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In 1914, Alberta had been a province of the Dominion of Canada for only nine years. 

Both the federal and provincial governments were enticing immigrants to settle the 

wide open stretches of what was described as “the last, best West.” While life in Alberta 

was viewed as “on the margins” of the civilized world, it was by no means primitive. 

Settlement went hand-in-hand with economic modernization and the creation of civil 

society. The early part of the twentieth century saw the people of Alberta dealing with 

a whole range of issues, including women’s suffrage, the rights of the working class, 

and challenges to established religion. The life-and-death experience on the battle 

front heightened the sense that somehow life in the homeland must be improved for 

those returning. The Social Gospel movement that influenced Protestant churches of 

Canada and the United States from the end of the nineteenth century to the early part 

of the twentieth century focused attention on social ills, including the link between 

alcoholism, poverty, unemployment, crime, and family violence. This was an age of 

belief, and the Protestant churches – Presbyterian, Methodist, Unitarian, and Angli-

can – dominated. In 1911, Presbyterianism was the largest denomination in Alberta.1 

The Protestant churches shared a belief that it was incumbent on Christians of goodwill 

to address social problems. While the war was seen by most as a just one and in de-

fence of Christian values, there were some who came to question this. 

Section Two: The Home Front – Context and Meaning features essays that take a 

thematic approach to elucidating the home front experience. Duff Crerar’s essay pro-

vides an overview of the year 1916, the war’s midpoint, which brought soaring demand 

for Alberta products, declining enlistment, mounting inflation, labour shortages, and 

SECTION TWO 

The Home Front: Context and Meaning
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more powerful temperance and women’s suffrage campaigns. Aritha van Herk 

shows that, for Albertans at home, the effects of war varied greatly: for some, rou-

tines changed little, while for others the war brought excitement, purpose, pride, 

and even fun, or at the other extreme, despair and devastation. Norman Knowles 

demonstrates the significance of religion in framing how Albertans understood the 

war and coped with the sacrifices it exacted. Adriana Davies examines the growing 

influence of women of British descent in Alberta and how this was wielded through 

charitable organizations to support key causes including women’s suffrage and the 

war effort. 

Newspapers became a powerful tool not only for providing news of battles lost 

and won but also for discussing notions of heroism and Canada’s role in an in-

ternational conflict. While members of some of Alberta’s militias had participated 

in the Boer War, the First World War was the first time that Canadians fought as a 

Dominion within the British Empire. David Gallant examines war coverage in Al-

berta newspapers, especially during the conflict’s early stages, when, contrary to 

standard interpretations, fear and trepidation vied with patriotism and optimism. 

Stephen Greenhalgh focuses on the war service of Edmonton men whom the media 

highlighted to create symbols of local heroes. Jeff Keshen’s two chapters assess the 

degree to which patriotism, censorship, and propaganda shaped perceptions of the 

war in Alberta. 

Alvin Finkel shows that despite efforts to manage public opinion, Alberta’s la-

bour movement grew disenchanted over rapidly increasing inflation, emphasis on 

the conscription of men before wealth, and the ongoing lack of collective bargain-

ing rights. Finally, Catherine Cole shows that despite gripes from western Canada 

about war industry congregating in southern Ontario and Quebec, Edmonton’s 

Great Western Garment Company played a major role in producing military uni-

forms, while Peter McKenzie-Brown explains how a little-known wartime survey 

pointed to future areas of petroleum development in Alberta, including the oil sands. 

The wartime years in Alberta were thus a period of intellectual ferment lead-

ing to change. In fact, the ideas forged at the time through hardship and suffering 

would help to shape modern Alberta.

Notes

1 Ken Munro in First Presbyterian 
Church, Edmonton: A History 
(Bloomington, IN: Trafford 
Publishing, 2004), iv–v.



In 1915 Jeannie Alexander, a young girl living in 
the Peace River Block with her pioneering family, 
received an embroidered postcard from France: a 
shamrock with the flags of the Allies on the leaves. 
The motto, stitched in gold, said, “Right is Might.” 
But in 1916 a shadow crossed her path. Her broth-
er’s best friend, the cheerful young man who had 
tramped cross-country to Athabasca Landing in 
1914, had been killed on the Somme.1 Someone had 
to explain that her hero was not coming back. 

Little Jeannie was by no means the only Alber-
tan whose world grew darker in 1916. Two years 
before, war had been something of a relief: Alberta 
was weathering a major depression and drought. 
Enlistment substituted one immigrant strategy gone 
sour with a better one, when many Albertans, much 
like Westerners in general, were far from “placid and 
prosperous.”2 For those down on their luck, enlist-
ment meant a free trip to England and a little ad-
venture, as everyone believed the war would be both 
short and victorious. Those with British military 
origins tried to fill the vacancies in the first Canadian 
Contingent. The retired French Army officers who 
had founded the town of Trochu, Alberta, packed up 
and returned to fight for France. Of those who sur-
vived the war, almost none returned. The well-bred, 

middle-class Britishers who populated Millarville, 
Okotoks, and many other stock-and-ranch opera-
tions, flocked back to join cavalry units. Some would 
never see Alberta again, or would find their way back 
as broken men.3 

By mid-war, 1916, wheat prices were high and 
the land seemed generously productive. This was 
the year when it was easier for some to pay the bills, 
put food on the table, and plan for the prosperity 
that was supposed to come with the peace. But for 
many others, it was a year that undermined hope 
with grief, frustration, and apprehension. A cul-
ture war that had started long before 1914 reached a 
fever pitch in 1916. Amidst the bustle and bluster of 
Alberta public life emerged a growing unease that the 
war could not be won by voluntarism alone. By year’s 
end, most Albertans’ fiery determination to win at 
any cost was tainted with anxiety that the costs of vic-
tory were spiralling out of control.

A Wave of Militant Idealism

The first few days of August 1914 produced a swarm 
of volunteers. Wesleyan Methodist Rev. G.H. Cobble-
dick of Lethbridge spoke for most clergy when he 
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pronounced: “Our hearts and hands are with our 
boys who will go to the front.”4 The province seemed 
dominated by an infectious blend of enthusiasm and 
militant idealism. Recruiting continued in every 
community. Even prewar pacifism was not much of 
a barrier. But when a Red Deer MP, Liberal Michael 
Clark, called for an immediate war income tax, 
fellow Albertans thought this was going a bit too far. 
Very few were prepared to entertain the thought of 
conscription of men, and those calling for conscrip-
tion of wealth could be ignored.5 It was assumed that 
the war would be won on the voluntary principle. 

Meanwhile the Protestant churches sustained 
the crusade. At the June 1916 Methodist Conference 
in Lethbridge, Dr. W.L. Armstrong of Edmonton 
proclaimed that the war was leavening the world for 
the coming Kingdom of God on Earth.6 The crusade 
overseas must be matched and the war redeemed 
by another crusade at home. Though Presbyterians 
were somewhat distracted by the Church Union 
debate (Red Deer’s Rev. W.G. Brown led the Presby-
terian Church Association, a bastion of anti-Union 
sentiment), and the Anglicans got most of the mili-
tary chaplaincies, Methodists had the highest profile 
on the provincial home front.7 Alberta College 
South, the Methodist theological college in Edmon-
ton, donated facilities for military training, put its 
female students to work sewing for soldiers, and sent 
its male students to the front, nearly suspending 
operations for lack of students. By 1917 more than 
50 ministers and probationers were in uniform, 
mostly as combatants. Prominent Methodist laymen 
such as Calgary’s R.B. Bennett, Lethbridge’s W.A. 
Buchanan, George Stanley of High River, and women 
such as Nellie McClung, Louise McKinney, and Mrs. 
George Kerby (whose husband was principal of Cal-
gary’s Mount Royal College) stumped the province, 

This postcard was sent to Jeannie Alexander in Spirit River, Alberta 

from Jack Pringle in France in 1916. A pencilled note on the back 

adds that in October word reached Spirit River of his death in 

action. South Peace Regional Archives. 
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marshalling support for the war effort as a mission 
to stamp out social ills both at home and overseas. In 
Methodist churches, women’s circles sent (mostly 
cigarette-free) packages to soldiers, and raised 
funds for war relief.8 

To militant social progressives, Ottawa’s neglect 
and betrayal of Western prewar farm grievances 
and nativist anxieties could now be resolved by 
the war-induced consensus. Thus, two of the great 
progressive causes that had emerged before the war 
gained critical momentum and won their greatest 
victories in 1916. Rural and small-town elites had 
supported prohibition by provincial plebiscite in 
1915.9 While French Canadians, a portion of the 
soldier vote, and perhaps some Ukrainian voters east 
and north of Edmonton kept four districts tempo-
rarily wet, the powerful Women’s Christian Tem-
perance Union (WCTU) and United Farm Women of 
Alberta (UFWA) were not to be denied. Prohibition 
in Alberta became the law on 1 July 1916. Supporters 

cheered the decreasing number of arrests for drunk-
enness, and set their sights on nonpartisan politics, 
and votes for women. Through the Women’s Institute 
and other organisations, sewing circles from the 
town of Vulcan in the south to the hamlet of Glen 
Leslie in the north discussed politics, promoted 
war work, sent chocolates to the boys in uniform, or 
read aloud letters from the front. In most of rural 
Alberta it was women’s work that supported the local 
Patriotic Fund.10 

The Alberta Women’s Institute campaigned for 
war and women’s votes in its Farm and Ranch Review 
(although Irene Parlby, Alberta’s leading United 
Farmers of Alberta feminist, complained that Insti-
tute women still talked too much housekeeping and 
not enough politics). Along with the WCTU, the Im-
perial Order Daughters of the Empire (IODE), UFWA, 
Victorian Order of Nurses, and the host of church 
women (whose members often belonged to several 
of these organizations simultaneously), the Institute 

This cartoon appeared in the Grain 

Grower’s Guide in 1914. Glenbow 

Archives, NA-3818-14.
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demanded the attention of politicians.11 Even R.B. 
Bennett, Calgary’s notorious bachelor millionaire 
and Conservative pillar, was converted to the cause of 
women’s suffrage. On 19 April 1916, Alberta granted 
the female franchise.12 

War and Its Social Discontents

The triumph of prohibition and women’s suffrage 
both rewarded the largest and most active pro-
portions of the population, but there were many 
other Albertans who were either indifferent to or 
alienated by these and other wartime causes. The 
war made English sacred: other languages were to 
be banned from the schools. This was preached by 
educators criss-crossing the province, inspired by 
H.M. Tory, president of the University of Alberta, and 
by its Department of Extension.13 Ukrainians and 
German-speaking or French Canadians prudently 
kept their opinions to themselves, as war-enhanced 
nativism peaked. Roberta MacAdams, destined by 
the soldier vote to become a member of the legis-
lature, blasted “enemy foreigners” for getting rich 
on the land while Anglo-Saxon Alberta boys were 
dying overseas.14 Patriotism blended with para-
noia. In Lethbridge, rumours spread that German 
sympathizers were sabotaging threshing machines 
with rocks and metal in wheat stooks.15 In Vulcan, 
hard-working Germans were viewed as brutal, ruth-
less, and militaristic, while stories went round that 
they might set fire to the crops. 

The non-British tried to prove their loyalty 
with donations to patriotic funds, by flying Union 
Jacks, by cooperating with the police, and some-
times by enlisting, but harassment, internment, 
and loss of civil rights plagued them. Lethbridge 

and Banff-Castle Mountain enemy alien internment 
camps locked up German and Austrian reservists, 
and unwelcome immigrants. Many Ukrainians—
former subjects of Austria and no friends of Russia—
were concentrated at Banff, while Germans and 
Austrians ended up in the converted hen barns at the 
Lethbridge Exhibition grounds. There, successful 
escapes raised suspicions that enemy sympathiz-
ers populated southern Alberta. The internment 
camp became the focus of controversy, bigotry, and 
brutality. Increased enlistment resulted in labour 
shortages that made it harder to hire guards for the 
camps, and this resulted in closure of the camps on 
2 November 1916. Some enemy aliens had also been 
paroled so long as they agreed to work in certain 
areas.16 Germans changed their names, trying to 
sound Scandinavian, for instance, to limit perse-
cution. Two German newspapers, Calgary’s Deutsch 
Kanadier and the Alberta Herold, ceased publication. 
On 10–11 February 1916 a mob of veterans in Calgary 
smashed German shops and restaurants. Anti-Ger-
man hysteria ruined Martin Nordegg’s plans to found 
a model coal-mining community; the government 
seized his property and he fled to the United States.

On the farms, however, 1916 brought new 
optimism. The cycles of drought and depressed 
prices seemed cured by the war. In 1915 there had 
been a bumper harvest, thanks to heavy rains that 
made even Palliser’s Triangle bloom.17 Prices had 
risen from the depressed rates of 1914 to 91 cents a 
bushel. The following summer, wheat prices were 
at their highest, over $1.30 a bushel, though yields 
were lower. During 1916 many farmers made up 
their minds. The war had confirmed the nostrum 
that a farmer who wanted to profit grew wheat.18 The 
number of homesteads and acreage under cultivation 
increased for the first time in years.19 Cattle- and 
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horse-raising became profitable, owing to the 
demand for beef and draft animals for the mili-
tary. High River saw prosperity again.20 But the war 
took too many experienced men away to the front, 
raising the cost of labour, while farmers rented more 
expensive fields and cultivated without soil con-
servation measures, stressing both their credit and 
their land.21 

Attempts to get the 1916 crop seeded early failed 
because the soil was too cold. Dry weather and stem 
rust also reduced yields. Still, there was almost an 
embarrassment of wealth by the end of the year, 
though the high prices of 1916 came partly from 
scarcity. Extra cash in farmers’ pockets did not 
always translate into buying better equipment, as 
tariffs on them kept costs high. The only noticeable 
outcome of the 1916 boom was perhaps the larger 
number of farmers driving automobiles.22 When 
drought-afflicted crop yields dropped even lower 
and prices bottomed out after the war, too many 
farmers were left with dust, weeds, and bad debts.23 
Less damaged by the false dawn were the immigrants 
who, though persecuted, made enough money in 
1915 and 1916 to secure a better economic foothold 
on their smaller holdings. Often discouraged from 
over-expansion by hostile social and economic 
conditions, these farmers had lower debt loads, and 
their traditional farming techniques made them 
better stewards of the land.24 

In the Peace and Athabasca watersheds the war 
brought disaster for some but, with the arrival of 
the railway in 1916, prosperity for others. Here the 
war years accelerated the marginalization of the 
indigenous peoples in the economy and on the land. 
Already caught between the promises of Treaty 8 and 
the reality of the Indian Act, provincial game laws, 
and boarding schools, the fur economy collapsed in 

1914 when Britain suspended all such trading for 
the duration of the war. Coinciding with a shortage 
of game (except moose in the western districts), 
trappers and their families were near starvation by 
spring 1915.25 Restrictions on cash-crop agricul-
ture delayed reserve surveys (allowing squatters to 
claim traditional lands), and exclusion from com-
mercial fishing on Lesser Slave Lake furthered the 
government prewar agenda of letting Aboriginal 
development slide until white settlement depleted or 
appropriated traditional resources, forcing Indi-
ans to adopt modern ways of living.26 The fur trade 
recovered in 1916 when the United States took up 
the business, but new regulations and railway access 
opened up the land to white trappers and free market 
competition, which killed the old relationship be-
tween Aboriginal people and the Hudson’s Bay Com-
pany, and eventually ended the traditional economy.

In 1916, the long-heralded railway finally 
arrived, and the dreamed-of transformation of 
Alberta’s north became feasible. By summer 1916, 
the end-of-steel for the Edmonton, Dunvegan, and 
British Columbia railway reached Grande Prairie. A 
few months later, the Athabasca and Great Waterways 
approached Fort McMurray. Both of these railways 
were already sliding towards bankruptcy, as the 
war diverted capital from Great Britain, the United 
States, and the rest of Canada. Propped up by the 
ingenuity of its owners, provincial assistance, and 
ruthless cutting of corners (endangering passengers 
and crews), the railways destroyed the riverboat 
network that had supplied the north for decades, and 
ended the harrowing necessity of migrating over-
land by the Edson Trail. Farmers now had access to 
the wheat market, though the 1916 harvest virtually 
failed in the Peace region, perhaps because of all 
the young men gone to war.27 With the railway came 
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commercial fishing on Lesser Slave Lake, which soon 
supplied most of Alberta’s fish, some being put on 
tables as far away as Chicago. But as the railway gave, 
it also took away. The end of the land boom in most 
northern towns was followed by near-death sen-
tences for communities such as Grouard, Athabasca, 
Dunvegan, and Bezanson, when the lines bypassed 
them, and trains sparked devastating forest fires. In 
the end even the railways had to wait for the war to 
finish before the population and agricultural growth 
could swamp indigenous peoples with immigrants. 
Population growth actually declined early in the war, 
as the Peace River Block had high enlistment rates, 
and immigration slowed.28 The delayed frontier 
would have to wait a little longer.

Scraping the Bottom of the Barrel:  
Boosterism and Recruiting Fade

As summer 1916 went on, Alberta reached the peak 
of its manpower contribution to the army. As soon as 
war broke out, businessmen and politicians began 
lobbying for regiments to be recruited and trained 
locally, bringing barracks construction, production 
contracts, and other economic benefits to cities and 
towns with flat economies. Alberta became “Mi-
litia District No. 13,” based in Edmonton, which, 
along with Calgary, Lethbridge, and Medicine Hat, 
benefited most from the military’s budget.29 City 
recruiting, where the patriotic well-to-do sought 
recruits from among the poor, unemployed, and 
ne’er-do-well, kept the numbers up a little longer. 
Small-town businessmen and newspaper editors 
did their bit by telling itinerant peddlers to join the 
army.30 But 1916 saw more than 20 different units 
recruiting against each other in MD No. 13.31 Calgary 

was a hive of activity, with recruiters for the Amer-
ican Legion buttonholing US citizens to enlist (Sam 
Hughes had authorized creation of a CEF battalion 
for Americans willing to violate their own country’s 
neutrality), while two other Battalions, the 82nd and 
56th, prepared for departure. Lethbridge, along with 
its artillery batteries, raised a Highland Battalion, 
the 113th “Kilties.”32 Once in England, however, the 
113th learned that it would be broken up to rein-
force battalions already at the front.33 The same 
fate awaited Red Deer’s 187th, Blairmore’s 192nd, 
and Edmonton’s 51st.34 Edmonton’s 63rd had men 
to spare, and a galaxy of well-connected officers, 
yet it too became fodder for other units. Those still 
left behind would follow the same path from hur-
rahs to oblivion; even “Peace River” Jim Cornwall’s 
notorious Irish Guards—wild men from the north 
so undisciplined, rumours said, that the Edmonton 
Bulletin sent a reporter to their makeshift headquar-
ters in the old Rubber Co. warehouse to reassure the 
public. Already in smaller towns such as Camrose 
and High River, while efforts to raise funds for the 
Patriotic Fund and Red Cross were helped by high 
grain prices, men were hard to come by. Edmonton 
merchants wondered if the drain of departing men 
would hurt business. 

The hunt went on. Although Ottawa decreed, 
and many Albertans agreed, that the conflict was a 
“White Man’s War,” recruiters turned to the Indian 
and Métis population. Native Albertans across the 
province made contributions out of all proportion to 
their numbers. Jim Cornwall’s Irish Guards in-
cluded more than 50 Indians, Métis, and even some 
Inuit. Henry J. Bury, who helped negotiate Treaty 
8, went back north to find another 250 recruits 
around Whitefish Lake.35 But southern reserves were 
divided over volunteering. Traditionalists worried 
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that the dead could not lie in their native soil, and 
that soldiers would die of tuberculosis, like Albert 
Mountain Horse, who survived poison gas at Ypres 
only to die back in Canada. Relatives and band lead-
ers feared losing more young men and demanded 
that Indian agents ban recruiting on reserves. Things 
came to a head when, at the end of 1916, the National 
Registration cards came around to be signed. In the 
traditional warrior code, conscription both insulted 
and repelled Aboriginal recruits, who honoured 
their treaty with the King, not the government in 
Ottawa.36 Reserves nevertheless made substantial 
and self-sacrificing financial contributions to the 
Red Cross and Canadian Patriotic Fund.37 What they 
did not know was that large tracts of their land would 
be expropriated and exploited by outsiders in the 
Greater Production Program of 1917–18. In a 1916 
letter, Saddle Lake Cree soldier Mark Steinhauer 
reflected: “I have been wondering whether we are 
going to get anything out of our country that we going 
to fight for.” When he and other veterans returned, 
the obvious answer was, nothing more than the 
Indian Act already stipulated.38 

Society Under Strain: Home-Front Woes 
and Anxieties

A troubling problem for home-front enthusiasts 
concerned what to do for families who had given up 
their breadwinners to the war. Like the rest of the 
nation, most Albertan military families received 
bonuses from the Patriotic Fund, an organization 
commissioned by the Canadian government under 
Montreal manufacturer and Conservative MP Sir 
Herbert Ames. At least 55,000 families across 
Canada depended on the Canadian Patriotic Fund, 

This poster for the Patriotic Fund was based on the story of an 

Onion Lake man who donated twenty-five cents for every member 

of his family to the fund. He wanted to contribute to the war effort 

but, given his age and near-blindness, money was all he could 

offer. Glenbow Museum, Poster Collection number 14.
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but each province was tasked with raising its own 
support. A practical example of voluntarism, the 
fund seemed to have the capacity to care for sol-
dier dependents while casualties and recruitment 
numbers were low, but the strain was showing by 
the beginning of 1916. Edmonton had granted free 
streetcar tickets to soldiers and half-cost tickets to 
families of city employees who enlisted.39 The offer 
seemed practical in 1915, but a year later the growing 
number of families without breadwinners became 
an alarming drain on city resources. Edmontonians 
called on the Patriotic Fund, while leaders pondered 
whether the provincial or federal governments 
would have to take over its work. While organizations 
such as the Red Cross, IODE, Canadian Women’s 
Club, St. John’s Ambulance, and others did their best 
for dependants, the job was exhausting Albertans. 
Lethbridge had created an Overseas Club pledged 
to support soldier families but by 1916 its funds and 
energy were drying up. Stunts like Calgary’s 56th 
Battalion “Follies,” a concert show with proceeds 
going to the Patriotic Fund, could not raise enough.40 
Civic leaders grew uneasy that voluntarism could no 
longer keep up with the need.

Patriotic Fund procedures also revealed the 
prejudices and anxieties of the “haves” regarding the 
“have-nots.” Rumours spread that “undeserving” 
soldiers’ wives were wasting donors’ hard-earned 
money. Patriotic Fund investigators went to great 
lengths to judge the “worthiness” of cases, noting 
“many impudent and fraudulent claims were entered 
and certification rested with the local commit-
tee.” Sometimes committees threatened to deprive 
mothers they judged unfit, for things such as letting 
their children go unaccompanied to the cinema.41 
Embittered by the officiousness they encountered 

in mid-war Alberta, it seemed the sacrifices many 
women made were costing them more dearly than 
they ever had imagined.42 

Veterans often felt the same way. By 1916 more 
and more “returned” (wounded and disabled) men 
were evident in Alberta cities, hamlets, and rural 
areas. Edmonton set up a Returned Soldiers Bureau 
in December 1915, and talks began about a conva-
lescent home. However, the Municipal Committee 
called for Provincial and Dominion governments to 
take on the burden. It was one thing to offer Christ-
mas dinner to returned men and military staff in 
1916, but for the city to handle the welfare of all 
returned men was too much.43 

Lethbridge had one of the most enthusiastic and 
well-organized Patriotic Fund canvasses. The local 
Red Cross solicited a percentage of local business 
profits on 29 February 1916 as a “leap day” dona-
tion.44 With help from smaller groups such as the 
Lethbridge Tennis Club, the city contribution to the 
Patriotic Fund was over $88,000 (worth $1.7 million 
in 2015) by war’s end, a decidedly impressive figure 
from a population of some 11,000. But, by 1916, the 
bulk of that amount had already been given, and 
subsequent contributions had dropped so dramat-
ically that a frustrated Lethbridge Herald threatened 
to publish the names of those with the money but 
unwilling to donate. By 1918 the city would be levying 
a tax to keep the Patriotic Fund alive.45 Led by Mayor 
W. Hardie, Lethbridge became a leading promoter of 
equal federal pensions for all veterans, regardless of 
military rank.46 This was only a few months before 
the phrase “Conscription of Wealth” polarized Leth-
bridge, a province, and a nation.47 

Manpower problems at home also created 
anxiety, for it was in 1916 that complaints first arose 
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about too many men going overseas. Prime Min-
ister Borden’s New Year 1916 commitment to raise 
an army of 500,000 men added to the interest in 
Alberta newspapers covering Britain’s controversial 
edging towards conscription.48 As newspapers hec-
tored the “slacker” who had not yet done his duty, the 

president of the Lethbridge Board of Trade warned 
that the year’s harvest could not be gathered nor 
enough coal mined for the winter unless recruiting 
slowed. Many farmers had little sympathy with the 
prospect of either leaving their farms or having sons 
taken away from the fields.49 The obvious remedy 

One of the major changes on the home front was that women entered the work force in increasing numbers. They also took on non-

traditional roles, including factory work. These women were photographed in 1917, working in the W.H. Clark lumber company, which 

produced sash, doors, and interior furnishings including church furniture in Edmonton. McDermid Studio. Glenbow Archives, NC-6-3311.



Although many Albertans remained preoccupied with immediate concerns, there was enormous interest in war news. The Edmonton Journal 

posted the latest news on Jasper Avenue for all to read. McDermid Studio, 3 August 1914. City of Edmonton Archives, EA-10-3184. 



Enthusiasm
 Em

battled: Alberta 1916

213

was for the Canadian government to begin a national 
registration for selective service.50 However, regis-
tration made workers and miners uneasy; to them 
it looked like a prelude to conscription, and they 
were right.

Other dark clouds hung on the horizon. After the 
initial bustle and optimism about military camps, 
recruiting, and trying to get shell contracts, Ed-
monton and Calgary discovered their money and 
population woes were not cured. War contracts west 
of Winnipeg were too few and far between.51 After 
1914, Edmonton actually lost 16,000 people, as its 
prewar economic sag continued into 1916, and Red 
Deer and Lethbridge experienced only slight growth. 
Even the wheat prices did not help, as farmers took 
their business to eastern mail-order houses.52 At 
the end of 1916, most small Alberta towns were 
still financially floundering and cities just getting 
by. Calgary basked in the grand summer review of 
troops at Sarcee Camp by the Duke of Connaught, the 
Governor General, but there seemed little capital or 
interest in its newly discovered oil and natural gas in 
Turner Valley.53 

Then came trouble in the mines. Under inten-
sified wartime demand, coal production more than 
tripled in Alberta during the Great War.54 Steady 
work, though, did not make mining safer or living 
conditions better. While there had not been much 
protest in Lethbridge against National Registra-
tion after all, miners were on the verge of striking. 
Galloping wartime inflation depressed the standard 
of living for everyone, admitted the Lethbridge 
Board of Trade. As the mayor and civic leaders across 
Alberta called on the State to control the problem, 
miners could not wait. The United Mineworkers, 
supported by the Lethbridge miners, walked out 
on November 27. Outrage over the demand for a 25 

percent increase (while inflation stood at just over 
8 percent) waned as descriptions of the appalling 
living conditions in most camps leaked out. Prom-
ised a toothless federal cost-of-living inquiry, the 
miners grew restless again in 1917.55 Farmers, too, 
were becoming impatient, as were representatives 
for the urban underprivileged in Calgary. Usu-
ally willing to cooperate with the Liberals but now 
radicalized by the war, prohibition, and women’s 
suffrage—and goaded by firebrands such as William 
Irvine (Calgary’s minister to the poor, editor of The 
Nutcracker, and spokesman for nonpartisan poli-
tics)—Henry Wise Wood of the United Farmers of 
Alberta reluctantly edged towards running for office. 
Calgary labour, some women’s groups, and South-
ern Alberta’s more radical farmers could not wait, 
joining the Non-Partisan League. In 1917 the League 
elected two members to the legislature.56 Wood knew 
by then that farmers would have to enter politics.

Problems also emerged on the prohibition front. 
The Mounted Police flatly refused to enforce the 
heavily loopholed law, and bowed out of policing the 
province. The new Alberta Provincial Police—which 
were not even fully mobilized by the end of the year 
and, in 1917, undermanned, underpaid, and easily 
corrupted—could not stem the tide of interpro-
vincial or cross-border smuggling.57 The battle to 
stop the sale of 2 percent beer also provoked deter-
mined legal challenges from bar owners and their 
supporters.58 The war against “John Barleycorn” 
was not over, as ministers of religion and progres-
sives learned that the Social Gospel consensus did 
not hold sway in every rural community. Much of 
northern Alberta was both Catholic and populated 
by persecuted minorities who had little interest 
in or sympathy with moral crusading. Even Vulcan 
and High River shunned prohibition. To the dismay 
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and even the fury of the underpaid and overworked 
clergy, farmers asserted that pragmatic church union 
and community social cohesion, with a good Sunday 
school for the children—not crusading idealism—
was the basis of their religion, even in wartime.59 
Methodist leader Rev. S.D. Chown, speaking to a 
Lethbridge meeting of churchmen, proclaimed 
that the war had convicted, but not yet converted, 
the country to a life of service and sacrifice. Chown 
was being unfair: proportionately, more Albertans 
volunteered to fight than did the residents of nearly 
every other province, and they suffered accordingly 
with a high casualty rate.60 People dreaded the arrival 
of a telegram, a clergyman, or Red Cross volunteer.61 
There was no place in Alberta where the shadow of 
death did not fall. 

Albertans from Jeannie Alexander, the little 
Spirit River girl, to Henry Wise Wood crossed a wa-
tershed in 1916. While the war heightened pre-ex-
isting crusades for social and political regeneration, 
and many Albertans would have said by the end 
of 1916 that the ultimate goals and benefits of the 
wartime crusade were achievable, the costs already 
had generated the anxiety, unease, and rebellion 
that surged in 1917. By New Year’s 1917, signs were 
already evident that the war would not solve any 
of Alberta’s problems. In the north, it cemented 
divisions between Native and settler, farmer and 
trapper, and contributed to the resource exploitation 
that deepened the gulf between have and have-not. 
The war made many farmers both affluent and un-
willing to sacrifice their sons, while, culturally and 
ethnically, the walls between Albertans were raised 
higher as social reform and majoritarian democracy 
linked up with nativism and repression. Labour 
and farm protest hinted, too, that the war was doing 
anything but unite the province. On the battlefield, 

Alberta fighting units had been emptied and refilled 
two or three times with fresh recruits, and volun-
teers were drying up. More and more crippled and 
disabled men—many strangely restless, impatient, 
unnaturally sensitive to loud noises, and too-often 
reaching for the only medication they knew, now il-
legal—arrived back in the province’s villages, towns, 
and cities. Finally, 1916 brought bereavement to the 
private and public world of the province, and the 
first signs that reckoning the price of victory would 
be almost unbearable. And still no victory was in 
sight. Now was the time for sober, determined, and 
angry persistence. After 1916 many Albertans were 
willing to stop at nothing to win. It would be left to 
the survivors to judge whether or not it was worth it. 
Little Jeannie Alexander learned that freedom had a 
high price.
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The nascent towns and cities of Alberta could not 
have imagined how the experience of the First World 
War would affect them. Far away from the centres 
of culture and conflict, the people of Alberta pulled 
themselves through the four years of the war with 
a mixture of pragmatism and resilience, to some 
extent responding to world events but, in other ways, 
practising a blinkered focus concerned with matters 
close to home and the context of day-to-day life.

