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The 1911 Canadian census revealed that Alberta was a diverse society. Of a total popu-

lation of 374,295, those of British descent numbered 215,174 (about 57 percent). Other 

significant groups were: 41,656 of German descent; 29,547 of Scandinavian descent; 

20,600 of French descent; 17,584 of Ukrainian descent; and 8,033 of Russian descent. 

Also present were people of Dutch, Italian, Jewish, Polish, and Asian descent, although 

in much lower numbers (2,000–3,000). These patterns of settlement were established 

from the late 1880s onward. 

Of particular significance during the First World War was German immigration. In 

1911, German settlers were the largest ethno-cultural group next to the British. The first 

German settlers arrived in the Pincher Creek area of southwestern Alberta in 1883. In 

1889, 100 families settled near Medicine Hat. They came from two German settlements 

in eastern Galicia, which was then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and today part 

of southern Poland and western Ukraine. While these particular settlements did not 

survive, they began a trend that resulted in the area around Medicine Hat becoming a 

major location for German settlement in Canada.1 The next focus of settlement cen-

tered on the communities of Leduc and Stony Plain located west of Edmonton; in 1892, 

13 German Protestant communities were established in the region. Germans from 

Galicia settled around Fort Saskatchewan at Josephburg, and some of their former 

Ukrainian and Polish neighbours also came to that area. 

While Alberta’s population was diverse, the establishment that dominated govern-

ment, the law, education, the church, and other aspects of civil society was unquestion-

ably of British descent. Immigration policy favoured British and American settlers, with 
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other ethnic groups, particularly southern Europeans and Asians, being considered 

less desirable. A large number of American immigrants were Scandinavians who had 

come from the Midwestern states. This is why people of Scandinavian descent were 

third largest in the 1911 census (after British and German). People of French descent, 

from France and Belgium, comprised the fourth-ranking group. They settled near 

Edmonton, in particular in St. Albert, and in the Peace country. Ukrainian settlement 

was encouraged because they were viewed as strong farmers who could meet the 

challenges of prairie agriculture. A large group formed the Ukrainian block settle-

ment east of Edmonton around what is now Elk Island National Park. As historian 

Frances Swyripa noted: “Ukrainian peasants gladly exchanged their tiny plots for 160 

acres, ‘free’ for a $10 registration fee. In spite of Minister of Interior Clifford Sifton’s 

enthusiastic endorsement of the ‘men in sheepskin coats,’ however, Ukrainian im-

migrants were greeted with mixed emotions by the dominant Anglo-Celtic society 

in Canada.”2

The War Measures Act, passed on 22 August 1914, gave the federal government 

full powers for the security, defence, peace, order, and welfare of Canada. The order 

in council made these measures retroactive to the outset of the conflict, thus estab-

lishing ex post facto guilt. Whether immigrants from enemy nations espoused the 

values of their homelands or not, they came under suspicion. The act enabled the 

registration and internment of so-called “enemy aliens.” Major General Sir William 

Otter, director of internment operations for the Government of Canada, viewed 

individuals from suspect communities as a potential source of civil unrest. The 

most affected were the 80,000 Canadians who were former citizens of the Austro- 

Hungarian Empire. While most had to report to local authorities on a regular basis, 

some were sent to 24 internment camps established across the country. Eight were 

in British Columbia and three in Alberta (Banff/Castle Mountain, Jasper, and Leth-

bridge). While many were interned based on their citizenship and ethnicity, some 

indigent poor deemed “undesirable” were also interned. Between 1914 and 1920, 

8,579 men were interned: 5,954 of Austro-Hungarian origin (which included 5,000 

Ukrainians), 2,009 Germans, 205 Turks, and 99 Bulgarians.3 

The Castle Mountain Internment Camp was built in Banff National Park in July 

1915 and, in November, moved to the Cave and Basin in Banff. Over its life, it housed 

over 600 immigrant prisoners.4 It closed in July 1917. The Jasper internment camp 
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was established at Old Fort Point, about a mile from Jasper, in February 1916 and was 

closed in August 1917. In 1920, it became a tuberculosis treatment facility. The camp 

housed 200 prisoners of Austro-Hungarian descent, who were moved there from the 

camp in Brandon, Manitoba.5 The camp commanders reported to Brigadier General 

E.A. Cruikshank, Commanding Officer Military District No. 13, based in Calgary. The two 

camps were located in beauty spots in the Rockies because these were important sites 

for tourism development by the federal government. The budget for national parks had 

been cut due to wartime priorities, and Parks Commissioner J.B. Harkin requested that 

enemy aliens be used as a temporary work force. The majority of internees were thus 

used as conscript labour for government projects, the most important being develop-

ment of park infrastructure in the Banff–Lake Louise corridor and Jasper. Conditions 

at the camps were poor and were condemned by neutral observers. The Alberta Dra-

goons served as camp guards.

The Lethbridge camp was situated in the fairgrounds and operated from 30 Sep-

tember 1914 to 11 November 1916. The Lethbridge 20th Battery provided 60 guards for 

the camp. It housed a maximum of 300 individuals, some of whom were military re-

servists (German, Austrian, and Turkish) interned as prisoners of war. As with the other 

two Alberta camps, prisoners did escape, and many were helped by friends who had 

settled in neighbouring communities. When the camp closed, the inmates were sent 

to other camps.

Section Three: Communities at War examines the ways in which the war mobilized, 

and divided, Alberta communities. Enlistment, the changing economic landscape, 

population shifts, women’s issues, patriotic fundraising campaigns, prohibition, labour 

unrest, reintegration of veterans, and memorialization of local sacrifice are among 

issues covered by Ken Tingley for Edmonton, Robert Rutherdale for Lethbridge, and 

Michael Dawe for Red Deer. Adriana Davies, Sean Moir, and Anthony Worman use one 

artifact—the Waskatenau Red Cross Quilt—to demonstrate how women raised funds 

to provide comforts for local soldiers overseas. In addition, the names of soldiers 

embroidered on the quilt reveal the high price the war exacted on the community. 

Donald Smith details the ways that Calgary’s Grand Theatre became a focal point for 

local patriotic events. Universities, as Chris Hyland and Paul Stortz show for the Univer-

sity of Alberta and Jarett Henderson for Mount Royal College, were also communities 

profoundly affected by the war in areas that include gender composition, academic 
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programs, finances, infrastructure, and student and faculty activities. Providing a 

much different perspective, P. Whitney Lackenbauer shows that soldiers training in 

Alberta not only generated local enthusiasm, pride, and significant extra business 

but also over-strained local facilities and engaged in drunk, disorderly, and even 

violent conduct, as demonstrated by the destruction of Calgary businesses run 

by suspected enemy sympathizers. Nativism manifested itself strongly in wartime 

Alberta, given its significant non-British population. Kassandra Luciuk details the 

Ukrainian experience before, during, and after the war, focusing on how Canada’s 

first national internment program fractured Alberta’s Ukrainian community. Amy 

Shaw covers the harsh treatment meted out to conscientious objectors in Alberta, 

including religious groups that the federal government had pledged exemption 

from military service.

The war generated patriotic outpourings but also suspicion, nativism, and dis-

crimination that fell hard on certain groups because of their ethnicity and beliefs. 

Alberta thus became a microcosm of the European conflict as race and nationality 

came into play at the local level. 

Notes

1 Howard Palmer and Tamara Palmer, eds., Peoples of Alberta: Portraits of Cultural 
Diversity (Saskatoon: Western Producer Prairie Books, 1985), 5.

2 Frances Swyripa, “The Ukrainians in Alberta,” in Peoples of Alberta, edited by 
Palmer and Palmer, 215. Also see Swyripa and John Herd Thompson, eds., Loy-
alties in Conflict: Ukrainians in Canada during the Great War (Edmonton: Canadian 
Institute of Ukrainian Studies/University of Alberta Press, 1983).

3 “Internment” entry, The Canadian Encyclopedia online, URL: 
http://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/internment/, retrieved 
13 May 2015.

4 Parks Canada has created an interactive internment exhibit adjacent to the Cave 
and Basin Historic Site in Banff as part of First World War commemorations. 

5 For additional information about the use of enemy aliens as conscript labour in 
the western mountain parks, see Bill Waiser, Park Prisoners: The Untold Story of 
Western Canada’s National Parks, 1915–1946 (Saskatoon: Fifth House, 1995).



The Declaration of War

Edmonton seemed to be taken by surprise when 
war was declared on 4 August 1914. Crowds gath-
ered at the corner of Jasper Avenue and 101st Street, 
where the Edmonton Journal had installed a giant 
billboard on which were posted the latest develop-
ments received by telegraph from England, Europe, 
and Ottawa. The Archduke Franz Ferdinand, heir 
to the throne of Austria-Hungary, and his wife were 
assassinated in Sarajevo, Bosnia-Herzegovina, on 
28 June 1914. Local newspapers reported the event, 
but most seemed unaware that in coming months it 
would prove the important turning point. A tangled 
complex of treaties would soon enmesh Europe 
and its overseas dependencies in a maelstrom, but, 
at first, the story did not attract much attention 
in Edmonton. 

The Edmonton Bulletin ran its first headline 
warning of the impending war on 25 July 1914. 
Events moved rapidly after this, and on August 5 
local newspapers reported that Canada had com-
menced formal mobilization for the war effort. 

Edmonton’s men hastened to serve King and Empire. 
Many of the city’s organizations and influential lead-
ers were of recent British stock, or the inheritors of 
the patriotic traditions still strong in Ontario and the 
Maritime provinces, from which so many westerners 
had arrived during the boom years. They still felt 
strong ties with the imperial motherland.

Rushing to the Colours

Minister of Militia and Defence Sam Hughes an-
nounced plans to raise a division of 21,000 men. 
Hughes was a strong advocate for militia involve-
ment, and he resisted plans to upgrade existing 
professional troops for the first overseas force. As 
a result, confusion reigned during the beginning 
of Canadian recruitment.1 For example, the 19th 
Alberta Dragoons was notified on August 8 that 
it would be contributing a 200-man squadron to 
the first Canadian contingent. These orders were 
cancelled within three days, but two weeks later the 
plan was reconstituted.2 Confusion increased when 

Edmonton and the Great War
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plans to train at Petawawa, Ontario, were replaced 
by Hughes’s order to build an entirely new camp at 
Valcartier, Quebec.

Edmonton had a strong militia tradition to build 
on. In 1908 the federal government began to look 
toward the burgeoning Prairie Provinces as a source 
of militia strength. Edmonton’s population had mul-
tiplied more than six-fold between its incorporation 
as a city in 1904 and amalgamation with Strathcona 
in 1912. In fact, with its new Legislature Building, 
High Level Bridge, street railway, and university, it 
considered itself a modern metropolis. Still, support 
for the militia remained fairly low until war overtook 

planning. What preparedness existed in Edmonton 
by 1914 owed its existence to a handful of local men 
committed to the idea of militia organization.

W.A. Griesbach, a civic leader with deep local 
roots, came to the Edmonton district in 1883 while 
still a boy. His father, Inspector Arthur H. Griesbach, 
commanded the North-West Mounted Police at Fort 
Saskatchewan during its first days. William Gries-
bach studied at St. John’s School in Winnipeg, and 
later enlisted for service in the South African War. 
He practised law and served in civic politics after 
returning to Edmonton in January 1901.

In early 1908, the 19th Alberta Dragoons and 
101st Regiment were established in Edmonton, 
although their training would remain intermittent 
until the First World War. Competitive marks-
manship and sporadic drilling, complemented by 
annual June training camps in Calgary, were its most 
common activities. With the declaration of war, the 
19th and the 101st continued to recruit from among 
the thousands of eager young men hoping to get 
to Europe before the war ended. The 19th Alberta 
Dragoons was the first off the mark, and its men 
among the first Edmonton soldiers to see active ser-
vice in France, on 11 February 1915. In addition, the 
Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI) 
was recruiting in Edmonton during August and, by 
February 14, 200 men from Edmonton and northern 
Alberta were ready to leave for Valcartier with the 
PPCLI. Some men also joined the Patricia’s from the 
101st Regiment ranks.3 

In early September 1914, the 9th Battalion, 
Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF), was formed 
largely from the 101st Regiment (Edmonton Fusil-
iers), originally established as Edmonton’s reserve 
militia in 1908. In early November 1914, a contin-
gent of 100 Edmonton men left for Calgary en route 

Edmonton men rushed to the colours when war was declared in 

August 1914. Many were recent immigrants from the British Isles, 

and felt a deep loyalty to the Empire. McDermid Studio, Glenbow 

Archives, NC-6-1287.
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to Montreal to enlist; among them were many former 
101st and 19th Alberta Dragoons, too eager to wait 
for a second local recruitment. Recruiting for the 
51st Battalion began on 2 January 1915, and it was 
up to strength by the end of the month. The 151st 
Battalion began recruiting in the Edmonton district 
in November 1915. In June 1915, the 63rd and 66th 
Battalions began their recruitment drives. The 138th 

Battalion then was organized and began recruitment 
in December 1915. The 194th Highland Battalion 
began recruitment on 4 February 1916, while the 
famous 202nd Sportsman’s Battalion began recruit-
ment a week later. When it was announced at the end 
of the month that Lieutenant Colonel J.W. McKinery 
would raise the 218th Battalion Irish Guards, it 
brought the total number of Edmonton battalions to 

Men from the 19th Alberta Dragoons were the first from the city to go into action in Europe. They wave farewell to family and friends as they 

head south on a CPR train from the Strathcona station in late 1914. McDermid Studio, Glenbow Archives, NC-6-1210.
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eight. Several drafts of “bantam” recruits, under the 
minimum height for the other battalions, would also 
begin leaving the city to join the Vancouver regi-
ment. The Edmonton Morning Bulletin reported on 25 
November 1915 that 12,000 men already had enlisted 
in Edmonton district.

Many Edmontonians would serve in other units 
that recruited in the city. In September 1915, a group 
of Chinese volunteers who were members of the 
Chinese National Party were preparing to form a 
unit; lack of fluency in English was mentioned as the 
main reason they did not enlist in other regiments. 
At the beginning of January 1916, 71 French- 
Canadian recruits left Edmonton for St Boniface, 
Manitoba, where a French-Canadian battalion was 
being raised. In March 1916, Captain Edward Lepro-
hon was offered command of a French-Canadian 
battalion to be raised in Edmonton after a long local 
campaign to raise one; this would become the 233rd 
Battalion. Several Italian reserves also left for the 
front, to serve with the Italian forces. Specialized 
units such as the 1st Battalion Canadian Pioneers, 
Canadian Army Medical Corps, and Canadian 
Dental Corps also actively recruited in the city and 
district. In late April 1915, twenty “mechanics” 
were recruited in Edmonton and sent to work in 
Newcastle-on-Tyne, England. In 1915, the Women’s 
Volunteer Reserve was formed and enlisted hun-
dreds of Edmonton women.

Enlistment in Edmonton and across Alberta was 
very high. There were several reasons for this, the 
first being that wheat prices had declined during 
1912 and 1913, although the Edmonton Capital pro-
claimed “a record yield of wheat in Canada for this 
year, and probably for all time” in September 1914. 
Such a decline affected every aspect of life in a pre-
dominantly agricultural community.4 In addition to 

the international economic downturn of 1913, many 
labourers had lost their jobs after the explosive surge 
in transcontinental railway construction came to an 
end. Another aspect of the rapid recruitment was the 
hardship imposed on many families whose bread-
winner had left. In September 1914, the Edmonton 
civic relief officer forwarded the first instalment for 
the month to the families of soldiers who had gone 
to the front.5 

Many men enlisted on the spur of the moment. 
Harold Peat, a young Edmontonian, was discussing 
the war situation in his kitchen with two friends 
shortly after the commencement of hostilities in 
Europe. “If I was old enough to go, boys, I’d go,” one 
young friend said. Bill Ravenscroft, who had served 
in the South African War, at first expressed his 
reluctance to get involved in another conflict. But, 
after the young friend expressed his support of the 
noble cause, Ravenscroft changed his tune. Peat said, 
“Well, Bill, I’m game to go if you will.” Peat and  
Ravenscroft then went to enlist in the 101st Ed-
monton Fusiliers, soon to be absorbed into the 9th 
Battalion CEF at Valcartier camp.6

During the war, Alberta supplied 45,136 men 
to the armed forces. The University of Alberta 
alone saw 484 of its staff and students join the war 
effort, and, of those, 82 died in service or in action. 
Returned men began to show up in Edmonton quite 
early in the war, many of them wounded. In late 
1915, the Edmonton Returned Soldiers Bureau set 
up in a municipal building located on the northeast 
corner of 101A Avenue and 100th Street; in January 
1916 alone, G.H. Hensley, chairman of the bureau, 
reported that 86 veterans “had been provided with 
work or maintenance.”7 

Of the many battalions raised in Edmonton, that 
most associated with the city during the First World 
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War was the 49th Battalion, CEF. Heavy enlistment 
of 49ers began on 4 January 1915; this unit was one 
of very few that retained a connection to its city of 
origin throughout the war.

As fall approached, the Legion of Frontiersmen, 
the Edmonton Home Defence Corps, the Univer-
sity of Alberta Battalion, and a planned Highland 
regiment absorbed many more recruits. The Edmon-
ton Capital called on all Scotsmen to raise a “kiltie 
regiment.” A public meeting to promote this end was 
presided over by John A. McDougall, Colonel E.B. 
Edwards, A.C. Rutherford, Frank Oliver, and other 
local notables.8 

On 3 September 1914, 1,200 men, recruited by 
the 101st Regiment, had left Edmonton for Valcart-
ier. This became the occasion for splitting up the 
101st, preventing it from maintaining its Edmonton 
identity as the 49th would succeed in accomplishing. 
It was decided that the 1st Division, CEF, would con-
sist of new battalions created at Valcartier. There-
fore, most of the Edmonton men were taken into the 
new 9th Battalion under Colonel Maynard Rogers.

A second contingent was announced in October 
1915, to be recruited and organized locally. Alberta 
was allocated one battalion, the 31st, which went to 
Calgary. In November 1915, hundreds of Edmonton 
recruits enlisted in the new battalion in Calgary. 
Edmonton’s sense of civic pride received a boost 
when it was announced on December 1 that the very 
popular William Griesbach would return to the city 
to command a new regiment. Griesbach was elected 
to the first city council in 1904 and, in 1907, as “the 
boy mayor.” His popularity would enable him to 
defeat the virtually indestructible Frank Oliver for a 
federal seat in 1917. 

The 51st Battalion was authorized on 16 De-
cember 1915. Its commanding officer, Lieutenant 

Colonel Reginald de Lotbiniere-Harwood, was a 
previous commanding officer of the 101st Regiment, 
and brought a number of his officers with him to the 
51st. This battalion became the first to use the newly 
constructed Edmonton Drill Hall. Its marching song, 
written by Harwood’s wife, proclaimed:

They are gathered from all corners
Of Alberta fair and blessed,
And they’re Colonel Harwood’s huskies
Who are out to do their best.9

At the beginning of 1915, Edmonton already 
had raised about 2,400 men for the CEF, but most 
of these had served to bolster other battalions. It 
was hoped that, now, Edmonton would have its own 
battalion. Griesbach’s energetic efforts seem to have 
ensured that the 49th would become the represen-
tative unit for Edmonton. Local Scots, who had been 
organizing the Highland regiment, enlisted as a 
company in the 49th, and, perhaps, were responsi-
ble for the unit embracing “Bonnie Dundee” for its 
quick march. The battalion reached full complement 
on 21 January 1915. Until the 49ers left for Europe, 
they continued to play an important part in city life. 
The Exhibition Grounds were converted to a train-
ing base and, in April, were the site of a display of 
military drill and equipment for those attending the 
Spring Horse Show.

At this time, with the popularity of the 49ers 
at its height, the unit almost lost its connection 
with the city when it looked like both the 49th and 
51st would be relegated to a reinforcement draft. 
Loud protests quickly led to the cancellation of this 
plan, and the Edmonton boys were soon ready to 
leave for the war.10 On May 11, Lieutenant Governor 
George H.V. Bulyea reviewed both city regiments and 
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presented them with their colours, embroidered 
by women of the Borden Club, established in the 
city in early November 1914. The following day, an 
announcement was made that the 49th would leave 
for England in a few days, but the 51st would go to 
Calgary for further training.11 On May 29, the 49th 

boarded two trains without fanfare or ceremony; Ed-
montonians did not even know it had departed until 
June 2. Shortly after the departure, an Edmonton 
Bulletin editorial expressed the hope that the 49ers 
would remain intact. “A man enlisting for active ser-
vice naturally prefers to go to the front with men he 

Thousands of Edmontonians turned out at the CPR station to see the 49th Battalion return. G.D. Clark, Glenbow Archives, NA-1337-10.
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has known, and as part of a battalion whose fortunes 
may be watched by the relatives and friends he leaves 
behind,” it declared.12 

Before the 49th Battalion returned to Edmonton 
on 22 March 1919, it would fight through many of 
the major battles of the war with the 7th Brigade, 3rd 
Division, of the Canadian Corps, winning numerous 
honours, including two Victoria Crosses. In early 
1916, the 49ers fought in the Ypres Salient, including 
the battles at Sanctuary Wood, Mount Sorrel, and 
Passchendaele. At the Somme, during the summer 
and early fall, they were at the battles for Courcelette 
and the Regina Trench, and then in 1917 at Vimy 
Ridge and then back at Passchendaele. During the 
Last Hundred Days in the summer and fall of 1918, 
they were at Amiens, Arras, the Canal du Nord, and 
Cambrai, ending the war at Mons, near which hostil-
ities had begun in 1914.

Lieutenant Colonel Griesbach, who took the 
battalion to France, ended the war as a brigadier 
general, being promoted in 1917. He had proclaimed 
on 4 January 1915 that his ambition was to take an 
Edmonton regiment to serve as “the finest in the 
second Canadian contingent,” noting: “My regiment 
will be commanded by Edmonton officers and pride 
in this city will be one of the predominating features 
in it.”13 When the battalion returned to Edmonton 
at the end of the war, this ambition had been fully 
realized.

War Heroes

Edmonton proudly recognized its own heroes, main-
taining its focus on the war in a very personal way. 
One of the more colourful was Major Pete Anderson, 
well known to the city for his mansion and his large 

brickworks located in Gallagher’s Flats. Anderson 
personally led the first contingent of Edmonton 
recruits down Jasper Avenue on 22 August 1914. 
By April 1915, he was with the 3rd Battalion, as-
signed as a scout and sniper to roam the battlefield 
during the defence of St. Julien. After accounting for 
many German dead, he was captured and became a 
prisoner of war. When asked by his captors where 
his other men were, while standing surrounded by 
German dead, he famously replied: “These are all 
the men we have here including the dead ones.” The 
German officer was reported to have exclaimed, “You 
do not mean to tell me that you did all this damage 
with these few men?” Of such accounts wartime lore 
was forged.

Anderson’s fortunes as a prisoner of war were 
followed carefully in his hometown. After a spec-
tacular escape, he made his way home, only to find 
his brick business destroyed by a June 1915 flood, 
as well as rumours that he had struck a deal with his 
captors. Partly to counter these suspicions, he wrote 
an account of his adventures titled I, That’s Me.14 

Corporal William Freemont “Deacon” White, 
very well-known as a professional baseball player 
and sports organizer, was with the 49th Battalion 
when it made its first trench raid on 28 January 1915. 
He is reputed to have said, as he led three German 
prisoners into camp, “Boys, this beats baseball 
all to hell.”

Lieutenant Allen Oliver (26th Battery, 7th 
Brigade, Canadian Field Artillery) was a graduate of 
McGill University, enlisted in Kingston, Ontario, on 
3 April 1915, and began serving with the 26th Battery 
on 17 January 1916. Edmontonians recognized Allen 
as the son of Frank Oliver, the prominent newspaper 
editor and influential politician. Lieutenant Oliver 
was reported injured on 3 April 1916 but returned 
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to active service. He was reported killed in action 
on November 18, having been awarded the Mili-
tary Cross for bravery in the field at St. Eloi and the 
Somme on the day before his death.15

Not all Edmonton men served with “Edmonton” 
units. Lieutenant George Burdon McKean was a city 
recruit who won a Victoria Cross. He was serving in 
the 14th Battalion (Royal Montreal Regiment) when 
he dramatically led the attack on a communications 
trench near Vimy Ridge on 27 April 1917. When he 
enlisted in the 51st Battalion in January 1915, he was 
a University of Alberta student and assistant minis-
ter at Robertson Presbyterian Church. In short, he 
was the perfect gallant and faithful young hero for 
the war.

Thousands of Edmonton citizens gathered to 
welcome another hero home at the end of the war. 
John Chipman Kerr, a Spirit River man who had 
enlisted in Edmonton, was claimed by the city when, 
in autumn 1916, he received a Victoria Cross for cap-
turing 62 Germans in his attack on an enemy trench 
at Courcelette.

Edmonton also took pride in its Métis and 
Aboriginal soldiers. Among the most famous was 
Corporal Henry Norwest, a Cree sniper from Fort 
Saskatchewan, who was killed shortly before the Ar-
mistice, having 115 observed kills. The most famous 
was Alexander Decoteau, a Saskatchewan Cree who 
had moved to Edmonton, where he became the city’s 
first Aboriginal police officer. He also was a local ce-
lebrity who competed in the many semi-professional 
marathon races of the day in which Aboriginal 
runners such as Moosewa became stars. Decoteau 
attended the Olympics in 1912, although he was pre-
vented from competing due to an injury. In 1916, he 
joined the 202nd (Sportsman’s) Battalion, and was 
killed at Passchendaele the following year.

Two air force recruits assumed special signif-
icance during the war. Lieutenant R.A. Logan, a 
Nova Scotia science student from the University 
of Alberta, and Lieutenant Reg Henry, a classmate 
of Logan’s and son of Mayor W.T. Henry, piloted a 
plane near Vimy Ridge during the offensive in April 
1917. The plane sported the Cree name for Beaver 
Hills House, the original Native name for the fur 
trade post Edmonton House. Both men died while 
serving with the Royal Flying Corps. “The City of 
Edmonton,” the JN4 biplane piloted by “Wop” May, 
became a sort of city mascot as well, playing a part in 
the postwar establishment of commercial aviation 
in Edmonton.16 

The Home Front

While the grim reality of the war began to permeate 
the home front fairly quickly, thousands of adver-
tisements appeared in newspapers, taking advantage 
of the war where possible. In July 1915, W.H. Chill-
man ran one such advertisement for the Shoe Hospi-
tal located on Whyte Avenue. “Your King and Country 
Need You to keep fit, but you can’t keep fit with bad 
shoes, let us fix them today,”17 it proclaimed. Many 
other such advertisements would appear in Edmon-
ton in the next three years.

Despite the generally high level of civic moral 
support for its recruits, Edmonton was not always so 
eager to provide financial support. This was partly 
due to the reduced financial conditions in the city 
and partly to the habitual bureaucratic reluctance 
to loosen the purse strings. The commissioner of op-
erations for the Department of Water and Light rec-
ommended that no policy be established to provide 
relief for the cost of utilities, but that each petition 
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for hardship relief should be taken up individually. 
“No doubt in certain cases this contention [difficulty 
paying utilities for families whose heads had gone 
overseas] is correct,” the newly established Board 
of Commissioners reported, “still, it is also possible 
that it might be abused to the disadvantage of the 
City.”18 Requests for free tickets for servicemen to 
ride the Edmonton Radial Railway (ERR) also met 
with only very cautious support. The commissioner 

of operations added a long section outlining the 
financial problems with the ERR to his recommen-
dation that only two tickets be doled out to each 
enlisted man at every drill, allowing only one round 
trip. This would be “the best way to avoid abuse of 
the privilege.”19 Labour unrest emerged early in 
the war but, constrained by the demands of the war 
itself, would only break out in any significant way 
after the Armistice. However, the issue of “enemy 

The Edmonton Exhibition built this display to demonstrate the kind of trenches where local men were serving overseas. Needless to say, 

such nice clean trenches, in which children played, hardly did justice to the gruesome reality experienced by Edmonton soldiers at the front. 

McDermid Studio, Glenbow Archives, NC-6-2394.
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alien” labour was raised as early as July 1915, when 
the Edmonton Trades and Labor Council (ETLC) 
led a protest against the Grand Trunk Pacific Rail-
way’s practice of importing such labour from central 
Canada and the United States for its recently opened 
Macdonald Hotel.20 

Wartime profiteering also grew despite efforts 
by the federal government to check this trend. 
Aside from the impact on morale, profiteering led 
to inflation, which in turn made it more difficult for 
the average worker to make a living. The demand 
for increased wages meant that the trade union 
movement grew rapidly during the First World War. 
Skilled and semi-skilled workers had found employ-
ment during the prewar boom in construction and 
railway building across the West, but demands for 
better wages or working conditions were hampered 

by the fear of being fired or blacklisted when there 
was surplus labour.

With increasing wartime labour shortages, 
workers and unions gained more power. While a 
brief strike by city labourers had failed in 1912, 
by 1916 the municipal inside workers were able to 
mount a successful protest of their work conditions. 
They were issued a charter by the Trades and Labour 
Congress of Canada (TLCC) on May Day, 1917. The 
newly organized Civic Employees Federal Union No. 
30 inspired other local municipal workers to follow 
suit, including city hall staff, labourers, police, 
firefighters, teamsters, electricians, and Edmonton 
Radial Railway street railway employees.

By 1917, the newly organized Edmonton and 
District Labour Council (EDLC) established the 
Labour Representation League (LRL) to nominate 

The war touched 

every aspect of life in 

Edmonton. Tales of 

atrocities against Belgium 

flooded the newspapers 

during the first months of 

the war, and Edmonton 

rushed to provide relief, 

along with many other 

communities. This car 

is preparing to leave 

Edmonton for shipment 

of its cargo to Europe in 

1914. McDermid Studio, 

Glenbow Archives, 

NC-6-1307.
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working-class candidates to carry its banner to all 
levels of the electoral process. It opposed the rising 
demand for universal conscription, arguing for 
“the conscription of wealth” before conscription 
for overseas service. The EDLC also supported the 
broadening of the municipal franchise to include 
tenants, and not just property owners. The league 
further insisted that city contracts be awarded to 
contractors that had been unionized and paid union 
rates. Its voice became more demanding, pointing 
to the inequitable provision of municipal services 
to working-class neighbourhoods. At the provincial 
level, demands were made for more inspectors to 
enforce labour laws. Federally, the EDLC opposed 
immigration, fearing that a labour surplus would 
diminish its growing influence, and because of the 
belief that foreign workers would accept low wages.21 

Elmer Roper, a future mayor of Edmonton and 
a printer who had influenced the Calgary Labour 
Council to establish the LRL in 1917, later that year 
moved to Edmonton. Roper spearheaded the es-
tablishment by the EDLC of a similar representative 
league. The LRLs were influential in drafting polit-
ical platforms for candidates, and endorsed those 
who accepted these demands. The LRL in Edmonton 
unsuccessfully ran anti-conscription candidates 
in the December 1917 federal election, struggling 
against the overwhelming tide of patriotic fervor set 
loose by the wider national conscription campaign.

Women had already established many social and 
political organizations advocating reform at all levels 
of government by the outbreak of the war. Bess H. 
Nichols became the first woman elected to public 
office in Canada when she became a member of the 
Edmonton Public School Board in 1912. In Edmon-
ton, Emily Murphy was regarded as the personifica-
tion of the reform impulse among women’s groups. 

Settling in Edmonton in 1910, where her reputation 
as a novelist and journalist grew, she championed 
a wide range of reform causes. When the war came, 
“Janey Canuck,” as she became known by her pen 
name, worked to register women volunteers for 
patriotic work on the home front, including through 
a new national War Council of Women. 

Edmonton women gave early indications that 
they planned to take an active role in the war effort. 
Ten offered to serve as nurses as soon as war was 
declared. Flora Kathleen Willson, a decorated army 
nurse who was a veteran of the South African War, 
was foremost among them. She was the wife of Major 
Justus Willson, commanding officer of “D” Com-
pany in the 49th Battalion. Roberta MacAdams, who 
enlisted in the Canadian Army Medical Corps and 
was assigned as a dietician to the Ontario Military 
Hospital in Orpington, England, launched a political 
career during the war. The Voluntary Aid Detach-
ments and Victorian Order of Nurses absorbed other 
women eager to serve.

Many Edmonton women became heads of their 
families when their husbands put on their country’s 
uniform. Aside from the hardships associated with 
this situation, many were widowed by the war, or 
struggled when severely injured husbands returned 
to Edmonton. At the beginning of the war, married 
men required their wife’s permission to enlist. Not 
until 1919 did Alberta enact the Mothers Allowance 
Act, which provided some consistent support for 
such women and their children. Government pen-
sions for military personnel, or their families, were 
almost unknown when the war began. In Edmonton, 
such people relied upon private charities such as the 
Edmonton Patriotic Fund. The Military Hospitals 
Commission took the federal initiative to aid injured 
soldiers in 1915, and the disabled were among the 
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first to receive aid through pensions and training for 
civilian life. The Board of Pension Commissioners 
was established under an Order in Council (3 June 
1916), and a district office was located in Edmonton. 
Widows would receive a pension of $480, with chil-
dren receiving between $96 and $144. This varied 
considerably; for example, Private William Reid, 
14th Battalion, left a widow, Robina Reid, and seven 
children when he was killed in action in September 
1916. The board granted her an annual pension of 
$384, with $6 monthly for each child.22 Another fed-
eral initiative was the Soldier Settlement Act (1917), 
which helped veterans obtain farms. The Depart-
ment of Soldiers’ Civil Re-establishment, formed in 
1918, set pensions among its other responsibilities. 
However, it required energetic advocacy by the Great 
War Veterans’ Association to obtain even marginally 
better pensions for veterans or war widows. 

As early as October 1914, two months into the 
war, a number of men and women presented a 
petition to the Alberta legislature signed by 1,200 
people, insisting that “male” be changed to “person” 
in the Alberta Election Act, giving women equal 
voting rights with men. Another delegation went to 
Alberta’s legislature to petition for women’s right 
to vote the following year. Alberta women won the 
municipal and provincial vote in 1916. The war also 
saw the greater involvement of women in the work-
place. For example, in western Canada, the number 
of women doing clerical work doubled in the decade 
between 1911 and 1921. Most of this reflected a grow-
ing labour shortage caused by the war.23 

Prohibition became law in Alberta during July 
1916 and would last until 1923. Groups such as the 
Women’s Canadian Temperance Union played a 
significant role in this development. Success was 
claimed for prohibition across the Canadian West. 

For example, arrests for drunkenness in Alberta 
declined by 90 percent during 1917 and 1918.24 

While the war created conditions that encour-
aged many “women’s causes,” it also created a rift 
among the various groups linked to the suffrage 
movement. Nellie McClung, at her cottage on Lake 
Winnipeg, wrote that the outbreak of war was 
“like a troubled dream.” Some of the women in 
the prewar movement were strong pacifists, one 
being Cora Hind, who McClung said “saw only one 
side of the question and there were times when I 
envied her, though I resented her denunciations of 
those who thought otherwise.” McClung continued, 
lamenting that “the old crowd began to break up, and 
our good times were over.”25 

Female suffrage was generally regarded as the 
foremost legacy of wartime women’s activities. These 
contributions were central to the gaining of the fed-
eral vote for most Canadian women with the Wom-
en’s Franchise Act in May 1918. The federal franchise 
had been achieved in stages in the year prior to this 
with the Military Voters Act, which gave the fran-
chise to military nurses, and the Wartime Elections 
Act, which enfranchised wives, widows, mothers, 
sisters, and daughters of men serving in the Cana-
dian or British military. Women such as Murphy and 
McClung were instrumental in these developments.

