, noted: “My friends out here 
tell me that I am getting fat. I think Mr. Peters is 
judging from a photograph which I sent him after a 
long hard trip in the trenches, before I recuperated 
from it.”35 He catalogued the boys who were with 
him on the French front and noted that they remi-
nisced about the “good old days” at the college. He 
cheerfully observed that “the war will not last much 
longer and the prices will return to normal when the 
men return to their homes.” The inevitable tally of 
injuries and deaths is made, including the death of 
Bert Ball buried in “one of the towns in France” and 
the wounding of “Pinder, Clark [Giles H.], Hummel, 
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Bainsbridge [Joseph W.]. . . . How different from a 
year ago when we were starting out for our training 
for real. Now we have seen six months of service 
and will be willing to see peace declared any day.”36 
Wilson’s last letter is dated 14 February 1917, and he 
teased Burkholder about putting 1916 in her letter 
and then crossing it out.37 

The soldiers appear to be well informed about 
the war effort, including the American vacillation 
as to whether to enter the conflict. A column in 
The Gateway indicates that this was debated at ACS 
and the opinion that the US should not enter the 
war won. Wilson wrote: “I do not fully understand 
the situation in the States, but I expect a break of a 
definite nature now. The U-boat campaign of Fritz 
is not meeting with very favourable treatment from 
the neutral nations. I hope it will tend to shorten the 
war, and bring a permanent peace. I expect Peace 
soon and then for a big reunion at A.C. with all the 
boys and the ladies too.” Wilson died on 26 April 
1917 at the Battle of Méricourt (one of the series 
of battles around Vimy Ridge). An obituary in the 
Toronto Star of 26 May 1917 noted:

Signaller C.B. Wilson, a former resident of 
Toronto, is reported killed in action. A letter 
from Corp. J.W. Bainbridge, a fellow-student 
and probationer for the Methodist ministry, 
states that Signaller Wilson was instantly 
killed on April 26th by shell explosion while 
carrying out his duty in the trenches. He 
enlisted in Calgary with an infantry battalion 
eighteen months ago, and had been in France 
over a year. He lived in Toronto about three 
years, being a member of Epworth Methodist 
Church.

A Crisis of Faith

In all of the letters, there are a number of set phrases 
about the dead, such as “they paid the Great Sacri-
fice” and “a true hero fighting for a noble cause.” For 
the Christian population in Alberta, in particular the 
students of ACS, the war was between God and Satan, 
good and evil. In a letter dated 12 September 1916 
from France, Sid Bainbridge indicated a shift from 
the role of combatant:

My brother and I have just recently handed 
in our rifles and ammunition in exchange for 
a First Aid kit and Stretcher. It is our duty to 
give First Aid treatment to the wounded in 
the trenches, and superintend their removal 
to the nearest dressing-station. This work 
is very strenuous and entails much exposure 
to shells etc. but we both like it fine as it is 
more suited to our conscience to heal rather 
than destroy.38

He also talked about the ACS men’s ability to adapt to 
hardships and compared them to Saint Paul: “That 
whatsoever state we are in, therewith to be content.” 
For Bainbridge, their war service was comparable 
to being a missionary: “In a short time we expect to 
be once more in the thick of the fray, and it is very 
uncertain as to how many of us will see this thing 
through. But whatever it means we feel we are here 
under Divine Guidance, and I feel quite satisfied 
that if my Father has still a work for me to do He will 
bring me safely through.”39

Resignation to divine will provided Bainbridge 
with comfort and is evidence of his commitment 
to the ministry. He was born in Carlisle, Scotland, 
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and received his early education there acting as a 
Sunday school teacher and local preacher. He came 
to Alberta in 1913 and received his probation in 
1914. He entered ACS in 1916 working as a summer 
supply preacher and also teaching school in the 
“Ruthenian” (Ukrainian) settlement area. He was 
invalided out (his brother Joe bandaged his wounds 
in the trenches) and ended up at the Edinburgh War 
Hospital in Bangor, Scotland. By 13 August 1917 he 
was in the Strathcona Military Hospital in Edmonton 
and writing to Miss Burkholder in Chicago anticipat-
ing the start of term.40 

In an article in the 13 December 1917 issue of 
The Gateway, Bainbridge noted that, at the request 
of the editor, he was “presenting the impressions 
of a returned soldier regarding the attitude of our 
boys in khaki to the Christian Church as it exists 
today. A ‘Theologue’ in the rank and file of the army, 
needless to say, has a glorious opportunity of gaining 
first-hand knowledge of what the average man of the 
world is thinking about, and of course more particu-
larly what he thinks of the Church.” He asserted: “In 
a word, it can be said without much fear of contra-
diction, although with much regret and shame, that 
the average soldier in our army today has very little 
use for our Church.” Bainbridge had little time for 
the comfortable Christians at home prognosticating 
about the war:

Our soldiers shun the Church, but not the 
Christ, whom the churches claim to repre-
sent. Why are our boys ready to tolerate such 
frightful conditions as exist in the trenches? 
Why do they make such tremendous sacri-
fice, and are so determined “to see this thing 
through?” It is because like Jesus Christ, 

they want to give mankind a chance; they 
are ready to die out yonder in France that 
we at home might live in the best sense. Our 
President tells us that the soldier at his best 
is the most wonderful thing in the world. 
What gives to him this spirit of greatness? It 
is because he is living a life of sacrifice, and 
like St. Paul of old, he counts everything but 
loss that he might win the goal of democracy 
and freedom.41

The article echoes a letter to Miss Burkholder, with 
whom he had had this discussion initially. In part 
two of the article in the issue of 20 December 1917, 
he continued his attack on the church by targeting 
the “wolves in sheep’s clothing”: “How many of the 
men in our churches who are holding the most im-
portant offices are also living double lives, one scene 
being enacted in the church on Sunday, and the other 
in business during the remaining six days of the 
week?” Bainbridge summarized his own experience 
at the front as follows:

It is under conditions such as these that a 
man proves his true worth, and the fellows 
see each other as they are. The value of dif-
ferent individuals has often been radically 
changed in France from what it was back here 
at home. Many of the boys who were despised 
at home on account of their outward wick-
edness have now proved themselves to be 
true men. They have shown that although on 
the surface they may be rough and wild, they 
nevertheless have great big hearts, and are 
ready if necessary to share their last biscuit 
with a fellow in need. Great numbers of these 
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same fellows have given up life itself to save a 
comrade in distress.42

Finally, he attacked “denominationalism,” stating: 
“There is no denominationalism in the trenches, 
but a man is judged by his daily life. We are all being 
urged to unite to win the war. Surely the Church also 
needs to bury her little party strifes and unite in a 
great common campaign to win the world.”43 It would 
be this thinking that would result in the creation of 
the United Church in 1925. 

The struggle between believing and not 
believing is summarized in a letter by Harry Clark 
dated 2 January 1916. He wrote from Montreal before 
shipping out:

I suppose that I have adopted the fatalis-
tic viewpoint—that is characteristic of the 
soldier, but there does not seem to be any 
other to take. We are all whether soldiers or 
not in the hands of what some call chance 
and others Providence. I suppose that in the 
case of the soldier the human element which 
makes us to a certain extent masters of our 
destinies is more or less eliminated. But I am 
afraid that I would be a great coward if I could 
not believe that even the life of a soldier is in 
God’s hands.44

He was wounded in France, and, in two subsequent 
letters to Miss Burkholder, did not reveal any change 
of perspective.45

Thomas Musto gave a sense of battle “somewhere 
in Belgium” in a letter dated 30 April 1916 from 
London. He described the shell fire and contrasted 
the destruction with the beauty of the trees coming 
into leaf and observed: “What a pity it is that God’s 

beautiful creation should be destroyed by the devices 
of man! Let us hope that this is a ‘war to end war.’” 46 
He described the fighting that they had gone through 
as “a horrible nightmare” in a letter dated 28 October 
1916 and observed:

As we think of these men who paid the su-
preme sacrifice facing death in a manly way 
our hearts are saddened not so much on their 
account but for those who have been robbed 
(or rather I should say have given) for a great 
cause. This recalls a short inscription I saw 
on the tombstone of one of our fallen heroes. 
“How could a man die better than by facing 
terrible odds. For the ashes of his Fathers and 
the temples of his God.” Which I think is fine.47

Richard Upton (911426)—who enlisted on 
14 March 1916 with the 196th Western Universities 
Battalion, listing his “Trade or Calling” as “The 
Ministry”—was there for the duration.48 He was born 
in Shropshire, England, on 27 December 1894 and 
must have been a relative newcomer in Edmonton 
when he registered at ACS. His letters are chatty 
and, like the others, he tells Miss Burkholder of the 
wounding and deaths of fellow students. In a letter 
dated March 1917, he tackled moral issues, writing: 
“I suppose the temptations one encounters as you 
mention in your letter, but none of us that have left 
A.C. should find this life an unbearable one. If one 
has been out on our fields [the theology studies 
involved mission work], directing men & women 
how to withstand evil—to prove this in our own lives 
should not be so very difficult, yet I fear that to some 
perhaps our own, it may mean defeat.”49 

Luck saw him attached to the machine gun sec-
tion in Crowborough, Sussex, and he did not actually 
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get to France until sometime in early 1918. A letter 
dated November 30 from Wellington is barely legi-
ble, and it becomes clear why. The letter described 
his participation in the Battle of Amiens (also known 
as the Third Battle of Picardy). It began on 8 August 
1918 and was part of the famous Allied Hundred Days 
Offensive resulting in the end of the war. The letter 
is lengthy, and it is as if Upton wanted to unburden 
himself of the experience, and also somehow seek 
her blessing. He described events at Canal De Nord, 
Bourlon Wood, and the fall of Cambrai. He wrote of 
the march through Mons to Denain, where he men-
tioned that the population of 25,000 treated them 

as heroes and opened their homes. On October 27, 
they had a “thanksgiving service” and a march past. 
He wrote: “There was something significant about 
it, that men of a far distant country should be the 
liberators of those heroic, downtrodden people of 
Denain. Time & space will not permit me to unfold to 
you the stories of hardships enforced by the iron fist 
of Prussianism during those last years of invasion 
but they were cheerful & brave every one of them.”50 
Upton’s personal war ended in the next battle, at 
Valenciennes, on November 1 when he received a 
dose of gas and was blinded, ending up at the Ford 
House Military Hospital, in Devonport, England. The 

A printed Christmas card send to Miss Burkholder by Private Upton, 1917. University of Alberta Archives, 88-66-67.
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temporary blindness accounts for the poor quality 
of his writing. According to Canadian government 
figures, 11,356 soldiers suffered from the effects of 
gas fumes, or 7.85 percent of the wounded total.51 

Some soldiers had the sense of a personal god 
or providence that protected them from harm. A.V. 
Houghton wrote a letter dated 27 February 1917 

from “Somewhere in France” where he served as 
a stretcher bearer and at times was called upon to 
treat German prisoners. He wrote about the Battle 
of the Somme as follows: “It is a peculiar feeling one 
experiences when he is called upon to bandage the 
wounds of a Fritz. As I did, I felt after all they are 
men, ‘a man’s a man for a’ that.’” He then went on 

Upton writes: “But I agree with you Miss Burkholder, that our message must be concern because Christ in all his great work, never preached 

but what even the humblest could understand him. I must conclude with every good wish for Xmas. I hope you will have an enjoyable time.” 

