
    [image: image]

    


Unlikely Soldiers

HOW TWO CANADIANS FOUGHT THE SECRET WAR AGAINST NAZI OCCUPATION

Jonathan F. Vance




[image: publisher logo]




DEDICATION


To Sara Pickersgill, Alexander and Celestine Macalister, and Jeannine Macalister. Their loss was beyond all understanding.





Table of Contents

Cover

Title Page

DEDICATION

PROLOGUE

PART ONE COMING OF AGE


ONE TWO BOYS

TWO UNIVERSITY

THREE SEARCHING FOR A PATH

FOUR THE DARKNESS DESCENDS

FIVE IN UNIFORM



PART TWO INTO THE FIGHT


SIX THE FIRM

SEVEN SECRET AGENT SCHOOL

EIGHT PROSPER

NINE THE COLLAPSE

TEN THE RADIO GAME

ELEVEN NACHT UND NEBEL

TWELVE REMEMBERING



APPENDIX THE DEMISE OF PHYSICIAN

NOTES

A NOTE ON SOURCES

INDEX

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Copyright

About the Publisher




PROLOGUE

APRIL 1945

Major-General Georges Vanier peered out of the window of the airplane as it circled the city of Weimar, the capital of the short-lived German republic that had crumbled under the weight of post-1918 expectations. The previous afternoon, a staff car had collected him at the Canadian Embassy in Paris, and since then he had been on the move: a quick drive to Le Bourget airport for the flight to Croydon, in the south of England, overnight in London in a splendid hotel arranged by Canadian military authorities, and up early for the ride to a U.S. air base to catch another plane. Still, it had been a pleasant flight. The lunch was nothing to speak ofhow much could one expect under the circumstances?but the wine had certainly been drinkable. It would have been easy for Vanier to forget that the war was not yet over and that his mission, to investigate rumours of Canadians who had vanished into Nazi concentration camps, was hardly a pleasure trip.

Despite the noise in the cabin that made conversation difficult, his travelling companions were very congenial. They were all American senators and congressmen, four Democrats and four Republicans, most of them lawyers and a couple of them young enough to be his children. Henry Martin Jackson, known to friend and foe as Scoop, was a state prosecutor from Washington and had been in Congress for only five years; Missourian Marion Tinsley Bennett had been in Congress for only two. There were two lawyers from Alabama, Albert Rains and Carter Manasco, and Earl Wilson, a farmers son and high-school principal from Lawrence County, Indiana, who seemed a bit out of place among all the attorneys. But Vanier got the most pleasure out of chatting with the three ex-soldiers in the group. Texan Eugene Worley had requested a leave of absence from Congress to enlist in the U.S. Navy, and Pennsylvanian Francis Walter had served in the U.S. Naval Air Service during the First World War. New Jersey lawyer Gordon Canfield was also a Great War veteran, an ex-signaller who had taken a break from his congressional duties to serve in another war, working the North Atlantic convoy route as an ordinary seaman in the merchant marine.

Although he shared a military background with Worley, Walter, and Canfield, Vanier was very much the elder statesman of the group. Tall and patrician, he had white hair and a moustache that made him look older than his fifty-seven years and lent him a distinct air of nobility. Descended from a family that had emigrated to New France in the eighteenth century, he was the product of a mixed marriage: his father was old-stock French Canadian, his mother the daughter of an Irish immigrant. Vanier had trained to be a lawyer, but the Great War intervened and instead he found himself steadily rising through the officers ranks of the 22nd Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force, the legendary Van Doos. He won a Military Cross for gallantry in 1916, but in August 1918, while in command of the unit, he was wounded first by a bullet and then by a shell that exploded beside him and killed the stretcher-bearer who was dressing his wounds. His right leg shredded by shrapnel, Vanier was told that the limb couldnt be saved; when he returned to Canada after the war, it was with a prosthetic leg and a Distinguished Service Order, one of the British Empires highest awards for gallantry.

After the war, Vanier gradually moved from military to diplomatic service. He became the military representative in Canadas delegation to the League of Nations in Geneva, and then secretary to the Canadian High Commission in London in 1931. Eight years later came his first diplomatic command: head of the Canadian Legation in Paris. That was on the eve of another war, and the Nazi occupation of France exiled Vanier from the French capital until September 1944, just a few weeks after the Germans had surrendered the city. He was back at his desk as soon as the occupying forces gave him permission, and when the Paris legation was upgraded to an embassy two months later, Vanier became an ambassador. It was in that capacity that he found himself on the plane bound for Weimar on the twenty-second of April 1945. The war wasnt even over yet.

The aircraft touched down on a runway that was being hastily repaired by U.S. engineers (in a few days, the headquarters of the 9th Tactical Air Command would move in), and the small party of dignitaries piled into waiting limousines. While the cars sat idling beside what remained of a maintenance shed, a toothless old fellow wearing a suit that had once been quite posh shambled up and gave each of the visitors a pamphlet entitled Fhrer durch Weimar (Weimar Guidebook). The last employee of the Weimar tourist office, Vanier thought wryly to himself.

As the cars drove through the city, heavily damaged in an Allied air raid in February 1945, Vanier glanced over the pamphlet. Ignoring the references to the Reich bureaus and Nazi Party offices in the city, he read about the cultural sites of Weimar: the home and museum of the great German poet Johann von Goethe, the house where the poet Friedrich Schiller had lived out his final yearsboth buildings had been badly damaged by Allied bombsand the house where philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche died. The pianist and composer Franz Liszt had lived in Weimar intermittently. Johann Sebastian Bach played the organ there, Carl Maria von Weber composed music there, and architect Walter Gropius founded the Bauhaus there. In the Herderkirche was an altar painting by the great artist Lucas Cranach, on the Theaterplatz, an impressive statue of Goethe and Schiller. There was a monument to Liszt in the park; there was even one to William Shakespeare. Where else can you find so many good things in one spot? Goethe had written of Weimar.

Where else indeed, thought Vanier as the cars drove north from the city, along a beautiful road shaded by spreading pine and chestnut trees. If he had been a simple tourist he might have agreed with Goethe, but this was no tourist junket. As the cars climbed up the Ettersberg, the trees thinned to reveal a monstrous scar on the side of the mountain, an abominable contrast to the cultural gifts that Weimar had given to the world: the Buchenwald concentration camp.

