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They fought at Ypres in the fall of 1915, and at the Battle of the Somme at Courcelette and Regina Trench in 1916. They carried on to Vimy Ridge, Hill 70, and Passchendaele in 1917. They were part of the battles at Amiens and the Hundred Days campaign of 1918. The 26th Battalion was one of only a few Canadian infantry units to serve continuously on the Western Front from 1915 until the Armistice in 1918. More than 5,700 soldiers passed through its ranks: 900 were killed and nearly 3,000 were wounded. Only 117 of the original 1,150 recruits returned home after the war ended. A Family of Brothers tells the powerful story of the “Fighting 26th,” from their mobilization to the aftermath of the war. Using letters, newspaper accounts, war diaries, and other official documents, Brent Wilson offers a compelling account of the soldiers at the front and those behind the lines, examining their experiences of the war and how their lives would be transformed upon their return to the Canada.

J. Brent Wilson teaches in the history department at the University of New Brunswick and is Editor Emeritus of the New Brunswick Military Heritage Series. He is the editor of Hurricane Pilot: The Wartime Letters of W.O. Harry Gill, D.F.M., 1940-1943 and a co-author of Kandahar Tour: The Turning Point in Canada’s Afghan Mission.
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Dedicated to the soldiers who served in the 26th New Brunswick Battalion during the Great War.
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Introduction

 

On May 17, 1919, The 26th New Brunswick Battalion, C.E.F.,1 returned home after being overseas for more than four years. During that time, 5,719 soldiers, many of them New Brunswickers, served in its ranks. As such, the 26th Battalion was the single largest concentration of Great War soldiers from the province to fight on the Western Front.

The details of the 26th’s war are well known, especially through the richly detailed regimental history, New Brunswick’s “Fighting 26th”: A History of The 26th New Brunswick Battalion, C.E.F. 1914-1919, by S. Douglas MacGowan, Harry (Mac) Heckbert, and Byron E. O’Leary. What is less familiar is who these soldiers were and what they experienced. To that end, this book describes the basic history of the “Fighting 26th,” and provides an in-depth examination of how these soldiers endured the war. What emerges is a story about how ordinary men, many of them young, unmarried, and living at home when they enlisted, found a place in history and experienced one of the greatest and most tragic events of modern times. The tale will enable us to understand better not only how an infantry battalion functioned at the front in the Great War, but also how the war affected New Brunswick as a whole both during and after the conflict.

The book views the war through the eyes of the troops by drawing heavily on the letters and diaries they wrote. Hundreds of these letters were printed, often verbatim, in provincial newspapers, especially early in the war before censorship limited their publication. The book also makes use of the few post-war memoirs written by soldiers of the 26th. As well, to provide the wider context needed to understand more specific personal experiences, the book draws on numerous primary documents, including the unit’s war diaries, Daily Part II Orders, and after-action reports, soldiers’ personnel files, which are now available online at the website of Library and Archives Canada, and unit nominal rolls. Finally, the story is also based on field work conducted by the author, including numerous tours of the battlefields and travels throughout New Brunswick, particularly to visit local cemeteries, churches, schools, and cenotaphs, to help us see these soldiers within their family and community settings.

Nevertheless, some important parts of the story are either missing or underreported, mainly because the records do not exist. Many of the men in uniform who supported the fighting forces remain largely anonymous: little is known, for example, about the day-to-day activities of Major James Pringle and his quartermaster staff, the medical officer and his assistants, the paymaster, and the orderly room staff; they, too, made a significant contribution to the battalion’s war.

The book follows a chronological format, beginning with the raising of the battalion in the late fall of 1914, followed by the long period of preparation in New Brunswick and Britain, and then its time at the Western Front in Belgium and France starting in mid-September 1915 and concluding with the Armistice on November 11, 1918. The survey then follows the battalion’s little-known time in Germany as part of the Allied occupation force and longer interlude in a small town in central Belgium, the return home in May 1919, and then, more briefly, the lives of the battalion’s soldiers in the post-war years. Two thematic chapters step outside this chronological timeframe, however, to examine important subjects that are often overlooked. The first focuses on the soldiers’ life at the front, especially before and after major battles during periods of more routine trench warfare, and while the troops were at rest behind the lines — a longer period than is generally understood. The second thematic chapter looks at the experiences of the large number of troops who left the battalion, either temporarily or permanently, especially as casualties. This chapter also examines the thousands of men — the majority of the soldiers of the 26th — who joined the battalion as reinforcements beginning in the fall of 1915: who they were, how they arrived, and how they fitted in.

In the end, A Family of Brothers hopes to present a more complete story of the men of New Brunswick’s only infantry battalion to serve at the Western Front during the worst war Canada has ever experienced.