Private Upton letter, University of Alberta Archives, 88-66-67.
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to discuss the few “narrow escapes” that he had in 
France, concluding: 

On one occasion a Fritz shell exploded about 
15 feet in front of me. I was at the front end of 
the stretcher, which two of us were carrying 
with an old dead civilian on it; he had been 
killed by a bursting shell about 150 yds from 
our Headquarters. We were running back 
with him when the shell fell & exploded in 
front of me. Another half a minute later 
would have been fatal for me & my partner, 
as we would have reached this death-spot. I 
helped to pick up many dead soldiers, being 
badly blown to pieces. When I think of this 
and other similar experiences I feel as if 
there was a special Providence guarding my 
life. . . . With these escapades, can I be blamed 
if I feel that I will be granted special Divine 
Protection to come through safely?52

Another correspondent, Oswald W. Whitford, 
joined the Royal Naval Canadian Volunteer Reserve 
and was based initially at Keyham, Devonport, 
Ply mouth.53 Whitford was born in Gunnislake, 
Cornwall, and came to Canada in 1912. He took his 
matriculation at ACS and served as a preacher at 
Grace Church in Edmonton. His first letter (dated 
25 October 1917) revealed that he was in hospital 
recovering from the mumps; he contrasted this with 
the battle casualties, observing that one hospital 
was full of wounded Canadian soldiers.54 There is an 
inherent irony in the juxtaposition of a childhood 
illness with the war injuries. There were 9,644 cases 
of mumps among Canadian soldiers.55

Whitford knew that he was much safer at sea than 
in the trenches and almost apologizes for this in his 

letters. The letter written on 13 November 1918 is 
full of jubilation but also reflection on the war and its 
costs expressed in quasi-Biblical language:

This week is one of the most important in 
the world’s history. We see the ambitions of 

Oswald W. Whitford with the HMS Royal Oak insignia and flags. 

University of Alberta Archives, 88-66-69.
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a worldly Emperor dashed to the ground in 
ruins, never more to rise again, except as an 
emblem of despotic rule, brutal force and 
untold and unimaginable outrages. A more 
proud Emperor than the Kaiser there never 
was therefore a more humiliated one never 
lived. It is hard for one’s mind to imagine 
him, as he read his own death warrant and a 
warrant for millions of others in 1914, and 
compared him as he is today, not a foot of soil 
can he call his own.56

He experienced the surrender of the German fleet on 
11 November 1918 to Admiral Sir David Beatty. 

Conclusion

Miss Burkholder’s boys ranged in age from their late 
teens to their mid-thirties. They were part of a faith 
community and envisioned spending their lives in 
the ministry. Instead, a number lost their lives; some 
were wounded and lost limbs; and all who came 
back were changed. The most complex view of the 
impact of the war is found in the letters of Sam R. 
Laycock, Miss Burkholder’s most prolific correspon-
dent with 66 letters and cards. He was older and had 
been teaching and preaching around Alberta before 
enlisting with the Signal Company of the Canadian 
Engineers in October 1916. Laycock was born in 
Marmora, Ontario, in 1891, and obtained a BA degree 
from the University of Toronto. He had a particu-
larly close relationship with Miss Burkholder and 
addressed her as “Dear Sister.”57 He revealed to her 
that he had enlisted, in the end, because he believed 
that it was the thing to do. On 14 October 1917, he 
wrote from France:

An original drawing by soldier Jack Taylor sent by Sam Laycock 

to Miss Burkholder in a letter dated 17 January 1918 from France. 

University of Alberta Archives, 88-66-5.
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I’ve changed mightily in the army and es-
pecially in France. In fact so fast of late that 
I’ve had growing pains. And I’ve seen others 
grow too. Empires are being made & unmade 
over here but one thing certain, men [the 
underlining is his] are being made too. I used 
to think I was a Christian but I doubt if I was 
one for I hadn’t learned the essential gospel 
of sacrifice. I gave myself largely to those I 
liked to those who didn’t need me so much 
and I did not give myself to the unlovable or 
to those who need my comradeship most.58 

This letter was written after the Battle of Passchen-
daele (31 July to 6 November 1917). Clearly, doing 
what he had to do to survive and help others in the 
process was an experience that the insular life he had 
led in Canada had not prepared him for. 

The war challenged the belief systems of the 
probationers; indeed, some probationers did not 
continue their theological studies after the war. 
However, a few did. Oswald Whitford returned to 
ACS and graduated in Arts in 1923 and in Theology 
in 1925, and became a Presbyterian minister in the 
United States. Sidney Bainbridge obtained an Arts 
degree with a Theology major in 1921; his brother 
Joe did take holy orders. G.H. [Harrison] Villett 
(Royal Air Force, Muster Roll 1917, 277051) had an 
illustrious career as both a minister and educator.59 
He completed his studies at ACS and served as pastor 
for various churches. From 1947 until his death in 
1959, he served as the Principal of Alberta College in 
a great era of postwar expansion. Laycock obtained a 
Bachelor of Education degree from the University of 
Alberta and lectured in philosophy and psychology 
of education. He obtained a doctorate in education 
from the University of London in 1927 and taught at 

the University of Saskatchewan for 27 years, the last 
seven serving as dean of the School of Education.60 
Thomas Musto also pursued a career in education. 

Miss Burkholder remained the lady principal of 
ACS until her retirement in 1925. Her strength of 
character and service were recognized by Laycock, if 
not the male establishment at ACS. In a letter from 
France dated 4 July 1918, Laycock playfully referred 
to her as “the Reverend Miss B.” and continued, “I 
think you’re great to do pioneer work for your sex 
in the ministry. . . . You musn’t worry about The-
ology. The church has had too much of it & that is 
exactly what is wrong with her. The war has shown 
that up & if the church wants to succeed or even to 
continue she must lay emphasis not on creeds but 
on plain Christian living, sympathy, brotherhood 
& fellowship.”61 

The letters between Miss Burkholder and her 
boys on the front, at one and the same time, are 
deeply personal and also representative of the 
thoughts and feelings of the many young men who 
fought in the war, and those who waited, safe at 
home, for their return. They provide an insight into 
the way in which the “horrors of history” marked and 
shaped the participants.
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Introduction

The impact of the First World War on medical care in 
Alberta has received little attention for almost 100 
years. The vacuum is surprising because in 1914 Al-
berta and Saskatchewan faced the greatest challenges 
of any provinces. They were only nine years old; 
experiencing an economic downturn following the 
prewar boom; and filling rapidly with rural immi-
grants. While they had Northwest Territories– 
created medical associations, the University of 
Alberta’s three-year medical school program had 
just started the year before, and the faculty’s primary 
teaching hospital (the Strathcona) had only been 
open for a year and would be taken over by the mili-
tary for six years starting in 1916.

The 1914 call to arms was widely heard and re-
sponded to by a patriotic but relatively young prairie 
population. In Alberta, the enlistment response to 
the armed services and to the medical corps ex-
ceeded the Canadian norms. The high physician 
enlistment rate left many rural communities without 
a doctor. When the Spanish Flu arrived with return-
ing soldiers in early October 1918, it rapidly spread 

throughout a province that was under-doctored 
and under-bedded. Care was literally rationed. All 
institutions—the medical school, hospitals, and 
public health services—rose to the challenge. Health-
care changes accelerated after the war, at a rate 
not equalled in any other province. Alberta would 
become the informal leader of healthcare changes in 
Canada until the next war.

The Canadian Army Medical Corps

To appreciate the contributions of Alberta doctors 
and other medical personnel in the First World 
War, it is necessary to have an understanding of the 
state of military medicine in Canada in August 1914. 
The Canadian Army Medical Corps (CAMC) was 
established in 1896, formed by Minister of Militia 
Frederick Borden, MD. Nurses were added starting 
in 1906 as officers, and dentists in 1914. Both were 
British Empire precedents.1 The organization of the 
medical armed services was based on the British 
model with the appointment of regimental or battal-
ion medical officers (RMOs) and the establishment 

Medical Contributions of Albertans in the First World War: 
Rising to the Challenge

J. ROBERT LAMPARD
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of field ambulances (FAs) to triage and transfer 
injured soldiers to Casualty Clearing Stations (CCS) 
and general hospitals.2 RMOs had existed prior to the 
Riel Rebellion in 1885. FAs were created in eastern 
Canada as part of a voluntary reserve, about 1899.

In August 1914, the permanent CAMC consisted 
of 20 doctors, 5 nurses, and 102 field ambulance 
stretcher bearers and care givers.3 The total would 
rise to 19,053 before 11 November 1918. A few 
physicians held American or British fellowships, 
as specialist recognition did not exist in Canada at 
the time. Ranking usually was determined by the 
institution that formed the medical unit. Historian 
G.W.L. Nicholson noted that younger physicians 
were more willing to work closer to the frontlines as 
RMOs; older and more senior physicians (depart-
ment heads and teachers) tended to join the hospital 
medical staff.4

Anticipating a short war, the British government 
requested a contingent (division) of troops from 
Canada in August 1914. Canada’s legal position was 
that it could not refuse war entry, but it could deter-
mine the size of the response. In October, 33,000 
Canadians went overseas, medically supported by the 
just-created, fully staffed #1 Canadian General Hos-
pital from Montreal.5 Because the CAMC (and other 
Empire medical corps) were organized along British 
lines, the medical units were easily integrated with 
existing British units.6 The second medical call came 
in 1915, after battle losses increased dramatically. 
Subsequently the call became continuous, lead-
ing in 1917 to a contentious conscription order for 
soldiers. Medical, dental, and nursing recruitment 
remained voluntary throughout the war, although 
medical conscription was introduced in Britain and 
the United States.

The first, unanticipated call for more medical 
staff came after the Second Battle of Ypres on 22 
April 1915, when the German army released chlo-
rine gas on French Colonial and nearby Canadian 
troops. The 3rd FA triaged 1,800 casualties in 24 
hours.7 There were 700 gas casualties in the 1st 
Canadian Division, of which 478 were hospitalized.8 
The government responded at home by appoint-
ing the Military Hospitals Commission (MHC) in 
June 1915, under Senator James Lougheed (future 
Premier Peter Lougheed’s grandfather).9 Lougheed 
was charged with preparing Canada to receive not 
just the war wounded with amputations and other 
such disabilities but also those who had been 
gassed, had contracted tuberculosis (TB) or vene-
real disease (VD), or required long-term care. The 
returning convoys were augmented by more than 
9,000 soldiers who had developed the “shell-shock” 
syndrome.10 Lougheed would be knighted a year later 
for his work.