In the summer of 1937, the Schutzstaffel, the ideological army of the Nazis known as the SS, had come to the Ettersberg with a group of political prisoners and others who were deemed undesirable, and started to clear the trees to make room for an internment camp. The crew built a few modest huts, some administrative buildings, and a barbed-wire fence (later electrified) to surround everything. With a perverse sense of logic, the SS decided to save the Goethe Oak, a majestic tree that locals revered as the poets favourite place to write. It was left standing, to remind camp inmates of the glories of German culture, in a place of honour in front of the camp laundry.

Eight years after the Nazis slaves had built the camp, Buchenwald was a very different place, a huge complex of prisoners barracks, factories, execution chambers, and crematoria. It was liberated by U.S. forces on 11 April 1945, and two days later Dwight D. Eisenhower, the supreme commander of the Allied forces in Europe, and American generals Omar Bradley and George Patton visited the site. Eisenhower immediately decided that there was considerable propaganda value in bringing small parties of visitors to Buchenwald, where the evidence of bestiality and cruelty is so overpowering as to leave no doubt in their minds about the normal practices of the Germans in these camps.1 Over the next few weeks, a succession of delegations made their way to Buchenwald: British parliamentarians, U.S. politicians, newspaper editors and publishers, labour leaders, churchmen, thirteen members of the United Nations War Crimes Commission, a special French mission. They kept coming until the ninth of May, when Bradley decided that enough was enough and put a stop to the visits.

But that was nearly three weeks after the eight congressmen and senators, personally invited by Eisenhower and with Georges Vanier tagging along, had come to the camp on that sunny Sunday in April. As they reached the main gate, which was graced by the inscription Recht oder unrechtmein Vaterland (My country, right or wrong), any pleasure from the drive and the glorious weather quickly drained away. For Buchenwald, although not on the scale of Auschwitz or Bergen-Belsen, was a death factory.

An indescribable aura of evil hung in the air as Vanier and the politicians were shown around by a conducting officer who was obviously not yet used to the task. The major-general had seen more than his fair share of gruesome sights in the trenches of the Western Front, but the studied and technical brutality of the camp appalled him. The cheaply built wooden barracks were lined with bunks, but they were little more than shelves on which the inmates awaited death by disease, starvation, or execution. The Nazis had built electric lifts to raise bodies from the killing chambers to the furnaces to be cremated; blackened human remains still lay in the ovens, and the fact that the crematoria couldnt keep up with the executioners was confirmed by the stacks of rotting corpses piled outside, a few hand-fuls of lime tossed on to keep down the stench. There was a noise-making machine to drown out the screams of the dying, a twisted concession to the feelings of the doomed (or perhaps so the shrieks didnt disturb the camp staff), and on the wall of the building a small plaque showing flames rising from a vase. The conducting officer translated the inscription: Let not disgusting worms consume my bodyGive me clean bright flame.

Vanier saw nothing around him that was clean or bright. There was a lampshade made from tattooed human skin and, in the camp hospital, row upon row of patients who appeared to be little more than masses of bones held together by thin layers of skin. Roaming the camp were hundreds of children, most of them Polish Jews who had been working as slave labourers in munitions factories and had long ago lost track of their families. They were among the 21,000 inmates found in Buchenwald, survivors of the Nazis orgy of killing as they desperately tried to destroy the evidence of their crimes before the Allies arrived. Of the Goethe Oak there remained only the stump; burned in an Allied air raid, it had been cut down, although not before the poets beloved tree had been pressed into service as a gallows.

When U.S. forces liberated the camp, prisoners were dying at a rate of a hundred a day. Decent rations and excellent medical care had brought that down to about thirty, but Vanier found little consolation in that. One is forced to the conviction, the ambassador wrote after he had reflected on what he saw that day, that those who did these horrible things saw nothing wrong in them; perhaps they were actually proud of their efficiency in producing death. These Germans are not as other humans, they are satanic. Though they have a veneer of Christianity, deep down they must still be barbariansin saying this one is unfair to the barbarian because there is a scientific refinement about these horrors which barbarians, uncouth and wild, living in a primitive state, could not invent.2

But Vanier wasnt just on a public relations trip like his colleagues. In the fall of 1944, after receiving reports that a number of Canadians had been executed at Buchenwald, he began to investigate the rumours. When he caught wind of the American tour, the ambassador quickly made arrangements to join the group, to see what secrets the camp held. With a gaunt but dignified-looking German Communist (an inmate of Buchenwald since 1938) as his guide, Vanier left his travelling companions and went in search of the camp record office. There, thanks to the Nazis passion for precise accounting, large ledgers recorded the disposition of various prisoners. After leafing through a few of the books, Vanier found a page from August 1944 that listed the recent arrival of thirty-seven prisoners. He ran his finger down the list, and it was only a moment before he found what he had hoped not to. Pulling a small notebook and a pencil from his pocket, he recorded what he had discovered:


9636 John Macalister 97-14 Guelph Avocat

8738 Guy Sabourin Montreal 11-23 Officer

9992 Pickersgill Frank 285-15 Winnipeg



Beside each of the names was a small black x.

There could be no more doubt that the reports were trueKen (who was listed as John, as the British Army called him), Frank, and Guy had been executed. The ambassador knew little about Sabourin, but he certainly remembered the other two from the days before France fell to Nazi occupation. And now he would have to confirm their deaths to the Canadian government. Vanier, his mind far away, slowly put the notebook and pencil back in his pocket, looked down at the ledger book for a few moments, and walked from the building.
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ONE
TWO BOYS

Seventh Siding. Not exactly an inspiring name, thought Frank Pickersgill as he sat on the railway carriage clattering northwest from Winnipeg in 1910. Beside him, Bert Hyde scanned the scrub and bush that stretched out from the railway line as far as the eye could see. Frank and Bert had met in Cartwright, Manitoba, a few months earlier; both were transplanted Ontarians who had decided to head north and make their fortune. But when the train pulled into 7th Siding, 110 miles from Winnipeg, it didnt look like a place where fortunes could be made. Then again, Frank Pickersgill wasnt from the kind of stock to take the easy road.