In one photograph that speaks volumes about 
this divide between home and the conflict in Europe, 
two battalions march south on 9th Street in Calgary, 
visible behind them Grace Presbyterian Church and 
the Devenish Apartments. In the road stands a child 
watching their progress. It is impossible to recon-
struct what the child might have thought, although he 
has clearly interrupted his play. It is, with hindsight, 
even more difficult to contemplate the soldiers’ good 
cheer: they are smiling, energized, and healthy. The 
city behind them is clustered low to the ground—a 
young city, optimistic, if inexperienced. The column 
of men forms a solid, heavy line on the road while 
the people on the sidewalk observe them from a cau-
tious distance, with an interested and yet strangely 

detached curiosity. The gap between what the bodies 
of those men would endure and what the people of 
Alberta would encounter in the four years of the war 
is enormous. At home, daily life was altered but not 
interrupted; it was disturbed but not curtailed. That 
rift between the two experiences would be a fracture 
that altered Alberta as it knew itself.

It is, one hundred years later, easy to recite the 
statistics, the dates, and names that toll behind the 
vague geography of “over there.” But how can today’s 
Albertan worm into the mindset of the average citi-
zen between 1914 and 1918, living in a province en-
joying the boom of new immigration, the optimism 
of the West, and agrarian wealth? We can measure 
certain events: in August 1913 a grand new Hudson’s 
Bay Company store opened in Calgary; in May 1914 
the Dingman Well blew in; in June 1914 the Hillcrest 
Mine Disaster happened. Government documents 
tell us that the average monthly wage of a farm 
labourer in the summer of 1914 was $40.26 with 
board, while a female could earn $23.63.1 The essen-
tials of life are work, food, and sleep. That has not 
changed. But larger events ignore the significance 
of the diurnal. Social interaction and neighbourly 
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connection measure the foundations of private char-
acter and public engagement. Day-to-day require-
ments and desires articulate routine but reveal as 
well the invisible pressures of the outside world on 

individuals in what was considered a remote corner 
of the Empire.

But how to taste what ordinary people tasted? 
What were their joys and disappointments? The 

The 50th and 31st Battalions, Canadian Expeditionary Force, marching up 9th Street SW hill in winter, Calgary, Alberta, 1915. Glenbow 

Archives, NC-44-39.



50th Battalion, Calgary 

Regiment, parading on 1st 

Street SW, Calgary, Alberta, 

October 1915. Glenbow 

Archives, NA 4218-1.
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private grief of losing a husband, a son, or a father 
is untranslatable; casualty lists without context are 
bare and almost sterile. Men in war partake of a 
structured narrative: recruitment, enlistment, train-
ing and fighting, repatriation, and then, once war is 
over, re-assimilation into daily life. Their needs are 
attended to by military organization and manage-
ment, and they must work together in a cooperative 
system. Family and community, who have sent their 
youngest and strongest off to fight in another coun-
try, face as well unpredictable challenges, a different 
set of contingencies. How did ordinary life—here in 
Alberta—continue its practical and necessary course? 

It is said that if you want to do research on a his-
torical person, or a time, it is better not to read about 
the subject but to read what that person, or what one 
in that milieu, would have read. Accordingly, to tease 
out just a few elements of life in Alberta between 
1914 and 1918, I have sifted through the newspapers 
of the day, not in search of the names of battles or 
heroes, but for the quotidian, the commonplace, the 
marvellously revelatory advertisement asking for a 
girl able to candle eggs. 

Does the trepidation that families felt when they 
saw the telegraph boy or girl (for women too served 
as bicycle messengers) turning into their lane carry 
over to the bicycle itself? Were the dreaded words 
“killed in action,” and “regret to inform you,” made 
more or less painful by the fact that the bicycle, that 
almost playful vehicle, was touted as a way to save 
carfare and shoe leather? An ad in the Calgary Daily 
Herald on 8 May 1918 claimed that “Bicycles are 
coming into general favor now . . . The bike is handy 
for city work, and men, women, boys and girls can 
use it to advantage.”2 Did such an item sting more 
deeply for its personal etching of grief?

Certainly, communities shared sorrows and 
losses brought about by the war. And, while there 
was grieving, it was leavened by celebration and 
humour, chores and structure. Knitting, for exam-
ple, offers a traceable pattern. In general accounts of 
activities of the time, knitting is one of the occupa-
tions that women undertook; the hands that wielded 
needles and wool made more than the socks that 
were sent to men whose feet rotted in the muck of 
the trenches. Advertisements were filled with offer-
ings of yarn comforts for “sailors and soldiers.” The 
metaphysical comfort of knitting could be read as a 
war weapon; knitting became a part of the structure 
of at-home memory. The knitting songs that prolif-
erated were certainly heard in Alberta, words artic-
ulating the connection between hand and heart and 
waiting. Thousands of women contributed to the war 
by knitting socks for men overseas, memorialized in 
popular tunes called “I Wonder Who’s Knitting for 
Me,” “Each Stitch Is a Thought of You,” and “Knitting 
All the Day.”3 The knitting craze was a concrete phys-
ical behaviour; through knitting, the “Soldier Girls 
at Home” could feel themselves an integral part of 
the war effort. Notices in the paper emphasized the 
habit, which became as normal as breathing: “Major 
Fitz. Horrigan has been informed by the Military 
Chapter of the I.O.D.E. [Imperial Order Daughters 
of the Empire] that they are sending 100 pairs of 
socks to the late members of the force that left here 
recently in connection with the overseas draft. This 
gift, the major states, will be much appreciated by 
the men.”4 Women knitted so much that on 4 January 
1915 the Calgary Daily Herald included an item that 
asked, tongue-in-cheek, “At the rate the women are 
going at it, isn’t there a danger that some of them 
will be going knitty before the war ends?”5 As might 
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have been the case, since knitting was both social 
and patriotic.

This combination of the practical and the chari-
table argues for a community structure that merged 
responsibility with entertainment. The newspapers 
of the day identified dances and whist drives and 
teas, with proceeds going to the Red Cross Society or 
the Princess Patricia Red Cross Hospital fund. The 
outreach of formal Red Cross groups was augmented 
by the activities of organizations such as the Loyal 
True Blue Friends, the American Woman’s Club, the 
Daughters and Maids of England Benevolent Society, 
along with various church groups. The Women’s 
Canadian Club held tag days—days on which money 

was collected on the street and donors given “tags” to 
show they had contributed— in support of the club’s 
war service. During one year at the end of the war it 
gave $1,000 to the YMCA for its work among soldiers 
and to assist in local activities for the comfort of the 
returned men. All entertainment needed to have a 
useful outcome related to the war. 

And such support was work, blurring the line be-
tween labour and pleasure. The Calgary Daily Herald 
reported on 6 November 1916 that:

Two hundred and forty-nine jars of fruit and 
one dollar were received by the Samaritan 
club at the shower held on Saturday afternoon 

Red Cross tea, Fort Macleod, Alberta, 1915. Glenbow Archives, NA-2883-4.
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and evening for the Soldiers’ Convalescent 
Home at Ogden. In view of the high price of 
living this year, and especially the increased 
price of sugar the ladies consider the re-
sponse to their appeal very gratifying. The 
contributions consisted of jams, jellies, pre-
served fruit and home-made pickles. There 
have been a number of jam showers this 
season and owing to the many demands for 
patriotic causes the response could scarcely 
be expected to come up to that of last year, 
which was 1,200 jars.6 

The idea of feeding veterans with what could be 
made pragmatically linked the needs of the men with 

the provisioning skills of the women. The “boys” 
in the Ogden Military Convalescent Hospital (for-
merly the Ogden Hotel owned by the Calgary Brewing 
and Malting Company and during the war donated by 
the company to the Alberta Red Cross) were tangible 
reminders of the war’s injured, and immediate re-
cipients of charity and entertainment. Organizations 
would visit to perform songs, solos and duets, and 
the ladies to distribute “smokes” to the men.

Civilian or soldier, the tension between those 
who had been in the war and those who watched 
from a distance was evident. On one hand, there 
was definite pride taken in supporting the military; 
mixed social events usually declared, “Veterans half 
price.” In 1915 it was reported that “Miss Forsythe, of 

Group outside Ogden Military Hospital, Calgary, Alberta, ca. 1915–18. Glenbow Archives, NA-1616-2.
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the Blue Moon tea-room in Edmonton, has gen-
erously offered to supply free of charge a cup of tea 
during the afternoon to all officers and men of the 
third contingent stationed in Edmonton during the 
month of April.”7 But, by the end of the war, some 
churches took to questioning the morals of soldiers, 
and sermons were preached about girls talking to 
soldiers too much (talking apparently being a dan-
gerous occupation that could lead to other activities). 
Letters to the editor decried equally the loosening 
of morals and any disapproval of soldiers. One read, 
“Glad to see someone has taken up the subject in 
favor of our soldier boys . . . think there has been too 
much criticizing of the boys by the churches. Where 
is the harm in a girl talking to a soldier any more 
than a civilian? If a girl is getting into trouble or that 
way inclined she don’t [sic] have to go with a soldier 
to do so. Why try to disgrace the uniform?”8 Private 
Bowie from the 21st Battalion responded rather 
bitterly: “On behalf of myself and other men of the 
21st battalion, I wish to say that we are sorry that 
we have stayed in Calgary so long to be bombarded 
by the parsons and their clique. We would rather 
be bombed by German shells. It would be more to 
our liking.”9 The attempt to assert moral order may 
have been a result of the length of time that the war 
had dragged on, or it may have been an indication 
of how women’s roles were changing, and their lives 
beginning to assume different contours. After all, 
suffrage had been granted in 1916, and women were 
flexing their right to speak, vote, and behave without 
the strictures of the past.

For while the men were away, women undertook 
jobs traditionally associated with men—farm work 
and physical labour. In tandem with increased activ-
ity, women began to insist on clothing that enhanced 
their freedom. Trouserettes came into vogue, and 

although there was still advice about what “well-
dressed” women were wearing (smart little coats and 
jackets), other advertisements spoke to the wave of 
the future:

New Togs For The War Farmerette 
The young woman on the step-ladder in the 
picture herewith, with a feather duster ram-
pant is not pursuing a fugitive fly, nor is she 
dusting down the wall paper in houseclean-
ing. She is demonstrating how much easier it 
is for women to work in these war times in a 
new garment called ‘womanalls’ than in the 
skirts to which women have been accustomed 
many years. They are just like the gardener’s 
overalls, only they are more commodious 
where necessary, and, it will be observed, 
each pantaloon buttons snugly about the 
ankle. Obviously, the idea of the snug fitting 
anklets is to defeat any inquisitive mouse in 
exercising its time honoured and probably 
constitutional right of frightening girls. As 
many young women are doing farm work as 
their ‘bit,’ and as they have heard that field 
mice are quite inquisitive, ‘womanalls’ seems 
to have relieved one condition that threat-
ened the very structure and foundation of 
farmerettes.10 

The ad’s tone is condescending, but women were 
doing farm work, and heavier work than they had 
done in the past. 

Although women were physically engaged, there 
was still a patronizing desire to shield them from 
too much knowledge. An advertisement for the 
“Magic and Mystery Show, CUNNING, to commence 
at the Grand Theatre on July 9, 1917,” indicates one 
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“Matinee for Ladies only,” but “Girls under 16 not 
admitted.”11 And the steady advertising of Lydia 
Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound (a herbal-alcohol 
mixture), to “ease nervousness and indigestion,” 
suggests that the sensitivities of women were as-
sumed and marketed to with a deliberate pitch.12

The casualty lists recorded names of men whom 
the community knew, remarked on, mourned, and 
remembered. Despite that threnody, throughout the 
war forms of play persisted, another means by which 
the tenor of the age can be deciphered. Old country 
soccer leagues continued, and there were holiday 
sports, skating, roller skating, curling, and football, 
with matches held between soldiers and civilians. 
Albertans’ energetic embrace of sports persisted 
despite the hovering shadow of war, evidenced by 
the annoyance when a golf tournament at Banff was 
cancelled in September 1918:

Banff, Sept. 4—The local golf man are [sic] 
much disappointed at the action of the Ottawa 
authorities in withdrawing their support of 
the championship tournament which was 
booked for September 14. A wire was received 
this morning saying that it would be undesir-
able to have a tournament owing to the war. 
The local committee therefore, have [sic] no 
option but to cancel all arrangements.13 

The tone of such deliberations suggests that, what-
ever Ottawa authorities might decree, the games 
would go on, and the distant thunder in Europe 
had worn everyone’s patience thin. Horse racing 
in Alberta persisted as a popular sport with a long 
pedigree going back to Chief Factor John Rowand’s 
having built a two-mile racetrack at Fort Edmon-
ton in 1825. The Millarville Races, west of Calgary, 

begun in 1905, were discontinued in 1916 and 1917, 
but resumed in 1918, with proceeds donated to the 
Red Cross. In 1915, races at the Calgary Exhibition 
included a “green pony race; ½-mile dash, open only 
to Alberta-bred ponies that have never won money.” 
At “Calgary’s Big Fair,” the Industrial Exhibition of 
July 1917, attendance figures were high, with auto 
speed racing the strongest attraction.14

Cars were the wave of the future, machines full 
of possibility. Accidents received notice because 
they were unusual (“Seven Motor Car Accidents 
Cause Loss To Owners: No One Hurt—Woman, Boy, 
and Man Are Knocked Down by Other Cars But Are 
Unhurt”), and the siren song of the automobile had 
begun to increase in decibels.15 Auto Clubs arranged 
drives as outings, with a “pathfinder” familiar with 
the roads to lead the motoring parties, who would be 
entertained at various stops along the way. Part of the 
goal of these jaunts was to promote the organization 
of clubs, which would lobby for the improvement 
of road conditions in Alberta. Of course, the “pro-
ceeds” always went to patriotic funds, so the war was 
acknowledged, even if it was left behind in the dust. 

Daredevil Auto Driving was a key attraction on 
the last day of the Calgary Industrial Exhibition in 
1917. The Calgary Daily Herald of July 5 noted: “One 
of the largest crowds that ever turned out for any 
grandstand attraction packed the seating capac-
ity and swarmed the front space during the entire 
afternoon in order to catch a fleeting glimpse of 
the dust-dogs as they tore around, lap after lap. No 
one was disappointed, for the boys gave a high class 
performance and showed up remarkably well on the 
half-mile speedway, which is not really suited to 
auto racing.”16 On the final night, a local driver’s car 
skidded around one of the turns and crashed through 
a fence; the driver died at midnight in the General 
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Hospital as a result of his injuries. But the races were 
nevertheless considered a great success. 

To top that, there was to be a race between an 
airplane “driven” by “young woman aviator” Miss 
Katherine Stinson (the “Flying Schoolgirl”) and a 
speed automobile driven by George Clark, the Texas 
speed king. The race did not come off, as high winds 
prevented Stinson from keeping to the circuit; she 
was blown off course. A barnstormer, Stinson visited 
Edmonton and Calgary for the 1916, 1917, and 1918 
exhibitions. But she contributed to the war effort 
too by providing the prize for a Red Cross aviation 
contest: “Mrs. Stoney and Miss Halliday were win-
ners: Mrs. Stoney sold the largest number of tickets 
and Miss Halliday drew the lucky number entitling 
her to a ride with the aviatrix.”17 Stinson was an even 
bigger attraction when she returned in 1918, flying 
her new Curtiss Stinson Special biplane in a series of 
demonstration flights. She performed at the Ed-
monton and Lethbridge Exhibitions; on 9 July 1918 
she flew a sack with 259 items of mail from Calgary 
to Edmonton, marking western Canada’s first airmail 
flight with an actual flying time of 2 hours, 5 min-
utes. Even though the audience knew that flight was 
one of the means by which the war was waged, it had 
irresistible excursion appeal. 

But locomotion and travel were to face curtail-
ment by the push to end the war. In September 1918 
a request was made to all service stations and garages 
in Canada to discontinue the sale of gasoline for 
use in pleasure cars on Sundays, so as to conserve 
the supply of gasoline for war purposes. Sunday joy 
riding came to an end.

Pleasure and forgetting were both manifest in 
the live entertainments and “photo plays” offered at 
the theatres, from gripping detective stories to the 
antics of the Keystone Kops to rag-time tunes sung 

in a snappy fashion. Bills listed plays and comedies, 
and occasionally noted that “none of the shows refer 
to the war!” although, by September 1918, To Hell 
With The Kaiser and The Claws of the Hun, as well as a 
six-reel war picture titled SMASHING THE HINDENBURG 
LINE, the “Last Official British War Film To Date,” 
were shown.18 That mingling of information and 
entertainment, support and pleasure culminated in 
a war character that invisibly shaped the province 
of Alberta. 

Women’s increased responsibilities marked 
both the extension of suffrage and the introduction 
of prohibition. Drinking and smoking were part 
of the male world, with men hosting a “smoker” 
as a means of relaxation. Even Premier Sifton, in 
April 1915, refused to agree that all hotel bars in the 
province should be closed at 7 p.m. instead of 10 
p.m. for the period of the war. He based his refusal 
on the argument it would not be right to alter the 
current law in view of the fact that the people of the 
province were to vote on the prohibition question. 
When the amendment came into full force on 5 July 
1916, it was not permissible for any person to keep 
more than one quart of spirits and two gallons of 
malt, and there could be no advertising of liquor. But 
by 1918 recipes for dandelion wine were published, 
as if homemade alcohol was exempt. By then, after 
four years of war, even teetotallers could dream of a 
drink. A typical recipe was as follows:

Pour one gallon of boiling water over three 
quarts of dandelion flowers. Let stand 24 
hours. Strain and add five pounds of light 
brown sugar, juice and rind of two lemons 
and of two oranges. Let boil ten minutes 
and strain. When cold add half a cake of any 
good yeast, put in crock and let stand until it 
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commences to work. Bottle, putting corks in 
loose to allow working. In each bottle put one 
raisin after it stops working. Cork tight.19

What effect the raisin had is a mystery, but a good 
housekeeper knew about such kitchen tricks. 

The price of food, along with the availability of 
sugar and flour, was always a concern. The outbreak 
of the war initiated a higher demand for agricultural 
products, and shortages were noticeable. A house-
wife might typically do her marketing three times 
a week, but now market days were reduced because 
farm produce did not come in sufficient quantity to 
make that many trips worthwhile. Sales of cooking 
and baking products were a popular way to raise 
funds for the Red Cross, and markets always had a 
Red Cross booth, run on donations of homemade 
cakes, bread, and pies. In 1918 the big flour mills 
in western Canada were told by the Canada Food 
Board to ship all wheat on hand, over and above 10 
days’ supply, meaning that local flour mills could not 
plan to run continuously until the new crop of grain 
arrived. An indication of the shortage of dairy meant 
that “all cows in the city from which milk is sold 
will be given a tuberculin test free of charge,” which 
would now enable the owners to sell unpasteurized 
milk to anyone.20 Vacant lots were used for gardens 
so as not to waste arable space. The Food Board, 
which was established in 1917, brought in more than 
38 food regulations, especially to do with flour and 
sugar; icing and the making of candies became ille-
gal; and the hoarding of flour or sugar, punishable 
with fines or imprisonment. Domestic support of the 
war effort was obviously serious business.

The need to support not only the men who had 
gone overseas to fight but also the families they left 
behind continued to inform the character of the 

province, and dual expectations of work and pro-
ductivity. Yet Alberta was also becoming aware of the 
necessity of larger talents and skills. The Univer-
sity of Alberta had been accepting students since 
1908 and in May 1916 celebrated its sixth annual 
convocation, reporting that “The affair was essen-
tially a khaki one, many of the graduates attached 
to local regiments appearing in khaki, while the 
Alberta company of the Universities battalion were 
present in a body and formed a guard of honor to 
the lieutenant-governor. Twenty-seven students 
received the degree of B.A., eight the degree of 
Bachelor of Science, ten the degree of Bachelor of 
Laws, one the degree of Bachelor of Divinity, seven 
the degree of Master of Arts and three the degree of 
Master of Science.”21 Later the newspaper reported 
that eight students, three from Calgary, were entitled 
to scholarships at the University of Alberta on the 
basis of their matriculation examinations, worth $25 
and payable to the student upon registration. Alberta 
was clearly beginning to recognize that, war or no 
war, the population of the province needed to grow 
and educate itself in order to take its place in the 
larger world.

Meanwhile, there was a sharp rise in the number 
of children between six and ten, so much so that 
schools were crowded and inadequate, and depu-
tations of citizens visited the school board arguing 
that conditions needed to be improved. There was 
the predictable problem of boys working instead of 
attending school. While one might assume that chil-
dren would be oblivious to the conflict in Europe, the 
repeated stories of children starving in Belgium had 
an effect. The Calgary Daily Herald reported: “Little 
Miss Cecilia Fendall, of Okotoks, decided that she 
wanted to raise money to give to the ‘poor Belgian 
babies and the soldiers held captive by the Germans’ 
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[sic] . . . She took her most cherished doll and pro-
ceeded to raffle it off. The results of the splendid 
sacrifice on the part of the dollie’s young mother 
amounted to $7.50, which has been divided between 
the Belgian relief and the Allied prisoners of war.”22 
Stories of the deprivations of war had found their 
way into everyone’s home.

The account of Little Miss Cecilia Fendall sug-
gests that patriotism can be tracked by its manifes-
tation in small and unlikely corners. But the same 
feeling had an opposite side: intolerance. People 
complained that, while some were sacrificing lux-
uries in order to swell the coffers of the Canadian 
Patriotic Fund, it was galling to see neighbouring 
districts contributing nothing. There were com-
plaints of settlements almost entirely populated by 
“Germans” taking advantage of the times to become 
more and more wealthy, attending sales where young 
men sold land and equipment at a sacrifice in order 
to enlist, of profiteers buying implements and stock 
at a bargain, but donating nothing to the Patriotic 
Fund. The starving Belgians and the Belgian Relief 
Fund too raised questions. Did the money go to 
deserving recipients or was it simply drained from 
those at home? The war required investment and 
belief, but the cost of living did not go down, and 
some asked whether all those deaths in an unimag-
inable land were worth it. Only a handful of the men 
who had enlisted were coming home. Reality and 
loss had crossed the ocean, and ghosts haunted the 
optimism that had accompanied 1914. 

Thus, when the ear-splitting screeching of a 
whistle on a CPR locomotive, at 1:30 in the morn-
ing on Monday, 11 November 1918, announced the 
end of the debacle, it is unsurprising that Albertans 
were relieved. The weather for Alberta that day was 
fair and cool. The evil Kaiser had been vanquished. 

When the news that Germany had accepted the terms 
of surrender was confirmed, the fire chief in Calgary 
threw open the doors to the fire hall and sounded 
the bells on the fire-fighting equipment—for a full 15 
minutes. The noise drew people into town, and soon 
the veterans had started a parade, which grew in 
magnitude as the day progressed. Everyone partied, 
some all day and night long. The Calgary Daily Herald 
noted that the “alarm raised over the alleged shortage 
of liquor in the province was somewhat premature, 
not to say unnecessary,” for the revellers had no 
trouble finding spirits to fuel their jubilation.23 The 
official events took place the next day, November 12, 
when people threw over the traces of decorum, and 
celebrated having survived four long years of anxiety 
and deprivation. And, if the joy of victory was inter-
spersed with articles about the severity of the influ-
enza outbreak and the need for volunteer nurses, on 
that day at least, hearts and minds united across the 
distance between Europe and Alberta.

What then to conclude about the gap between 
the official sombreness of war and the tedious but 
necessary ritual of day-to-day life? This divide was 
lived by those who grew gardens and chopped wood 
and tried to make cookies with less sugar, as much as 
by those men who saw the carnage of the trenches. 
Their experiences are not comparable, but the home 
front’s desire to continue life’s pleasures and ne-
cessities might have been what that lost generation 
sacrificed so much to ensure. 
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On the morning of Sunday, 2 January 1921, the con-
gregation of Knox Presbyterian Church in Calgary 
gathered to witness the unveiling and dedication of 
a stained glass memorial window honouring the 53 
members of that church who fell in the Great War.1 
As the window was unveiled, the congregation sang 
“O Valiant Hearts,” a hymn based on the words of a 
poem by Sir John Stanhope Arkwright honouring the 
supreme sacrifice of the fallen.2 The hymn, like the 
window, portrayed the soldier as crusading knight 
who, like Christ, suffered and died for the redemp-
tion of the world. The centre panel shows suffering 
humanity looking up from a strife-torn world to 
the risen Christ as the hope of humanity. In one 
hand, Christ carries the banner of “Triumph over 
Death,” while the other is raised in benediction. In 
the tracery above the central panel, two angels with 
scrolls are pictured. One scroll reads: “The Armies 
of Heaven followed Him”; the other is inscribed: 
“He hath Prepared for them a City.” In the upper 
tiers (to the left and right of the central pane) four 
torches sit above shields representing hope, peace, 
charity, and love. Below stand knights clad in armour 
of light representing the virtues of fidelity (bearing 

the Union Jack and crowned with laurels), nobility, 
honour, humility, devotion, patience, sincerity, 
charity (bearing a banner of St. George’s Cross), and 
brotherly love. 

The horrors of war are depicted at the foot 
of each knight along with figures representing a 
wounded Canadian soldier beholding the heavenly 
vision; a soldier dying in the arms of a nursing sister 
bearing an expression of faithful resignation; a dying 
soldier looking up to the welcoming Christ; and a 
soldier bowed in penitence. In the distance are seen 
wounded, dying, and dead soldiers of both contend-
ing armies; a village church in flames; a smoking 
artillery piece; and a wayside shrine that has escaped 
the ravages of war. Patriotic shields are found at the 
base of each panel: the beaver and the maple leaf for 
Canada, the English rose, the crown of Britannia, 
the shamrock and thistle, and Alberta’s coat of arms. 
The imagery and iconography contained within this 
“sermon in glass” evocatively captures the faith and 
beliefs, virtues and values, hopes and expectations, 
patriotism and pride that shaped how Protestant 
Albertans responded to the Great War and wished to 
remember it.3

“O valiant hearts who to your glory came”:  
Protestant Responses to Alberta’s Great War

NORMAN KNOWLES



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.



Protestant Responses to Alberta’s G
reat W

ar

233

In the days following the outbreak of war on 
4 August 1914, Protestant preachers throughout 
Alberta mounted their pulpits and reflected on the 
meaning of the conflict.4 Caught up in the patriotic 
fervour that swept the province, many clergy called 
upon Albertans to rise up and fulfill their duty to 
“God, King, and Country.” At an open-air church 
parade at Mewata Park in Calgary, the Rev. C.W.E. 
Horne, the rector of Christ Church, Elbow Park, 
praised the “high ideals of the British Empire,” and 
lauded the “spirit of sacrifice” exhibited by the men 
assembled before him who had courageously volun-
teered to take up this “glorious work” and “uphold 
the honor of the flag.” Horne believed that the future 
of Canada was inevitably tied up with that of the 
British Empire. The Empire, Horne insisted, had a 
providential mission to uphold and protect Christian 
virtues of truth, liberty, and justice. Horne main-
tained that, unlike previous empires, the British 

Empire was not brought into this conflict by any 
desire for gain, but rather by the need to confront 
unwarranted aggression. As it was a just and neces-
sary war, all Albertans were thus summoned to rally 
in defence of the right.5 

Similar views were expressed in Lethbridge 
by the Rev. W.B. Cobbledick of Wesley Methodist 
Church. Cobbledick characterized the war as “one 
of principles” with “liberty and democracy pitted 
against despotism and autocracy.” “Honor,” Cob-
bledick continued, “bade Britain to take her stand 
and she took it without fear,” and “Canada’s duty 
is plainly to assist the Motherland to the utmost 
of her power.” The Rev. Canon Murrell-Wright of 
St. Augustine’s praised the “true patriotism” of the 
people of Lethbridge for displaying such “unself-
ishness and sacrifice” in taking up “the Cross and 
the Flag” against the foe.6 At McDougall Methodist 
Church in Edmonton, the Rev. Dr. W.L. Armstrong 

St. Paul’s Methodist 

Church, Calgary, Alberta, 

ca. 1920–25, with an inset 

of Rev. W.B. Cobbledick. 

Glenbow Archives, 

NA-385-1.
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characterized the war as a regrettable but necessary 
struggle to defend the weak against the strong, and 
justice against oppression. Armstrong appealed to 
notions of Christian manhood, and examples from 

British history, to rouse his congregation to take up 
the torches of liberty and righteousness.7 Such heady 
appeals to faith and fidelity, to country and empire 
inspired many Albertans to join in the war effort.

While the language of patriotism and just war 
certainly prevailed in the pulpit, a few voices offered 
an alternative perspective during the early months 
of the war.8 Vulcan’s Presbyterian minister, the Rev. 
R.W. Glover, questioned the outpouring of patriotic 
sentiment and war fever, and called upon the church 
to be a champion of peace. “Let the Church,” Glover 
urged, “but set some word, some example, for wan-
dering humanity to follow. Let her teach them not 
only the doctrines, but the ways of peace.”9 Such res-
ervations about the war and pleas for peace quickly 
faded. As the conflict continued, and reports of 
German atrocities spread, the war was increasingly 
viewed as a holy crusade against the forces of evil. 
Nellie McClung, a committed Methodist, long-time 
peace advocate, and critic of militarism, overcame 
her opposition to the war when her son Jack en-
listed.10 “When I saw the first troops going away,” she 
recalled in her wartime memoir, The Next of Kin, “I 
wondered how their mothers let them go, and I made 
up my mind that I would not let my boy go.” The 
sinking of the Lusitania opened McClung’s eyes “to 
see the whole truth . . . I saw that we were waging war 
on the very Prince of Darkness, and I knew that it 
would be better—a thousand times better—to be dead 
than to live under the rule of people whose hearts 
were so utterly black and . . . so stupidly brutal. I 
knew that no man could die better than in defending 
civilization from this ghastly thing which threatened 
her.”11 Most Albertans understood the war as a provi-
dential struggle fought for a just cause against an evil 
enemy, and in support of Christian values embodied 
by the empire around which they rallied. Like the 

Tablet commemorating soldiers who died in the Great War, 

ca. 1945–65, Photographer/Illustrator: Rosettis Studio, Calgary, 

Alberta. Glenbow Archives, NA-2575-47. Copied from PA-1444-135.



235

knights depicted in the memorial window at Knox 
Presbyterian, Canada’s young men were now engaged 
in a sacred mission to defend not only their country 
and heritage but Christian civilization itself.

For many Albertans, this great crusade promised 
to bring about a lasting peace, and the emergence of 
a “brave new world” based on principles of broth-
erhood, equality, and justice. Victory, however, 
required that the battle to redeem humanity be 
fought on the home front with the same vigour and 
commitment displayed by the brave men overseas. 
Inspired by wartime sacrifices, clergy and the cham-
pions of social and moral reform urged Albertans to 
take up the torches of hope, peace, charity, and love 
and dedicate themselves to building the Kingdom of 
God by improving the quality of human relations on 
earth.12 In a June 1916 address to Methodists meeting 
in Lethbridge, the Rev. Dr. Armstrong of Edmon-
ton’s McDougall Church described the war as “leaven 
in the world” that promised to give rise to “a much 
needed reformation.” To achieve this “better world,” 
Armstrong insisted that the churches must take the 
lead in bringing about a “social revival” that would 
“quicken the public conscience” and “purify politics, 
industry and labor and capital.”13 These objectives 
could only be achieved, however, by acknowledg-
ing and repenting for the sins that infected society. 
Citing Christ’s own life and witness, Nellie McClung 
urged those who remained on the home front to 
“declare war” on “all forms of injustice, all forms 
of special privilege, all selfishness and all greed,” 
“recast their values,” and embrace a “fair deal” for 
everyone. It is “not wealth or cleverness or skill or 
power which makes a nation or individual great,” she 
argued, but rather “goodness, gentleness, kindness, 
the sense of brotherhood, which alone maketh rich 
and addeth no sorrow.”14

To Henry Wise Wood, the president of the United 
Farmers of Alberta (UFA) and a devout member of 
the Disciples of Christ, wartime sacrifices required 
that Albertans commit themselves to a model of 
social development grounded in the teachings and 
example of Jesus Christ.15 In an address to the UFA 
Convention of 1917, Wood asserted: “Christ promises 

Knox Presbyterian Church, Calgary, Alberta, ca. 1890s.