A second, unexpected challenge came from the 
poor assessment of recruits sent overseas. They 
required reassessments and quarantining once in 
England. The commonest “unfit” diagnosis was flat 
feet with foot pain on marching. Up to 40 percent of 
the new arrivals overseas were sent back. The next 
challenge came in 1916 when Minister of Militia 
and Defence Sir Sam Hughes appointed the Bruce 
and Mawson Inquiries to study, respectively, the 
organization of the CAMC overseas and the Military 
Hospital Commission (MHC) in Canada. Although 
most of the Bruce Inquiry’s 23 recommendations 
would be implemented, the inquiry was critical of 
the non-alignment of Canadian hospitals with Cana-
dian troops. As a result, the top medical officers were 
fired. They were then rehired when the alignment 



“Small Operating Room. 1st Cdn CCS” [Casualty Clearing Station]. Lt. Col. E.R. Selby Photo Album. The Military Museums, Calgary.



“Ward 1 Cases. 1st Cdn CCS” [Casualty Clearing Station]. Lt. Col. E.R. Selby Photo Album. The Military Museums, Calgary.
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recommendation was set aside as impossible to 
implement, after it became apparent that one-half 
of the wounded Canadian troops were already being 
cared for in British hospitals. That ratio would 
continue throughout the war.11 The prime minister 
replaced Hughes.

Andrew Macphail’s Official History of the Canadian 
Forces in the Great War 1914–19: The Medical Services 
was released by the King’s Printer in 1924–25. He re-
ported that of the 418,000 Canadian men who went 
overseas, 56,638 were killed, 144,606 were hospital-
ized with battle injuries, and 395,084 were hospi-
talized (some repeatedly) with acquired diseases.12 
An estimate of the comparable Alberta figures is 
6,140 killed and 20,000 wounded from a population 
of 500,000.13

In the Canadian medical services, 30 doctors 
were killed and 31 died of diseases; a further 99 were 
wounded. As of October 1918, 1,528 physician posi-
tions had been created overseas and 836 in Canada 
for a medical establishment of 2,364. Thirty-eight 
registered nurses (RNs) were killed or died of dis-
eases. Six nurses were wounded from a total nursing 
establishment of 1,901 overseas and 385 in Canada. 
Of the 223 who went overseas, seven dentists died 
from acquired diseases.14

In the military, physicians had many different 
roles both within Canada and overseas. They were 
responsible for assessing the fitness of recruits, su-
pervising their transport, caring for them in camps 
and hospitals, maintaining hygiene and sanitation, 
and preventing and treating diseases.15 At the front, 
the ailments most commonly seen were scabies, 
trench foot, trench fever, VD, and shell shock.16 
Shell- and shrapnel-fire injuries required IVs, blood 
transfusions, debridement (surgical removal of dead 
tissue), and surgery, particularly to avoid infection. 

Most diseases that affected frontline soldiers were 
treated locally (in France) and the soldiers returned 
to the front.17 The death rate from diseases versus 
battlefield wounds was 1:27.18 This was a major re-
versal from the Boer War, when the rate was 2:1.

Casualties from the Western Front came in 
waves, following each major battle. The triage and 
treatment process started with the RMO who, with 
his up to six stretcher bearers, identified, stabi-
lized, and moved the injured to advanced dressing 
stations. There, they were triaged to the nearest FA, 
which typically had some 10 doctors who reassessed, 
categorized (red was most urgent), and sent the 
wounded to the CCS, slightly behind the lines. It 
had 20 or more doctors and an operating room (OR) 
capability. From there, the wounded were sent to 
a Stationary Hospital and, if the rehabilitation was 
going to be long-term (more than a month), to a 
general hospital with 40 or more doctors at Étaples 
(Étaples-sur-Mer) or Le Touquet in France, or to 
one of the Specialty Hospitals in Britain, such as for 
orthopedic, rehabilitative, and neurological/mental 
problems.19 Canadian physicians also staffed two 
French-speaking hospitals near Paris. As the war 
progressed, transfers back to Canada increased to 
free up overseas beds.

Developments in Alberta

In the fall of 1914, a discussion about the impact the 
war might have on the medical profession in Alberta 
led to the first winter training program. More than 
50 doctors signed up for it.20 The number of Alberta 
doctors who answered the call remains an approx-
imate figure. In 1916, Dr. William Whitelaw, presi-
dent of the Alberta Medical Association, estimated 
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that a third of Alberta’s physicians had enlisted. 
In 1917, his figure was closer to 40 percent, with 
42 of 118 Edmonton and 45 of 90 Calgary physi-
cians having volunteered for military service.21 The 
Medical List for District 13 (Alberta) in October 1918 
gives a total of 216 of the estimated 400 physicians 
in active practice in Alberta as having enlisted.22 At 
least three physicians died: Captain H.S. Monkman 
and Lieutenant Colonels H.H. Moshier and S.W. 
Hewetson. The Canadian average was 36 percent of 
the estimated 7,800 physicians in Canada having 
enlisted by the end of war.23

The impact of the first call for doctors in August 
1914 was more a function of who left than how many. 
Two “non-Alberta” enlistments were significant. The 
new director of the provincial laboratory based in 
Edmonton, Dr. Allan Rankin, who had arrived three 
months before from Bangkok, enlisted immediately. 
He was one of four full-time faculty members who 
were to give the first medical lectures at the Univer-
sity of Alberta, starting in September 1914. Rankin 
was joined by Dr. J.C. Fyshe, who was the superin-
tendent of the Royal Alexandra, Strathcona (named 
the University of Alberta Hospital in 1922), and 
Isolation Hospitals. Both joined the No. 1 Canadian 
General Hospital from Montreal.24

University of Alberta President Henry Marshall 
Tory took advantage of Fyshe’s departure to assume 
control over the Strathcona Hospital. He appointed 
Dr. Moshier as its superintendent. Moshier would 
also teach the physiology and pharmacology courses 
to the students and start the Faculty of Pharmacy 
in 1915. He joined the reserve Canadian Officers 
Training Corps (COTC) and was appointed second in 
command of the 1915-formed 11th (Western Univer-
sities) Field Ambulance. In March 1916 the unit was 
mobilized and Moshier left with 15 medical students 

Instruments carried by Private C. Rhoden, Canadian Army Medical 

Corps. He was born on 17 August 1894 in Saskatoon and enlisted in 

Winnipeg on 30 April 1916. His brother Harry was born 31 January 

1899 and enlisted on 5 April 1916. Their father, John Rhoden (born 

21 June 1874 in England) enlisted on 30 March 1916 and also 

served with the CAMC, achieving the rank of sergeant. They served 

with the 11th Field Ambulance in which Dr. H. Moshier, Reg Lister, 

and a number of University of Alberta medical students served. In 

the spring of 1916, the 11th Field Ambulance assembled for training 

at the Manitoba Agricultural College in Winnipeg. On May 14, they 

left for Halifax to go overseas. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria 

Preservation Society Museum, Edmonton.
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and six theology students from the university, as well 
as his batman, Reg Lister, who became a well-known 
University of Alberta personality.25

Fortunately, J.B. Collip, PhD, had arrived in Sep-
tember 1915 and took over Dr. Moshier’s courses at 
the university. Dr. H.C. Jamieson assumed Rankin’s 
provincial lab responsibilities and lectures. With 
Dr. D.G. Revell, several part-timers, and volun-
teers, the program kept going although enrollment 
dropped significantly to a dozen students per year.26 
At the September 1915 Alberta Medical Association 
meeting, it was announced that President Tory had 

offered a fully equipped hospital of 1,040 beds to be 
sent overseas. The federal government declined the 
offer.27 The requirement for 40 physicians to staff 
the field hospital would have put in jeopardy the 
two-year-old Faculty of Medicine. 

In 1917, Dr. Tory suggested expanding the YMCA 
idea of giving overseas presentations and lectures by 
professors who had enlisted. He recommended that 
university-level and other educational courses be 
offered to soldiers, who could receive credit for them 
in Canada. This proposal was accepted, and Tory 
went overseas for two years to create and operate the 

(left) Tools from medical kit carried by Private C. Rhoden, Canadian Army Medical Corps. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation 

Society Museum, Edmonton; (right) Scalpels from medical kit carried by Private C. Rhoden, Canadian Army Medical Corps. Kerr Collection, 

Canadian Militaria Preservation Society Museum, Edmonton.
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Khaki University during the last year of the war and 
the first year following it.28 A number of overseas 
medical students took advantage of the program and 
enrolled in courses in England; in some cases, they 
earned a British fellowship.

The exact number of Alberta nurses who enlisted 
is unknown.29 Marjorie Norris, in Sister Heroines: 
The Roseate Glow of Wartime Nursing 1914–1918, has 
explored the First World War contributions of Cal-
gary nurses. She lists 77 as having served, of whom 
40 graduated from the Calgary General and Holy 
Cross Hospitals. Some joined the Queen Alexandra 
nurses, others the British Red Cross and Volun-
teer Aid Detachments, but the majority joined the 
CAMC as lieutenants and received $730 per year. 
The Calgary nurses were awarded six medals. In 
1916 the Alberta government unanimously passed 
the Nursing Act, the fourth one in Canada. In 1920, 
39 Edmonton nurses formed the first Overseas 
Nurses Association.30

The Military Hospitals Commission

The need for and value of the Military Hospitals 
Commission (MHC) in Canada was apparent as soon 
as it was appointed in June 1915. In Alberta, A.E. 
Cross, owner of the Calgary Brewing and Malting Co., 
offered the Ogden Hotel in October 1915 for use as a 
hospital; it would house 200 patients.31 In December 
1916 the MHC took control of the Strathcona Hospi-
tal (190 beds) and added the nearby Alberta College 
South-Methodist Theological (350 beds) in Edmon-
ton, the Alberta Ladies College in Red Deer (106 
beds), the Edmonton Convalescent Hospital, a small 
(14-bed) hospital in Wetaskiwin, the Calgary Sol-
diers hospital, and a 10-bed “Sanitorium” attached 

to “Sarcee City.” The bed total would reach 918.32 
The MHC also paid hospitals that treated veterans 
on a fee-for-service basis. Most rural hospitals were 
unprepared to treat injured veterans, let alone meet 
their long rehabilitation requirements, so they took 
few of them.