 

1. The battalion went through a few names changes during the war. To avoid confusion, I have used the original name throughout the book.


Chapter One

Raising the Battalion and Going Overseas

On September 15, 1915, the 26th New Brunswick Battalion of the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) crossed the English Channel to join the fighting in the trenches of the Western Front. Over the next three years and two months, the 26th served as the province’s only front-line battalion, fighting in most of the Canadian Corps’ major battles and suffering almost five thousand casualties. None of this could have been foreseen as the battalion underwent a slow transformation from newly raised infantry force to a well-organized, well-trained combat unit.

Recruitment and Mobilization

On October 19, 1914, only two weeks after the First Contingent sailed from Canada and while fighting in France and Belgium raged on, its outcome still very much in doubt, the decision to raise a Second Contingent was announced. It became clear that one of the new infantry units would come from New Brunswick. On October 25, Lieutenant-Colonel James L. McAvity was directed to recruit a battalion headquartered at the Saint John Armoury. Following the CEF’s practice of numbered battalions, the new unit was designated the 26th New Brunswick Battalion.

Born in Saint John in 1867, James McAvity was a successful businessman and veteran militia soldier. He had enlisted in the 8th Hussars in 1881 as a trumpeter and worked his way through the ranks. He was commissioned as a lieutenant in the 62nd Battalion “Saint John Fusiliers”2 in 1888, and by December 1909 he had become lieutenant-colonel, in command of the unit. During the early days of the Great War, he had organized troops from his regiment for both home defence and service overseas with the First Contingent. With thirty-five years of service in the provincial militia and strong local connections, he was the obvious choice to command the 26th.
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Lieutenant-Colonel James L. McAvity, first commanding officer of the 26th Battalion.

Harold Wright Collection.



In early November 1914, recruiting for the 26th Battalion began throughout the province. To stimulate interest and organize recruiting meetings in Saint John, a special committee was set up that included Mayor J.H. Frink. Recruiting officers and staff were also appointed elsewhere in the province. In the Restigouche district, for example, Captain A.E.G. McKenzie, a local lawyer, politician, and adjutant of the 73rd (Northumberland) Regiment, took over recruiting with an office in Campbellton. McKenzie was assisted by Lieutenants Harry Ferguson and Godfrey (“Goog”) Mowat, also from the 73rd. All three became officers in the 26th, with McKenzie appointed as major and second-in-command at the end of the month.

As men signed up, they were sent on to Saint John in groups of ten or twelve to receive their equipment and begin training. Initial response was slow, however, and some became concerned that the unit might be cancelled. Although there were more than sixty thousand men of eligible age in the province, the requirements for infantry service were strict, and not everyone who volunteered was selected. Successful volunteers had to be between eighteen and forty-five; men under age twenty-one needed permission from their parents; married men needed permission from their wives; and all had to pass a medical examination. During the mobilization phase, the unit enrolled 1,630 recruits, but 524 were later rejected for various reasons.

Newspapers urged men to enlist by appealing to their patriotism and stressing the urgency of the moment. The Saint John Daily Telegraph made it clear that the war was Canada’s war: “We are fighting for our soil, our homes, our women and children as surely as are the chivalrous sons of France or the glorious remnant of the army of Belgium . . . knowing that if France and England fall our turn will come next.” The papers also referred to the men’s cultural heritage as descendants of Loyalists, Acadians, Scots, and Irish, pointing to the need to protect the lands and homes their ancestors had gained at such a high cost. The Daily Telegraph wrote that, “to suggest that there will be difficulty in recruiting the eleven hundred men necessary to complete the New Brunswick regiment should be to insult the manhood of this city and province.”

Recruiting meetings featured prominent speakers, including influential members of the clergy. On November 17, a large gathering at the Imperial Theatre was addressed by Bishop Edouard LeBlanc, the Roman Catholic bishop of Saint John, and Bishop John Richardson, the Anglican bishop of Fredericton. A later meeting in Fredericton in the Unique Theatre included the presentation of a four-reel film entitled “The Making of a British Soldier,” which followed the career of a recruit from enlistment to “that proud moment when he stands the splendid ‘finished product’ as His Majesty passes down the line at inspection.” The unit also set up an officers’ committee that sent recruiting parties in automobiles into such smaller communities as Mace’s Bay, Chance Harbour, Musquash, Fairville, Jones’ Creek, Westfield, Rothesay, and Hampton to organize meetings. Meanwhile, Major McKenzie extended his efforts across the Chaleur Bay into the Gaspé Peninsula, holding meetings in places such as New Richmond, New Carlisle, Port Daniel and Chandler. The eight men from New Carlisle brought the total from the Restigouche district to some fifty volunteers.