End of War and Postwar Edmonton

Rationing was a daily issue in Edmonton as the war 
entered its final stage. Under Order in Council 3214, 
introduced on 15 November 1917, the Food Control-
ler could prohibit the manufacture or distribution of 
any food without a federal licence, and could cancel 
such licences for any violation of the regulations. 
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Regular statements of changes to rationing regula-
tions appeared in the Canada Gazette. For example, 
on 15 February 1918, Order No. 16 proclaimed that in 
Alberta and Saskatchewan bread could only be sold 
in loaves to a maximum of 21 ounces.26 

Despite wartime stringency, the community 
pulled together and staged many patriotic events. 
On 1 May 1918, the 49th Regiment Chapter of the 
Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire (IODE) 
sponsored a concert by schoolchildren in All Saint’s 
Schoolroom; Vernon Barford, co-founder of the 
Alberta Music Festival, provided the music, and all 
proceeds went to the Edmonton Prisoners of War 
Fund.27 Influential local organizations such as the 
United Commercial Travellers (Edmonton Council 
447) also staged such events, including a Patriotic 
Street Carnival to raise funds for war-related causes. 
City Council granted permission for the carnival 
to be held near Jasper Avenue and 102nd Street in 
September 1918.28 

As soon as the war ended, the city began to 
consider how to deal with its returned men. A 
commissioner’s report noted a recent case in which 
a fireman had returned to Edmonton and was 
re-engaged by the fire department. He felt that he 
should receive the wage increases that he would have 
realized if he had worked through the war years. 
The Finance Committee took the view that each case 
should be decided on its merits. On the issue of 
re-employment, separate from wages, the case was 
clearer. A special committee struck a month after 
the Armistice recommended that all department 
superintendents be instructed to give preference to 
returned men or their dependents.29 

In October 1918, Lieutenant Colonel E.G. May, 
Militia Headquarters No. 13, Calgary, began nego-
tiations with Howard Stutchbury, Commissioner 

for Returned Soldiers in Edmonton, hoping to have 
separate sections for deceased soldiers who had been 
receiving treatment in Military Hospitals, or through 
the Soldiers’ Civil Re-establishment Commission. 
“In view of possible ‘Decoration Days’ in the future 
it would be desirable to have the graves [of service 
personnel] together,” May added. The City Safety 
and Health Committee took this forward, and today 
such sections are to be found in all the municipal 
cemeteries.30 

The Great War Veterans’ Association commenced 
negotiations with the city in May 1918, hoping to 
obtain access to the old College Avenue High School 
site near Alberta College for its planned veterans’ 
hall. This hall would be built, and remained the 
centre of veterans’ activities for decades.31 

As the hostilities finally ceased near Mons in 
November 1918, Private F.R. Hasse of the 49th 
Battalion is reputed to have declared: “The only road 
worth taking from here is to Jasper Avenue.” When 
the 49ers returned home, in March 1919, it was to a 
city just beginning to recover from the devastating 
effects of the Spanish influenza pandemic that killed 
614 Edmontonians among millions worldwide. 
As they marched down Jasper Avenue, greeted by 
crowds still wearing their white cotton “flu masks,” it 
was clear that a bond had been forged with Edmon-
ton that has never faded.

Conclusion

On 11 October 1919, two years after claiming at the 
enlistment office to be 19 years of age, Frank Bur-
strom returned to his hometown of Edmonton with 
his father. The younger Burstrom joined the 77th 
Battalion, Canadian Field Artillery, in September 
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1917, just after his fifteenth birthday. He was one of 
the youngest soldiers to serve in the British forces 
during the Great War, although it was impossible at 
the time to confirm this claim, since all the under-
age recruits lied about their ages in order to enlist. 
Burstrom first saw the front on 22 September 1917 
as a driver for his battalion in France. Interestingly, 
his father Frank Sr. also served in France with the 
197th Infantry Battalion (Winnipeg). In June 1919 
the younger Burstrom admitted his real age, but 
the discharge officer refused to record it. After the 
war, both father and son went to British Colum-
bia, where Frank Sr. worked for the Grand Trunk 
Pacific Railway.32 

In many ways, the Edmonton to which the Bur-
stroms, pere et fils, returned in 1919 was very much, 
but not entirely, as Frank had left it in 1917. There 
were a few more cars on the streets; more railway 
connections reached out to the north; women’s styles 
and attitudes changed; women’s suffrage had been 
achieved; prohibition had been adopted in July 1916; 
and more sophisticated “movies” now entertained 
enthusiastic audiences at nickelodeons and palatial 
movie houses. But such things perhaps obscured 
the more fundamental malaise that would continue 
to trouble the city intermittently but consistently 
until the Second World War again initiated extensive 
development.

Edmonton had been successfully racing headlong 
toward its goals of growth and prosperity for almost 
two decades, until stalled abruptly and unexpectedly 
by the international financial decline in 1913. It 
became a city in 1904; the capital of the new prov-
ince of Alberta in 1906; and gained the provincial 
university in 1908. Its population mushroomed 
during the decade before the war. But, over the next 
decade, Edmonton suffered the terrible sacrifices of 

a global war and the Spanish influenza pandemic of 
1918–19. A June 1915 flood also destroyed much of 
its industrial core as brickyards, lumber mills, and 
other businesses were washed away, devastating the 
commercial developments in the North Saskatche-
wan River Valley flats. 

Unlike the situation some two decades later 
during the Second World War, the city’s popula-
tion decreased dramatically between 1914 and 
1918. Edmonton’s population in 1914 was 72,516. 
A significant number of local men enlisted and 
soon were serving on the battlefields of Europe. 
By 1917, Edmonton’s population had declined to 
about 56,000.

Virtually no construction occurred in the city 
during the Great War. After the opening, in 1915, of 
several landmark projects such as the Macdonald 
Hotel and Princess Theatre, on which construction 
had commenced before the war, both residential and 
commercial building stagnated. The labour shortage 
resulting from extensive enlistment ensured that 
only a few significant building projects were under-
taken for years following 1914. Wartime resources, 
which would otherwise be used in construction, also 
were largely diverted to military use.

The longer-term impact of the war on Edmonton 
is difficult to assess. The contributions from those 
who never returned can only be guessed at. There 
were many such as prominent Edmonton architect 
Roland Lines, killed in 1916, whose commissions 
survive as a reminder of his missing role in postwar 
Edmonton, and the lost possibilities of his talent. 
His is one of many such losses to the city. But the real 
effect, in the end, would be felt at a deeper, personal 
level by the families left to deal with their missing 
fathers, sons, and husbands.
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Canada entered the Great War both as part of the 
British Empire and as a confederated Dominion of 
provinces, territories, and, especially in Alberta, 
rapidly growing rural and urban settlements in 
agricultural districts. The city of Lethbridge had a 
resource-based economy, largely coal production, 
as well as being the agricultural service centre in the 
southern region of the province. With a population 
of just over 8,000 in 1914, Lethbridge’s diversity—its 
gendered, age-based, class, and ethnic divisions—
would increasingly play a significant role in com-
plicating local responses to the war. This situation 
allows historians to probe the complexities of a great 
event by contrasting what drew people together, on 
a local level, in a shared purpose of a final victory, 
and what drove them apart, as the war dragged on for 
some 54 months, with a considerable period of post-
war adjustment following the veterans’ return. This 
essay focuses on three aspects of war and societal 
relations: recruitment and send-offs, patriotic fund 
appeal drives, and, with the end of the war, memori-
alizing the sacrifice.

Lethbridge as a Prairie City at the  
Outbreak of the War

Lethbridge entered the war as a prairie city in-
corporated in 1905 that had been largely trans-
formed by peoples transplanted from eastern 
Canada and central Europe. Growth was rapid, often 
disjointed in terms of planning based on eco-
nomic goals alone, and aimed to bring local lands 
and resources into a web of exchanges that met the 
interests of a national economy. The city’s acceler-
ated development since the mid-1880s reflected the 
goods, services, and demographic changes that were 
expected as part of Canada’s National Policy.1 This 
should, of course, be construed as a re-settlement 
history in an area long occupied by Aboriginal 
peoples. In 1877, just three years after the arrival of 
the North-West Mounted Police, the Mik-kwee-ye-
ne-wak (Blood) First Nation, who had wintered on 
the nearby Belly (Oldman, after 1915) and St. Mary’s 
Rivers, were absorbed within the colonial admin-
istration of Treaty 7, a large territory that included 

The First World War as a Local Experience:  
Mobilization, Citizen Voluntary Support, and Memorializing 
the Sacrifice in Lethbridge, Alberta
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the Sarcee, Blackfoot, Blood, Stoney, and Peigan 
peoples. 

Coal was first exploited, even before the arrival 
of the Canadian Pacific Railway in 1874, when Frank 
Sherman, a prospector and whisky trader, hand 
dug a rich, black seam from the upper banks of the 
Belly River, near Fort Whoop-Up. This was used for 
heating fuel by the North-West Mounted Police at 
Fort Macleod and by merchants across the Missouri 
at Fort Benton. An assistant Indian commissioner 
for Treaty 7, Elliott Torrance Galt, son of Sir Alex-
ander Tilloch Galt, a father of Confederation, had 
informed his father, then serving as the Dominion’s 
high commissioner to Britain and actively seeking 
to use his position to secure capital for investment 
in western Canada, of the promising coal deposits 
Sherman had uncovered. Surveys completed by 
mining engineers from the Maritimes confirmed the 
coal potential, and a land concession was granted to 
start what proved to be a profitable operation at the 
newly constituted Coalbanks mines, connecting the 
CPR main line to a narrow-gauge rail line. The line 
was built by London-based capital under the aegis 
of the North-West Coal and Navigation Company 
(NWC&NCo), established in 1882, three years before 
the completion of Canada’s transcontinental rail-
way. Some 400 miners, carpenters, engineers, and 
saloonkeepers, in a male-dominated work context, 
arrived at Coalbanks. The CPR monopoly would be 
repealed in 1889, and the NWC&NCo would be re-
capitalized as the Alberta Railway and Coal Company 
(AR&CCo), under the management of Charles A. 
Magrath, the first mayor of Lethbridge.

The development of the frost-resistant Marquis 
wheat strain and the attractiveness of dryland farm-
ing opportunities as well as irrigation farming to the 
south led to a significant influx of farming families at 

the beginning of the Laurier-era economic boom in 
western Canada. As Lethbridge grew in tandem with 
southern Alberta, so did its comparatively diverse 
resource operations, with the establishment of the 
Alberta Railway and Irrigation Company (AR&ICo) 
led by Elliott Galt in 1906, the year in which grain 
production edged out coal as the city’s primary 
commodity.

Since 1885, when the CPR was completed, the 
sudden rise of coal and wheat had transformed 
Galt’s investments and the city’s social geography 
into a subordinate, yet prosperous, locale within 
the framework of Canada’s National Policy. Some 
570 kilometres of railways and 240 kilometres of 
irrigation canals had been laid or dug in the local 
area, and mines produced up to 2,000 tons of coal 
per day. Up to 1914, outside capital investment 
maintained tight control over local growth, despite 
the best efforts of leading citizens who saw them-
selves as competitors. In 1907, Lethbridge’s boost-
erism took on a formal organizational impetus with 
the creation of the “25,000 Club,” a network of local 
merchants, professionals, and managers who strove 
to intensify population growth. The target of 25,000 
was set for 1912, the year the city prepared for the 
Seventh International Dry Land Farming Conference 
in October, which brought over 5,000 delegates from 
around the world. 

Some setbacks followed. Boosters fell signifi-
cantly short of their goals for population growth, 
as the city reached just 8,050 inhabitants in 1911, 
with no significant boom thereafter. According to 
the census that year, Lethbridge, compared to the 
provincial population, had a higher percentage 
of respondents claiming “English” (over 35 per-
cent versus 25 percent for the province) or “Scot” 
(over 20 percent compared to less than 15 percent 
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provincially) ancestry. With respect to peoples 
soon to be classified as enemy aliens, 385 residents 
claimed German heritage and 362 claimed Austro- 
Hungarian heritage. Anglicans, Presbyterians, and 
Methodists led Protestant religious affiliations, with 
Catholics at approximately 12 percent. Reflecting a 
fading predominance of males over females from the 
Coalbanks days, the gender ratio had fallen to about 
one-quarter more men than women at the war’s out-
break. The year before, real estate prices had sud-
denly collapsed on the heels of a speculative bubble, 
which left municipal debt at a crippling $2,515,676. 
As a result, on 1 January 1914, William Duncan 
Livingston Hardie, a former Galt mine manager, took 
over a commission style of government through an 
amendment of the city’s charter.

The past decade of rapid in-migration, business 
establishment, and the creation of social and cultural 
institutions, from churches and schools to voluntary 
associations, could be best construed as indicat-
ing an “emergent society.” This can be defined as 
a locale encompassing diverse occupations, social 
classes, and ethnicities that reflects, overall, western 
Canada’s great experiment of transplanting, graft-
ing, mixing, and transforming towns, cities, and 
district landscapes into a regional quilt of two new 
provinces. Proportionally, Lethbridge was to play a 
significant role both in recruitment and voluntary 
support for the war that exceeded its place in Alber-
ta’s urban hierarchies measured by population alone. 

Lethbridge and the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force’s Voluntary Wartime Mobilization

Raising troops for the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force was a huge undertaking. It began amid a great 

outpouring of enthusiasm for a war most thought 
would be short and victorious for the British Empire, 
signalling the triumph of democracy over autocracy. 
As First World War British historian Dan Todman 
suggests, wartime mobilization reflected a crucial 
connection between local communities and national 
mobilization efforts.2 Essentially, the Canadian ex-
perience of voluntary recruitment up until conscrip-
tion was imposed in 1917 passed through three fairly 
distinct phases. Lethbridge was a part of the initial 
“Valcartier” phase that led to the formation of Can-
ada’s First Contingent, trained principally at a mas-
sively revamped training centre located at Valcartier, 
Quebec, at which Lethbridge’s 25th Battery, Cana-
dian Field Artillery arrived in August 1914. The sub-
sequent “militia regiment” phase used local facilities 
across Canada’s six military districts (Lethbridge was 
located in Military District No. 13 with headquarters 
in Calgary) and three divisions. During this phase, 
Lethbridge trained and dispatched the 20th and 
39th Batteries throughout 1915. The final, so-called 
“community regiment,” phase lasted from late 1915 
onward and was, ultimately, displaced by Canada’s 
divisive approach to compulsory military service.

In general, as the fighting overseas dragged on, 
voluntary recruitment drives were increasingly 
localized and drew on the networks and resources 
of individual communities. The final “community 
regiment” phase of recruitment emerged as a 
last resort across Canada and depended on an 
assortment of local initiatives from county battalions 
to those defined by invented ethnic identities 
(i.e., Scottish highlanders), physical stature (the 
“Bantam” regiments), or various “pals” affiliations 
such as “Sportsmen,” or explicit “pals” regimental 
units. Lethbridge’s “Kiltie” battalion, the 113th 
Highlanders, which initially trained at a militia 
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camp in nearby Sarcee, was created in the winter of 
1915–16 during the concluding phase of voluntary 
recruitment.

In October 1915, following lobbying efforts by 
city solicitor W.S. Ball and E.C. Mackenzie—both 
lawyers who had ties to the Conservative party—
Ottawa authorized a Highlanders battalion for 
Lethbridge. The city’s two papers, the Telegram 
and the Daily Herald, featured prominent coverage 
throughout its training and final send-off. Both 
papers complained, however, that the battalion was 
rarely seen on parade.3 Its commander, Lieutenant 
Colonel A.W. Pryce-Jones, a Welsh-born militia 
officer who had settled in Calgary four years before, 
had taken charge in December 1915 with his junior 
officers receiving their appointments the following 
month. Recruitment was slow, and by the spring of 
1916, the unit could only attract 900 of the 1,100 
men normally required for a complete battalion. 

Nonetheless, from the start, local leaders had been 
fully behind the effort as a local initiative, high-
lighting the fact that recruitment from the city had 
been, according to press reports, stronger from 
Lethbridge than anywhere else in Canada—a remark-
able achievement. Being awarded local procurement 
contracts for raising new regiments was also an in-
ducement for this. If the city supplied men, it should 
receive tenders and contracts. Mayor Hardie and the 
Lethbridge Board of Trade were quoted by the Daily 
Herald as stating that the city had already supplied 
more than its fair allotment of “brawn and muscle” 
of over 1,000 men and, yet, at that time, as part of 
the “militia regiment” phase, was only provisioning 
some 140 trainees as part of the 39th Battery.4

From the dramatic outbreak of the war onward, 
intimate connections between cities such as Leth-
bridge and their overseas-bound troops remained 
intense. This could be as direct as a loved family 

This photograph of the 

first trainload of volun-

teers for Lethbridge’s 

25th Field Battery, 

Canadian Field Artillery, 

was taken in August 1914. 

Courtesy of Galt Museum 

and Archives, Lethbridge, 

19831018000.
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member departing—too often forever—or as imag-
ined as the conceptual framework through which 
the distant war was envisioned and understood. 
The largest crowds ever assembled in urban centres 
across Canada were mirrored in front of the Leth-
bridge Daily Herald’s office on 5 August 1914 when 
Britain’s ultimatum to Germany expired, and “the 
despatch stating that Germany had declared war on 
Great Britain was megaphoned to the eagerly await-
ing crowd,” the Daily Herald reported.5 “The vast as-
semblage in front of the Herald Office was enthused 

to the breaking point,” its front page declared in a 
special edition, continuing: “The people listened 
in tense silence until the despatch was finished and 
then one yell—you could not describe it as a cheer—
rent the air, hats were thrown, sky high and for 
[a] moment the people went mad.” Then, “[c]heer 
after cheer arose amid the greatest of excitement.” 
The city’s Citizen Band “was vociferously cheered 
with each contribution to the general uproar.” Then 
they played “Rule Britannia,” “The Red, White and 
Blue,” “Bonnie Dundee,” “Men of Harlech,” “Cock 

First World War soldiers entraining, Lethbridge, Alberta, September 1914. Glenbow Archives, NA-1111-1.
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of the North,” “The 81st Regimental March,” “The 
Maple Leaf,” “O Canada,” and “God Save the King.”6 
Mayor Hardie addressed the crowd, stating, “You are 
assembled now at the most momentous moment in 
the history of the British Empire, to which it is our 
proud privilege to belong. The war has been thrust 
on us, we have not sought it. But now it has come we 
are ready and I know that every citizen of the City of 
Lethbridge is ready to do his duty at any sacrifice to 
himself.”7 This marked the climax of several days of 
tense waiting and local celebration. The Herald had 
already reported, for example, that the bandstand of 
the city’s Galt Gardens in the late afternoon of August 
3 had held “the largest crowd ever” that had gathered 
in the city, which in their cheering and calls for more 
patriotic music “testified beyond the shadow of a 
doubt that if the sentiment was as strong all over the 
Dominion as it is in Lethbridge, Canada is ready to 

meet any emergency into which the Motherland may 
be precipitated.”8

Of course the war was not over by Christmas; 
and, during the Valcartier and militia regiment 
phases, when the 25th and, then, the 20th Field Bat-
teries were raised and dispatched, the initial enthu-
siasm died down and even waned altogether when 
it came to recruiting for the 113th Highlanders in 
the winter of 1915–16. This was despite the fact that 
Lethbridge had, indeed, contributed proportionally 
higher numbers of men than any other locale across 
the country. The send-offs were much-publicized 
affairs that took shape with considerable planning 
by local officials and volunteers. “Members of the 
battery were carried aloft of the shoulders of their 
comrades, and cheer after cheer followed them down 
the platform,” the Daily Herald reported as the 25th 
Battery made their way down the CPR platform.9 

Sergeants, 113th Overseas Battalion (Lethbridge Highlanders), Calgary, Alberta, ca. 1914–18. Photographer/Illustrator: W.J. Oliver, Calgary, 

Alberta. Glenbow Archives, PB-427-2.



The First W
orld W

ar as a Local Experience

361

“Three cheers and the singing of ‘God Save the King,’ 
led by the city band, accompanied the music of the 
moving wheels, and the Lethbridge contingent of 
the Overseas forces had a last look at the home town 
that will remain with them throughout their cam-
paign, no matter where it may take them.”10 This had 
followed a formal dinner in which the unit’s com-
mander, Major J.S. Stewart, a city dentist and expe-
rienced militia officer, delivered a rousing farewell 
address, which gave family and friends a chance to 
salute each member of the local battery. Stewart was 
reported to have spoken “mostly of the boys, their 
loyalty, their willingness to sacrifice, and the zeal for 
the Motherland.”11

Between this moment, not a fortnight after the 
outbreak of the war, and the departure of the 113th 
Highlanders, intense bonds were fostered between 
the volunteers preparing to go overseas and the local 
citizens—friends, family, and onlookers—who would 
remain behind. Imperial Order Daughters of the 
Empire women in Lethbridge’s Galt chapter, as else-
where, played a particular role in cementing bonds 
between hometown and regimental units. On the 
Saturday afternoon that preceded the 113th’s depar-
ture, the Galt chapter, led by its president, Mrs. G.W. 
Robinson, organized a formal presentation of a set of 
pipe drums, each suitably engraved to commemorate 
the occasion for the regiment, which had formed a 
hollow square in front of the same bandstand at the 
war’s onset nearly two years before. Both the Daily 
Herald and Telegram reprinted Robinson’s speech in 
full, which concluded with her reassurance of what 
came next with respect to local support for the war 
and the families left behind. “To those of you in the 
ranks leaving families behind,” she assured the men, 
“I can safely promise for the Order, which I have the 
honor and pleasure to represent, that we will at all 

times and in all ways do our best to help them and 
‘keep the home fires burning’ in anticipation of the 
time when the enemy shall be vanquished and you 
will return covered with glory and honor.”12

The considerable extent to which communities 
expressed a deep sense of pride and connection 
to their boys was mirrored in the efforts of local 
volunteers to provide support for the families left 
behind. These efforts were, almost by definition, 
local. They depended on pre-existing networks 
of citizens bound by class and ethnicity. And they 
operated most effectively, even if each fed into 
a broad nationwide war effort, on local levels in 
terms of basic organization and administration. 
The Canadian Patriotic Fund (CPF), established as 
a voluntary effort to raise and distribute monies to 
families of soldiers in service during the war, is the 
best example of this. Understanding how, as Todman 
puts it, “the nature of the voluntary effort . . . was in 
many ways a local one” necessitates incorporating 
local case study approaches. As with recruitment and 
early mobilization, Lethbridge’s history as part of the 
CPF serves as a particularly apt example of intimate 
connection between local civilians and an imperial/
national war effort.

Local Volunteerism: Lethbridge Responds to  
the Canadian Patriotic Fund

The CPF was created at the beginning of the war by 
federal statute as a private fundraising organiza-
tion for soldier’s families, headed by Sir Herbert B. 
Ames, a Montreal businessman and Conservative 
MP. It extended considerably a tradition of fund-
raising for soldiers and their families in British 
North America dating back to the War of 1812.13 With 
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Phillip Morris serving as the executive director, and 
Canada’s Governor General, the Duke of Connaught, 
serving as its honorary president, the history of the 
fund displayed a bottom-up, decentralized, volun-
tary, and fundamentally locally based approach to 
branch organization, fundraising, and wartime de-
pendant reimbursement. Second, the CPF operated 
as a top-down expression of a conservative ethos 
(by both national and local business and political 
leaders) to maintain, through a voluntary system 
of relief rather than charity, the status quo in state/
societal relations. Locally controlled, citizen-based 
initiatives were pursued, as opposed to relying on 
nationwide and federal social welfare. CPF efforts 
throughout its history were based not on taxing 
and spending on a national level but on canvassing 
donations and redistributing relief in every region 
across the country. The fund maintained a consistent 
approach on this from the beginning. “I sincerely 
hope,” Governor General Connaught declared at 
the outset, “that in every town and city throughout 
the Dominion branches of this organization may be 
formed.” And, indeed they were. Morris later noted 
that this announcement and appeal was reprinted in 
newspapers across Canada as “the first shot fired in 
the campaign to stir up local action.”14

In mid-October 1914, acting in his capacity as a 
member of the Alberta legislature, Lieutenant Colo-
nel J.S. Stewart asked city commissioner A.M. Grace 
to assemble an executive committee for a newly 
formed Lethbridge chapter of the Canadian Patriotic 
Fund. The task was done that same day, with board 
of trade president G.M. Marnoch and Lethbridge 
MP and Daily Herald publisher William A. Buchanan 
serving on the committee. L.M. Johnstone, a Leth-
bridge lawyer, was named chapter vice-president 
(Stewart served as president), and pharmacist J.D. 

Higinbotham was appointed honorary treasurer.15 
Within two years, overseas service had taken two: 
Stewart joined the active force and was promoted 
to the rank of brigadier general for Canada’s 3rd 
Division, the highest rank obtained by anyone from 
the province during the war. Johnstone departed 
with the 113th Highlanders, and Higinbotham 
eventually stepped down, though many branches 
across the country had two or more treasurers during 
their histories.

Lethbridge followed many branches in receiving 
start-up donations from city officials; Mayor Hardie 
and Commissioner Grace both donated 10 percent of 
their salaries and, in so doing, followed the example 
set by all members of the Alberta legislature. The 
fund’s early, door-to-door fundraising canvasses 
depended solely on the close connection between 
locale and contributory commitment. Following a 
pattern displayed in communities across the coun-
try, the city was divided into 17 districts, each led 
by a male “district captain.” Though women played 
leading roles in organizing wartime chapters of the 
Canadian Red Cross, the CPF’s fundraising efforts 
tended to be male dominated. Lethbridge’s first 
canvassing drive was organized as a joint CPF– 
Canadian Red Cross steering committee that met 
in late November 1914. “The joint committee,” the 
Daily Herald reported, “has made a comprehensive 
survey of the city, so that every nook and corner will 
be covered in the effort to raise money for these 
splendid causes.” Prospective donors could choose 
between giving to the CPF or the Canadian Red Cross 
or, if no preference was expressed, the monies 
would be evenly divided between the two.16 “At noon 
today,” the Daily Herald announced in its report on 2 
December 1914, “the captains of the campaign had 
lunch together at the Hudson’s Bay and reported the 
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progress they had made in the first day’s canvass. 
Lunch will be taken tomorrow and Friday at the same 
place.”17 Gatherings like these offered citizen- 
volunteers an opportunity to socialize, signify their 
importance to the local community, and demonstrate 
their own willingness to contribute time as well 
as money. 

Historian Duff Crerar asserts with consider-
able evidence that “Lethbridge had one of the most 
enthusiastic and well-organized welfare efforts in 
the province.” Local canvassing campaigns were well 
underway by Christmas 1914 “with the help from 
the middle-class women of the elite Galt chapter of 
the IODE.”18 Contributors included the tribal chiefs 
of Alberta’s Blood Nation; the Chinese National 
League; Lethbridge coal miners, many of whom 
were enemy aliens; and the Lethbridge Tennis Club. 
Local schoolteachers donated 5 percent of their 
small salaries each month. Donations eventually 
reached $88,000, but with such a high proportion 
of the city’s male population serving overseas, this 
fell far short of the disbursements that, at $167,639, 
totalled nearly twice as much. Crerar noted that by 
1916, the bulk of that amount had been given and 
contributions dropped so dramatically that the Daily 
Herald threatened to publish the names of those who 
had money but were unwilling to donate. The city 
would be forced to impose a tax to keep the Patriotic 
Fund alive.19

By that time, Mrs. Frank Colpman played the 
most significant role, not in collecting funds but in 
supervising their disbursement. In his final report, 
the national fund’s executive director Phillip Morris 
describes Colpman, who was married to one of the 
city’s leading merchants, as someone who “the bulk 
of the work . . . fell upon,” with a rather unusual 
title compared to other branches: “Dependants 

Secretary.” Her volunteer efforts were no doubt 
enormous. She, personally, and with many home 
visits, handled a caseload of some 450 families, ob-
viously a full-time commitment, until the end of the 
war and well into the postwar years. Colpman, the 
Galt chapter of the IODE, and the Lethbridge branch 
of the Red Cross were part of a large and powerful 
segment of mostly white, middle-class volunteers 
who exerted their authority over the war primarily 
through their efforts in both supporting recruitment 
and the families left behind.

Early Commemorations of the  
Great War in Lethbridge

The end of the war came officially with the Armistice 
of 11 November 1918 but, given the enormous human 
cost borne by every belligerent country and across 
their empires, it was clear that finding meaning, 
merit, purpose, and nobility in what some might 
call a senseless slaughter became a vast, national 
project. Canada’s sacrifice was 60,000 men killed 
in action or later dying of their wounds, and many 
others returning wounded, physically and psycho-
logically. In his significant study of the meaning and 
memory of the First World War in Canada, Jonathan 
Vance writes that “paying due tribute to the sacrifice 
required more than donating a few dollars to the war 
memorial fund or turning up at the cenotaph every 
November. The only way to render adequate tribute 
was to complete the task the soldiers had gone to 
Flanders to begin, by ensuring the war was indeed 
the progenitor of good. Failure to do so reduced the 
deaths of 60,000 Canadians and the suffering of 
untold others to utter meaninglessness.”20 As with 
other wartime enterprises, local communities played 
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crucial roles. Lethbridge citizens mobilized local 
resources to commemorate the war long beyond the 
Armistice and, after the Second World War, Remem-
brance Day ceremonies. As Todman argues, despite 
the fact that commemorating the war can be ap-
proached as a national, even nation-building project, 
the “pattern of memorialization” is generated, first 
and foremost, by families closely connected to war, 
specifically what might be referred to as communi-
ties of families.

Beginning in this way, with home front commu-
nities meeting the huge postwar necessity of me-
morializing the war, it is also important to recognize 
that the inventions of social memory that took 
place through cenotaphs, ceremonies, and other 
commemorative acts turned the real men and real 
experiences of war into a “usable” past that could, 
as Vance suggests, advance a meaningful, purposive, 
even positive meaning to the enormous sacrifices 
that were made. While social memories, in the most 
general terms, reflect the motivations and aims 
of whomever seeks to invent them, an idealized 
sense of the past—what the war has come to mean, 
as a noble sacrifice, a just cause for fighting, dying, 
or returning as veterans to reintegrate into civil 
society—had been sought across Canada, includ-
ing in Lethbridge. Indeed, despite the widespread 
disillusionment felt by many veterans, this has been 
a consistent feature of how local commemoration 
across Canada has fed into national expression of 
unity of purpose to the present day.

The earliest history hitherto found in Lethbridge 
of a local commemorative project appeared in the 
pages of W.A. Buchanan’s Daily Herald, which ran 
a series of articles shortly after the Armistice that 
reflected the city’s pattern of memorialization. 
Opinions were put forth by municipal leaders, 
local businessmen, labour leaders, service groups, 

schoolteachers, and women’s voluntary organiza-
tions. They had one common feature: the suggestions 
reflected the perspectives, interests, and social aims 
of whomever forwarded them. They did not, how-
ever, coalesce around any specific proposal. Largely, 
the calls were rooted in what John Bodnar’s work on 
public commemoration suggests were the diverse, 
“vernacular” elements of the local community. For 
Bodnar, any successful—that is, lasting and well- 
received—public commemorative project depends 
crucially on a convergence between multiple, vernac-
ular elements (popular groups and social factions 
defined by ethnicity, class, gender, and age, from 
students to business elites) and an “official culture” 
defined by broad hegemonic interests, typically 
falling under the rubric of a national government. 
If both forces within any public commemora-
tion project—from a poem to a monument—come 
together in terms of critical responses, the effort 
succeeds. If, however, significant tensions develop 
between or within the nexus of vernacular and 
official cultures when it is performed or displayed, 
it fails.21 Following a direct call for proposals that 
appeared in the Herald on 21 November 1918, a 
revealing cross-section of Lethbridge’s varied 
vernacular elements appeared. What should the city 
do? Captain E.C. McKenzie, reported to be “in close 
touch with the needs of returned men,” recom-
mended a veterans’ convalescent hospital be built 
with Ottawa’s support.22 This impulse was part of the 
broad struggle veterans came to engage in through-
out the interwar period to re-establish returned 
soldiers within civil society across the country. 
Other options from the returned men also surfaced. 
After “considerable discussion,” as the Herald put it, 
the Lethbridge chapter of the Great War Veterans’ 
Association favoured a statue of British Prime Min-
ister Lloyd George, engraved with the names, serial 
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numbers, and battalions of all local soldiers who had 
served, whether returned or killed in action.23 Lloyd 
George’s strong pro-war policy and comparatively 
plebeian appeal, as compared to Field Marshals Sir 
Douglas Haig or Sir William Robertson, may have 
inspired this.

However, what the men wanted was quickly over-
shadowed by other ideas from a variety of civilians. 
Pharmacist J.D. Higinbotham, “one of the leaders 
for years of public movements in Lethbridge,” as 
the Daily Herald portrayed him, was one of the first 
to suggest construction of a war memorial public li-
brary.24 He advocated that space be set aside within it 
for a museum display as a well as a gallery to present 
material artifacts and artistic expressions reflect-
ing local participation and sacrifice. Building a war 
memorial library became the most popular project 
proposed. Among his many public roles, Higin-
botham had twice served as a school board trustee, 
and the educational benefits of a public library and 
museum building stood uppermost in his choice, as 
it did with several others including another school 
trustee, H.P. Wallace.25 Wallace, who spoke explicitly 
about a new war memorial library supporting the 
value of education, echoed the views of Principal 
R. Howard Dobson of the Lethbridge Collegiate 
Institute. “A monument,” Dobson opined as an 
educator, “is a very fine thing to look at, but it fills 
very little further purpose than filling the eye with 
architectural beauty.”26 A former 113th Regiment and 
Khaki League organizer, W.S. Ball, supported Dob-
son’s idea, as did Lethbridge school board secretary 
J.H. Fleetwood.27

While the library and museum idea proved 
the most popular, its many advocates differed in 
precisely how and why it should be pursued. G.R. 
Marnoch, president of the Lethbridge Board of 
Trade, for example, claimed that a sum of $35,600 

was available through the Carnegie Public Library 
Trust, a famous trust established by American indus-
trial magnate Andrew Carnegie.28 The project, he 
added, would help to put unemployed veterans in the 
city to work. However, Lethbridge Trades and Labour 
Council president Fred Smeed strongly opposed any 
project that would draw on Carnegie’s endowment. 
He endorsed the library idea in principle, but only if 
it was funded municipally, and he wanted nothing to 
do with a Lloyd George statue.29

A veritable chorus of opinion gathered that 
reflected vernacular perspectives. While Interna-
tional Brotherhood of Electrical Workers’ William 
Symonds acknowledged that an appropriate statue, 
erected with the “support from some wealthy citizen 
who desires to show his appreciation of the sacrifices 
made,” could be considered, nothing could be better 
than a public library built to support the ideals of 
democracy for which the war had been fought. “What 
better idea,” added the Reverend J.E. Murrel-Wright 
of St. Cyprian’s Anglican Church, “than that the 
people go to a building associated with the memory 
of our fallen heroes in order to keep abreast with 
the civilization which they fought to maintain?”30 
Public Works Commissioner W.H. Meech, a man 
of substantial “architectural experience,” the Daily 
Herald related, suggested a highly ornate monument 
without providing details. Fred W. Downer, who 
had served as recruiting campaign speaker during 
the militia and community regiment phases, also 
wanted a monument that included a sizable pedestal 
for public addresses.31 From the city’s Women’s Civic 
Club, J.F. Simpson called for a memorial fountain, 
placed at the centre of Galt Gardens.32 Apart from 
Captain McKenzie’s call for a military hospital, 
the only proposal that seemed to reflect the most 
pressing needs of soldiers’ families came from the 
Lethbridge branch of the Great War Next-of-Kin 
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Association, established throughout Canada in 
1917 to aid soldier’s dependants. This group called 
for a war memorial children’s home for infant or 
school-aged children.33 Louis Moore, identified as 
a ratepayer, worried that any sort of war memorial 
edifice might pose an additional annual tax burden 
for the city.34 As opinions mounted, one Daily Herald 
editorial called for a permanent war museum, under 
the title, “Why Not a War Museum for Lethbridge?” 
Probably spurred by the Department of Militia and 
Defence’s recent announcement to all municipalities 
that battlefield war trophies, mostly artillery guns, 
were available for public display, Buchanan’s paper 
cottoned on to the idea that some form of permanent 
exhibit that included captured enemy weapons could 
be constructed in the city.35 In fact, Mayor Hardie did 
follow up with a formal request, in July 1920, for two 
German cannons, which were placed conspicuously 
in front of city hall. They remained there for nearly 
a decade.

No one else advanced proposals, and none 
resulted in action; the varied suggestions for a war 
memorial project received no official backing. Only 
Lethbridge Rotarians were able to forward a sum of 
$500 toward a memorial at that time. A “start has 
been made,” the Daily Herald declared on the last 
day of 1918, “and it remains now for the citizens of 
Lethbridge and district to organize without delay to 
carry the project to completion.”36 

The collapse, in towns and cities across Canada, 
of further work on memorial projects fundamen-
tally reflected the devastating health disaster of 
the Spanish flu epidemic, labour unrest through-
out Canada, and immediate problems of veteran 
re-establishment, all of which soon captured prom-
inent coverage in both the Liberal-Unionist Leth-
bridge Daily Herald and the Conservative Leth bridge 

Telegram. The collapse of a successful commemora-
tion project may have been inevitable, but the roots 
of family memories and local connections to the 
war experience and the search for attaching some 
permanent meaning to it remained. 

Within four years, the Alexander Galt branch of 
the IODE had begun accepting donations for a war 
memorial monument, and a series of contributions 
were quietly received with a sizable balance accruing 
within five years. In 1927, a year in which cenotaph 
unveilings were beginning to peak elsewhere in 
Canada, the fund needed only a further $1,500 to 
reach its budgeted $10,250. At that point, nego-
tiations were already underway to commission a 
Montreal-based sculptor, Coeur de Leon MacCarthy, 
who would become famous for Canadian war monu-
ments. Crucial permission from the Canadian Pacific 
Railway to erect the cenotaph at the centre of Galt 
Gardens, on land still held by the railway, was also 
obtained by the IODE’s cenotaph committee. The 
requisite balance finally came in October 1930 with 
a loan approved by the municipal council, which had 
expressed concern over delays in fundraising though 
MacCarthy was already at work. Disappointment 
was felt that it could not be unveiled on Armistice 
Day that year; securing an appropriate bronze 
wreath delayed that until the summer of 1931.37 By 
then, southern Alberta was in the grips of the Great 
Depression, and annual droughts would soon ac-
celerate a prolonged period of rural out-migration. 
Nonetheless, the cenotaph in Galt Gardens, which 
was moved in 2000 to the front of city hall, served 
the same general purpose cenotaphs did across 
Canada on November 11—to honour the sacrifice of 
Canada’s fallen soldiers.