Another serious problem arose over the 3,123 
cases of tuberculosis discovered among troops both 
in Canada and in Europe. Alberta was the only prov-
ince without a sanatorium. The MHC leased the CPR 
hotel in the town of Frank in the Crowsnest Pass, in 
1916, to create one.33

In 1918 the MHC transferred the responsibility 
for the care of discharged veterans to the newly es-
tablished Soldiers Civil Rehabilitation Commission 
(SCR), again under Senator Lougheed. That change 
met the Geneva Convention requirement that MHC 
hospitals be under military control.34

Political Change and Medicine: The Creation of 
Rural Hospital Districts 

In April 1916, Alberta gave females the right to vote, 
the third province in Canada, after Manitoba and 
Saskatchewan, to do so. The impact of the 1915-
formed United Farm Women of Alberta was soon felt. 
Louise McKinney and Nursing Sister Roberta Mac-
Adams (from the CAMC) were elected to the provin-
cial legislature in 1917. The UFWA president, Irene 
Parlby, was appointed by the Liberal government to 
a 1916 committee to create rural hospital districts. 
Under the 1917 Municipal Hospital Act, approved 
hospital districts could tax landowners to support 
their services. The act was revised in 1918 to match 
hospital districts with municipal boundaries; a simi-
lar act was passed the same year in Saskatchewan.35 
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The first municipally funded hospital in Canada 
was on the Saskatchewan side of the boundary town 
of Lloydminster, with funding coming from both 
provinces. The first municipal hospital built in 
Alberta under the act was approved for Mannville, in 
1918. It declared itself to be the first one built in the 
British Empire.36 The idea spread rapidly across Sas-
katchewan, Alberta, Manitoba, and throughout the 
Empire. It helped meet the needs of returning veter-
ans. By 1921 there were 15 of a planned 30 municipal 
hospitals in the province.37

In 1917 Alberta’s healthcare sensitive Liberal 
government took another step to form the second 
public health department in the country (after 
New Brunswick). The government passed 17 public 
health acts in 1918.38 A.G. MacKay became the first 
health minister in Canada (1919) and established 
the second District Nurse program, to serve sparsely 
populated northern communities using returning 
wartime nurses. The three Prairie provinces also re-
tained J.S. Woodsworth to conduct a “social services” 
review in 1916, which led to an expansion of psy-
chiatric facilities, the building of the Oliver Mental 
Hospital in Edmonton, and the transfer of mentally 
handicapped persons to the vacated Red Deer facility 
in 1923.39

The War Service of Individual Alberta 
Medical Personnel

Insight into physician experiences can be gathered 
from letters, manuscripts, and several recently pub-
lished First World War biographies and histories.40 
Collectively, Alberta physicians earned 16 medals. 
Twelve were demobilized as lieutenant colonels, and 
one as a colonel.41 The lone colonel was Dr. George 

Macdonald, the CPSA registrar from 1911 to 1915. 
The lieutenant colonels were Doctors Moshier, 
Mason, Gunn, Selby, Hewetson, Mewburn, Hepburn, 
Harwood, Ferris, McGuffin, Rankin, and Orr.

Dr. H.W. McGill joined the 31st Battalion from 
Calgary in November 1914 and went overseas, as 
an RMO, in May 1915.42 He had fixed views on both 
courage and cowards, which he strongly communi-
cated to his staff. Courage was described as “doing 
the job in spite of being afraid.”43 While moving a 
soldier on a stretcher into a dugout, a shell landed 
between McGill and one of the stretcher bearers. 
McGill was thrown into the dugout, the soldier was 
unscathed, but McGill’s stretcher partner was killed. 
On another occasion, McGill left his dugout, turned 
around, and saw a shell directly hit it. Later, he was 
unnerved when the chlorine gas containers that were 
being prepared for firing at the German lines were 
stored in his dugout.

McGill recorded in his near-daily diary how 
wounded soldiers could be gritty and even euphoric 
after they had lost an arm or a leg, perhaps from 
the morphine they received. Their greatest fear was 
death from hemorrhage. He could not rationalize 
the shock of the violence that he faced.44 His 
attitude was fatalistic, and he realized that tragedy 
and comedy were not far apart. During leaves, he 
attended plays and theatre productions in London. 
He remained remarkably loyal to his unit and men, 
refusing to leave until 26 September 1917. McGill’s 
determination to make the most of a potentially 
short life led to a secret engagement and marriage 
to a Calgary RN, Emma Griffis, in 1917, in London. 
She remained overseas and, unknown to McGill, had 
a miscarriage, which he only learned about shortly 
before their return to Calgary and his discharge in 
June 1919.
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Dr. Harry Wallace from Ontario was assigned to 
Edmonton’s 49th Battalion as its RMO, succeeding 
Captain L.C. Harris. Wallace enlisted in January 1916 
and was wounded on Vimy Ridge on 24 April 1917, 
two weeks after the main battle. Wallace and several 
members of his unit were returning to the frontlines 
when a shell landed beside them. Two were killed; 
Wallace was injured. He returned to Edmonton, 
moving in 1919 to Wainwright, where he became the 
town’s leading physician and mayor.45 

Captain Ashley Cooper C. Johnston graduated 
from the University of Toronto before the war. 
Originally from High River and Lundbreck, he was 
assigned to the 50th Battalion and went overseas 
with it in August 1916. His inflexible rule was “paint 
the spot giving trouble with Iodine, give him a No 9 
pill [a placebo] and order the man back to duty.”46 
After many months with the battalion, Johnston was 
gassed badly enough to be sent to England. Once re-
covered, he remained in England until after the end 

of the war. He met his wife there and they had three 
children before the family returned to Calgary. Each 
summer his family moved to Sarcee, where he was a 
medical officer for the recruits.47

Edward Heller was a farm boy from Grande 
Prairie who became a stretcher bearer in Calgary’s 
31st battalion.48 He undertook several risky evacu-
ations. One was to retrieve an injured officer who 
had led a charge on Vimy Ridge. Although successful, 
Heller was soon exhausted when there were only two 
to carry the officer back to the Regimental Aid Post. 
Another soldier Heller retrieved was within hearing 
distance of the German lines. Heller had to slide 
through the mud to reach the soldier, and crawl back 
to his unit’s trench with his wounded comrade on his 
back. When advances occurred, stretcher bearing 
became a problem. Six men were required to carry a 
soldier for up to four miles. Many wounded soldiers 
did not make it and Heller wrote that they are “now 
sleeping beneath their crosses with the poppies in 

Trachea instruments contained in a Field Medical Kit made in Philadelphia, USA. Kerr Collection.
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silent splendor standing watch over them.” When 
Heller hand-wrote his memoir in 1976, he recorded 
how one of his own near misses came when a bullet 
severed the water-bottle strap hanging between his 
arm and body. At Passchendaele, a shell exploded 
just behind him. Dug out and dazed, he was sent 
in severe pain to the CCS. The next day, he realized 
he had a fractured foot, which was successfully 
operated on. He avoided being (as he described 
those who died) “another mother’s prayer that 
wasn’t answered.” 

The 8th Field Ambulance was drafted in April 
1915 in Calgary.49 It left a year later for France. 
Major J.N. Gunn of Calgary was transferred to it in 
November 1916 and became the CO in January 1917, 
just before the battle for Vimy Ridge on April 9–12. 
The 8th was the primary FA for the 3rd Division. 
Gunn’s closest call came while on duty. A shell 
narrowly missed his helmet; however, some of 
the shrapnel fragments penetrated it. Over-taxed 
at Vimy, Gunn’s unit used German prisoners as 
stretcher bearers, expediting the moving of more 

Soldiers of the 8th Canadian Field Ambulance leaving Calgary, Alberta, ca. 1915. Glenbow Archives, NA-4617-5. Copied from PA-2579-10.
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than 700 injured soldiers to the nearby narrow-
gauge railway. The biggest problem was the stretcher 
shortage, which occurred because the German 
prisoners did not understand the stretchers were to 
be sent back. The 8th handled 2,000 casualties that 
day. Their work was disrupted when a snowstorm 
hit the next day. The FA was relieved after 48 hours 

of continuous duty. Following Vimy, Gunn began an 
eye clinic, as he was an EENT (Eye Ear Nose Throat) 
surgeon. He could fit glasses, make diagnoses, and 
bandage and irrigate eyes. It wasn’t long before the 
whole Canadian Corps were coming to his clinic, 
pleased that they didn’t have to travel 70 kilometres 
to the nearest eye clinic behind the lines. Lieutenant 

“Huns carrying wounded Canadian in improvised stretcher.” Lt. Col. E.R. Selby Photo Album. The Military Museums, Calgary.
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Colonel Gunn developed trench fever while at Vimy; 
he suffered a relapse that led to a convalescent break 
in November and then a permanent leave and return 
to Canada on 27 February 1918. He was replaced 
by another Calgary physician, Lieutenant Colonel 
E.R. Selby. 

During the war, the 8th Field Ambulance suffered 
9 killed in action, 10 who died of wounds, 3 who died 

of illness, and 79 who were wounded, out of a total 
of 200 men. In October alone, the FA handled 3,255 
sick and wounded. The 11th FA’s most significant ca-
sualty came when Lieutenant Colonel Moshier, who 
had assumed command in August 1917, was looking 
for a better location at Drocourt-Queant. His vehicle 
was struck by a shell and he was killed on 26 August 
1918 at the age of 29.50

“Officers of 8th Canadian Field Ambulance at the time of Vimy Ridge.” Lt. Col. E.R. Selby Photo Album. The Military Museums, Calgary.



174

Fred Miller was a young Vermilion farmer who 
decided to study medicine at McGill in 1912.51 After 
three years of study, he joined the #3 Canadian 
(McGill) General Hospital as a private, along with 
100 other medical students. In France, one of the 

staff members was Lieutenant Revere Osler, the 
son of Sir William Osler, the McGill-trained phy-
sician who came to be widely regarded as a “father 
of modern medicine” (Osler was one of four found-
ing professors at the Johns Hopkins Hospital in 

“Loading an ambulance on the field.” Lt. Col. E.R. Selby Photo Album. The Military Museums, Calgary.
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Baltimore, Maryland, and the Regius Professor of 
Medicine at Oxford). Miller designed a card-and-pin 
system to record each patient’s arrival and depar-
ture, an idea which led to his promotion; simply put, 
medical data was written onto an index card and it 
was pinned to the soldier’s tunic. After becoming the 
regiment’s sergeant major, Miller was allowed to give 
chloroform and administer dressing changes, as well 
as remove shrapnel under local anesthetic. Discon-
certingly, two of his first three patients were dead on 
arrival. The two typhoid cases he saw were both men 
who had skipped their vaccination. During the war, 
his hospital’s capacity increased from 500 to more 
than 2,200, even before the battle at Vimy Ridge. 
In December 1917, Miller, along with 230 other 
Canadian medical and dental students, returned to 
their universities to enter the accelerated medical 
training programs and receive their degrees. Each 
academic year was compressed into six months and 
taught continuously, as it would be in the Second 
World War. 

Lieutenant Colonel H.H. Hepburn was 21 when 
he entered the McGill medical class of 1906.52 After 
interning, in December 1912 he accepted a two-year 
post as the chief of surgery at the Bangkok Police 
Hospital. There he worked with Dr. Allan Rankin 
on his beriberi research. Hepburn moved to Berlin 
to begin neurosurgical studies in June 1914. With 
the declaration of war, he was placed under house 
arrest as a British citizen. Portraying himself and 
his colleague as Americans led to a laxity in their 
surveillance. The two escaped by joining a recruit-
ment parade as it went by. They exited from it at the 
railway station, where passengers were being loaded 
onto the last train to Amsterdam. They caught the 
train and were then transported by submarine to 
Britain, where they joined the RAMC and were back 

in France on August 24, 10 days after leaving the 
continent, this time as British RAMC surgeons.

One of Hepburn’s clinical tricks was to boil sea-
water each day for IVs and irrigations. For surgery, 
he wore five pairs of gloves and took off one pair 
after each operation. He conducted a number of 
direct blood transfusions using universal, or O-neg-
ative, blood. As the war continued, he served with 
several FAs, becoming an RMO, before being trans-
ferred to the No. 24 General Hospital as the chief 
of surgery, with 1,800 beds under his charge. He 
wrote three articles for the British Medical Journal: on 
splinting after performing arthrotomies (creating an 
opening in a joint for drainage), on delayed primary 
closure of wounds, and on 100 beriberi patients 
in Thailand. One soldier he found had a shrapnel 
wound to his frontal sinus and a natural pneumo-
encephalogram, with air outlining the brain. 