Photographer/Illustrator: W.E. Wing, Calgary, Alberta. Glenbow 

Archives, NA-1075-6.
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us that if we follow his word of Life in the service 
of God, the great Spirit of Love, we may establish a 
world-wide Kingdom over which the great force of 
love will reign supreme, the nations of the earth will 
bring their glory into it, the force of evil will cease 
from troubling, and the people be at rest.”16 Coop-
eration, not competition, Wood insisted, was the 
basis of a genuinely Christian social order, and true 
democracy. At a 21 May 1917 Sunday forum organized 
by the former Methodist minister turned Unitarian 
activist William Irvine, the Rev. J. Austin Huntley of 
Calgary’s First Baptist Church condemned wartime 
profiteering, and called upon the churches to assume 
a more active political role in creating a just society. 
“Our national and industrial life is unchristian,” 
Huntley argued and “a man is guilty of treason who 
make great profits in time of war.” “When the Church 
is told to keep out of politics,” he concluded, “poli-
tics must be rank.”17 Throughout the duration of the 
war, Protestant Albertans were repeatedly reminded 
that they could not look only to their own salvation 
but must work for the salvation of the world as well, 
if they were to atone for their personal sins, and the 
collective ills of society, and enjoy the benefits of the 
Kingdom of God both in this life and the next.

The language of repentance and redemption 
also informed the movements for prohibition and 
women’s suffrage.18 Consumption of spirits, pro-
hibition advocates insisted, was a great sin that 
threatened the physical and moral health of young 
Albertans who had enlisted, and everything possible 
must be done to ensure that veterans returned to a 
society purged of the social ills produced by alco-
hol. To dedicated church women and prohibition-
ists such as Irene Parlby, Louise McKinney, Emily 
Spencer Kerby, and Nellie McClung, alcohol was a 
foe every bit as dangerous as the Kaiser. If “we de-
spise the army of the Kaiser for dropping bombs on 

defenceless people, and shooting down women and 
children,” McClung argued that Canadians should 
also despise the “liquor traffic which has waged war 
on women and children all down the centuries.”19 A 
coalition of clergy, women’s organizations, and farm 
groups successfully petitioned for a referendum on 
prohibition. Prodded from the pulpit to join the 
soldiers resisting evil overseas by opposing vice at 
home, 61 percent of Albertans voted for prohibi-
tion on 21 July 1915. Empowered by the successful 
crusade against alcohol, women’s groups in Alberta 
insisted that the enfranchisement of women was also 
essential to the moral reform and uplift of society.20 
The war, Nellie McClung observed, has “made us 
hate all forms of tyranny and oppression and auto-
cracy,” and “all forms of hypocrisy and deceit.” But, 
McClung continued, “There have been some forms 
of kaiserism dwelling among us for many years, so 
veneered with respectability and custom that some 
were deceived by them; but the lid is off now—the 
veneer has cracked—the veil is torn, and we see 
things as they are.”21

If the war was really a fight for liberty and justice, 
Alberta suffragists like McClung concluded that 
justice must begin at home by recognizing women’s 
claims to the same rights for which their husbands 
and sons fought and died overseas. Equality between 
men and women, McClung argued, was an essential 
part of the campaign unleashed by the war to redeem 
society and build the Kingdom of God. “It is no 
wonder,” she asserted, “that the teachings of Christ 
make a special appeal to women, for Christ was a true 
democrat. He made no discrimination between men 
and women. They were all human beings to Him, 
with souls to save and lives to live, and He applied 
to men and women the same rule of conduct.”22 In 
taking up the torch of social and moral reform during 
the Great War, Albertans believed that they were 
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keeping faith with the soldiers at the front and doing 
their part in the great crusade to redeem humanity.

The Social Gospel’s commitment to building the 
Kingdom of God has sometimes been interpreted as 
representing a drift away from traditional Protestant 
preoccupations with personal sin and salvation.23 
Such a dichotomy, however, does not really appear to 
have existed in Alberta during the war. The subject of 
sin, both personal and corporate, continued to be at 
the forefront of the thinking of those Albertans com-
mitted to the cause of social and moral reform. Most 
clergy and reformers remained equally convinced 
that salvation could only be achieved through a com-
mitment to Christ. Deliverance, however, required 
not only a personal faith but also a translation of 
that faith into social action. If there was a shift from 
earlier Protestant teaching, it was in the recognition 
that the atonement for sin that was needed for salva-
tion must occur at both an individual and a collective 
level. While many Albertans were convinced that so-
ciety could be redeemed through social action, their 
optimism did not rest on an idealistic understanding 
of human nature, or a naive faith in progress, but 
rather in their belief in a God of providence whose 
plans for humanity were revealed in the course of 
history. God’s purposes could only be fulfilled, how-
ever, through a response of faith that required both 
repentance and a willingness to offer oneself up to 
God’s saving purposes. 

The view of the war as crusade, both to defend 
Christian civilization as embodied by the Empire and 
to redeem society and contribute to the building of 
God’s Kingdom here on earth, was grounded in an 
understanding of suffering and sacrifice that centred 
on the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. This 
focus is clearly evident in the central panel of the 
memorial window erected at Knox Presbyterian, 
which pictures suffering humanity looking up from 

a war-ravaged world to the risen Christ. In count-
less sermons preached at memorial services for 
the fallen, clergy stressed the relationship between 
Christ’s sacrificial death on the cross and the noble 
sacrifice of the soldier in the field. At Calgary’s 
Anglican Pro-Cathedral, the Rev. Canon A.P. Hayes 
addressed a congregation that included many of the 
officers and men of Calgary’s regiments shortly after 
news was received of the great losses inflicted at the 
Second Battle of Ypres. Hayes took as his text “all 
things work together for good.” In his sermon, he 
acknowledged that the tragic news from overseas had 
shaken the faith of many, and given cause for doubt 
among those overwhelmed by sorrow at this difficult 
time. Hayes assured the congregation that the sac-
rifice had not been in vain, and that the souls of the 
fallen men were even now committed to “the care 
and keeping of their Father, that they might have the 
perpetual love of His presence shining upon them.” 
“If their hearts were fixed aright,” Hayes asserted, 
“what did it matter for shot or shell. The soul, which 
nothing could destroy, went to the God which gave 
it to fulfill His purpose in a brighter world where 
there would be no more sorrow and where all tears 
would be wiped away.”24 The manner in which one 
lived one’s life, Hayes insisted, prepared a person 
for death. So long as these noble warriors conducted 
themselves with honour, sincerity, devotion, hu-
mility, and charity, and repented for their sins, they 
had nothing to fear from death and could trust in the 
promise of resurrection and a more rewarding life 
with Christ.

The dean of the Pro-Cathedral, E.C. Paget, 
emphasized the connection between the fallen 
soldier and Christ at an evening service that same 
day. Quoting from John 15:13—“greater love hath 
no man than this, that a man lay down his life for 
his friends”—Paget insisted that, just as Jesus had 
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sacrificed his life for the sake of humanity, the fallen 
at the front had willingly laid down their lives in the 
service of freedom and justice. Alberta’s brave sol-
diers, Paget asserted, had courageously taken up the 
cross, “suffering that others may not suffer, dying 
that others may live,” confident in the “sure and cer-
tain hope of Christ’s resurrection.”25 In a sympathy 
letter, the Rev. J. Macartney Wilson of Knox Pres-
byterian in Calgary assured bereaved mothers that 
their sons had fallen in a righteous cause. “It is,” he 
wrote, “the cause of truth and chivalry and honour; it 
is the cause of Christ against Satan.”26 Clinton Ford, 
the City of Calgary’s solicitor, wrote a moving tribute 
to his fallen friend, Private Stanley Albright, for the 
Christian Guardian. In praising “the nobility of his 
sacrifice,” Ford described Albright as “A True Soldier 
of Jesus Christ.”27 By insisting that a community of 
suffering and sacrifice existed between Christ, those 
who had given their lives overseas, and those who 
mourned at home, Albertans invested the war with a 
higher meaning, and provided comfort and consola-
tion to all those afflicted by the war’s heavy toll. 

A number of historians have suggested that the 
representation of the war as a noble crusade that 
would redeem society, and the oft-repeated mes-
sage that the suffering and sacrifice endured at the 
front would be rewarded by a loving and merciful 
God, meant very little to soldiers in the field, who 
confronted the cruel realities of war on a daily basis. 
As the war continued and casualties mounted, David 
Marshall argues that confident proclamations of 
the coming Kingdom of God, and the redemption of 
humanity, became not only increasingly implausible 
but offensive to those who toiled in the trenches. 
The result, according to Marshall, was a growing 
indifference, scepticism, and even hostility towards 
religion as the men at the front struggled to find any 

divine purpose or presence in the carnage they wit-
nessed. Questioning how an omnipotent God of love 
could permit such horrors to occur, Marshall con-
cludes that many abandoned their faith altogether.28 

That such feelings existed among some of the 
men is undoubtedly true, but there is no way to 
quantify the extent of this. It is also true, however, 
that the faith of some remained resilient, and an 
important source of comfort and meaning, through-
out the duration of the war.29 One individual for 
which this was true was Victor Wheeler, a signaller 
in Calgary’s 50th Battalion. Wheeler kept a diary 
while serving on the Western Front that provided the 
basis for his memoir, The 50th Battalion in No Man’s 
Land, published by the Alberta Historical Resources 
Foundation shortly after his death in 1980. Wheel-
er’s memoir is notable for its particularly candid 
discussion of his spiritual state and religious views 
while serving at the front. 

Wheeler was a devout Presbyterian who found 
great solace in his faith throughout the war. He 
treasured the pocket New Testament issued when he 
was deployed to France, and took the message from 
Field Marshal Roberts printed in the front to heart. 
Following Roberts’ advice, Wheeler strove to “trust 
in God,” and to find comfort and strength “in this 
little Book.”30 Once, when he discovered that his 
New Testament was missing, a distraught Wheeler 
sought permission from his commanding officer to 
return to a farm where he had been billeted to make 
a search. He wrote, movingly, of the relief he experi-
enced when he retrieved the bible that had provided 
him with so much assurance. Wheeler often prayed 
for God’s guidance and protection, and found that 
“communing with God . . . lessened the tension of the 
tightly coiled spring within me.”31 The Communion 
services that preceded battle also provided him with 
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great comfort. “Observance of the Lord’s Supper,” 
Wheeler wrote, “was always a heart-searching per-
sonal experience, preparatory of being thrown into 
battle.”32 Although other men sometimes scoffed 
at his piety, and often complained about attending 
church services, Wheeler observed that most of the 
men were in fact quietly “God fearing” and spent 
“considerable time looking spiritually inward.”33 
Wheeler often frequented the Soldiers Clubs Asso-
ciation (SCA) Huts run by the chaplains. The bible 
classes, wholesome recreation, library and lounge 
offered at the huts provided “a calm refuge” where 
Wheeler could forget the front, and where “others 
who had not yet gone through their baptism of fire” 
could find reassurance and hope. While Wheeler 
welcomed the hut’s “positive programs of moral 
maintenance,” he acknowledged that many men 
scoffed at their restrictions on gambling, drinking, 
and swearing and sought recreation and release 
elsewhere.34 

Unlike some of the chaplains sent to the front, 
Wheeler was slow to judge the behaviour and moral 
lapses of his comrades. The most effective chap-
lains, he contended, were those who were able to 
talk with the men on their level and focused on 
their inner spirit rather than their outward foibles 
and flaws. Despite his faith and commitment to the 
church, Wheeler had little time for chaplains who 
doled out platitudes in the face of the “the mad-
ness and misery” that pressed upon the men.35 On 
Christmas Day 1916, Wheeler scathingly wrote in his 
diary about a Salvation Army chaplain who cheerily 
traipsed through the trenches wishing the men a 
Merry Christmas, and was summarily told to go to 
hell.36 He also had little patience for domineering 
commanders who used mandatory church parades 
to impose discipline rather than provide spiritual 

sustenance. Wheeler was equally critical of the 
sermons preached by the chaplains who visited the 
front. In July 1917, Wheeler expected to be “uplifted” 
when he attended a service conducted by the Rev. 
Major Charles Gordon, the celebrated author of the 
Ralph Connor novels. He wrote in his diary: “Went 
to service conducted by Ralph Conner [sic] tonight—
and was very disappointed in him. He can’t speak 
easily; neither does he express himself with any 
conviction. He seemed to be lackadaisical and very 
tired.”37 While Wheeler was unimpressed by moral-
izers and trippers to the trenches, he expressed great 
admiration for those servants of God who shared in 
the perils and privations of the front lines.

Wheeler often wrote about his own struggles 
with faith and temptation. In his diary, he records an 
encounter with a scared and lonely French maiden 
who sidled up against him while he was sleeping in a 
barn. He admits that only his fear of displeasing God 
preserved his virtue that night. Although Wheeler 
never lost his faith, it was sorely tested by the hor-
rors of war. Distressed by “the inhuman cruelty and 
death” meted out “by unwilling men in khaki against 
other equally reluctant men in the hated grey-green 
of les Allemandes,” Wheeler struggled to find some 
higher meaning and purpose in a conflict that pitted 
Christian against Christian.38 At first he was con-
vinced that he was doing only what God and country 
required to defend “human right and dignity, justice 
and freedom” from unwarranted aggression. 

After a night mission on 17 March 1916 in which 
the Allies deployed chlorine gas against the enemy, 
Wheeler found himself “troubled and confused,” 
and “earnestly prayed for man’s forgiveness.”39 In 
September 1918 a tormented Wheeler recorded in 
his diary the anguish he felt when he turned his 
back on a young, critically wounded German soldier 
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pleading for mercy on the Drocourt-Quéant Line. 
He writes: “It’s as if in denying one of the least of 
these my brethren, I had denied Him, the Prince 
of Peace.”40 For all his doubts, Wheeler continued 
to yearn “for a new day of peace and man’s return 
to brotherhood,” and remained convinced that the 
war would ultimately produce a better world in 
which God’s Kingdom of justice, charity, hope, and 
peace reigned.41 On 18 November 1917 Wheeler 
recounted in his diary the service held to remember 
the anniversary of the 50th Battalion’s fight for the 
Regina Trench during the Battle of the Somme: “We 
solemnly recalled the supreme sacrifice made by 
so many of our comrades there and along the way 
since, pledged our lives to God and prayed we would 
continue to be spared from the withering fire of 
the enemy. Having entrusted ourselves to Him, we 
genuinely felt He would preserve ‘our going out and 
our coming in’ according to His will.”42 While many 
men hid their faith, complained about attending 
church parade, bristled at the restrictive morality 
preached by many of the chaplains, and questioned 
where God was to be found amid the slaughter of the 
front, Wheeler’s wartime journal suggests that their 
Christian heritage nonetheless proved to be a source 
of comfort and consolation for many. 

In this, Wheeler was an exception. Most wartime 
diaries and letters home contain few references to 
religious or spiritual matters. The absence of any 
sustained discussion of religion in the personal 
writings of men at the front could be interpreted 
as a sign of their indifference to matters of faith. 
Virtually all of the men enlisted in Alberta, however, 
reported some church affiliation. While affiliation is 
certainly not an indication of active belief or par-
ticipation in the life of the church, it does suggest 
that membership in the church continued to be 

an important part of self-identification. That few 
wartime diarists wrote about their faith, the impact 
belief had on their lives, or their thoughts about God 
and religion may simply have reflected the norms of 
masculinity and middle-class restraint. According to 
the “separate spheres” ideology that dominated the 
discourse on gender in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, matters of morality and piety 
and the care and nurture of others were regarded as 
innately feminine qualities. Such beliefs contributed 
to what historian Ann Douglas has described as the 
feminization of religion. With its emphasis on love, 
gentleness, and submission to God’s will, Christi-
anity appeared to stand in opposition to the manly 
ideals of strength, independence, and autonomy. 
Consequently, few men spoke or wrote about their 
faith. Reticence about religion was reinforced by an 
Anglo-Protestant middle-class temperament that 
viewed religion as a personal and private matter.

When Canada went to war in 1914, most Protes-
tant Albertans viewed the conflict through the lens of 
their religious values and worldview. Christian duty, 
as much as patriotism, required Alberta’s Protes-
tants to answer the call to defend justice against 
aggression, and to create a true and lasting peace 
rooted in the Christian values they believed were 
incarnate within the British Empire. The men and 
women who rallied to the cause were widely hailed as 
Christian knights on a crusade to uphold the right as 
they emulated Christ’s example in their willingness 
to sacrifice all for a higher cause. Preachers praised 
the fidelity, nobility, honour, devotion, and sincer-
ity of the volunteers, and urged that they conduct 
themselves with humility, patience, charity, and 
love. To keep trust with those at the front, Albertans 
rededicated themselves to building the Kingdom of 
God by campaigning against moral and social sins at 
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home. Contrary to the assertions of some historians, 
the cause of reform was firmly rooted in notions 
of repentance and a commitment to salvation by 
following Christ’s example. Only by acknowledging 
the sins that afflicted society, and responding to 
Christ’s call to service, would a society founded upon 
the Christian principles of brotherly love, peace, 
and charity be possible. Throughout the duration 
of the war, Albertans found hope and consolation 
in the redeeming sacrifice of Christ on the cross, 
and the promise of eternal life. In countless funeral 
sermons and addresses, the bereaved were assured 
that the loss of their loved ones had not been in 
vain, that the deceased had served a higher cause, 
and that they now rested in sure and certain peace of 
the promise of the resurrection. While the evidence 
is limited, there is little reason to doubt that many 
of the men serving overseas shared these views and 
values and held on to their faith in the face of the 
Great War’s waste and desolation. The memorial 
window unveiled at Calgary’s Presbyterian Church in 
1921 demonstrates that these beliefs and hopes had 
not been, as some have suggested, eroded by the war 
but rather continued to define how many Albertan’s 
understood the war.
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The home front contributions of Alberta women in 
the First World War occurred through a range of vol-
unteer activities, and were impressive in nature and 
scope. Many of the organizations that were created 
to further women’s causes, including promoting the 
rights of women, were patriotic in nature, and there 
was a seamless shift to wartime volunteer work. The 
war itself, and the perceived threat to democracy and 
Anglo-Canadian values, also spurred the desire for 
suffrage, and put additional pressure on the Alberta 
government to approve it. None of these achieve-
ments could have been made without the “army” of 
powerful women and the societies that they created 
for collective action and mutual support in the early 
part of the twentieth century. 

According to the Women’s Press Club of Calgary, 
in 1913, 42 women’s societies had a total of about 
3,000 members. In 1916 the Edmonton Women’s 
Press Club reported 61 societies and more than 
7,000 members. The growth evidenced in Edmon-
ton is significant, and can be partly attributed to the 
onset of the war and opportunities that it created for 
women’s involvement. Two key publications pro-
vide information about these societies. The Calgary 

Women’s Press Club on 12 June 1913 published 
Calgary: The Gateway to the Women’s West.1 In 1916 the 
Edmonton Women’s Press Club produced a book-
let titled Club Women’s Records: Women’s Institutes of 
Alberta, United Farm Women of Alberta.2 The former 
contains spirited articles proclaiming women’s 
achievements, while the latter is a compendium of 
Edmonton’s women’s societies with entries on the 
provincial Women’s Institutes [WIs] and United 
Farm Women of Alberta [UFWA].3 The document is 
invaluable for studies of feminist issues in Alberta, 
and is a blend of “women’s magazine” ads and 
club histories. 

The year 1916 is significant because on April 
19 Alberta women won the right to vote and hold 
provincial office. On June 13 Emily Murphy was 
appointed the first woman magistrate in the British 
Empire, and on July 1 Murphy had her first day in 
court. The booklet thus serves a commemorative 
function as well as trumpeting women’s achieve-
ments in the 11 years since the province’s creation. 
It is a “year in the life” of powerful and influential 
women—an Albertan women’s “who’s who.” The year 
was also the midpoint of the war, and the booklet 

Alberta Women in the First World War:  
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includes the wartime activities of the societies, 
demonstrating how engaged they were in the war 
effort. It is, thus, evidence of the shift from involve-
ment in a range of social causes to ones targeted to 
assisting “the boys at the Front.”

The origins of charitable organizations in the 
Western democracies have been well documented, 
from the charity schools in the reign of Henry VIII to 
the proliferation of women’s societies in the nine-
teenth century. In Alberta, as in other provinces 

except Quebec, the women who formed these orga-
nizations were largely of British origin, reflecting 
Canada’s status as a British colony and its selective 
immigration policy. Alberta’s population reached 
375,000 by 1911; 57 percent were immigrants.4 
In 1916 it reached 496,000. There were 119,510 
families, 277,256 males, and 219,269 females.5 More 
than half of the population was of British origin, and 
these people dominated government, industry, and 
the church.

A group portrait of the Edmonton Women’s Press Club. Miriam Green Ellis is at the far right, 1913. Ellis is a lesser-known member of the Press 

Club. Of an Ontario family, she was well-educated, graduating from the Toronto Conservatory of Music. In 1904, she married George Edward 

Ellis and they moved to Edmonton in 1906 so that he could become Provincial Inspector of Schools. Ellis was hired by Frank Oliver to cover 

business affairs and agriculture in The Bulletin. Miriam Green Ellis, “Edmonton Women’s Press Club,” Bruce Peel Special Collections Library 

Online Exhibits, accessed 21 January 2014, http://omeka.library.ualberta.ca/items/show/507.
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Letters, newspaper articles, and books of the 
time reveal the excitement felt by women desiring to 
participate fully in building the new province. The 
leaders, in many cases, were “literary” women who 
took pride in their intellectual powers and commu-
nications skills. The press clubs became the vehicle 
for forging feminist agendas.6 Successful and socially 
engaged women shared a common characteristic: in 
many instances they had male figures—fathers and 
husbands—who enabled their development. Emily 
Murphy is a case in point. Her father, Isaac Ferguson, 
a successful businessman in Cookstown, Ontario, 
did not differentiate between his only daughter 
and two sons with respect to education. The family 
included leaders of the Ontario political and legal 
establishment. Murphy understood the power of 
the pen in enabling social change and created a pen 
name—“Janey Canuck”—that asserted her patriotism 
and served as an “alter ego.” Her publications were 
vehicles for public education. 

Nellie McClung (née Nellie Letitia Mooney, 
1873–1951), another Edmonton Women’s Press Club 
member, was born in Sudbury, Ontario. She did not 
share Murphy’s privileged background or educa-
tion, receiving only six years of formal education 
then qualifying for a teaching certificate. This did 
not deter her from pursuing a writing career, and in 
1908 she published her first novel, Sowing Seeds in 
Danny, which became a national bestseller. With her 
husband, pharmacist Wesley McClung, she made her 
home from 1911 in Winnipeg, where she was quickly 
drawn into suffrage and temperance causes. In 1916, 
she continued this work in Edmonton. 

May L. Armitage Smith (d. 1965), an established 
journalist, was president of the Edmonton Women’s 
Press Club in 1916 and coedited the Club Women’s 
Records. In her report, she noted that the club was 

established in 1908 and unabashedly acknowledges 
the high-profile members—Murphy and McClung: 
“The membership of the club is necessarily small 
as the qualifications for good standing call for active 
work along newspaper, magazine, or other literary 
lines.”7 The ambitions of the group are evident: 
in June 1913 it hosted the national organization’s 
triennial meeting in Edmonton with the support of 
city council, the railways, and Alberta newspapers. 
The guests travelled to Calgary, Banff, and Lake 
Louise. At the end of the event, three members of 
the Edmonton club were placed on the Dominion 
executive: Mrs. Murphy as president; Mrs. Ambrose 
Dickins, secretary; and Mrs. Reginald Smith [the 
report’s author], honorary treasurer.8 

The Women’s Press Club of Calgary included 
Elizabeth Bailey Price (1886–1944) and Ethel 
Heydon (d. 1969). Price, a teacher, grew up in Cal-
gary and turned to journalism, joining the Calgary 
Albertan in 1911 and becoming the women’s editor. 
She chaired the local branch and, eventually, the 
Canadian Women’s Press Club, as well as helping 
to set up the Calgary Branch of the WI in 1918 and 
becoming its first president.9 Her husband, Josiah 
Price, was sports editor of the Albertan. Ethel Heydon 
joined the Albertan in January 1911 and was the first 
women’s pages editor. Under her leadership, the 
women’s pages not only covered social events and 
provided housekeeping advice but also became the 
voice of the women’s club movement in Calgary.10 
She used the pseudonym “Alberta West.” In 1913 she 
married William M. Davidson, the founder and pub-
lisher of the paper. She was succeeded by Elizabeth 
Price as women’s editor. 

Finally, there is Emily Spencer Kerby (1860–
1938), an Ontario-born Methodist and gifted 
teacher. In 1903 she arrived in Calgary with her 
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husband, George Kerby, who was appointed minister 
at Grace Methodist Church. In 1911 he became the 
first principal of Mount Royal College, set up by the 
Methodist Alberta Conference. Locals considered 
them “joint principals” and she taught there. In 1912 
she helped to re-establish the Calgary Local Council 
of Women and led it in support of a whole range of 
women’s causes, which she promoted as an author. 
These women writers were the documentarians of 
not only the women’s societies but also the women’s 
movement in Alberta.11

The Societies: A Tale of Two Cities

While women’s organizations with provincial reach, 
such as the WI and the UFWA, played important roles 
in causes such as enfranchisement, temperance, and 
the war effort, the Alberta stage was dominated by 
Calgary and Edmonton. The rivalry between the two 
cities that has flourished for over one hundred years 
is evident in the records of their respective wom-
en’s societies.

The Calgary Women’s Press Club on 12 June 1913, 
as part of the Western Standard Illustrated Weekly, 
published a “souvenir edition” or “Opportunity 
Number.” The magazine was edited by Ethel Heydon 
and is a blend of stories and ads. It commemorated 
the triennial convention of the Canadian Wom-
en’s Press Club in Alberta.12 Heydon affirmed that 
“Calgary is now the fifth city in importance in the 
Dominion of Canada” and noted that from 1905 to 
1913 more than 27,000 women had come to make 
their homes there.13 She appropriated the “last 
best West” slogan and gave it a feminist twist: “The 
Last West is the woman’s west. Nowhere else in the 
world is the evolution worked by the great feminist 

movement of the last century, demonstrated more 
strikingly.” For Heydon, the model of the modern 
woman is American, and she allied Calgary women’s 
suffrage endeavours to those in the United States.14 
This is significant because it confirms the commonly 
held notion that Calgary is more American than 
any other part of the province.15 Heydon’s language 
is direct and has none of the coyness found in the 
writing of Murphy.

Mabel Hutton addressed the extent of women’s 
volunteer work in an article titled “Three Thou-
sand Club Women: Forty-two Women’s Clubs spend 
$50,000 annually.” In it she linked economics, 
charity, education, and industry, and asserted that 
they are women’s spheres of action. Hutton also 
played with Calgary’s iconic image as “cow town” and 
the change that women had wrought: “This western 
woman is a distinct type. She may have been but six 
months or a year in the west, but that short period 
is sufficient to convert her into the enthusiastic, 
aggressive, breezy democratic woman who ‘does 
things.’”16 The one-page article is a “brag sheet” of 
women’s society achievements. One initiative could 
have been devised by a contemporary marketing 
company: the Women’s Alliance of the Unitarian 
Church of Calgary created a “Made in Calgary” ex-
hibition, the second of the kind in Canada.17 Hutton 
also rejected the notion of women as victims: “The 
self-supporting women of western Canada do not 
regard themselves as the unfortunate victims of 
unusual industrial conditions; they have come out 
here with the frank intention of making money, 
and finding happiness, and they assert, with con-
siderable spirit those rights which should be the 
inalienable rights of womankind.” She noted the 
existence of the Business Women’s Club—the first in 
western Canada. This theme of the business woman 
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is explored further in an article by Margaret Forbes 
called “Making Good in the West: Business Women 
find the Golden Gate wide open in Calgary, where 
Opportunity waits for Clever Girls.” 

Suffrage is given a separate article—“When 
Alberta Women Vote: Calgary Women having Equal 
Voting Privileges With Men for 20 Years Have Cre-
ated A Well Governed City—Extension of Franchise 
Sought”—written by Price and Ingram. The obser-
vation is made that “Women’s rights are recognized 
in Calgary” and that women have been active in mu-
nicipal affairs and are informed about civic issues.18 
There appears to be no one publication that charts 
women’s wartime work for Calgary.