Of most recent significance is the Lethbridge 
Cenotaph Project. Under the aegis of the project, 
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local historian Brett Clifton wishes to connect the 
names of some 400 soldiers identified on the city 
cenotaph to newly compiled biographical sketches 
that will be made available in digital format through 
the University of Lethbridge library. In each of the 
three key areas, recruitment and send-offs, vol-
untary fundraising, and commemoration, a local 
community-based historical study of Lethbridge 
helps to shed light on the vital, complex, and often 
contradictory connections between locale, nation, 
and empire that continues today as the city, the prov-
ince of Alberta, and the country mark the centenary 
of the outbreak of the war in August 1914.
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War! It was a tragic upheaval that had not touched 
central Alberta for more than a decade since the 
end of the Boer (South African) War. Experiences 
from that war had not prepared the community for 
the monumental changes—social, economic, and 
political—that would follow the outbreak of the great 
global conflict in summer 1914. Some had foreseen 
the inevitability of global war, as the various impe-
rial powers competed for territory and influence; 
however, most central Albertans were oblivious to 
the gathering storm clouds. In fact, on 30 September 
1913 a local steering committee was struck to plan for 
the upcoming centenaries commemorating the end 
of the Napoleonic Wars and the War of 1812.1

The military was marginally prepared. In 1907, 
the first local militia unit, the Red Deer Troop of the 
15th Light Horse Regiment, was formed.2 The move 
was greeted with considerable enthusiasm in the 
community. The troop soon grew enough that the 
Red Deer Independent Squadron of mounted rifles 
was organized, again, as a detachment of the 15th 
Light Horse.3 These occurrences in Red Deer were 
typical of other communities across the country—at 
the time Canada had only local militia regiments and 
a tiny, regular force.

The Independent Squadron was soon split in two 
with one troop centred in Red Deer and the second 
located at nearby Pine Lake. A third troop was later 
organized at Alix, east of Red Deer. By 1913, the 
local militia had grown to the extent that it had to 
be reorganized. A new regiment, the 35th Central 
Alberta Horse, was established. Red Deer was named 
the regimental headquarters, and armouries were 
constructed on the city square.4

The new building was a grand one: tapestry 
brick gave the structure a rich appearance, and the 
usual concrete blocks were replaced with sandstone. 
A large brick fireplace was constructed in the 
assembly room/officers’ mess on the second floor 
of the east end of the building. Two medieval-style 
battlement towers were added to that section of 
the building.5 The armouries were finished at the 
beginning of 1914 and the timing was fortuitous. 
Word that war had been declared reached Red Deer 
on the evening of 4 August 1914.6 The armouries 
immediately became a centre of frenzied activity as 
the community mobilized “For King and Country.”

While the military superficially appeared pre-
pared, the reality was quite different. At the time, 
Canada’s permanent force was fewer than 4,000. 

Red Deer and the First World War

MICHAEL DAWE
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The training that militia regiments received varied 
greatly. The local militia was entirely composed 
of mounted rifle units, which fit with the cowboy 
image often associated with this part of Alberta. The 
experiences of the Boer War also reinforced the bias 
of military authorities toward mounted rifle units. 
Their rapid mobility had worked well in a war in 
which the British and Canadian forces were fighting 
Boer farmers, who were highly skilled in commando 
tactics (the word was derived from the Afrikaans’ 
word kommando).

However, cavalry and mounted rifle units were 
becoming anachronistic, much like the medieval 

battlement towers on Red Deer’s new armouries. 
Masses of soldiers on horses were poorly suited 
to a war in which the armies were dug into highly 
fortified defensive trenches. The use of cavalry and 
mounted rifles was also disastrous when pitted 
against such modern weaponry as machine guns. 
These facts were soon made very clear on the 
Western Front. 

The lack of proper planning and preparation 
became evident when the men of the 35th Central 
Alberta Horse (CAH) were called up to serve in the 
1st Contingent of the Canadian Expeditionary Force 
(CEF). The call-up was expected, and the unit had 

Men of the 15th Light Horse in the Dominion [Canada] Day parade in Red Deer before the outbreak of the First World War in the summer of 

1914. Red Deer Archives, P5390.
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been conducting drills every evening instead of the 
usual weekly sessions. However, on the morning of 
21 August 1914 word reached Red Deer that the 35th 
was to depart by train for Valcartier, Quebec, within 
the hour. The men were out on a march. Messengers 
had to be sent off in all directions to locate them.

A tremendous rush to get back to the armouries 
followed. After a frenzy of packing and tending to 
last-minute details, the unit began its march to the 
train station. The local newspapers described the 
procession as a “picturesque sight.” Some of the men 
were in old uniforms, while others were dressed in 
overalls. Several were carrying grips, parcels, and 
other personal items. The chaos was increased by 
family members and girlfriends freely mingling with 
the men as they marched. 

A very large crowd gathered at the station to see 
the young men off. Many tears were shed during 
the emotional farewells. Several tried to hand over 
last-minute gifts and keepsakes. The Red Deer 

Citizens’ Band, which had also been quickly assem-
bled, played a number of patriotic songs and cho-
ruses.7 One recruit, an Austrian, arrived at the CPR 
station to find that the train had left without him. 
Several people did what they could to make sure that 
he was quickly on his way to catch up.8

Shortly after the departure of the 1st Contingent, 
Red Deer was designated as the main recruiting 
station for central Alberta. The armouries were 
soon swamped with eager young men wanting to 
enlist. Many were worried they might miss the “big 
show,” as it was anticipated that the war would end by 
Christmas. Most of the recruitment during the fall of 
1914 was for the 31st Battalion, which was a Calgary 
regiment and part of the 2nd Canadian Contingent. 
This was the first mobilization of men from Red 
Deer for an infantry unit, rather than a mounted 
rifle troop. Again, the lack of preparedness of the 
military in Alberta quickly became evident. The re-
cruits were given billets in the swine building at the 

Red Deer’s new 

armouries, regimental 

headquarters for the 35th 

Central Alberta Horse, 

January 1914. Red Deer 

Archives, P389.
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Calgary Exhibition grounds. An officer wrote home 
to Red Deer to assure people that these were the best 
accommodations in the camp.9 

While the military scrambled to mobilize, Red 
Deer began to rally to support the men overseas 
and their families at home. A local Patriotic Fund 
committee was formed to raise funds for the wives, 
children, and other dependents of those on active 
service. Another new charitable organization was 
the Red Deer local of the Red Cross. It too focused 
on providing aid to those on active service and their 
families. However, for a while, consideration was 
also given to helping the poor in the community.10 

Generosity also extended to those living in the 
war zones overseas; thus, food, clothing, and other 
essentials were collected for the Belgian Relief Fund, 
including a carload of wheat.11 A local real estate firm 
donated 45 cases of canned milk from the Laurentia 
Milk Company, which had recently been forced to 
shut down operations due to spoilage of its product. 

Sacrifices for the war effort took many forms. 
Public bodies such as Red Deer City Council im-
plemented a program of strict financial restraint, 
anticipating demands on the public purse required 
by the war. Several employees, including the public 
works foreman, the sanitary inspector, and the parks 
superintendent, were laid off. The remaining staff 
were asked to take pay cuts of between 20 percent 
and 40 percent. The salary reductions for the Public 
School District’s teachers and maintenance workers 
were not as severe, at 5 percent.12 

As the year drew to a close, news of the terri-
ble battles being waged in Belgium and northern 
France began to fill local newspapers. The Gaetz 
Cornett Drug and Bookstore had a special telegraph 
wire installed, and posted the latest war bulletins 
in its windows. The Lyric Theatre became the first 

establishment in Alberta to show movies of the war. 
These films accentuated the positives of the Allied 
situation overseas and were intensely patriotic. They 
also provided a visual glimpse of what it was like 
overseas.13

In December 1914, the military announced 
the creation of a new regiment, the 12th Canadian 
Mounted Rifles, as part of the 2nd Contingent. A 
full squadron (“C” Squadron) was to be recruited 
and trained at Red Deer.14 Temporary billets were 
provided at the armouries. Meals were furnished at 
the Commercial and Olympia restaurants. However, 
the armouries proved to be too small to house a full 
squadron of men. In addition, the restaurants were 

Major H.L. Gaetz with his wife Grace and sons Ronald and Harold, 

Red Deer, 1915. Major Gaetz was killed in the Battle of Courcelette 

during the latter part of the Somme offensive, September 1916. 

Red Deer Archives, P2442.
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nearly bankrupted, since the contracts they signed 
with the military seriously underestimated the quan-
tities of food that the young men would consume.15 

The military decided to follow the example used 
in Calgary and turn the Red Deer fairgrounds into a 
training camp. The livestock buildings were con-
verted into barracks, and the horticultural building 
into a dining hall.16 Because of the general concern 
over sanitation, the medical health officer arranged 
to have all the men inoculated for typhoid fever.17 

In the meantime, the 1st Canadian Division went 
into action in late April 1915 as part of the Second 
Battle of Ypres. During the Battle of St. Julien, on 
April 22 to 24, the Canadians withstood the first use 
of poison gas as a weapon. The casualty rate was hor-
rendous—approximately one out of every three men 

was killed or wounded. Nevertheless, the Canadians 
held the line and won high honours for their bravery 
under extreme battle conditions. For several years 
after the war, the anniversary of the Battle of St. 
Julien was a special day of remembrance in Canada.18

In the following weeks, Red Deer newspapers 
began to fill with the reports of all of the young local 
men who had been killed or wounded. The Red 
Deer News of 5 May 1915 had an article titled “Cana-
dian Casualties In Fight North of Ypres Will Be Over 
5,000.”19 The horrors of war were beginning to 
hit home on a large scale. This was demonstrated 
on 23 May 1915 with the send-off given to the 12th 
Cana dian Mounted Rifles (CMR). A crowd estimated 
at 1,500 (Red Deer’s census population at the time 
was 3,000) gathered at the CPR station as the young 

Crowd gathered at the Red Deer CPR station for the departure of “C” Squadron of the 12th Canadian Mounted Rifles, May 1915. Red Deer 

Archives, P2130.
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men departed. The Red Deer Citizens’ Band played a 
number of farewell tunes. In contrast to the previous 
send-offs, this time there were no formal speeches 
or rounds of cheering.20 

With large numbers of young men departing for 
service overseas, there was a push for more direct 
support of the military. There was also a grow-
ing public realization of the many deficiencies in 
the training and equipment of the CEF. Hence, in 
summer 1915, there was a fundraising drive to buy 
machine guns for units such as the 12th CMR.21 The 
realities of modern trench warfare were beginning to 
strike home for military and civilians alike. 

All the recruiting during the rest of 1915 was for 
infantry battalions such as the 63rd and 66th. Their 

training took place in Calgary and Edmonton. Then, 
in the fall of 1915, military authorities announced the 
raising of the 89th Battalion. Two companies were to 
be recruited and trained in Red Deer. The shift away 
from mounted rifle regiments to infantry was now 
complete.22 

The community welcomed the training of a 
significant portion of the 89th Battalion. However, 
there were huge challenges in accommodating three 
times the number of men than had enlisted in “C” 
Squadron of the 12th CMR. The city had severe finan-
cial problems arising from the collapse of the prewar 
real estate speculation bubble and the pressures of 
the wartime economy. Red Deer and area had experi-
enced tremendous growth between 1900 and 1913. 

Men of the “C” Squadron training on Ross Street near the Red Deer Armouries. Note the multiple unit outhouse in the background. Red Deer 

Archives, P346.



Red D
eer and the First W

orld W
ar

375

The start of construction of the Grand Trunk Pacific 
line from Calgary to Edmonton, and the building of 
the Alberta Central and Canadian Northern Western 
lines westward toward Rocky Mountain House and 
the Brazeau coalfields, increased the flow of traf-
fic in the area, allowing agriculture and forestry to 
become the mainstay of central Alberta’s economy in 
the first decade of the twentieth century. 

Red Deer’s growth, however, was not sustainable. 
Across Alberta, careless real estate speculation left 
investors with empty subdivisions that were not 
selling. Land prices were artificially inflated, creat-
ing paper profits rather than real ones. Speculators 
could no longer afford the property taxes, so much of 
the land was sold back to the city for back taxes. Red 
Deer was on the verge of bankruptcy, and the council 
was heavily in debt due to overspending. By 1914, the 
debt rose to $440,000 (worth $9.3 million in 2015). 
Floods, a failing sawmill industry, and an exodus of 
homesteaders created an economic downturn. The 
treasury was empty, meaning the city could no longer 
afford utilities or to pay their employees. In addition, 
the banks would no longer give the city credit. The 
population stagnated; in 1911, Red Deer was home to 
2,118 people, and would only grow by 210 in the next 
10 years. 

The costs of expanding and improving the 
military training camp at the Red Deer fairgrounds 
had to be covered with borrowed funds. The city had 
agreed to undertake several thousands of dollars’ 
worth of new construction and renovations. New 
buildings were erected, and a new water main was 
installed to help meet the needs of the men for cook-
ing and washing.23 Local authorities tried to save 
money wherever possible. The new structures re-
mained bare board, without insulation, allowing for 
savings of $200 per building. The city commissioner 

justified the large amount of money spent on the 
grounds by asserting that the new structures would 
“come in useful for increased stock requirements at 
the Fair.”24 The new water main to the fairgrounds 
was installed after the onset of cold weather and 
froze several times. A heavy coat of manure was put 
over the lines to try and prevent freeze-ups. 

By early 1916, the number of enlistments, and 
those who had lost their lives, had grown to the 
extent that the city decided to create an official roll 
of honour. The large, framed, three-panel scroll 
was officially unveiled by Lieutenant Governor 
R.G. Brett at a special ceremony held in the armou-
ries.25 Because of the acute awareness that the war 
was far from over, plenty of space was left for the 
names of future recruits who would pay “the su-
preme sacrifice.” 

That anticipation, tragically, was soon fulfilled. 
The British and Allied forces continued to suffer 
horrific losses as the bloody stalemate of the war 
continued. Many units being sent overseas were 
used as “reinforcing units,” as men were transferred 
to other battalions to fill gaps in the ranks. Losses 
became so severe that the military announced plans 
to mobilize a new battalion, the 187th, in central 
Alberta. It was an exceptionally challenging goal. 
There was already a widespread perception that 
almost all available young men in Alberta’s towns and 
cities had enlisted. The farm labour shortage had 
become so acute that the men of the 89th Battalion 
were given a special one-month furlough so that they 
could help with the spring planting.26

Despite the enormous challenges, the results 
were astonishing. Within 10 days, more than 250 
volunteers had enlisted.27 By the time that the co-
lours of the 187th Battalion were officially presented 
at a ceremony in Innisfail on 16 June 1916, more than 
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550 recruits had signed up.28 However, as had been 
the case so many times during the war, the results 
were misleading. The 187th Battalion was dubbed 
the “Veterans’ Battalion” because most of the officers 
had either seen service during the Boer War or had 
already been overseas in the current war. Many of the 
recruits were teenagers, with some being as young as 
15 years old, technically too young to enlist. In other 
words, while the recruitment of the 187th seemed 
impressive, many in the battalion were old, previ-
ously wounded, or too young to serve.

Again, finding accommodations for the new 
recruits was an enormous challenge. The situation 
eased a bit when the 89th Battalion departed, and 
space became available at the fairgrounds. Never-
theless, once again the city had to borrow money for 
new construction and improvements. Incredibly, 
the Red Deer Fair Board decided to go ahead with the 
annual summer exhibition. The fairgrounds became 
extremely overcrowded. Large numbers of tents had 
to be pitched to handle all the soldiers, fairgoers, 
and livestock exhibits. Somehow or other, the orga-
nizers and the military managed to squeak through. 
The fair was deemed a surprising success. 

Then, as was likely inevitable because of the 
overcrowding and less than ideal sanitary facilities, 
disaster struck. A sergeant became fatally ill with 
a case of typhoid fever. The medical health officer 
had the drinking water tested, but the results were 
inconclusive. However, because the areas around the 
wells were in poor shape, the medical health officer 
had grounds and wells disinfected with chloride of 
lime.29 City council worried that the test results and 
the new sanitation measures would not be enough 
to satisfy the military authorities. Hence, a private 
detective was hired to do more investigations. He 
reported to council that the strain of typhoid that 

had broken out in the camp was one not usually 
found in Alberta, and it was his “expert opinion” that 
an enemy agent had put the germs into the offi-
cers’ food.30

While the military authorities and municipal 
officials struggled to ensure more adequate train-
ing facilities, there were growing problems with 
those who had returned home from active service. 
Almost all had been seriously wounded. The Red 
Deer Memorial Hospital was too small to care for 
all the men who needed hospitalization. In Decem-
ber 1915, a special committee was set up by the city 
council, the board of trade, and the Patriotic Fund 
to find ways to assist the returning men.31 Special 
public appeals were made for temporary homes for 
the convalescing. 

In the meantime, the Alberta Ladies College in 
Red Deer became insolvent. The provincial gov-
ernment agreed to buy the building for $125,000. 
The original intent was to use it as a home for 
mentally handicapped children; however, with 
the escalating problem of men returning home 
with severe injuries to their minds and bodies, the 
facility was turned into a mental hospital for “shell-
shocked” veterans.32 

The terrible Battle of the Somme commenced 
on 1 July 1916 with a staggering loss of life over the 
succeeding weeks and months. The average casu-
alty rate was nearly 3,000 men per day. By the time 
winter brought an end to the tragic bloodbath, the 
total number of British and Allied losses exceeded 
one million. Incomplete records indicate that 47 
young men from Red Deer and district were killed 
at the Somme and roughly three times that number 
were wounded. By the end of September 1916, Will 
Richards, who had enlisted with the 12th CMR, was 
the only surviving non-commissioned officer in his 
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platoon.33 The incredible losses made it obvious in 
central Alberta, and across the nation, that voluntary 
enlistments were no longer adequate to meet the 
demands for fresh recruits. 

Nevertheless, military authorities decided to 
try recruiting one more battalion, the 191st, with 
the Red Deer fairgrounds being used for winter 

training.34 Although the city’s financial position had 
become even more severe, more construction and 
improvements were undertaken, including new offi-
cers’ quarters. Unfortunately, at the end of December 
1916, problems developed with the cesspool between 
the sergeants’ quarters and one of the barracks.35 A 
whole company of men had to be evacuated to the 

Nurses and volunteers of the Red Deer branch of the Red Cross in front of a vehicle donated by the Red Deer IODE (Imperial Order Daughters 

of the Empire), 1916. Red Deer Archives, P2129.
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Alexandra Hotel, which had been forced to close 
after the recent imposition of prohibition.36 The 
military authorities decided they had enough with 
the problems in Red Deer, and the 191st was trans-
ferred to Calgary. The lease with the city for the 
fairgrounds was suddenly terminated.37 

This was a heavy blow to the community’s ego, 
and the local economy. The 191st was the last major 
unit to be stationed at Red Deer during the war. 
Some recruitment continued for battalions such as 
the 223rd (Scandinavians), the Royal Canadian Navy, 
and the Royal Flying Corps; however, the limit of 
voluntary recruitment had finally been reached. 

The demands for more recruits did not decline. 
In April 1917, the Canadian Corps, fighting for the 
first time with all four divisions, captured the stra-
tegic Vimy Ridge in northern France. The battle was 
Canada’s greatest victory of the war. It became an en-
during symbol of Canadian skill, spirit, and valour, 
but it exacted a tragic cost: 12 young men from Red 
Deer and district were killed on Easter Monday, the 
first day of the assault, and 16 more during the rest 
of the battle. The Canadian Corps as a whole suffered 
10,300 casualties at Vimy. 

Finally, decisive action was taken; Prime Min-
ister Sir Robert Borden announced in May 1917 that 
compulsory military service would be implemented. 
Conscription became an enormous political issue. 
At first, Albertans rallied in support of the new 
Union Government, composed of Conservatives and 
pro-conscription Liberals.38 However, as the battle-
field losses kept mounting and election promises 
as to how conscription would be implemented were 
changed (i.e., that farmers’ sons actively involved 
in food production would be exempted), traditional 
political loyalties were shattered. 

Kathrine Gibson in a Red Cross uniform, 1916. Red Deer Archives, 

P5403.
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The promise made in the federal election 
campaign was not, in fact, broken until April 1918 
in light of the German Spring Offensive. Hence, 
Dr. Michael Clark, Red Deer’s long-time Liberal 
MP, was easily re-elected as a Union Government 
supporter over a traditional Liberal candidate in the 
federal election of December 1917.39 However, in a 
provincial by-election in fall 1918, former city mayor 
Francis Galbraith, running as a Union candidate, was 
so badly beaten by his Liberal opponent, J.J. Gaetz, 
that he lost his deposit.40 

While conscription for overseas service was 
being implemented with mediocre results, there 
were growing demands for conscription of wealth. 
The federal government implemented two “tempo-
rary” revenue measures—a business profits tax and 
personal income tax. 

Ironically, while local farmers generally pros-
pered from the wartime demands for food and 
horses for the military, increasing demands from the 
military, Britain, and growing cities across Canada 
meant that locally produced items such as beef and 
butter were increasingly hard to get. The Red Deer 
Horticultural Society began a program of planting 
gardens on vacant lots to improve the local supply 
of vegetables. Unfortunately, the improved finan-
cial position of the local farm community did not 
spill over into the realm of public finances. The city 
saw much of its property tax revenue permanently 
disappear after the collapse of the prewar real estate 
speculation bubble. Using debentures and treasury 
notes to fill the revenue gaps became increasingly 
difficult, as the federal government sucked up most 
of the available credit for the war effort. 

Traditional charities and community sup-
port groups also found it difficult to compete for 

donations with the wartime charities. Even a war-
time group, the Patriotic Fund, found itself in diffi-
culties. While contributions to the local fund were 
among the highest in the province, more money 
was paid out than raised. The demands of the war 
were becoming overwhelming. Finally, the city hit a 
financial brick wall: its banker cut off all credit. For-
tunately, the administration managed to find a new 
bank willing to handle the municipal accounts, but 
only with a strict overdraft limit. The Memorial Hos-
pital, too, finally cracked under the strain. The board 
faced an increasing budgetary deficit. Board meet-
ings were only held sporadically. The board chair 
finally declared that the management of the hospital 
had largely become “a joke.”41 As a result, the city was 
forced to take over the management of the hospital. 
A three-person commission was appointed to over-
see the now-defunct Memorial Hospital Board. The 
commission raised patient fees to increase revenues; 
however, it also had to implement salary increases to 
offset the growing shortage of nurses.42

The human costs of the war kept growing. Cana-
dian troops suffered immensely in the muddy, 
bloody, and largely futile Battle of Passchendaele in 
November 1917, where Canada’s casualty rate was 
over 20 percent.43 Twenty young men from Red Deer 
and area were among those killed, and several dozen 
more were wounded out of total Canadian casualties 
of nearly 16,000. 

Internationally, things continued to get worse. 
Russia dissolved into revolution and, as a result, the 
Germans were able to shift more troops to the West-
ern Front. In March 1918, the Germans launched a 
major offensive that threatened Paris before peter-
ing out. As newspapers began to report dramatic 
Allied breakthroughs in the Battle of Amiens and 
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the subsequent One Hundred Days Offensive, a 
new scourge emerged in Canada: the Spanish flu 
pandemic. 

The first cases in Alberta were recorded in 
early October 1918 when a troop train containing 
ill soldiers arrived in Calgary. Within days, there 
were growing numbers of cases across the province. 
Stringent regulations were imposed by the provin-
cial Department of Health. Strict quarantines were 
imposed wherever the flu appeared. The wearing 
of “flu masks” became compulsory.44 In Red Deer, 
the first case appeared on 23 October 1918; schools 
were quickly closed, and public meetings and church 
services cancelled. A special isolation hospital was 
set up in the old Royal North-West Mounted Police 
barracks on Victoria Avenue (43rd Street).45 The 
pandemic took a terrible toll: 54 people in Red Deer 
and the surrounding area died, and many others 
faced months of convalescence. 

The terrible four-year war came to an end on 
11 November 1918. Plans were quickly made for 
a civic celebration, despite the Board of Health’s 
injunctions against any public gatherings. A large 
crowd of returned veterans, local dignitaries, and 
ordinary citizens paraded through the streets. A 
boisterous ceremony of celebration and thanks-
giving followed on the city square as reported in the 
Advocate on 15 November 1918.46 

However, joy over the end of the war was soon 
dampened by a renewed outbreak of the flu. Other 
monumental challenges remained. Governments 
were essentially broke and inflation began to soar. 
In addition, an increasing number of veterans, many 
with significant wounds to their bodies and minds, 
began to return home. 

Just as the military and government had been 
largely unprepared for the start of the war, they 

were also poorly prepared for the end of it. A labour 
bureau was established to find jobs for the returning 
soldiers.47 However, there was not enough work, 
and unemployment began mounting. The Soldier 
Settlement Board was eventually established to pro-
vide opportunities in farming. However, the weather 
turned harsh and unforgiving as a prolonged drought 
set in, and the winters from 1918 to 1920 were some 
of the worst on record. 

While the community was experiencing hard 
times, it was also determined to remember the terri-
ble years of war and sacrifice in a symbolic way. The 
newly formed Great War Veterans’ Association held 
a public meeting on 18 December 1918 to discuss a 
suitable memorial to those who had served and the 
118 local men who had lost their lives.48 City council 
declined to become directly involved because of its 
critical financial position. A plan to present medals 
to returning veterans was also scrapped for financial 
reasons. Instead, paper certificates of appreciation 
and remembrance, with a special seal and the signa-
ture of the mayor, were handed out. 

The impact of the First World War was enor-
mous. A generation of young men lost their lives or 
had their health permanently damaged. A wave of 
inflation wiped out savings. The economy collapsed 
into a prolonged postwar recession. Veterans faced 
not only poor health but also high unemployment 
and poor social support programs. The grand dreams 
of gallant young men galloping across the battlefield 
on horseback had been shattered by years spent in 
muddy, bloody trenches where success in battle was 
often measured in metres of ground captured. Most 
importantly, the First World War became the turning 
point between the heady years of the great settle-
ment boom, with its tremendous prosperity and 
boundless optimism, and a postwar period plagued 
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by economic hardship and enormous suffering on 
a personal as well as a community level. A time of 
peace had finally returned, but it also heralded a 
time of troubles. 
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Introduction

Since the beginning of the twentieth century, Cana-
dian women have produced hundreds of thousands 
of quilts to provide moral and material support to 
those affected by war. They have been used to raise 
money for charities supporting Canada’s military 
efforts abroad, aid civilian populations left destitute 
by war, and comfort the wounded. McKenzie Porter, 
author of To All Men: The Story of the Canadian Red 
Cross, acknowledges that “no single article produced 
by women of the Canadian Red Cross Society is re-
membered with more gratitude than the quilts.”1

The Royal Alberta Museum has in its collec-
tion a signature quilt (ca. 1917) from Waskatenau, 
Alberta, made for the purpose of raising money for 
the local Red Cross auxiliary. Citizens from the area 
paid a nominal sum to have their names, and those 
of friends and family members, embroidered on 
the quilt.2 The money was used to assemble comfort 
packages for Canadian soldiers and sailors serving 
overseas.3 Fundraising activities of this kind were 
commonplace across Canada during the war as com-
munities looked to heed the call, “For Humanity’s 

Sake, Help the Red Cross.”4 An article from Modern 
Priscilla (December 1917), a women’s magazine, sug-
gests what people should be charged in order to have 
their names included on a quilt, and what could be 
purchased with the funds raised. Albeit an Ameri-
can publication, it offers some interesting insights. 
The article suggests that a signature quilt could fetch 
upwards of $1,000, depending upon the circum-
stances of those being asked to contribute. In 1917, 
one thousand American dollars could purchase one 
ambulance or 280 pounds of yarn; eighteen nurses’ 
uniforms and associated accoutrements; or 129 beds 
complete with mattresses and bedding.5 This was not 
insignificant as wartime costs of enlisting, training, 
provisioning, and transporting soldiers and equip-
ment mounted. 

All of the names appearing on the Waskatenau 
quilt were entered into a raffle, and the winner of the 
draw for the quilt was 23-year-old William Cher-
rington. At the time, he was a member of the Royal 
Naval Canadian Volunteer Reserve (1914–1923), 
assigned to the HMCS Rainbow. He was on active 
service from November 1917 to July 1919, and at sea 
aboard the Rainbow for approximately one year.6 

Threads of Life: The 1917 Waskatenau Signature Quilt

ADRIANA A. DAVIES, SEAN MOIR, AND ANTHONY WORMAN
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The Rainbow, one of only two vessels in the Cana-
dian navy at the time, was assigned to patrolling the 
Pacific coastal waters of North and Central America.7 

Since William was not in Waskatenau at the time 
of the draw, his parents kept the quilt and presented 

it to him and his bride Jeanne (Jones) on their 
wedding day in 1923. As is evident from the wear, the 
couple used it regularly, like any other piece of bed-
ding. Their daughter Helen recalls sleeping under 
the quilt as a child. Subsequently, in 1978, Bill and 

1917 Waskatenau Red 

Cross signature quilt, post 

cleaning and stabilization, 

bearing the names of 

300 area residents. Photo 

courtesy of the Royal 

Alberta Museum.
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Jeanne gave the quilt to Helen and her husband Alex 
Karvonen. The Karvonens did not use it, preferring 
to store it as a keepsake. After discussing the matter 
with family members, in 1990, they gifted it to the 
Waskatenau Seniors Association.8 The association 
displayed it in a wall-mounted case in the vesti-
bule of their hall. In 2009, concerned by the quilt’s 
deterioration, association members consulted Royal 
Alberta Museum (RAM) staff. Following several 
discussions, they decided to donate the quilt to the 
museum.9 

By “deconstructing” the quilt, a great deal can be 
learned about the role of women and communities 
at war. One might ask, “Why is a military curator 
collecting quilts; gathering information about quilts; 
and, for that matter, even interested in quilts?” 
It is by no means without precedent that military 

historians acquire such objects and use them to fur-
ther understand the wartime home front, past and 
present. Consider the title of an exhibit mounted by 
the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art in Hart-
ford, Connecticut (2011–2012), Colts and Quilts: 
The Civil War Remembered. One of the accompanying 
talks, “Quilts for the Civil War,” was described as 
follows: “Listen to stories from behind the Civil War 
battle lines told through the period’s quilts: stories 
of patriotism, of challenges in outfitting soldiers, 
and especially of the enormous efforts of women on 
the home front to keep soldiers clothed and assured 
that their presence was missed and their sacrifice 
honored.”10 Increasingly, museum war-related pro-
jects and exhibits examine the impacts, on or upon, 
and inputs of those left behind. This is what the RAM 
hopes to achieve by making the Waskatenau quilt the 

(left) The Cherrington family, ca. 1920s. William (Bill), the winner of the raffle, is pictured in the back row, second from left. Photo courtesy of 

Helen Karvonen; (right) William (Bill) Cherrington, Naval Reserve, ca. 1917. Photo courtesy of Helen Karvonen.
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centrepiece of its First World War home front exhibit 
in the new museum being constructed in downtown 
Edmonton (opening ca. 2017–2018).

The Community of Waskatenau

Waskatenau, known as Pine Creek before the 1920s, 
is situated an hour’s drive northeast of Edmonton 
on Highway 28. The name “Waskatenau” is rooted 
in the name of the Wasatenow Cree people, who 
inhabited the area prior to the arrival of settlers.11 
Roughly translated, it means “opening in the bank,” 
a reference to the location where the Waskatenau or 
Pine Creek empties into the North Saskatchewan 
River.12 New arrivals were attracted to the region 
by the land—a combination of natural pastures and 
wooded areas, the latter providing raw material for 
building homes, barns, and other structures, as 
well as fuel for heat and cooking. Shortly after the 
first settlers arrived in 1904, a small hamlet took 
shape not unlike thousands of others across western 
Canada during the pre–First World War immigration 
boom. Growth was spurred by the announcement 
of construction of a rail line in 1913; rail service 
commenced in 1919; and the community of Waska-
tenau, population 200, was incorporated as a village 
in 1932.13 

Role of Women in the War

Traditionally, men went off to war; occasionally 
women accompanied them—working as nurses or for 
support agencies—but this was not common. Women 
were expected to support the decision of husbands, 
fathers, sons, brothers, and uncles, and endure 

the aftermath. They suffered the loss of loved ones; 
dealt with the shattered skeletons and souls of those 
fortunate enough to return home; and cared for 
households, farms, businesses, children, and aging 
parents. Some worked to make ends meet. If they 
were lucky, what little they earned was supplemented 
by donations from family and friends, Patriotic 
Fund payments, and, as time passed, widows’ or 
survivor pensions. Such payments were anything but 
generous and were only allotted following lengthy, 
and sometimes contentious, application processes, 
investigations, and legislative proceedings.14 Despite 
these responsibilities, women supported the troops 
abroad and contributed to the war effort in spiritual 
and material ways. 

As for direct participation, women had but one 
official role in the military—nursing.15 This would 
not change until the establishment of women’s 
divisions in the navy, air force, and army during the 
Second World War. Women filled numerous roles in 
support agencies such as the YMCA/YWCA or the Red 
Cross—from ambulance drivers and vehicle mechan-
ics to cooks, medical aids, and even pen pals. Orga-
nizations such as the St. John Working Committee, 
Patriotic League, United Farm Women of Alberta, 
Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire (IODE), 
Junior Red Cross, and Girl Guides enlisted Alber-
ta’s women and girls to knit socks, mitts, and other 
garments and assemble “comfort packages” for sol-
diers serving in Europe and Britain.16 The women of 
Waskatenau organized their own Red Cross auxiliary 
at the outset of the war. In addition to making the 
signature quilt, members organized annual picnics, 
rallies, and raffles to maintain support for the war, 
and knitted or sewed 1,400 garments for shipment 
overseas (e.g., mitts, trench caps, mufflers, socks, 
and sweaters).17
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About the Quilt

The king-sized “summer quilt,” so-called because 
of its relative light weight and cotton construction, 
measures 221 by 180 centimetres, and was con-
structed using fine white and red cotton for the top, 
cotton batting as filler, and open-weave cotton for 
the backing. The 30 blocks, each measuring approx-
imately 25 by 26 centimetres, are arranged into five 
symmetrical columns (vertical) and six rows (hori-
zontal). These blocks are framed by a 9-centimetre- 
wide border that is folded over the backing and is 
machine sewn, and they are separated by strips of 

sashing. The strips between each column run con-
tinuously, while those separating the rows coincide 
with the width of the blocks. All block stitching 
and meandering stitches (five per inch) were done 
by hand, and a combination of both hand- and 
machine-stitching was used to complete various as-
pects of the quilt construction. The backing is made 
of two pieces of material, and the hand quilting was 
done in a clamshell pattern. Lucie Heins, Assistant 
Curator of Western Canadian History at the RAM 
and author of the Alberta Quilt Project, notes that 
the irregularity or uneven spacing of the quilting 
confirms that this was undertaken by several people 

Section of the quilt 

showing the clamshell 

pattern. Photo courtesy 

of the Royal Alberta 

Museum.
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and likely rather quickly so it would be ready for the 
raffle. Heins suggests that the women likely started 
in one corner with one of the blocks, piecing it to a 
segment of horizontal sashing, then repeated this 
process until the column was complete. These were 
then pieced to a continuous, vertical strip of sashing. 
The piecing process would be repeated to assemble 
each of the five columns and intervening strips of 
sashing.18 

The red crosses are composed of three patches—
one vertically oriented rectangle and two square 
patches forming the left and right, or horizontal 
arms, framed by four, white corner patches. This 
configuration is far less common than the nine-
patch pattern typically used to construct quilts of this 
kind. Aware of it or not, the Waskatenau women used 
the three-patch “cross” from the “Star and Cross” 
pattern (#3230), as identified in Barbara Brackman’s 
Encyclopedia of Pieced Quilt Patterns. This pattern 
allowed them to be more frugal with time and the 
material, as it required less overlap during the piec-
ing process.19 

One signature, embroidered using red cotton 
thread, appears on each of the four white corner 
patches of each block. Black thread was used to 

A section of the quilt shows the seven-patch block pattern and 

varying types of stitches used to embroider the signatures. Photo 

courtesy of the Royal Alberta Museum. 