Pneumoencephalography was a medical pro-
cedure in which cerebrospinal fluid was drained 
from around the brain and oxygen was injected by 
means of a lumbar puncture so that the structure of 
the brain could be seen better on an X-ray image. 
Personally, Hepburn suffered a wound to his biceps 
(1917) and was exposed to chlorine gas. For his war 
effort, Lieutenant Colonel Hepburn received four 
medals. He earned a Fellowship in the Royal College 
of Surgeons of Edinburgh (1919), and a Fellowship in 
the American College of Surgeons (1920).

In his late fifties in 1914, Dr. F.H. Mewburn tried 
to enlist.53 He had already served in the Riel Rebel-
lion of 1885. Refused by Minister Sam Hughes, he 
approached his nephew Brigadier General Stanley 
Mewburn and Sir William Osler for advice, and 
then paid his own way to Europe. He was accepted 
into the CAMC before leaving Halifax. As he already 
was a Fellow of the Alberta College of Surgeons, 
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Dr. Mewburn was soon appointed lieutenant colonel 
and named chief of surgery at the hospital estab-
lished at Lord Astor’s estate at Cliveden, in Taplow, 
England. He remained there for the rest of the war. 
After his return to Calgary, he was called upon by 
Dean Rankin to become the first professor and head 
of surgery at the University of Alberta in 1922.

University of Alberta professor Dr. A.C. Rankin’s 
military career took many turns.54 After dealing with 
the 1914 cerebrospinal encephalitis outbreak at the 
Salisbury Plain encampment, the largest military 
training camp in England, he was transferred to 
one of the first mobile lab units in France. In April 
1915 he confirmed, with Lieutenant Colonel G.G. 
Nasmith, the first German chlorine gas attack. He 
was the first to describe the Trench Fever Syndrome 
in the medical journal The Lancet, proved that troops 
from India brought malaria with them, and pre-
vented the 1914 typhoid outbreak from recurring by 
vaccinating Belgian citizens on a house-to-house 
search. He was assigned to do research on respira-
tors and gas masks in England, before being injured 
while serving as the commanding officer of a field 
ambulance in France. Rankin stayed behind after the 
war and managed an officer’s convalescent hospital. 
He was presented to the King, and was honoured 
as a Companion of the Order of St. Michael and St. 
George (CMG), before returning to Edmonton in the 
spring of 1919. In 1920, President Tory appointed 
him to be the first University of Alberta dean of med-
icine, a position he held until 1945.

Dr. J.J. Ower joined the 5th Field Ambulance in 
Montreal during his undergraduate years.55 He likely 
met Rankin there, as they were in the same unit; 
if not, they met when he was assigned to the No. 1 
Canadian General Hospital at Christmas 1914 under 
Rankin. Ower assisted him in investigating and 

treating the encephalitis outbreak. A trained pathol-
ogist, he was transferred to France where he worked 
in the pathology departments of No. 3 and then the 
No. 1 General Hospital. His specialty was Wasser-
man testing for diagnosing soldiers with suspected 
venereal disease (VD).56 On his return, in September 
1919, Ower was seconded for a year to the new Ste. 
Anne de Bellevue Military Hospital to do the same, 
before he could take up his position as the provincial 
seropathologist (a pathologist with a specialty in 
serum testing) and faculty member at the University 
of Alberta. He became acting dean of medicine at the 
University of Alberta (1939–1943) and the second 
dean (1945–1949), succeeding Dr. Rankin.

Dr. H.H. Orr had a prewar interest in sanitation 
and hygiene and had implemented a system for the 
daily removal of human wastes in Medicine Hat, 
thereby avoiding typhoid outbreaks. Overseas, he 
became the head of the No. 3 Sanitation Unit. He 
designed the “Orr hut,” which was used to decon-
taminate soldier’s clothing of lice that caused trench 
fever. For that he received an Order of the British 
Empire (OBE) and a Médaille d’Honneur des Epi-
demies (French Medal of Honour for Epidemics).57 
Dr. Orr became the CMA president in 1952.

Dr. E.G. Mason joined the militia in Hamil-
ton and rejoined it when he moved to Calgary in 
1903.58 Although it was unusual for an MD, he was 
offered the lieutenant colonel and CO position with 
the 50th Battalion when it was formed in 1915 in 
Calgary. He was the only Canadian MD to command 
an overseas battalion in France. He was gassed in 
November 1916, and returned to England. Follow-
ing his recovery, he was appointed the CO of the 
Canadian Medical Depot at Shorncliffe. The start 
of his appointment coincided with the battle of 
Vimy Ridge, in April 1917, where his battalion was 
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involved in the capture of the two highest points on 
the ridge. Through his efforts, the work of the supply 
depot was dramatically improved, as recommended 
by the Bruce Inquiry. He was joined overseas by his 
wife, who worked with the British Red Cross. On his 

return, he joined the staff of the Colonel Belcher 
Hospital in Calgary.

Dr. Reginald de Lotbiniere-Harwood, a member 
of an aristocratic Quebec family, graduated in med-
icine from McGill University and moved to Pincher 

(left) Field X-ray – “7044 – Old comminuted transverse fracture of tibia and fibula, just above ankle. Laneplate on tibia Alignment good.” Taken 

by Private C. Rhoden, Canadian Army Medical Corps; (right) Field X-ray: “Fracture of humerus 3 above elbow good callus thrown out, good 

union. Alignment fair, lower fragment displaced forward. Minute particles of metal in wound.” Taken by Private C. Rhoden, Canadian Army 

Medical Corps. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation Society Museum, Edmonton.
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Creek, Alberta, where he practised medicine for 
several years. He then took postgraduate training 
in France before moving to Edmonton to set up 
a surgical practice. In 1914 he was asked to form 
the 51st Battalion in Edmonton. Before arriving in 
France, the battalion was dispersed to fill vacancies 
in the continuing Alberta battalions (the 31st, 49th, 
50th). Bilingual and from a long-standing military 
family, Lieutenant Colonel Harwood was appointed 

the head of surgery and then the CO of the 1,800-bed 
No. 8 Canadian General Hospital at St. Cloud, near 
Paris.59 The hospital treated 900 gas cases. For his 
services, he was made a Chevalier of the Legion of 
Honour of France and was awarded the Order of the 
White Elephant of Siam. 

Dr. G. Macdonald was the CPSA registrar from 
1911 to 1915. That year, he mobilized with the 12th 
Calgary Mounted Rifles, and went overseas as its 

Amputation kit made by C.H. Petch & Sons Ltd. Manufacturers, Ottawa, Canada. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation Society 

Museum, Edmonton.
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lieutenant colonel. The 12th was broken up and he 
became the CO of the Royal Canadian Dragoons and 
then the Fort Garry Horse. He was subsequently 
asked to organize the Bramshott Military Hospital 
in England before being recalled to Calgary as the 
colonel and CO of Military District No. 13 in Calgary 
(1917–1919).60 

Dr. J.W. Richardson, after graduating with a 
fellowship from Edinburgh in 1915, served briefly as 
head of surgery at a British hospital.61 Then he joined 
the Royal Army Medical Corps, and was assigned to 
ambulance trains as their physician. Quickly tiring 
of that duty, he returned to Canada and was demo-
bilized. Back in Calgary, he rejoined the CAMC and 
worked as a surgeon at the Ogden hospital.

Dr. Walter Morrish graduated with first-class 
honours from the University of Alberta in 1915, and 
finished his medical training at the University of 

Toronto in 1918.62 He enlisted and was assigned as a 
physician to accompany ships carrying troops to and 
from Europe. On one crossing, he acted as a peace-
maker to quell a potential mutiny; soldiers on board 
felt that two-thirds of the ship was too much to be 
assigned only to the officers. Back in Edmonton, he 
became a successful physician and politician.

John W. Scott was in the third University of 
Alberta medical class.63 He went overseas as a private 
in 1918 with his lifelong friend and the future CMA 
president Morley Young. Although they signed up 
with a tank battalion, they saw no action and never 
left England. After the war, they knew they would be 
slow returning to Canada because of the “last in, last 
out” rule, so they audited medical classes at the Uni-
versity of Edinburgh. Dr. Scott finished his medical 
training at McGill. He returned to Alberta work-
ing under Dr. J.B. Collip and then completed his 

“Dental Corps going into action,” 4th 

Canadian Field Ambulance, ca. 1915–18. 

This First World War sketch was drawn 

by Harry Howell. Written on the back 

of sketch: “Dr. Blair – Bob Hardwick” 

[Sergeant Hardwicke?]. Glenbow 

Archives, M-6811-2-9.
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fellowship in internal medicine. He became the first 
clinician to be the dean of medicine at the university, 
from 1948 to 1959.

The 25th Artillery battery was formed in Leth-
bridge in 1907, in Dr. George deVeber’s office. Dr. 
J.S. Stewart, a doctor of dental surgery, offered to 
head it, although the appointment was subject to 
his passing a training course at the Royal Military 
College. Successful in doing this, he was promoted to 
lieutenant colonel and CO of the 7th Artillery Brigade 
at the start of the war. He headed overseas in August 
1915, and was promoted to brigadier general in com-
mand of the Canadian 3rd Division Artillery. He was 
the highest-ranking officer of any Alberta dentist 
or physician during the war.64 Although he did not 
practice dentistry during the war, dental care was a 
high priority for the Canadian military. Seventy per-
cent of all soldiers were seen by a dentist, and 100 
percent were checked before they were discharged. 
One-quarter of Canada’s dentists enlisted, with an 
estimated 35 coming from Alberta.65 In support of 
their colleagues, in 1917 Alberta’s dentists raised 
funds to purchase a car for their colleagues at Sarcee. 

Roberta MacAdams, probably Alberta’s best-
known “nursing sister,” was born in Ontario and 
graduated in 1911 with a degree in domestic science 
from the Macdonald Institute (now the University 
of Guelph). She was invited to come to Edmonton 
by her brother William, who was the publisher of 
the Edmonton Daily Capital newspaper. In 1912 she 
began work for the government of Alberta travelling 
throughout the province teaching home economics. 
Her report prompted the government to provide 
funding for the establishment of the Alberta Wom-
en’s Institutes to support rural women. In 1916 
she enlisted in the Canadian Army Medical Corps 
with the rank of lieutenant and was assigned as a 

dietician to the Ontario Military Hospital in Or-
pington, England, where she oversaw production 
of more than 6,000 meals per day for patients and 
staff.66 Using the winning slogan “Give your other 
Vote to the Sister,” MacAdams was elected as one 
of two non-partisan Alberta military MLAs in 1917. 
During her term, she strongly supported estab-
lishment of a veterans department, programs for 
returning soldiers, greater access to healthcare, 
an improved school curriculum, and urban-based 
normal schools.