While The Gateway to the Woman’s West expressed 
the aspirations of Calgary women in fiery language, 
it is the Women’s Press Club of Edmonton Club 
Women’s Records that provides a comprehensive view 
of women’s organizations. The character of the two 
cities emerges: Edmonton, the seat of government, 
civil service, and University of Alberta, versus the 
business-oriented Calgary. The Records are remi-
niscent of government reports and the allegiance 
manifested is to Britain and Empire. The introduc-
tion, by “Mrs. Arthur Murphy,” pictured wearing the 
insignia of the “Lady of Grace of the Order of St. John 
of Jerusalem,” noted that the first women’s societies 
in Edmonton were those connected with churches. 
The first of an “interdenominational character” was 
the Order of King’s Daughters (established by Mrs. 
J.T. Blowey in 1894). The officers were Mrs. Alex 
Taylor, president; Mrs. N.D. Beck, recording secre-
tary; and Mrs. W. Johnstone Walker, corresponding 
secretary. These are wives of important Edmonton 
founders; respectively, an entrepreneur and poli-
tician, a member of the Supreme Court of Alberta, 
and a high-end retailer. In 1908, the first chapter 

in Alberta of the Imperial Order Daughters of the 
Empire—the “Westward Ho” Chapter in Edmonton—
was set up with Mrs. H.C. Wilson as regent. Murphy 
began her discussion with patriotic organizations 
and underscored her vision of the role of women:

It is not necessary to dwell upon the work of 
the women of today in that a resume of this is 
given in the pages which follow. It is easy to 
predicate, however, that its future work must 
largely concern itself with the nationalizing 
of the foreigners who have trekked across this 
land of Alberta in long and lustful lines. It is 
not only desirable that we should do this, but 
necessary in order that we may protect the 
rights we have secured by enfranchisement. 
I heard, the other day, of a foreigner in this 
province who wrote home to Italy: “Come 
to Canada all of you, they give you a vote out 
here, and then give you $2.00 for it.”19

The preeminent organization was the Local 
Council of Women of Edmonton, a local of the 
National Council of Women. It served a coordinat-
ing role, and in 1916 had 61 “affiliated” societies, of 
which 15 had joined that year.20

Edmonton’s population in 1916 was just under 
54,000 (a significant decrease from the 1914 
number of 72,615, this being a result of enlist-
ment and the economic downturn). The number of 
women’s societies with a combined membership 
of 7,000 is, therefore, staggering (compared to the 
3,000 reported in Calgary in 1913). The significant 
difference in numbers between Edmonton and 
Calgary is, no doubt, due to the former being the 
provincial capital and, therefore, the seat of pro-
vincial organizations. The account was written by 
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Lily Forbes Reid, the recording secretary, who noted 
that Mrs. O.C. Edwards (Henrietta Muir Edwards, 
1849–1931) of Fort Macleod had convened a meeting 
in Edmonton on 21 February 1908 to establish the 
Edmonton Council. Ten societies were involved. Ed-
wards had served as the vice-president of Alberta for 
the National Council as well as the convenor of the 

Standing Committee on Laws. The 1916 report noted 
that the important issues studied by the Provin-
cial Law Committee were property rights, parental 
rights, and the widows’ pension act. It flagged an 
achievement: the Equal Moral Standard Committee 
“was successful in having Mrs. Arthur Murphy ‘Janey 
Canuck,’ appointed police magistrate with a full 

The National Council of Women on the steps of the First Presbyterian Church in Edmonton, Alberta. Mrs. B.J. Saunders is third from the right 

in the third row from the back, PAA, A5605. 
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women’s court.”21 The council met at First Presbyte-
rian Church, reinforcing the nature of the woman’s 
movement in Alberta as led and supported by estab-
lishment structures such as the church. Ken Munro, 
in First Presbyterian Church, Edmonton: A History, 
notes that in 1911 Presbyterianism was the largest 
denomination in Alberta and also in Edmonton.22

The powerful women of the Edmonton establish-
ment—the wives and daughters of provincial politi-
cians and other elected officials, entrepreneurs, and 
university professors as well as the army of church-
women—decided to create a dedicated suffrage 
society. On 4 February 1914 the Edmonton’s Equal 
Franchise League was born. Secretary Helen Nichols 
provided an explanation in the Club Women’s Records: 
“it being deemed expedient that some society should 
have the one object in view of bringing the question 
of women’s suffrage before the legislature.”23 The 
women understood their advantage in residing in 
the capital city and quickly set up a series of public 
meetings and launched a petition drive, obtaining 
signatures via house-to-house calls. The first annual 
meeting, in 1915, created a media stir. A meeting 
with Premier Sifton was requested and he indicated 
that he would meet a deputation later in the month. 
The group put out the call and 1,100 men and women 
responded. Nichols observed: “The Premier heard 
all delegates, acknowledged that they had a very 
strong case, but objected that the farming population 
of the province should be better represented. The 
league then arranged a series of public meetings to 
be held in all parts of the province, to create interest; 
a local speaker was selected where possible.”24

The 1,100 delegates drawn from Edmonton and 
district is significant, however, Sifton wanted to 
ensure that it wasn’t just the urban political elites 
that wanted women’s suffrage. Nichols noted that 

this condition was addressed when the UFA voted 
unanimously in favour of women’s suffrage. Nich-
ols could afford to be generous with Sifton because 
women’s suffrage prevailed. Historian David Hall 
provides a less-flattering view of Sifton, noting that 
he asked the 1913 delegation: “Did you ladies wash 
up your luncheon dishes before you came down here 
to ask me for the vote? If you haven’t you’d better go 
home because you’re not going to get any votes from 
me.”25 It took a second delegation in October 1914 
with a 40,000-name petition (Calgary’s Emily Spen-
cer Kerby was part of the delegation), and a third 
even larger delegation in February 1915 that occupied 
MLAs’ seats in the legislature for Sifton to finally ca-
pitulate. In spring 1916 he introduced legislation to 
give women the vote in all provincial and municipal 
elections. The League also successfully promoted the 
Married Woman’s Home Protection Act.26

Women’s suffrage was also supported by the 
Women’s Canadian Club of Edmonton, established 
on 30 October 1911 with Mrs. Arthur Murphy as 
president and with a membership of 265 in the first 
year. In 1916 the club had six honorary presidents, 
all matriarchs of the British establishment in Al-
berta: Mrs. R.G. Brett (née Helen M. Fleming), Mrs. 
A.L. Sifton (née Mary Deering), Mrs. G.H.V. Bulyea 
(née Annie Blanche Babbit), Mrs. Arthur Murphy, 
Mrs. A.F. Ewing, and Mrs. E.V. Hardisty (née Eliza 
Victoria McDougall). Arthur Sifton was the former 
chief justice of Alberta and became premier in 1913, 
serving for only one term (before moving to the fed-
eral Union government in late 1917), and was viewed 
as a reformer. Ewing was elected to the Legislative 
Assembly representing an Edmonton riding in 1913. 
Eliza Victoria Hardisty was the daughter of the Rev. 
George McDougall and, at the time, the widow of 
Hudson’s Bay Company Chief Factor Richard Charles 
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Hardisty, who in 1888 became the first senator for 
the District of Alberta. Richard’s sister Isabella 
Hardisty was married to Lord Strathcona (Donald 
Smith), philanthropist and builder of the Canadian 
Pacific Railway. Their niece, Isabella Clarke Hardisty, 
married Senator James Lougheed, whose extensive 

Calgary legal practice was based on work for the CPR. 
Richard Hardisty was considered the wealthiest man 
in the North-West Territories, and Lord Strathcona 
would become one of the wealthiest men in Canada. 
Were these women “token” representatives of their 
influential families, or did they really support 

Women’s Canadian Club Officers, 1912, The majority of the women were married to establishment figures. Back row (left to right), Mme. 

Cauchon, Mrs. F.C. Jamieson, Mrs. J.H. Riddell, Mrs. A.F. Ewing, Mrs. Duncan Marshall, Mrs. H.M. Tory, Mrs. G.S. Armstrong, and Mrs. W.A. 

Griesbach. Front row (left to right), Mrs. D.G. McQueen, Mrs. G.H.V. Bulyea, Mrs. Murphy, Mrs. A.L. Sifton, and Mrs. Gray. McDermid Collection 

#19354. City of Edmonton Archives, EA-10-2191.
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women’s causes? While in some instances the com-
mitment might not have been full-hearted, women 
such as Eliza Hardisty who came from missionary 
families were used to assisting in caring for their pa-
rishioners and considered their calling equal to that 
of fathers or husbands. They were not simply society 
matrons interested in the round of social activities. 

Patriotism and the War Effort

The recording secretary of the Local Council of 
Edmonton Women had noted a growth of 15 soci-
eties in 1916 alone. It is likely that these were all 
related to the war effort, at the centre of which was 
the Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire (IODE). 
In 1914 Edmonton had a total of 500 Daughters of 
the Empire. The IODE entry is written by Secretary 
Margaret L. Osborne, who noted that the chapter was 
begun in 1911 with Mrs. Percy Barnes as regent; the 
1916 regent was Mrs. J.D. Hyndman (Ethel Davies).27 
Even before the war, the group passed a resolu-
tion to establish a municipally owned convalescent 
home. With the coming of war, supporting soldiers 
and their families became the focus. A staffed office 
was set up in the McLeod Building where soldier’s 
wives could come for assistance. It remained open 
for a year. In November 1915 the group established 
a Soldier’s Club (including a cafeteria) to provide a 
gathering place for servicemen stationed in the city. 
By the end of the year there were 27 primary chapters 
of the IODE.28

A full description of the primary chapters was 
provided, including the names of officers and the 
wartime work accomplished. Kate M. Smith, secre-
tary of the Mistanusk Chapter (formed January 1908) 
reported that the number of working members had 

declined to 25 because wives had gone overseas to 
Britain to be near to husbands on active service. E.M. 
Hyndman (Ethel M. Davies, born ca. 1878), secretary 
of the Beaver House Branch, clarified the work of 
the IODE, noting that it was not primarily a philan-
thropic organization but rather one that promoted 
patriotism and the bond of women and children with 
Empire. The group, in addition, provided support 
to various societies and hospitals. Hyndman noted: 
“We have also had the honor of presenting the co-
lours to one of the first battalions, of our city, to leave 
for the front. Our chapter has also presented each 
of the public schools with a Union Jack and flag staff 
and have sent many country schools flags and patri-
otic pictures. These have been especially appreciated 
by the teachers in schools among the foreign popu-
lation.”29 The “foreign population” reference reveals 
that members viewed immigration, particularly from 
non-British countries, with distrust, a view com-
monly held among the elites. Hyndman was the wife 
of Mr. Justice James D. Hyndman and grandmother 
of Albertan politician Lou Hyndman.

But it was not all serious work. “A Masque of 
Empire,” with a large orchestra and a chorus of 
50 conducted by Vernon Barford, attracted a large 
audience to the Empire Theatre in Edmonton on 
4–6 June 1914. Mrs. Hyndman directed the produc-
tion and portrayed “Britannia.” These performances, 
based on readings from famous English authors, 
were presented around the Empire to raise aware-
ness and funds. In the Edmonton show, the principal 
roles were taken by “society people.”30 

Osborne concluded: 

All of whom have taken a full share of the 
work brought on by war conditions, and all 
of whom when in the wisdom of Providence 
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this dreadful struggle shall end, will deem it a 
privilege to cherish the memory of the brave 
and heroic deeds performed by our soldiers 
“Somewhere in France” and the last resting 
places of our heroes and heroines, especially 
those in distant and solitary places; and to 
erect memorial stones on spots which have 
become sacred to the nation in this great 
struggle for freedom.31

The Canadian Red Cross was also important to 
the war effort. Julia Ponton, honorary secretary of 
the Edmonton Branch, contributed the entry to the 
Club Women’s Records. The Canadian Pacific Railway 
helped to set it up in November 1914, and it was 
operational by January 1915 in the CPR building. 
The initial work involved purchasing material for 
garments, and Ponton noted that the Great Western 
Garment Co. and Emery Manufacturing Ltd. cut 
the garments and bandages free of charge. City Red 
Cross Sewing Circles crafted bandages, bags, slings, 
operation stockings, etc. Some sewing was also sent 
out to individual workers. This “cottage industry” 
extended beyond Edmonton to volunteer auxiliaries 
in the district and northern towns. Ponton noted the 
existence of 161 city circles nationwide—averaging 
about 3,000 workers each. In addition, 350 local 
women undertook such work on their own. In the 
first seven months of 1916, 100 boxes per month 
were packed with an average of 125 women working 
per week. She continued: “At the end of the year, 
September 1915, there were 40 outside auxiliaries. 
There are to date nearly four times that number, the 
last recorded being 154.”32 

The production was outstanding and provided 
an enormous saving for the government of Canada. 

Ponton assigned a cash value, figuring that “From the 
date of inception to the end of October, 1915, there 
have been 18 shipments to headquarters, totalling 
325 boxes, and 76,325 articles, [with] the approxi-
mate value being $19,110.20,” and “From the date of 
inception to the end of October, 1915, there was sent 
from Edmonton a total of 976 boxes and 215,440 ar-
ticles, the approximate value being $63,464.10.” She 
calculated the value of the 293,771 articles shipped at 
approximately $82,574.30 (worth some $1.6 million 
in 2015).33

Another society that played a crucial role in war 
work was the St. John’s Ambulance Association, a 
department of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem. 
Secretary of the Edmonton Branch, Margaret L. 
Osborne, provided a short history of the order, 
noting that the Canadian association was estab-
lished in 1877, and the Canadian Branch with Ottawa 
headquarters in 1910. The Alberta council, headed 
by University of Alberta President H.M. Tory, had 
existed for a number of years. The Edmonton branch 
was established on 29 August 1914 with the aim of 
supplying auxiliary aid to those on active service at 
home and abroad.34 The IODE Westward Ho! Chapter 
contributed the first funds ($50). Since there were 
several organizations involved in this type of relief 
work, the St. John’s Ambulance Branch collaborated 
with the Red Cross Society, which was started four 
months later. A division of labour was agreed—the 
Red Cross Society was to focus on the sick, wounded, 
and prisoners of war while the St. John’s Ambu-
lance Association dealt with “Field Comforts for our 
fighting men.” It quickly collected an impressive 
2,000 pairs of socks and 500 shirts for the Edmon-
ton boys at Valcartier.35 It went on to provide scarves, 
wristlets, handkerchiefs, cups, soap, candles, towels, 
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paper, envelopes, pencils, gum, toffee, chocolate, 
pipes, tobacco, and cigarettes (despite some mem-
bers not approving of smoking). 

Women’s organizations, thus, made up a domes-
tic “army” providing creature comforts to soldiers. 
This effort cannot be underestimated. When they 
discovered that these supplies could be delayed 
because of congestion of traffic and shortage of 
boats, they packaged “comforts” in seven-pound 
parcels and mailed them to individual Edmonton 
soldiers requesting that they share them with their 
fellows.36 It would appear that small parcels directed 
to individuals were given preference over larger 

shipments of goods. Aid was also provided to the 
people of Belgium and their military reserves as well 
as their Italian Army supporters. When the organiz-
ers discovered that they did not have enough knitters 
because, in their opinion, it was “a dying art,” they 
appealed to the superintendent of schools, who 
arranged for knitting classes in the schools, thereby 
augmenting the number of workers. Prizes for knit-
ting were offered to the children at the Edmonton 
exhibition in July.37

Just as charities today experience “compassion 
fatigue,” Osborne noted that this was the case by 
1915. As the calls for support for “different patriotic 

Knitted goods and soldier 

comforts piled against 

John A. McDougall’s 

fence, September 1914. 

The packages were 

destined for the 101st 

Edmonton Fusiliers 

stationed at Valcartier, 

Quebec, and were sent 

care of Col. Saunders. 

McDougall was a 

successful retailer who 

had served as a municipal 

councilor and mayor of 

Edmonton as well as an 

MLA. Provincial Archives 

of Alberta, A5603.
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objects” increased, voluntary contributions de-
clined. The St. John’s Ambulance Association 
redoubled its efforts and used monies raised to pur-
chase wool for the knitting of socks. She concluded: 
“Edmonton has taken a magnificent part in sending 
overseas her very best, to fight for Freedom, King, 
and Empire, and with so many gallant lads in the 
trenches watching for parcels from home, the sym-
pathy, interest and help of every individual is needed 
in order that they may not watch in vain.”38

Rural Organizations: Country Cousins

From the foregoing, it would appear that power was 
concentrated solely in the hands of urban women; 
however, this assumption would be misleading. 
The fact that the Club Women’s Records publication 
included WIs and the UFWA is significant. They were 
not only provincial organizations with enormous 
reach but also were incredibly active and success-
ful in their endeavours. In the entry, the reason 
given for the formation of the UFWA was the need 
for “social intercourse” to alleviate the isolation of 
farm life, but the article quickly focused on the “true 
needs” of women. The entry, written by Leona R. 
Barrett, the provincial secretary, noted:

Wide awake women realized that back of their 
social problems—the efficient management 
of the home and the training and care of chil-
dren—lay the economic problem. Labour- 
saving devices, conservation of health, 
better rural schools and higher education 
were directly connected with better mar-
kets, co-operative buying and selling, and 
better agricultural credit. In other words, the 

farmer’s problem was his wife’s problem also. 
What could be more logical than for them to 
assist the former’s movement? And that is 
exactly what happened.39

The statement affirmed that women’s contribu-
tions to the growth of rural society equalled those of 
men. Thus, in 1913 the constitution of the UFA was 
changed to admit women with the same privileges as 
men. In 1915 the women met in a separate but paral-
lel convention, organized as an auxiliary of the UFA, 
and elected directors. The meeting, attended by 58 
women, took place at McDougall Church in Edmon-
ton, and Miss Jean C. Reed was elected the auxiliary’s 
first president.40 

A permanent provincial society was established 
in January 1916 at a meeting in Calgary. In the first 
year, the number of clubs increased to 23 with 500 
members. From this group emerged some of the 
leaders of the “political wing,” as it were, of Alberta’s 
women’s movement. Mrs. Walter Parlby (Irene Mar-
ryat, 1868–1965) of Alix became the first president; 
Mrs. H.E. Spencer of Edgerton, the vice-president; 
and Mrs. R.W. Barrett of Mirror, the secretary- 
treasurer. Irene and her husband Walter both 
became involved with the UFA and, in 1913, she was 
the founding secretary of the Alix Country Women’s 
Club. This became the first local of the UFWA. Parlby, 
with Henrietta Muir Edwards, Emily Murphy, Nellie 
McClung, and Louise Crummy McKinney, in the 
1920s, would lead the movement to see women rec-
ognized as “persons” at law. In 1921, as a UFA candi-
date, Parlby was elected MLA for Lacombe and served 
as a minister without portfolio from 1921 to 1935, 
the second female to serve in cabinet in the British 
Commonwealth.41 The political flexing of muscles is 
clear in Reporting Secretary Barrett’s conclusion:
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Behind us is the fighting force of the thirty 
thousand or more voters of the farmers’ 
organization who will support us in any sane 
and just movement for the public good. What 
we need most is far-sighted and devoted men 
and women as rural leaders. Given these, who 
will accuse us of being too optimistic when 
we say that the rural life of Alberta may be 
made the best in the world!

She also took pride in the fact that not only women’s 
suffrage but also prohibition was approved in 1916.42

Women’s Institutes of Alberta

Women’s Institutes were first established in Canada 
in 1897; an Ontario woman, Martha Graham, began 
the first in Alberta in 1909 at Lea Park. A principal 
aim of the movement was social betterment through 
the education of individuals. With respect to rural 
women, they focused on courses to improve house-
hold management and other skills. They also focused 
on the creation of social networks to strengthen 
communities. In Alberta, short courses were ini-
tiated in 1907. The WI thus emerged as a model for 
providing practical courses and also networking 
opportunities for rural women. 

The enormous strides made required that 
talented women work together with government 
to achieve their ends to further social good. The 
government of Alberta understood the importance 
of agriculture and the need for specialized training 
for both men and women in rural communities. As 
early as 1912, wishing to make training more applied, 
the government hired Ontario home economist 
Roberta MacAdams (1881–1959) to determine the 

needs of rural women. She graduated in 1911 from 
the MacDonald Institute, Ontario Agricultural Col-
lege at Guelph. As a result of her recommendations, 
the Alberta government came to see the value of a 
province-wide system of institutes. In the period 
1912–1914, MacAdams and another OAC graduate, 
Georgina Stiven, helped to establish WI branches 
throughout the province.43 

The entry on the WIs in the Club Women’s Records 
focused on the change in the organization’s legal 
status, which in 1915 was set out in provincial leg-
islation, receiving Royal Assent on 19 April 1916. 
The move from a new, volunteer organization to 
a provincial entity in a matter of a few years is a 
testament to the power of the women promoting the 
betterment of rural women and related causes. Thus, 
in one banner year—1916—three important women’s 
causes were enshrined in legislation and/or given 
royal assent: suffrage, prohibition, and the support 
of rural women. The entry provided the objects of 
the organization and the constitution. The provincial 
superintendent was Miss Mary MacIsaac. In 1915 the 
number of branch institutes grew from 40 to 107, 
and membership from 1,400 to 3,000. In 1916 there 
were 132 branches with 3,700 members. This growth 
was staggering, as was the provincial reach evi-
denced in the list of branches with the names of their 
secretaries. A section titled “Sociological Outlook” 
indicated a shift from improving cooking, sewing, 
sanitation, etc.: “The demands of the war have been 
instrumental in calling out a fine type of commu-
nity work. In fact, this larger type of work has, to a 
considerable extent, monopolized the interest and 
activity of the women of the country just as it has in 
the case of the men.”44 

Roberta MacAdams emerged as a visionary and 
leader. Once her work in establishing WI branches 
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was accomplished, she moved to Edmonton in 1914 
and established the Department of Domestic Econ-
omy for the Edmonton Public School Board, another 
first. Her next big adventure would involve enlisting, 
in 1916, and serving with the Medical Corps. On 
7 June 1917, a general election was held in Alberta 
and soldiers fighting overseas were allowed to vote 
and elect two members-at-large. This was the first 
election in which women could not only vote but also 
stand for office. The spirited MacAdams ran with 
the slogan “Give your other vote to the Sister.” The 
slogan referenced not only “sister” as in the famil-
ial relationship, but also the important role of the 
nursing “sister” in the war. On voting day, she and 
Captain Robert Pearson (1879–1956) were elected.45 

He received only 263 more votes than she did (4,286 
versus 4,023). This victory can be viewed as symbolic 
of how far women had come during the war in their 
fight for equality. 

Women and the Labour Force

While the assumption can be made that women 
entered the workforce as men enlisted, women’s 
records for this period in Alberta’s labour history 
are sketchy. Alberta was largely an agrarian society 
and women were already part of the unacknowledged 
agricultural work force, as pointed out strongly by 
the UFWA. Numeric statements—such as “In Great 

Superior Laundry interior 

in Edmonton showing 

female workers, ca. 1920. 

City of Edmonton 

Archives, EA-10-2264.
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Britain the number of women employed in industry 
rose from 3.3 million in July 1914 to 4.9 million in 
July 1918”—cannot be provided for Alberta.46 

An anonymous article titled “Women’s Industrial 
Opportunities” in Calgary: The Gateway to the Woman’s 
West provides valuable information on industrial 
development and women’s employment in the city. 
The subhead noted: “Calgary Pays Professional and 
Tradeswomen the Highest Rate of Wages in Canada.” 
Wage levels are provided for school teachers, nurses, 
milliners, stenographers, saleswomen, waitresses, 
domestics, housekeepers, dressmakers, reporters, 
clerks, and cashiers. According to the article, Calgary 
had 96 manufacturers employing 4,600 people with 
an annual output of $22 million. The items produced 
ranged from household goods and foodstuffs to 
building materials, drugs, and other chemicals. The 
observation is made that these industries provided 
little employment for women but that this was ex-
pected to change in the next year. The population of 
Calgary at that time was about 75,000.

The McDermid Photographic Studio in 1914 
created a pictorial history titled Edmonton: Alberta’s 
Capital City.47 It includes a series of economic indi-
cators for the city, which in that year had a popula-
tion of 72,615. There were 26 banks and branches, 
21 public school buildings, 53 churches, 150 facto-
ries, 90 wholesale houses, 3 abattoirs, 3 theatres, 4 
colleges, and 30 coal mines. Bank clearings totalled 
$213,053,319. The city also prided itself on being 
the “gateway to the North.” It can be assumed that 
women would have continued in the occupations 
noted in The Gateway to the Woman’s West in both 
cities, and that some may have moved into light 
manufacturing jobs vacated by men. It was, however, 
women’s unpaid labour that made the far greater 
contribution to the war effort.

Conclusion

While women’s organizations of various types had 
begun to form with the establishment of the province 
of Alberta, the start of the First World War gave them 
a focus. The Club Women’s Records reveal a spirit of 
collaboration and cooperation that helped to forge 
the solidarity required to fight an external enemy. 
The executive of the societies are a veritable “roll 
call” of establishment figures in Edmonton and Al-
berta society, and almost exclusively Protestant and 
of British descent. What is surprising is the extent 
to which they espoused key reform issues—women’s 
suffrage, women’s property rights, temperance, and 
the needs of rural women. The new century; the 
new province; opportunities for women to play new 
roles in the workplace and also in support of the war 
effort—all played a role. The war on the battlefront 
and at the ballot box won, Alberta suffrage leaders 
would continue to strive for Senate seats and to be 
acknowledged as “persons” before the law, but wom-
en’s issues would cease to have the broad support 
evidenced in the wartime years. 

Notes

1 Calgary Women’s Press Club, Calgary: Gateway to the 
Woman’s West, Western Standard Illustrated Weekly 3, no. 
13 (12 June 1913), Calgary, Alberta. It was priced at 25 
cents.

2 Canadian Women’s Press Club of Edmonton, Club 
Women’s Records: Women’s Institutes of Alberta, United 
Farm Women of Alberta, edited by May L. Armitage 
Smith and Elizabeth Barry Price (Edmonton: Cana-
dian Women’s Press Club, Edmonton Branch, 1916).

3 Provincial Librarian John Blue, in the three-volume 
work Alberta Past and Present, Historical and 
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Biographical, published in 1924, provides a compre-
hensive history of the new province. He includes a 
chapter titled “Women’s Organization’s and Activi-
ties.” He attributes women’s achievements, including 
the franchise, to their “genius for organization” and 
views them as an example of the remarkable develop-
ment of the province. Blue’s chapter was based on the 
Club Women’s Records booklet. 

4 Howard Palmer and Tamara Palmer, eds., Peoples of Al-
berta: Portraits of Cultural Diversity (Saskatoon: Western 
Producer Prairie Books, 1985), 6–7. This is a bench-
mark book that mapped Alberta’s cultural diversity.

5 Ibid., 217.
6 The Canadian Women’s Press Club was established in 

1904 by Ottawa journalist Margaret Graham with the 
support of Colonel George Ham, the publicity agent 
for the Canadian Pacific Railway. Influential mem-
bers included Lucy Maud Montgomery and Emmeline 
Pankhurst.

7 Club Women’s Records, 90.
8 Ibid., 89.
9 Elizabeth Bailey Price Fonds, Glenbow Archives, 

M-1000, M-1002. See Catherine C. Cole, “Elizabeth 
Bailey Price: A Brilliant and Unusual Woman,” Legacy 
2, no. 2 (May–July 1997): 36–37. 

10 Jim Bradley, “Alberta West: A Pioneer Journalist,” 
Alberta History 57, no. 3 (Summer 2009): 10–14.

11 Anne White, “Emily Spencer (Kerby)” entry, 
Dictionary of Canadian Biography online, URL: 
http://biographi.ca/en/bio/spencer_emily_16E.html, 
retrieved 21 May 2014.

12 In it, she mentions that their first meeting in Alberta 
was in 1905.

13 Ibid., n.p.
14 Ibid., n.p.
15 Eva Langley Jacobs provides the lead article trum-

peting Calgary achievements: “Thirty Thousand New 
Houses: Homes are built in Calgary to accommodate 
1,000 new arrivals each month.” 

16 Calgary Women’s Press Club, Calgary: Gateway to the 
Woman’s West, n.p.

17 Ibid., n.p.
18 Ibid., n.p.
19 Ibid., 16.
20 Ibid., 17; National Council of Women, Edmonton Local 

Fonds, Provincial Archives of Alberta, PR0457.
21 Club Women’s Record, 18.
22 Ken Munro, First Presbyterian Church, Edmonton: A 

History (Bloomington, IN: Trafford Publishing, 2004), 
iv–v. 

23 Club Women’s Records, 19.
24 Ibid., 20.
25 David Hall, “Arthur L. Sifton,” in Alberta Premiers of 

the Twentieth Century, edited by Bradford J. Rennie, 
(Regina: Canadian Plains Research Centre, 2004), 
34–35.

26 Ibid., 20. The Married Woman’s Home Protection Act 
allowed a married woman to file a caveat to preclude 
her husband from transferring or encumbering the 
“homestead” or matrimonial home.

27 The provincial Imperial Order Daughters of the 
Empire Fonds, Provincial Archives of Alberta, 
PR0267, 1905–2000. 

28 Ibid., 60.
29 Club Women’s Records, 58.
30 Anon., “New Theatre Likely for Edmonton—Winni-

peg Manager Negotiates for Sherman Interests,” The 
New York Dramatic Mirror, 24 June 1914, 17. Vernon 
Barford was an English-trained musician who arrived 
in Edmonton where he became the choirmaster and 
organist of All Saints Anglican Church.

31 Ibid., 55.
32 Club Women’s Records, 30.
33 Ibid., 31.
34 Ibid.
35 Ibid., 32.
36 Ibid., 33.
37 Ibid.
38 Ibid., 34.
39 Ibid, 52.
40 United Farm Women of Alberta Fonds, Provincial 

Archives of Alberta, PR0363.014SF. 
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41 The Irene and Walter Parlby Fonds, Glenbow Archives, 
GLEN glen-1818.

42 Ibid., 55.
43 Athabasca University has created the Alberta Women’s 

Institute website, URL: http://awi.athabascau.ca/, 
retrieved 8 January 2014.

44 Club Women’s Records, 105.
45 Debbie Marshall imaginatively recounts MacAdams’s 

wartime adventure in Give Your Other Vote to the Sister: A 
Woman’s Journey into the Great War (Calgary: University 
of Calgary Press, 2007).

46 Mildred A. Joiner and Clarence M. Welner, 
“Employment of Women in War Production,” Social 
Security Bulletin 5, no. 7 (July 1942). This is an 
American publication that focuses on the US and 
British experiences.

47 Anon., Edmonton: Alberta’s Capital City (Edmonton: 
Esdale Press and McDermid Engraving, 1914).
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Introduction: Voices of 1914

On 30 July 1914, five days before Great Britain 
declared war on Germany for its invasion of Bel-
gium, the Liberal Edmonton Daily Bulletin warned 
its readers of the “possibility of a vast catastrophe.”1 
On the same day, the Conservative Calgary Daily 
Herald carried chilling words from London: “Should 
international war come, it would mean a new story 
in the history of civilization—a kind of death grap-
ple in the darkness: a cosmic catastrophe.”2 As the 
fearsome military machines of the Triple Entente 

(Russia, Britain, and France) and the Triple Alli-
ance (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy) began 
to mobilize for war in late July and early August 
1914, Alberta’s newspapers avidly followed their 
movements, cognizant that they were witnessing 
the most momentous events in history. The small-
town Lethbridge Daily Herald, surveying the size of 
the armies preparing for war, wrote of a “world 
war” in which “Armies of 20,000,000 May Clash.”3 
The Medicine Hat News reported attempts by British 
Prime Minister H.H. Asquith and Foreign Secre-
tary Sir Edward Grey to localize the war among the 

Armageddon: Alberta Newspapers and 
the Outbreak of the Great War, 1914

DAVID JOSEPH GALLANT

Lethbridge Daily Herald banner heading – “WORLD WAR ONLY MATTER OF HOURS,” Saturday, 1 August 1914.
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original combatants, Austria-Hungary and Serbia, 
amid “Reports of the massing of armies in strategic 
positions” across Europe.4 

As Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia in 
late July, and Germany invaded France and Belgium 
in early August, Alberta’s newspapers struggled 
to make sense of the terrible events unfolding in 
Europe. In a predominantly Christian province, 
Alberta’s editors, journalists, and ordinary citizens 

used their religious imaginations to make sense 
of this gigantic, novel conflict. On August 5, the 
morning after Great Britain declared war on Ger-
many, bringing the British Empire, including the 
Dominion of Canada to war, the Calgary Daily Herald 
announced that “Armageddon Has Arrived.”5 The 
Sedgewick Sentinel, a small rural weekly, relayed news 
from London that “the empire is on the brink of the 
greatest war in the history of the world.”6 Armaged-
don was upon the Empire, including Alberta.

Newspapers: The Medium of the Age

From June 28, when the Austrian Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand was assassinated by Bosnian-Serb radi-
cals, to August 4, when the British Empire declared 
war against Germany for its invasion of Belgium, 
Albertans avidly followed events in Europe through 
the ubiquitous newspaper, the central medium of 
the age. Liberal or Conservative, urban or rural, 
newspapers in Alberta belonged to a transatlantic 
telegraphic news network, the world’s original “in-
formation superhighway.” Toronto’s six dailies had a 
combined circulation of 433,023 by 1914, while the 
Calgary Daily Herald regularly topped 21,000 read-
ers when war broke out.7 Financially well-endowed 
newspapers had their own correspondents to supply 
them with international news, yet a handful of major 
telegraphic news networks—Reuters, Wolff, Havas, 
and the Associated Press—mostly controlled the flow 
of international news from major world capitals to 
colonial outposts.8 London, the world’s financial 
centre, also controlled many of the world’s major 
cable companies, and Canada, as part of the British 
Empire, shared a common telegraphic commu-
nication network, language, culture, and political 

“ARMAGEDDON HAS ARRIVED,” Calgary Daily Herald editorial, 

Wednesday, 5 August 1914.
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sensibility with Great Britain, Australia, and New 
Zealand. 