“Star and Cross” pattern as identified in Barbara Brackman’s book, 

Encyclopedia of Pieced Quilt Patterns.
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embroider the signatures on the red patches; this 
thread has faded over time and now appears white. 
At least three different types of stitches—stem, 
chain, and running—were used to complete the 
embroidery work. This variation of technique again 
verifies that construction of the quilt was truly a 
group effort.20 

When RAM obtained the quilt in 2009, a conser-
vation plan was developed, and this work was com-
pleted in 2011–12. Stabilization work was undertaken 
to stop further tearing of the quilt top, loss of inte-
rior batting, and deterioration of the embroidered 
signatures. These were all factors caused by use, 
washing, and exposure to light. Much of the fraying 

and tearing was found around the edges of the quilt. 
The conservation plan called for the application of 
nylon tulle netting to arrest further tearing of the 
fabric and loss of the embroidered threads. Nylon 
tulle netting was selected over other options as it 
proved to be the least intrusive material with respect 
to viewing the embroidered signatures. 

About the Women Who Made the Quilt

The way in which the women’s names were cited on 
the quilt, or in conjunction with the photo from the 
1917 picnic, is revealing of the values of the time. 

Women of the Waskatenau Red Cross auxiliary likely in the summer of 1917. Mrs. Bertha Cherrington, William’s mother, is fifth from the left in 

the back row, immediately behind Mrs. Carrie Lunn, sitting front and centre sporting the Red Cross armband. Note the banner in the upper-

left corner bearing the Red Cross symbol and regimental numbers of several Canadian Expeditionary Force units. Photo courtesy of Helen 

Karvonen.
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Of the 18 women credited with making the quilt, 
only two are listed with their own names, and that 
because they were not married—all others went by 
the title “Mrs.,” followed by the first initial or name 
of their husbands. In addition, not all of the women 
who contributed to the project had their names 
embroidered on the quilt. In some cases, their hus-
bands’ names appear instead. Given what we know 
about the home front attitudes toward certain ethnic 
groups during the war, and the demographics of the 
Waskatenau/Pine Creek community in 1917, it is no 
surprise that almost all of the women involved in 
the project were of British ancestry. Many were part 
of the “ruling elite” of the community and were in-
volved in a host of local and regional organizations.21

The Serving Military

At the outset of the war, most of the people who lived 
in the hamlet of Waskatenau were of Anglo-Celtic 
ancestry.22 Similarly, a significant percentage of 
those who resided in the surrounding district were 
also of British descent. Not surprisingly, they were 
keen to join the fray in defence of the “Mother 
Country.” Research suggests that 64 men from the 
community and district signed up for service; seven 
were killed in action, or died as a result of their par-
ticipation. This represents an 11 percent fatality rate, 
equal to the national figures.23 The quilt bears the 
names of 36 members of the Canadian and British 
military—30 are identified as from the Waskatenau 

Table 1: Comparative Participation and Casualty Statistics for the Waskatenau Area and Canada24

POPULATION TOTAL 

SERVED

SERVED 

OVERSEAS

KILLED OTHER 

CASUALTIES

TOTAL 

FATALITY  

%

TOTAL 

CASUALTY  

%

OVERSEAS 

CASUALTY  

%

Canada ~7,879,000 619,636 424,589 66,655 172,950 11% 38% 56%

Waskatenau Area – 64A – 7 – 11% – –

Waskatenau  
Quilt Names

– 32 27 5 16 15.5% 66% 78%

10th BattalionB – – 5,390 1,315 3,266 – 85%

31st BattalionB – – 4,487 941 2,312 – 72%

49th BattalionB – – ~4,000 973 2,282 – 81%

A  This number is derived from cross-referencing the names on the quilt with those on the Waskatenau and area Honour Roll and using data found in family 

histories in the local history publication. 

B Rows containing information relating to the 10th, 31st, and 49th Battalions are only included to provide a comparison of Waskatenau casualty rates to those 

of front-line (infantry) fighting battalions. These particular battalions were chosen as the majority of the men whose names appear on the Waskatenau quilt 

served with these three Alberta-based units at the front.
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area, and two of these are readily identified by way of 
inclusion of their unit names or numbers.

These casualty statistics demonstrate the cost of 
participation at the community level. Researching 
the fate of these individuals brings to life the names 
that appear on the community quilt. In terms of con-
temporary museum practice, this type of research 
emphasizes the importance of situating an artifact in 
a context of meaning within a community.25 Waska-
tenau’s Red Cross quilt is an archetypal and powerful 
example of how an artifact can tell many stories. 
Many more secrets wait to be unlocked by delv-
ing into the lives of soldiers, quilters, and settlers 
alike, and through contacting their descendants. As 
well, more work needs to be done to determine the 
uniqueness of this type of quilt in Alberta, if unique 
at all; to date, only one other example of this kind has 
been brought to the attention of RAM staff. 

Killed in action
15%

Wounded in action
50%

Prisoners of war
3%

Overseas unharmed
16%

Did not serve overseas
16%

Casualty figures for Albertans whose names appear on the quilt. 

This information is restricted to those names on the quilt as 

information relative to all Waskatenau and area participants is not 

yet known and research is ongoing.

Table 2: Waskatenau Quilt Soldiers and Their Participation Outcomes

NAME UNIT SERVED 

OVERSEAS OR 

IN CANADA

WOUNDED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED  

TO ACTION

MEDICALLY 

UNFIT

KILLED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED TO 

WASKATENAU FOR A  

MINIMUM OF FIVE YEARS

Pte John Roy 
Armstrong

151st and  
31st Battalions

Overseas Yes; 3 times 
(Vimy, Pass-
chendaele, 
11 Nov. 1918)

Yes No No Not known

Pte James  
Barnes

194th and  
10th Battalions

Overseas Yes Yes No No Yes

Pte Edward 
Clarence Bibby

202nd and  
50th Battalions

Overseas Yes Yes No No No – married in the UK and 
moved to BC.

/continued



NAME UNIT SERVED 

OVERSEAS OR 

IN CANADA

WOUNDED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED  

TO ACTION

MEDICALLY 

UNFIT

KILLED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED TO 

WASKATENAU FOR A  

MINIMUM OF FIVE YEARS

Pte Walter  
John Bibby

202nd and  
50th Battalions

Overseas Yes N/A N/A Yes; 23 Aug. 
1917 at Lens 
(Hill 70). Died 
of wounds.

N/A

Pte Robert  
Brown

194th and 218th 
Battalions and Army 
Medical Corps

Canada  
(Training  
Depot)

No N/A No No Initially moved to New 
Zealand; returned to 
Waskatenau in 1922.

William 
Cherrington

RNCVR; HMCS  
Rainbow

Overseas No N/A No No Yes – farmed and ran  
a business.

Capt John Henry 
Cherrington

British military Not known N/A

Pte Richard 
Cherrington

British military Not known N/A

Pte Frederick 
Stanley Cockroft

194th and  
49th Battalions

Overseas Yes; 3 times 
(un known, un-
known, Canal 
du Nord)

Yes No No Yes – remained in 
Waskatenau for his entire 
life.

Pte Milton 
Cockroft

194th and  
49th Battalions

Overseas Yes No Yes No Yes – moved away  
in 1941.

Pte Frank  
Dodd

Canadian Forestry 
Company  
(Southern Alberta)

Overseas No No No No Yes – moved to Edmonton 
in 1963; served in the 
Veterans Guard of Canada 
in the Second World War.

Pte J. Frankland 2/7 Cheshires (British 
regiment) and Army 
Service Corps

United Kingdom N/A

Pte Duncan 
Graham Fraser

151st and  
8th Battalions

Overseas Yes (Vimy) No Yes No Not known

Pte Clarence 
Jay Innes

4th Pioneers and  
7th Battalion

Overseas Yes No Yes No Not known

Pte Marion Albert 
Jorden (Jordan)

66th and  
49th Battalions

Overseas Yes; and 
prisoner of 
war

No No No Yes – moved around 
Alberta with railway 
employment.



NAME UNIT SERVED 

OVERSEAS OR 

IN CANADA

WOUNDED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED  

TO ACTION

MEDICALLY 

UNFIT

KILLED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED TO 

WASKATENAU FOR A  

MINIMUM OF FIVE YEARS

Pte Francis Lunn 194th and  
49th Battalions

Overseas Yes; twice 
(unknown, 
Courcelles)

Yes No No Yes

Pte Hugh Charles 
McDonald

194th and  
49th Battalions

Overseas N/A N/A N/A Yes;  
30 Oct. 1917 at 
Passchendaele

N/A

Pte N. McKellar Unknown— 
Possibly British

Not known Not known

Capt Ernest 
McNee

RNCVR; HMCS Niobe 
(depot ship), HMS 
Niobe, and HMS 
Niobe III (shore estab-
lishment); unknown 
minesweeper

Canada No N/A No No Yes – ran various 
businesses.

Sgt Leonard 
Edward 
Melbourne

19th Alberta 
Dragoons and 
10th Battalion

Overseas; 
awarded  
Military Medal

Yes; twice Yes No No Not known

Pte Alphonse 
Monserez

194th and 233rd 
Battalions

No No N/A Yes No Yes – farmed.

Pte Edward John 
Nelson

151st Battalion and 
16th Field Ambulance 
(CSEF)

Overseas 
(Siberia)

No N/A Yes; 1916, 
re-attested 
CAMC 1917

No Not known

Sgt Isaac Nelson 66th and 49th 
Battalions

Overseas; 
awarded Military 
Medal

Yes No Yes No Not known

Pte William 
James Nelson

66th and 49th 
Battalions and 7th 
Trench Mortar Battery

Overseas No N/A No No Not known

Pte John Henry 
New

151st and 44th 
Battalions

Overseas Yes Yes No No Not known

Pte Young 
Wheeler New

151st and 44th 
Battalions

Overseas Yes No Yes 
(pneumonia)

No Not known

/continued



NAME UNIT SERVED 

OVERSEAS OR 

IN CANADA

WOUNDED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED  

TO ACTION

MEDICALLY 

UNFIT

KILLED  

IN ACTION

RETURNED TO 

WASKATENAU FOR A  

MINIMUM OF FIVE YEARS

Sgt Emanuel 
Pilkington

194th and 10th 
Battalions

Overseas Yes (Lens) No Yes (gassed) No Yes – served as justice of 
the peace and held other 
gov’t jobs.

Pte Hugh Rogers 202nd and 50th 
Battalions

Overseas Yes (Lens) No Yes No No – lived in Edmonton.

Pte Willard 
Rogers 

202nd and 50th 
Battalions

Overseas N/A N/A N/A Yes; 21 Aug.  
1917 near  
Lens (Aloof 
Trench)

N/A

Pte Carl Roy 
Sampson

151st Battalion and 
Canadian Forestry 
Corps

Overseas 
(United 
Kingdom)

No N/A No No Not known

Pte John Allan 
Sampson

1st Depot Battalion, 
Alberta Regiment 

Canada (con-
scripted 23  
May 1918)

No N/A No No Yes

Pte George 
Sexauer

151st and 44th 
Battalions

Overseas Yes (Vimy) Yes No No Yes

Pte Herbert 
Stanley 
Shortridge

66th and 49th 
Battalions

Overseas N/A N/A N/A Yes; 9 Oct.  
1916 at the 
Somme (Regina 
Trench)

N/A

Pte Melvin Blake 
Stapley

194th and 10th 
Battalions

Overseas N/A N/A N/A Yes; 2 Sept.  
1918 at the 
Drocourt-
Queant Line 

N/A

Pte Edwin Roy 
Watson

151st and 8th 
Canadian Railway 
Troops

Overseas No N/A No No Yes – moved to Detroit in 
1926.

Pte Frank 
Woodward

194th Battalion and 
2nd Canadian Railway 
Troops

Overseas No N/A No No Never lived in the area –  
Bowden, AB, resident; 
relative paid to have name 
included. 
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Initial investigation has resulted in contact with 
descendants of the Cherrington and Rogers families. 
Through military service records from Library and 
Archives Canada, and introductory discussions with 
family members, a more complete picture of the 
experiences of the four Rogers brothers, who served 
Canada during the First and Second World Wars, is 

now known. Willard, the oldest, was killed in action 
August 1917 at Aloof Trench (near Lens); Hugh was 
seriously wounded by an exploding mortar shell 
in June 1917 and declared medically unfit to return 
to the front; Elmer received the Military Medal 
for bravery in the field at the Battle of the Somme 
and survived the war physically unscathed; and the 

Preserving the Quilt—Cleaning: the first step was to temporarily apply fine netting over compromised areas to facilitate low-suction 

vacuuming. This was followed by several presoaks, washes, and rinses in a wash table, using deionized water and an additive-free mild 

detergent. Repeated rinsing was required to ensure that no soap residue remained on the quilt. Drying was done by hand, using quilt pads to 

blot the surface areas; next, the quilt was rolled onto a clean piece of four-inch ABS plumbing pipe interleaved with towels; lastly, the quilt 

was laid flat on a drying table, and fans were run for several days to assist the drying process. Photo courtesy of the Royal Alberta Museum. 
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youngest brother, Ray, served his country during 
the Second World War and returned to Waskatenau 
where he raised a family. Time has not permitted a 
thorough exploration of their family archives, but 
RAM staff has been told that they possess a letter 
from Willard, written to his mother days before he 
was killed. Such circumstances are not unlike those 
experienced by thousands of Canadian soldiers and 

their respective families. Exploring and understand-
ing the stories associated with the names on the quilt 
will provide a detailed understanding of the impact 
of the war on the community of Waskatenau and, to a 
lesser extent, on the Alberta home front, in general. 
For this reason, the quilt will serve as the focal point 
of the First World War home front story told in the 
new Royal Alberta Museum.26 

Preserving the Quilt—Stabilization: stabilizing the quilt involved overlaying the red crosses and other damaged areas with nylon tulle netting 

material to halt further tearing and deterioration of the embroidered signatures. As each cross is slightly different, tracings were made using 

clear mylar. The mylar cut-outs were marked with numbers and arrows to correspond with the appropriate cross and to ensure that each 

piece of the tulle material was correctly applied. A curved needle and ultrafine polyester thread were used to affix the netting to the quilt. 

Photo courtesy of the Royal Alberta Museum.



Mylar tracings of the 

crosses used to make 

nylon tulle netting 

overlays of the exact size. 

Photo courtesy of the 

Royal Alberta Museum.
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Conclusion

That the Waskatenau quilt has survived is both re-
markable and a tribute to the Cherrington family and 
the members of the Waskatenau Seniors Association. 
The quilt was well used and well loved; because of 
this, it is available for current and future generations 
to discover the stories that it holds. Only one other 
quilt of this type is known to exist in Alberta; it hails 
from southern Alberta and remains in private hands. 
No examples bearing the same pattern can be found 
among the collections of Canada’s national heritage 
institutions.30 What began as a curiosity has evolved 
into a major research project, and the quilt now 
serves as a portal to a past world. Through continued 
investigation we will further our understanding of 
one Alberta community’s enduring connection to the 
First World War. 

The work of making quilts for those in need con-
tinued. Although signature quilts are not specifically 
mentioned, members of the Waskatenau chapter of 
the United Farm Women of Alberta produced quilts 
in the postwar era to raise funds for the construction 
of a Great War Veterans Association hall.31 During 
the Second World War, Canadian women, including 
those from Waskatenau, made tens of thousands of 
patchwork or “crazy block” quilts for distribution to 
displaced families in Britain and Europe.32 Today, 
women such as Lezley Zwaal, founder of Quilts of 
Valour Canada (QOV Canada), carry on this tradition. 
The organization began operations in Edmonton in 
2006 and now has active participants and chapters 
across Canada. The society’s mission is “to ensure 
that our injured Canadian Forces members are 
recognized for their service and commitment to 
our country . . . through the presentation of quilts to 
comfort [them] in their time of need.” As of April 

2013 QOV Canada has made and delivered 3,290 
quilts to injured service personnel and veterans.33

Notes

1 McKenzie Porter, To All Men: The Story of the Canadian 
Red Cross (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1960), 73.

2 By River and Train: The History of Waskatenau and Dis-
tricts, vol. 1 (Waskatenau, AB: Waskatenau and District 
Historical Society, 1986), 406.

3 Comfort packages typically included articles of cloth-
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as foodstuffs, tobacco, and writing supplies. Agencies 
such as the Red Cross, the Imperial Order Daughters 
of the Empire, United Farm Women of Alberta, and 
the Alberta Women’s Institute, as well as individual 
families, provided thousands of soldiers with comfort 
packages to supplement official rations. These also 
served as tangible links to their loved ones and homes. 
Information drawn from the following sources: 100 
Years of Humanitarian Service: The Canadian Red Cross 
Society, 1896–1996 (Ottawa: Canadian Red Cross Soci-
ety, 1996), 14; Donna Fallis, “World War I Knitting,” 
Alberta Museums Review (Edmonton: Alberta Muse-
ums Association), Fall 1984, 8–10, Canadian Red 
Cross Society website, URL: http://www.redcross.ca/
who-we-are/about-the-canadian-red-cross/
historical-highlights/the-first-world-war-1914-1918, 
retrieved fall/winter 2013–2014.

4 Porter, To All Men, 37. Albeit one of many phrases em-
ployed by the Red Cross in an effort to encourage and 
maintain support for the war effort, this slogan was 
used extensively across the country.

5 “Wartime Activities of Significance to Women: One 
Thousand Dollars for the Red Cross Can Be Raised on 
a Memorial Quilt,” Modern Priscilla, December 1917 
(Boston: Priscilla Publishing, 1887–1930), 2. It is 
important to point out that use of this example is not 
meant to imply that circumstances are directly trans-
ferrable to Canada. Notably, one 1917 American dollar 
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 was equivalent to roughly $1.25 Canadian. The cost of 
doing business in Canada was higher on account of 
factors such as import tariffs, higher shipping costs, 
smaller production capacity, and more modest pro-
duction runs on account of a smaller market. Modern 
Priscilla (1887–1930) began at Lynn, Massachusetts, 
as a 16-page Quattro devoted to fancy work, dress 
patterns, china painting, and needlework in general. 
Subscription rates were 50 cents a year. In 1894, 
the publisher relocated to Boston and enlarged the 
scope of the magazine to cover many other aspects of 
women’s home life. It absorbed Everyday Housekeeping 
in March 1912 and Home Needlework Magazine in May 
1917. URL: http://www.magazineart.org/main.php/v/
womens/modernpriscilla, retrieved 12 November 
2013.

6 Karvonen family records (assembled by Helen Kar-
vonen) were accessed at the Karvonen residence in 
Edmonton, AB, 2012–2013; interview with Helen Kar-
vonen, Karvonen residence, Edmonton, AB, 28 Feb-
ruary 2012, by Sean Moir; and Library and Archives 
Canada, Royal Canadian Navy Ledger Sheets (1910–
1941), URL: http://www.collectionscanada.gc.ca/
databases/navyledgersheet/001102-130-e.html, 
retrieved January 2014. Both William and brother Fred 
served in the Canadian Army during the Second World 
War; too old for front-line service, William spent sev-
eral years in Britain training recruits. While overseas 
he was informed his son George had been killed in 
action in Belgium on 8 February 1945. His daughter 
Helen joined the Royal Canadian Air Force (1951–56) 
and trained and worked as a fighter control officer.

7 Interview with Helen Karvonen; CFB Esqui-
malt Naval & Military Museum website, URL: 
http://www.navalandmilitarymuseum.org/resource_
pages/ships/rainbow.html, retrieved January 2014.

8 Interview with Helen Karvonen.
9 Royal Alberta Museum accession file H09.35.1 (gifting 

documents and associated notes pertaining to the 
acquisition of the quilt).

10 Wadsworth Atheneum Museum of Art, Hartford, CT: 
URL: http://www.thewadsworth.org/exhibitions/
past/, page accessed ca. 2010–13.

11 Saddle Lake Cree Nation website, URL: 
http://www.saddlelake.ca/noflash/?page_id=223, 
retrieved January 2014. There are many variations of 
the spelling of the name Wasatenow, which is how it 
appears on the official website of the Saddle Lake Cree 
Nation, ca. 2014. This is in contrast to Washatanow, 
the spelling used by government of Canada officials 
when the Washatanow Reserve, No. 126 was estab-
lished in 1889. 

12 By River and Train, vol. 1, 18.
13 Ibid., 118–24.
14 Desmond Morton and Glenn Wright, Winning the 

Second Battle: Canadian Veterans and the Return to 
Civilian Life, 1915–1930 (Toronto: University of To-
ronto Press, 1987), 155–77 and 202–25, respectively. 
Recipients of Canadian Patriotic Fund payments were 
screened to ensure they were doing all possible to 
manage on the resources available to them; adherence 
to socially conservative values (e.g., moral virtue) was 
top-of-mind among fund administrators when re-
viewing applications. Canadian War Museum website, 
URL: http://www.warmuseum.ca/cwm/exhibitions/
guerre/patriotic-fund-e.aspx, retrieved January 2014.

15 Linda J. Quiney, “‘Hardly Feminine Work!’: Violet 
Wilson and the Canadian Volunteer Aid Detachment 
Nurses of the First World War,” in Framing Our Past: 
Canadian Women’s History in the Twentieth Century, 
edited by Sharon Anne Cook, Lorna R. McLean, and 
Kathryn O’Rourke (Montreal and Kingston: McGill- 
Queen’s University Press, 2001), 289.

16 Fallis, “World War I Knitting,” 10.
17 By River and Train, vol. 1, 29.
18 Shirley Ellis, “Royal Alberta Museum Conservation: 

Condition Report,” 22 November 2011, RAM; meetings 
and discussions with Lucie Heins, Assistant Cura-
tor, Western Canadian History, RAM, and author of 
The Alberta Quilt Project, Edmonton, Autumn 2011 (in 
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preparation for Sean Moir’s presentation, “Untangling 
the Threads of the Past: Researching the 1917 Waska-
tenau Signature Quilt,” at the 2012 Canadian Museums 
Association conference, Gatineau, Quebec, April 26; 
RAM accession file, H09.35.1 [notes]).

19 Barbara Brackman (compiler), Encyclopedia of Pieced 
Quilt Patterns, 1st ed. (Paducah, KY: American Quilter’s 
Society, 1993), 386–91; Ellis, “Royal Alberta Museum 
Conservation: Condition Report”; Meetings and 
discussions with Lucie Heins, Autumn 2011; RAM file, 
H09.35.1 (notes).

20 Ellis, “Royal Alberta Museum Conservation: Con-
dition Report”; Meetings and discussion with Lucie 
Heins, Autumn, 2011; By River and Train, vol. 1, 406; 
RAM accession file, H09.35.1 (notes).

21 Summative information derived from reviewing the 
personal histories of the women credited with making 
the quilt in the accompanying photograph, and sec-
tions relative to community organizations; By River and 
Train, vols. 1 and 2, various pages.

22 For the purpose of this article, the area referred to as 
“the hamlet and surrounding district of Waskatenau” 
is a 540-square mile tract of land (12 townships) as 
indicated in the local history, By River and Trail, vol. 1. 
Specifically, this area is a landscape-oriented rectan-
gle, and incorporates townships 58 through 60, and 
ranges 18 through 20, as well as township 61, range 19, 
and township 62, ranges 18 and 19; the majority of this 
district is located to the north of the North Saskatche-
wan River. By River and Train, vol. 1, 18–19, 30–31, 38, 
54–55, 66–67, 80–81, 92–93, and 100–102.

23 By River and Train, vol. 1, 374; RAM accession file, 
H09.35.1 (notes).

24 Museum staff is working to determine the circum-
stances of four of the individuals whose names appear 
on the quilt. It is believed they are relatives situated 
overseas who never lived in the Waskatenau area. 
Overall statistics for Canada: Government of Canada, 
Veterans Affairs Canada, “The Aftermath,” date 
modified 20 November 2013, retrieved 10 February 
2014, URL: https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remem-
brance/history/first-world-war/canada/canada19; 

Government of Canada, Library and Archives Canada, 
“Soldiers of the First World War: 1914–1918,” date 
modified 29 January 2014, retrieved 10 February 2014, 
URL: http://www.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/discover/ 
military-heritage/first-world-war/first-world-war-
1914-1918-cef/Pages/canadian-expeditionary-force.
aspx. Regimental Statistics: The Loyal Edmonton 
Regimental Military Museum, “The Last Few Months,” 
2010, URL: http://www.lermuseum.org/en/ 
regimental-history/billys-own/the-last-few-
months/, retrieved 10 February 2014; Daniel G. 
Dancocks, Gallant Canadians: The Story of the Tenth 
Canadian Infantry Battalion, 1914–1919 (Calgary: The 
Calgary Highlanders Regimental Funds Foundation, 
Calgary, 1994), 213; Major Horace C. Singer, History 
of the 31st Battalion C.E.F., edited by Darrell Knight 
(Calgary: Detselig, 2006), 431.

25 Beginning in the late 1980s, museologists began to 
place artifacts in a context of meaning within their 
community, whether this was a community based 
on geography, ethnicity, gender, or other types of 
relationships among groups. They focused on public 
culture and its political ramifications. The book that 
came to represent this new type of museum practice 
was Ivan Karp, Christine Mullen Kreamer, and Steven 
D. Lavine, eds., Museums and Communities: The Politics 
of Public Culture (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Insti-
tution Press, 1992). 

26 Data used to prepare the table citing the names of 
those in the military was derived from the Library and 
Archives Canada, “Soldiers of the First World War,” 
retrieved December 2013, January/February 2014.

27 Specifically, a 0.3 percent Orvus anionic detergent 
was used to clean the quilt. An anionic detergent is 
best described as one that has no additives such as 
fragrances, and/or optical or colour brighteners. 
Information extracted from S. Ellis, “RAM Conserva-
tion Report, Red Cross Quilt,” H09.35.1, Spring 2012, 
RAM, 1–2.

28 Ellis, “RAM Conservation Report, Red Cross Quilt,” 
H09.35.1, 2.

29 Ibid.
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30 E-mail correspondence, Sean Moir to Christina Bates, 
Curator, History of Canadian Home Life, Costume 
and Textiles, Canadian Museum of Civilization (now 
Canadian Museum of History), Gatineau, Quebec, 
2 February 2012; Primary quote: “We have nothing 
like this quilt . . .” Similar responses were received 
from the Glenbow Museum and The Military Muse-
ums (Calgary), the Royal British Columbia Museum 
(Victoria), The Manitoba Museum (Winnipeg), and 
the Western Development Museum (Saskatoon), as 
well as dozens of regional and community museums 
across Alberta.

31 By River and Train, vol. 1, 88.
32 Bridget Long, “Quilt Aid: In Britain’s Hour of Need,” 

Quilter’s Newsletter Magazine, no. 371 (April 2005): 
32–34.

33 Quilts of Valour–Canada website, URL: 
http://www.quiltsofvalour.ca/ (About Us section), 
retrieved 21 February 2014.
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Calgary’s “Grand Story” began on the evening of 
Monday, 5 February 1912 with the spectacular open-
ing of what the Morning Albertan termed, “Canada’s 
Finest Theatre.” Together with the Lougheed Build-
ing, also completed that year, the Grand represented 
Senator Sir James Lougheed’s vision for his adopted 
city. The city would be an economic powerhouse 
with a rich cultural scene that would bring the world 
to Calgary. Johnston Forbes-Robertson, one of the 
greatest stars of the English stage, and his touring 
London company were booked to open with The 
Passing of the Third Floor Back, a play that had run an 
incredible 300 performances in London and over 
200 in New York. 

Under promoter Bill Sherman, the theatre had 
thrived for a time but eventually not only faced 
financial problems but also a high-profile racial 
discrimination suit that tarnished its image and led 
to calls for a change in leadership. Senator Lougheed 
sacked Sherman in June 1914.1 With the flamboyant 
impresario’s departure, the Sherman Grand lost 
the first half of its two-barrelled name; it simply 
became “the Grand.” Lougheed hired Jeff Lydiatt as 
the Grand’s new theatre manager in late December 

1914 and, in February 1915, they welcomed back 
Forbes-Robertson on his North American farewell 
tour. The Ontario-educated Lydiatt had strong ad-
ministrative skills developed working as the private 
secretary and chief clerk to Alfred Price, superin-
tendent of CPR’s western lines. His love of music 
was developed through involvement with the Yonge 
Street Methodist Church in Yorkville, where he was 
involved with the church choir. Lydiatt and his wife 
Clara moved to Calgary to follow Price, in 1907, when 
he became general superintendent of the CPR’s 
Alberta division.

The Great War had changed Calgary almost 
beyond recognition. As part of the British Empire, 
with no control over its foreign affairs, Canada 
entered the conflict the instant Britain did. The 
morning of 4 August 1914 German troops crossed 
the border into Belgium. Under an 1839 treaty, 
Britain, France, and Prussia had agreed to protect 
Belgian neutrality. Immediately upon the invasion 
of Belgium, Britain issued Germany an ultimatum to 
withdraw. Twenty minutes after it expired, at 11:00 
p.m., August 4, London time, the British Empire 
entered the war on the side of the Allies—France, 
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Russia, Serbia, and Belgium—against the Central 
Powers, Germany and Austro-Hungary.

Just after 7:00 p.m. that same evening, news of 
Britain’s declaration of war on Germany reached 
Calgary. The night staff in the Herald Building hastily 
updated all the latest bulletins on its news board lo-
cated in the alleyway between their building and the 
Lougheed Building/Grand Theatre. Simultaneously 
the paper sent out its newsboys to distribute pink 
“extras” throughout the city. As a round, blood-red 
summer moon rose in the southeastern sky, masses 
of people, the patriotic and the curious, assembled 

along Ninth Avenue between Centre and First 
Streets. A Scots piper marched up and down in front 
of the CPR station and the brand new Palliser Hotel, 
opened just two months earlier. Shouts of “Vive la 
France!” and “God Save the King!” greeted the im-
promptu processions of flag-draped motorcars.2

Legions of eager volunteers came forward as 
everyone on the Allied side initially expected the war 
to be over by Christmas 1914. But the unexpected 
German thrusts through Belgium into France took 
the Allies by surprise. Only in October did the Allies 
check the German advance at Ypres in the tiny corner 

(left) The Lougheed Building and Sherman Grand Theatre, ca. 1912. Glenbow Archives, NA-4385-3; (right) The photo shows a crowd gathered 

to read the war news on the Herald’s bulletin board placed between the Herald and the Lougheed Buildings. Glenbow Archives, NA-5610-35.
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of western Belgium that remained under their con-
trol. The German front lines as the crow flies were 
now about the same distance from Dover, England, 
as Calgary was from Banff—approximately a hundred 
kilometres. Both sides built a series of trenches 
from the Swiss border to the North Sea. Only two 
months after Forbes-Robertson’s visit, the Cana-
dians entered into their first major battle at Ypres, 
where they endured the world’s first large-scale use 
of poison gas.

A martial atmosphere dominated in the city 
in early 1915. Forbes-Robertson visited the city’s 
parade ground where the 31st Battalion marched 
before him. He later wrote of the experience: 
“Deeply moved at the honour shown me, I stood 
erect with bared head as the battalion swung past 
me in perfect alignment on the hard and slippery 
snow.”3 Forbes-Robertson felt the war’s intensity. He 
described the German emperor to a Calgary reporter 
as a “monster,” an “incarnation of iniquity.”4

Lydiatt’s office in 1914 was in room 205 on the 
second floor of the Lougheed Building,5 which 
was itself transformed by wartime developments. 
Dr. Robert O’Callaghan retained his office nearby 
in room 210, but, in addition to his practice, the 
McGill-trained surgeon now served as a recruiting 
officer for the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light 
Infantry, the military unit named after the Duke of 
Connaught’s daughter.6 In early 1916, he himself 
enlisted in the British Royal Army Medical Corps 
and spent over a year in several hospitals in England 
and France.7

Other military-related activities occurred in the 
building. As soon as the war broke out, Calgary’s 
naval volunteer headquarters opened an office in 
the Lougheed’s fourth floor.8 In late October 1915, 
Senator Lougheed and his business partner Edmund 

Taylor donated two vacant retail spaces on the 
building’s ground floor for a soldiers’ club open to 
all ranks of enlisted men every evening from 4:30 
to 10:30. The four Calgary chapters of the Imperial 
Order Daughters of the Empire operated the club.9 
The Calgary office of the Patriotic Fund moved into 
room 300 of the Lougheed in late 1916.10 The follow-
ing April the recruiting office for the Army Medical 
Corps opened in the building as well.11

Senator Lougheed, president of the Alberta Boy 
Scouts Association, provided two rooms rent free for 
the duration of the war in the Lougheed Building for 
the association’s headquarters.12 Founded in Britain 
by Robert Baden-Powell in 1908, the Boy Scout 
movement reached Calgary in 1910 with the estab-
lishment of the St. Stephen’s Church Scout troop 
later designated as “the 1st Alberta Troop.” Chief 
Scout Baden-Powell himself visited Calgary on 21 
August 1910.13 As Robert H. MacDonald has argued 
in Sons of the Empire: The Frontier and the Boy Scout 
Movement, 1890–1918: “Scouting came to mean King 
and Country, Duty and Self-Sacrifice.”14 From the 
outset in Britain, Boy Scouts were thought of as little 
soldiers with an honorary connection to the military. 
It trained boys to do their duty.15 During the Great 
War, a total of 222 Calgary leaders and Scouts or 
former Scouts enlisted, of whom 24 died in action.16

No information survives on the stand taken on 
Canada’s war involvement by the Lougheed’s major 
fourth-floor tenant, Will Tregillus. Before the 
outbreak of hostilities he determinedly opposed any 
involvement for Canada in a European war. But now, 
preoccupied by his failed brickworks, he made no 
statement. The German invasion of neutral Belgium, 
however, did reverse the earlier stance taken by 
University of Calgary professor Mack Eastman, who 
just half a year earlier attacked the piling up of arms 
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by the world powers at the expense of the farmers 
and working class. Horrified by the German inva-
sion of a small neutral country, the history professor 
now endorsed the war against Germany. “Autocratic 
government in Germany will yield only to Force,” he 
told a Calgary interviewer in mid-October 1914.17 
Eastman tried to enlist, but the historian failed the 
stringent physical test.18 Robert Maclean, Calgary’s 
classics professor, had enlisted successfully imme-
diately after the outbreak of war.19

Anxious to help the Allied cause, Eastman de-
voted long hours that winter to raise money through-
out southern Alberta for the Belgian relief fund.20 
During his last months in Calgary, he boarded 
with George Coutts, Fred Albright’s great friend.21 
Albright had taught the university’s first economics 
course, now taken over by Walter Sage, a University 
of Toronto graduate with further training at Oxford 

University. Sage, who also taught English and his-
tory, was also a great friend of Coutts.22

Calgary became an armed camp over the next 
four years. Nearly 40,000 men enlisted for overseas 
service.23 Lydiatt continued the Grand’s policy of 
welcoming soldiers to performances. As guests of the 
house, he invited the entire 50th Battalion to attend 
the production of Baby Mine.24 In late February 1915, 
it was the turn of the 31st Battalion, 1,100 strong, to 
see the play The Private Secretary.25 The News-Tele-
gram on 6 March 1915 congratulated Lydiatt and his 
counterpart at the Lyric, now called the Pantages 
Theatre,26 for doing “all in their power to make 
life pleasant for the men who will soon be on the 
firing line.” In late April, 900 members of the 50th 
Battalion returned for the last performance of My 
Tango Maid. The men in khaki joined in singing the 
chorus lines.27

Members of the 50th 

Battalion parade through 

Calgary before leaving 

for Britain, ca. 1914–18. 

Glenbow Archives, 

NA-3419-3.
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Information survives on one Lougheed apart-
ment resident in the war years: Millicent McElroy, 
“the lady who played the cornet.” She played the 
send-off for each outgoing train carrying soldiers 
from the CPR station in Calgary to England and 
France. Born in England in 1869, she immigrated to 
Canada with her husband in 1911. George McElroy 
had been the bandmaster of the Salvation Army 
Belfast Citadel, and Millicent was a well-known Sal-
vation Army musician in northern England.28 After 
the war ended, she returned to the CPR platform and 
played rousing tunes as the men disembarked.29 She 
had moved into the Lougheed apartment with her 
daughter and family while her daughter’s husband 
was overseas in the war. Her own husband, a painter, 
was employed with the decoration of the new Van-
couver CPR railway station.30

Fortunately, correspondence from a Lougheed 
tenant in the years 1915 to 1916 survives. In 1915, 
Seabury Pearce, the eldest son of Calgary Planning 
Commission President William Pearce, moved into 
offices on the fourth floor, Sixth Avenue side. Unlike 
his two younger brothers William and Harry, both 
in the Canadian Army, Seabury could not enlist, 
even under the more relaxed recruiting standards 
of the second and third years of the war, as he had 
lost the sight in his right eye as a young boy.31 In fact, 
he wore a glass eye.32 Although trained as an engi-
neer and a surveyor, Seabury managed his father’s 
company, “Pearce’s Limited.” Its letterhead read, 
“Loans negotiated, estates managed.”33 In 1916, 
both of Seabury’s brothers were in Europe. Bill, who 
had arrived at the front in charge of a machine gun 
unit during the early spring of 1915, had been badly 
wounded in May, hit in the back of the neck by a 
piece of shrapnel.34 After hospitalization in England, 
he returned to the trenches. Younger brother Harry 

left for England with his Calgary unit in March 1916. 
Within less than five months, he too was wounded in 
a bomb accident in France with exploded shrapnel 
wounds to his head, neck, and both thighs.35 For two 
days, the surgeons considered the amputation of his 
right arm at the elbow, but fortunately, by day three, 
he began to recover.36 Once he had recuperated he 
returned to the front, also in a machine gun battalion 
like his brother.