In 1841, three generations of Pickersgills had left their native Yorkshire to homestead at Bookton, in Norfolk County, Canada West. Young Thomas, Franks father, eventually moved to nearby Wyecombe, where he prospered both as a farmer and as a general merchant. With three hale and hearty sons (Frank was the youngest, born in 1879) and a substantial brick farmhouse, Thomas Pickersgill had much to be content with. But he was possessed by a restless spirit; having conquered Wyecombe, he craved a new challenge. Like thousands of other Ontarians in the late nineteenth century, Thomas was drawn by the lure of the West, then being aggressively promoted to potential settlers as a land of opportunity. In 1903, the family sold their store and headed west, to start all over again in Cartwright.

But Frank didnt go with them. Instead, he stayed behind on the farm, his father having decided early on that Franks talents were better suited to raising crops than to gaining an education like his brothers. Besides, he had another reason for staying in Ontario. For some years, Wyecombe had been visited by a girl named Sara Smith, whose aunt had married a cousin of Thomas Pickersgill. This distant relationship by marriage was apparently all they had in common. Sara was reputed to be the best student ever to attend the high school in her hometown of Port Rowan, fourteen miles from Wyecombe, and after graduation she left for Simcoe to train as a teacher. But four years teaching was merely a stepping stone that earned Sara enough money to enrol in the nursing school at the Toronto General Hospital. When she graduated in 1903, she took the highest standing once again. It was while Sara was at Toronto General that she renewed her acquaintance with Frank, who had bicycled to the city with a friend for a holiday. By all accounts, they were instantly smitten. A promised (and prestigious) job as superintendent of the hospital at Dawson City, Yukon, was declined, and instead Sara and Frank married in November 1903. They took up residence in the now-vacant farmhouse at Wyecombe; eighteen months later their first son, Jack, was born.

The young family wasnt destined to remain in Ontario, however. Frank was driven by the same restlessness that had sent his parents and brothers west, and Sara was wise enough to know that he wouldnt be content to work the family farm that someone else had built up. In 1907 they sold the old Pickersgill homestead and set out for Cartwright to join the rest of the family. The four years they lived there were both joyous and disappointing. Their second son, Tom, was born soon after they arrived, and the twins, Elizabeth and Walter, followed in 1909. But Franks business ventures, a lumberyard and a stint as manager of a grain elevator, barely brought in enough money to keep the growing family afloat, and before long he was casting his eye around for other opportunities. Then he met Bert Hyde, and the two found that they shared a common ambition.

And so it was that the pair stepped off the construction train at 7th Siding in 1910. The train would continue north, slowly pushing the line toward Gypsumville, but Frank and Bert had decided to go no farther. The townsites were becoming sparser and less developed, and 7th Siding seemed as good a place as any to try their luck. Also known as Dodds Siding (the townsite sat on the section belonging to George Dodd, a veteran of the South African War, his wife, and his brother Bert), there was nothing there beyond a few farmhouses, a bunk car serving as the railway station, and a couple of businesses, including a shed on stilts that operated under the name Hardistys General Store. The Canadian Northern Railway had laid out five streets, mustering all of its corporate imagination to call them Railway Avenue, First Avenue, Main Street, First Street North, and First Street South. When it came time to give the town a proper name, the railway chose Ashern, in honour of A.S. Hern, a surveyor who had worked in the district.

The more they poked around, the more Frank and Bert could sense opportunity; they decided to take up adjoining quarter sections, buy the ramshackle shed from Bill Hardisty, and open a proper store. Bert got started first and put up a small log hut on his land; the Pickersgills followed in 1911, living in the Hyde cabin while Frank built a two-storey frame house for his family. It wasnt muchtwo rooms upstairs, two down; tarpaper and siding on the outside; bare studs on the inside; no electricity, telephone, running water, or indoor plumbing; nearby a granary and a log barn with a hayloft and a concrete shelter for chickens and pigsbut it would serve the family well. In town, Frank and Bert rebuilt Hardistys shop at the corner of Main Street and Railway Avenue as an imposing, two-storey structure. Hyde and Pickersgills General Store and the Ashern Post Office occupied the ground floor, and the upper rooms (except for one that served as the local court) were rented to Joe Safioles, a newcomer from Greece who ran a boarding house.

But Ashern was on the verge of a boom, or at least what passed for a boom in a village whose population wouldnt climb above a couple of hundred for another fifteen years. The rail connection with Gypsumville opened in July 1911, and Ashern soon grew into the biggest settlement between there and Winnipeg. New businesses sprang upthe Ashern Trading Company, J.J. Wilsons Fish Shed and Store, Charlie Prices boarding house, Fluke and Whittakers livery stable, William Kidds blacksmith, and the Dominion Creamery. Joe Safioles moved out of Frank and Berts store and opened the St. George Hotel; one of his tenants was Winnipegborn Dr. Charles Bunn, who set up a medical practice in two rooms of the hotel. A new school was built in 1917 to replace the original log building that was now three miles from downtown Ashern. There was a new train station, a telephone exchange (with twelve telephones), and a Standard Bank of Canada branch. The Anglican parish was founded in 1911, holding services in a local boarding house until the church building was finished. Holy Cross Church held its first mass in 1915, and the Ashern Presbyterian Church was dedicated in 1919.

The Pickersgill family was at the centre of the boom. Frank worked the farm and operated the general store, but he also used his solid Conservative Party connections to collect a few patronage appointments, serving as postmaster, registering vital statistics, and compiling the voters lists for provincial elections. Sara put her training to use and provided free medical care to residents when there was no doctor available in town. One person she nursed was a lad named Genest, whose family had moved to Ashern from Montreal when a doctor told them that the climate might help the boy recover from a spinal injury. The Genests spoke little English, so young Jack Pickersgill helped Gideon Genest learn the language to get him through school while Sara tended his ailing brother. Even the Pickersgill homestead became a centre of village life, the familys meadow hosting the annual town picnic, usually held on Dominion Day. There was something for everyonefood booths, foot races, games, a potluck lunch, ice cream, even a horse race. But then Andrew McTavish, a local blacksmith, fell from a horse and died of his injuries. There would be no more horse races on the Pickersgill meadow.