Although Canadians drew much of their inter-
national news from the American-owned Asso-
ciated Press (AP),9 the dominance of London as a 
world news centre ensured that “papers in each of 
the Dominions would continue to share the same 
basic perspective on international events, even 
if editorial opinions varied.”10 Most importantly, 
Canadians received instantaneous domestic and 
international news via a global system of overland 
and undersea telegraphic cables, from the 1860s 
forward. As historian Simon Potter has argued, 
from the mid-nineteenth century, “information 
could now travel around the Empire in hours or even 
minutes.”11 For example, in late July and early August 
1914, the Edmonton Daily Bulletin carried interna-
tional news via telegram from London, Berlin, Bel-
grade, Vienna, Paris, and St. Petersburg, as well as 
domestic news from Toronto, Ottawa, Winnipeg, and 
Vancouver. Much smaller newspapers, such as the 
Claresholm Advertiser, an Alberta rural weekly, would 
not be denied coverage as the threat of war grew. The 
Advertiser secured a “Special Bulletin Service” with a 
bigger newspaper, in its case “courtesy of the Calgary 
News-Telegram,” immediately posting news bulletins 
on its office windows.12 Alberta was part of a world-
wide newspaper web, and every newspaper wanted 
to be as current as possible as citizens devoured war 
coverage in 1914. As historian Ian Miller has argued, 
“Waking up with a morning paper, or relaxing after 
work with the news, was part of the daily routine.”13 

Most Canadian newspapers reported the assas-
sination of the Austrian heir to the throne, Franz 
Ferdinand, at the hands of Gavrilo Princip on June 
28 in Sarajevo. The news dominated the front page 
of the Lethbridge Daily Herald with the headline 

“ASSASSIN’S BULLETS KILL AUSTRIAN PRINCE.”14 
However, Canadian newspapers viewed the assassi-
nation as part of an ancient quarrel between Serbia 
and German-dominated Austria-Hungary, or “Slavs 
versus Teutons.” It was not until Austria-Hungary 
sent a powerful and diplomatically irreconcilable 
ultimatum to Serbia on July 23, seeking redress for 
its dead prince, that Alberta newspapers began to 
take the brewing storm in Europe seriously. From 
that day forward, news coverage adopted an ominous 
tone, with the Lethbridge Daily Herald warning read-
ers on its front page that “SERVIA15 AND AUSTRIA 
MAY LOOSE THE DOGS OF WAR” upon Europe.16 To 
the Edmonton Daily Bulletin, there was the possibility 
that “Europe will be plunged into the great inter-
national struggle which for fifty years has been her 
nightmare.”17 Western Canadians, like their eastern 
counterparts, were well informed in 1914, reacting to 
the outbreak of war with profound maturity, patrio-
tism, courage, and determination.

As Russia and Germany moved closer to entering 
the war between Serbia and Austria-Hungary in late 
July, Alberta newspapers focused their attention on 
both the events themselves and the public responses 
to those events. From the beginning of the July crisis, 
contemporaries believed that they were in the midst 
of something grand, unique, tragic, and potentially 
catastrophic. On July 29, the Edmonton Daily Bulletin, 
carrying a story from London, wrote of how “news-
papers [there] fully realize the gravity of the menace 
threatening Europe.” The Bulletin made it clear that 
there was “absolutely no enthusiasm in England for 
war,” and that they faced the prospect of a conflict 
with the “deepest gloom.”18 The next day, a Bulletin 
editorial demonstrated the depth of the contem-
porary understanding of the catastrophe that could 
erupt in Europe: “The armies of Alexander, Caesar 
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or Napoleon would not constitute an advance guard 
for the armies which any one of the five of the great 
nations will have in the field within a fortnight.”19 
On July 31, a Calgary Daily Herald editorial shared 
the anxiety of their Edmonton counterparts: “Out in 
the open and at close range war is horrid—a plague 
far-reaching in its effects and debasing to those who 
participate in it.”20 

This is not to say that there were no reports of 
“enthusiasm” in Europe or Canada in late July and 
early August 1914. For example, on July 30, after 
Austria had declared war on Serbia, the Edmonton 
Daily Bulletin reported from Vienna that “the war 
spirit in the Austrian capital is hourly increasing,” 
while in Russia a “great patriotic demonstration” 
was unfolding in St. Petersburg.21 On August 3, 
the Bulletin wrote of “a scene of great enthusiasm 
outside Buckingham Palace,” while closer to home, 
in Edmonton, “Never were there such wildly exciting 
scenes in all sections of the city.”22 When Great Brit-
ain’s declaration of war was announced in Lethbridge 
on August 4, the Daily Herald reported “excitement 
which baffles description” as “bulletins were mega-
phoned out the window” of the newspaper’s belea-
guered offices.23 In Calgary, as thousands gathered 
in front of the Herald offices to catch the latest news, 
people “went wild with excitement” as war was 
announced “shortly after 7 o’clock” on the evening of 
August 4.24 In multiple cities across Canada, news-
papers commented on patriotic displays of enthusi-
asm at the outbreak of war.25

However, reports of “enthusiasm” were always 
contextualized and downplayed by stories of more 
complex, mature, and serious public responses. For 
example, on August 3, in the same article in which 
the Edmonton Daily Bulletin spoke of “excited crowds 

on Jasper [Ave.],” the story continued with a deeper, 
more nuanced analysis: “Citizens realised the gravity 
of the situation, and the awful catastrophe that a 
general European war would mean.” Such a conflict 
would “eclipse in horror anything that the world has 
ever known.”26 In Calgary, as pictures of King George 
V, French President Raymond Poincaré, and Brit-
ish Foreign Secretary Grey were flashed on bulletin 
boards by projectors, “relief” and “anxiety” overtook 
the brief excitement of the declaration of war: “The 
tenor of the crowds was one of grim exultation not 
unmixed with a sense of what serious results the war 
into which the world is being plunged will entail.”27 

On August 22, as thousands of Calgarians said 
goodbye to loved ones departing for war, the Daily 
Herald wrote of a “silent grief” behind the veneer of 
patriotic zeal: “Beneath the general buoyant spir-
its and enthusiasm was nevertheless a good deal of 
deeper and more sentimental feeling, which in many 
instances was difficult to conceal.”28 An examina-
tion of a single newspaper on August 5, the Calgary 
Daily Herald, reports a multitude of intellectual and 
emotional responses to the outbreak of war: shock, 
serious faces, great gravity, cheering, flag waving, sus-
pense, enthusiasm, patriotism, loyalty, silence, anxiety, 
grim exultation, relief, eagerness, and determination. 
Canadian author J. Castell Hopkins, writing in 1919, 
understood the complex emotions at work in August 
1914: “It is difficult to describe one man’s state of 
mind at a time of war-crisis; it is a thousand-fold 
more difficult to analyze the soul of a nation.”29 
There was no uniform reaction to the outbreak of war 
in Alberta in 1914. An article titled “The Omen in the 
Sky,” which ran in the Calgary Daily Herald after war 
was declared, poignantly captures the complex mood 
of the August crowds:
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Away over in the southeast, across the roofs 
of buildings, and above the heads of the 
cheering crowds, the round summer moon, 
blood red, formed an ominous symbol in the 
sky. To the onlooker gazing in that direction, 
the emblematic touch could not fail to be 
striking. It was symbolic of war clouds that 
had been slowly gathered over Europe and 
were now hanging luridly in the firmament. 
It was as if a reflection from the centre of the 
turmoil had been thrown across the world, 
shedding its lurid glow over Canada’s life, 
and rousing the patriotism of Canadians to a 
common pitch. The smoke of our forest fires 
seemed to be the smoke of battlefields, in 
which Canadians too shall take their place by 
the side of their brothers across the sea in the 
defence of liberty and in opposition to tyran-
nic [sic] domination. It was a symbol horrible 
yet stimulating.30

Horrified yet stimulated, afraid and excited, relieved 
and worried, Albertans faced an uncertain future. 
Yet what kind of war did newspapers envision in the 
summer of 1914? 

A World War

On July 27, nine days before Britain declared war, the 
Toronto Daily Star published “Forces for European 
War.” It contained a chart estimating the military 
strength at the disposal of the two power blocs to 
be 10.4 million for the Triple Entente (including 
Serbia) and 8.4 million for the Triple Alliance.31 
This chart was also published in the Lethbridge Daily 

Herald on July 30, with the proviso that the inclu-
sion of allies on either side could result in a “world 
war” of more than 20 million men, not including 
“the greatest fleets ever engaged in an interna-
tional struggle.”32 The chart was utilized again, with 
modified figures for the British and Russians, by the 
Edmonton Daily Bulletin on August 3, with headlines 
blaring “20,000,000 MEN MAY FIGHT 14,000,000 
IN THE WORLD’S WAR.” The Bulletin estimated 

“WILL IT LAST LONG,” Calgary Daily Herald editorial, 6 August 1914.
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9.8 million Triple Entente forces (not including 
Serbia) could face 8.4 million Triple Alliance forces, 
with the numbers swelling to 20 and 14 million, 
respectively, if “unorganized men of military age” 
(neither professional soldiers nor reservists) were 
drawn into the conflict.33 The Camrose Canadian, a 
rural Alberta weekly, printed an expanded version 
of the same chart on August 13, replete with several 
outstanding subsections on the population and 
naval strength of the major powers. “The World’s 
Great Wars,” listing “Loss of Life” from the Napo-
leonic Wars (1.9 million) to the recent Balkan Wars 
(145,500), followed by a chart outlining the mil-
lions of troops available to the great powers in 1914, 
suggested to the reader the enormous casualties that 
would ensue in a general European war.34 

Similar military charts appeared in newspapers 
across Canada. The weekly Grain Growers’ Guide, the 
influential voice of the Western farmer,35 with its 
large circulation of 35,000, believed that unprece-
dented armies of more than eight million per side 
would soon face each other, with untold conse-
quences: “A war between such forces would, if car-
ried on for a year, lay Europe in waste beside which 
that of the Napoleonic wars would be child’s play.”36

These contemporary estimates were remarkably 
accurate. Historian Hew Strachan has calculated that 
2 million Frenchmen (1,108 battalions) faced 1.7 
million Germans (1,077 battalions) on the Western 
Front in August 1914, with approximately 2 million 
men per side available as reinforcements should 
the need arise—not far from the 4 million French 
and 4.3 million Germans imagined by the Edmonton 
Daily Bulletin.37 The important point to remember 
is that contemporaries believed they were engaged 
in the greatest conflagration in human history. The 
Grain Growers’ Guide understood this well: “Never 

before in the history of the world has it been possible 
to organize armies of such enormous size.”38 

Alberta newspapers often analyzed recent major 
wars in order to better understand the novel but 
much larger conflict of 1914. For example, Alberta 
newspapers used their institutional memory of the 
South African War, in which Canada had been a 
combatant,39 to warn readers of the dangers of the 
war at hand. On August 13, the Camrose Canadian 
calculated the cost of the South African War to be 
one billion dollars, with 90,890 dead on all sides.40 
On August 12, the Grain Growers’ Guide published an 
article out of London by the “Peace Society” that cal-
culated the “Cost of the Boer War.” With 75,000 men 
in the field, the Dutch settlers had suffered 3,700 
dead, with 32,000 taken prisoner, while the British, 
with 450,000 men in the field, had suffered nearly 
100,000 casualties. The war, costing Britain £223 
million, could have built 50,000 “model houses” and 
500 “cottage hospitals.” With an additional 20,000 
South African men, women, and children dying in 
British concentration camps, the “moral damage” 
ensured that there were no victors in the South 
African War.41 

On August 5, the Calgary Daily Herald carried a 
prescient news story from Chicago, titled “Glory and 
Romance of War is Dead; Now a Matter of Science.” A 
“Special Dispatch [telegram] to the Herald,” the ar-
ticle recalled the bloody Battle of Mukden during the 
Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05. Modern long-range 
artillery, battle lines “150 miles long,” generals miles 
from the front, and heavy casualties led to entrench-
ment on both sides and one inescapable conclusion: 
“To the present day soldier the spade is almost as 
important as the gun.” The glory and romance of war 
was dead. It was now “a matter of cold calculation, a 
bloody business of long distance slaughter, with no 
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longer any opportunity for dashing personal hero-
ism.”42 On August 12, a Calgary Daily Herald editorial 
used calculations by a French professor, a surgeon 
for the Bulgarians in the Second Balkan War of 1913, 
to analyze that conflict and extrapolate the casualties 

that would occur in a larger, general European war. 
According to the professor, the war pitting Bulgaria 
against the Ottoman Empire, Serbia, Romania, 
Montenegro, and Greece cost 150,000 deaths in a 
single month. Bulgaria lost one-third of its forces 
in the two Balkan wars. The editorial concluded 
that casualties in the first month of a great power 
war would be horrendous: “There would be not less 
than 1,500,000 wounded and killed in a month once 
the forces were fully in the field.”43 According to 
historian Holger Herwig, in one major battle, the 
First Battle of the Marne in early September 1914, 
Germany suffered nearly 100,000 casualties, while 
French historians have calculated that their armies 
lost 206,515 in August and 213,445 in September.44 
By the end of 1914, France and Germany had suf-
fered nearly 800,000 casualties each on the West-
ern Front, while the British Expeditionary Force, 
110,000 strong in August, had lost 86,237 men.45 

Armageddon

Clearly, many Albertans were anticipating a brutal 
and costly war in 1914. Attempting to understand 
the magnitude of an industrial war involving mil-
lions of troops on both sides, Albertans, like many 
other Canadians, used their religious imagination 
to make sense of events. Fearing the debilitating 
effects of urbanization and industrialization on a 
growing Canadian population, Methodist minister 
J.S. Woodsworth and other prairie ministers were at 
the forefront of the Social Gospel movement in the 
prewar years, seeking social change so that “Heaven 
may be brought to earth.”46 Just as Western Cana-
dians had used their religious imagination to seek 
solutions to urban slums and rampant secularism, 

“GLORY AND ROMANCE OF WAR IS DEAD; NOW MATTER OF 

SCIENCE,” Calgary Daily Herald, 5 August 1914.
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they would use the same imaginative framework to 
understand the conflagration of 1914. On August 
5, a Calgary Daily Herald editorial proclaimed that 
“ARMAGEDDON HAS ARRIVED.” Editors evoked the 
greatest calamity their Christian imaginations could 
conceive, the place where the demonic kings of earth 
would wage war on God’s forces at the end of time.47 
To the Calgary Daily Herald, the German emperor, 
Wilhelm II, personified the forces of darkness: “The 

German emperor seems to be blinded with war lust, 
and at any moment he may force into the carnage 
other European nations . . . The Teuton ruling house 
must be once and for all checked if human progress 
is to continue as it should.”48 The small-town Crag 
and Canyon, Banff’s weekly, also blamed “the war 
lord” Wilhelm II for causing the conflict. Germany 
had not attempted to halt the aggression of its ally 
Austria-Hungary, rejected Britain’s peace offers to 
end or localize the Austro-Serbian conflict, in-
vaded France, and violated international treaties by 
invading Belgium, “forcing the war declaration of the 
Motherland [England].”49 

On August 3, a Calgary Daily Herald correspon-
dent in London reported “anxiety and apprehension” 
on the streets of the capital, as the “great Armaged-
don” engulfed Europe. In London, as in Alberta, few 
doubted that England’s course was clear and its cause 
just: “In England itself there is a feeling of unrest 
and intense anxiety for all feel that this country is 
duty bound to protect France from the aggression of 
Germany and to prevent the latter country gaining 
the ascendancy on the very frontier of our shores. 
England will not tolerate for one instant a German 
hegemony in Europe.”50 To Albertans, the Empire’s 
stance was both defensive and just.

Along with coverage from Europe of the ap-
proach of Armageddon, Alberta newspapers carried 
many American news reports and poems in August, 
particularly the Calgary Daily Herald. On August 1, 
the Herald published a poem from Life magazine in 
the United States by James Logan Mosby. Speak-
ing in the “voice” of War, the poem reveals much 
about the contemporary religious attitude towards 
war: “I was conceived in passion, hatred, envy and 
greed, born in the morning of antiquity . . . I paint 
the midnight skies a lurid glow from the burning 

“THE ANGEL OF DEATH IS ABROAD IN EUROPE,” Grain Grower’s 

Guide, 12 August 1914, page 4. 
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homes I have ravaged, and I turn peaceful scenes 
of rural beauty, where God’s own creatures dwell 
together in amity, into a raging hell. Famine, want, 
and misery follow in my path!”51 On August 8 came a 
poem by Frank Emerich of the Chicago Herald, “The 
Wail of the Mothers.” It spoke of the horrors of war, 
of “widowed wives behind, and babies unborn . . . Of 
marshal’d millions trampling on the dead . . . And 
dying mothers wail—‘Oh, give me back my son!’”52 
On August 12, in an editorial section titled “Amer-
ican Press on the War,” a report from the Baltimore 
Sun spoke of the “European Armageddon,” fol-
lowed by ominous words from the Buffalo Enquirer: 
“The greatest calamity in the history of the world 
is at hand. What sickens the thoughtful is that it is 
man-made calamity.”53 Visions of Armageddon from 

Europe and America were being published in Alberta 
newspapers in August 1914.

The subject of Armageddon raged most fiercely 
in Alberta churches. On August 10, a Monday, the 
Herald reported Armageddon as the subject of 
Sunday sermons in Calgary churches. In “Arma-
geddon,” Hillhurst Presbyterian Church’s Reverend 
P.A. Walker lamented the lack of Christianity in the 
world, but made it clear that Canada was on the righ-
teous side in the developing world war: 

One frequently meets those who are shocked 
that such a thing as this gigantic war could 
happen in what we speak of with a tang of 
pride as the ‘twentieth century.’ The trouble 
does not lie in the failure of Christianity after 
it has been tried. It lies the other way. The 
nations are but partially Christianized. The 
Kingdom of Christ has been spread widely, 
but it has not gone deep enough . . . The 
bright spot in this cloud’s silver lining is that 
we are not engaged in a war of conquest or 
oppression. If war can be righteous we are 
righteously warring.54

In Lethbridge, on August 11, the Daily Herald 
published a sermon from Reverend Cameron of 
Knox Presbyterian Church. In “Blessed are the 
Peacemakers,” the reverend declared that a “veri-
table Armageddon is upon us.” He praised England 
for fighting “so earnestly to maintain peace,” and 
insisted that only a turn to Christ could calm the 
passions of war lust: “Above the awful din and roar 
of battle let us hear the voice of the great Prince of 
Peace. He came to earth as the angelic choir sang of 
peace and His last word to His disciples was ‘Peace I 
leave with you.’”55 

“War From Its Inglorious Side,” Calgary Daily Herald, 1 August 1914.
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On September 3, the Medicine Hat News published 
a sermon by Methodist Reverend A.S. Tuttle, “The 
Present War and the Second Coming of Christ.” 
While debating the idea of whether human beings 
could ever know the exact time of the Second 
Coming, he believed that the war, paradoxically, 
would herald the coming of a new age and a new 
nation, through the fires of Armageddon:

Every religious awakening, every struggle 
for freedom, every struggle by a social 
democracy is a still further coming of Christ 
to the world. And now, the destruction of 
military despotism which will end in the 
triumph of the people, their forward march 
industrially and socially, the laying aside 
of armaments and the turning to Christ of 
all people, will be another evidence that He 
has come. Sometimes it requires a fearful 
shaking up, a shock to cause men to think and 
act aright. If Christ comes as He will come 
by spiritual presence and instills into the 
hearts and minds of men His spirit, war will 
be inconceivable and the outcome should 
be such a reign of peace as has never been 
known in the world. We are seeing the birth 
pangs of a new nation. May we have grace 
and patience and endurance and by faith 
and sacrifice and toil make crooked places 
straight and cast up a highway for the coming 
of the King.56

Albertans realized that they had a vital role to 
play in this great unfolding world drama. In the Ed-
monton Daily Bulletin on August 15, a Daily Telegraph 
war correspondent in Brussels described the carnage 
of war using the traditional poetic imagery of Dante. 

In “Vision of Hell Which Only Dante Could De-
scribe,” a story picked up by other Alberta newspa-
pers, came horrific news of the plight of Belgium:

A two hours’ motor ride from Belgium’s 
capital takes one to a world of grim realities 
and sinister contrasts . . . Everywhere is the 
loathsome squalor of war. Horrible wounds 
were inflicted at a distance of a couple of 
inches from the mouth or breast. One could 
see masses of soldiers—a vision of hell which 
only Dante could describe . . . the maimed 
warriors, homeless families, destitute 
women and orphaned children who are 
receiving attention remind one of the harvest 
of misery yet to be garnered. Thirty thousand 
inhabitants fled when the shells began to fall. 
The remaining inhabitants buried them-
selves in cellars. Havoc marks the city every-
where. Gaping bridges, demolished houses, 
fallen roofs and smouldering ruins are seen 
on all sides . . . Newly made graves protrude 
in unexpected places.”57

With such horrifying news coming from the 
front, most Canadians had no doubt that the Brit-
ish declaration of war was honourable and just, 
a defensive response to German aggression. The 
belief that the British Empire was on the right side 
of history, that war could usher in a new era after Ar-
mageddon had cleansed the world, led many to call 
for a vigorous response from Albertans, and their 
fellow Canadians. On August 12, the Grain Growers’ 
Guide, under the bold front-page headline “BRITISH 
IDEALS MUST TRIUMPH,” insisted that the British 
Empire, in fighting for the rights of small nations 
like Belgium, must prevail if the forces of peace were 
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to survive. The passage also suggests that Canada, 
as a nation, was struggling to discern a vital role for 
itself in the early days of the war:

British Civilization and British manhood is 
now on trial. In the great struggle which now 
convulses Europe Anglo-Saxonism again 
has been challenged and again has been told 
‘Thus far shalt thou go.’ The mighty issue now 
to be settled on the field of blood is whether 
British justice can be upheld by British 
might. Whether democracy or autocracy shall 
triumph, whether the smaller nations shall 
be free or whether they shall bow and yield 
to the brute force of military maniacs. In 
this fight Canada has everything at stake and 
must stand by Britain to the very limit of its 
resources. In self-defence we must do our 
utmost in the struggle in which Britishers 
everywhere are now engaged.58

Reluctantly to War

Thus armed with a legion of news stories from the 
global telegraphic network of 1914, Albertans sent 
their sons into this righteous war of “self-defence.”59 
On August 12, the Claresholm Advertiser proudly 
announced the send-off of six of its sons to the war, 
all with previous military experience. The little 
newspaper recognized the enormity of the event in 
tones that suggest, again, the seminal importance 
of the year 1914 to Canada’s national consciousness: 
“For the first time in the history of the town, war was 
brought home to her. The motherland was engaged 
in a titanic struggle for the welfare of the world and 
Claresholm boys were going to her assistance . . . 

Canada, a nation within a nation was the definition 
of Principal Stephen and as a heartbeat within a 
heart Canada responds to the call of the mother.”60 
Stephen was principal of the recently established 
Claresholm School of Agriculture. The rest of the 
passage reveals the complex emotions and noble 
intentions of Albertans in 1914, and demonstrates 
understanding of the dangers of the European war to 
which their young men were being sent:

Reverend McNichol spoke of the clean lives 
of the young men who were going to repre-
sent Claresholm and emphasized the fact 
that the greatest obligation rested upon the 
young men upon whom in times of stress 
the country must depend to keep themselves 
clean and strong and pure that they be not 
wanting when the nation needed them for its 
defence. On Sunday morning the population 
of Claresholm turned out en masse to see 
the boys off for Edmonton . . . Smiles which 
belied the eyes bright with unshed tears and 
handshakes with words of parting in sus-
piciously husky tones told that underneath 
all was the consciousness that war means 
death, that the shadow of the grim reaper 
falls athwart the gayest trappings and to the 
multi-colored bunting [draped-fabric build-
ing decoration] will be added the funeral pall 
for some mother’s son.61

On August 24, a contingent of the 101st Fusiliers 
prepared to leave the CPR station in Edmonton, 
receiving a great send-off from an estimated 15,000 
citizens. Captured on the front page of the Edmonton 
Daily Bulletin, the passage speaks of the outward en-
thusiasm and cheerfulness, but the inner maturity, 
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anxiety, dread, and resolve of Albertans as they sent 
their sons to war:

Over the surface there was a spirit of cheer-
fulness and optimism. But when the time 
for the last good-bye came, the sending of 
a thousand men—of a thousand husbands, 
sons, sweethearts and brothers . . . per-
haps even to make the ultimate sacrifice for 
King and country—then the sending away 
of a thousand men from Edmonton became 
suddenly a solemn duty . . . there was a brave 
youth in G company. His mother was there to 
see him off. Both were calm until the order 
came to the ranks to “fall in.” “Don’t feel 
badly mother,” cried the boy, who did not 
look over nineteen. “I’ll be all right, I guess.” 
As the mother turned away, she broke down, 
and women near sobbed openly in sympathy. 
The boy took his place in the khaki line . . . 
He refused to look once more at his mother. 
But his fingers were trembling as he tried to 
loosen the collar of his uniform, and some-
thing kept rising in his throat, trying to choke 
him. Such scenes as these all round set the 
on-looker all atremble with pity . . . Here 
and there a cheer was smothered in a sob, 
or a good-bye became of a sudden a trem-
bling whisper.62

Conclusion: Armageddon and Hope

From the assassination of the Austrian Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand on June 28 to the first days of war 
in August 1914, Alberta newspapers, part of a global 
telegraphic news network, provided extensive 

coverage of international affairs for their readers. 
News from across Canada, as well as American and 
European telegraphic reports, was printed in Alberta 
newspapers and posted on their office bulletin 
boards to satisfy a news-thirsty, literate public. As 
historian Hew Strachan has explained, the genera-
tion of 1914 was “a literate generation, and the big 
press barons responded to their education with 
cheap papers, often publishing several editions a 
day.”63 While some reports indicated “enthusiasm” 
as war approached and especially with Britain’s dec-
laration of war on Germany, most Albertans reacted 
with a solemn, patriotic, mature, and calm determi-
nation to the events unfolding in Europe. On August 
1, an Edmonton Daily Bulletin report from London 
spoke of the absence of flag-waving “music hall 
patriotism,” with Londoners united in a “sober and 
grim determination” to the great threat of European 
war.64 On the same day, the sense of dread was pal-
pable in Alberta: “Like the human blood which will 
be wantonly shed, the millions that will be spent will 

“WAR,” a poem by John Stephen that appeared in the Calgary Daily 

Herald, 4 August 1914.
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be practically wasted, bringing an aftermath which 
will leave its mark long after all conflict ceases,” 
wrote the Lethbridge Daily Herald.65 The opening 
lines of a poem called “War” on the front page of the 
Calgary Daily Herald on August 4 reveals much about 
the contemporary attitude towards war: “Curse of the 
nations since their birth, that works behind a thou-
sand lies, a monstrous brute that prowls this earth, 
with dripping fangs and bloodshot eyes.”66 

Fear and anxiety were prevalent at the outbreak 
of war; nonetheless, Albertans and their fellow Ca-
nadians were courageously united in the belief that 
their cause was both defensive and just. An August 11 
editorial from Lethbridge, quoting a local reverend’s 
sermon, speaks to the certainty of purpose in 1914 
Alberta: “If any nation has a shred of justification 
[for war], it is our own nation, for she is fighting in 
defence of the weak.”67 The duration of the con-
flict was uncertain, yet many Alberta newspapers, 
attempting to make sense of the greatest conflict in 
world history, evoked the spectre of Armageddon, 
the final conflagration and the Second Coming, to 
understand the approaching catastrophe. Alber-
tans and their fellow Canadians believed that they 
had a vital part to play in this great drama—through 
the provision of men, food, charitable aid, and 
moral support to Belgium, Great Britain, France, 
and Serbia. Before Canada was legally involved in 
war on August 4, newspapers such as the Lethbridge 
Daily Herald reported from Ottawa that “Canada 
Issues Wholehearted Offer of Aid”68 in the form of 
thousands of soldiers.69 It is here, in late July and 
early August 1914, before war was declared, that we 
can discern the awakening of a Canadian national 
consciousness. We see the nation, fully cognizant 
of the great dangers involved, prepare for a war of 
great intensity, involving monumental principles, 

for nothing less than the future of the world. Anx-
ious, fearful, brave, and patriotic Albertans hoped 
and prayed that this war would lead to a rebirth of 
Alberta, Canada, and the world. On August 3, an 
Edmonton reverend prayed that, through war, a new 
world might be reborn: “It may be that the hour for 
war has come, in order that the nations may learn 
that the greater glory is not in armaments, but in a 
nobler brotherhood and a larger humanity.”70 Arma-
geddon and hope coexisted in the hearts and minds 
of Albertans in 1914.
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During the First World War, numerous Albertans 
responded to the call to volunteer with the Canadian 
Expeditionary Force (CEF). Alberta was among the 
leaders in provincial enlistment: out of 374,663 
residents (according to the 1911 census), 25,871 
enlisted as of April 1916. This number amounted 
to almost 7 percent of Alberta’s population.1 This 
continued to climb: by 21 June 1916, the figure 
reached 30,764, or approximately 8.2 percent of 
the province’s population.2 

One possible reason for Alberta’s large contri-
bution to the war effort, relative to its size, was the 
province’s recent formation in 1905. Unlike in other 
regions of Canada, Alberta’s population yet lacked a 
long history of settlement, and still maintained a bit 
of its pre-provincial frontier heritage. In fact, many 
men residing in Alberta by 1914 were either immi-
grants from overseas or had been born in eastern 
Canada before migrating westward. The fact that they 
were relatively new residents, many searching for 
adventure on the frontier, and largely unmarried, 
presumably with fewer responsibilities, may have 
accounted for the high enlistment rate.3 

Throughout the war, the press celebrated local 
lads who were overseas, often with very personal 
stories. Lester J. Collins was an Edmonton soldier 
left almost speechless and completely deaf as a result 
of a gas attack while stationed in Europe. Edmon-
tonians were kept aware of the events surrounding 
his journey home through the Edmonton Bulletin so 
that he could be officially welcomed on his return 
to the city at the end of September 1915. The Bulle-
tin reported that Collins had been on the military 
ship Hesperian when it was torpedoed crossing from 
Glasgow to Montreal, on 4 September 1915.4 His 
encounters in the war were of great interest to read-
ers, and the media was keen to provide details. On 
22 July 1915 Collins had been gassed on the frontline, 
and also received shrapnel in his back at St. Julien.5 
In the weeks and months that followed the battle, 
Edmontonians read that Collins had been unable 
to taste solid food, and had survived on soups and 
nourishing drinks. His gratitude for having survived 
his experiences was noted: “Yes, I have been gassed, 
but thank God I came out alive.”6 Collins’ story 
and his experiences are just one example of many 

Edmonton’s Local Heroes

STEPHEN GREENHALGH
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such accounts appearing in the pages of the Bulletin 
during the course of the war years. 

Privates Walter Guild and H. Wolfe were two 
other local soldiers who returned to Edmonton early 
on in the war after experiences on the battlefront. 
The Bulletin alerted readers about their arrival by 

train at 9:05 p.m. on 30 December 1915. The account 
noted that Private Guild had left Edmonton the 
previous year with the 101st Fusiliers, and had been 
wounded in the left shoulder and struck with shrap-
nel in his wrist. The Bulletin reported that Guild was 
met by his father, who boarded the train on the south 
side of the city, while the rest of his family greeted 
him at the Jasper Avenue train depot. 

Private H. Wolfe, like Guild, had left Edmonton 
the previous year, and spent six months in France 
before he was invalided out due to severe rheuma-
tism. Even though his time in the war had been cut 
short, he was given the honour and respect deserved 
by a soldier fighting for his country.7 The article 
notes that, in Quebec, Wolfe was honoured at a 
Christmas tree reception event and, on his return 
to Edmonton, children danced and bestowed him 
with kisses. 

Besides being welcomed by their respective 
families, both men were also met by a special recep-
tion committee of the local chapter of the Returned 
Soldiers’ Bureau.8 Greeting soldiers returning from 
the war became commonplace for Edmontonians. 
Train staff alerted Edmonton officials who, in turn, 
notified the media.9 The desire to acknowledge, 
honour, and respect soldiers is evidence of a sense 
of community that existed in the city in spite of its 
relative youth. 