Seabury Pearce, the trusted agent of his father, 
knew the Lougheed Building well, particularly the 
Cronn’s Rathskeller portion. As president of the 
Calgary Planning Commission in 1913, his dad had 
chaired executive meetings at Cronn’s.37 Since open-
ing in late 1912, Cronn’s Rathskeller had been the 
spot to dine in the city. Jeff Lydiatt’s friends hosted 
his retirement party from the CPR there. When the 
Royal Architectural Institute of Canada held its sixth 
general annual assembly in Calgary in September 
1913, the City of Calgary welcomed the delegates at 
a luncheon at Cronn’s.38 The Rotary Club of Calgary 
had been planned around one of Cronn’s restaurant 
tables in the winter of 1913–14. William Pearce and 
the Calgary Planning Committee Executive sched-
uled their meetings there. But, with the outbreak of 
war in August 1914, things changed. Now any estab-
lishment with a German name became suspect. 

As the war continued, anti-German feelings 
rose. As early as late August 1914, the Calgary Herald 
endorsed the dismissal by the City of Calgary of 
German and Austrian employees.39 That same 
month, Senator Lougheed urged public calm. On 
August 19, he mentioned to his fellow senators, 
“at such a time when all the national impulses are 
stirred it is peculiarly an occasion for dispassion-
ate deliberation.”40 But hysteria mounted as the 
war, with no end in sight, took more and more 
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victims. One of the first Calgarians to die in active 
service was Jimmie Leatherby, the Grand’s first 
treasurer. He died of cerebral spinal meningitis 
in France on 5 March 1915 while serving with the 
Princess Patricias.41

Perhaps more than any other Albertan in the 
summer of 1915, Senator Lougheed knew the high 
casualty rate suffered by Canadian troops on the 
Western front. In July and August 1915, he served 
as acting minister of the militia.42 His personal and 
emotional involvement increased with the enlist-
ment that fall of Clarence, his oldest son,43 followed 
by Edgar, his third son.44 Understandably, the 
senator lost his footing and alarmingly emphasized 
the danger posed by Germans within Canada itself. 
In the Senate on 16 January 1916, he stated that 
Germany had embarked on “a war for world power, 
of territorial conquest,” Canada being one of its 
principal objectives. “Germany,” he added, “through 
its system of espionage, has a more thorough knowl-
edge of Canada in the pigeon-holes of its foreign 
office than would be found in the departments of our 
own Government.”45

Long-standing resentment against the enemy 
surfaced in Calgary in mid-February. Seabury Pearce 
was a tenant in the Lougheed at the time. His father 
learned from his son and the newspapers what had 
occurred. In a note to his daughter Frances, then in 
Victoria, British Columbia, William Pearce sum-
marized what happened: “The soldiers in garrison, 
aided to a large extent by civilians, have given vent 
to their anti-German feelings in wrecking several 
buildings.”46 They trashed two restaurants on Febru-
ary 10 and a hotel the next night.47 William was ap-
palled, and added: “It is a deplorable state of affairs, 
and the saddest part of the whole thing is that public 
sentiment seems to be largely in support of that 

class of work, perhaps not to the extent of wrecking 
buildings, but there is a most insane anti-German 
and anti-Austrian feeling.”48

Nor was that all; on the evening of the 11th, a 
rumour spread that rioters had targeted Cronn’s 
Rathskeller. Twenty-five quickly assembled de-
fenders of the restaurant blocked the doorway, 
and an armed guard stood across the road in case 
of trouble.49 The defenders prevented an attempt 
to rush it. Long-time Calgarian Leishman McNeill 
later recorded what Edgar Lougheed told him about 
the aftermath. Immediately after the mob dis-
persed, Jimmy Hunter, the Lougheed Building’s 
Scottish-born superintendent, called a truck to cut 
the wires leading to the large outside sign that read 
“Cronn’s Rathskeller.” After the sign was carted 
away, he turned out all the lights and had the doors 
locked. The mob did not return. McNeill concludes: 
“Mr. Lougheed tells me that Mr. and Mrs. Cronn dis-
appeared that night and he never afterwards heard of 
their whereabouts.”50

Cronn’s Rathskeller suddenly became Cronn’s 
Restaurant,51 then, by April 1, Cronn’s Café.52 
After that it had a new name entirely: the Cabaret 
Garden.53 It took its new designation from the band-
stand framed in latticework and hung with baskets 
of flowers.54 For a new image, the management hired 
an African-American quartet. In the basement of the 
Lougheed Building, in February 1917, jazz was first 
played in Calgary. The Cabaret Garden later changed 
its name to the Plaza,55 but it retained its popular 
African-American jazz bands until 1920.56

The Grand Theatre faced a problem with book-
ing shows during the war. The Orpheum Vaudeville 
Circuit, which came to the Grand three days of every 
week, stopped its visits to Calgary and all western 
Canadian cities with the exception of Winnipeg 
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in late 1914. Attendance had fallen after the war’s 
outbreak, but a year later Jeff Lydiatt successfully 
convinced the Orpheum circuit to return to Cal-
gary.57 By keeping the Grand full of life, Lydiatt kept 
it alive, and helped enormously to maintain Calgary’s 
wartime spirits.

The year 1916 proved a terrible one for Calgary, 
as Canadian casualties in France and Belgium in-
creased. Calgary’s 31st Battalion lost more than half 
its strength, with 130 killed, nearly 300 wounded, 
and 4 missing in a six-month period. The 50th Bat-
talion, which had also visited the Grand earlier that 
year, lost 230 men in a fight by the Regina Trench. Of 
the 260 officers and men who went “over the top” to 
attack the German lines, only one officer and 30 men 
returned without a wound.58

By the summer of 1916, Calgary’s daily news-
papers carried long lists of casualties. Amongst 
the heavy losses that June was Dick Brocklebank, 
former alderman, killed in action.59 That September, 
25-year-old Ernest Pinkham, the youngest son of 
the first Anglican bishop of Calgary, W.C. Pinkham, 
died at the Battle of Courcelette.60 In some fashion or 
another, the impact of the mounting casualties was 
felt in thousands of Calgary homes.

Lydiatt worked very hard throughout the war 
to lighten the city’s spirits. The News-Telegram 
knew him as “the popular manager of the Grand 
Theatre.”61 The hard-to-please Bob Edwards also 
praised him. Writing in the Eye Opener on 2 Decem-
ber 1916, he tossed this bouquet: “Manager Lydiatt, 
of the Grand theatre, is to be congratulated on the 
high quality of theatrical fare he has been feeding his 
patrons upon of late. There has been quite an epi-
demic of good things.” Bertha Hart, Edwards’s secre-
tary in the 1910s,62 also appreciated what Lydiatt did: 
“He used to bring in some grand shows.”63

Through his work for the Rotary Club of Calgary, 
Lydiatt contributed much in the community. He 
also generously devoted his time to the Victory Loan 
campaign.64 Later in the war, he chaired the pub-
licity committee to raise funds for the YMCA and its 
overseas work on the war front in Europe.65 Next, he 
chaired the Red Shield campaign to collect money 
for the Salvation Army’s war work.66 On account of 
all these responsibilities Lydiatt reluctantly resigned 
in early 1915 as leader of the Wesley Methodist 
Church choir.

Lydiatt’s job was full of minefields. He had to 
deal with such difficult personalities as Patrick 
Harcourt-O’Reilly, the Grand’s solicitor. In early 
1916, the lawyer saved the theatre $3,000 by reduc-
ing in court its original assessment of $12,000 to 
$9,000. But, as a consequence, Harcourt-O’Reilly 
expected complimentary tickets to all performances. 
He appeared in full evening dress for big stage 
shows, without a ticket, and expected to be taken to 
the best seats. Operating under an extremely tight 
budget, Lydiatt repeatedly had to explain that there 
were no free tickets.67

Politically, the Grand’s manager had to appear 
totally neutral as the theatre hosted both the Conser-
vative and Liberal political leaders; wisely, Lydiatt 
identified himself as an independent.68 In the war 
years, the leading provincial Conservative R.B. 
Bennett spoke several times there,69 but Alberta’s 
Liberal Premier Arthur Sifton also addressed a large 
gathering at the Grand.70 In late 1916, Conservative 
Prime Minister Robert Borden held a massive rally 
in the theatre,71 as did Wilfrid Laurier, the former 
Liberal prime minister turned leader of the opposi-
tion, in late 1917.

Finally, in August 1918, the war took a turn for 
the better with great Allied advances on the Western 
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Front. But, just as the end of Great War finally 
seemed imminent, the deadly and highly contagious 
Spanish flu epidemic struck. Worldwide the virus 
claimed 20 million lives. In Canada, perhaps 50,000 
died, approximately the same number of Cana-
dian service personnel lost in the First World War. 
From mid-October to mid-November, all churches, 
schools, and theatres in Calgary remained closed.

The signing of the November 11 armistice in 
Europe allowed for a slight relaxation of the strict 
rules against public assemblies. The news reached 
City Solicitor Clinton Ford when he was arguing a 
case before the Appeal Court. He and H.P.O. Savary, 
the opposing counsel, had to wear cotton masks on 
account of the epidemic. All the members of the 
court wore them. Nearly half a century later, Ford 

recalled that during his presentation Savary sud-
denly stepped out into the corridor. He returned a 
short time later waving a newspaper. Shouting inco-
herently through his mask, he interrupted the city 
solicitor. When Ford read the headline, he under-
stood—“ARMISTICE AGREED ON”—“It meant the war 
was over. I will never forget the great feeling I had at 
that moment.”72

Once news of the armistice reached the mayor, 
he temporarily relaxed the anti-contagion rules and 
declared a half-day holiday, even allowing a vic-
tory parade. It began that afternoon at the Central 
Fire Hall on Sixth Avenue, just two blocks from 
the Lougheed Building, and proceeded around the 
central part of the city, ending at City Hall at 3:30. 
The parade ended with the hanging of two effigies of 

The Victory Parade in 

Calgary, 11 November 

1918. During the deadly 

Spanish flu epidemic then 

underway, face masks 

were common. Glenbow 

Archives, NA-431-5. 
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the Kaiser and the German Crown Prince opposite 
City Hall, in what today is Olympic Plaza. Five hours 
later, the effigies were removed from the scaffold 
and burned. Calgarians crowded the streets in 
every direction.73

The Grand Theatre’s Opera Festival in late Janu-
ary marked Jeff Lydiatt’s gift to Calgary to celebrate 
the war’s end. The visiting San Carlo Opera Company 
enjoyed a worldwide reputation.74 Calgary choir 
leader Percy Lynn “P.L.” Newcombe publicly thanked 
Lydiatt in an article in the Albertan.75

The checking of the influenza epidemic, which 
took 341 Calgarians’ lives in late 1918, added to the 
joy of the five operas.76 lnfluenza cases dropped from 
938 in December to 13 in January.77 No one had to 
wear “flu” masks anymore. With great anticipation, 
the public came to see and hear Aida, Rigoletto, Tales 
of Hoffmann, Il Trovatore, and Madame Butterfly, the 
San Carlo Opera Company’s pièces de résistance.

Lydiatt took the Grand through the upheaval 
of the Great War. An outstanding and imaginative 
administrator, he selected an effective management 
team, one which remained in place into the 1920s 
after he left the theatre. In late 1919, he assumed the 
vice-presidency of Trans-Canada Theatres Lim-
ited, a national theatre circuit, with his office in the 
Lougheed Building. Senator Lougheed, who was 
knighted Sir James Lougheed in 1916 in recognition 
of his Senate and federal cabinet work, had a major 
financial interest in Trans-Canada. The senator 
knew well his employee’s true worth. When Lydiatt 
left Trans-Canada in 1923 to manage the Orpheum 
Theatre in Vancouver, Lougheed wrote: “I could not 
wish from anyone who has been associated with me 
in business any greater satisfaction in that associa-
tion than you have given me.”78
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From the summer of 1914 to the end of the First 
World War in November 1918, 484 University of 
Alberta staff and students served in the Canadian 
armed forces, and 82 paid the ultimate price for their 
commitment.2 One hundred and sixteen students 
were junior officers, perhaps the most dangerous oc-
cupation on the Western Front.3 These figures repre-
sent a huge sacrifice. For such a small university, the 
University of Alberta can stand proud of its war ser-
vice with its strong Canadian Officers Training Corps 
(COTC) program, and its faculty and students serving 
in all branches of the Canadian Expeditionary Force 
(CEF), as well as the Khaki University of Canada. 
This story is not about those who served overseas, 
however, but about those who stayed behind and 
experienced the war from campus.

What happens to a university student community 
when the country goes to war? How are students’ 
lives and cultures affected by the conflict? This essay 
argues that student life at the University of Alberta 
became subservient to the needs of a country at war. 
Student cultures and traditions were modified, or 
interrupted by the conflict. Demographic patterns 
on campus changed, creating unique challenges 

and opportunities for the student body. The loss of 
senior students led to discipline problems. Further, 
the return of student veterans was a welcome 
but troubling addition to the university student 
community.

The University Campus before the War

Before the outbreak of hostilities in summer 1914, 
the University of Alberta was a small institution lo-
cated on the outskirts of the city of Edmonton. Under 
the university’s first president, Dr. Henry Marshal 
Tory, the university was only six years old when the 
First World War began. Enrollment in 1908 num-
bered only 45 students, but quickly expanded to 443 
for the 1914–15 school year, 383 of whom were men 
and 60 women. Freshmen counted 160, sophomores 
137, juniors 74, seniors 52, and graduate students 
20. Freshmen were 36 percent of the student body, 
while seniors and graduate students represented 16 
percent.4 The origins of the students reflected the 
relative youth of the province as only 33 were born in 
what would become Alberta in 1905. Over 80 percent 

Student Life on the University of Alberta Campus 
during the First World War1
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of the student body was of Canadian or British birth 
(England, Scotland, and Wales), with 164 from On-
tario and 66 from England. Only 13 percent of stu-
dents were from the United States. About two-thirds 
of students were born in Canada, while 22 percent 
hailed from other parts of the British Empire. De-
spite being born in different parts of Canada and the 
world, 303 students gave a home address in Alberta, 
reflecting recent migration to the province.5 Most 
students came from Northern Alberta. Historian 
Rod Macleod, writing about the student body in 1911 
in his official history of the university, points out 
that in reality the University of Alberta was a north-
ern Albertan institution, rather than for the whole 
province, as Tory and other promoters would claim. 
He writes: “Of the 196 students registered [in 1911], 
only ten came from Calgary and fourteen others from 
rural areas and towns south of Red Deer.”6 

Many students came from remote and rural 
areas, often knowing no one at the university and 
none of its traditions.7 Prior to the First World War, 
70 percent of Albertans lived in rural areas.8 Student 
home addresses reflected the rural nature of the stu-
dent body. Outside of Edmonton and Calgary, over 50 
different Albertan communities are listed.9 Further, 
E.A. Corbett, in Henry Marshall Tory: A Biography, 
writes: “Among the students were some whose social 
background was extremely limited, as indeed is the 
case in the freshman year at any university, but there 
was perhaps less of an idea in this instance of what 
university life was like than in an Eastern univer-
sity.” Corbett goes on to tell the following anecdote 
about the recent university senate decision to have 
students wear academic dress: “One of the students, 
not knowing how to accommodate himself to the sit-
uation, bolted into the President’s office and wanted 
to know if it was necessary to take off his trousers 

before putting on the gown.”10 Corbett seems to be 
politely suggesting that some students were at first 
quite unfamiliar with the customs and traditions of 
university life.

Most of the major Christian denominations were 
represented on campus. In 1914–15, 157 students 
were Methodist, 135 Presbyterian, 56 Anglican, 
33 Baptist, 23 Roman Catholic, and 6 Lutheran.11 
Roman Catholics and Lutherans did not attend the 
university in large numbers, which is surprising 
considering the large, vibrant Catholic and Lutheran 
communities in northern Alberta. With a lack of a 
definitive reason for the relative absence of these 
two denominations, it can be speculated that some 
Albertans perceived the university to be a liberal, 
Protestant institution, one that was not receptive to 
other belief systems. The students’ average age was 
23, ranging from 15 to 43. Most fell between the ages 
of 19 and 30. The mature, older nature of the student 
body may have reflected how Albertan students, on 
average, took longer to graduate from high school 
than students in other provinces, often due to a lack 
of high school opportunities in the new province.12

A university education was a luxury that few 
families could readily afford. Tuition and student 
fees were expensive enough, but adding room and 
board amounted to approximately $265 per year, 
or about half a year’s salary for a typical blue-collar 
worker. In theory, the majority of students lived away 
from home in residence. President Tory and Pre-
mier Rutherford held the traditional belief that the 
residential system gave a sense of unity to the uni-
versity and added to its traditions.13 Residences also 
fit in with the university administration’s belief in 
in loco parentis. Students who were on campus were 
easier to monitor and control. Under watchful eyes, 
proper behaviour and socio-religious norms could 
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be enforced. Regulations were developed so that stu-
dents had to live in residence or at home with their 
parents. Special dispensation was required from the 
bursar for students to reside off campus and away 
from the watchful eyes of their elders.14 In 1914, the 
university had two residential halls in operation, 
Athabasca and Assiniboia, and a third, Pembina, 
under construction. Athabasca and Assiniboia could 
accommodate approximately 130 students. Despite 
the best efforts of university administration, a sig-
nificant number of students had to find off-campus 
accommodations.15 

What was student life like on campus before the 
war? The answer is somewhat complicated. The 
typical academic routine of lectures and course-
work filled large stretches of the day, as did the 

corresponding readings and assignments. But the 
peaceful and serene atmosphere on campus was, at 
times, punctuated by bursts of high-energy activities 
and youthful enthusiasm. In 1914, listening to the 
radio was not an option (CJCA, the city’s first radio 
station, only began broadcasting in 1922) and nei-
ther was television. Cinemas were in town, but none 
on campus. Alcohol was officially banned, reflecting 
the religious tenor of the time and, from 1916, the 
law. Students were left largely to their own devices 
for entertainment, and so they filled their leisure 
hours with rituals, athletics, clubs, and social events. 
Initiations were a large part of the school experience. 
One of the first events in the new school year was 
the freshman initiation, which, by 1914, had evolved 
into an elaborate ritual. Sophomores as well as upper 

Athabasca Hall, the first official building of the University of Alberta, Edmonton, 1913. Photograph courtesy of the University of Alberta 

Archives, AN 69-10-0003.
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classmen dunked, sprayed, or rounded up unsus-
pecting freshmen in mock trials for undisclosed of-
fences, forcing them to carry ridiculous accruements 
such as beanies or to wear inappropriate clothes—
underwear worn on the outside was a common form 
of humiliation—while marching about for the wider 
campus, or even the city, to see.16 The initiations 
impressed upon the freshman that respect for older 

students was imperative. As many freshmen were 
unaware of the customs and traditions on campus, 
these initiations served as an informal indoctrina-
tion in which the unofficial rules and regulations 
were passed on to the next class.17

Athletics became a popular diversion, both as 
a participation sport and spectator activity. The 
university developed strong athletic traditions in 
hockey, rugby, and basketball. Boxing, wrestling, 
tennis, and rifle shooting were also popular.18 
Leisure skating on McKernan Lake, to the south of 
campus, proved a popular pastime in the winter. 
Students enjoyed track and field in the summer.19 
Several clubs also offered a welcome relief from 
the routine of student life. The Literary Society put 
on programs that included mock parliaments and 
debates.20 Performances by the Glee Club and the 
Dramatic Society were well attended. Both the Young 
Men’s (YMCA) and Young Women’s Christian Asso-
ciations (YWCA) were active on campus. The student 
newspaper, The Gateway, was issued on a monthly 
and, later, weekly basis. The Philosophical Society 
organized a series of public lectures.21 Although no 
fraternities or sororities were on campus, a wom-
en’s group formed in 1909—called the Wauneita 
Club—organized student life for female undergrad-
uates.22 Throughout the school term, but especially 
during the winter, the university and students held 
a number of social events on campus including the 
freshman reception and the undergraduate ball. 

In spring and summer 1914, the mood on campus 
was relatively positive. Despite a provincial reces-
sion, enrollments had been increasing every year. 
Tory was expanding campus infrastructure and 
buildings as fast as his budget would allow. Students 
were developing a sense of group identity, and new 
traditions were being forged. The years before the 

University of Alberta students, ca. 1911–12. The full names of the 

students are John Alton, Sandy Caldwell, and Dot Hyssop (the 

other man in the photograph remains unidentified). Photograph 

courtesy of the University of Alberta Archives, AN 70-69-27 (Miss 

Ethel Anderson—Class of 1912).
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First World War were a time of growth, expansion, 
and dynamism. But on 4 August 1914, with Britain’s 
declaration of war on Germany, life on campus began 
to change. 

1914–1916

Students at the university greeted Canada’s entry 
into the First World War with general enthusiasm. 
The vast majority strongly supported the war effort; 
any dissenting voices kept very quiet. In fall 1914, 
not much changed on campus. Life continued as it 
had in 1913; athletic competitions were held as were 
many club activities and social events. The feeling on 
campus was that the war would be over in months, 
if not weeks. It would be a short, decisive war full of 
mobility and swift movements.23 

Two exceptions to this trend of normalcy, how-
ever, were seen in the fall. The first was large-scale 
military training on campus. In September, the staff 
and students who were in Edmonton formed into 
a small unit for military training under the larger 
organization, the Home Defence Volunteers of the 
City of Edmonton. When the university opened in 
October, the program rapidly expanded, and many 
students joined. A strictly voluntary, extracurricular 
program of close-order drill, open-order forma-
tions, and lectures was offered three to five times a 
week.24 These activities were in addition to the phys-
ical training that had always been a requirement for 
first- and second-year students. The nature of the 
military training changed when a Canadian Officers 
Training Corps (COTC) program was authorized for 
the university in December 1914.25 The program was 
considered a regular university course, so students 
received academic credit for their participation. 

With this added stimulus, 192 men enrolled, with 
an average attendance of 150. Fully half of the male 
student body was involved with the COTC program. 
Moreover, accommodations in the Athabasca Hall 
gym were provided for the COTC men. This was a 
blow to the social scene on campus, as the area was 
no longer available at certain times for large gather-
ings. Another branch of the training was conducted 
by Heber Moshier, a medical doctor, who began 
preparing 54 men for entry into the Army Medical 
Corps.26

Yet, involvement in the COTC was not a com-
mitment to serve in the armed forces. A separate, 
conscious act of “signing up” for military service was 
required.27 University students’ motivations to enlist 
reflected a variety of interrelated factors. As military 
historian Tim Cook writes: “No single reason for Ca-
nadians’ decision to enlist stands out; what appealed 
to one man might have no effect on another, but all 
had a range of allegiances that often intersected and 
overlapped.”28 For Albertans, patriotism, and loyalty 
to the British Empire, was one reason.29 A large 
majority of students had British origins. A chance for 
adventure was another reason. The lure of foreign 
travel may have appealed to the rural and isolated 
young men from northern Alberta. Many felt that the 
cause was just, one of freedom and liberty against 
Prussian despotism and militarism.30 President 
Tory was a big proponent of military service and 
constantly encouraged his students to get involved.31 
Never specifically demanding that students enlist, 
Tory made his expectations on military service clear 
in a number of speeches, in which he exhorted stu-
dents to join up.32 Both the Methodist and Presbyte-
rian churches supported the war effort. No hints of 
Christian pacifism existed on campus: the message 
from the pulpit was for young men to go and fight.33
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The second noticeable change to campus life 
in fall 1914 was more subtle and, in some ways, 
more profound. The war was beginning to capture 
the attention of students. Debate topics and public 
lectures shifted their focus to various aspects of the 
war. Church leaders, school administrators, and 
professors spoke frequently about the conflict to 
students. Articles on martial themes appeared in 
The Gateway. The Department of Extension switched 
from providing information about the latest agricul-
tural techniques to disseminating the latest imperial 
propaganda. The war was a constant topic of conver-
sation among students.34

The year 1915 was a transitional one in the 
university community’s war experience as its grim 
realities began to set in. In April, the Second Battle 

of Ypres, in which the Germans used poison gas, cost 
the 1st Canadian Division 200 officers and almost 
6,000 other ranks. Almost one-third of the Cana-
dian force had been wiped out. Following this and 
other battles on the Western Front, hopes for a quick 
war died as most recognized that it would be a long 
and bloody affair. A serious, almost sombre, atmo-
sphere settled over the campus.35 Friends, peers, 
and professors left the campus for military service. 
By November 1915, 130 men from the university were 
on active service, and three had died. These three 
deaths had a huge impact on this small community, 
as evidenced by their long obituaries on the front 
page of the student newspaper.36 Reports of univer-
sity students in combat actions were frequent.37 War 
had instilled a deep sense of responsibility in those 

Promising young 

lieutenants (1916–19). 

Photograph courtesy of 

the University of Alberta 

Archives, AN 73-18-28.
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who remained behind—to be supportive of the war 
effort and to train hard for military or civilian life.

In spring 1916, the whole campus bore the signs 
of a community at war. Men in khaki uniforms were 
everywhere. The COTC drilled frequently. Fundrais-
ers for the war and Red Cross events were a regular 
occurrence.38 Twenty-one professors were on active 
service as were approximately 230 students; 26 
members of the university community had died.39 
In fall 1916, 418 students registered—361 men and 
57 women—which indicated a slight drop in student 
enrollment as compared to the 1914–15 school year. 
What was significant about the 1916 enrollment, 
however, was the smaller number of students in the 
upper years: first and second year students totaled 
278, while third and fourth year students totalled 
only 114. This loss of older, mature students would 
have important consequences in 1917 and 1918.40 
Tory was concerned that the pool of potential uni-
versity students was drying up: many high school 
seniors in the province were choosing to serve in the 
armed forces rather than seek a higher education.41 

Several other changes to campus life were also 
evident. The annual freshman initiation was can-
celled in 1915. The loss of the ritual was lamented, 
and students vigorously defended the tradition in 
the press.42 The initiation made a return in 1916, but 
was a shell of its former self, and heavily monitored 
by university authorities. As well, by the fall, the 
residential basis of the university was under threat. 
Not enough students were at the university to fill the 
residences. Tory was hoping just to fill Athabasca 
Hall, never mind the other two residences. Assini-
boia Hall was rented out to the Presbyterian Ladies 
College of Red Deer.43 Pembina Hall was closed for 
most of 1915 and then used on a limited basis as a 
military billet and as a residence for a few students.44 

With two of three residences essentially off limits, 
the centre of student life was constricted. Participa-
tion in athletics declined as well. With all the time 
and energy spent drilling, a decreasing number 
of students wanted to play sports.45 Moreover, the 
nature of athletic competition changed—instead of 
travelling to other universities, teams tended to stay 
closer to campus.46 One by one, student customs 
were modified or supplanted by a commitment to the 
war effort. Student life was being reoriented to serve 
the needs of a nation at war.

For the most part, students willingly surren-
dered some of their traditions. Two years into the 
conflict, strong support for the war was still felt on 
campus. Students were proud of their peers’ service 
in the armed forces and their sacrifices.47 Students 
held onto a strong belief that the war was saving the 
country and that the sacrifices in men and material 
were not in vain.48 The diminishing number of male 
students on campus and a growing list of casualties, 
however, began to chip away at the student body’s 
confidence in the war effort. 

1917–1918

In fall 1916 and into 1917, the war in Europe took a 
turn for the worse for the Canadian Corps, and the 
fighting would have serious consequences in faraway 
Edmonton. On 15 September 1916, the Corps par-
ticipated in the battle of Flers-Courcellette, which 
degenerated into an attritional confrontation that 
added to a casualty count of just over 24,000 since 
the outset of the Somme offensive on 1 July 1916. In 
April 1917, Canadians took part in the Battle of Arras, 
which included the capture of Vimy Ridge, a notable 
and important achievement, but at a cost of 3,598 
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dead and 6,664 wounded. In August 1917, General 
Sir Arthur Currie orchestrated the capture of Hill 70, 
but again at huge cost. The Canadian Corps took part 
in the Third Battle of Ypres, also known as Pass-
chendaele, in fall 1917. After weeks of fighting, the 
Canadians had suffered another 15,600 casualties.49 
This high casualty rate had significant repercussions 
in Canada. The pool of volunteers for the armed 
forces was drying up by late 1916. By spring 1917, the 
number of new recruits was well below replacement 
requirements.50 Moreover, in January 1916, Prime 
Minister Sir Robert Borden committed Canada to 
raising a force of 500,000 soldiers. Although con-
scription was not introduced until the summer of 
1917, Canada’s huge military commitment and losses 
had significant ramifications for the University 
of Alberta.

By 30 June 1917, the composition of the student 
body had changed significantly: only 305 students 
were enrolled, down from 443 in 1914. Of the 305 

registered, 220 were men and 85 were women. 
Women, in 1917, made up 28 percent of the student 
body compared to 13.5 percent in 1914.51 Only 125 
freshmen registered, a drop from 174 in 1916; most 
worrying for university administration was the 
loss of upper-class men.52 In 1917, only 19 seniors 
registered, down from 54 in 1914.53 In 1917, the 
freshman-to-senior ratio was 6.5:1; whereas, in 
1914, it was 3:1. These demographic trends reflected 
the university’s strong commitment to the war effort. 
By June 1917, 329 students had enlisted in the armed 
forces, and 45 had perished.54 Many young men were 
foregoing their university education, opting instead 
to enlist.

Combined, the course of the war and the changes 
in demographic patterns altered student life on 
campus. The diminishing number of male students 
on campus, and a growing list of casualties, began 
to erode the student body’s confidence in the war 
effort, and by spring 1917, war weariness blanketed 

Interior of the Old Tuck 

Shop, ca. 1917–19. The 

Tuck Shop, established 

in 1917, was a “popular 

student haunt, where 

coffee, books, candy, 

horse race betting, 

and the odd bottle of 

whiskey could be found.” 

Photograph courtesy of 

the University of Alberta 

Archives, AN 73-18-0030.
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the campus. Students were losing interest in the war 
that had held their attention for three long years. In 
February 1917, Tory gave a lecture on “Education and 
the War” on behalf of the Philosophical Society; only 
four students attended. The Gateway was running 
out of money to distribute the soldiers’ newsletter. 
Students were tired of donating.55

Given the recent developments in the war, in 
late 1916 and 1917, able-bodied male students faced 
a huge dilemma: they felt an enormous pressure 
to enlist, but also a need to stay home, in many 
cases for farming. An editorial from The Gateway 
in December 1916 captured the mood about enlist-
ing.56 The context was President Tory’s address to a 
recent parade of the COTC. Tory was explicit that the 
decision to enlist was a matter of personal choice; 
however, he also clearly expressed his expectations 
that the University of Alberta would provide two 
platoons for the spring of 1917 as reinforcements 
for the 196th Western Universities Battalion.57 The 
Gateway editorialized that the war was not over 
yet; students needed to fight for freedom, and they 
would be lauded for their service. For the other side, 
an article by the YMCA revealed the tensions that 
revolved around enlisting and what the author called 
the “Rural Problem.”58 Too many young men were 
leaving the farm for either urban war jobs or the war. 
As a result, the rural way of life and, importantly, ag-
ricultural production were threatened. The problem 
in some areas was so acute that the YMCA recruited 
both men and women from the city to work on farms. 
Male students still at the university were under great 
pressure: one side pulling them to enlist; the other 
side hoping they would stay and serve the rural com-
munity from which many had come.

For some students, the introduction of the 
Military Services Act in August 1917 resolved their 

dilemma. All men between the ages of 18 and 60 
were to be conscripted for active service. Two ex-
emptions applied to university students: if a person 
were engaged in work deemed of importance to 
the national interest—farming, for example—or if 
a person were in the process of being educated or 
trained in a field that was in the national interest, 
such as medicine.59 Although no exact statistics are 
available as to how many students were exempted 
from military service, students who met such 
stringent exemption criteria and chose to remain in 
Edmonton were likely in a small minority. Further, 
it is difficult to ascertain how many University of 
Alberta students were conscripted. By fall 1917, few 
students were left on campus to be conscripted. En-
listment rates were very high at the university due to 
a combination of factors: peer and faculty pressure, 
patriotism, the call of duty, and pressure to conform 
to societal expectations. One could speculate that the 
conscription policy ultimately had relatively little 
impact at the University of Alberta.60

Women students were also involved in the war 
effort on campus. From 1914 to 1916, traditional 
gender roles limited women’s war work to a few 
specific areas, mostly in support of the men serving 
overseas. These activities included knitting, pre-
paring care packages, rolling bandages, fundraising, 
and volunteering with the Canadian Red Cross or 
other organizations. These were common experi-
ences for women students and women in general in 
Alberta. Although no large program was in place to 
train Volunteer Aid Detachment Nurses or Canadian 
Army Medical Corps Nurses, as was the case at the 
University of Toronto or McGill University,61 some 
women undergraduates learned to shoot rifles and 
others took a first aid course with Dr. Moshier.62 A 
women’s group specific to the University of Alberta 
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was the Soldiers’ Comforts Club. Led by Helen Mont-
gomery, it strove to comfort male students on active 
service.63 It produced a newsletter that was distrib-
uted to the university’s soldiers wherever they were 

stationed. Women’s efforts resembled “a productive 
‘war industry’ that generated goods and services that 
soon became as essential to the war as munitions 
and soldiers.”64

The University of Alberta Comforts Club, 1918. Top row (left to right): Miss Helen Montgomery, Vice-President; Prof. Edwards, President; Dr. 

W.H. Alexander, Current News; Mrs. H.M. Tory, Hon. Pres.; Miss O. Thompson; Miss C.H. Rorem [?]; Bottom row (left to right): Miss H. Edwards, 

Cdn Mailing Committee; Miss Jessie Montgomery, Secretary; Miss C.M. Bell; A.L. Caldwell, Treasurer; Miss E. Hamilton, Cdn Addressing 

Committee. University of Alberta Archives, AN 69-12-76.
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From 1917 onward, the nature of the female 
undergraduate experience changed. With fewer men 
on campus, especially seniors, women started to fill 
leadership roles. Katherine McCrimmon was elected 
president of the Students’ Union in 1917. Clara Bell 
was elected president of the Literary Society in 
1918.65 Moreover, women students were increasingly 
growing dissatisfied with their gendered roles and 
the limitations placed on them by society. Outside of 
the university, women had received the provincial 
vote in 1916. The Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union succeeded in its drive for prohibition. Women 
in Alberta were feeling a new sense of empower-
ment. For women undergraduates, volunteer work 
failed to satisfy their need to contribute to the war 
effort. While some women in Alberta joined the Red 
Cross, and others joined the paid workforce, the lack 
of opportunities for women students was frustrat-
ing. In a revealing article in The Gateway, “Women 
Students and the War,” an anonymous member of the 
Wauneita Society delicately complained:

Surely, there never was a time before when 
women had such an opportunity to come 
forward and show themselves to be of equal 
value to their country economically and 
intellectually, as their absent brothers. But 
the question is, “What can we Wauneitas 
do”? Are we to stand meekly by with folded 
hands, “Waiting for the war to cease”? 
Probably someone will suggest Red Cross 
work, which must not be neglected, yet are 
there not some of us who feel we ought to be 
doing more during a great crisis like this; 
that we would like to have a share, no matter 
how small in the making of these great 
world-wide events? But we cannot all do the 

heroic and go overseas as Red Cross nurses, 
or enter munitions factories, and it is for us 
to “Keep the home fires burning” . . . [We] 
should spend our every minute in training 
ourselves for the places which we are to fill 
in the world. The gallant boys at the front are 
sacrificing their years of preparation in order 
that we may have ours. Surely we owe it to 
them to take this advantage and use it to the 
utmost, so that in the coming days we may be 
capable and efficient co-workers in the great 
business of life.66

For many women students, overseas nursing or 
paid labour options seemed remote and unavailable. 
Another avenue for channelling women’s desire to 
help their communities and country was encourag-
ing them to study hard and prepare themselves as 
best as possible for life after university, whether for 
the workplace or the home. Just as the men con-
ducted military training in order to wage war, women 
were urged to take maximum advantage of their 
university experience to prepare for future leader-
ship positions.67 This thinking was in keeping with 
the widespread notion at the time that women were 
agents of social reform and moral uplift.