After the War

The war served as a catalyst for development of 
medical education in Alberta and, eventually, 
expansion of hospital facilities. Although overseas, 
University of Alberta President Tory requested that 
the medical program be extended to a full five years. 
There were several reasons for this. The shortage of 
physicians in Alberta during the war continued into 
1919 because of their delayed return from overseas. 
The shortage became a crisis during the 1918 flu 
epidemic. There was also the perception that doctors 
with three years of training were leaving the prov-
ince to complete their medical studies and were not 
returning. That made it easy for the government to 
approve Tory’s request, in 1919. The government also 
approved the building of a medical school as part 
of a 1920–21 winter works project. It relieved the 
university space problem that was compounded by a 
high postwar veteran enrollment.

Then came a remarkable opportunity: 
J.D. Rockefeller allocated $5 million of his second 
Rockefeller Foundation donation to Canada.67 To 
secure Alberta’s $500,000 grant, the foundation 
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required that the medical school be completed. No 
sooner was the conditional grant approved than 
Tory requested the interest on it. He also secured a 
travelling fellowship for Professor J.B. Collip, during 
which time Collip isolated insulin at the University 
of Toronto. 

Fortuitously, President Tory had secured and 
transferred the provincial lab to the university in 
1910. By the early 1920s it had four pathologists on 
staff. Dr. Rankin, the lab director, was appointed 
the first dean of medicine in 1920. Tory had more 
difficulty returning the Strathcona Hospital to the 
university. This did not occur until November 1922; 
it reopened as the University of Alberta Hospital. The 
members of the first medical class commenced their 
clinical training in 1923, the same year both RN and 
BSc RN programs were started. The faculty secured 
American Medical Association accreditation in 1922. 
The conditional Rockefeller grant was approved and 
released in 1923, before the hospital received the 
American College of Surgeon’s approval in 1924.68 
The first MDs and dentists graduated in 1925 and 
1927, respectively.

The hospitalized veterans in the MHC facilities 
in Alberta were placed under SCR control in 1918. 
In July 1920 the Strathcona Hospital was operating 
with two medical and four surgical full-time staff.69 
The federal government built an 84-bed annex next 
to it in 1922 for soldiers who were still hospitalized. 
It also funded the building of the second wing on the 
Royal Alexandra Hospital. The warehouse that was 
converted into the Colonel Belcher Hospital opened 
in 1919 and received the remaining Calgary veterans. 
The Keith Sanitorium west of Calgary opened with 
185 TB beds in 1920.70

The 39,208 hospital beds overseas, staffed by 
British and Canadian medical personnel, were 

closed by September 1919.71 Two years after the 
war, the MHC/SCR beds in Canada were down to 
6,500 from their high of 12,283. Extrapolating the 
SCR figure, there probably were 650 veterans left 
in Alberta hospitals. In 1923 the mental or “shell-
shocked” patients were moved to the new Oliver 
Mental Hospital that opened in Edmonton.72 

Postwar control and treatment of VD was a 
problem because of the high rate of cases contracted 
overseas (about 66,000). Dr. Harold Orr was ap-
pointed to head the VD surveillance program in 1918. 
In the same year, Alberta became the first province 
to take advantage of the offer of federal funding to 
provide follow-up care, treatment, and case find-
ing. Dr. Orr then went overseas to study Salvarsan 
treatment (for syphilis), fever therapy, and other 
forms of VD treatment before returning to manage 
the Alberta program.73

The province was desirous of more rapid health-
care changes after the war. The United Farmers 
of Alberta government replaced the Liberals in 
1921. Its strongest healthcare petitioner was Irene 
Parlby, who publicly announced that “health care 
was a right” (1919). She had already raised the need 
for upgrading physician competence at the 1918 
AMA meeting.74 As minister without portfolio, she 
worked closely with the minister of health, George 
Hoadley (appointed in 1923), to introduce summer 
travelling clinics in northern and rural communi-
ties. With the municipal hospital system becoming 
so successful, Hoadley capped the number of beds 
at 6/1,000, a ceiling that would last for decades. He 
introduced the first specialist recognition system in 
1926, three years before the Royal College of Physi-
cians and Surgeons of Canada was chartered. Public 
health initiatives included building the first polio 
hospital (1927), passing the second free TB care act 
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in Canada, introducing the first Polio Rehabilitation 
Act, and passing the first free cancer care and mater-
nity care acts in Canada.
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In today’s world of digital media, handwritten letters 
have become an antiquated and, in some instances, 
obsolete form of communication. Yet 100 years ago 
during the First World War, letters from servicemen 
to loved ones at home provided first-hand accounts 
of one of the most brutal and deadly wars.

Harold McGill was a medical officer (MO) with 
the 31st Battalion. Emma Griffis was a nurse. They 
had been acquaintances in Calgary. On 12 May 1915 
Harold departed for the war. On May 30, Emma 
wrote him a friendly letter, and so began a most re-
markable correspondence. Harold’s letters chronicle 
not only his and Emma’s wartime medical experi-
ences but also the beautiful love story that developed 
between them. In the beginning Harold addressed 
his letters to “Dear Miss Griffis”; as their love affair 
blossomed, it was “Dearest Emma” and finally 
“Dear Sweetheart.”

The letters describe life in the trenches, his 
medical duties at the front, his views on the war, 
and their plans for the future. Harold’s descriptions 
of the horrors of war were very frank and were not 
censored for Emma’s feminine eyes. Perhaps be-
cause she was a nurse, he knew that descriptions of 

blood and death would not shock her. Fortunately for 
historians, Emma kept Harold’s letters (he destroyed 
hers). The letters, along with Harold’s diaries, were 
later donated to Calgary’s Glenbow Museum.

Harold Wigmore McGill was born on 21 Decem-
ber 1879 in Norwood, Ontario. The son of an Irish 
immigrant, Harold grew up in Manitoba. Harold’s 
father, Edward, had gone to Manitoba to take up 
farming at Minnedosa. He was later joined by his 
wife, Henrietta, and their children. Edward became 
an active citizen in the young community of Harri-
son, first as a councillor, then as reeve, and later as 
a secretary-treasurer of the school board. Edward’s 
dedication to public service no doubt inspired 
Harold to also be active in community affairs and 
politics after he returned from the war.

In 1900 both of Harold’s parents died of ty-
phoid fever. In 1905 Harold graduated with a degree 
in medicine from the University of Manitoba. He 
worked at the Winnipeg General Hospital as the 
house surgeon until 1907. Harold came out West and 
opened an office in Exshaw, Alberta. He stayed there 
for a year before leaving to do graduate work at the 
Universities of Chicago and Philadelphia. In 1910 he 
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returned to Canada and settled in Calgary. From 1912 
he served as the physician in charge of the Sarcee 
(Tsuu T’ina) First Nation reserve, located southwest 
of Calgary. Harold joined the 31st Alberta Battalion 
on the day of its official formation—14 November 
1914. He was almost 35 years old. Most of the men 
who enlisted in the 31st were, like Harold, gainfully 
employed and of British birth or descent.

Emma Mildred Griffis was born in Kansas in 
1884 and raised in Ontario. She graduated from the 
Calgary General Hospital School of Nursing in 1910, 
and was placed in charge of the typhoid ward. During 

Major H.W. McGill, Calgary, Alberta, 1914. Glenbow Archives, 

NA-4938-15.

Emma Griffis, nurse outside the old General Hospital, Calgary 

ca. 1910. Glenbow Archives, NA-4938-10.
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the First World War, she served at the Bramshott 
Military Hospital in Sussex, England. In his first 
letter to Emma, Harold, ever the gentleman, kept 
the tone formal, yet it was obvious he was smitten 
with her. Unfortunately for Harold, Emma did not 
reciprocate his feelings. On the surface, they were 
an unlikely couple. As his letters reveal, Harold was 
a shy, quiet man who preferred books to people. 
Emma was a social butterfly. Yet Harold remained 
undeterred. He continued to pursue her through his 
letters and eventually won her over.

Shorncliffe, England, June 16, 1915. 

Dear Miss Griffis:

Your very nice letter of May 30 reached me yesterday 
and to say I was delighted would be putting it too 
mildly. Yours was the first and only letter from 
Calgary, or indeed from Canada, that I have had 
since we landed over two weeks ago. I hope your 
health has come quite up to the normal by this time.

We had a very nice trip all the way across. We did 
not have any leave at Quebec but embarked aboard 
the S. S. Carpathia at once May 17 sailing about 
3 P.M. There was scarcely any rough weather on 
the ocean trip and I never missed a meal. The land 
lubbers fared better than the old travellers very few of 
the former being seasick. I never felt even a twinge, 
but then I was too busy most of the time to indulge 
in any such frivolities. We never got a glimpse of a 
submarine although we kept a sharp lookout. There 
were over 2200 troops aboard and the last part of the 
journey was run with lights all shut off at night, or 
at least with portholes all blanketed. For the last two 
days we had two machine guns mounted on deck 
and 100 men on guard with loaded rifles. We came in 
sight of Plymouth Harbour on the afternoon of May 

28 and docked at Devonport – a few miles up the river 
that evening. The scene coming into Plymouth was 
most beautiful and I am very glad we arrived during 
daylight. We had not got any leave from the boat to 
see Plymouth as I should like to have done for it is 
a most interesting city. The people gave us a royal 
welcome and the boys on the training ship cheered 
themselves hoarse. The Jackies certainly know how 
to cheer.

We spent the night on the ship and entrained next 
morning for Shorncliffe. On the way down we passed 
through some of the most interesting parts of England 
including London.

Our camp is on a hill overlooking the sea about 
four miles from Folkestone. The ships are passing up 
and down all day and on clear days we can make 
out the French coast quite distinctly. With Field 
glasses we can see the towns and villages. We are 
about 50 minutes by flying machine from the scene of 
the fighting. We see their machines nearly every day 
and this evening a big airship (British) flew right over 
the camp. It was only a few hundred feet up and we 
got a fine view of it. The men in the car were dressed 
in naval uniform. Torpedo boat destroyers are pa-
trolling up and down the coast all day.

Dr. Gunn is at present at Canadian Shorn-
cliffe Hospital about two miles away from here. Dr. 
McGuffin is here in the Fourth Field Ambulance 
attached to our brigade. Dr. Charlie Stewart is in 
charge of the hospital at Beachborough a few miles 
away. I went out to see him on Sunday. The hospital 
is an old country seat and is very beautiful – I had 
the pleasure of meeting the donors, Sir Arthur and 
Lady Markham who gave up their home for hospital 
purposes. Tommy Costello came down from London 
to see us on Sunday. I heard his voice in the next 
tent to mine and could hardly believe my ears. Upon 
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investigation I found it was Tommy sure enough. He 
keeps asking everybody if there is so much danger 
connected with their M.O.s work. I was able to assure 
him that most of the medical officers with the first 
division were either killed wounded or driven insane. 
Dr. Morris called at the camp yesterday but I did not 
have much time to talk to him as I had to go down to 
Folkestone.

A few of us drove down to Dover the other evening. 
It was a most interesting trip. The harbor was full 
of warships. I shall try to go to Canterbury next Sat-
urday and see the Cathedral. It is only a few miles 
away. I have not been up to London yet.

Was very interested to know that the family 
responsibilities of Drs. Follett and Johnson had 
increased. Is Geo. Johnson out at the Reserve?