By that time, there was an addition to the family. On 28 May 1915, Sara gave birth to a baby boy at Winnipegs Grace Hospital. The Pickersgill children were given the honour of selecting a name, and they chose to name the baby after the most important man in their lives: Frank. By the time the little one was able to recognize him, that man was already in uniform.

When the First World War began in August 1914, Ashern, like much of the rest of Canada, was caught off guard. It was a holiday weekend, and people cared more about the coming harvest than the doings of some petty European monarchs no one had ever heard of. But soon the area was seized with patriotic fervour, and the men of the district, young and old, began to enlist for service. Bert Dodd was one of the first to go, in December 1914, with the whole town turning out to see him aboard the train for Winnipeg. Dr. Bunn joined the Canadian Army Medical Corps, as did the physician who replaced him, Dr. Jean Marc Prvost of Maskinonge County in Quebec; with their departure, Sara was left to minister to the needs of Asherns residents.

Then in late 1915 came word that a new infantry unit, the 108th Battalion, would be recruiting in the Ashern area. No longer facing the prospect of a long train journey to enlist, the local men came forward eagerly, leaving their wives and children to manage the farms in their absence. Since the village was too small to have a justice of the peace or a magistrate, either Frank Pickersgill or Bert Hyde signed each attestation form as a commissioner of oaths, and those forms revealed how diverse a community Ashern had become. Some of the volunteers were natives of the Prairie provinces, but they were in the minority. Fred Turley, like Frank and Bert, was born in Ontario. Bjorn Gislason was an Icelander, like so many of the early settlers of the district. Angus Smith was a Scot, and Victor Gates was born in Brighton, England. Axel Carlson came from Sweden, Joe Marcon from France, Hans Nissen from Denmark, and Peter Nieuwstad from the Netherlands. Bob Thickins was born in the Punjab, in India, while Claude Coffman hailed from Minnesota. Reinhold Krinke and Edmund Klan were both born in Russia. Even Bill Hardisty, who was born in Fort Simpson before it was the North-West Territories, enlisted, despite the fact that he was over-age.

But Frank Pickersgill had more immediate problems than enlisting new recruits. When little Frank was just a few months old, the family was struck by scarlet fever. The elder Pickersgill escaped, but the others were infected and Frank decided to move into the St. George Hotel. He hired a nurse from Winnipeg to take care of the family, and came to the farm himself every morning and evening to do the chores. Young Frank, not even six months old, seemed to be the least affected, but when his fever subsided he took a terrible earache; for the rest of his life, he would be plagued by ear trouble and partial deafness.

Those were difficult days for the family. Frank wasnt the savviest of entrepreneurs at the best of times, but now he found himself having to do everything: run the farm, manage the store, attend to his duties as postmaster, and pay for the nurse. Soon the money started to run out and there was no sign of the sickness passing. Frank borrowed where he could, but ready cash is a scarce commodity in a small farming community in the winter. Before long, he had run out of favours. What happened next is a bit of a mystery. Some money went missing from the post office accounts and then there was a small fire in the Hyde and Pickersgill building, a fire that, coincidentally, struck only the corner of the office where the post office records were kept. There is nothing in Manitobas newspapers to shed any light on the episode, and the pre-1926 records of the Ashern post office are unaccountably missing from the archives in Ottawa. But Pickersgill family lore says that Frank, desperate to feed his family, borrowed money from the post office receipts. He took only what he needed to tide him over until the family got better and had every intention of paying it back, but before he could, the boom fell: the Post Office Department in Ottawa notified him that someone had reported irregularities in Asherns accounts, and an auditor would be dispatched to examine the books. Frank was devastated. He had no time to replace the money he had taken, so to cover his tracks, he set fire to the post office, trying to make it look like an accident. But in trying to avoid ruin on one side, he dropped straight into it on the other. He was arrested on suspicion of arson and sent to Winnipeg for trial.

By now it was early 1916, and the war had degenerated into a brutal slogging match in which successes were few and gains came to be measured in yards. As the bloody offensives on the Western Front consumed men at a frightening rate, the need for soldiers became ever more pressing. Soon, the Canadian Expeditionary Force would put almost anyone in uniformyoung teenagers, senior citizens, men missing fingers and toes, the visually impaired, even convicted criminals. And so Frank Pickersgill was offered a kind of plea bargain: he could face trial and possibly go to jail, or he could join the army immediately. He didnt hesitate. He returned to Ashern and, on 26 February 1916, enlisted in the 108th Battalion.

The Ashern men started their training in the village so they could live at home and keep up with the farm work (and, not incidentally, save the government some money on their keep). Not long after, the recruits got word that the 108th would assemble at the provinces largest training base, Camp Hughes, eighty miles west of Winnipeg. There, Frank was initiated into the routines of the armyinoculations, days spent on the firing range, drill, route marches, fatigue dutiesas the unit prepared to move to England. In September, the lot of them boarded a train in Winnipeg for the long ride to Halifax. Then, it was on to the SS Olympic, the sister ship of the Titanic, for a something less than luxurious crossing of the Atlantic. Their eventual destination was an encampment in southeast England, near the town of Folkestone, where thousands of newly arrived Canadian troops lived and trained before being sent to the front.

Despite promises that the unit would serve together, the men of the 108th learned in England that they were to be parcelled off as reinforcements to different battalions. Frank ended up with the 16th Battalion (Canadian Scottish), a Vancouver unit commanded by Cyrus Peck, an incredibly brave man whose walrus moustache and substantial stomach made him look anything but soldierly. When Frank joined the battalion in March 1917, it was clustered around a small farm known locally as Le Pendu, but ten days later he took his first tour in the trenches, when the 16th moved up to Maison Blanche, just north of what had once been the tiny village of curie, for a quiet spell in the trenches. Things wouldnt be quiet for long.