Without upper-level students to keep social 
checks on pretentious freshmen, discipline prob-
lems arose with younger students. Especially in 1918, 
the university was faced with an increasingly unruly 
freshman class. The Board of Governors report elab-
orated on the reasons for the low level of scholarship 
and lack of discipline in the male student body. The 
report cited three factors: first, the student body was 
more affluent than in past years and had a greater 
sense of entitlement; second, the older students 
were away fighting the war and not present to keep 



C
om

m
un

iti
es

 a
t W

ar

426

the younger students from misbehaving; third, 
young men were distracted by events concerning the 
war. Acting president W.A.R. Kerr noted: “I do not 
mean anything of a real serious nature has occurred, 
but a careful watch will have to be kept so that we may 
be sure that a certain irresponsibility which attaches 
to youth is kept in check and a sense of responsibility 
is developed.”68

An instance of the pervasive misbehaviour oc-
curred during 1918, when President Tory was tempo-
rarily replaced by Kerr. An editorial in The Gateway 
admonished the student body that its unruliness was 
a betrayal of trust and disloyal. The students seemed 
to feel that acting out under the watch of a substitute 
president was acceptable. A professor had to scold 
his students “for plain discourtesy” that persisted 
during his class, and complaints were similarly 
received “regarding the conduct in the dining room” 
and “excessive noise in the corridors of the resi-
dences.”69 These were serious breaches of student 
etiquette in 1918. 

Postwar Problems

The armistice declared on 11 November 1918 was 
somewhat anticlimactic because no one was around 
to celebrate it. The campus had been closed since 
late October due to the Spanish influenza epi-
demic, and did not reopen until December 6.70 
The only people on campus were the student and 
faculty volunteers and others taking care of the sick 
in Pembina Hall, which had been turned into an 
isolation hospital.71 The disruptions associated with 
the First World War and the influenza pandemic 
did not end at the university until winter 1919. The 
student veterans came back from war, preventing a 

return to an entirely stable, peaceful campus. Adding 
a new dynamic to the campus, they were a welcome 
but troubling aspect of student life. Student veter-
ans were not an unanticipated problem. As early 
as December 1916, Dr. James C. Miller, university 
professor and district vocational officer for the 
Military Hospitals Commission, spoke to business 
leaders and civic officials about the reabsorption 
of veterans into civilian life.72 Writing in late 1917, 
columnist and former Princess Patricia soldier G.H. 
Clark foresaw many of the potential problems with 
returned students: “What exactly will his position 
be? He will be returning to an environment, asso-
ciations and responsibilities which are strange to 
him after a more or less protracted absence.”73 In a 
subsequent column, he noted that “allowance must 
be made for the fact that their long absence and the 
general effect of army life and experiences will make 
it very difficult for them to settle down for a time.”74

The veteran presence on campus was first felt 
in fall 1917 with the return of a few former students. 
No official welcome was given and no official notice 
was taken until a banquet in December.75 Veterans 
returned in a steady stream throughout 1918, and 
by November, 57 had resumed their studies.76 Two 
distinct cultures clashed: the traditions and cus-
toms of campus life conflicted with a culture born in 
the trenches.

With the support of federal and provincial 
governments, the university tried to help the 
veterans transition to civilian life with a number 
of programs and special curricula. A five-month 
course in practical agriculture was designed to teach 
soldiers the basics of farming. In October 1918, the 
new course was offered every one or two months to 
accommodate the irregular arrival of veterans. It 
was organized in cooperation with the Department 
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of Soldiers’ Civil Re-establishment, and received 
financial assistance from both the federal and pro-
vincial governments.77 At the request of the Retail 
Merchants’ Association of Edmonton, the university 
also provided a short course in retail merchan-
dizing.78 However, a special summer program was 
of most importance to those veterans who wanted 
to resume their undergraduate work. Specifically 
designed to assist men whose studies were inter-
rupted by enlistment, the provincial Department of 
Education organized summer courses for high school 
matriculation and first-year university credits. 
Starting in May 1919, these courses saved veterans an 
entire year of academic work and expense.79

Despite these programs and all the welcome- 
back events and speeches, the return of veterans 
was a considerable disruption to university life, and 
student veterans had a difficult time readjusting to 
the university community. A major problem was that 
veterans did not return all at once but came back 
at different times of the year. Getting them started 
in the middle of the term was difficult. Refresher 
courses were needed, necessitating new curricu-
lum and programs from an already overburdened 
teaching staff.80 Veterans had to be reintroduced to 
the rigours of the classroom, and, in the short term, 
many struggled. Writing of student veterans and 
their impact on the university, Tory observed the 
“disturbance to classes produced by the almost daily 
return of our men from service overseas . . . [The] 
constant re-adjustments . . . must react unfavorably 
on the orderly routine of work.”81

In fall 1919, freshman initiation reappeared 
(the one for 1918 had been cancelled because of the 
influenza outbreak). As student veteran Reginald 
Lister observed, the sophomores thought they could 
initiate the veterans but they were badly mistaken. 

The veterans would have nothing to do with the initi-
ations, and some bad feelings arose between the two 
groups.82 When the veterans refused the initiation, 
they made a strong, collective statement declaring 
their uniqueness and separation from the rest of the 
student body. They were also less willing to accept 
the university custom of in loco parentis. Older, more 
mature, tired of army discipline, and happy to be 
alive, veterans wanted to remain a distinct student 
body. In his report to the Board of Governors, Tory 
discussed the issue of discipline on campus, admit-
ting: “We had some difficulty at the beginning of the 
term on account of the demand for social life and the 
lighter side of college life, and though we admit that 
some curtailment of such activities in the future will 
be necessary, we beg to express profound pleasure at 
the general conduct of the students.”83 

Conclusion

Student life at the University of Alberta was signifi-
cantly altered by the First World War. The growth 
of the student body was stunted by the war. Enroll-
ments that had been increasing rapidly previous to 
the war levelled off in 1916, and then decreased in 
1917 and 1918. The student community remained 
smaller for a longer period of time. The growth 
of infrastructure and new buildings was limited 
by a war economy. The atmosphere of campus life 
changed from one initially of growth and excitement, 
to one of sombre, grim determination. Leisure time 
became subservient to the war effort. Instead of 
carefree playing in athletics or socializing in clubs, 
students undertook the serious business of train-
ing for war, and supporting the war effort finan-
cially, materially, and emotionally. Traditions and 
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rituals that had been established prior to the war 
were absent, or changed during the war. The loss of 
senior students created a vacuum in leadership and 
discipline problems with freshmen. During the war, 
women had a unique, temporary opportunity to rise 
to prominence on campus. Contravening traditional 
gender norms, female undergraduates assumed 
leadership positions. The return of student veterans 
and their reintegration into the university com-
munity proved a difficult transition period full of 
tension and friction. The war showed, however, the 
dynamism of academic life and the lived experiences 
of undergraduate students. The campus was seen to 
be a place of complex social interaction, not immune 
to the forces and impact of the society surrounding 
it and worldwide events. Similar to the off-campus 
community, the university also contributed to the 
war effort in important ways, and, in some cases, 
offered the ultimate sacrifice in brave lives lost.
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On the eve of the First World War, Mount Royal 
College was advertised in Henderson’s Directory as a 
Calgary institution that provided a “first class college 
education to young people of both sexes, under the 
best influences, and a moderate cost.”1 The school’s 
commitment to coeducation was enshrined in the 
provincial Act that had created the college four years 
earlier, in December 1910. According to the Act to 
Incorporate Mount Royal College, Mount Royal was 
“an institution of learning for the education of youths 
of both sexes.”2 Less than a year later, students first 
filled the halls of a red-brick building, popularly 
known as “The Barn.” By the end of the 1911–12 
academic year, nearly 200 students had enrolled.3 
For all students at the college, a “first class” educa-
tion entailed courses in history, geography, religion, 
and languages, as well as household and domestic 
science for the girls. Both young men and women 
played hockey and joined campus clubs. In 1913, and 
perhaps because they were restricted from enrolling 
in the college’s “public speaking and diction” course, 
female Mount Royal students took to the streets and 
marched for women’s suffrage. Prior to the out-
break of the war, in 1914, there were nearly equal 

numbers of male and female students enrolled. 
Of the 179 students who enrolled at Mount Royal 
in 1911–12, roughly 25 percent were from locations 
outside Calgary.

This essay is rooted in archival research done by 
myself and students in History 1100 (An Introduc-
tion to History) at Mount Royal University (MRU). 
The course aims to teach undergraduate history 
majors historical methodology through a focus on 
the history of Mount Royal as an educational in-
stitution. Students are required to conduct origi-
nal research in the university’s archives, organize 
and interpret the data, and make inferences about 
Mount Royal’s knowable history. In the process, 
many discover that what they want to know cannot 
be known definitively. Such discoveries—or lack 
thereof—encourage students to question the nature 
of the archival material available to them, and the 
historical consequences that such archival omis-
sions have on the historian’s ability to truly know the 
past. Based on a close analysis of materials housed 
primarily in the MRU Archives, it appears that the 
Great War shifted attention at the college away from 
both male and female students to what were seen as 
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the more significant wartime sacrifices of its male 
“soldier-boy” students. In fact, the lack of available 
archival materials makes it difficult to capture the 
campus contributions made by those young female 
students who attended Mount Royal during the 
Great War.4 The masculine nature of the archive—a 
consequence of contemporaries ascribing a higher 
value to the wartime contributions made by male 
students—means that this chapter focuses primarily 
on the young men whose wartime contributions were 
considered more worthy of comment, documenta-
tion, and preservation.5

Students, faculty, and staff at Mount Royal 
College, like their contemporaries in other parts of 
Alberta and Canada, experienced the Great War in 
ways that were simultaneously local and imperial, 
generational and gendered.6 Knowledge about the 
war was cultivated in college classrooms and clubs. 

Students in history classes at Mount Royal learned 
about both Canada and the British Empire, with 
lessons that reiterated the importance of the war 
to national and imperial reputations. The stu-
dent executive of the Mount Royal Literary Society 
announced, in December 1913, that “the subject 
of the essay for 1914 shall be: Canada’s Duty to the 
Empire.”7 Two years later, the student-run newspa-
per, the Chinook, reported that Professor Rosborough 
gave to the members of the Literary Society “a most 
interesting and instructive map study of the present 
war.”8 Miss E. Dixon, who arrived in Calgary from 
Toronto and began teaching at Mount Royal during 
the war, quickly became the “Honorary President” 
of the Literary Society. In 1917, the society offered 
a book prize to the Mount Royal student who com-
posed the best essay on the subject “Why the Allies 
Must Win.” The society also provided the student 

(left) The official opening of Mount Royal in 1911. Rev. Dr. Kerby, the college principal, is dressed in his academic regalia on the right. Mount 

Royal University Archives; (right) These young Mount Royal women marched for suffrage in 1913. Mount Royal University Archives.
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body with various opportunities to discuss the war, 
although no record of what they covered remains. 
According to the Chinook, Miss I. Morgan presented 
a paper on “The Causes of War,” and Mr. R. Huff and 
Miss Orpha King papers on “The Colonies and the 
War” and “Austria-Hungary, France, and the Kaiser,” 
respectively.9 That such attention to the war pre-
vailed at Mount Royal is not surprising, nor is the 
national imperialist sentiment promoted through 
such events and activities. Yet, as Mary Chaktsiris 
reminds us, it is important to acknowledge that not 
all students would have shared such sentiments.10 
The 1914 Christmas issue of the Chinook, for exam-
ple, urged students to “hope for a speedy cessation of 
the awful carnage that has over-clouded Europe.”11 
This unnamed contributor to the Chinook may have 
lamented the human costs of war but did not argue 
that the war itself ought not to be waged.

Mount Royal’s first principal, Rev. Dr. George 
Kerby, makes only occasional references to the war 
in the archival documentation that remains. Yet, 
photographs of Kerby published in Mount Royal’s 
Academic Calendars, as well as in the Chinook, provide 
snapshots of how he and, by extension, the college 
mobilized for war. During Kerby’s 30-year tenure as 
principal, official photographs only twice captured 
him not dressed in the academic regalia of a graduate 
of Victoria University, the Methodist and liberal arts 
college in Toronto where he had studied in the late 
1880s.12 On both occasions, this change occurred 
when Canada was at war.13 In 1917, just months after 
Kerby had been appointed Chief Recruitment Officer 
for Military District No. 13, a photograph of him out-
fitted in military uniform was published in the Chi-
nook. In his dual role as Chief Recruitment Officer 
and college principal, Kerby oversaw the recruitment 
of young men in a territory that stretched from the 

Alberta foothills to the igneous rock of northwestern 
Ontario, while remaining a model of duty, loyalty, 
and citizenship—all important aspects of early 
twentieth-century manliness and militarism.14 

Kerby’s commitment to the war effort was not 
lost on the editors of the Chinook, who not only 
published a full-page photo of the principal, but also 

Kerby, dressed in military uniform. During the Great War Kerby 

exchanged his academic regalia for a military uniform. 1917.  

Mount Royal University Archives.
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reported, early in 1917: “During the past few months, 
since our last issue of the Chinook several members 
from the school have joined the colors, to fight for 
the right in this great world-wide conflict.” Al-
though the paper made no mention of Kerby’s recent 
military appointment, it likely did not have to for the 
image of Kerby in military uniform greeted anyone 
who opened that issue of the Chinook. It did note the 
contributions of others at the school. The Chinook 
commended Major Bennett, the Head of the Com-
mercial Department, as well as Oswald McWilliams, 
Ivan Linton, Max Palmer, and Harry Clarke, for the 
manly sacrifice that they had so recently made “for 
the Empire, and the good of the world.”15 Clarke was 
praised for working as a stenographer in Red Deer, 
while McWilliams and Linton had enlisted with the 
191st and 196th Battalions, respectively. Max Palmer 
had returned to Toronto, where he was training at 
the Canadian National Exhibition grounds. These 
were considered wartime contributions worthy 
of recording. 

The nature of the archival record also makes 
it impossible to know if Kerby’s military appoint-
ment influenced male Mount Royal students to 
enlist. What is knowable, however, is that nearly 20 
percent of the male students who enrolled in 1911 
also enlisted to fight for Canada during the war. 
Leonard Gaetz and John Wilder were two students 
who had completed the double-sided government 
forms – known as attestation papers – that had to 
be filled out before one could fight for King and 
Country. The form asked about John and Leonard’s 
bodies, beliefs, and prior military experience.16 
Everett Boyd Jackson Fallis, who enrolled at Mount 
Royal in 1914, informed his recruitment officer that 
he had previously been a lieutenant in the Toronto 
Cadets.17 Ewart Cropper, who arrived in September 
1914, had served as an officer in the Calgary Cadets 

before enlisting later that semester.18 Other students 
such as Wesley Steinhaur and Stanley Sweetman had 
drilled with the Canadian Officers’ Training Corps,19 
while John Hawley Ross, who enlisted in Halifax 
on 23 August 1915, listed that his previous military 
experience was with the Queen’s Own Rifles.20 At 
least one Mount Royal student, George Alfred Sales, 
had worked at the Banff internment camp prior 
to enlisting on 20 November 1916.21 Although it 
remains unclear if Kerby or campus sentiment were 
important factors in why Fallis, Steinhauer, Sweet-
man, and Sales decided to enlist, the mandatory drill 
and Mount Royal Cadet Corps certainly encouraged 
others to join.

Some young Mount Royal men who enlisted 
between 1914 and 1918 identified the college’s cadet 
corps as having prepared them for war. Plans had 
been made to establish a separate, female cadet 
corps, but the focus on male students during the war 
meant that this separate corps never materialized. 
When 20-year-old Albert Edwin Kerslake enlisted 
on 22 November 1916, he testified that he had one 
year’s experience with “Mt. Royal Cadets.” Kers-
lake was not alone; since 1911, when Mount Royal 
opened, young men and women were expected to 
perform drill for at least two half-hours per week.22 
In May 1914 the young men of the cadet corps, which 
had been created earlier in the semester, were the 
first cadets in the province of Alberta to be inspected 
by Major William Outhit. On Friday, 15 May 1914, 40 
young men stood along Seventh Avenue and per-
formed their manoeuvres. The commanders, Percy 
Smith and Alfred Sales (both would later enlist), 
“took charge of their respective half-companies for 
rifle exercise and acquitted themselves splendidly, 
giving their command clearly and sharply without 
hesitation.”23 Although the Chinook reported that the 
event went off without a hitch, the paper lamented 



(above) The attestation 

paper of Mount Royal 

student, George Alfred 

Sales. Source: Library 

Archives Canada; (below) 

The Mount Royal College 

Cadet Corps is inspected 

on Friday, 15 May 1914. 

Lieutenant Bennett, 

instructor, is in the 

foreground and Rev. Dr. 

Kerby is at the extreme 

right. Mount Royal 

University Archives.
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that the young men did not have regulation uni-
forms. Such uniforms, the editor opined, would 
remind the young men of the discipline and alert-
ness required by drill, and curtail such “regrettable 
incidents” as the gum chewing that had occurred 
among the ranks. He noted further: “It is hoped that 
the College Board will see their way clear to assist 
the boys to procure [uniforms] in the near future.” 
Pleased overall with the inspection, the Chinook 
boasted that England had no reason to tremble, as 
there “are so many cadets from the different organi-
zations who will be ready to do their duty to the Brit-
ish Empire.”24 Of the young men who participated in 
this first inspection, and whose names can be found 

in archival documents, Morley Johnston, Franklin 
McKay, and Harry Blow all enlisted.

If cadets inspired male students to enlist, the 
rigid physical culture promoted at the college, and 
captured in team photographs, vividly reveals that 
campus contributions to the war were also linked 
to the physical. In fact, many of those who played 
on Mount Royal College sports teams would later 
go to war together. Fortunately, the majority re-
turned to families and friends; some, however, did 
not. On Monday, 29 May 1916, the Calgary Daily 
Herald reported that Cecil Duke had been “killed 
in action.” The photograph of Duke included with 
the news of his death had been cropped from the 

(left) This image of Cecil Duke was published in the Calgary Herald on 29 May 1916. It is cropped from Mount Royal’s first boys hockey team 

photo (1911–12). Peel’s Prairie Provinces; (right) The young men on Mount Royal’s first lacrosse team. Only five of those pictured did not 

enlist in the Great War. Mount Royal University Archives.
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1911–12 Mount Royal boys hockey team picture. The 
article noted that Duke, a remarkable athlete, was 
also the “third fatal casualty recorded on the Mount 
Royal Roll of Honour. Two other students, James 
Arnell and Hawley Ross [had also been] reported 
killed in action.” The article concluded with thanks 
to the nearly 40 young men from the college who 
had, by May 1916, gone forth to “do their bit for 
the Empire.”25 

A photograph of the 1911–12 lacrosse team 
originally published in the Chinook captures just 
how many Mount Royal athletes went to war. After 
August 1914, of the 17 men pictured, 12 became 
directly involved in Canada’s war effort. From just 
this one team, 10 young men (of whom one was Cecil 
Duke) enlisted to fight. Of the enlistees, Stanley 
Sweetman, Jay Gould, and Cecil Duke all resided in 
Calgary, while Wesley Steinhauer, Charles and Mil-
ford Boucher, Fred Riley, Leonard Gaetz, and John 
Wilder heralded from Morley, Bottrell, Airdrie, Red 
Deer, and High River, respectively. In addition to the 
male students captured in this image, the two men 
in suits, Professor W.G. Bennett, who served as the 
team coach, and the Reverend Dr. Kerby, the college 
principal, had each made direct contributions to 
Canada’s war effort. It was Bennett who had, after his 
successful mustering of the Mount Royal Cadets in 
1914, relocated to Red Deer where he took command 
of the 191st Battalion. This photograph is striking for 
it illustrates that nearly 70 percent of the young men 
from this lacrosse team chose to enlist. Cecil Duke 
was the sole member of the 1911–12 team to be killed 
in action.

Those Mount Royal students who did not, could 
not, or chose not to enlist would have been well 
aware of the costs and consequences of war. When 
the Chinook reported in January 1917 that the list of 

Mount Royal “Roll of Honour” begun in 1914 and added to for the 

duration of the Great War. Mount Royal University Archives.
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names on the honour roll was increasing, over 40 
young Mount Royal men had already been mobi-
lized.26 It is not clear how the passing of conscription 
later that year affected enrollments at the college, 
but, by the time the war ended, 79 Mount Royal stu-
dents, 4 instructors, and 3 members of the college’s 
board of governors had answered the call of war. 
Their names were recorded on Mount Royal’s “Roll 
of Honour.” Of those students honoured, 10 at-
tained a rank higher than private. The same number, 
according to the crosses and “Xs” of red ink on the 
illuminated version of the honour roll, were killed or 
died while in service. “To the friends of such,” read 
an article in the Chinook that accompanied a reprint 
of the honour roll, “we extend the sympathy of the 
student body of Mount Royal.”27 

After November 1918, Kerby once again appeared 
in college photographs dressed in his academic 
regalia, an acknowledgment that he and Mount Royal 
College had begun their transition back to civilian 
life. It was only once the war had ended that Kerby 
expressed his opinion on the conflict itself. In the 
Easter 1919 issue of the Chinook, Kerby somberly 
reflected on the human cost and social consequences 
of the war, writing:

Once more it is our privilege to welcome 
the students, new and old, to Mount Royal 
College. We use the word welcome in a deeper 
sense than ever before. The War is over. 
The daily casualty list has ceased. On every 
ship and train are the returning boys. Soon 
all, save those who sleep “In Flanders Field 
where Poppies blow,” will be home. Living 
or dead, these brave spirits have blazed out a 
new trail for Canada.28 

For Kerby, the war provided an opportunity for a new 
Canada; but the “call of a new Canada” could only 
be met if the same “spirit of sacrifice, courage, and 
determination” that had been evident among those 
in uniform was embraced by all “our young people.” 
That new Canada valued education and human en-
deavour, and offered a “new outlook to life.” The ulti-
mate hope of postwar Canada, declared Kerby, “was 
never so centered in her boys and girls as today.”29 

By locating hope in young women and men, 
Kerby revealed his belief that war and reconstruction 
would lead to a new day for Canada. He also reaf-
firmed for the public—and the archival record—that 
“youths of both sexes” had a place and a knowable 
history at Mount Royal College. That the Great War 
had recalibrated the archives not only makes it 
difficult for students of history to track the experi-
ences of young Mount Royal women at the college 
between 1914 and 1919, it also suggests that the 
wartime contributions of young Mount Royal men, 
and, by extension, their histories, were considered 
more worthy of preservation, documentation, and 
comment. It is certainly possible that young women 
such as Susie Green, Ada Irwin, and Janet Brown—as 
female kin in families with male relatives at war—
performed citizenship by voting for the first time in 
the 1917 federal election.30 It is also likely that young 
women from Mount Royal, like their counterparts at 
the University of Alberta and elsewhere, joined vol-
untary associations such as the Red Cross, the IODE, 
and the YWCA that provided women across Canada 
the opportunity to put their lessons in imperial do-
mesticity to the test through patriotic war work.31 Yet 
it remains near impossible to know such things for 
certain because the archives that remain are silent 
about such matters of history. Such an observation is 
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not meant to dismiss the campus contributions made 
by boys and young men from Mount Royal during the 
war, but rather to illustrate the very real ways that the 
gendered nature of the archive can limit the histo-
rian’s ability to capture how male and female Mount 
Royal students were mobilized during the Great War. 

Notes

My sincere thanks to Jeff Keshen for encouraging me 
to write this; Pat Roome and Scott Murray for having 
digitized some of the material I draw on; Alice Swabey for 
her assistance tracking down provincial legislation; and 
Carol Shepstone for granting me access to the Mount Royal 
University Archives. Scott Murray, Mike Wilton, and stu-
dents in History 1100 read and commented on parts of this 
chapter for which I am thankful. Thanks also to Cathryn 
Crocker for taking the pictures of the archival documents 
used in this chapter.
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Calgary last night was the scene of one of 
the most serious riots in its history. Several 
hundred soldiers from Sarcee camp after 
making a violent demonstration in front of 
the city police headquarters proceeded to 
the barracks of the Mounted Police and did 
considerable damage to the building and its 
contents. During the melee one soldier . . . 
was shot and seriously wounded, another 
soldier was beaten up and a mounted police-
man was badly mauled. The central part of 
the city was kept in a ferment from 8 o’clock 
to 10 o’clock, and that casualties were not 
more numerous and damage far greater was 
in large measure to the forbearance of the 
police, civic and mounted, and the influence 
of General Cruikshank and the officers who 
arrived when the trouble was at its height—
almost immediately after the shooting  
of the soldier. 
—Calgary Daily Herald, 12 October 1916

It was almost as though there was something in the 
air in 1916, at the beginning of the third year of 

the First World War. From Perth, New Brunswick, 
to Calgary, Alberta, Canadian soldiers took to the 
streets and battled with local authorities on “vari-
ous patriotic pretexts.”1 These wartime riots varied 
in degrees of seriousness, but the sheer number 
of episodes and men involved bespoke a serious 
problem. Most of the rioting soldiers were new 
recruits, yet to embrace the strict discipline and hi-
erarchical control of military life. These were young 
men willing, if not anxious, to quell the boredom of 
domestic training and take action. Calgary, in both 
frequency and severity, was one of the main centres 
of discontent. Although the military maintained that 
the various units stationed in Calgary were under 
control, media and police testimonies indicated 
that the military officers demonstrated a chronic 
inability to enforce discipline over their troops, and 
that non-commissioned officers seemed to lead the 
mobs. The ensuing destruction was a product of mis-
communication and military mismanagement. 

Western Canada proved to be the best recruiting 
ground of the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) 
in the early years of the war. During the last three 
months of 1915 alone, 23 battalions raised 21,897 

Under Siege: The CEF Attack on the RNWMP Barracks in 
Calgary, October 1916

P. WHITNEY LACKENBAUER
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men. New battalions were formed to handle the en-
thusiastic throngs of patriotic citizens, and Calgary 
itself prospered as a result. The city had been made 
the headquarters of Military District 13 in 1905, and 
thus served as a centre for concentration under Sir 
Sam Hughes’s mobilization scheme. Veteran militia 
officer Brigadier E.A. Cruikshank, a man known 
for his strict discipline and intelligence, oversaw 
Calgary’s burgeoning ranks of aspiring citizen sol-
diers. The presence of a large military camp teem-
ing with young, thirsty men pleased local business 
owners, especially hotel owners.2 

The first rash of riotous activity in Alberta was 
launched on anti-enemy alien grounds. Canadian 
society was hypersensitive to perceived “foreign” 
threats by the winter of 1916, and nativist expression 
was swirling in the media—and in the highest politi-
cal arenas. On consecutive evenings in mid-February 
1916, hundreds of members of four battalions 
billeted in Calgary destroyed the two White Lunch 
restaurants and the Riverside Hotel, on the basis of 
rumours that had linked the establishments with 
sympathy for the enemy. Although the military 
refused to acknowledge its responsibility for the 

Interior view of the saloon riot at the Riverside Hotel located at Fourth Street SE and Boulevard Avenue, Calgary, AB, 19 February 1916. The riot 

was supposedly started because the owner was German (Calgary Daily Herald, 13 February 1916, 14). Photographer/Illustrator: W.J. Oliver. 

Glenbow Archives, NA-2365-16.
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soldier riots, some members of the media and the 
local police remained unconvinced. Calgary Police 
Chief Alfred Cuddy was critical of the local military 
officials, whom he felt had been guilty of inaction 
in preventing disorder and were thus culpable for 
the damage to the Riverside if not the White Lunch 
restaurants. The owners of the establishments were 
never reimbursed for damages, which the govern-
ment consistently refused to acknowledge on narrow 
legal grounds.3

Themes that emerged from the courts of inquiry 
(established by the district military commander to 
look into the disconcerting behaviour) were the roles 
of camaraderie and liquor in inspiring participation 

and relieving inhibitions. The “mob” mentality may 
have been provoked by anti-alien sentiments, but 
the participation of individual soldiers was often 
driven by the more sanguine inducements of com-
radeship and curiosity. In a show of group solidarity, 
witnesses withheld individual names (both of fellow 
soldiers involved in the riots and civilian “friends” 
who got them liquor) to preserve anonymity. The 
soldiers stuck together, and it appeared that they 
could “stonewall” the authorities and get away with 
just about anything. Furthermore, the city’s subse-
quent decision to fire all civic employees of “enemy 
alien” descent and offer jobs to returned soldiers 
seemed to validate the mob action. The recalcitrant 

Interior of the Riverside 

Hotel showing damage, 

10 February 1916. 

Glenbow Archives, 

NA-3965-11.
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soldiers had indeed succeeded in affecting change in 
desired directions.4 

For those citizen-soldiers who were undoubtedly 
at the crime scenes, drunkenness appeared to have 
been an acceptable means of denying participation 
and of evading some responsibility for one’s actions. 
Intoxication was a particularly common defence 
voiced at the inquiry into the Riverside Hotel inci-
dent. For example, Private H.H. Thompson of the 
82nd Battalion was caught with a box of cigars that 
were obviously stolen from the hotel; he claimed that 
a soldier gave these to him while he was “under the 
influence of liquor.” Private Thomas Howarth of the 
56th followed the crowd to the Riverside after having 
had a half dozen drinks at the Alberta Hotel and was 
arrested for being drunk and disorderly; like others 

who drank before the riot he said he remembered 
little of the evening’s subsequent events.5 

Of course, drunken disorderliness was an of-
fence, and some soldiers were convicted of crimes 
committed under the influence. Heavy drinking, 
however, has always been an element of army cul-
ture. If official authorities demanded conformity 
to the regulations, the informal relations between 
soldiers stressed quite the opposite. Tim Cook, in 
an article on the social functions of rum overseas, 
has demonstrated that the “demon rum” was an 
important source of morale and courage overseas 
and played a crucial social function.6 In the domestic 
context, alcohol-induced boisterous behaviour, fol-
lowed by amnesia, was not a defence to get a soldier 
absolved of all blame for his actions; but drinking 

(left) Number 1 physical drill, 82nd Overseas Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force, at the Calgary exhibition grounds, 1916. Photographer/

Illustrator: W.V. Ring. Glenbow Archives, NA-3171-19; (right) The 56th Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force, parading on Second Street and 

Ninth Avenue SE, before going overseas, Calgary, 1914. Glenbow Archives, NA-988-1
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was nevertheless a vice to which most soldiers 
seemed to succumb. 

In the summer of 1916, however, provincial 
liquor laws became much less forgiving, and “com-
pletely altered the social fabric of the province.”7 The 
year before, after an intense crusade, prohibitionists 
had succeeded in convincing Albertans to outlaw 
the “devil’s brew” in a referendum vote. The Alberta 
Temperance Act came into force on 1 July 1916. Still, 
the consumption of alcohol was not eradicated; as 
James Gray noted, “there were enough loopholes 
left to enable a determined drunk to drink almost 
without pause.” While historians have been careful 
to stress that too few police were provided to enforce 
the temperance regulations, there certainly were 
arrests.8 And soldiers stationed in Calgary soon 
perceived themselves to be an easy and unfair target. 
In early October 1916, an employee of a downtown 
cabaret bar allegedly made an uncomplimentary 
remark to several patrons in khaki, proclaiming that 
he was there “to serve gentlemen and not soldiers.” 
The report quickly spread, and several hundred 
soldiers gathered at the bar that night, whooping and 
shouting “derisively.” The chief of police showed up 
with as many officers as he could assemble, as did 
the military police. Eventually the proprietor of the 
bar appeared in the middle of the street, apologized 
for any wrongdoing, and said he would “do anything” 
to avoid inciting trouble. The crowd, apparently 
satisfied, marched off when a “band of the kilties,” 
bagpipes blaring, passed by.9

On October 11, the seeds of a more serious dis-
order were sown. At 11:00 a.m., five men of the 211th 
Battalion were convicted by the police magistrate of 
Calgary for offences under the Liquor Act. (Three 
days earlier, another member of the regiment had 
been similarly convicted.) The punishment imposed 

was the minimum allowed by statute: a $50 fine, or 
30 days in jail. Accordingly, as the fines could not 
be paid on a soldier’s wages, the city police handed 
the prisoners over to the Royal North-West Mounted 
Police (RNWMP). They were to be escorted to the 
provincial jail at Lethbridge to serve their prison 
terms.10 At noon that day, the news of the convictions 
reached Sarcee Camp and a movement began to take 
shape, designed to make a demonstration in favour 
of the detained soldiers and, if necessary, to obtain 
their release by force. 

The 211th Battalion was a unique entity in 
western Canada. As one of five American Legion 
battalions raised in Canada, it recruited Americans 
anxious to join the war effort through a headquar-
ters in Vancouver prior to mobilization at Calgary. 
Although the original concept had these battalions 
based on the enlistment of US citizens, this was later 
expanded to include naturalized Americans and 
Canadians of American parentage. 

Discipline in the American Legion battalions 
was a problem from the onset, and continuous 
delays in deployment overseas and high desertion 
rates frustrated the units and “led to low morale and 
frequent incidents of alcohol abuse and fist fights.” 
Despite the American Legion brigade leader’s policy 
of temperance, drunkenness was clearly a “chronic 
problem” in other Legion battalions, and quite pos-
sibly in the 211th as well.11 

Some of these soldiers billeted in the city were 
convinced that even the minimum punishment 
levied on the detained soldiers was unacceptable. In 
their view, the prosecuted soldiers had been unjustly 
treated and were discriminated against. Had they not 
enrolled in the United States to fight for the King, 
and now found themselves in jail according to new 
laws foreign to their nation? 
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Sergeant Cohen of the 218th explained that he 
knew there was going to be trouble the night of 
October 11 based on 

an idea [the soldiers] were going to get a 
certain person named Tom Turner and knock 
his block off . . . because he framed up with 
his stool pigeons to supply five soldiers with 
one bottle of whiskey and then went and got 
them all convicted—the whole five for one 
bottle of whiskey. [A]nd a week before that I 
heard that they were going to do this as this 
same man arrested a soldier of the 211th for 
drunkenness . . . That started the whole scrap 
according to what rumours I could pick up 
around town.12

Lance Corporal Webster heard remarks that the 
soldiers had been arrested “for being drunk on stuff 
that could be bought at any drug store in the City.” 
Rumours such as these quickly spread through the 
closed, intimate environment of the military camp at 
Sarcee. Even if there was no coordinated leadership, 
a large number of men presumably went into town 
to prepare for an attempted release of the prisoners, 
and several buglers took their bugles with them. By 
6:15 p.m., Police Chief Cuddy suspected that some-
thing was going to happen, and had his day staff all 
remain for night duty. However, he did not call the 
RNWMP to warn them of any potential problem until 
much later.13 

At about 7:30 p.m., buglers in front of the 
Canadian Pacific Railway station on Ninth Avenue 
sounded a “call in” for the local troops. Between 
two and three hundred soldiers fell into two ranks, 
and an excited throng proceeded toward city police 
headquarters. Upon their arrival, they sprawled out 

on the street in front of the building. They shouted 
and booed, sang and cheered, interspersing their 
clamour with threats and demands that the five men 
sentenced that morning be released. One unidenti-
fied soldier addressed the crowd: 

All of you who care anything for justice, join 
us in getting these men out . . . These men are 
brave soldiers and good citizens who have 
committed no crime. They were not even ac-
cused of being drunk. The only charge against 
them was that they smelled of liquor and for 
that they are treated as criminals and sent 
down for 30 days. Do you call that justice? 
These men have volunteered to fight for you: 
some of them have crossed the border to fight 
for you people, and is that the way they should 
be treated? 

Another added that “it was a shame that a civilian 
could be had up for the same thing and only get a 
$5.00 fine and a soldier getting only $1.10 a day 
and fighting for his Country, was given $50.00 and 
costs, when they knew he couldn’t pay it so were 
given 30 days.” Several called for city police detective 
Tom Turner, the man who had arrested the soldiers 
and was described as a crook and a coward. The 
mob also questioned: “Why didn’t he [Turner] join 
the colours?”14 A small force of uniformed police 
prevented an attack upon the building by opposing 
the growing mob on the front steps. Chief Cuddy 
informed the throng of soldiers that the prisoners 
were not in the police building, but a disbeliev-
ing crowd continued to intimidate the authorities. 
Several projectiles were thrown, and two windows at 
the police station were broken by a dummy cartridge 
and a stone. 
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Sergeant C.C. Campbell of the 211th Battalion, 
the de facto spokesman for the soldiers, demanded 
that some of his men go in and verify that the pris-
oners were indeed not in the building. The chief 
constable agreed, and two parties of three men 
proceeded to inspect the cells, where they discov-
ered that the men whom they sought were not there. 
Sergeant Campbell then stomped upstairs to the 
chief secretary’s office and telephoned the RNWMP 
barracks. Alleging to speak as a representative of the 
recruiting office, he inquired as to whether any men 
from the 211th were being detained in the barracks. 
As soon as Campbell received an affirmative reply, 
he returned to the front steps. He stepped up on a 
wall arch and, leaning against a pillar about fourteen 
feet above the ground, he proclaimed the prisoners’ 
real location to the crowd of soldiers.15 

The soldiers were told to “fall in,” resumed their 
“rough formation with bugles blowing,” and tramped 
along Seventh Avenue toward their new destination—
the RNWMP barracks. An officer with the garrison 
military police tried to intervene, but he was shouted 
down and his pleadings to disperse summarily 
discarded. The crowd gathered on the lawn around 
the Fourth Street entrance to the barracks; they now 
included some two hundred civilians, as well as 
about three hundred members of the 211th, 218th, 
and 233rd Battalions. 