Give my kind regards to Miss Murphy and all 
others and do write again soon.

Yours very sincerely,

Harold W. McGill Capt. C.A.M.C.

Like many young men of this generation, Harold 
believed strongly enough in the war effort to risk 
his life. His sense of honour and duty was so pro-
found that it led him to behave in an almost reckless 
manner. Harold regularly toured the trenches, and 
“while a practical thing to do, given his respon-
sibilities, it was nonetheless fraught with risks 
and required courage.”1 The risk of death was very 
real. Over a period of four years, the 31st Battalion 
suffered heavy causalities: of the 941 who died, 708 
were killed in action.2 Harold’s thoughts of Emma 
provided much comfort while war raged on all 
around him. In his first letters of 1916, Harold, de-
spite the ongoing horrors of war, continued to charm 
his beloved Emma:

Jan 1, 1916. 

Dear Miss Griffis;

What do you think of this stationary! Isn’t it pretty 
fine to come from the firing line? I feel quite civilized 
writing on this paper instead of using a leaf out of my 
field message book. Please accept my warmest thanks 
for the very kind manner in which you remembered 
me at Christmas . . . Try to write more frequently if 
you can find the time; I am always so pleased to hear 
from you. 

Sincerely yours, 

Harold W McGill

Feb 5 / 1916

Dear Miss Griffis;

Your very interesting letter of Jan 2 came to hand 
some days ago when we were out in divisional 
reserve. In your letter you asked a number of ques-
tions which I shall try to answer before my superfine 
paper runs out. Usually my stationary is a field 
message book but for very special correspondence 
with particular people I use envelopes & paper that 
came in a Christmas box. However—to get on with my 
answers. I may be court-martialed for giving you this 
information but shall risk being sent home. We do six 
day shifts in the trenches. During that time we sleep 
in our clothes and in the fire trenches the men are not 
allowed to take off their boots except to change socks. 
At the end of the six days we move out to billets just 
behind the firing line and are then what is known 
as brigade reserve. At the end of six days we again 
relieve in the trenches and after another tour of duty 
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go back to divisional reserve. The divisional reserve 
billets are pretty well out of the shelled area and ev-
erybody feels pretty safe there. Besides the men have 
practically no fatigues to do and get rested up a bit. 
After 6 days in divisional reserve the whole program 
begins again . . .

You ask about our rations and I must say they are 
very good. I do not think that ever before an army has 
been fed like this one. Now and then of course there 
will be a shortage in certain articles but on the whole 
very little complaint is heard. When the battalion 
is in the trenches my two orderlies and I have our 
rations come together and one of the orderlies does 

the cooking. About the only extra I buy is oatmeal 
to make porridge in the mornings. In the way of 
luxuries we get a daily ration of rum apiece when in 
the trenches. In addition to my duties as M.O. I help 
to issue the rum. Each company issues its own rum, 
but some of the extra detachments such as bombers, 
snipers, signallers, M. Gun men, and wiremen get 
their issue at the dressing room dugout. My corporal 
measures it out in a teapot. The wiremen I mention 
are the chaps that go out between our own and the 
German trenches at night repairing old and erecting 
new barbed wire defences. They sometimes work 
within a few yards of the German parapet and are 

Major Harold McGill treating a soldier at a dressing station during the battle of Amiens, France, 10 August 1918. McGill is wearing a shirt and 

tie. Glenbow Archives, NA-4938-17.
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certainly entitled to get a drink of rum when they 
come in.

I saw for the first time a real live Hun a few days 
ago. He was a prisoner who had just been brought in 
wounded. The other two battalions of our brigade 
who occupied the trenches at the time made a raid 
into Fritz’s lines and captured four prisoners besides 
doing a lot of damage. Unfortunately one of the 
prisoners was killed by the German fire when the 
party was coming back. The German I saw was in a 
Field Ambulance and had received a bayonet thrust 
to make him come along with his captors. He was a 
big fine looking chap and very capable looking. He 
had the rank of sergeant and wore the iron cross with 
two bars. He was a Prussian and had been here only 
a few days, having come from the Russian front . . .

From Calgary papers that have just come to hand 
you must have been led to believe that we had been 
roughing it up with Fritz in capital shape. The whole 
story was a pure hoax and somebody should be put 
in jail for that sort of thing. Just let me thank you for 
your many kind offers of assistance and also for the 
papers and magazines which are much appreciated. 
Goodbye.

Sincerely yours,

Harold W McGill

P.S. That bovril was fine. 
H.W.McG.

April 15 / 1916. 

Dear Miss Griffis:

Your letter of March 23 came to hand two days ago. 
A couple of big bundles of papers also arrived but I 

do not know by whom they were sent. Do not think 
the papers you send are not appreciated even if I am 
discourteous enough to fail thanking you.

We are now out in divisional reserve but expect 
to go back into the trenches in a few days. The men 
are getting well rested up and they needed it for our 
last trip in was a very trying ordeal as you would 
probably read in the papers. It was in fact our first 
real action and the battalion behaved splendidly. 
Anything we had hitherto experienced in the way of 
war was a pink tea compared with what we were up 
against those few days. The Germans made several 
attacks after frightful artillery bombardments in 
each case. One bombardment began about 3 in the 
morning and lasted for 18 hours without a break. 
Hundreds of shells per minute must have exploded 
in our lines during that time. Our artillery sent back 
just as good as we got and perhaps a little more. A 
number of Germans came over and surrendered to 
get out of the shell fire. A lot of the German infantry 
coming over to attack seemed half dazed, probably 
by the terrible shell fire, and were shot down like 
sheep in front of our trenches, or at least what had 
been our trenches. In many places both our own and 
the enemy trenches were wiped completely out of 
existence. Most of us got scarcely any sleep for four 
days and nights. We were in five days but the last one 
was comparatively quiet. You will be pleased to know 
that our battalion did not lose an inch of ground. In 
one case four bombers broke up an enemy infantry 
attack after shooting the German officer. I used to 
wonder why men went insane under shell fire but 
understand it perfectly now. However, we had very 
few cases of nervous breakdown. 

Now I must stop giving you war news or the 
censor will take a notion to hold up the letter. Besides 
you will probably be able to read that sort of thing 
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told in a better way in the papers. When one is in 
action he sees only the very small part that comes 
under his individual notice and is liable to give a 
wrong impression . . .

Yours sincerely,

Harold W. McGill 

In early 1917, Emma travelled to England to 
serve as a nurse at the Bramshott Military Hospital. 
She and Harold continued their correspondence 
and occasionally met in person when Harold had a 
chance to return to England from the trenches. The 
relationship continued to blossom, and a mere five 
days after meeting her in England during his July 
1917 leave, they secretly became engaged. Yet, as the 
next letter reveals, despite having corresponded for 
two years, they knew very little about each other’s 
families. While the decision to marry so quickly may 
seem rash by today’s standards, this was the genera-
tion that lived for today. They did not worry about to-
morrow because tomorrow might not come. Having 
seen so many of their friends and fellow soldiers 
killed in battle, they truly understood that life was 
precious and could end without warning. The fact 
that they were both in their thirties probably added 
to the sense of urgency to get on with their lives.

France,
July 22, 1917.

My dearest Emma;

I have your letter of July 16 containing your gentle 
reproach for me because of my tardiness in writing. I 
wrote you a few minutes after reaching my dugout on 
the night of July 12. I was kept fairly well hustled up 
until that time. I am afraid though that it was some 

time before you received the letter if indeed it reached 
you at all.

You ask me why I did not give you a hint of what 
I was thinking—when I thought. I do not exactly get 
your meaning but I have thought of you every day 
since I first came to the war, and surely my dear girl 
you know I cared for you before I told you so. No, I 
am grieved to say my dear mother is not alive, and 
I think it was perfectly lovely of you to ask me about 
her. I have a brother older than myself and two sisters 
younger. Our father and mother both died within 10 
days of each other many years ago. Margaret was 
15 years of age at the time. Ever since the four of us 
have always maintained a strong family relation-
ship although we have been much scattered most of 
the time. We are indeed I am afraid inclined to be 
“clannish”. My brother who has been married for 
years hardly ever lets a week go by without writing to 
me, and his wife has been a third sister. They have 
3 children.

We don’t know much about each other’s family 
relationships do we? But I know that you are a good 
lovely girl with a keen sense of humour. Did you ever 
think what a terrible thing it would be for two people, 
neither with the sense of humour, to live together? 
Small jolts would be detonated into mine explosions. 
As for myself—a few unimportant particulars. I was 
born in Peterborough County, Ont. on the twenty first 
day of December 1879 A.D. So you see I am no longer 
in the first flush of youth. During the past few years 
indeed I have been alarmed and discouraged at the 
speed with which the old gentleman with the scythe 
has been tearing down the road. So far as I know, 
apart from the hazards of my present occupation, 
I am a first class risk for a life insurance company, I 
have never served a term in prison, and my religious 
belief is very unorthodox. And lastly as I think I 
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warned you I do not belong to the class of preda-
tory rich . . .

Yours lovingly,

Harold W McGill

France, Aug 5, 1917.

Dearest Emma;

I think I made a promise to write you a nice letter 
when we came out of the line but am afraid I am 
hardly in form to day. I have your letter of July 28 
and am very pleased to know that you are away from 
the Tb. patients. I had been worried ever since you 
first told me you were detailed for that duty . . .

The horrible rain seems to have relented a little 
and it is fine to day. I walked out to the village where 
we are billeted early this morning with Lt. Irwin of 
Calgary. It was a fine moonlight night but rather 
warm for walking in full kit. A team of six mules on a 
G.S. [General Service] wagon caught up to us and we 
were not too proud to ride behind the lowly but useful 
mules. We reached our billets about 1:30 A.M. and 
had a cup of tea and something to eat before going to 
bed. I drew a very nice billet with the most comfort-
able bed I have seen in France. My batman had a 
bath ready for me and it was certainly a luxury to 
have a wash and get into clean sheets. I hadn’t had 
my clothes off for 13 days. I trust we have no more 
rain for a time.

I got the gramophone going right after breakfast 
(which by the way was not very early) this morn-
ing and ran over a lot of our old records. One of our 
officers now on leave is getting a new instrument. 
Did I tell you that Col. Bell did not have a chance to 
hear “Irish Eyes”? The day we had the gramophone 

brought up from the horse lines the Colonel went off 
to take temporary command of the brigade and has 
not been back since.

Your information concerning weddings covered 
all I had previously known and a little more. I did 
not know anything about a short service, but if there 
is one we shall have it, the shorter the better. We 
shall also indulge in the luxury of a special license. 
The idea of some low brow curate getting up on three 
successive Sundays, or whatever the number of times 
it is, and yapping out our intentions to a crowd of 
people that never heard of us and don’t give a damn 
does not appeal to me. Are you in favor of as quiet 
a wedding as possible? I hope so. Have you told 
anybody of our engagement yet? . . . I have not told a 
soul yet but am anxiously waiting your unqualified 
permission to give the glad tidings to my immediate 
relatives.