Even before Frank arrived, the 16th had been practising for a big push. The officers pored over maps and aerial photographs, the infantrymen walked through taped lines that approximated their attack routes, the engineers dug trenches, and the railway troops built light railways to bring supplies up and casualties back. The objective was Vimy Ridge, a feature that dominated the Douai plain and was the key to holding the ground south of the coal-mining city of Lens. On the morning of the ninth of April, as a cold dawn broke, the Canadian Corps moved up the ridge and into history. For the 16th Battalion, it was a textbook operation. The men reached their first objective on time, waited for forty minutes to rest and rearm, and then advanced to capture their final objective right on schedule. With that, their fighting was over; they spent the rest of the day as spectators while other battalions pushed through them and up the ridge. It had been a costly dayover 330 of all ranks killed, wounded, and missing from an attacking force of just over 600but the unit had every reason to celebrate its achievement. It was the same across the front. Almost every battalion reached its objective on schedule, although at a cost of some 10,000 men over five days of fighting. Whether Frank Pickersgill appreciated it or not, he had been in on what would become a defining battle for the Canadian Corps.

For the next few months, the battalion was largely out of action as it rested, refitted, and absorbed the reinforcements who had been transferred in to replace the men lost taking Vimy Ridge. By August, they were being readied for another attack. The unit had taken up billets in the town of Mazingarbe, on the edge of the battlefield of Loos, where the British Expeditionary Force had been gutted in 1915, and once again there was a large clay model of the battlefield to be studied and a taped course, laid out on the western slope of the Bully Grenay ridge, that the men used to rehearse their attack. On the night of the fourteenth of August, the 16th moved into its attack positions, east of the village of Loos, and just before 4:30 a.m., they pushed the attack toward Hill 70, another nondescript mound that controlled the approaches to what remained of the city of Lens. Again, they found success: the first objective fell within twenty-five minutes, their final objective almost as quickly. With that, the Scottish hunkered down to see how the other battalions fared. They soon came under heavy counterattack and Frank was hit in the hand and left knee by rifle fire. The medical officer sent him to 18 General Hospital at Camiers; it would be nearly six weeks before he was back with the unit. Even then, Frank knew he wasnt right. He started to suffer from persistent headaches and pain and swelling in his lower legs. He fought it as long as he could, but in November 1917 he presented himself to the medical officer at the nearest field ambulance, who diagnosed nephritis. He didnt know it at the time, but his war was over.

The next five weeks were spent in bed on a milk diet, and then it was on to a series of different hospitals for treatment. A younger man might have been able to fight off the disease, but Frank was then thirty-nine years old and the rigours of life in the trenches had taken their toll. The army decided that he was of no further use in England, and in September 1918 he left Liverpool for Canada. The doctors who examined him in Winnipeg concluded that Frank was fit only for home service, and that his condition wasnt likely to improve within six months. Specifically, he was diagnosed with impaired kidney function and dyspnoea but his medical file simply noted that he had general debility. With that, Frank Pickersgill was discharged from His Majestys service. By then, the war was over. An armistice agreement had brought the fighting to a close on the eleventh of November, and the men of Ashern would soon be making their way home. But not all of them would return. Axel Carlson and Bob Thickins died at Vimy Ridge, Victor Gates at Passchendaele a year later. Joe Marcon made it through the fighting, only to succumb to influenza two months after the armistice. And many of those who did come back to Ashern would never be the same again. Like Frank Pickersgill.

He was a stranger to his youngest son when he returned to the village and the boy, then four years old, was genuinely puzzled by the kilt of the 16th Battalion that he wore. Are you really my father? he asked dubiously. When Sara replied that he was, young Frank paused thoughtfully, then said, If you are my father, will you please wear pants?1

The elder Pickersgill came back thin and drawn; once able to work in the fields for hours without a break, now he found that the lightest of chores tired him out. When it became clear that he could no longer work on the farm, he found a job managing a lumberyard in Ashern but even that proved beyond his failing strength. By the spring of 1920, he was spending more time sick at home than at the yard (his eldest son, Jack, filled in for him when he couldnt work). In June, doctors decided that an operation was necessary, and they discovered that Frank had cancer. He was dead within the month, leaving Sara a widow with five children to support.

But she was a woman of enormous inner strength, and it simply wasnt in her nature to let herself bemoan her fate; the success of her children became her lifes project. Young Frank was now old enough to attend Asherns new school, named after the great British naval hero of the war, Admiral Sir David Beatty; the others had all attended the villages old two-room school. Jack, who went from being the oldest sibling to a kind of father figure, felt it was important that they all learn French. He had studied with the Acadian housekeeper of Asherns butter maker, a young girl who taught Jack in exchange for milk. Tom, Walter, and Bessie struggled away on their own, with Jack marking their lessons. It wasnt easy, but they all eventually passed the French examination that was required for admission to university. For that was Saras dreamthat the young Pickersgills would all get a university education and not have to scrape by on the farm as her husband had done.

Jack had been accepted to university in Winnipeg, so Sara decided to move the family there; he could live at home while studying, the other children could attend school there, and she could support them by working as a nurse. But in July 1922, her brother in Port Rowan died, leaving no one to care for their ailing mother. Sara had no choice but to put off her plans; she and Frank went to Ontario to bring back her mother to live with the family in Ashern. Jack went away to Winnipeg on his own, and the rest of the Pickersgills stayed on the farm while Sara nursed her mother.

In early 1925, Sara had a new patient. Young Franks ears started to bother him again, and he rapidly developed a high fever. Realizing that his illness was beyond her capacity to treat, Sara took him to Winnipeg, where a specialist diagnosed badly infected mastoids. The prognosis was not goodthe specialist said that only a delicate operation, offering just a slim chance of success, could save his life. Sara didnt deliberate for long, and Frank went under the knife. The operation on one ear was a success, and three weeks later the surgeon tackled the other ear. Frank surprised everyone but Sara by making a remarkable recovery; he was soon back home in Ashern, and at the end of May the Winnipeg specialist gave him a clean bill of health. He celebrated by spending the summer months with Jack, who was teaching at a rural school north of Winnipeg. There was fishing, swimming, and hiking, but there were also French lessons, thanks to Jacks determination that all of his siblings learn the language. Fortunately, Frank was a keen student and picked it up easily; by the end of the summer, though he was still just ten years old, he had finished Grade 11 French.