Several non-commissioned military officers 
demanded the release of the prisoners, amidst 
shouts of: “We want justice!” and “Our comrades are 
inside and we want to get them released!” Inspector 
Newson informed them that this would be impos-
sible without a higher court order, and promised to 
telephone a local judge. He did so, but the crowd did 
not wait for a response.16 At about 8:45 p.m., some 
soldiers charged the east door and some succeeded 

in forcibly gaining entrance. A few made an inspec-
tion of the barracks room, but began to smash things 
when they realized that the prisoners were not there. 

Captain J.L. Main of the 211th, who was valiantly 
trying to calm the crowd outside the barracks, was 
then struck over the head with a board and shoved 
partway through a window. The sound of break-
ing glass further incited the crowd, and soon, in a 
general onslaught, the windows on the east side were 
systematically smashed by the mob. The best efforts 
of Lieutenant Colonel West-Jones, the officer com-
manding, the officers of the 211th, and the few police 
officers and constables to quiet the men failed. They 
could not stem the rising tide as soldiers flooded 
into the building, breaking police items in frustra-
tion when they could not find the prisoners. The 
main body of rioters were unable to find the main 
entrance to the guardroom.17 

While this attack was being mounted on the east 
door, a hole was made in the high fence of the pris-
oners’ yard along the west side of the barracks, and a 
small band of soldiers pushed through it. The “worst 
agitator of the outfit,” Private Julio Pelegrino of 211th, 
made his way up a fire escape toward the barred 
window of the guardroom, where four RNWMP men 
were watching over the prisoners. The two groups 
began to shout at one another, the RNWMP issuing 
a warning that they would shoot, and the soldiers 
retorting, “We can shoot too and we would sooner 
die here than in the trenches!” As Pelegrino peered 
over the windowsill, wielding an unknown object in 
a raised hand and making “a threatening motion” 
with it, one of the constables on duty, Constable A.N. 
Eames, fired his service revolver. Fortunately for 
the soldier, the shot struck only the top of the man’s 
upper arm bone. The bullet split the bone and had to 
be removed in surgery, rendering the soldier unfit 
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for further service. At the sound of a gunshot and the 
collapse of Pelegrino, the other soldiers quickly fled 
the yard. The excited cry that a soldier had been shot 
led men from the main crowd to rush to the west side 
of the building and to carry the crumpled Pelegrino 
out into the street, his gushing wound quickly packed 
with handkerchiefs. From then on, other than a few 
stones clinking off the bars of the cell room win-
dows, the well-armed RNWMP contingent reported 
that everything was quiet.18

Shortly after this incident, an RNWMP consta-
ble, who was returning to the barracks after having 
escorted some lady friends from the area, elicited 
the wrath of an enraged mob. As he approached 
the building, Constable A. Gammon heard some-
one shout: “He shot him, get a club and kill him!” 
About 150 soldiers, under the misapprehension that 
Gammon had shot Pelegrino, began to yell “mob 
him! mob him!” Gammon was knocked down, but 
scrambled to his feet and tried to break away from 
the mob. At the corner of Third Street West, a soldier 
managed to trip him to the ground, and the others 
“piled on top” of him and began pounding his head 
with sticks. Fortunately, Inspector Newson saw the 
ominous developments, intervened, and found the 
constable up against an automobile. His lips were 
badly cut, and he was “suffering pain internally.” 
Someone in the crowd yelled: “We’ve got him; we’ve 
got rope; lynch him.” Fortunately, cooler heads 
prevailed. Lieutenant Colonel Robinson of the 187th, 
who assisted the injured man, described the crowd 
as “murderous at a little distance from the car, but 
hesitant in its immediate neighbourhood.” 

The soldiers ceased their attack on Gammon 
when one of them realized they had the wrong man, 
but not before he had been “viciously kicked” in the 
privates. Inspector Newson pulled Gammon into a 

nearby car and duly protected him until he could be 
taken away for medical attention.19 Thankfully, the 
serious injuries ended there and both casualties, 
Gammon and Pelegrino, eventually recovered in 
hospital. 

The night’s activities, however, were not quite 
finished. A small group of soldiers broke from the 
crowd and tried to obtain ammunition from the 
nearby Martin’s Hardware. Six local policemen who 
had been ordered to stay behind at their headquar-
ters now rushed to action, and attacked the soldiers 
with batons while they were trying to break down 
the door of the store. The attempt to secure ammu-
nition was foiled. An RNWMP carbine that had been 
carried to the scene by a drummer of the 211th was 
now discarded on the street. Later evidence revealed 
that twelve carbines and twelve revolvers had been 
removed from RNWMP barracks. Thankfully, they 
were never used against the police.20 

Brigadier General Cruikshank eventually arrived 
with his staff to address the mob. He assured them 
“that in the event the men who were incarcerated 
had any just grievance or had been unfairly treated, 
[he] would make every effort to see that justice was 
done to them.” After Lance Corporal Webster spoke 
with Cruikshank he collected a considerable party 
of men and marched them off. The commanding 
officer then persuaded the soldiers to withdraw, but 
the throng of civilians standing around the barracks 
made the task of dispersing the soldiers much more 
difficult. Lieutenant Colonel May stated that civilians 
“failed to see the point that it would help us if they 
would move off and go home and the majority just 
stood and leered at us.”21

By 10:30 p.m. the mob had dispersed, unsuc-
cessful in its attempt to “rescue” the prisoners. A 
strong military picquet arrived from Sarcee Camp, 
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ensuring that the scene of the action was absolutely 
quiet by midnight. Although sensationalizing news-
papermen reported that saddles, carpets, and other 
items had been thrown out of the barracks windows 
and had been burnt, there was, in fact, nothing of the 
sort in the barracks and the bonfire really consisted 
of a few wicker chairs that had been left on the tennis 
court. The principal damage to the barracks was to 
some of the men’s kits “and a few other articles.” 
Damage totalled eight hundred dollars. The RNWMP 
had taken the precaution of placing all the important 
documents in a safe and keeping them there until 
they felt that the danger had passed.22 

Given the tenuous situation, the RNWMP com-
manding officer decided to ship the prisoners out 
of Calgary as quickly as possible. The CPR agreed to 
stop the southbound train at East Calgary for them 
at midnight, but the police missed the connection. 
The prisoners were then rushed by automobile to 
Midnapore, where they boarded the southbound 
train to Lethbridge without mishap. 

Political and military officials worried about 
aftershocks. Prime Minister Robert Borden was 
sufficiently concerned to call for an official inquiry 
and wrote the following to the Minister of National 
Defence: 

As this is the second serious disturbance 
which has taken place in Calgary and as 
this incident seems graver than anything 
that has yet occurred insomuch as it was a 
direct attack upon those responsible for the 
maintenance of law and order, I must ask 
that a thorough and rigid inquiry . . . be made 
into the affair and that any who may be found 
guilty shall receive adequate punishment. 
Any other course would certainly tend to 

bring about a repetition of such disturbances 
which must be sternly suppressed.23

A court of inquiry was established to look into the 
matter, and lasted seven days. Chaired by Lieutenant 
Colonel George MacDonald, the proceedings filled 
228 typewritten pages and featured testimonies 
by dozens of soldiers, city police authorities, and 
RNWMP officers and constables. In addition to the 
men of the 211th Battalion whose comrades were 
imprisoned, a number of soldiers from the 218th and 
233rd Battalions were identified in the crowd and 
called to testify. 

The court was convinced that the motive behind 
the agitation, i.e., the “entrapment” of five soldiers 
by Calgary police, was wholly without foundation. 
The Calgary police magistrate testified that the action 
taken in the cases was morally and legally sound, 
and that he had no option but to impose the penalties 
that he had. He also satisfied the court that the police 
actions were taken without discrimination. Detec-
tive Tom Turner of the Calgary police force (against 
whom the soldiers’ animosity had been primarily 
directed) also gave evidence that exonerated him of 
impropriety. He had intervened in only two of the 
cases against soldiers, both on the basis of citizen 
complaints and consequent orders given by his su-
perior officers. Rather than spearheading a supposed 
campaign against the soldiers, the city police had 
never assumed the initiative, nor were they inter-
ested in the subsequent prosecutions. Stool pigeons 
were no longer being used by the police; they simply 
did not have the money to pay them! Furthermore, 
a provincial officer laid the information in almost 
every case, and the city police did not accrue any 
benefits from the fines as the money was payable to 
the province.24 
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Courts of inquiry are not judicial bodies; they 
are established pursuant to military regulations at 
the discretion of the convening officer, “to collect 
and record information only, or it may be required 
to give an opinion also on any proposed question, or 
as to the origin or cause of certain existing facts or 
circumstances.”25 They resemble a royal commis-
sion. Major O.M. Biggar, the assistant judge advocate 
general and a noted Edmonton lawyer, explained that 
the evidence provided by the accused could not be 
used against them, unless they lied—in which case 
they could be punished for perjury. 

Since the military court did not have to conform 
to civilian legal practices, it featured some inter-
esting dynamics. Those accused of improprieties 
cross-examined witnesses themselves, and often 
went on the offensive. When one private was identi-
fied as a ringleader, he promptly called the finger- 
pointing witness a “G—D—liar” and was placed 
under close arrest. Others played tricks on those 
testifying to try and demonstrate the limitations of 
their evidence, but these shenanigans elicited sharp 
rebukes from the presiding officer. Outside the court 
at Sarcee Camp, accused soldiers continued to throw 
insults and threats at RNWMP witnesses. Sergeant 
Cohen continued to be “the worst of the bunch,” 
passing such remarks as: “You s—of—bi—s we will get 
you yet, and those in town.”26 It was hardly a conge-
nial environment. 

The local media had, of course, followed the de-
velopments closely from the onset, and unanimously 
applauded Cruikshank for his decision to make the 
court of inquiry public. The various newspapers, 
however, were divided on other salient matters. The 
Calgary Herald had taken a “wet” position during the 
battle over prohibition, and was critical of the police 
and military decisions that contributed to the riots. 

It stressed the youth of the soldiers involved in the 
attack—“about the most meek and mild ‘rioters,’ as 
far as their general appearance went, that ever en-
tered a court of enquiry”—and the “harsh penalties” 
of the temperance laws that “in any other country 
than this would not be made the cause of a man’s 
permanent disgrace.” 

Given the American origins of most members of 
the 211th Battalion, this consideration took on more 
weight than normal. By contrast, The Albertan had 
been a champion of the “dry” crusade, and blamed 
the riotous soldiers without reserve or qualification. 
Brigadier Cruikshank could not have prevented 
the lamentable events, the paper asserted, and the 
soldiers had to be tried as civilians since “civil law 
is superior to military law.” If the soldiers were 
exempted, it would be “a condition of militarism 
which has caused the whole trouble leading to the 
present war.”27 

As a result of the investigation, 22 soldiers were 
handed over to the civil authorities for prosecution. 
Five men were found not guilty, and in two cases the 
charges were withdrawn. Two prisoners, Privates 
Grantly and Sheldon of the 211th, removed the bars 
from their cell windows in the east guardroom at 
Sarcee Camp and disappeared. They still had not 
been rediscovered by mid-November. The remain-
der were found guilty: seven were fined $25 and 
costs; four $50 and costs; and one was levied $100 
and costs. Private Pelegrino, who had been shot by 
the RNWMP, was released on suspended sentence 
due to the wounds he had sustained.28

So who was to blame? Characteristically, the 
“foreigner” became a target of much official criti-
cism. The Mounted Police found it “most humiliat-
ing . . . that the ringleaders were all foreigners” with 
“a big Russian, or German, who could hardly speak 
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English, leading the attack.” Sergeant Major T.H. 
Irvine and Constable R. Campbell confirmed that 
the men “that were doing all the bad damage were 
foreigners who spoke broken English.” The media 
and courts used men like Pelegrino to substanti-
ate such stereotypes.29 Appeals to public nativist 
sentiments, however, actually served to deflect 
responsibility from those who should have borne 
the brunt of it: the military and the local police. 
RNWMP officials concluded that their inspectors and 
non-commissioned officers had acted with “good 

judgment and a great deal of forbearance” by never 
indicating where the entrance to the guardroom was 
located, thus safeguarding the prisoners in custody 
as well as the office records. 

They were much less generous in their as-
sessment of the military and city police. Given the 
number of soldiers in camp at Calgary and their past 
history, the military officers arguably should have 
had a picquet patrolling the town every evening—
something the officers themselves had suggested to 
city council as late as May but not acted upon. The 

(left) Detective department, city police, Calgary, AB, 1912. Back row (left to right): C. Cox; J. Burroughs; J. McDonald; D. Ritchie; W. Turner; 

E.P. Schoeppe. Centre row (left to right): P.D. Rickett; D. Richardson; Chief Alfred Cuddy; A. Yeates; W. Symons. Front row (left to right): 

D. Milne; Jack Cuddy; J. Hale. Glenbow Archives, NA-2861-17; (right) Alfred Cuddy, police chief, Calgary, AB, ca. 1912–19. He served from 

15 March 1912 to 13 July 1919. Glenbow Archives, NA-2861-6.
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local RNWMP commanding officer lamented that 
“there is not a strong arm at the helm in charge of 
the men at Sarcee Camp as, had there been, all this 
trouble with the soldiers would certainly have never 
occurred.” The city police, they asserted, also had 
been negligent in relaying information to Brigadier 
Cruikshank and the RNWMP, and “this is not . . . 
the first time that the City Police have acted in this 
manner towards us.” Had they been informed earlier 
of rumours, they could easily have avoided trouble 
by moving the prisoners. They were consoled by 
the fact that Chief Cuddy was “receiving the cen-
sure of the majority of the citizens” for his action 
and inaction!30 

Testimonies before the court of inquiry indicated 
that the military hierarchy itself was clearly func-
tioning improperly. Non-commissioned officers 
(NCOs) were supposed to be responsible for instill-
ing and enforcing discipline in the ranks, and were 
responsible for teaching drill and marching to the 
recruits. It now seemed apparent that NCOs had led 
the procession to the police station and RNWMP 
barracks. Sergeant Campbell testified that he had 
taken no part in the attack, and had “tried to appeal 
to them about law and good order” on the way to the 
barracks “but it was useless.” He later helped with 
picquet duty, but that should not obfuscate the fact 
that he had spurred the excited crowd to directed 
action earlier in the evening by announcing the 
location of the prisoners. Lance Corporal Webster 
was seen leading a “sort of organized mob” to the 
barracks in a somewhat more orderly fashion than a 
mere “rabble” of unguided individuals. Staff Ser-
geant S.R. Waugh of the RNWMP identified Sergeant 
Cohen of the 218th Battalion as the “chief agitator” 
who stood on the steps “yelling and shouting and 
all around.” 

The court of inquiry sent all three NCOs to civil-
ian trial for “being particularly blameworthy, both by 
reason of their rank, and the prominent part which 
they took” in the riot. Nevertheless, the military 
stressed that the attack was not premeditated but 
spontaneous, and therefore they had little control 
over the actions of the men who happened to be in 
uniform.31 However, it was this lack of control that 
was the most damning indictment against the local 
officer corps. 

An interesting issue, if somewhat tangential to 
this topic, involves the payment of compensation. In 
other cases of soldier attacks and “rioting” across the 
country, military officials strictly denied any legal 
responsibility for lawless behaviour. “It has always 
been the policy of the Department not to recognize 
damages done by the soldiers in riots or otherwise,” 
the deputy minister of defence reported, with “the 
Department disclaiming all responsibility for such 
actions on the part of the soldiers and leaving it to 
the victims to exercise their ordinary legal remedies 
in recovering damages.” Although there was some 
concern that payment to the RNWMP could represent 
a dangerous precedent for claims made by the public, 
the Department of National Defence never seriously 
considered withholding nearly $800 in compensa-
tion from the Mounted Police. The Department of 
Justice reported that “as the loss is an incident to the 
war it might very well be repaired out of the war vote, 
but whatever disposition be made of the matter I do 
not think it can affect cases like that of the Canadian 
Club at Waterloo [or White Lunch Restaurants and 
Riverside Hotel in Calgary] in which a private con-
cern is preferring a claim against the Government.” 
Although this reasoning was never explained, the 
RNWMP did indeed receive its compensation.32 If 
the military’s de jure responsibility for the soldiers’ 
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recalcitrant behaviour remained questionable, their 
payment of damages to the RNWMP was a de facto 
admission of guilt. 

Fortunately, the attack on the RNWMP barracks 
was the last of the so-called “soldier riots” in Calgary 
during the First World War, and was the only known 
direct conflict between the RNWMP and soldiers 
of the CEF. Armed military picquets once again 
governed Calgary streets after the October 11 attack, 
quelling any fears of future disturbances. There had 
been casualties, but no deaths. 

The 211th battalion wintered in Calgary before 
proceeding overseas as a unit. There it suffered the 
fate of so many CEF battalions in the last few years 
of the war: once in England in January 1917, it was 
drafted into the Canadian Railway Troops.33 Ironi-
cally, of course, once overseas these soldiers could 
indulge in the devil’s brew forbidden to them in 
Alberta. One can imagine members of the former 
211th sipping their ration of “demon rum” with com-
rades in the trenches, conveying the tale of the night 
they tried to “rescue” their compatriots from the city 
and mounted police in Calgary. 

Acta non verba—“deeds, not words.” So read the 
motto of the American Legion battalions.34 Predict-
ably, the story of the 211th’s brash deeds in Calgary 
during the autumn of 1916 never made its way into 
the published histories of the war. When the peace 
was obtained, it was the unwavering patriotism and 
discipline of the soldiers and the astuteness of their 
officers that captured a place in history and in public 
minds. For Brigadier Cruikshank, who moved on to 
serve with the army historical section in Ottawa, the 
attack on the RNWMP barracks in October 1916, like 
the Calgary riots earlier that year, were a blemish 
on his own, and the nation’s, war record that was 
best forgotten. 
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The Ukrainians who came to Canada were predom-
inantly citizens of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 
and had formerly resided in the territories of Galicia 
and Bukovyna. Faced with difficult social, economic, 
and political conditions and increased efforts by 
the Canadian government to attract immigrants, 
approximately 170,000 Ukrainians emigrated 
between 1891 and 1914.1 However, the conditions 
of Ukrainians did not improve, as hoped, in their 
new home. This was exposed, most notably, between 
1914 and 1920, when thousands of Ukrainians and 
other Europeans were labelled “enemy aliens” and 
interned across the country. 

“A Virtual Canadian Ukraine”: Settling the 
Canadian West 

Prior to 1896, Aboriginal peoples inhabited the 
majority of Canada’s prairies. In the 1880s and 
1890s, there was an influx of central Canadian and 
British immigrants. While many settlers remained 
apathetic toward the arrival of the non-British, 

certain populations, such as the ranchers of south-
ern Alberta, began challenging their immigration. 
This opposition was rooted in ideas of nativism, or 
an aversion to immigrants and those considered 
to be different or a threat to the majority. Nativism 
was beginning to be articulated through the prac-
tice of negatively stereotyping groups such as the 
Mormons, central and eastern Europeans, and the 
Chinese.2 Sir John A. Macdonald exemplified the 
spread of nativism, perhaps most clearly, in an 1890 
statement when he spoke out against the influx of 
immigrants to the United States. He stated that the 
country would have “its vicissitudes and revolutions” 
as a result of its immigration policies. He observed, 
“Look at that mass of foreign ignorance and vice 
which has flooded [the] country with socialism, 
atheism, and all other isms.” Canada, he asserted, 
would only seek “northern races” that were “cultur-
ally sound” and could conform quickly, and easily, to 
Anglo-Canadian life.3

From 1896 to 1914 there was a dramatic increase 
in Canadian immigration; between 1901 and 1911 
Alberta’s population alone grew more than five 

Canada’s First National Internment Operations and 
the Search for Sanctuary in the Ukrainian Labour 
Farmer Temple Association 
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times, from 73,022 to 374,295.4 The employment 
boom that occurred demanded masses of workers, 
and this instantly ended the vision of a homogenous 
Canada. The election of Sir Wilfrid Laurier’s Lib-
eral government in 1896 and the appointment of 
Clifford Sifton as minister of the interior reflected 
the changing nature of Canadian society.5 Previously 
blocked from immigrating to Canada, approximately 
170,000 Ukrainians arrived between 1892 and 1914, 
leaving behind quasi-feudal conditions in search of a 
better life. However, the exploitation and alienation 
that characterized the experiences of Ukrainians in 
their homeland followed them to Canada.6 Sifton’s 
immigration policy was formulated around attract-
ing farmers, regardless of nationality, to Canada. He 
recognized that due to the limited number of farmers 
available from Great Britain, and strict emigration 
laws in Germany, he would have to attract large 
numbers of immigrants from central and eastern 
Europe.7 According to Sifton, “a stalwart peasant in 
a sheepskin coat born on the soil whose fore fathers 
have been farmers for ten generations” would be 
ideal for populating the West.8 In other words, 
the immigration of Ukrainians could be justified 
because they were “inured to the cold in their native 
land and brought up in the hard school of adversity.”9

Sifton’s immigration policies were highly criti-
cized by the Anglo-Canadian population of Alberta. 
“As for the Galicians,” wrote a priest in the Alberta 
Tribune, “they are from the point of civilization, 
ten times lower than the Indians.”10 Calgary’s Daily 
Herald remarked that the Ukrainians “have not the 
least idea of sanitation. In their personal habits 
and acts, [they] resemble animals, and even in the 
streets of Edmonton, when they come to market, 
men, women, and children, would if unchecked, 
turn the place into a common sewer.” The article 

continued that, in many cases, the Ukrainians 
“have been content with building themselves holes 
in the ground where the family consorts with the 
animals—all in the common apartment.”11 Banff’s 
Crag and Canyon wrote: “The majority of our citi-
zens are of the opinion that the scenic outlook is not 
vastly improved by the presence of the slouching, 
bovine-faced foreigners.”12

The Department of the Interior, and officials 
from other government departments, upheld these 
views. Alfred Akerlindh, a government immigration 
officer, wrote that the Ukrainians were “very filthy in 
their habits and very dirty about their clothing and 
their persons.” William McCreary, commissioner 
of immigration, furthered these impertinences by 
remarking that Ukrainian immigrants were “a low, 
illiterate, ignorant class.”13 Frank Oliver, an MP who 
would later become minister of the interior, raised 
concerns about Ukrainian assimilation, stating 
that it called for “the intermarriage of your sons 
and daughters with those who are of an alien race 
and of alien ideas.”14 Another government official 
reminded Canadians that physical characteristics 
are permanent, meaning that while Ukrainians 
and other European immigrants can be made into 
Englishmen by transplanting them to Canada, “it 
is an irrefutable scientific fact that where a higher 
race breeds with an inferior, the characteristics of 
the inferior in the long run prevail.”15 The reference 
to breeding demonstrates that the official was a 
believer in eugenics, a social philosophy advocating 
the improvement of human genetic traits through 
promoting higher reproduction rates of individuals 
who possessed desirable traits and discouraging 
the reproduction of so-called “inferior” species. 
“Selective breeding” had been practised in agri-
culture for thousands of years and was, in the late 
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nineteenth century, applied to human populations. 
In short, Anglo-Canadians believed that they were 
the apex of evolution and human achievement, and 
furthermore that Canada’s greatness was due to its 
Anglo-Canadian heritage.

Sifton attempted to counter those who opposed 
his immigration policy when, on 7 July 1899, he 
raised the issue in Parliament. His defence of the 
Ukrainians was, once again, rooted in the claim 
that Canada needed immigrant workers. “If these 
people were people not accustomed to agricultural 
life,” Sifton stated, “I would unhesitatingly use every 
power that the Government would place in my hands 
for the purposes of preventing their going to the 
North-west.” He further noted that “these people are 
agriculturalists and have been for generations” and, 
therefore, were “an acquisition to the country. If we 
are ever going to have the North-west populated, 
we shall not succeed in doing it by standing on our 
boundary with a club or putting the microscope on 
every man who wishes to come into the country.” He 
concluded that the Ukrainians “would be no menace 
to the future of the country,” and, to the contrary, 
would “assist in the developing of the country and 
become good citizens.”16

Canada’s “Golden Era” and a New Phase of 
Immigration Policy 

With Frank Oliver’s appointment as minister of the 
interior in April 1905, Canada entered into a new 
phase of immigration policy. Unlike his predecessor, 
Oliver was particularly concerned with the ethnic 
and cultural origins of prospective immigrants 
and, consequently, moved to make immigration 
policy more selective. For Oliver, populating the 

North-West with settlers was the “ultimate result 
of the efforts being put forward for the building up 
of a Canadian nationality so that our children may 
form one of the great civilized nations of the world, 
and be one of the greatest forces in that civilization.” 
This could never be accomplished, he believed, if 
the population “should be of such class and character 
[that] will deteriorate rather than elevate the condi-
tions of our people and our country at large.”17

Oliver’s outlook on immigration was reflected 
in the legislation he effected. The Immigration 
Act of 1906 attempted to revise all immigration 
legislation that preceded it, barring, in the process, 
a broad spectrum of immigrants.18 This was 
followed by the Immigration Act of 1910, which gave 
the government unlimited power to regulate the 
volume, ethnicity, and occupational composition 
of incoming immigrants. “We want to be in such a 
position,” stated Oliver, “to exclude people whom 
we consider undesirable.” Nonetheless, he could 
not ignore the continued need for immigrants. 
Canada was entering into a “golden era”—the West 
was finally being settled, new mineral resources 
were being discovered, and the building of another 
transcontinental railway was underway. Large 
numbers of immigrants, particularly those deemed 
docile and difficult to unionize, were desired more 
than ever. As a consequence, Oliver began admitting 
the largest numbers of Ukrainians to date. They 
were mostly employed by the railway and mining 
industries, where they faced deplorable working 
conditions, poor wages, and high injury and death 
rates. Furthermore, Ukrainians were generally 
spurned by the established unions, who saw them 
as a threat to native wages, and were manipulated by 
their employers, who used them as scabs to break 
up strikes.
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The Beginnings of the Ukrainian Socialist-
Progressive Movement 

These conditions undoubtedly increased the hope-
lessness felt by many Ukrainians who, shunned from 
all other aspects of Canadian socio-political life, 
began to participate with increasing enthusiasm in 
self-regulating trade union activity and socialist- 
progressive organizations. While socialist ideas 
accompanied many Ukrainians from their home-
land, these politics took on their own, unique form 
in Canada as many believed that they were being 
exploited here, just as they had been by the ruling 
elite in the Austro-Hungarian and Russian em-
pires.19 Ironically, block settlements implemented 
by the Anglo-Canadian population at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century in order to segregate 
Ukrainians became the ideal breeding ground for 
the spread of radical ideas.20 Ukrainians began 
organizing chytalni (reading clubs) and tovarystva 
prosvity (enlightenment societies) that were often 
radical in nature, counting among their membership 
followers of the Ukrainian Radical Party (URP) from 
Western Ukraine, where Marxism had taken root as 
early as the 1870s.21 Through these local societies, 
the socialist-progressive Ukrainians attempted to 
educate Ukrainian, and other immigrant labourers, 
on what they regarded as the inherently exploitative 
capitalist system.22

The first considerable effort to organize the 
socialist-progressive Ukrainians occurred in 1907 
with the formation of the Ukrainian Socialist Labour 
Committee and their Chervonyi Prapor (Red Flag) 
paper. Chervonyi Prapor, printed “for that section of 
the Canadian proletariat which speaks the Ukrainian 
language,” intended to “help this section in aware-
ness, education and organization, and towards a 

clear understanding of the international idea of 
socialism,” in order to lead “the working masses 
in the fight against lawlessness, exploitation and 
slavery.”23 Later that year, the socialist-progressive 
Ukrainians pledged their support for the Socialist 
Party of Canada (SPC), an organization dedicated 
to uniting “workers of all nations and faiths.”24 
In addition to their commitment to the SPC, the 
Ukrainians emphasized the need for the education 
and mobilization of Ukrainian immigrants. Recog-
nizing the Ukrainians as an asset to the movement 
due to their “extremely important and strategic 
position” for reaching foreign-born workers, the 
SPC established three Ukrainian sections of the 
party, as well as distributing the Ukrainian language 
newspaper Robochyi Narod (The Working People) 
throughout western Canada.25 While organizational 
strife dominated the early years of the Ukrainian 
socialist-progressive movement, it was successfully 
operating by the outbreak of the First World War in 
1914, frequently drawing attention to the plight of 
immigrant labourers while continuing its educa-
tional and cultural work on behalf of the Ukrainians 
it represented.

Canada’s First National Internment Operations 

The discrimination encountered by Ukrainians 
continued with the outbreak of the First World War. 
On 15 August 1914, a proclamation was issued that 
exposed all citizens of “enemy countries” to threats 
of arrest and internment. Within a week, the War 
Measures Act was passed, giving the federal gov-
ernment emergency powers to administer the war 
without accountability to either Parliament or extant 
legislation.26 By October, worsening socio-economic 
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conditions coupled with increased government 
interest in “enemy aliens” led to an order in council 
that not only required Ukrainians and other im-
migrants to apply for permits to cross the border 
but also implemented mandatory registration 
according to age, nationality, place of residence, 
and occupation. All enemy aliens within 20 miles 
of a registrar’s office were required to report within 
a month of the order in council, and carry special 
internal travel documents and identification cards. 
Those considered too dangerous to remain at large 
were interned.27

Some Ukrainians were interned because of 
increasing economic misfortune since enemy aliens 
were the first to lose their jobs because of reactions 
from Anglo-Canadian workers and employers who 
now preferred “Canadian labour.”28 The soundest 
justification for internment was a perceived lack 
of loyalty; any peacetime tolerance of Ukrainians, 
and others, was immediately overridden during the 
war.29 However, close surveillance of the communi-
ties in question often revealed that the fear of dis-
loyalty was unwarranted. Colonel Aylesworth Bowen 
Perry, sixth commissioner of the RCMP (1 August 
1900 to 31 March 1923), reported in February 1915 
that he had begun discharging many agents hired 
to infiltrate the immigrant communities because 
the investigation “has not revealed the slightest 
trace of any organization or concerted movement 
amongst the enemy aliens.” In his opinion, public 
fears were groundless, and his agents had yet to find 
a single case of sabotage or disloyalty. These accounts 
were furthered by claims of innocence from the 
Ukrainian community itself. In July 1916, a collec-
tion of Ukrainian editors attempted to prove their 
innocence to the Canadian public. “The Ukrainians 
. . . of Western Canada,” they wrote, “have found 

themselves heavily handicapped since the outbreak 
of the war by the fact of their Austrian birth, which 
has led . . . the Dominion Government, as well as 
Canadian employers of labour, to unjustly class 
them as . . . enemy aliens.” They continued noting 
that Ukrainians “are persecuted, by thousands they 
are interned, they are dismissed from their em-
ployment, and their applications for work are not 
entertained. And why? For only one reason, that 
they were so unhappy as to be born into the Austrian 
bondage.”30

Despite these defences, between 1914 and 
1920, 8,579 enemy aliens, including women and 
children, were interned.31 An additional 80,000, 
mostly Ukrainians, were ordered to report regularly 
to their local police authorities, and were issued 
identity papers that they were required to carry at all 
times.32 Genuine prisoners of war (POWs), those of 
German nationality and German-speaking Austri-
ans, were separated from the other internees and 
placed in “first-class” camps where they were kept 
in relative comfort. Meanwhile, those described as 
“Austro-Hungarians,” like Ukrainians, were sent 
to work camps in remote areas of Canada includ-
ing Castle Mountain, Lethbridge, Cave and Basin 
near Banff, and Jasper. The internees were not only 
expected to construct their own camps but were also 
required to work on land clearing, road building, 
woodcutting, and railway construction projects.33

The daily existence of internees was difficult. 
General William Otter, who led the internment 
operations on behalf of the Canadian Army, wrote: 
“The various complaints made to you by prisoners 
as to the rough conduct of the guards I fear is not 
altogether without reason . . . and, I am sorry to say, 
by no means an uncommon occurrence.” Samuel C. 
Reat, the US consul in Calgary, wrote on 11 November 
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1915 that instances of prisoners being placed in 
dark cells and fed only bread and water “are not only 
proved but admitted by the authorities. Guards have 
cuffed prisoners on the slightest provocation and the 
conduct of some sergeants has been extremely rep-
rehensible.” The most reprehensible case, according 
to Reat, involved a prisoner by the name of Koziol, 
who was assaulted with a bayonet by a sergeant. “The 
sergeant made three distinct thrusts,” wrote Reat, 
“but the . . . wounds were very slight. There seems 
to have been no cause for use of force. Koziol was 
an exemplary prisoner, according to the record.” 
Watson Kirkconnell, who served as a guard, ob-
served that there were “few on whom the long years 

of captivity had not left their mark . . . confinement 
in a strange land, inactivity and hopeless waiting 
were in themselves enough to shatter the nerves and 
undermine the health.”34 Nick Olynyk, interned at 
Castle Mountain, wrote to his wife that “there are 
men running away from here everyday because the 
conditions here are very poor, so that we cannot go 
on much longer, we are not getting enough to eat. We 
are hungry as dogs. They are sending us to work, as 
they don’t believe us, and we are very weak.”35

Word of camp conditions spread through 
Robochyi Narod. “Who built the railroads and cul-
tivated this wasteland where formerly only wind 
howled?” wrote one Ukrainian internee to the 

Prisoners of war coming out for roll call in Castle Mountain, AB. Whyte Museum of the Canadian Rockies, W. Buck Collection, V295/LC-51.
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newspaper on 28 August 1915. “We, the victims who 
today are being tortured . . . make our cause known 
so that all Ukrainians and all the nations of the world 
might see how the blind, ‘civilized’ English chau-
vinists and their Canadian hangers on treat for-
eigners.”36 Two months later, Banff inmate Dmytro 
Tkachyk wrote to the newspaper describing how 
the men were being “mercilessly driven” at bayo-
net point, and were sometimes chained and fed a 
diet of bread and water for insubordination. Others 
spoke openly about their captors, with one prisoner 

declaring that he had been “forced to work when 
he was sick” and on refusing the guard “struck him 
with his rifle butt and called him a son of a bitch.” 
Another prisoner wrote that he had tried avoid-
ing work, due to the poor state of his clothes and 
boots, and was driven out of his hiding place by rifle 
point.37 Surviving archival records of the intern-
ment operations corroborate the stories printed in 
Robochyi Narod and offer insight into the lives of the 
internees. For example, internee William Cowch 
wrote to Captain Charles Harvey, the commanding 

Internees at Castle Mountain, 1916. Glenbow Archives, NC-54-4336.
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officer of his internment camp, appealing for relief 
from his creditors. Despite being interned and, 
therefore, unable to keep his affairs in order and 
earn an income, his landlord was demanding that he 
pay rent and additional interest. This was expressed 
in a letter dated 4 August 1916 from the landlord’s 
lawyer, demanding payment of debts, or Cowch’s 
remaining possessions, mostly furniture and trunks, 
would be sold off. The situation was further com-
plicated upon Cowch’s parole when he was freed on 
work release far away from his home and debt.38 
While the commanding officer kept a record of 
Cowch’s predicament, he did little to assist him in 
protecting his belongings or securing his permission 
to travel, while on parole, to settle his debt. 