Another Edmontonian who made headlines 
in the Bulletin was Major Pete Anderson. He left 
Edmonton with the 101st regiment in fall 1914 and 
was captured by the Germans on 24 April 1915. While 
stationed in France, he had been placed in command 
of a brigade of sharpshooters and charged with put-
ting German snipers out of business.10 At the time 
of his capture, he was a member of the Canadian 
3rd Battalion and was taken prisoner at the Second 

Many Edmonton soldiers would return home permanently 

disfigured from their encounters on the front. Sometimes they 

would be invited to address fellow Edmontonians about their 

wartime experiences. “Nearly Deaf and Dumb as Result of German 

Gas,” Edmonton Bulletin, 30 September 1915.
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Battle of Ypres in late April 1915.11 Although thought 
dead by his battalion, Anderson was able to escape 
from Bischofswerda, an allied prisoner of war camp 
located not far from Germany’s border with Austria, 
some 160 kilometres south of Berlin.12 

The major did not want to go into details about 
his place of captivity, or how he was able to escape; 
however, he was eventually able to return to freedom 
via Denmark, his home country prior to immigrating 
to Canada.13 As the Bulletin reported, the fact that he 

had a good knowledge of German, and spoke English 
with a noticeable Danish accent, probably aided 
his escape. On leaving the prison camp, Anderson 
discarded his Canadian uniform and travelled at 
night through the enemy territory, seeking to evade 
sentries.14 On 18 October 1915 he wrote to his wife 
from Copenhagen telling her how, during his escape 
across German territory, it had rained day and night, 
and that he had survived on meat lozenges, biscuits, 
and chocolate, all of which had been soaked due to 
the rain. He further stated that, as he made his way 
over the 700 kilometres to Denmark, he rarely slept 
as he often passed armed German camps.15 

While Major Anderson’s experiences were not 
typical of most Edmonton soldiers, the attention that 
he received back home was. The Bulletin featured 
his picture (in the October 26 edition) and provided 
readers with his background in Edmonton prior 
to enlistment. The paper, thus, actively created 
the notion of local heroes, and demonstrated that 
the men were not exceptional or extraordinary but 
simply ordinary Edmontonians. Anderson had come 
to Edmonton 25 years previously (ca. 1890) as a poor 
boy, and had worked as a bricklayer before eventually 
owning his own company.16 His daring escape was 
featured in the paper on three separate occasions, 
from late October to mid-November 1915, including 
once on the front page. The multiple publications 
of Anderson’s wartime experiences fed the public’s 
appetite to read about the heroism of local soldiers. 

Stanley McCuaig, the future son-in-law of A.C. 
Rutherford, the first premier of Alberta, provides 
another example. He spent 1917 training in Canada 
at Lethbridge and Calgary (Sarcee Camp), Alberta, 
and Petawawa, Ontario.17 He initially shipped out 
to eastern Canada where he stopped to visit his 
family in Montreal before Christmas.18 He then 

For several months in the fall of 1915, Edmontonians could read 

about the daring escape of Major Pete Anderson from a German 

prisoner of war camp and his 700-kilometre journey back to 

freedom. Despite this experience, Major Anderson was still eager 

to return to the front. “700 Kilometres through Germany in His 

Uniform,” Edmonton Bulletin, 12 November 1915.
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passed through a devastated Halifax only three weeks 
after the munitions explosion that occurred in the 
harbour on December 6 killing more than 2,000 
people.19 After spending a few months training in 
England in early 1918, he was shipped across the 
channel to France and reached the frontline by the 
end of March 1918.20 

McCuaig wrote frequently to his sweetheart, 
Hazel Rutherford, in Edmonton. His letters in some 
instances were quite detailed, sparing Hazel little 
in terms of what he witnessed and experienced. For 
example, McCuaig sometimes described the coun-
tryside where he was stationed, including that it 
was marked by massive shell holes and craters. He 
also informed her about how the French peasants 
walked around wearing gas masks.21 Enemy planes, 
captured prisoners of war, and the noise and lights of 
battle were further topics in his letters home.22 Rats 
were yet another problem that he complained about, 
describing them in one letter as being as big and sly 
as cats.23

McCuaig experienced a few close calls. In a letter 
dated 14 April 1918 he related an encounter that he 
and several others soldiers had with the enemy. For 
five days he was required to be up all hours of the day 
and night to carry messages along the front. During 
one trip in which he and four other soldiers were en 
route to brigade headquarters, there was a sudden 
whistling through the air, followed by a shell landing 
and a hail of debris. McCuaig and the four soldiers 
with him immediately dropped flat to the ground 
before getting up and making a run for it. Thirty 
seconds passed before another shell exploded next 
to them, and they again dropped flat. They made 
another dash over the terrain as fast as they could go, 
before yet another shell exploded next to them. This 
scenario went on about ten times with the enemy 

increasing their range each time, as McCuaig and 
his fellow soldiers equally increased their distance. 
He told Hazel how all of them ran until they were 
winded and laughing about their close call, once they 
reached safety. It was only later, when he was reflect-
ing on the experience and writing about it in a letter, 
that he considered how the event was truly no joke 
and that he could have been injured or killed.24 

McCuaig’s openness in his letters to his future 
wife is, perhaps at first, surprising; however, it is ev-
ident that writing about these experiences was likely 
a means to come to terms with what he was doing 
in the war. Other letters to Hazel reflect his need 
to understand his experiences so far from home. 
For example, a few months before the war’s end, he 
wrote Hazel wondering when peace would come after 
all the hardships endured by the soldiers. He also 
questioned why some soldiers had been taken while 
others were left unharmed. Was divine providence 
behind it all, or was it all just luck? McCuaig believed 
it to be the latter.25 After arriving in England, he 
further wrote that he loathed the war and hated the 
idea of killing another human being. Despite having 
spent 1917 in military training in Canada, McCuaig 
had trouble viewing himself as a soldier, as did his 
mother whom he quoted in a letter to Hazel: “I never 
thought of you a soldier.”26 

Correspondence home allowed McCuaig and 
other Edmonton soldiers to reflect on their experi-
ences, what they had encountered and continued to 
encounter, the hardships they endured, as well as 
the sacrifices they were each willingly making. Some 
would make the ultimate sacrifice and never return 
to Edmonton. McCuaig was fortunate, returning 
home in 1919 and marrying Hazel that same year.27 
His letters home were not published in the news-
papers of the day; however, that did not stop his 



(left) Lieutenant Stanley McCuaig wrote frequently—every other day or every two days—to his sweetheart, Hazel Rutherford. Subject matter 

varied widely from the local weather to close calls on the battlefield. In this letter, dated 13 February 1918, Stanley questioned whether or not 

he could kill another human being. RAM, CN H92.137: (right) Stanley’s opinion on killing another human being. Same letter.
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experiences, or those of other local soldiers, from 
entering the collective memory. Loved ones who 
received letters from soldiers likely spoke about 
their experiences to friends and coworkers. The war 
was, thus, a shared experience. Edmontonians were 
also confronted with the war through recruitment 
ads, displays of war trophies, and the appearance 
of returning soldiers.28 This shared experience 
contributed to Edmonton’s sense of community, 
strengthening it further and helping to solidify its 
identity in light of Alberta’s recent founding and the 
city’s incorporation in 1904.

Harry Campbell was one local soldier who, unlike 
McCuaig, did not return from the war. His passing 
was noted in the Bulletin. Campbell had come to 

Edmonton at the age of five, and had attended school 
in Strathcona and was a member of Knox Presbyte-
rian Church. He was a member of the 19th Alberta 
Dragoons prior to the outbreak of war. In fact, he had 
just returned from camp in Calgary when the war 
broke out and, despite having suffered two severe 
accidents during the course of his military training, 
remained determined to do his part and fight as 
part of the CEF. He was on active service in France 
for most of the war except when he suffered from a 
short bout of trench fever.29 His platoon commander, 
Lieutenant W.H. Williams, wrote to Harry’s parents 
conveying word of their son’s passing. The letter 
found its way into the 18 May 1918 morning edition 
of the Bulletin: 

Stanley McCuaig returned 

to Edmonton in January 

1919 via the Panama 

Canal. Later that year, 

he and Hazel Rutherford 

were wed. Wedding 

photo, 1919. Courtesy 

of Rutherford House, 

Provincial Historic Site.
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Dear Sir—It is with heartfelt sympathy that I, 
his platoon commander, write to you these 
few words of condolence in the loss of your 
dear son who was killed on the 16th instant.

It was while “holding the line” that a hos-
tile shell fell amongst the Lewis Gun Crew, 
of which your son was a member, killing him 
instantly. Thank God he did not suffer.

I can assure you that his loss will be keenly 
felt by all his comrades, with whom he was ever 
popular—he always looked on the bright side 
and trusted in God. His cheerfulness at all times 
helped to keep up the spirits of others, and it 
is such men as these, that makes the Canadian 
corps what it is today.30 

The publication of the letter in the Bulletin, along 
with a photo of Harry, allowed all Edmontonians, and 
not just his parents, to reflect on his contributions to 
the war, to take pride in his deeds, and to collectively 
mourn his passing. The publication of Lieutenant 
Williams’ letter personalized the soldier’s death for 
all Edmontonians. Soldiers such as Harry Campbell, 
Stanley McCuaig, Pete Anderson, and others demon-
strated the fact that ordinary men could do extraor-
dinary things and that all Edmontonians could share 
and take pride in their suffering and sacrifice. 

Notes

The research for this essay was part of a larger project 
undertaken for the Rutherford House Provincial Historic 
Site. I would like to thank Alberta Culture and Tourism 
and the staff of Rutherford House for their support of the 
project and the writing of this essay.

Harry Campbell was just one of many Edmonton 

soldiers who did not return home from the war and 

whom Edmontonians read about in local newspapers. 

“Harry Campbell,” Morning Bulletin, 18 May 1918.
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Canadians, particularly those living in the prairies, 
remained far removed from the battles raging in 
Europe. This was not only the result of geogra-
phy. Civilians received filtered information about 
events overseas. True, long casualty lists printed 
in newspapers and telegraphs, or letters bear-
ing soul-destroying news, brought home the ugly 
realities of war. Still, those living in Alberta’s cities, 
towns, and in rural domains remained sheltered 
from the gruesome realities that so often dominated 
the experiences of those from the province who went 
overseas to fight in France and Flanders. 

News stories destined for Canada from the front 
were first perused by military personnel in France 
and often again in London. There was no means of 
circumventing this process. To prevent the spread 
of German propaganda to a neutral United States, 
transatlantic cables were cut at the beginning of 
August 1914. Reliable wireless service and the begin-
ning of radio broadcasts were still a decade away. 

Britain’s war minister, Lord Kitchener, did not 
trust the press, considering journalists as having 
been too critical of Britain’s performance in the 
1899–1902 Boer War. Not until March 1915 did 

Britain’s War Office officially accept journalists near 
the front. Before that, a large proportion of war 
reports came from Colonel Ernest Swinton, formally 
of the London Daily Chronicle, who was given the title 
of official eye-witness. His dispatches, termed “eye-
wash” by many newsmen, described war in terms of 
“plucky cavalry charges.”1

The drive for frontline Canadian press represen-
tation mounted after the country’s troops saw action 
in March 1915 at Neuve Chapelle. Canada’s federal 
government responded by appointing William 
Maxwell Aitken, later honoured in Britain as Lord 
Beaverbrook, as eye-witness. Information for his 
dispatches came from military-unit war diaries and 
designated soldier correspondents, whose words 
Aitken twisted into inspirational tales of triumph. 
For example, in early 1916 military records from St. 
Eloi disclosed that many of Canada’s 1,500 casual-
ties (approximately three times those suffered by 
the enemy) were due to poor air reconnaissance 
that incorrectly claimed that the Allies controlled 
certain craters, the result being misdirected artillery 
support for advancing Canadian troops. For public 
consumption, however, Aitken told Canadians at 
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home of the “endurance, courage, and cheerfulness” 
of their troops whose “attacks were delivered with an 
unabated fury.”2

By 1916, Canada’s journalistic community noted 
that even the neutral United States had nongovern-
ment press representation in France. One of Aitken’s 
principal assistants advised his boss that this would 
change newspaper content little, if at all, for be-
sides being subject to censorship laws, it was noted 
that English and Australian correspondents had 
demonstrated “a keen sense of patriotism.”3 Likely 
Aitken had reached a similar conclusion from his 
role, starting in September 1915, in bringing over 
small parties of Canadian reporters for brief visits to 
France. To obtain frontline access, many Canadian 
publishers wrote to Aitken to assure him that patri-
otism, not desire for sensationalism, would guide 
their reporters.

Not only did press reports pass through military 
censors, but so too did personal correspondence 
from soldiers. Each company designated an officer 
as a field censor. Military authorities said the reason 
was to prevent the leakage of sensitive information. 
Although regulations did not prohibit men from 
sending home grisly accounts, one soldier remarked 
in his diary that “in writing [home] we were sup-
posed to be very cheerful . . . [and] only tell the 
people . . . how well pleased we were.”4 Many soldiers 
sought to avoid upsetting or worrying loved ones 
or, in an age that celebrated courage and chivalry, 
did not want to appear weak. Countless men also 
remained fervent in their belief that no matter its 
costs, the war was essential to the survival of democ-
racy, freedom, and civilization.

Still, this aspect of censorship was not airtight. 
Censors, often working in dimly lit trench dugouts, 
examined hundreds of letters. Fatigue and boredom 

produced lapses. Also, if not sharing the despair that 
overwhelmed many soldiers, censors sometimes 
passed gruesome accounts as a result of becoming 
desensitized to such matter.

Information was also filtered in Canada. On 
22 August 1914, Canada’s Parliament passed the War 
Measures Act. Made retroactive to August 4, the 
beginning of the war for Canada, this statute, among 
other restrictions, provided for “censorship and 
control and suppression of publications, writings, 
maps, plans, photographs, communication and 
means of communication.”5 Those contravening the 
act were liable to receive a $5,000 fine (equivalent 
to $106,000 in 20156), five years in jail, or both. In 
June 1915, Canada’s federal government appointed 
a Chief Press Censor. The man chosen for the job 
was Ernest J. Chambers. A former journalist, militia 
commander, and officer with the Corps of Guides 
(forerunner to Canada’s army intelligence service), 
Chambers received authority to ban sources “assist-
ing or encouraging the enemy, or preventing . . . or 
hindering the successful prosecution of the war.”7 
In western Canada, J.F. Livesay, former president 
of the Western Canadian Press Association, assisted 
Chambers.

In late April 1915, Canadian soldiers experienced 
their first major clash at the Second Battle of Ypres. 
Some 18,000 were in the line. Suddenly they saw 
French colonial soldiers retreating in panic, many 
collapsing, gasping for air as this fight witnessed the 
first large-scale use of poison gas. As the deadly mist 
floated toward Canadian lines, soldiers, without gas 
masks, were told to urinate onto a piece of cloth-
ing and place it over their mouth and nose, as the 
ammonia acted as a neutralizing agent. Many who 
could not were soon turning blue. Others desperately 
tried to get their Ross Rifle to fire, kicking wildly at 
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its bolt, which, unlike the British-made Lee Enfield, 
jammed from imperfectly made .303 ammunition or 
when encountering dirt. Canadian forces suffered 
a one-third casualty rate at Second Ypres—just over 
6,000 killed, wounded, or taken prisoner—the high-
est rate among major battles in which the country’s 
soldiers participated. But they held the line, pre-
venting a major German breakthrough. Typical in 
its coverage was the Edmonton Bulletin, whose front 
page proclaimed: 

Tried in the crucible of the most intense 
heat they have not been found wanting . . . 
Wounded Canadians who came down to the 
base today . . . were in high spirits, though 
many of them assuredly will never fight again 
. . . The Canadians broke all conventional 
rules of warfare in their amazing opera-
tions . . . They found the Germans wheeling 
all around them, both behind and in front 
of their trenches. Instantly they adapted 
themselves to the situation and fitted up a 
double-ended trench to meet the trouble. 
They were surrounded . . . and hemmed in 
on all sides, but it did not avail the enemy. 
Yelling their war cry they rallied and fought 
back with infinite courage and dash, giving 
the Germans behind them, as well as in front 
of them, most terrible punishment.8

Among those fighting at Ypres was Albert Walter 
Bennett. In the opening weeks of the war, he enlisted 
in Calgary with the 10th Battalion, and arrived in 
France in February 1915. A half-century later, he 
wrote about his experiences in an unpublished 
memoir. Part of a machine gun crew helping to hold 
the left flank at Ypres, he and a few comrades were 

holed up in a farmhouse some 75 metres in advance 
of the Allied trenches, where he recalled:

Rifle fire was opening up on all sides of us—
and over to our right we could see our men 
lying out on top of their trenches, firing into 
the Germans, who we could see two or three 
fields away . . . Gas fumes were still drifting 
through our positions . . . Our orders were 
“To hold the house at all costs” . . . We waited 
anxiously in the left, watching through both 
shell-holes. We still had our gun mounted 
behind the barricade—and decided to leave 
it there, in case they rushed the house from 
the side. We knew the gun below would be 
ready to take care of any attack coming from 
the front. It was up to us in the loft to do what 
we thought best. Allen opened fire again at 
the Germans on the other side of the hedge. 
Then the gun jammed! Hell broke loose 
outside with the bullets coming in through 
the opening. We soon fixed the jam—and just 
as Allen was ready to fire the gun again—he 
got his! A bullet clean through the top of his 
head. He dropped dead on top of me . . . One 
more gone . . . Who was the next to go? . . . 
We had been holding the house up to this 
time for about 60 hours—yet, it seemed like 
a week. It looked hopeless for us to keep the 
gun in the loft any longer. The fire from their 
machine gun, coming through the shell-hole, 
was cutting down our barricade, in front of 
our gun. Soon we wouldn’t have any cover left 
at all. We decided to bring the gun down—but, 
before doing so, I took the handle of the gun 
and fired into the corner of the hedge until 
the belt was empty. That would hold them 
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for a while! Then, without showing ourselves 
above the barricade, Foss and I immediately 
dismounted the gun. He took that down while 
I dragged the tripod along the floor with me 
. . . It was no use our waiting any longer for 
the firing to let up, so out we crawled. There 
was no other way as the manure hole was full 
of slimy water. We made a quick move, one 
after the other. The Germans in the ditch 
opened fire on us—the bullets hitting the 
cobblestones around us. We got by—drag-
ging the gun, tripod and ammunition behind 
us. Back into the house again, and what a 
place! Just a handful of men left—no water 
to drink, and nothing to eat—and Hell let 
loose outside. All the same, Foss and I were 
glad to get out of that loft with our gun—as if 
we had got trapped up there with a jammed 
machine-gun—it would have been “all up” 
with us—as I couldn’t imagine them taking us 
prisoners, with so many of their dead lying 
out there by the hedges.9

On 1 July 1916, British forces launched the 
long-awaited “Big Push” to end stalemate along the 
Western Front. Known as the Somme offensive, its 
first day brought the British 60,000 casualties for 
nothing of advantage. Into the summer and autumn, 
the push continued, now involving the Canadians, 
who took 24,000 casualties for incremental gains 
at places such as Courcelette and Regina Trench. 
For many, this part of the war came to symbolize its 
wanton waste as waves of men poured forth from 
trenches in massed linear assaults, cut into pieces by 
shells and machine gun fire. 

Describing the attack on Regina Trench, the 
Edmonton Bulletin quoted extensively from a Private 
Winter, a local lad who insisted that “I could ask 

for no better or nobler place than beside the men I 
have seen fall out there.” Referring to the night of 
the attack, he said it “was most horrible, and yet the 
most magnificent in my lifetime . . . While the Ger-
mans had no lack of ammunition . . . they had lack of 
pluck. When it came to hand to hand encounter, they 
prayed for mercy and were glad to be sent to the rear 
in charge of the wounded.”10

Around the same time, Private Victor Wheeler 
experienced his baptism of fire. Some six decades 
later, he wrote of that period in a memoir titled 
The 50th Battalion in No Man’s Land. A deeply re-
ligious man whose faith sustained him through 
the misery of war, Wheeler told of the chaos of 
battle and revealed a rather callous perspective on 
death, recalling:

On returning to our lines, our inexperienced 
Patrol Officer mistook the movements of one 
chap, who had become separated from us in 
the darkness, as being those of a German. 
The Officer instantly reacted, tossing a Mills 
bomb at the shadow. The lagging member 
of our patrol party found himself on the re-
ceiving end of a five-seconds high-explosive 
bomb and was severely wounded. In the 
nervous confusion that followed, our Patrol 
Officer, not giving the “enemy” a chance to 
identify himself as Comrade K.C., fatally 
bayoneted him as he tried to crawl away. C’est 
la guerre!11

Canada’s most celebrated victory of the First 
World War was at Vimy Ridge. The attack, from 
9 to 12 April 1917, saw Canada’s four divisions 
capture an objective that the British and French 
had formerly failed to take. Though the costs were 
steep—more than 10,300 casualties, including some 



Voices of W
ar: The Press and the Personal

291

3,700 dead—Vimy became a source for celebration 
as news of Canada’s victory was splashed across the 
front page of newspapers in England and Amer-
ica. Soon it was a common refrain that Vimy was a 
nation-building experience for a young Dominion 
that had shown itself as an equal of Britain, with 
a right to consultation in shaping the war effort. 
Typical in its coverage was the Calgary Herald, which, 
like many newspapers across the province and the 
country, carried a story from Canadian correspon-
dent Roland Hill, who declared:

The Canadians today are perched well over 
the top of the Vimy Ridge, thousands of 
prisoners have been taken, and, according 
to the first summing up of our casualties, 
it has been the cheapest victory the troops 
from the Dominion have won . . . Canada’s 
division started the attack just as a rainy, 
stormy dawn was breaking. It followed what, 
one of my informants who has been through 
three great bombardments, describes as “the 
Somme’s most terrific day multiplied by five.” 
The Huns’ first three lines with which the 
Canadians were well acquainted after many 
raids were gained with slight casualties. The 
Bavarian garrisons were dazed into surrender 
and, in the first hour, over a thousand pris-
oners were hustled back and five machine 
guns captured.12

Emmanuel “Gus” Lambert was among those 
killed at Vimy. In 1913, at the age of 17, he and his 
twin brother, Tony, emigrated from England to 
Saskatchewan. Gus worked on a farm for a year 
and then moved to Calgary, where he attended the 
Mercer school to specialize in art. In October 1914, 
he enlisted with the 1st Canadian Mounted Rifles, 

and went overseas in November 1915. The day before 
his death, he scrawled a note to his parents and older 
sister from “France à la mud,” reassuring them that 
“in case old Fritz gets my number don’t worry. After 
all, I had a good run out here—more than most of 
the boys.”13 His note was enclosed with a letter from 
Corporal E.M. Hallowsmith to Gus’s mother convey-
ing the bad news, but also celebrating her “gallant 
son,” who was killed while trying to help an officer 
who had been fatally shot by a sniper. “We were all 
proud of him for his continued pluck and I know his 
officers thought highly of him,” wrote Hallowsmith. 
“I know what a mother must feel at such a time, but 
one must be frank and remember that it is a great 
thing to give one’s son to one’s country.”14

Eric Harvie also saw significant action in 1917, 
particularly shortly after the battle at Vimy Ridge. 
He had enlisted in 1915 with the 15th Alberta Light 
Horse; was commissioned as a second lieutenant in 
the 103rd Regiment, Calgary Rifles, Non-Permanent 
Active Militia; then a month later was transferred 
to the 56th Battalion of the Canadian Expedition-
ary Force. In April 1916, he embarked for England, 
and in June was commissioned as an officer in the 
Edmonton-raised 49th Regiment. To his family, 
Harvie, though maintaining an upbeat and even hu-
morous disposition, still provided insights into the 
strains of combat: 

Well it’s a pretty good war today. Fritz seems 
tired out and hasn’t put a [shell] . . . within 
75 yds of us all day. So as a consequence all 
the boys think we are winning today; in a 
few hours he’ll probably open up again and 
everybody will confine himself to the depth 
of the lower regions and everyone will begin 
to wonder if we are winning or not. It’s funny 
to hear the boys curse when something 
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comes extra near. I always thought that I 
had least had a very fair vocabulary even if 
I never utilized it, but I find that compared 
with some of the fellows in my section I am 
a babe unborn. I think if Fritz heard what he 
was called sometimes he’d give up the war. I 
was awfully glad Alan [Eric’s brother] got out 
before the big scrap as I was right beside his 
Bn [battalion] through it all and I can tell you 
it was a big relief to me to know that he wasn’t 
there as they suffered terrifically. It was a 
horrible scrap but I must say I wouldn’t have 
missed it for the worlds [sic]. I suppose you 
want to know what I think of the war. Well it 
is hard just to say it is actually more terrible 
(at least this last bit was) than I ever dreamt 
of, but then again the attitude you take toward 
it is also different than I ever anticipated. 
It is the attitude that saved everybody from 
going bug-house; combined with a sense of 
humour under all conditions. For instance, if 
a shell drops beside you and covers you with 
mud and corruption you don’t say to yourself 
my gosh that nearly killed me, but shucks the 
beggars haven’t got anything with my number 
on it. Well as I read this over you’d think I was 
morbid or something but nothing is farther 
from the truth, as I never felt better in my 
life nor weighed so much. And talking it all 
through although I can’t or no sane person 
would say that they liked it or that it isn’t 
horrible in a sense, still I must say I wouldn’t 
miss it for anything in the world.15

While most soldiers downplayed dangers, 
discomforts, and fears in their correspondence, 
this was not the case with Noel Adair Farrow, at 

least in an August 1917 letter to his mother shortly 
after being wounded. Born in Summerside, Prince 
Edward Island, Farrow obtained a diploma from the 
Ohio Institute of Pharmacy, moved to Alberta in 1912 
at age 20, and worked for a pharmacist in Innisfail. 
Serving with the Canadian Army Medical Corps, 
he appeared afflicted with battle fatigue following 
a particularly intense period coping with dead and 
gruesomely disfigured men, and his own efforts to 
stay alive. 

First I shall ask you to pardon my nervous 
writing as I am not quite recovered from 
the shock as of yet. It was on the night of the 
14th. I was ordered up with about thirty other 
men to one of our advance aid posts where 
we remained all night. Just before dawn our 
bombardment started. I have been here for 
two years but the artillery of the 15th was the 
worst I ever heard. About 4.30 we were or-
dered out of our dugouts to proceed to our old 
front line aid post at least 30 yards rear of our 
front line . . . We had to cross from our trench 
over an open space of 50 yds. The sgt and four 
men first then I and my squad. Here one may 
say Fritz was bombing our trenches and lines 
of communication like the old nick himself 
and our task was by no means a pleasant one 
but we had to reach our post . . . I was within 
the five [indecipherable] of the sgt. Oh, will I 
ever forget it the sgt and three men down and 
I standing there. All I remember was the boys 
fall. A shower of bricks and mud . . . It was 
hell Mother right here on earth. I stepped to 
the sgt’s side. There he was with his head held 
in place by a piece of flesh. His arm torn off 
the shoulder and a large wound in the chest. 
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He never knew what hit him poor boy. One 
of the other boys was wounded through both 
legs and a third in the chest and face and I 
in both thighs. The wound was not open but 
the legs were black and very badly swollen. 
Our wounded comrades and I started back 
for our dugouts. All the wounded boys went 
down the line except myself. I continued to 
carry stretchers all day and had many close 
calls but that was one time I stepped from 
the Valley of Death a reward for the earnest 
prayers of a loving mother. I am quite well 
now except a little shaky but shall be all right 
in a day or so.16

The battle of Passchendaele in late October 1917 
also came to exemplify the horrors and slaughter of 
the First World War. The British had launched an of-
fensive in the area, in late July, to drive the Germans 

from the channel ports and diminish their U-Boat 
campaign, then wreaking havoc on shipping to and 
from Britain. Weeks of rain and unrelenting artillery 
fire had churned the ground into a bog. The Ger-
mans held the high ground, namely Passchendaele 
Ridge. Britain’s commander-in-chief, Sir Douglas 
Haig, turned to the Canadians, 100,000 strong in 
the area, to take the ridge and the town of Passchen-
daele. General Arthur Currie, who commanded the 
Canadian forces, opposed the plan, considering the 
objectives nonessential, and the offensive as certain 
to bring massive casualties, but Haig, the supreme 
commander, insisted. The Canadians arrived at the 
front in mid-October to relieve ANZAC (Australian 
and New Zealand Army Corps) forces; they were 
shocked at the terrain over which they were expected 
to attack. Still, under a creeping barrage, the Canadi-
ans poured out of their trenches on October 26. Sev-
eral men, especially those wounded, drowned in the 

Conditions at Passchendaele, October 1917. Library and Archives Canada, PA-040139.
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muck and water. The Canadians eventually reached 
their objectives, but at the cost of 15,654 casual-
ties, only 346 less than Currie had eerily predicted, 
though this paled in comparison to 275,000 British 
and 220,000 German casualties since the campaign 
had started in July. 

Robert Borden, meeting with British Prime 
Minister Lloyd George in London, threatened that 
he would not allow another Canadian soldier to 
leave Canada should there be a repetition of Pass-
chendaele. However, the story Albertans read in the 
press was much different. The Calgary Herald wrote 
of “bayonet charges that broke the heart of German 
troops,” and that the “best of the Kaiser’s troops were 
sent reeling before an onslaught of cold steel.”17 By 
contrast, Victor Wheeler’s memoir spoke of “unmit-
igated hell . . . as veterans and recent reinforcements 
alike fell with every yard of mud gained . . . Approx-
imately two hundred of us were ripped and shred-
ded into bloody pieces that trailed and stained the 
battlefield.”18

Despite being in the thick of things, soldiers 
often commented that they had little idea of the 
progress of the war beyond their immediate sur-
roundings. Indeed, though often scoffing at the 
sanitized and upbeat accounts in civilian news-
papers, still they asked family and friends to send 
them copies to better understand the general flow of 
events and to try to catch up on news from home. 

Newspapers of a different sort were published 
for those in uniform. Produced by all militaries, they 
were meant to entertain as much as to inform, and 
were often characterized by satire. The Wipers Times 
was printed for the British Army, its title reflecting 
the sardonic nickname men gave to Ypres. Can-
ada’s military newspapers were battalion-based. 
They typically contained some war-related news, 

inspirational messages from commanding officers, 
stories of bravery, and, perhaps most appealing, a 
healthy dose of humour to better enable men to cope 
with the strains and fierceness of life at the front. 

The Forty-Niner was printed for those with the 
49th Regiment. Its first edition, published in En-
gland in early 1917, expressed optimism over what 
lay ahead, even to the point of offering “sympathy 
. . . to all members of the Battalion . . . who through 

Making sarcastic reference to the upbeat reports about front-line 

conditions that came from Lord Beaverbrook, or Max Aitken.  

Forty-Niner, vol. 1, no. 6, 7.
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various causes has had the misfortune to be left 
behind . . . on our first trip across the water.”19 In 
one of its first editions printed in France, it car-
ried a full-page photograph of Private C.J. Kinross, 
who was awarded a Victoria Cross for his bravery at 
Passchendaele. The accompanying story spoke of 
his “most remarkable . . . gallantry . . . [as] on the 
morning of October 30 . . . Private Kinross, making a 
careful survey of the situation, deliberately divested 
himself of all his equipment save his rifle and 
bandolier, and, regardless of his personal safety, 
advanced alone over open ground in broad daylight, 
charged the enemy machine-gun crew of six, killing 
every member and seized and destroyed the gun.”20

However, the Forty-Niner also poked fun at the 
vagaries of military life. Sometimes this was done 
through poetry and song. One entry, “Ode to Brasso,” 
meant to be sung to the tune of “Bonnie Dundee,” 
went in part: “I’m no good in trenches, no use in at-
tack/I can’t hit a target, I’m blind as a bat/If a whizz-
bang dropped near me I’d die in a fright/But I’m still 
a good soldier if my buttons are bright.”21 In “Reg-
ulations for the Trenches,” the Forty-Niner quoted 
from the fictitious “Daily Orders, part 77, subsec-
tion 129 X.V.Z., paragraph 33, quarter section 19, 
range 56, meridian 23 W,” to decree that “it is to be 
distinctly understood that on no account is anyone to 
swim in the trenches unless clothed in the regulation 
bathing-dress.”22 Cartoons were also utilized to help 
soldiers cope with difficult and distressing situa-
tions, such as dreadful conditions at the front that 
made many men hope for a blighty, namely a wound 
not horribly debilitating or disfiguring, but serious 
enough to send them back to England. 