A few months later, Saras mother died, and Sara and Frank took the body back to Port Rowan to be buried. It was one more loss for the family to mourn, but it meant that Sara was now free to move everyone to Winnipeg as she had planned years earlier. After spending the summer with Jack, who was now teaching at Happy Lake near Roblinanother fascinatingly heterogenous community with Mtis, Mennonites, poor migrants from Ontario, and even some hillbillies from the Cumberland Gap between Virginia and Kentucky who, according to rumour, had come north because one of them had killed a neighbour in a feudSara and Frank went back to Ashern in August 1926 to close that chapter in the familys life. The farm was sold, and the Pickersgills were on their way to Winnipeg. It would be Franks first experience living in a big city.



City life was nothing new to Ken Macalister. Granted, Guelph, Ontario, wasnt exactly Winnipeg, but it was everything Ashern wasnt. Founded in the 1820s and named in honour of the Hanoverian dynasty then occupying the British throne, by the early twentieth century it was a booming city of over fifteen thousand people. It had originally been established as an agricultural centre, but industries had grown up and now its waresmusical instruments from the Bell Piano and Organ Company, chemicals from the Standard White Lime Company, beer from Sleemans Silver Creek Brewery, sewing machines from the White Sewing Machine Companyspread through Canada on the Grand Trunk and Canadian Pacific railways, which crossed in the city centre. Despite its German name, Guelph was solidly British. Three-quarters of the Royal Citys population traced its roots back to the British Isles, and the city was divided into wards named after the patron saints of the United Kingdom and Ireland: St. Andrews Ward, covering much of the downtown core; St. Patricks Ward, where Guelphs workers lived among rail lines and intractable sewage problems; and St. Georges Ward, the city on the hill where large and well appointed villas housed the families that mattered.

Ken Macalister came from one of those families. His grandfather was a newspaperman, the business manager of the Guelph Mercury no less. The Mercury had been founded in the 1850s, in the days when papers were resolutely partisan. After the directors of the Galt and Guelph Railway learned that both of the citys dailies, the Herald and the Advertiser, believed them to be either bunglers or confidence men out to hoodwink local ratepayers, they decided to take matters into their own hands. With a vote on municipal support for the railways expansion looming, the directors decided to establish their own newspaper. And so was born the Mercury. Over the years, the newspaper would be a tireless champion of the citys business interests, and few proposalsfrom the Guelph Gas Company to the Agricultural Implement Company to the Guelph Junction Railway Companyfailed to elicit the enthusiastic support of successive editors. In 1862, the Mercury was bought by James Innes, a Scot who came to Canada as a young man and eventually worked his way from junior reporter to newspaper owner. After more than forty years at the helm, during which time the Mercury was transformed from a small-circulation weekly into one of Ontarios most respected dailies, he sold it to his nephew, James Innes McIntosh, in 1905. A few years later, McIntosh brought another relative into the business when he lured his brother-in-law, William Macalister, to Guelph to run the papers day-to-day operations.

Macalister also traced his roots back to Scotland, but more recently to Kingston, Ontario, where his father, Alexander William, was an accountant. William had married Isabel MacDonald, and the couple had three children: daughters Menotah and Marion, and their eldest, Alexander Masson Macalister, born in 1877. When they moved to Guelph, they took up residence in St. Georges Ward, in a fine, cut-stone house at 14 Mitchell Street. But Alexander was destined to be just a part-time resident. As soon as he finished high school, he set out for northern Ontario, working on a railway survey crew managed by a Guelph city engineer. He spent the summer months helping to tame the wilderness, returning home each fall when the surveying season ended. He busied himself working as a reporter for the Mercury, and also availed himself of something that the survey crews had to do without: female company. During one of his winters in Guelph, Alexander met a young woman named Celestine Doran, whose family lived on Glasgow Street, not far from the Mercury office. The Dorans were devout Roman Catholics, and Matthew and Sarah Doran probably imagined their youngest daughter marrying in a full mass service at the Church of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception. Instead, on 23 February 1914, Alexander and Celestine were wed in a quiet ceremony in the rectory, the usual practice when the marriage involved a non-Catholic. Given the circumstances, the Dorans probably didnt want anything more elaborate. That Celestine was marrying outside the faith was bad enoughmore than a few parents disowned their children for lessbut even more embarrassing was the fact that Celestine was pregnant. For pillars of the Catholic community like the Doran family, the shame could hardly have been more intense, and it put a heavy burden on the young couple starting out their life together. They moved into a humble brick side-by-side at 22 Robinson Street, in St. Andrews Ward, and on 9 July 1914, their only child, John Kenneth Macalister, was born. Within a month, Canada was at war.

Guelph responded the way the Royal City should: with enthusiastic and unconditional displays of patriotism. Crowds spilled out into the streets, first to celebrate the coming of war and then to bid farewell to local men as they left for training camps and, eventually, overseas. The Macalisters neighbours started joining upGilbert Walsh was the first to go, in September 1914 (he would survive the war, only to fall victim to the Spanish flu in 1919), then George Leadlay, from whom Alexander had rented the Robinson Street house, and Joe Heeg, whose son would later attend high school with Ken Macalister. And before long, Alexander followed suit; on 14 October 1915, he enlisted in the 2nd Canadian Pioneer Battalion. Exactly two months later, he was in England.

Alexander reached the front in early March 1916, just in time to experience the Battle of the St. Eloi Craters. On the twenty-seventh, Allied engineers detonated a series of enormous mines under the German lines near what had once been the village of St. Eloi. The 6th Infantry Brigade was given the task of defending these newly won positions; it fell to the 2nd Pioneer Battalion to make them defensible. Alexanders baptism of fire was a harsh one. He and his fellow Pioneers had to turn what remained of the German trenches into strongpoints, pump the water out of them, dig support trenches to link up the craters, and complete that most unpleasant of tasks, collecting the dead from the battlefield. And all the while, the Germans launched fierce counterattacks to push the Canadians back.

April was a bad month for the 2nd Pioneersthey took casualties almost every day from the heavy bombardmentsbut soon the battalion settled into a routine. Its four companies rotated between the front lines and the support trenches, and the men tried to go about their business repairing, draining, and revetting trenches, laying telephone cable, reinforcing barbed wire, and strengthening dugouts. The Pioneers never had to go over the top like their comrades in the infantry but they faced all the other hazards of the front, including artillery. It was the bane of the soldier, for it killed randomly and from afar. Shellfire could erupt along the front at any timeone minute a group of soldiers might be playing cards or preparing a meal, the next minute there might be no trace of them except a smoking crater and some mangled body parts. With his rifle and grenades, the infantryman at least had the chance to give the enemy some of his own back. But the Pioneer carried only a shovel, a roll of barbed wire, or a bundle of trench matting. The shelling took a toll on their numbers, but their impotence took a toll on their minds; through the spring and summer of 1916, a steady trickle of Pioneers, damaged in body or mind, headed for the rear-area hospitals.