The internment operations also affected those 
who were not imprisoned. On 22 September 1916, 
Maria Marchuk appealed to the director of opera-
tions for assistance as she and her children were 
“suffering greatly” and “in great need” because her 
husband had been interned.39 Katie Domytryk wrote 
to her father, who was arrested in Edmonton, that 
the family had nothing to eat and that “they do not 
want to give us no wood. It is better with you,” she 
continued, “because we had everything to eat . . . We 
your small children kiss your hands my dear father. 
Goodbye my dear father. Come home right away.”40 
Others attempted to appeal to the public directly: 
on 29 February 1917 an assembly of Ukrainian and 
Austrian women wrote to the Calgary Daily Herald 
proclaiming their innocence and loyalty to Canada. 
“We, the undersigned . . . wish to bring before the 
notice of the women of Calgary [that] we came to 
this country to make Canada our future home . . . 
We have been discharged from work because we are 
considered aliens but we are loyal to Canada.” The 
appeal continued, “What are we to do if we cannot 

Letter from director of internment operations on CPR request for 

internee labour. Author’s personal collection.
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get work? Are we to starve or are we to be driven [to] 
a life of vice? Will not the women of Calgary speak for 
us?”41 While some remained imprisoned, the end of 
the war saw the release of the majority of internees 
because the task of caring for them was becoming 
burdensome. Those who were physically fit, and 
“non-dangerous,” were paroled to work for private 
companies, the federal and provincial governments, 
and especially railway companies, who increasingly 
turned to internment camps to solve their labour 
shortage problem.42

The Creation of the Ukrainian Labour Farmer 
Temple Association 

Hostility toward potentially disloyal aliens continued 
to the end of, and immediately after, the First World 
War, allowing nativist sentiments to become even 
further ingrained in Anglo-Canadian identity. In 
the eyes of the majority, the image of Ukrainians was 
transformed from “enemy aliens” to “radicals,” and, 
consequently, they became even more distrusted 
than their German counterparts.43 While this had 
begun much earlier, by February 1919 employers 
across Canada had announced their willingness 
to dismiss enemy aliens and offer employment to 
returning soldiers instead. These concerns were fos-
tered, perhaps most prominently, by the Great War 
Veterans’ Association, who appealed to the Canadian 
government for mass and forcible repatriation of 
enemy aliens due to their continued role in labour 
industries. The government, alarmed by the growing 
tide of antiwar and pro-Soviet feelings within both 
Canada and Europe, issued an order in council ban-
ning many foreign language newspapers and radical 
organizations. Among these forbidden organizations 

was the Ukrainian Social Democratic Party of 
Canada (USDP), which was, at the time, representing 
socialist-progressive Ukrainians and had petitioned 
the government in regard to their interned member-
ship specifically, and other internees generally.44

The threat of forced repatriation was very real, 
with many internees viewing the deportations 
associated with the Winnipeg General Strike as pre-
cedent. Camp commanders were asked to identify 
prisoners who were “bitter against Canada and Great 
Britain,” “bitter and troublesome and agitators and 
insubordinate,” “trouble-makers and reported as 
being Industrial Workers of the World (IWW),” and 
even those who were “decidedly eccentric.” These 
men were described as being “more or less of a nui-
sance,” “IWW agitators,” and “strike fomenters who 
congregate at secret meetings.” As a result, 1,964 
enemy aliens were deported, 302 of whom were 
Ukrainian.45

It was under these circumstances that the USDP 
leadership determined that, in addition to a political 
organization, a cultural and educational society was 
needed. Not only would such a society be beneficial 
in continuing the work of the USDP but it would 
also help to attract larger numbers of Ukrainians 
who were uncertain about their safety and future in 
Canada. Matthew Popovich, a leader of the Ukrainian 
socialist-progressive movement, recognized 
just how crucial this would be to maintaining the 
movement. “For some of us,” he stated, “it became 
obvious that we must take this opportunity to orga-
nize a mass cultural-educational association, which 
would attract those workers who until now have not 
joined our existing organizations, but have shown 
great interest in the building of a Ukrainian Labour 
Temple and have responded generously with their 
help.” He continued that to turn away these workers 
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by diminishing the role of cultural-education work 
“would be a crime against our movement.”46

On 14 May 1918, the Ukrainian Labour Farmer 
Temple Association (ULFTA) was established.47 
The supremacy of both political and cultural iden-
tity within the movement is best expressed in the 
founding constitution of the organization, which 
pledged “to give moral and material aid to the 
Ukrainian working people and to the labour cause, 
in general.”48 The ULFTA’s organizers travelled 
across Canada establishing branches, including 
in some of the most remote areas of the country. 
They were most successful in rural Alberta, where 
many Ukrainian farmers had previously worked in 
mining and railroad construction and had become 
familiar with socialist ideas. By the end of 1918, 
the ULFTA had approximately 1,500 members in 
Alberta alone.49

Conclusion: “An Alternative to the  
Canadian Way of Life”

Canada’s nativist sentiments, immigration policy, 
wartime xenophobia, and the internment oper-
ations undoubtedly took their toll on Canada’s 
Ukrainians. The Canadian Ruthenian, in noting the 
plight of Ukrainians, denounced their harsh treat-
ment at the hands of the Canadian government and 
public. “The Ukrainians were invited to Canada and 
promised liberty and a kind of paradise but liberty 
did not last long,” it wrote, and continued: “First 
they were called ‘Galicians’ in mockery. Secondly, 
preachers were sent amongst them, as if they were 
savages, to preach Protestantism. And thirdly, they 
were deprived of the right to elect their represen-
tatives in Parliament.” As a result, the newspaper 

ventured that the future of Ukrainians in Canada was 
uncertain.50 While some did, in fact, petition the 
government to allow them to return to their home-
land, many more became increasingly uninterested 
in assimilating into Canadian society and began 
searching for alternatives.51

The ULFTA, which had begun its work as a carrier 
of radical and socio-economic change prior to the 
war, was seemingly the solution for many Ukrainians 
in Alberta. The ULFTA dedicated significant energy 
to establishing courses for its illiterate membership, 
Ukrainian children’s schools, relief campaigns for 
victims of the 1921–22 Volga famine, and women’s 
and youth branches of the organization. It eventually 
established drama clubs, choirs, and reading circles. 
All the while, the organization remained strongly 
dedicated to class struggle. “We, the workers,” 
stated an article in Robochyi Narod, “regardless of 
our national origin, each and every one, want a free 
Ukraine, but the kind of Ukraine in which power 
belongs only to the workers, the poor peasants and 
the soldiers. We want socialism in Ukraine.”52

According to Jim Mochoruk, the ULFTA “stood 
on the cusp of something quite amazing: the creation 
of an oasis where they and their families could live 
their entire lives almost entirely in the context of 
their own ethnic, radical community yet still reach 
out to others like themselves in order to bring them 
within the socialist fold.”53 Therefore, the commit-
ment of adherents to the Ukrainian socialist- 
progressive movement was due to what it was able to 
retain, and represent, throughout the years. While 
the ULFTA and its predecessors were committed 
to the working-class struggle, they were, first and 
foremost, outlets of Ukrainian identity. For much 
of the membership, their ethnicity transcended 
acknowledgement, and support, of their birthplace 
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and, instead, was a self-identification with their new 
home of Canada. In other words, it was the mem-
bership’s experiences in Canada that influenced the 
ways in which they would think and act. After all, it 
was within the ULFTA that many of Canada’s Ukrai-
nians found a channel for their socio-economic and 
political needs, and a safe haven from the vehement 
discrimination and exploitation that greeted them 
in Canada. The organization had drawn much of its 
membership from among youth, taught them to read 
and write, integrated them into its ranks and trained 
them in various posts and positions. The organiza-
tion also provided its membership with a social life 
and haven in what was, at least initially, a strange 
and alien environment.54 The ability of the ULFTA to 
encompass both a political and ethnic identity not 
only rewarded it with the opportunity to represent 
the “progressive” version of what it meant to be a 
Ukrainian in Canada but also profoundly changed the 
way in which many Ukrainians came to understand 
their relationship with Canada—and each other. 

Notes

1 Stella Hryniuk, “‘Sifton’s Pets’: Who Were They?” in 
Canada’s Ukrainians: Negotiating an Identity, edited 
by Lubomyr Luciuk and Stella Hryniuk (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1991), 4.

2 Howard Palmer, Patterns of Prejudice: A History of 
Nativism in Alberta (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 
1982), 19–21.

3 Notwithstanding, nativism remained minimal 
throughout the 1880s and 1890s due to limited set-
tlement opportunities. See Donald Avery, “European 
Immigrant Workers and Labour Protest in Peace and 
War, 1896–1919,” in The History of Immigration and 
Racism in Canada: Essential Readings, edited by 

 Barrington Walker (Toronto: Canadian Scholars’ 
Press, 2008), 125, 126.

4 Statistics Canada, “Population, urban and rural by 
province (Alberta),” URL: http://www.statcan.gc.ca/
tables-tableaux/sum-som/l01/cst01/demo62j-eng.
htm, retrieved 13 June 2014.

5 In many ways, Sifton continued to adhere to pre-
vailing notions of Anglo-Canadian superiority in 
his treatment of other immigrant groups such as the 
Italian-Americans and the Chinese. In the spring 
of 1897, Sifton convinced the government to pass 
the Alien Labour Act to restrict the influx of rail-
way construction workers, mostly Italians, from the 
United States. He also attempted to increase Chinese 
capitation taxes and implement the Natal Act, which 
used educational tests as a means to bar entry to the 
country. See Avery, “European Immigrant Workers,” 
125, 126.

6 John Lehr, “Government Perceptions of Ukrainian 
Immigrants to Western Canada 1896–1902,” Canadian 
Ethnic Studies 19, no. 2 (1987): 4, 5.

7 Palmer, Patterns of Prejudice, 22, 23.
8 Lubomyr Luciuk, Searching for Place: Ukrainian Dis-

placed Persons, Canada, and the Migration of Memory 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 13.

9 Lubomyr Luciuk, Ukrainians in the Making: Their Kings-
ton Story (Kingston, ON: Limestone Press, 1980), 2. 

10 Ibid., 3.
11 “The Affirmation of Witnesses: The Causes and 

Consequences of Canada’s First National Intern-
ment Operations, 1914–1920,” 7–8 February 2011, 
http://www.internmentcanada.ca/PDF/Affirmation_
of_Witness.pdf, 5.

12 Lubomyr Luciuk, “Truth Takes Its Place alongside 
Tourism,” The Kingston Whig Standard, 20 June 2013, 5.

13 Lehr, “Government Perceptions,” 4, 5.
14 Bohdan Kordan and Lubomyr Luciuk, A Delicate and 

Difficult Question: Documents in the History of Ukrainians 
in Canada, 1899–1962 (Kingston, ON: Limestone Press, 
1986), 20.

15 Luciuk, Ukrainians in the Making, 3.



C
anada’s First N

ational Internm
ent O

perations 

471

16 Kordan and Luciuk, Delicate and Difficult Question, 15, 
17.

17 Valerie Knowles, Strangers at Our Gates: Canadian Im-
migration and Immigration Policy 1540–2006 (Toronto: 
Dundurn, 2007), 80–82.

18 This included prostitutes, those with mental disabil-
ities or contagious diseases, and immigrants deemed 
undesirable.

19 Knowles, Strangers at Our Gates, 82–85, 161, 162.
20 Palmer, Patterns of Prejudice, 28.
21 Jim Mochoruk, “‘Pop&Co’ versus Buck and the ‘Lenin 

School Boys’: Ukrainian Canadians and the Com-
munist Party of Canada, 1921–1931,” in Re-Imagining 
Ukrainian Canadians: History, Politics, and Iden-
tity, edited by Rhonda Hinther and Jim Mochoruk 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2011), 335; 
Peter Krawchuk, Our History: The Ukrainian Labour- 
Farmer Movement in Canada 1907–1991 (Toronto: Lugus, 
1996), xix.

22 They also dedicated considerable energy to organizing 
unskilled immigrant workers into unions such as the 
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), the Western 
Federation of Miners (WFM), and the United Mine 
Workers of America (UMWA). See Donald Avery, 
Dangerous Foreigners: European Immigrant Workers and 
Labour Radicalism in Canada, 1896–1932 (Toronto: 
McClelland and Stewart, 1979), 59.

23 Ibid.
24 Mochoruk, “‘Pop&Co’ versus Buck,” 338.
25 However, even within the SPC, a movement dedicated 

to internationalism, or international and interethnic 
working-class solidarity, the Ukrainian membership 
was often alienated from their English-speaking 
counterparts and became increasingly aware of the 
dissension with the party. Troubled by their increas-
ingly marginal role within the party, the Ukrainian 
language branches called a meeting, bringing together 
delegates from the Ukrainian socialist-progressive 
organizations across Canada, to discuss the current 
situation and strategize for the future. A conference 
was held on 12 November 1909, with the under-
standing that the Ukrainian language branches must 

unite into a cohesive and central organization that 
could plan and conduct educational work on behalf 
of the Ukrainian proletariat in Canada. Moreover, it 
was decided that if the SPC’s leadership would not 
recognize the autonomy of this newly formed central-
ized organization then it would “work with complete 
organizational independence, disregarding the 
official party” as well as make attempts “with others 
dissatisfied with the present leadership to form a new 
party, worthy of carrying the name socialist.” Ulti-
mately, following continued disagreements with SPC 
leadership, Ukrainians, along with other language 
federations, severed ties and, on 20 July 1910, united 
with the Social Democratic Party of Canada (SDPC) 
under the designation of the Federation of Ukrainian 
Social Democrats (FUSD). Unlike the SPC, the SDPC 
was seemingly interested in cooperation between 
immigrant and English-speaking party members and 
even encouraged the unique interests of FUSD. See 
Krawchuk, Our History, 7, 8, and 16.

26 This included media censorship, arrest, detention, 
deportation, the appropriation and disposal of prop-
erty, and the elimination of the option of bail.

27 Unemployment rates amongst the Ukrainians were 
often so high that the internment camps served 
as shelters for those who were destitute. See Peter 
Melnycky, “The Internment of Ukrainians in Canada,” 
in Loyalties in Conflict: Ukrainians in Canada during 
the Great War, edited by Frances Swyripa and John 
Herd Thompson (Edmonton: Canadian Institute of 
Ukrainian Studies, 1983), 2.

28 Ibid., 3–6.
29 The internment of Ukrainians, and other enemy 

aliens, was complicated by their problematic status in 
Canadian law. According to James Farney and Bohdan 
Kordan, the status of enemy aliens paralleled a deeper 
conflict between nationalism and imperialism that 
dominated Canadian public discourse. The idea of 
citizenship, championed by Laurier’s government, 
had provided a theoretical basis for the incorporation 
of new immigrants to Canada. This model was created 
around the idea that immigrants should be understood 



C
om

m
un

iti
es

 a
t W

ar

472

as rights-bearing individuals. However, it did not 
take into account the extenuating circumstances of 
Canadian sovereignty; mainly, Canada’s status as a do-
minion. Therefore, it could not simply adjust its ideas 
of citizenship or decide who fully belonged; it had to 
ensure that these ideas were consistent with impe-
rial statutory law as well. Furthermore, the version 
of Canada promoted by imperialists implied a direct 
connection between a relationship with the Crown 
and legal status. In other words, individuals received 
protection and benefits from the Crown insofar as 
their relationship to it was well defined; those with 
unclear connections to the Crown would only receive 
limited, if any, rights. In the context of the war, this 
was exceptionally relevant because immigrants were 
unable to develop connections to Britain, or prove 
their loyalty to it, immediately disadvantaging them. 
See James Farney and Bohdan Kordan, “The Predic-
ament of Belonging: The Status of Enemy Aliens in 
Canada, 1914,” Journal of Canadian Studies 39, no. 1 
(2005): 75–80.

30 Lubomyr Luciuk, Without Just Cause: Canada’s First 
National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian 
Canadians, 1914–1920 (Kingston, ON: Kashtan Press, 
2006), 9. 

31 According to calculations from General Otter, who led 
the internment operations on behalf of the Depart-
ment of Justice, only 3,138 of those interned could 
have been classified as genuine POWs. The other 
5,441, most of whom were Ukrainian, should have 
been considered civilians.

32 Ibid., 2, 3. While determining the nationality of 
the internees is difficult since many of the archival 
materials were destroyed after the Second World 
War, the records that remain suggest that many of the 
Austro-Hungarians were, in fact, of Ukrainian origin. 
Some Poles, Italians, Bulgarians, Croats, Turks, Serbs, 
Hungarians, Russians, Jews, and Romanians were also 
interned or categorized as enemy aliens.

33 In November 1915, it was reported that internees 
were performing labour valued at $1,500,000 a year. 

See Lubomyr Luciuk, In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: 
Canada’s First National Internment Operations and 
the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914–1920 (Kingston, ON: 
Kashtan Press, 2001), 14.

34 Luciuk, Without Just Cause, 7, 8.
35 “The Affirmation of Witnesses,” 12
36 “Enemy Aliens, Prisoners of War: Canada’s First World 

War Internment Operations, 1914–1920,” Cave and 
Basin National Historic Site, 20 May 2014. 

37 Bill Waiser, Park Prisoners: The Untold Story of Western 
Canada’s National Parks, 1915–1946 (Saskatoon: Fifth 
House, 1995), 21.

38 Library and Archives Canada, RG6 H1, vol. 752, CSIS 
fonds.

39 The request was denied on 6 October 1916, when a 
staff officer wrote: “I regret to inform you that such is 
not considered desirable.” See Library and Archives 
Canada, RG18, vol. 1793, CSIS fonds.

40 “The Affirmation of Witnesses,” 17.
41 Ibid.
42 By the spring of 1917, nearly all of the internees were 

released on parole for this reason. The conditions for 
release included remaining in Canada, reporting fre-
quently to police, and carrying certificates of release 
as “internal passports” while travelling. See Melnycky, 
“The Internment of Ukrainians in Canada,” 14.

43 Avery, Dangerous Foreigners, 76.
44 The USDP specifically protested the classification of 

Ukrainians as enemy aliens, criticized naturalization 
restrictions, and called for the establishment of em-
ployment bureaus. See Melnycky, “The Internment of 
Ukrainians in Canada,” 13.

45 Ibid., 15–17. 
46 Krawchuk, Our History, 35.
47 Ibid., 31, 32. When the USDP was banned in Sep-

tember 1918, the Ukrainian Labor Temple Associa-
tion (ULTA) replaced it as the national organization 
responsible for promoting socialist and Marxist 
ideas amongst the Ukrainians. In 1924 it was nation-
ally incorporated as the Ukrainian Labour-Farmer 
Temple Association (ULFTA), a centralized cultural- 



C
anada’s First N

ational Internm
ent O

perations 

473

educational labour organization responsible for 
the promotion of the communist cause amongst 
Ukrainians.

48 Ibid., 34.
49 John Kolasky, The Shattered Illusion: The History of 

Ukrainian Pro-Communist Organizations in Canada 
(Toronto: PMA Books, 1979), 3, 4.

50 Although appeals for mass repatriation were largely 
rejected, some deportations did occur following the 
Winnipeg General Strike of 1919. This procedure was 
not universal for all strikers; while Ukrainians, and 
others, were deported, their British counterparts were 
processed through the appropriate judicial channels 
and did not face the same kinds of punishment. See 
Avery, Dangerous Foreigners, 76, 77.

51 Ibid., 89. The ULTA eventually became the Ukrainian 
Labour-Farmer Temple Association to reflect the 
growing numbers of farmers joining the organization. 
After the Second World War it became the Association 
of United Ukrainian Canadians.

52 Krawchuk, Our History, xix.
53 Ibid., 32; Mochoruk, “‘Pop&Co’ versus Buck.” 
54 Kolasky, Shattered Illusion, 202. 
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In 1917, Prime Minister Robert Borden returned 
from a visit to the Western Front and a meeting of 
the Imperial War Cabinet convinced him that it was 
necessary for Canada to start conscripting men for 
compulsory military service. When the war broke 
out, he had promised there would be no conscrip-
tion, and he knew that it would be terribly unpopular 
in certain parts of the country, especially Quebec. 
But Borden, like many Canadians, felt that it was 
necessary, and that it was the duty of the government 
to prosecute the war to its utmost. 

The concept of duty was important during the 
First World War. Participation was framed as a duty 
to the Empire, to Canada, to more local loyalties such 
as one’s family, and to a sense of appropriate “man-
liness.” However, one’s primary duty was, especially 
for some individuals, not always easy to ascertain. 
To those for whom military service conflicted with 
religious or ethical beliefs, conscription brought 
a difficult dilemma. A letter sent to Borden earlier 
in the war expressed its signers’ conflicted sense 
of duty: 

We are aware that in taking the stand 
which we have some will consider us to be 

“shirkers” but this is far from being the case. 
Some are bound by what seems like a tragic 
fate to take the lives of our fellow-men whilst 
they only wish to give their lives for their 
country—on the other hand some of us are 
bound to appear the enemies of our country 
for conscience sake when we wish to serve 
her with all our powers.1

The government, to a certain extent, had a 
similar dilemma. Conscription was understood as 
part of its duty to soldiers already overseas. It was 
also deemed necessary for the home front because 
the war effort demanded a lot from people within 
Canada as well. Many of them, it seemed, felt less 
willing to make the necessary sacrifices—to send 
off their sons, to conserve food and fuel—if those 
sacrifices were not broadly distributed. To the minds 
of many people at home, conscription seemed a 
necessary, and democratic, equalizer. It would help 
ensure that there were no slackers.

The federal government had to balance out its 
competing obligations as well. Beyond the successful 
prosecution of the war, it was also obliged to respect 
the promises made to what are called the “historic 

Conscientious Objectors in Alberta in the First World War
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peace churches” in Canada, namely the Menno-
nites, Church of the Brethren (also called Tunkers or 
Dunkards), Hutterites, Doukhobors, and the Society 
of Friends, or Quakers. Many of these people had 
immigrated to Canada based on promises that they 
would not be asked to undertake military service. 
The Borden administration also had duties to Cana-
da’s tradition of liberal democracy. This meant that, 
like the other democracies fighting in the First World 
War, conscription legislation included provision 
for exemption on the grounds of conscientious 
objection to military service, whether voluntary or 
conscripted. Conscientious objection is at the core 
of the individual’s relationship to the state because it 
challenges what is generally seen as the most basic of 
civic obligations: the duty to defend one’s country. 

Conscription was not a novelty in Canada, al-
though the First World War was the first large-scale 
use of it, and the first time Canadians were drafted 
for overseas service. In spite of the existence of 
various militia acts since the time of New France, 
Canadians had had little direct experience with mili-
tary conscription. The volunteer militia had not been 
called out since the North-West Rebellion of 1885, 
and the contingents sent to the South African War 
had been made up entirely of volunteers paid for, 
and commanded by, Britain. In many quarters, the 
tradition of militia service linked to the sense that 
conscription was “un-British” and demonstrated 
confidence in the efficacy of the voluntary system. 
Voluntarism was an important part of many people’s 
sense of Canada’s national identity. There was no 
stronger proponent of voluntarism—and the value 
of the “citizen soldier”—than Minister of Militia and 
Defence Sam Hughes.

The Borden administration introduced con-
scription under the 1917 Military Service Act, drafted 

by Arthur Meighen, Solicitor General and a future 
Conservative prime minister of Canada. The act was 
signed into law on 29 August 1917. It declared that all 
male British subjects between the ages of 20 and 45 
were liable for military service, and grouped them 
into classes according to age and marital status. 
When a man’s class was called up, he was deemed to 
be an enlisted soldier subject to military law. The act 
included various grounds for exemption from con-
scription, recognizing other duties and abilities that 
made across-the-board conscription impractical. A 
man could be exempted from compulsory military 
service on the grounds of ill health, or by proving 
that his job was essential to the prosecution of the 
war or that enlisting would cause serious financial 
hardship to those dependent upon him. The last 
grounds for exemption was that a conscript

conscientiously objects to the undertaking 
of combatant service and is prohibited from 
so doing by the tenets and articles of faith, 
in effect at the date of the passing of this act, 
of any organized religious denomination ex-
isting and well recognized in Canada, at such 
date, and to which he in good faith belongs.

A series of tribunals was set up across the coun-
try. Prominent local citizens judged the claims for 
exemption, with provision for the claimant, or the 
military, to appeal the decision to a higher court 
presided over by Justice Lyman Duff. 

The Borden administration did not enforce the 
act right away. The government had been elected 
in 1911, which meant that, under normal circum-
stances, there ought to have been an election in 1916. 
Because of the war, Britain gave the government 
special dispensation to continue, and no one seems 
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to have minded much. But introducing something 
so controversial as conscription under an expired 
mandate seemed problematic. Borden hoped that 
the unified front of a coalition government would be 
the answer. While Wilfrid Laurier, the leader of the 
opposition, refused to join, based on the negative 
reaction he knew conscription would give rise to in 
Quebec, many Liberals did. The election of 1917 was 
thus between the “Unionists” and the rump of the 
Liberal party, with a few Labour and independent 
candidates. Before the election, the government en-
acted two laws to strengthen its chances at the polls. 
One was the Military Voters Act, which enfranchised 
all members of the armed forces, no matter how long 
they had lived in Canada. The other, the Wartime 
Elections Act, famously gave the vote to Canadian 
women who were mothers, wives, sisters, or daugh-
ters of servicemen. Less famously, it also disenfran-
chised some people. Conscientious objectors and 
naturalized Canadians born in enemy countries, 
who had settled in Canada after 1902, lost their right 
to vote. The election campaign of 1917 was negative 
and bitter, and fought largely around the issue of 
conscription. The victory of the Unionists seemed 
to prove Canadians’ support of it. However, when 
conscription was finally enforced, some 93 percent 
of those drafted claimed exemption.2

The clause in the Military Service Act of 1917 
providing exemption from military service on con-
scientious grounds was included specifically for the 
members of Canada’s historic peace churches. The 
government recognized that it had prior promises to 
these groups, and hoped that limiting exemption to 
members of organized churches with clear pro-
scriptions against military service would control the 
numbers of objectors. The government also hoped 
to avoid the difficulty of assessing the conscience of 

individual objectors by putting forward an ex-
emption clause that was a privilege granted mem-
bers of certain religious denominations, rather 
than a right accorded all Canadians who might 
object conscientiously. 

Alberta was home to about 1,500 Mennonites 
living mainly in scattered communities across the 
south of the province. As well, Doukhobors from 
British Columbia began settling in Lundbreck and 
Cowley, east of the Crowsnest Pass, in 1916. Although 
this recognition simplified matters for them, it 
did not mean they had an easy time. The churches 
were not able to present an organized front, and 
difficulties in the wording of the act, and its various 
interpretations by tribunals, caused a great deal 
of anxiety, and led to the imprisonment of several 
young men. For example, Gordon Weber and Otto 
Reimer, both from Didsbury, Alberta, were con-
scripted in spite of being Mennonites, though their 
status was later recognized. They were imprisoned 
for their refusal but released before their sentences 
were up—Weber in August 1918 and Reimer not until 
December of that year, after the war’s end.3 Insecu-
rity about their position, along with the public an-
tipathy they faced, contributed to the emigration of 
several Mennonite groups after the war. Conversely, 
the oppression some Hutterites faced in the wartime 
United States led groups of them to move to Canada 
in 1918.4

Despite official government recognition, the 
Mennonites faced public animosity for their stance. 
A letter to the editor of the Lethbridge Daily Herald 
called “the Mennonite problem” “the biggest thing 
in Southern Alberta” based on the author’s sense that 
these people “threatened to engulf all the available 
land in this south country.” The land, he thought, 
should, “in common decency, be saved for the men 
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of the Canadian Army” when they returned. He was 
also unhappy with their exemption, and noted:

Just how any conscientious objector can 
manage to justify his existence at this time 
puzzles me. The fact that the government, 
back in 1873, gave these people the freedom 
of the country, and an undertaking that they 
would not be called for military service, is no 
decent excuse for their not being in khaki at 
this time, for the simple reason that when that 
undertaking was given our only thought of war 
was an Indian rising or two, or a small scrap 
in some out of the way portion of the globe. 
There was certainly no thought of a world-
wide scrap in which the whole efforts of the 
country would be strained to the utmost.5

He believed that these were not the types of citizen 
Canada wanted, and that “something should be done, 
and done quickly, to stop the matter going any fur-
ther, and it is up to the municipalities of the south-
ern half of the province to get busy without any loss 
of time and petition the government to bar any more 
of these people coming into Canada.”6

In the face of this, members of these non- 
resistant churches emphasized their desire to be 
obedient to the government. They also, perhaps 
partly in response to antagonism such as that ex-
pressed in the letter to the Lethbridge Daily Herald, 
made efforts to express their thanks for exemption, 
and join Canadians in the self-sacrificing spirit of 
the war. A letter discussing a monetary gift to the 
government expressed this hope and stated:

We realize that the Government has not 
assigned us any duty in lieu of military 

service, and therefore we are not made to 
share any special part of the burden which 
our nation is bearing . . . while we are sharing 
in the national burden of trials and fears and 
labours, it is our purpose, by the grace of 
God, to undertake voluntarily some share in 
the sacrifices of our fellow-citizens, and by 
some means . . . express in a more substan-
tial manner our gratitude to the Government 
for the Christian privileges which we enjoy 
under the laws of Canada.7

Mennonites, however, were not the only ones 
who felt that their attitudes toward war placed them 
in the category of conscientious objectors. Mem-
bers of smaller denominations such as the Inter-
national Bible Students Association (IBSA; today 
called Jehovah’s Witnesses), Plymouth Brethren, 
Seventh Day Adventists, and Christadelphians also 
objected, as did some members of the mainstream 
Protestant and Catholic Churches. They had a more 
difficult time.8

Advocates of conscription promoted, among 
other things, its democratizing benefits. One edito-
rial in the Toronto Globe, in May 1917, discussed how 
conscription was a good policy because it “democra-
tize[d] citizenship.” The editor wrote:

The freedom of the individual is bound up 
with the defence of the nation. The small 
nations that seek freedom and indepen-
dence and the untrammeled development 
of their civil life are forced to adopt a system 
of universal service. This is the case with 
Canada. In her search for honour and mili-
tary strength and freedom she finds it only in 
compulsory national service.9
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The broad association of conscription with 
equality and democracy placed conscientious objec-
tors in a most unfavourable light. The draft prom-
ised a parity of sacrifice, and recognition of group 
goals that many Canadians hoped would continue 
after the war. Objectors had chosen to differentiate 
themselves from that picture of unity, and retain 
allegiance to different, individual goals. It left them 
open to charges of selfishness, along with the more 
predictable allegations of cowardice. That the war 
was often portrayed as a religious crusade also made 
the option of conscientious objection difficult, both 
for an individual to take, and for the wider public 
to understand.

An article in the Grande Prairie Herald expressed 
this suspicion with individual rights in a fairly dra-
matic way, arguing that the conscientious objectors 
were actually like the hated Germans in their sense 
of exceptionality. 

It seems . . . that the conscientious objectors 
are suffering from the same mental malady 
that afflicts the Germans. In one case the 
patients consider themselves to be so much 
finer in sensibility and truer to their ideals 
than their brothers that they can indulge 
themselves in these feelings at the expense of 
these same brothers who are thinking more 
of the good of others than of themselves. 
When I think of the stupendous egotism of 
the Germans, I can’t get any farther than 
the puzzled baffled feeling that I had at the 
beginning of the war. This same puzzled, 
baffled feeling comes when I try to get the 
point of view of the conscientious objectors. 
How can they be sure that they believe in 
non-resistance when there are so many brave 

men between them and danger? How can 
they be satisfied to be one of the difficulties 
that these brothers of their have to contend 
with? How can they keep on worshipping 
Billikin, the foolish “god of things as they 
ought to be,” while their brothers are serving 
the “God of things as they are?”10

This argument saw the “pacifist” objectors, in a 
somewhat surprising twist, as like the “militaristic” 
Germans because of their insistence on making their 
own judgments about right and wrong. Evidently, 
being idealistic in a country at war was just as much 
of a difficulty as cowardice. 

Robert Elliott of Calgary was 31 years old and a 
minister in the Plymouth Brethren Church when he 
claimed exemption. His case went all the way to the 
Central Appeal Tribunal, and became the test for 
whether this denomination would be recognized. 
Judge Lyman Duff complimented Elliot on present-
ing the case for the Plymouth Brethren’s pacifist 
stance “with great clearness as well as obvious 
sincerity,” but he refused to grant exemption. Duff 
explained that he did so based on the fact that Elliott 
“did not dispute that the taking part in combatant 
military service would not, according to the corpo-
rate views of the Plymouth Brethren, be regarded 
as a disqualification for membership; wickedness 
alone, he said, would be a ground of exclusion, and 
that would not necessarily be regarded as wicked-
ness in all circumstances.”11 The church, then, was 
not included in the exemption clause because it did 
not impose harsh enough, or consistent enough, 
penalties on those who transgressed its pacifist 
tenets. Adherents of sects with such flexibility made 
up the largest part of unrecognized conscientious 
objectors; along with the Plymouth Brethren, these 
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included the IBSA and members of the Pentecostal 
Assemblies.

Tunker Ernest Swalm was detained with a Ply-
mouth Brother while awaiting trial for his refusal to 
obey military orders. In his memoirs, he recalled the 
difficulty caused by this group’s reluctance to take on 
a denominational label, and recalled the questions 
asked of the Plymouth Brother as follows:

“What church do you belong to?” asked the 
colonel.
“The Church of Jesus Christ.”
“Do you have a creed?”
“Yes, the Bible,” replied my friend.
“Where do you originate?”
“At Calvary.”
‘But where are your headquarters?”
“Heaven.”
“Don’t get smart, kid,” snapped the officer.

While the officer’s frustration is understandable, 
given that he was apparently looking for evidence of 
organization necessary to exempt the young man, 
Swalm explained that “the colonel did not know that 
the Plymouth Brethren boy was answering sincerely 
in the tradition of his accepted belief.”12 In the 
Plymouth Brethrens’ repudiation of denominational 
labels, they ran up against the Canadian govern-
ment’s decision to base recognition on denomina-
tional, rather than individual beliefs. That it was a 
sect with strong pacifist principles is evident, but the 
deliberate lack of structure and organization was a 
serious handicap in a wartime society impatient with 
the nuances of radical Christianity.

Another group of Albertans who encountered 
challenges with their application for exemption 

from conscription on conscientious grounds were 
the Seventh Day Adventists. This denomination had 
applied for exemption from combatant service, ar-
guing, for example, that “if there is any portion of the 
Bible which we, as a people, can point to more than 
another as our creed, it is the law of the ten com-
mandments . . . The fourth of these commandments 
requires cessation from labour on the seventh day of 
the week, the sixth prohibits the taking of life, nei-
ther of which, in our view, could be observed while 
doing military duty.”13 The church, like many others 
that requested exemption, emphasized its members’ 
desire to be good citizens and respect government 
authority. The appeal court judge granted exemp-
tion. However, in the rather makeshift atmosphere 
surrounding conscription, this did not always filter 
down to the officials who had to deal directly with 
conscientious objectors.

This was reflected in the experience of three 
young Albertans who were drafted into the army 
training camp at Calgary on 15 April 1918. James 
Bennett Wagner, at 26 years of age, was the oldest; 
a year younger was Max Popow, a Russian-born 
farmer from Lacombe. At 21, Floyd Edwin Jones was 
the youngest of the group, and another farmer from 
Strathcona. When they informed the sergeant major 
of their principles, he first replied that “that [would] 
be all right” but, later, put the men into military 
detention when they refused to drill on their Sabbath 
(Saturday). Wagner recorded that the three men 
“tried to persuade those in authority to transfer us to 
the Medical Corps, where we could conscientiously 
help the sick on the Sabbath; but no, they would 
not do that, for we were all in good health, and they 
wanted us as common infantrymen.” Wagner spent 
six weeks in jail in Lethbridge for his refusal, but 
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the military later made the concession, and he was 
transferred to the Medical Corps. When he got there, 
he was happy to see Jones, who had been transferred 
there earlier.

However, this was not the end of their diffi-
culties. If the decisions of the appeal court did not 
always immediately affect those of the military 
authorities, conscientious objectors also had to deal 
with the officers and enlisted men. The three Adven-
tists’ refusal to do unnecessary work on their Sab-
bath annoyed the sergeant major, who complained, 
“I haven’t time to be running after you all the time.” 
Other soldiers expressed their frustrations more 
violently: “One night [after] Floyd and I had gone to 
sleep, into the tent came a mob of disguised soldiers. 
They jumped upon us, beat us, and smeared us with 
axel grease.” A few days later, they were mobbed 
again, in broad daylight: “When they slipped the 
canvas bag over my head and carried me out of the 
tent, I did not resist them, but only offered a silent 
prayer to the God whom I was serving. Without any 
injury to me, after smearing my body with tar, they 
set me free.” A few days later, the two men were 
released from the army.14

Conscientious objectors in Alberta faced 
animosity from many of their compatriots, partly 
because of their apparent decision to stand aside 
from the unified front of war service in favour of the 
more individual duty of allegiance to conscience. 
The experience of this war, however, shaped that of 
the next. In the Second World War, the government, 
working with members of Canada’s historic “peace 
churches,” worked out a system of alternative ser-
vice, whereby those whose conscience forbade them 
military service could still offer productive service to 
their country.15 
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Pacifists Is a Puzzle to Others,” Grande Prairie Herald, 
27 December 1917, 3. This article was printed in many 
Canadian newspapers. Harriet Rashnell, writing for 
the New York Outlook, is cited as its original author.

11 “The Military Service Act, 1917, Report of Cases 
Decided by the Central Appeal Judge, March 23rd, 
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1918,” Canada Unpublished Sessional Papers, 1st sess., 
13th Parliament (18 March 1918–24 May 1918), no. 97, 
29–30, LAC, RG14, D2, vol. 36. 

12 Ernest Swalm, My Beloved Brethren: Personal Memoirs 
and Recollections of the Canadian Brethren in Christ 
Church (Nappanee, IN: Evangel Press, 1969), 26.

13 General Conference Executive Committee, Statement 
to the Governor of the State of Michigan, 2 August 
1864, quoted in J. Ernest Monteith, The Lord Is My 
Shepherd: A History of the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
in Canada (Oshawa, ON: Canadian Union Conference 
of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, 1983), 162.

14 James Wagner to J. Ernest Monteith, n.d., quoted 
in The Lord Is My Shepherd, 163–64. See also service 
records for #3207837 James Bennett Wagner, LAC, 
CEFS Records, RG150 accession 92/93, box 9983-21, 
service record for #3207838 Max Popow, box 7904; 
and service record for #3207839 Floyd Edwin Jones, 
box 49933-11. The attacks by the soldiers were pre-
cipitated because Wagner and Jones had been deleted 
from a list of those eligible for a draft to Siberia.

15 These provisions allowed conscientious objectors to 
serve for four months in “Alternative Service” camps 
operated by the Department of Mines and Resources. 
This would later be extended to the duration of the 
war. The labour was compensated at 50 cents a day, 
and the government provided maintenance and trav-
elling expenses to and from the camps.
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