Yours lovingly Harold W McGill

While on a two-week leave in England, Harold 
and Emma married on 9 December 1917, a mere five 
months after they became engaged. They enjoyed 
a brief yet frenzied honeymoon in London before 
Harold returned to duty on December 25. During 
this time, Harold was promoted to acting major 
and was placed in charge of the 5th Canadian Field 
Ambulance Corps.

After their marriage, Emma went through a 
difficult period; she became ill with influenza, was 
unemployed, and later suffered a miscarriage. Her 
mood was dark and, on occasion, she questioned the 
wisdom of the decision to marry so quickly. But, if 
Emma had doubts, Harold did not. As his correspon-
dence revealed, he did not regret his decision and 
longed to be with woman he loved.
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Belgium, March 16/19. Dear Emma;

Your two letters of March 10 & 11 respectively brought 
a bright ray of sunshine into my life this afternoon. 
It is a dull cold miserable day, and I do not remem-
ber ever having been more “Fed up” with things in 
general than just before the mail came in . . .

I have heard nothing further of my application 
for recall to England for the purpose of proceeding to 
Canada with my dependent, the latter being your 
dear self. A brigade staff officer was into our mess 
this afternoon and informed us that our group would 
likely be moved to England on or about April 5. This 
will not be too bad if the information turns out to 
be correct.

Whatever made you ask me if I were sorry 
that we were married? The only question that ever 
concerned me was whether we should be married 
during the war or wait until it was finished. If I had 
decided upon the latter alternative I should not have 
mentioned the matter to you until the end of the 
war, and the Lord only knows where you would have 
been by this time; married to someone else perhaps. 
That might have been well for you but would most 
certainly have been bad for me.

Your loving husband Harold W. McGill

Belgium

March 28/19 Dear Emma;

Your letter of March 22 came to hand this afternoon. 
I am so very sorry you have been ill, and shall be most 
anxious until I hear from you again. And I fear that 
I shall not have any more letters from you until after 
our unit reaches England, for we go on the road the 

day after to-morrow. Our last mail from “The Field” 
goes out to-morrow morning. Unless I get a letter 
from you in to-morrow’s mail I shall not get any 
more on this side of the Channel.

What in the world brought on your trouble? It 
was the last thing that I should have expected. Well, 
so long as you get around alright again I shall be 
thankful enough.

I have had dreams about you during each of the 
past few nights and in all my dreams you were lovely 
and in the best of health. There has never been any 
suggestion of illness on your part. Two nights ago I 
dreamed that we were together in the “State Apart-
ment” which you had engaged in expectation of my 
homecoming.

We have at last received our definite entraining 
orders. Our unit goes on the first train of the division, 
which leaves here at noon on Sunday March 30. We 
should be in Bramshott within a week from our date 
of starting. I shall try to phone you from there when 
we arrive.

I must close now. I shall look for a letter from  
you to-morrow. I am glad that Col. Gunn is looking 
after you.

Your loving husband,

Harold W. McGill

On 7 April 1919, Harold arrived for dispersal at 
Bramshott. Emma was waiting for him in London. 
In total, Harold served three years with the 31st 
battalion. He was awarded the Military Cross for 
his service in France. Harold’s recollections of his 
wartime experiences were recorded in a manuscript 
titled “Reminiscences of a Battalion M.O.” In 1935 he 
submitted the manuscript to Macmillan of Canada, 
hoping to have it published. He wrote: “Although 
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the editors who reviewed the memoir considered it 
a work of merit, Macmillan declined for economic 
reasons.”3 As the country was in the middle of the 
Great Depression, Macmillan’s decision was under-
standable. The manuscript was finally published in 
2007, edited by Marjorie Norris, and titled Medicine 
and Duty: The World War I Memoir of Captain Harold 
W. McGill, Medical Officer, 31st Battalion C.E.F. Norris 
had previously explored the experiences of Calgary 
nurses serving on the front in Sister Heroines: The 
Roseate Glow of Wartime Nursing 1914–1918, published 
in 2002.4 

Emma and Harold returned to Calgary in spring 
1919. Harold resumed his position as the Sarcee 
(Tsuu T’ina) Reservation medical officer. He became 
a prominent physician and, in 1920, was elected 
president of the Calgary Medical Society. Two years 
later, he was elected as the Calgary member of the 
Council of the College of Physicians and Surgeons 
of Alberta. He also became active in politics and, in 
1926, was elected to Calgary city council, where he 
served two terms as alderman. In June 1930 he was 
elected as a Conservative member of the Legisla-
tive Assembly of Alberta to represent Calgary, but 
resigned in October 1932 when he was appointed 
deputy superintendent general of Indian Affairs in 
Ottawa by his long-time friend Prime Minister R.B. 
Bennett. Four years later, he was promoted to di-
rector of Indian Affairs, which entitled him to a seat 
in the Northwest Territories government. He was 
appointed to the 2nd Council of the Northwest Terri-
tories and served as a member until 1947. Emma was 
also active in local politics. She sat on the executive 
of the Women’s Canadian Club and the Women’s 
Conservative Association.

The McGills eventually moved to the west coast to 
live out the remainder of their lives. Harold died on 

3 July 1961 in Vancouver, British Columbia. Emma 
died 10 years later. The McGills had two daughters, 
Kathleen (Odell) and Doris (McNab).

Notes

1 The Harold William McGill and Emma Griffis McGill 
Fonds are in the Glenbow Archives, Calgary, and a 
description can be found at http://www.glenbow.org/
collections/search/findingaids/archhtm/mcgill.cfm. 
Marjorie Norris has edited his memoir as Medicine 
and Duty: The World War I Memoir of Captain Harold W. 
McGill, Medical Officer, 31st Battalion C.E.F. (Calgary: 
University of Calgary Press, 2007), xi.

2 Medicine and Duty, xv.
3 Ibid., xiv.
4 Marjorie Norris, Sister Heroines: The Roseate Glow of 

Wartime Nursing 1914–1918 (Calgary: Bunker to Bunker 
Publishing, 2002).
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Since human beings are naturally collectors or 
souvenir hunters, it is inevitable that soldiers in the 
First World War would collect or make items for the 
purpose of remembrance or as trophies. These ar-
tifacts are described as “trench art” and can include 
decorated shell and bullet casings, items carved from 
wood or bone, and others with buttons or simi-
lar elements of uniforms, whether from enemy or 
allied sources. While any conflict resulted in such 
production, the First World War saw a proliferation, 
and it was not only soldiers, prisoners of war, and 
internees who made them, but also, after a market 
developed, commercial enterprises. Items made by 
soldiers are the most personal and can serve to tell 
their own wartime story. 

Private Stephen Smith was born on 6 September 
1872 in Uxbridge, Ontario, and, before joining the 
12th Canadian Mounted Rifles at the Sarcee Camp in 
Calgary on 20 August 1915, worked as a saddler. He 
had served for a year with the 23rd Alberta Rangers. 
After training in Canada, he was sent overseas 
aboard the SS Missanabie, arriving in England on 
9 October 1915. Smith was transferred to the 2nd 
Canadian Mounted Rifles and sent to France on 

January 20, arriving at his unit on 10 February 1916. 
He was diagnosed with myalgia on April 17, and as 
a result he was moved from one medical facility to 
another, including No. 3 Canadian General Hospi-
tal in Boulogne (18 April 1916) and #18 Ambulance 
Train, No. 17 Casualty Clearing Station, ending up at 
the Marlborough Detail Camp in England on 20 May 
1916. Since he could not be on active service, he 
was loaned to the 9th Reserve Battalion in Folke-
stone on 6 June 1916, and then transferred to the 
Garrison Depot at Hastings on 27 November 1916. 
On 5 March 1917, he was returned to Canada, and by 
March 17, he was in a convalescent home in Calgary. 
Smith was discharged from the army as “medically 
unfit” due to rheumatism on 13 October 1917. Still 
anxious to serve, he rejoined the Canadian Army on 
1 August 1919 in Edmonton, where he worked in the 
Edmonton Military Hospital until his discharge on 
15 November 1919. For his service, he received the 
British War Medal and the Victory Medal.

In 1916 or 1917, Private Stephen Smith sent a belt 
covered with badges and buttons home to his wife 
Evelyn with a note scrawled in a pocket of the belt 
that stated: “These are the names of the Badges & 

Private Stephen Smith and His Trench Art Belts

ALLAN KERR AND DOUG STYLES



Private Stephen Smith framed his two souvenir belts together with his picture, cap badge, and collars. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria 

Preservation Society, Edmonton, Alberta.
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Buttons on my Belt all Came from the Front Except 
82nd 89th & 66 Numerals. I have another one about 
twice as Wide or Wider and have it over half filled but 
there are not many of there [sic] Imperial.” Private 
Smith’s two souvenirs from the front came to be 
popularly known as “hate belts,” since some of the 
buttons and badges were collected from enemy sol-
diers. Smith’s service records indicate that he served 
less than three months at the front with the balance 
of his service being on light duty in the rear and in 
hospital. His service indicates that at least some of 
the items on his belts were obtained at the front. 

Jane A Kimball in Trench Art: An Illustrated History 
classifies these belts as trench art and prefers to call 

them “souvenir belts.”1 The French word “souvenir” 
(literally, “a remembrance”) came into everyday 
English usage during the Great War, and largely re-
placed the word “keepsake” to describe objects made 
or collected as tangible reminders of places and 
events. Nicholas J. Saunders in Trench Art: A Brief His-
tory and Guide defines trench art as “any object made 
by soldiers, prisoners of war and civilians, from war 
material, as long as the object and maker are associ-
ated in time and space with an armed conflict or its 
consequences.”2 

Most cap and collar badges, buttons, and insignia 
were obtained on or near the battle front. Items 
removed from the uniforms of the deceased, from 

(above) The small belt (6.5 cm wide, 96 cm long) contains 68 items. The original list was found in the pocket near the belt buckle and is 

shown left of the picture in the photograph on page 198. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation Society, Edmonton, Alberta; (below) 

The large belt (14 cm wide, 93 cm long) contains 95 items. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation Society, Edmonton, Alberta.
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prisoners, or traded with comrades were retained as 
souvenirs, to keep as personal remembrances or to 
sell/trade to those away from the front. The currency 
of trade between combat and support soldiers was 
mainly cigarettes and liquor. It was difficult to man-
ufacture and maintain belts, specifically large belts, 
at the front due to the cramped and dirty living con-
ditions. The care that is evident in the production of 
the belts, and later the professional framing, reveal 
Smith’s pride in serving and his desire to share this 
with not only his wife but also his friends and the 
community at large.

Notes

1 Jane A. Kimball, Trench Art: An Illustrated History 
(Davis, CA: Silverpenny Press, 2004).

2 Nicholas J. Saunders, Trench Art: A Brief History and 
Guide (South Yorkshire, UK: Pen & Sword Books Lim-
ited, 2001), 20.
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The commercially produced memorial picture frame and backing 

illustrates another type of trench art. Families were contacted, 

whenever a son or father’s name appeared in a newspaper, and 

offered such products. The backing to Smith’s picture frame 

is marked “COPYRIGHTED BY CHAS E NEVILLE.” Kerr Collection, 

Canadian Militaria Preservation Society, Edmonton, Alberta.