On the twenty-fourth of August, Alexander Macalister was one of them; the regimental medical officer said he was suffering from shell shock and sent him out of the trenches. A week later, he was a patient at the Canadian Convalescent Hospital at Woodcote Park, a sprawling collection of army huts near the famous horse-racing town of Epsom, in the south of England. He was treated for seven months, but showed so little improvement that, in July 1917, he was sent to the discharge depot at Buxton to wait for a ship to Canada. He sailed a month later and in September, military doctors in Quebec City concluded that he was suffering from traumatic neurasthenia received on duty. Of no further use to the army, Alexander was discharged in London, Ontario, on 30 November 1917.

Like a generation of soldiers, he returned to a family that didnt know him. Ken was now four years old and in a year or two would be starting at St. Stanislaus School, on the grounds of the Church of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception, but he had no memory of his father. For Celestine, the haggard and haunted man who came back to her bore little resemblance to the hardy woodsman who had wooed her just a few years earlier. Still, Alexander seemed to improve much more quickly than anyone expected and before too many months had passed, he was his old outgoing self again. His health being what it was, a return to the railway survey crews was out of the question, so instead he joined the staff of the Daily Mercury on a full-time basis. William Macalister had decided to leave the newspaper business and go into the sand and gravel trade, and Alexander quickly moved up in the business; by 1931, he had become the papers editor-in-chief.

Ken was drawn to his fathers workplace, and spent many hours haunting the hallways of the Mercury offices. He didnt say muchstaffers of the time recall him as a painfully shy lad who peeked around corners and into offices to see what was happeningbut he soaked up everything he saw and heard. When Ken was ten years old, he started his own small newspaper that, as he later put it, was imposed on relatives at three cents a copy.2 When he was older, he took on more responsibility at the paper. During the summers, he did odd jobs around the office and even wrote the occasional editorial on current affairs, something that consumed more of his time as he got older and grew more interested in world politics. As one of his friends later wrote, Ken does reporting on the sideline, and helps run the Evening Mercury. It is rumoured that he is considering taking school as a sideline instead.3 There was more than a little truth in the comment, for it seems that Ken spent time writing newspaper editorials when he should have been writing school essays.

When Ken started at Guelph Collegiate-Vocational Institute (GCVI) in September 1928, it was only five years old, a fireproof state-of-the-art school built from one million bricks and boasting three huge ten-ton boilers, space for 1,240 students, and one of the first high-school swimming pools in the province. The latter was not a great successwhile Ken was a student, the pool was drained because of a phantom leak that defied all repair efforts, and the space became a rifle range for the cadet corpsbut in all other respects GCVI was a happy institution, and Ken loved his time there. He was troubled by nearsightedness, and was a peril in the hallways because he frequently couldnt see where he was going (that is, if he didnt have his head crammed in a book), but that didnt stop him from taking up any sport that came alonghockey, skiing, and snowboarding in the winter, baseball, tennis, golf, and running the rest of the year. His favourite, however, was football. He played for the city team and spent four years on the wing line of GCVIs senior team (coach Jack Achtzener, who had won the Dominion championship as a player with the Regina Pats, steered him to that position because perfect vision wasnt a requirement), later becoming the teams chronicler for Acta Nostra, the schools yearbook. The team wasnt very goodas Ken wrote in the 1931 yearbook, we are proud of those men who played on our teams of the last four years; this in spite of the fact that, between them, they have succeeded in winning but one encountera never-to-be-forgotten epic with Brantford in 1930but Ken loved every mud-spattered, bruising, exhausting minute of it.4

Off the field, Ken had plenty of other interests. He was a keen debater in the Guelph Hi-Y Club, and played an active role in the Literary Society; both gave him an outlet for the strong opinions that he fostered while helping out at the Mercury. He had enormous strength of conviction, and refused to accept the views of anyone (even his teachers) unless he had satisfied himself of their validity. But he was never a stuffy intellectual. He loved a practical joke, even when it got him in trouble (he would often tear pages from his notebook and write jokes on them to pass around the classroomcaught in the act once, Ken played his poor eyesight for all it was worth and claimed he couldnt read what he had written), and when he was amused or teasing a friend, his soft voice would slide into a falsetto Ahhhhh! with such perfect timing that it rarely failed to send his friends into gales of laughter.

But despite Kens usually cheerful demeanour, friends wondered if all was right at home. Alexander and Celestinea garrulous, jolly Scots Presbyterian and a stern, devout Irish Catholicwere an unlikely couple. Some people thought they were just shy, but others sensed an ever-present tension around them. They could often be seen walking through downtown Guelph together, but would never speak to anyone unless they were spoken to first. Few people were invited to visit the Macalister home, which suited Kens friends just fine because Celestine made them distinctly uncomfortable; in whispers, they debated whether she was an alcoholic or just odd. She doted on her only son, and Ken alternated between trying to find his own identity (the fact that he took after his father and had little interest in attending mass rankled her) and being overly sensitive to Celestines opinions. One friend recalled that Ken went to Mars to please his mother, and she seems to have fostered in her son an intense sense of guilt that she was quite willing to use to manipulate him. Years later, another friend remembered an impression that Celestine would be the downfall of both of them.5 Was this why Ken spent so much of his free time not at the family home on Metcalfe Street but under a tree in St. Georges Park across the street, either surrounded by piles of books or canoodling with one of his girlfriends?

But Ken would soon be leaving his parents, and Guelph, and the security of GCVI. Despite glowing praise from his teachers (who included Olive Freeman, the future wife of prime minister John Diefenbaker), his high-school grades had been good but not outstandinghe had more second-class standings than firsts, and even took a poor third in geometry. Friends later wondered if his teachers had let him coast in school, rather than reprimand him for his laxity and risk the wrath of the formidable Celestine. Nevertheless, Ken had been accepted at the University of Toronto; like Frank Pickersgill, he was bound for the big city.