Albertans perceived the war in starkly different 
ways. The degree to which civilians understood the 
experiences of those in uniform was distorted by 

propagandistic press accounts, censorship, and the 
willingness and ability of soldiers to share their feel-
ings. Clearly, some soldiers conveyed gritty truths 
and press accounts did speak of the intensity of 
battles. However, even when compared to regimental 
newspapers, information meant for civilians held 
more closely to romanticized ideals stressing the 
bravery, pluck, and superiority of Canada’s fighting 
men. Wartime accounts did not prevent war wea-
riness that, in Alberta, became evident in declin-
ing voluntary enlistment, rising labour strife, and 
increased rural discontent. Still, they did maintain a 

Celebrating a Blighty, or a non-disfiguring wound, serious 

enough to send a soldier to England to recuperate. Forty-Niner, 

vol. 1, no. 7, 23.
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perceptual gulf between civilians and soldiers, who 
eventually encountered many difficulties reconnect-
ing with one another once the fighting stopped. 
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The First World War was fought not only on battle-
fields but also for the hearts and minds of those at 
home. It was the first war in which organized propa-
ganda played a major role. However, in Canada, this 
developed more slowly than in Britain, France, and, 
despite its late entry into the war, the United States, 
where large, centralized government-directed oper-
ations were established.

This pattern is evident in pictorial propaganda, 
namely posters and display advertising, which 
gained a pervasive wartime presence. The poster had 
become a legitimate art form by the time of the First 
World War. Its coming of age was linked to the end 
of the Art Nouveau period (1895–1915) and ad-
vanced by well-known artists, most notably Henri de 
Toulouse-Lautrec in France. Because of their ability 
to evoke emotions and quickly convey essential in-
formation, posters were used by political parties and 
labour unions to advance social movements (such 
as women’s suffrage), to publicize entertainment 
events, and to bolster the war effort.

Britain established an extensive propaganda 
system early in the war. In late 1914 it created a 
Parliamentary Recruiting Committee to meet the 

challenge of quickly raising a massive army. Chaired 
by Prime Minister Herbert Asquith, it mobilized ad-
vertisers, commercial artists, and printing houses to 
generate some 200 distinct posters, with print runs 
typically in the thousands. 

In Canada, the process of generating propaganda 
was slower to develop, and was initially highly 
decentralized. This reflected what historian Paul 
Maroney, in his analysis of wartime recruiting 
in Ontario, identified as the locally focused 
and voluntary nature of Canada.1 At the time, 
governments played a very modest role in daily 
life compared to Britain where rudimentary social 
policies existed. 

For the first half of the war, most posters were 
locally generated and had very small print runs, typ-
ically a few hundred. In Alberta there were a number 
of commercial printing houses capable of producing 
such material. An example is the Esdale Press based 
in Edmonton, which in 1914 released a 180-page, 
large-format book titled Edmonton: Alberta’s Capital 
1914, with lavish illustrations by McDermid Studios. 
Newspapers flourished and they were printed by 
local presses.

From Local to National:  
Pictorial Propaganda in Alberta during the First World War

JEFF KESHEN
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With Canada’s military initially overwhelmed 
with volunteers, the national government did not 
see the need for a major propaganda effort. Sam 
Hughes, Canada’s minister of militia and defence, 
boasted to Parliament in early 1915 that he “could 
raise three more contingents inside of three weeks.”2 
He allowed a decentralized and, at times, chaotic 
approach to recruitment. Rather than recruiting 
through existing formations, all manner of new reg-
iments were permitted. Some, based upon heritage, 
stressed the need to make a good showing to main-
tain the pride of that ethnic group. Chums battal-
ions were established, such as from a particular 

workplace, university, or even from fans of the 
Hamilton Tigers Football Club. Hughes also provided 
no geographic boundaries in which recruiters were 
to concentrate their efforts. Consequently, some lo-
cales were denuded of essential labour while others 
remained virtually untouched. Reflecting the belief 
in the boundless willingness of Canadian lads to vol-
unteer, the Department of Militia and Defence pro-
vided virtually no funds for recruitment propaganda. 
Compensating for Ottawa’s miserly approach, com-
manding officers dipped into regimental funds and 
their own pockets. Even with newspapers charging 
pennies per line for advertising, most battalions 

Douglas Printing Company, Edmonton, Alberta, 1918. Glenbow Archives, NC-6-3486.
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shunned this option. Alberta newspapers contain no 
reprints of regimental poster propaganda. 

There are few surviving recruitment posters from 
Alberta. Besides having tiny advertising budgets, 
most formations raised in the province had short 
life spans, being absorbed into larger configurations 
overseas. While Calgary’s 10th and Edmonton’s 49th 
retained their identity throughout the war, this was 
not the case with Edmonton’s 9th, 51st, 63rd, 66th, 
194th, and 202nd; Calgary’s 11th, 32nd, 56th, 82nd, 
and 89th; Lethbridge’s 113th; Red Deer’s 187th; and 
Medicine Hat’s 175th. 

Recruitment propaganda in Alberta mirrored 
themes established elsewhere but also had dis-
tinct qualities grounded in the local market. Some 
material identified the commanding officer, as such 
figures were typically well known and considered 
inspirational. One was W.A. Griesbach, commander 
of “A” squadron in the 19th Alberta Dragoons, who 
later played a key role in raising Edmonton’s 49th 
Regiment. Griesbach was also a decorated veteran 
of the Boer War, a prominent lawyer, and former 
Edmonton mayor. Recruitment material for Edmon-
ton’s 202nd Overseas Battalion not only identified 
its commanding officer but also conveyed duty to 
the Mother Country (potential recruits were told to 
carry the Union Jack forward to victory); the adven-
ture of combat (young men were told that this was 
“the life for you”); and that war was a manly sport 
(the battalion presented itself as comprising those 
with athletic qualities). The 233rd, the West’s only 
French-Canadian formation, expressed loyalty to 
the Crown but also emphasized practical concerns 
such as good living quarters, something of appeal 
given a recession that extended into the first year of 
the war. Such campaigns helped raise over 45,000 
volunteers from among a provincial population of 

Recruitment poster from Edmonton’s 49th Regiment, 1915. 

Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation Society, 

Edmonton, Alberta.
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nearly 500,000, one of the highest enlistment rates 
in Canada.

Nationally distributed recruitment propaganda 
appeared in the latter half of the war. It advanced 

familiar themes such as the adventure and comrade-
ship of military service, the need to demonstrate 
loyalty to Britain, and the glory earned by Canada on 
the battlefield. Increased government involvement 

(left) Edmonton’s 202nd Battalion promotes itself as a formation for athletic men. Kerr Collection, Canadian Militaria Preservation Society, 

Edmonton, Alberta; (right) Recruitment poster from the 233rd Battalion targets francophones from across Western Canada. Kerr Collection, 

Canadian Militaria Preservation Society, Edmonton, Alberta.
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reflected growing difficulty in attracting adequate 
numbers of recruits, something compounded by 
rising casualties overseas, and Prime Minister 
Robert Borden’s pledge of 1 January 1916 to raise a 
500,000-man volunteer army when little more than 
300,000 had enlisted. 

The last 18 months of the war also brought 
nationally distributed, though decidedly modest, 

newspaper ads for the navy and air force.3 The ads 
were informational rather than inspirational. These 
service branches were small-scale operations in 
Canada; most of those who enlisted ended up with 
Britain’s Royal Air Force and Royal Navy. Much 
more significant were government advertisements 
relating to compulsory military service. These ads 
commenced at the end of 1916 with the call for 
Canadians to complete the National Service Board’s 
survey to gauge available human resources, and 
by autumn 1917 moved to outlining the terms of 
the Military Service Act and deadlines to apply for 
an exemption. 

Although government was slow in developing 
propaganda, still, throughout the war, Alberta news-
papers contained propagandistic editorial cartoons, 
company advertisements, and appeals from privately 
run war-related charitable organizations. Editorial 
cartoons commonly presented the archetypal milita-
ristic German, often using caricatures of the Kaiser. 
Under the caption of “Civilized Germany,” the front 
page of the Edmonton Journal depicted the Kaiser 
holding a large knife to a doll representing Belgium.4 
The Calgary Eye Opener, a weekly newspaper with a 
decidedly satirical side (which sometimes landed 
it in trouble with censorship authorities), was clear 
about what it saw as the issues at stake. Under the 
heading “Back to the Jungle,” it portrayed a gorilla- 
type character representing Germany tearing apart 
books symbolizing “civilization.”5 Conveying a naive, 
positive, depiction of conflict, another cartoon in the 
Journal depicted soldiers firing at each other having a 
“fine ole’ time” as the caption read that the “sports-
man’s time has come.”6

Many companies linked private enterprise to 
patriotism. Department stores in Calgary and Ed-
monton advertised “Victory Sales.”7 In High River, 

The adventure of war was portrayed to potential recruits. LAC 

online MIKAN no. 2894452.
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Eversfield & Blair Chemists proudly told of a new 
germicidal soap it stocked that was ideal to send 
to soldiers overseas because it “destroys insects, 
ringworm, and skin disease.”8 In nationally dis-
tributed advertising campaigns, the Gillette Razor 
Company told Canadians to carry their “patriotism 
into buying” by purchasing its product because its 
“superior durability” would save them money that 
could be used to support the war effort.9

Starting in late 1914, the privately administered 
Canadian Patriotic Fund launched a nationwide 
campaign to raise money to provide an allowance 
to soldiers’ immediate families. Alberta newspa-
pers carried the message that, if one could not fight 
overseas, then one had an obligation to “pay” to 
support soldiers and their dependants. Beginning 
in mid-1915, promotional campaigns for Belgian 
Relief began filling Alberta newspapers. Based on 
Britain’s Bryce Commission, which used fabricated 
testimony, propaganda emphasized German sav-
agery, such as the wholesale murder of women and 
children. The Calgary Herald carried an illustration 
of a dishevelled Belgian woman and her two chil-
dren desperately fleeing their ravaged homeland.10 
Other major propaganda campaigns included those 
of the Red Cross, YMCA, Salvation Army, and Knights 
of Columbus that were geared to easing the plight 
of Canadian soldiers, allied POWs, and civilians 
overseas. One advertisement portrayed two weary 
soldiers, one with a bandage on his head, pointing 
with hope to a YMCA hut off in the distance.11

Government-directed propaganda that fur-
ther immersed Albertans into a common national 
discourse got underway in earnest in mid-1917, es-
pecially focussed on the need for food control and in 
support of massive, nationwide Victory Bond drives. 
In June 1917, Ottawa established a Food Controller’s 

Office, which in February 1918 expanded to become 
the Canada Food Board. The situation overseas was 
critical. Between 1913 and 1917, France’s wheat crop 
plunged by 57 percent while Germany’s unrestricted 
U-Boat campaign necessitated the implementation 
of coupon rationing in Britain.

Propaganda stressing public participation in 
conservation and production campaigns, and even-
tually “Meatless Mondays,” became a key ingredient 
in generating success. Between the inauguration 
of food control and the end of the war, more than 
$500,000 (worth $8 million in 2015) was spent 
on promotional activities.12 Most of this went into 
nationally distributed posters and newspaper display 
advertising. Portrayed as guardians of the kitchen, 
women were beseeched to practice thrift, both by 
decreasing the quantity of food prepared and by 
using those items that were in greater supply. “THE 
WOMEN OF WESTERN CANADA,” proclaimed one 
advertisement, “are more important than ever . . . 
Theirs will be the making of victory in the Great 
War.”13 In another gender-based appeal, a boy 
holding a spade brings his father into the backyard 
to begin the tough physical work of establishing a 
“War Garden.”14 Also emphasized was the need to 
send more food to Britain, something presented as 
bringing economic benefits, as propaganda spoke of 
Canada’s egg, pork, and beef “opportunity.” 

Overshadowing all other propaganda cam-
paigns, however, were those to convince Canadians 
to purchase Victory Bonds. Between 1915 and 1917, 
the daily costs for Canada to fight the war doubled to 
$1 million. Prior to 1917 the first three Victory Bond 
drives were low-key, securing funds from finan-
cial institutions. For the fourth loan, in November 
1917, the national target doubled to $400 million 
and the propaganda floodgates opened. Through 
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every conceivable means of communication, citizens 
were told that duty, national pride, and self-interest 
demanded a patriotic response. That November, 
820,035 people subscribed to securities worth 
$413.6 million, while in November 1918, 1.067 
million citizens loaned Ottawa $660 million, an 
extraordinary tally in a country whose population 
barely topped eight million.

A Dominion Publicity Committee within the 
Department of Finance orchestrated the national 
campaign. For the fourth and fifth loans, it spent 
three-quarters of a million dollars. Utilizing the 
services of public relations firms in Toronto and 
Montreal, display advertising appeared in more 
than 1,000 sources, including in every Alberta news 
publication and magazine. Publicity commenced 
six weeks prior to the Victory Bond issue date 
and, during the three-week campaign, the federal 
government prohibited any other organized appeal 
for money. Much of the material focused on Victory 
Bond’s favourable terms, namely, that at 5.5 percent 
interest, it was a percentage point higher than what 
had been customary to receive before the war. Cana-
dians were told that their money was desperately 
needed to ensure economic stability. Relating the 
situation to farmers, one appeal in the Grande Prairie 
Herald explained, “Canada’s own producers, who 
need a market, will have one,” as without the ability 
to extend credit, Britain would be unable to purchase 
Canadian produce.15 Calgary Herald readers were 
confronted with an illustration of a man looking in 
a shop window, while over his shoulder hovered a 
shadow in the shape of the devil, with the message 
being “Selfishness and self-indulgence are . . . allies 
of the Hun.”16 To those who might balk at buying a 
bond, an illustration of a mother with a son at the 
front declared: “I know in my own heart that my 

boy’s chances of life are in exact proportion to the 
length of time he stays in France . . . I am told that 
when those boys go over the top they run less risk if 
the artillery protection is good. And bonds buy guns 

Protecting the freedom of future generations through Victory 

Bond purchases. LAC online MIKAN no. 2894498.
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and shells.”17 Humour was also used: an appeal in the 
High River Times showed the Kaiser thrown from a 
bucking horse representing Victory Bonds.18

Some nationally distributed poster propaganda 
expressed a Western theme. One linked the ability 
to market wheat to providing the government with 
funds to extend credit, including to Britain. Most 
material advanced well-established tropes, namely 
the need to buy bonds to back Canadian soldiers; 
to set an example and ensure freedom for young 
Canadians; to vanquish German fiendishness; and, 
as the war ended, to fund reestablishment programs 
for veterans.

Not all appeals were national. As with food 
control, local businesses linked themselves to this 
campaign. As Christmas approached, a Medicine Hat 
jewellery shop advertised that though its products 
made wonderful gifts, a better one was a Victory 
Bond.19 A Studebaker dealership in Lethbridge said 
it would take Victory Bonds at face value for auto-
mobile purchases, something it cast as patriotic 
for “keep[ing] the wheels of industry turning.”20 
Also in Lethbridge, advertisements from the local 
2-M Clothing Store and the nationally syndicated 
Hudson’s Bay Company told shoppers that their 
low prices would enable people to make their 
“dollars fight” by saving them money to purchase 
Victory Bonds.21

Pictorial propaganda played a very significant 
role in the First World War, especially given the 
absence of radio and television, and with motion 
pictures still being a new form of communication. 
However, in Canada, government mobilization of 
the public mind was slow to develop. During the 
first half of the war, recruitment propaganda was 
locally driven with regiments and battalions sell-
ing themselves on factors such as the reputation of 

their commanding officer, while war-related display 
advertising came from businesses promoting their 
patriotism and from privately controlled charities.

Increasingly, however, the war demanded far 
more resources. In mid-1917, the federal govern-
ment appointed a food controller; that office, and 
its successor, the Canada Food Board, had a healthy 
advertising budget to rally Canadians behind cam-
paigns to practice thrift and enhance production. 
The move towards centrally and professionally 
administered government propaganda peaked with 
later Victory Bond campaigns that inundated com-
munities, including across Alberta. 

Although the First World War brought consid-
erable strain to, and fuelled regional sentiment, in 
parts of the country including in the prairie West, 
pictorial propaganda ultimately acted as a galvaniz-
ing force. As the Alberta story shows, its develop-
ment replaced a local perspective with a national one 
underlining shared commitment, sacrifice, accom-
plishments, and pride. 
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“We are the producers and we are not getting 
what we produce”; so protested Grand Trunk 
Railway machinist E.J. Johnson before the Mathers 
Commission during its Edmonton hearing on 
6 May 1919.1 Three days earlier, Calgary laundry 
worker organizer Jean McWilliams commented: 
“Are we in favour of a bloody revolution? Why, any 
kind of revolution would be better than conditions as 
they are now.”2 

The Mathers Commission had been established 
in March 1919 by the federal government to enquire 
into the causes of industrial unrest during the 
First World War and its immediate aftermath, and 
to report on potential means for creating greater 
harmony between capital and labour.3 This chapter 
explores why many, perhaps a majority, of Alberta 
urban and industrial workers became disenchanted 
with the organization of the war effort, even though 
the mobilization for war gradually ended a nasty 
recession that began in 1913, and created virtually 
full employment in the province for a time. It also 
looks at the consequences of that disenchantment as 
the war wound down, ending whatever war-induced 
prosperity many individuals and families 
had enjoyed.

Some politically conscious workers opposed 
the war effort from the start. Charles O’Brien, for 
example, who served as the Socialist Party MLA for 
the Rocky Mountain constituency from 1909 until 
his narrow defeat in 1913, argued in a speech in 
November 1914 that “the master class, in order to 
avert impending disaster . . . had to do something 
to divert the attention of the workers. They chose 
war.”4 A majority of United Mine Workers of America 
(UMWA) members in Alberta had voted to make 
the Socialist Party their official voice shortly after 
O’Brien’s electoral defeat, demonstrating miner 
antipathy with the pro-capitalist thinking of their 
neighbours. Miners, who had struck often in efforts 
to get better wages and safer working conditions, 
had much cause to be disillusioned. There had been 
repeated mine disasters in the province, and the 
worst occurred less than two months before the 
declaration of war when an explosion at the Hillcrest 
Coal and Coke Company cost 189 miners’ lives. The 
coroner’s inquest report noted that “the jury desire 
to add that they do not think the regulations of the 
Coal Mines Act have been strictly adhered to.”5

In the cities, as well, many workers believed 
that the political and economic systems ignored 
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their interests. The Industrial Workers of the World 
(IWW), an organization with origins in the US, 
sparked interest in western Canada with its syn-
dicalist campaign for general strikes—sympathy 
strikes by all workers to ensure victories for striking 
workers—and for the right to free speech, and free 
assembly. Though there were no general strikes of 
Alberta workers before the war, the IWW message of 
worker resistance had a particular resonance for the 
unemployed in Calgary and Edmonton during the 
recession of 1913–14, and the “Wobblies” (as the 
IWW became known) successfully enjoined the 
unemployed to occupy churches for a place to sleep, 
to eat in restaurants without paying the bill, and to 
demonstrate to demand that the authorities create 
work with wages for the unemployed.6

The crafts unions, far more conservative than the 
IWW, were nonetheless angry as the pre-1913 boom 
in Alberta ended, leaving many of their members 
unemployed and with little state provision for help. 
In the context of their increasing alienation from the 
system, it was unsurprising that on 3 August 1914, 
the day the war started, the Edmonton Trades and 
Labour Council (ETLC) passed a motion brought 
forward by carpenters’ representative Joseph Knight, 
a Socialist, that “the sympathies of the Edmonton 
Trades and Labour Council are entirely with the 
working class, irrespective of nationality, who will, 
as they always have in the past, bear the burden 
of misery and privation which will be the inevi-
table result of the war being waged at the present 
in Europe.”7

Aftermath of the Hillcrest Mining disaster. Glenbow Archives, NA-1767-1.
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Marxist analyses of the causes and beneficiaries 
of warfare notwithstanding, working people, includ-
ing trade union members, enlisted in droves to fight 
for Britain, if only, for some, as a welcome alter-
native to devastating unemployment that persisted 
until the early months of 1916. Edmonton was home 
to between 3,000 and 6,000 unemployed workers at 
most times between the beginning of 1913 and the 
end of 1915. The city organized a relief camp on its 
fair grounds, then closed it in response to IWW orga-
nization of the ground’s inmates. Calgary and Leth-
bridge also reported that their civic charities were 
overwhelmed by the demands of the unemployed.8

About 60 percent of Calgary’s tradesmen signed 
up to fight.9 In 1912 and 1913, the Trades and Labour 
Congress of Canada (TLC) had adopted resolutions 
favouring a general strike should the Canadian 
government declare war. It shelved such militancy 
when the declaration actually occurred, rejecting 
radicals’ analysis that the conflict was a war of rival 
imperialisms in favour of an argument that it was a 
war of British democracy against continental Euro-
pean despots.10

Sufficient antipathy to the war remained to 
make it unacceptable to the leadership of labour in 
the province, both radical and moderate, that any 
working people be conscripted into the fight. In 
1916 the Calgary Trades and Labour Council (CTLC) 
joined other western city and town labour councils 
in denouncing the federal government’s announce-
ment that it would conduct a national registration of 
manpower resources. The CTLC suspected, correctly, 
that the registration was the prelude to conscription, 
and warned that conscription of labour was only 
acceptable to its members if it was accompanied 
by “conscription of wealth,” by which it meant the 
suspension of profit-making by industry while the 
war lasted.

Soaring inflation—which began in earnest in 
1916, and reached the national rate of 18 percent 
in 1917 and 13.5 percent in 1918—angered workers, 
few of whom proved able to win wage increases that 
matched rising prices. Food and fuel price increases 
were particularly dramatic. By July 1920 the cost of 
a sample food basket used in cost-of-living surveys 
had jumped 128 percent since the war began in 
August 1914. The CTLC, however, did not follow the 
example of Winnipeg and Vancouver in threatening 

Alex Ross was Labour’s first elected member in the Alberta 

legislature. In 1917, he defeated Conservative Thomas Tweedie 

running as a member of the Labor Representation League, 

which later merged with the Dominion Labor Party of Alberta. 

The cartoon plays on his trade as a stonemason working with 

the building blocks of labour issues including “Minimum Wage, 

Workmen’s Compensation, Amended Factories Act, Taxation and 

the Patriotic Fund.” From The Albertan Non-Partisan, Calgary, 

8 February 1918. Glenbow Archives.
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to engage in a general strike if the federal govern-
ment implemented conscription of labour without 
conscripting wealth.11 Instead, two moderate Alberta 
labour leaders, Alf Farmilo, an Edmonton stone-
mason, and Alex Ross, Calgary stonemason and 
MLA, moved at the September 1917 TLC convention 
that the national labour organization should oppose 
conscription of men unless there was also conscrip-
tion of wealth. The motion was defeated, adding to 
a long-standing rift between western and eastern 
Canadian trade unionists about whether labour 
should assert tough political positions and then 
follow them up with action.12

Opposition to conscription in the provincial 
labour movement provided the major spur for the 
Calgary and Edmonton labour councils to create 
Labour Representation Leagues in 1917, on March 
19 and May 4, respectively, dedicated to prevent-
ing forced recruitment into the armed forces.13 
The Calgary League joined with the farm-based 
Non-Partisan League (NPL) to nominate William 
Irvine, preacher, sometime railway worker, and 
NPL activist, as its candidate in Calgary East. The 
Labour League declared itself “for the most coura-
geous and democratic and the most adequate policy 
ever advanced in Canada, i.e. Universal Conscrip-
tion. It stands for conscription carried to the logical 
conclusion and not a class conscription imposed by 
a class government to save its wealth while it takes 
human life.”14

The labour candidates, like all of the Alberta 
candidates opposed to conscription, lost to Unionist, 
meaning pro-conscription, candidates. Irvine won 
just short of a third of the votes in Calgary East, a 
shade better than average for the anti-conscription 
candidates in the province.15 That result, no doubt, 
understated his real support. Anti-conscription 

sentiment in the province and the country was 
systematically underreported electorally thanks to 
the combination of the Military Voters Act and the 
War-Time Elections Act, passed by the federal gov-
ernment in the months before the election. Between 
them, these laws removed the right to vote from 
citizens whose origins were in “enemy” countries 
and who had been Canadian citizens for less than 
15 years (which, effectively, disenfranchised almost 
all of them because large-scale immigration from 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire had begun only in 
1897). Even the early immigrants would not have 
been resident long enough to receive citizenship 
before 1902. These pieces of legislation also cre-
ated a female franchise restricted to women serving 
in the armed forces, or having close relatives who 
had enlisted. The votes of soldiers who did not list 
their constituency of origin could be assigned by the 
government to whatever constituency it chose, which 
allowed government supporters to win seats where 
a majority of resident voters had actually voted for 
the opposition.16

Workers, both pro-conscription and anti- 
conscription, took advantage of the shortage of 
labour that prevailed in the province beginning in 
1916 to join trade unions in record numbers, and to 
strike, when necessary, to force employers to yield to 
their demands, or at least to bargain. There were no 
protections in law at the time anywhere in Canada of 
the right to join a union, to bargain collectively, or to 
strike.17 So the knowledge that employers would have 
a hard time replacing them encouraged workers, who 
may have been intimidated to accept what employ-
ers offered in the period when unemployment was 
high. If an employer had the audacity to fire them 
or to refuse to negotiate, there were many other 
employers who would be eager to hire them. Calgary 
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had 1,769 unionists at the end of 1915, and 3,000 
by the beginning of 1917. Service industry workers, 
including even domestic workers whose dispersal in 
private homes made them virtually unorganizeable 
before the war, began to unionize.18 In both Edmon-
ton and Calgary, as well as in various towns, civic 
workers who had been without union representa-
tion before the war—including firefighters, police, 
and city hall employees—took advantage of the new 
economic conditions to organize.19 The provincial 
government workers waited till just after the war and 
created the Civil Service Association in 1919.20

Teachers, who had been unorganized before the 
war, were frustrated that many school boards, con-
tinuing a long tradition of imposing conditions and 
pay on their teachers, docked teacher pay unilater-
ally to make contributions to the war effort. Led by 
Edmonton and Calgary teachers, a large percentage 
of Alberta teachers formed the Alberta Teachers’ 
Alliance (now the Alberta Teachers’ Association) in 
1917. The new organization hired John Barnett as a 
full-time secretary-treasurer in 1918, a position that 
he held until 1946. Despite the antipathy of rural 
school trustees, the ATA had signed up two-thirds 
of the province’s teachers by 1921.21 It remained a 
voluntary organization until 1936 when Premier 
William Aberhart made membership for teachers in 
the ATA compulsory.22

Strikes became more common as labour scar-
city increased. Only 500 workers had been involved 
in strikes in Alberta in 1916. In 1917 the figure was 
11,000, with miners in southern Alberta accounting 
for the majority. Crowsnest Pass miners were on 
strike for better wages and safer working condi-
tions for much of the period from November 1916 
to July 1917. Their leaders having been critics of the 
war from the beginning, the miners were largely 

unconcerned with the claims of the government and 
the mine owners that they were serving the inter-
ests of the Kaiser against the Canadian people. The 
government eventually conceded some of their wage 
demands, and named a Dominion Fuel Controller 
and a Director of Coal Operations to take charge of 
the mines from the mine owners for the duration 
of the war.23

The strike wave went well beyond the miners 
to include such sectors as the post office, rail-
ways, Edmonton firefighters, and Calgary flour 
and cereal workers. From 1 January 1917 to 30 June 
1919, 600,000 work days were lost to strikes in the 
province.24 In part, the big increase in strikes was a 
result of a new focus on sympathy strikes. The IWW 
philosophy, viewed as impractical by most workers 
when jobs were scarce, appeared a realistic tactic 
in the context of labour shortages. In September 
1918, as the federal government threatened to 
legislate freight handlers in Calgary back to work, 
half of the city’s unionized workers obeyed a call for 
a general strike from the city’s Trades and Labour 
Council. This forced the federal government to 
make concessions to the freight handlers. Simi-
larly, the following month, Edmonton’s Trades and 
Labour Council helped to win a labour settlement 
when it endorsed a sympathy strike with members 
of the Canadian Brotherhood of Railway Employ-
ees.25 Eight months earlier, a dispute between the 
newly organized Edmonton firefighters and the city 
council over the naming of the new fire chief had 
been enough to cause a strike of the firefighters and 
a threat of a general sympathy strike. Twenty-six 
locals held plebiscites to determine whether their 
members were prepared to strike their own employ-
ers in solidarity with the firefighters’ demand that 
the seniority clause in their contract be respected in 
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the naming of the fire chief. Seventeen locals voted 
to strike. The previously recalcitrant city council 
rescinded its selection of the chief and acceded 
to the union’s demand to respect the contract in 
naming a new chief. The willingness of workers in 
different occupations to act collectively to assert 
workers’ rights as superior to management rights 
represented a dramatic shift in class-consciousness 
in wartime-created conditions.26

The federal government responded to the wave 
of strikes and sympathy strikes across the coun-
try, along with growing radicalism, with a series of 
orders-in-council that, in the guise of defending the 
war effort, attempted to eliminate the threats that 
the ruling class perceived to the social order. In Sep-
tember 1918, PC 2381 prohibited the use of “enemy 
languages” in all publications within Canada, while 
PC 2384, promulgated simultaneously, banned out-
right 14 organizations deemed radical, including the 
IWW and a variety of socialist/ethnic organizations. 
Even having been a past member of the banned orga-
nizations became a crime, along with any favourable 
mention of them or their publications. On 11 October 
1918 the government declared, via PC 2525, that all 
strikes and lockouts in Canada were illegal until fur-
ther notice; all issues in dispute between unions and 
management were to go to compulsory arbitration. 
All of this legislation threatened stiff fines and jail 
sentences for violators.27

Spying that had been conducted throughout the 
war by the Dominion Police (Canada’s paramili-
tary police and security force for provinces east of 
Manitoba) and the Royal North-West Mounted Police 
(the two were combined to create the Royal Cana-
dian Mounted Police in 1920) had identified a large 
number of alleged subversives. Thus, arrests under 
the various orders-in-council occurred swiftly, and 

caused a bitter reaction among labour and socialist 
activists that would long outlast the war. In Alberta, 
the RNWMP had been spying in the Crowsnest Pass 
since 1915. Frank Zanetti, operating under the name 
Harry Blask, had infiltrated the IWW and then the 
Socialist Party in Alberta, starting in Drumheller 
and Canmore, afterwards moving to Calgary in 1918. 
Blask provided information to the RNWMP about 
all radical activities within the city, and his insider 
claims would become part of the state’s evidence 
at the trial of R.B. Russell, one of the leaders of the 
Winnipeg General Strike of 1919.28

The state crackdown on labour and political 
radicals, in the last months of the war, contributed 
to militancy among working people that wartime in-
flation, unchecked by state action, and conscription, 
had also helped to incite. Prompted by the Socialist 
Party, and by the remnants of the IWW, radicals 
within the labour movement, by war’s end, were 
promoting the idea of “One Big Union.” The OBU 
would go beyond organization of workers by industry 
to organization of all workers in one union with an 
“each for all” philosophy that would make general 
strikes the main economic weapon of the working 
class. The Socialist promoters of the OBU largely 
rejected the old IWW notion that such class economic 
warfare would produce socialist revolution. They 
viewed it more as a tactic to educate workers to see 
their collective power and encourage them to then 
use parliamentary means to create a workers’ gov-
ernment in Canada.29

The “one big union” approach was endorsed 
overwhelmingly by the Western Labour Conference, 
called in Calgary in March 1919 to draft western 
proposals to counter the perceived conservative 
approach of the TLC to the federal government’s 
pro-capitalist and repressive policies. Influenced by 
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the success of the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia, 
the conference passed a resolution that included 
such fighting words as “This convention declares 
its full acceptance of this principle of ‘Proletarian 
Dictatorship’ as being absolute and efficient for 
the transformation of capitalist private property to 
public or communal wealth.”30