TWO
UNIVERSITY

When the historian Arthur Lower arrived in Winnipeg to take up a teaching position at Wesley College, he declared himself unimpressed. His first glimpse of the city was of the slums around the Canadian Pacific Railway station (the sunk rather than the swimmers), and nothing he saw later gave him any reason to alter his initial opinion. Winnipeg, topographically and climatically, is not attractive, he wrote. Natural beauty; there was noneYou could burn the whole physical city tomorrowand there would be little aesthetic or sentimental lossThere is nowhere to walk, nothing to look at, no hills to ski on, no water of consequence. His new institution wasnt much better; Wesley College was dingy and full of dust just one degree removed from dirt; if not for the students, it would have been stale, flat, and unprofitable.1

But for young Frank Pickersgill, the city was a joy. Its free and easy atmosphere appealed to his youthful exuberance, and he loved the ethnic diversity that reminded him of Ashern, if on a much larger scale. It was the most culturally diverse city in Canada, and was animated by every manner of tension and rivalry. In 1931, the Manitoba capital had a population approaching 200,000 and boasted more foreign-language newspapers than New York City. It was home to the Manitoba Music Festival, the largest in the British Empire, and the Manitoba Free Press, perhaps the most influential newspaper in the country. For sheer liveliness and an invigorating mix of eastern high society and the rough-and-tumble west, it was hard to beat Winnipeg.

Jack Pickersgill, more and more taking on the role of father, had found a home for the family in the Rozel Apartments on Clarke Street, which he chose because it would allow Frank to attend one of the best schools in the city, Earl Grey Junior High School. The board of education wanted Frank to do Grade 6 at Fort Rouge School, but Jack thought it was beneath him; he convinced the principal of Earl Grey to admit Frank on a two-week trial. He started in the fall of 1926, and soon showed the teachers that he belonged there; he finished top of his class that year, and in Grade 8 emerged as the top male student in the school.

Frank and Jack celebrated the success by taking a motorcycle trip to TorontoJack had won a scholarship to study at Oxford, leaving Frank to take the train back to Winnipeg on his own. When he got back, he was just in time to help the family move into the Waldorf Apartments on Broadway, closer to where Sara and Walter Pickersgill worked and near Kelvin Technical High School, where Frank started in September 1929. He continued to impress his teachers, taking top spot in almost every subject he studied, and when he finished Grade 11, he had a decision to make. Jack had a bequest from his grandmother to pay for his university education but Frank didnt, so his brother advised him to do Grade 12 and try to win a scholarship. It was a good idea; once again, he finished at the top of almost every subject with grades into the mid-nineties and won scholarships to cover his tuition and living expenses. He would follow in Jacks footsteps by going to the University of Manitoba, to study classics and modern languages.

Frank had enrolled in an institution that, according to the Dominion Bureau of Statistics, had the second-largest student body in Canada. Created by provincial statute in 1877 through the amalgamation of St. Johns (Anglican), Manitoba (Presbyterian), and St. Boniface (Roman Catholic) Colleges to become the first degree-granting university west of Ontario, it grew by joining up with other schools in the city; the Methodist Wesley College affiliated in 1888, a private medical school in 1883, the Manitoba Agricultural College in 1907, the Manitoba Law School in 1914, and a private pharmacy school in 1914. Eventually, all of these institutions became teaching faculties when they turned over their management to the university, which ran the operation and granted the degrees.

Through the 1920s, the university that Frank Pickersgill would know started to take shape. In 1914, Manitoba and Wesley agreed to amalgamate as United Colleges; Manitoba would teach theology, while Wesley would teach arts and religious knowledge. The teaching units struggled with space issues; despite the construction of a new science building and a series of lecture theatres known as the Cowsheds, classroom space designed for 900 students had to accommodate nearly twice that number. There was no room to work in the library and, although there was residence space for 430 women, there were only seven womens toilets available. A government-appointed committee looked at a number of possible remedies, including expanding the Broadway campus or moving to the grounds occupied by the Manitoba Agricultural College, but eventually decided to acquire a large parcel of land at Fort Garry, in the town of St. Vital. Senior students would be taught in new buildings to be erected at the Fort Garry campus, while the junior students (the first year of university was the equivalent of Grade 12 because most provincial high schools went only to Grade 11) would remain downtown.

The move had its drawbacks. Junior students were stuck at the Broadway campus with decrepit facilities, a poor library, no recreational facilities, and little interaction with the positive influence of older students and senior faculty. The new buildings were modern and well equipped but Fort Garry became a commuter campus, with the students and staff fleeing back to Winnipeg as soon as classes were done for the day. One detractor had envisioned students driving to Fort Garry every morning with Thermoses filled with liquor, but in reality most relied on the slow and infrequent 97 trolley to take them back and forth to Fort Garry. Frank, however, was given the use of the family car once his classes moved to the Fort Garry campus, on the condition that he find some friends to share the cost of gas. Unfortunately, he didnt get on well with motor vehicles. One morning while cranking the car, he forgot to check that it was in neutral and when the engine caught, the car lurched backwards with Frank grimly hanging on to the front bumper until a fence got in the way. Luckily Jack, who was teaching at the university, was around to take care of the repairs  and the occasional speeding ticket as well.

The universitys other great challenge was a scandal that threatened to bring down the institution. John Machray was a pillar of Winnipegs financial communitya nephew of the Anglican archbishop, the universitys honorary bursar, and chair of the Board of Governorsand in 1903 his prestigious law firm took over the investment of the universitys endowments and land grants. Because of the high esteem in which he was held, he turned away all attempts to have the books inspected but, in 1932, when Machray fell gravely ill, the audit could be put off no longer. It revealed that the universitys $869,000 endowment and the revenue from its land grant had vanished, piddled away by Machray in bad investments, shady real estate deals, and his own use. It was nothing personalMachray also defrauded the Anglican Diocese of Ruperts Landbut of the total loss of about $1.9 million, only a little over $40,000 was recovered, from Machrays insurance policies after he died in Stony Mountain Penitentiary in 1933. For the students, the scandal meant they were attending a university that was suddenly poor; many improvements had to be put off, repairs
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