Proposals for radical socialist responses to 
repression and to economic inequalities were met 
with division within the labour movement. Much 
of the labour establishment insisted on continu-
ing organization of the labour force by craft, rather 
than supporting the industry-wide unions with no 
distinction between crafts and day labourers that 
socialists and the IWW favoured. In April 1919 the 
Edmonton Trades and Labour Council expelled 
member unions that openly supported the call for 
an OBU to replace existing craft organizations. That 
included Edmonton’s Carpenters, Federated Labour 
Union No. 49, and UMWA Local 4070. Machinists 

and street railway workers quit the council in sympa-
thy with the expelled locals.31

Many of the unions that expelled the OBU sup-
porters, however, proved ambivalent about securing 
change purely through traditional collective bargain-
ing. During the war, craft unions had often com-
bined to negotiate with groups of employers. When 
Winnipeg employers, in both the machine trades 
and building trades, declared that they would only 
negotiate one craft at a time, their intransigence, 
added to a radical atmosphere created by wartime 
discontent and the excitement created by the OBU 
idea, produced a general strike in that city that began 
on 15 May 1919. ETLC members, fearful of the em-
ployer counter-offensive suggested by the attitude of 
Winnipeg’s employers, decided to stage a sympathy 
strike with the Winnipeg workers. Thirty-eight of 49 
remaining locals voted on whether to strike, and 34 
elected to join the sympathy action, which was led by 
a strike committee that included the locals that had 
been expelled or had left.32 The ETLC tried to retain 
the whip hand among unions on strike through its 
newspaper, the Edmonton Free Press. The paper de-
nounced the OBU, and attempted to focus the strik-
ers’ demands on the strengthening of the bargaining 
power of trade unions and away from socialist calls 
for a new economic order from which private capital 
would be largely removed.33

In Calgary as well, splits in the labour move-
ment over the OBU did not prevent a large number 
of union locals from joining a sympathy strike. In 
both cities, over half of all unionized workers were 
on strike at least part of the time from May 26 to 
June 25, with only essential services spared from 
the civic workers’ shutdown of services. In all, there 
were about 2,000 Edmonton workers and 1,500 
Calgary workers on strike in cities with populations 

Strikers belonging to the One Big Union at Drumheller, Alberta, 

1919. Glenbow Archives, NA-2513-1.
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of 66,000 and 75,000, respectively.34 Workers in 
Lethbridge also joined the sympathy strike.35

A few days before the sympathy strikes in Ed-
monton and Calgary began, 6,500 miners belonging 
to District 18 of the UMWA, which had organized 
most of the miners in the south of the province, 
closed the mines to demand that the industry rec-
ognize the OBU as their representative, rather than 
the UMWA which the miners believed had become 
too comfortable with the bosses. Ninety-five percent 
of the miners had voted to join the OBU, with only 
5 percent preferring to remain in the UMWA. The 
companies hired goons to attack strikers physically, 
and received reinforcements from the newly formed 
Alberta Provincial Police. The showdown between 
the two sides lasted more than two months. While 
the companies made concessions to the workers 
regarding wages, they refused to recognize the 

OBU over the compliant UMWA. Their resolve was 
supported by the federal government’s appointee 
as director of coal operations, W.H. Armstrong. 
Effectively, the federal government opposed the 
right of workers to choose their own representatives 
in favour of maintaining the privileges of the mine 
owners of Alberta.36

Government actions suggested an unwilling-
ness to give greater economic power to working 
people and the trade union representatives, whom 
they chose. For the most part, the federal govern-
ment ignored the findings of its own creation, the 
Mathers Commission, which, while its majority 
report was vague in its recommendations, was clear 
that the chief causes of continuing unrest included 
“unemployment and the fear of unemployment”; 
the high cost of living, and the desire of the worker 
for a larger share of the product of their labour; a 

The 26 May 1919 edition 

of the Edmonton 

Bulletin announces the 

impending Edmonton 

general strike.
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desire for shorter work hours; and denial of rights 
to organize and to bargain collectively. Further, the 
commissioners noted as contributing factors a “lack 
of confidence in constituted government,” “insuf-
ficient and poor housing,” restrictions on freedom 
of speech and freedom of the press, “ostentatious 
displays of wealth,” and a “lack of equal educational 
opportunities.”37

Alberta’s coal mine owners had nonetheless im-
pressed two of the commission members, who chose 
to write a minority report. They claimed:

In the Province of Alberta this “One Big 
Union” was in part recruited by Austrians 
and other aliens who, owing to the scarcity of 
labour in the local mines and other industries 
throughout this province, had been fully em-
ployed during the war. These aliens, for their 
own protection, are 100 per cent organized; 
and any organization willing to include them 
in its membership found it easy to do so. War 
conditions created such demand for produc-
tion that when highly organized bodies of this 
character made demands upon the operators 
they were obliged to grant them rather than 
have curtailment in production.38

The effort to portray the divisions within Alberta as 
between people of British descent and “aliens,” as 
opposed to workers versus employers, was mined 
effectively by employers’ groups across western 
Canada in the wake of all prewar, wartime, and post-
war radicalism.39

State repression, along with state and employer 
intervention on the side of more conservative 
unionists, damaged the prospects of the OBU and of 

radicals more generally. Still, the Labour Represen-
tation Leagues, formed initially to oppose conscrip-
tion, became the seed of Alberta labour’s fruitful 
postwar entry into municipal, provincial, and federal 
politics. That included labour representation in the 
first United Farmers of Alberta (UFA) government, 
in 1921, and a de facto alliance between the Canadian 
Labour Party’s Alberta section and the UFA through-
out the latter’s period of government from 1921 to 
1935. Although labour’s political clout was severely 
restricted after Social Credit swept the province in 
the provincial and federal elections of 1935, war-
time organization had paved the way for more than a 
decade and a half of effective labour political action 
in Alberta. That labour political action would play 
a major role in creating the national Co-Operative 
Commonwealth Federation (CCF), forerunner of 
the NDP.40

For several generations, Alberta has been viewed 
by political commentators as a bastion of conserva-
tism. A focus on working people and the First World 
War helps us understand why Alberta’s organized 
workers were poised, at the end of the war, to be a 
major progressive contributor to provincial polit-
ical life for some time, and to have a lasting impact 
on labour’s political importance within Canada for 
generations to come. A focus on labour and the war, 
much like a focus on the treatment of “aliens,” raises 
questions about whether Canada fought in the war to 
uphold democratic rights as opposed to simply de-
fending British imperialism. While working people 
made some advances during the war thanks to war-
time labour shortages, those gains occurred in spite 
of state policies of censorship, spying, manipulating 
the right to vote, supporting management against 
labour, and ignoring workers’ choices for union 
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representation. As the war ended, and unemploy-
ment mounted, the continuation of many of these 
anti-democratic policies proved harmful to working 
people’s interests.
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The Great Western Garment Company (GWG) 
contributed to the war effort by producing military 
uniforms. GWG had been established in 1911 by Alex-
ander C. Rutherford, Alfred E. Jackson, and Charles 
A. Graham to provide functional, hard-wearing 
clothing initially marketed to agricultural, railway, 
mining, and other industrial workers. The company 
was founded at a time when Edmonton’s economy 
was booming and the future looked bright; however, 
the boom ended the next year and work was not 
always steady. 

Garment manufacturing required a relatively 
small capital investment. Before assembly-line 
methods and automated machinery were introduced, 
the overhead cost was primarily wages, which most 
manufacturers kept to a minimum. However, GWG 
paid slightly higher rates than other garment man-
ufacturing firms, as it had been unionized, within 
months of being established, as Local 120 of the 
United Garment Workers of America (UGWA). This 
was done to develop an affinity with working people 
through use of the union label and promotion of 
workers’ wages and working conditions. 

Although orders ebbed and flowed, and workers 
were laid off when there was not enough business, 
overall demand was high, and GWG expanded rap-
idly. The workforce increased from an initial seven 
to more than 100 in its first year of operations, and 
to 150 by 1914. The plant doubled in size, taking 
over the adjacent building on Namayo Street (now 
called 97th Street) between 104th and 105th Ave-
nues through an additional investment of $150,000. 
When the war broke out, GWG was only a few years 
old but was already a significant local enterprise. 

Workers were paid on a piecework basis, with the 
price for each operation set through negotiations be-
tween the union local and management. When new 
styles or fabrics were introduced, new prices had 
to be determined. In the summer of 1914, workers 
at the plant were in negotiations with management 
for a new contract and discussed the strategy of 
withholding the union label if they could not come 
to terms on a new price list. UGWA representatives 
from Toronto, or headquarters in New York, rarely 
visited. If necessary, Alfred Farmilo, head of the Ed-
monton Trades and Labour Council (ETLC), whose 

The Great Western Garment Company 
during the First World War

CATHERINE C. COLE
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wife worked at GWG, occasionally supported the 
union’s position.1

GWG quickly built a reputation for quality goods 
suitable for hard-working men developing the West. 
In 1915 the company began to fill war contracts. The 
Edmonton Journal reported that GWG had manufac-
tured 3,000 shirts for the Canadian government, and 
received a contract (valued at $70,000) to produce 
20,000 pairs of British Army service trousers, allow-
ing the plant to run at full capacity for two to three 
months with a promise of more wartime contracts 
to follow.2 

However, labourers complained about low prices 
being paid for their work on army pants, and the 
ETLC suggested that they take the matter up with 
the government rather than wait for direction from 
UGWA headquarters.3 The UGWA union organizer 

took the recommended price list to Graham for 
approval, and he accepted it right away, placing GWG 
workers on the same pay scale as those doing similar 
work in Winnipeg, rather than being comparable to 
the lower rates paid in Ontario.4 The union negoti-
ated time-and-a-half for the overtime necessary to 
meet wartime demands. 

The First World War led GWG to hire women to 
meet increased demand, including from govern-
ment war orders. Lillian Morris, who started work 
at GWG in 1916, remembered that married women 
were allowed to apply for jobs for the first time. They 
worked 10-hour days and a half-day on Saturday.5

Graham became manager in 1916 and contin-
ued to expand the company with the cooperation of 
labour. The union was able to negotiate a number 
of improvements.6 It also arranged social events 

The Great Western 

Garment Company with 

a horse-drawn delivery 

wagon, Edmonton, 

Alberta, 1918. McDermid 

Studio, Glenbow 

Archives, NC-6-3267.



GWG plant, Edmonton, interior, 1911. Glenbow Archives, NC-6-62221.
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for workers such as biweekly dances and an annual 
Labour Day picnic. 

The company relocated to much larger premises 
in 1917 and, until 1953, the factory was located in a 
former department store at the corner of 97th Street 
and 103rd Avenue. The plant was considered “one 
of the finest on the continent from the standpoint 
of the worker.”7 Sewing-machine operators at GWG 
worked fewer hours than other workers in the prov-
ince. By 1917 the company had become, if not the 

first, then certainly one of the first in North America 
to institute the 8-hour day and 44-hour week. GWG’s 
letterhead proudly stated: “Where the eight hour day 
and fair wages prevail.”8

When the province’s Factories Act was intro-
duced in 1917, followed by the Minimum Wage Act 
in 1922, Local 120 influenced the hours, wages, 
and working conditions of other women work-
ing in Alberta through the participation of union 
member Lillian Morris on the Minimum Wage 

GWG factory, November 1917. Photographer: McDermid Studios, City of Edmonton Archives, EA-64-186.
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Board.9 Alberta’s Factories Act was intended to 
protect “homeless girls” and prevent home-based 
piece work (an arrangement that, although not an 
issue locally, had led to sweatshop conditions in 
other cities), and was based on measures in other 
provinces.10 The ETLC and the Alberta Federation 
of Labour (AFL) continued to lobby the provincial 
government to legislate an 8-hour day and 44-hour 
week into the 1920s.

The 8-hour day at GWG was a significant break-
through. However, the piecework system continued 
to put pressure on women to work additional time 
to finish more work, to clean their machines, or 
to do repairs for which they were not paid. Opera-
tors who worked faster and completed more work 
earned more than minimum wage—in some cases, 
significantly more—and complained about delays 
from machinists in repairing machines. The union 
could fine operators for working through their 
breaks. In November 1917 the union “decided to have 
three girls to watch that no member worked during 
noon hour.”11

By the end of the war, GWG employed 375 
workers. Although the local economy continued to 
pose challenges through the 1920s and 1930s, by 
the Second World War the company was positioned 
to take on a much larger role. In 1939 two-thirds of 
the plant’s production was dedicated to government 
contracts, and the company had become a major 
employer of women in Edmonton. The workforce 
climbed to 500 and GWG was reputed to be the larg-
est garment manufacturing company in the British 
Empire. Up to 25,000 pieces of military clothing a 
week were produced for the armed forces, including 
prisoner-of-war uniforms and military uniforms for 
other countries. 

Notes

1 Special Meeting, 21 March 1914; 19 February 1915; 
12 May 1915; 11 August 1915; 10 February 1949; 8 
June 1956, Local 120 UGWA Minutes 1913–1918 and 
February 1943–December 1962, Provincial Archives 
of Alberta (PAA).

2 Edmonton Journal, 3 February 1915.
3 19 March 1915, Local 120 UGWA Minutes 1913–1918, 

PAA.
4 11 August 1915, Local 120 UGWA Minutes 1913–1918, 

PAA.
5 From an interview with Lillian Morris, operator and 

union representative, 1988.
6 Edmonton Trades and Labour Council Minutes, 

1911–1958, PAA, 70.394/1-11.
7 Farmer’s Advocate and Home Journal, 7 July 1920; and 

Farm and Ranch Review, 21 June 1920.
8 Noted on a statement from Glenn B. Chadwick, 

Secretary, to the Office of the Registrar of Joint 
Stock Companies, 17 November 1917, Consumer and 
Corporate Affairs, Government of Alberta.

9 Minimum Wage Act, Correspondence with Members of 
the Board. PAA 75.409, box 1-1-06-04; Annual Report 
of the Commissioner of Labour, 1926–1928, PAA 
70.414.952.
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In early 1914, oil fever swept Calgary. Investors lined 
up outside makeshift brokerage houses to get in on 
exploration activity triggered by a wet-gas discovery 
at Turner Valley. So great was the excitement that, in 
one 24-hour period, promoters formed more than 
500 “oil companies.” The Calgary Stock Exchange, 
established the previous year, was unable to con-
trol the unscrupulous practices that robbed many 
Albertans of their savings.

Calgary Petroleum Products drilled Calgary 
Petroleum Products #1 (or Dingman #1), the well 
behind this speculative flurry, near the crest of the 
great geological structure that underlies Turner 
Valley. On an American-style cable-tool drilling rig, 
the tools hung from the longest manila drilling line 
ever used. Spudded in January 1913, the well came 
in with a roar on 14 May 1914. It found the reservoir 
at 664 metres and soon produced four million cubic 
feet of gas per day from the Cretaceous sandstone 
horizon. The gas dripped with smelly naphtha, a light 
oil condensate, pure enough to burn in automobiles 
without further refining. Fame and success greeted 
Bill Herron, William Elder, and Archibald Dingman, 
as well as the other partners in the syndicate that 
created the Calgary Petroleum Products Company.

While the Dingman well and its successors 
established the first commercial oilfield in western 
Canada, the high expectations raised by the dis-
covery did not last. The few wells from the ensuing 
boom that struck gas in the Cretaceous sandstone 
produced only small volumes of naphtha. By 1917 
the Calgary City Directory listed only 21 “oil mining 
companies,” compared to 226 in 1914.1

At the time, the Athabasca oil sands were already 
well known; in fact, the first recorded mention of 
Canada’s bitumen deposits goes back to a Hudson’s 
Bay Company record of 12 June 1719.2 Hoping to 
find light oil beneath the sands, in the late nine-
teenth century the Dominion government under-
took a drilling program to help define the region’s 
resources. Using a rig taken north by river, in 1893 
contractor A.W. Fraser began drilling for liquid oil 
at Athabasca, where the oil sands had been known 
for centuries. In 1897 he moved the rig to Pelican 
Rapids, also in northern Alberta; there it struck nat-
ural gas at 250 metres. However, the well blew wild, 
flowing huge volumes of gas for 21 years. It was not 
until 1918 that a crew succeeded in killing the flow.

Ask any of Canada’s exploration professionals 
when western Canada’s oil industry began, and you 

The Bosworth Expedition: An Early Petroleum Survey
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will get one of two answers: the first is the Dingman 
#1 discovery; the second is Imperial’s 1947 discovery 
at Leduc. The more thoughtful industrial historian 
would probably say Dingman was the critical event 
for the industry’s early years, while the modern era 
began at Leduc. But a largely unknown expedition 
at the beginning of the First World War was equally 
pivotal. In 1914, British geologist Dr. T.O. Bosworth 
went down the Mackenzie River. His findings would 
be critical to the modern industry’s birth.

The Bosworth Expedition

Two Calgary businessmen, F.C. Lowes and J.K. 
Cornwall, commissioned Bosworth’s journey. They 
wanted to investigate the petroleum potential of 
northern Alberta and beyond, and to stake the most 
promising claims. Bosworth did not disappoint. His 
confidence that the north had high potential for oil 
prospecting is apparent on almost every page of his 
69-page report. Bosworth’s own words suggest how 
ambitious the expedition was:

The undertaking was planned in March 1914 
. . . In April I consulted with the officers of the 
Government Geological Survey and other De-
partments in Ottawa and gathered from them 
all available information: maps and literature 
bearing on the subject. 

At the beginning of May, I journeyed from 
London to Canada accompanied by three as-
sistant geologists and surveyors, and on May 
19th, the expedition set out from Edmonton 
to travel northwards in the Guidance of the 
Northern Trading Company. We returned to 
Edmonton September 24th.3 

The Bosworth expedition covered huge distances 
and, according to the report, there were excellent 
exploration prospects in three general regions: 
the Mackenzie River between Old Fort Good Hope 
and Fort Norman, the Tar Springs District on Great 
Slave Lake, and the Tar Sand District on the Atha-
basca River.4 

Bosworth’s report offered concise, well-written 
geological descriptions of rocks, formations, and 
structures. It also included chemical reports on both 
rocks and oil from the numerous seepages in the 
area. Some of his highest expectations came from in-
vestigations north of Norman Wells, areas that to this 
day have not yielded a major oil discovery. He wrote:

Near Old Fort Good Hope (lat 67 30') in the 
banks of a tributary stream, the shales are 
well exposed . . . from the fossils it is evident 
that the shales are of Upper Paleozoic Age and 
probably belong to the Upper Devonian. This 
remarkable series of Bituminous Shales and 
Limestones, of such thickness and of such 
richness contains the material from which a 
vast amount of petroleum might be generated 
and might pass into an overlying porous 
rock. It is admirable as an oil generating 
formation.5 [emphasis in the original].

In a discussion of the evidence of good reservoir 
rock, Bosworth pointed to a nearby occurrence of 
grey clay shales and shaley sandstone, and to another 
of greenish, shaley sandstone containing occasional 
fossils—corals, chenetes, and rhynconella.6 Bos-
worth speculated that both of the reservoir rocks lay 
above the Devonian shales. He was looking, specifi-
cally, for overlying porous rock to form the reservoir. 
It did not seem to have occurred to him that reefs 
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within the shales could have served as reservoirs, 
even though he specifically noted the presence of 
Devonian corals. In the conclusion, Bosworth in-
structed his clients as follows:

To avoid all competition, I strongly advise 
that you form a controlling company or syn-
dicate containing the most influential men. 
I recommend particularly that you arrange 
matters in such a way that it would be to the 
obvious advantage of every oilman to join 
you, and that you freely provide the opportu-
nity so that the Company may include every 

man who wishes to venture anything in the 
exploitation of the oilfields of the North. By 
this means alone can you hope to avoid com-
petition and the unfortunate results which 
must follow.7 

Bosworth noted that he had investigated the discov-
ery at Turner Valley that had come in on 14 May 1914, 
15 months into the drilling (this was just before 
Bosworth left Edmonton on his expedition). Within 
20 years, that discovery would be recognized as the 
largest oilfield in the British Empire. Bosworth, 
however, was not impressed. In his view, the real 

In 1914, a Geological Survey of Canada party let by mining engineer Sidney Ells studied the tar sands deposits along the Athabasca River and 

its tributaries. The first shipment was taken on a scow that was tracked up the Athabasca River for over 240 miles. The Government of Canada 

considered the work so important that Ells was not allowed to enlist, which he wished to do. Glenbow Archives, NA-711-187.
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potential was in the North. Believing Turner Valley 
was doomed to disappoint explorers, he noted that

there are a number of oil companies in 
Western Canada who have capital in hand 
which must be spent on drilling wells. At this 
moment they are faced with failure [at Turner 
Valley], and might gladly turn to any region 
where there is a genuine reason to expect oil. 
Any such companies might become associ-
ated with your controlling company to the 
obvious advantage of all parties, on terms 
which can be mutually arranged.8 

Bosworth did not confine his recommendations 
to the drilling site. After further commentary, he 
advised his clients as follows:

You would also provide for the transporta-
tion; the necessary railroads; the pipe lines, 
the refineries, and, what is more important 
than all the rest, and which would give you 
complete command of the whole situation, all 
of the oil produced in the region would pass 
through your hands to be marketed by you.

If you could succeed in promoting a great 
scheme on some such lines as these, no 
smaller rival group could hope to compete 
against you, and you might eventually be in 
the position to control the great oil fields of 
the North.9 

One of the great ironies, of course, is that these com-
ments came barely three years after the Standard Oil 
Trust was dismantled for just such anti-competitive 

Visit of Duke and Duchess 

of Connaught to see the 

Dingman Well in Turner 

Valley on 28 July 1914. 

The duke had been sworn 

in on 13 October 1911 

as Governor General 

of Canada and took 

a great interest in the 

mobilization of Canada 

for the First World War. 

Glenbow Archives, 

PA-3670-22.
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practices. In addition, Bosworth completely misread 
the importance of Turner Valley and the petroleum 
potential of Alberta, so smitten was he by the North. 
The practical value of his advice may be seen in the 
fact that seven decades elapsed before oil from the 
Norman Wells oilfield actually began flowing to 
southern markets. 

Impact on Two Wars

Bosworth does not remark on the coming of the First 
World War. When he and his men left, the world was 
at peace; when he returned, Europe and the Brit-
ish Empire had become embroiled in that terrible 
conflict. He was probably totally unaware of those 
developments while in the north. The demands of 
war postponed exploration of Bosworth’s claims, as 
did the Dingman discovery. The petroleum indus-
try, by this time, was focused on the development of 
the Turner Valley field, where standard practice was 

to strip naphtha from the gas stream and flare the 
gas itself. 

A copy of Bosworth’s study clearly made it to 
London during the war, where it raised eyebrows. 
In 1917 Canada’s interior minister, William James 
Roche, received an imperious, eight-page letter 
from London-based Shell Transport. As Mary Jani-
gan notes in Let the Eastern Bastards Freeze in the Dark: 
The West Versus the Rest Since Confederation: “The firm 
wanted exclusive oil and natural gas rights over an 
enormous swath of the West for the duration of the 
war and for five years after Armistice.”10 The com-
pany wanted rights to a 328,000-square-mile parcel 
(849,516 square kilometres); for practical purposes, 
the land Bosworth had recommended. Along with 
other demands, Shell wanted “right-of-way over all 
Crown lands for pipelines, telegraph and telephone 
lines, railways and highways” and “land for facto-
ries, storehouses, refineries and reservoirs.”11 The 
demands went even further. Shell executive R.N. 
Benjamin said the company “would not pay taxes 

A feature story by W.A. McRae 

appeared in the Toronto-based 

magazine Saturday Night on 15 March 

1919 titled: “Open your mouth and 

shut your eyes and we’ll take your 

oil land, wherever it lies.” It attacked 

the deal that the Shell oil company 

proposed noting: “Shell Transport 

and Trading Company boldly asks 

Canadian government for monopoly 

which might, if granted, make millions 

of profit for the promoters, and little or 

nothing for the government.”
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for the first fifteen years of exploration,” and would 
not begin paying royalties (of three cents per barrel) 
until 1 January 1930.12 The federal government did 
not cede those rights to Shell; indeed, it did not even 
reply to the request. 

If Shell’s missive rankled in Ottawa, the follow-
ing year it sparked downright outrage in western 
Canada. This is evidenced in an article in the Winni-
peg Telegram, dated 21 November 1918, which covered 
the story, followed by equally inflammatory stories 
in the Edmonton and Calgary media. The Alberta 
legislature promptly passed a resolution describing 
“the terms of the concession as being oppressive to 
the people of the province.” It continued by passing 
a resolution stating: “In the opinion of this House no 
such deposition of Petroleum and or any other Nat-
ural Resources should be made.”13 As Joyce E. Hunt 
observes in Local Push—Global Pull: The Untold History 
of the Athabasca Oil Sands 1900 to 1930, if the federal 
government had dealt openly with the proposal and 
its rejection, there would have been no protests.14

What probably triggered the news story was a 
meeting of Canada’s premiers, the same month, in 
Ottawa to discuss land settlement and resource own-
ership. The occasion was not auspicious; Germany 
had just signed its Armistice with the Allied Powers, 
and Prime Minister Robert Borden was in Europe.15 
The issue of resource ownership would not be re-
solved for another dozen years. 

Shell did not acquire the lands Bosworth ex-
plored. By 1918 an Imperial Oil subsidiary, the 
Northwest Company, had obtained the properties 
Bosworth had staked. Imperial hired Bosworth as 
chief geologist, and the company decided to drill 
on one of those claims. Imperial Oil Limited’s 
legendary exploration geologist Ted Link led the 
drilling expedition.16 By train, scow, and riverboat, 

he and his crew followed Bosworth’s route north to 
Fort Norman, just south of the Arctic Circle. They 
had taken with them the wherewithal to assemble 
a cable-tool drilling rig, and they soon set to work. 
One valuable member of the party was an ox, which 
provided heavy labour during the summer. As the 
autumn cold began killing off the forage, he deliv-
ered steaks and stew. 

In 1920, Imperial brought in the great Norman 
Wells discovery, but there was no practical way to get 
the oil to market. Because demand in the Northwest 
Territories was marginal, Imperial had little reason 
to develop the field. However, later in the decade, the 
company constructed a tiny refinery at Norman Wells 
to supply gasoline and other products to missions, 
mines, riverboats, and other local customers. The 
company did not need many wells to meet local 
needs, and did little investigation of the geology of 
the reservoir. That changed after the 1941 attack on 
Pearl Harbor. When the Americans came into the 
Second World War, they were extremely concerned 
about securing local fuel supplies in the North, espe-
cially after Japan took control of a couple of Alas-
ka’s Aleutian islands. They, therefore, worked with 
Canada to develop Norman Wells into a source of 
local oil supply for a refining and distribution com-
plex. This was the beginning of the Canol Project. 
The name supposedly came from the contraction of 
“Canadian” and “oil,” the second syllable likely “oil” 
said with a Texan accent. 

Construction crews built a 950-kilometre oil 
pipeline over the Mackenzie Mountains to a newly 
constructed refinery in Whitehorse, Yukon Terri-
tory. The pipeline was built over some of the most 
difficult terrain in the country, and much of the 
work had to be done in bitter cold. Crews also laid 
product pipelines to Skagway, Alaska. In total, they 
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constructed 2,560 kilometres of pipeline.17 By any 
standard, those lines were terrible; they ran on top 
of the ground, alongside the road, and often without 
supports. The Canol pipelines were not designed 
for extreme cold and, as a result, were vulnerable to 
frost heaving, snowstorms, and flooding. They were 
neither installed nor handled properly, and they 
failed frequently. The crude oil pipeline leaked onto 
the permafrost. So did the product pipelines, which 
delivered diesel and gasoline to a fuelling station in 
Skagway, Alaska. 

To meet the needs of the refinery, Imperial 
drilled more wells, and began to better understand 

the Norman Wells reservoir. Of particular note, the 
company discovered that it was a Devonian reef—of 
earlier vintage than the Leduc and Redwater fields, 
soon to be discovered in Alberta, but still a Devonian 
reef. That turned out to be the geological key. By the 
time the refinery was ready to begin operations, the 
company had drilled 60 productive wells out of 67 
project wells in total. The test for the field came on 
16 February 1944 when the pipeline began operating. 
As a producer of good-quality oil (39° to 41° API), 
the field surpassed expectations.18 By October 1944, 
Norman Wells was producing 4,600 barrels per day 
by natural pressure. Later studies of the project’s 

Experimental asphalt paving in Edmonton, Alberta, in 1915 using tar sands from Fort McMurray. McDermid Studio, Glenbow Archives, 

NC-6-1522.
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environmental impact in Whitehorse were revealing. 
The Canol legacy included the creation of an envi-
ronmental horror known locally as the Maxwell Tar 
Pit. Appalling disposal and cleanup practices during 
the Canol debacle had created an oily mess that was 
declared an environmentally contaminated site 
in 1998. 

Leduc

Although Canol had little impact on affairs of state, 
it had a huge impact on oil development in western 
Canada. As a result of wartime field development 
at Norman Wells, Imperial learned that the field’s 
reservoir rock was Devonian reef. Armed with this 
knowledge, the company’s geologists—led by Ted 
Link, who by this time was in charge of Imperial’s 
exploration efforts—rethought their approach to 
western Canada’s petroleum resources. Other oilmen 
at the time were on the hunt for big plays like that 
in Turner Valley—they would be roughly 340 million 
years old, and they would be thrusted anticlines of 
Paleozoic age in a Mississippian formation. Much 
fruitless drilling in the foothills sought the next 
Turner Valley.

Perhaps not all credit should be given to Imperial 
Oil for the geological idea that there might be Devo-
nian reefs in Alberta. Geological Survey of Canada 
mapping of the Rockies west of Edmonton—work 
undertaken by Helen Belyea, Digby Maclaren, and 
others—influenced Imperial’s thinking. Before the 
Leduc discovery, Charles Stelck, at the University of 
Alberta, also gave thought to the question of Devo-
nian reefs in Alberta. Imperial arrived at its revolu-
tionary idea, and the importance of its decision to 

drill for a reef cannot be understated. That geological 
idea resulted in a series of great discoveries. The 
first came with the aid of primitive seismic tech-
nology, and it was a big one—the famous Leduc #1 
discovery well. When it came in to much fanfare on 
21 February 1947, Leduc laid the groundwork for one 
of the world’s great postwar oil booms. 

There is another important connection between 
postwar oil development in Alberta and the Canol 
Project. The refinery built in Whitehorse played an 
important role in Alberta’s industrial development. 
Imperial bought the mothballed refinery for one 
dollar, dismantled it, and moved it to Strathcona, 
near Edmonton. There the company reassembled it 
to handle production from Leduc and other postwar 
discoveries. That refinery was the starting site for 
one of Canada’s biggest refining complexes. 

If not for the Bosworth report, Canada’s pe-
troleum industry would have had quite a different 
history. Imperial Oil’s efforts were heroic—indeed 
the stuff of legend. Enormously frustrated with its 
unbroken string of 133 dry holes, Imperial planned 
the program that yielded Leduc as its last major 
wildcat play in Alberta. If Leduc had not come in, it 
is easy to imagine the Devonian oil fields lying fallow 
for many, many years. No other big players were 
exploring the prairies. As a result of the coming in 
of the Leduc well, oilmen around the world became 
aware of this important new discovery, and began to 
bring expertise and investment into the province. 
They created one of the first great postwar oil booms, 
and helped lay the foundation for one of the world’s 
most diverse and technically advanced petroleum 
industries. With respect to its long-term impact, 
T.O. Bosworth’s 1914 report may have been the most 
influential geological document in Canadian history. 
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