[image: ]
Recruiting advertisement for the 26th Battalion, Saint John Daily Telegraph, November 23, 1914.
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Soldiers of the 26th Battalion, Barrack Green Armoury, Saint John. The photo hung in the bedroom of Private Hugh Wright, an original member of the battalion, who stands in the second row, sixth from left.

Courtesy of Dawne McLean



Recruitment picked up toward the end of November: on November 26, ninety men enlisted in Saint John, and many others were on their way from elsewhere. By December 1, the establishment quota of 1,150 officers and men had been met and organized into eight companies. On January 1, 1915, the battalion was reorganized into four companies, each with four sixty-four-man platoons, to bring it in line with the system used by the British Army it would soon join.

Many of the original recruits were born in New Brunswick. The personnel files of a large sample of these early recruits — 1,251 of the original 1,302 who enlisted before May 1915 — examined by historian Curtis Mainville reveal that more than half (691, or 55 percent) were born in the province; others (138, or 11 percent) came from Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island, and a small number came from Newfoundland, then still a British dominion. Another group of fifty-two came from Quebec, many of them recruited in the Gaspé by McKenzie. As in most battalions of the CEF, a large number of the recruits (334, or 26 percent) were recent immigrants from the United Kingdom, most (212) coming from England. Compared with many other Canadian units, however, especially those in the First Contingent — where over 60 percent were from the United Kingdom — the number of expatriate Britons joining the 26th was comparatively low.

About a dozen Americans, two of whom had served with the US army, also joined the 26th. As well, a number of Canadian-born volunteers listed their next-of-kin as living in the United States; some of them likely had moved there at some point, and four had also served in the US army. Other recruits had more distant birthplaces, including Denmark, Norway, and France. Private Genaro Seccia (#69900), for example, was born in Malta and had served with the Brazilian navy, while Private John Vetckalm (#70012), from Durban, South Africa, was a veteran of the Russian navy. The presence of these British and foreign nationals, especially those with army and naval backgrounds, reflected the province’s proximity to the United States and its connection in general — and Saint John’s more particularly — with the Imperial economy.

As these backgrounds suggest, many of the early recruits had prior military service, with 607 (48 percent) of the sample Curtis Mainville studied having declared such service on their attestation papers. Almost all of the battalion’s original officers had served with the pre-war militia. Of the forty-one officers who went overseas with the unit, twenty had come from the 62nd Regiment: Lieutenant-Colonel McAvity, two majors, eight of nine captains, and nine lieutenants; the remainder came from a number of other provincial militia regiments, including the 71st, 73rd, and 74th Regiments, the 8th Hussars, and the 3rd Regiment, Canadian Garrison Artillery. Many of the rank and file with previous service had also been in the New Brunswick militia. Among the senior non-commissioned officers (NCOs), Company Quartermaster Sergeant (CQMS) Lyman J. Richards (#69830) was from the 62nd Regiment. A few others, like Company Sergeant Major (CSM) John J. Hanlon (#69395), had served with the Royal North-West Mounted Police. Some of the volunteers were veterans of the South African War, including, among the officers, Majors R.H. Arnold, L.R. Murray, and James Pringle, and, among the private soldiers, Frank Buck (#69062) and Alexander Chisholm (#69107), as well as CQMS Frederick Rickwood (#69807). Of the UK-born volunteers, 108 had prior military service before moving to Canada. Several of them immediately became senior NCOs in the battalion, including Regimental Quartermaster Sergeant (RQMS) William Pitt (#69795), CQMS William F. Mason (#69617), CQMS Edward W. Elliot (#69263), and CSM William H. Buddell (#69064). Some, like Elliot and Buddell, had also served in South Africa. More than half the recruits, however, had no prior military service.

Table 1: Originals of the 26th Battalion, by Place of Birth



	Place of Birth
	Number
	Percent of Total



	New Brunswick
	691
	55.2



	Other Maritimes
	138
	11.0



	  Nova Scotia
	  72



	  Prince Edward Island
	  66



	Other Canada
	64
	5.1



	  Quebec
	  52



	  Ontario
	  8



	  British Columbia
	  4



	United Kingdom
	303
	24.2



	  England
	 212



	  Scotland
	  56



	  Wales
	  5



	  Ireland
	  30



	Newfoundland
	15
	1.2



	Other British possessions
	16
	1.2



	United States
	15
	1.2



	Other
	9
	0.7



	Totals
	1,251
	100.0




Survey of a sample of 1,251 original members of the 26th Battalion

Curtis Mainville.

Organization and Training

Unlike the units raised for the First Contingent, which went overseas almost immediately, the Second Contingent battalions waited in Canada for about seven months before departing. As well, unlike the First Contingent, they did not concentrate at the huge army camp at Valcartier, Quebec. Instead, the Second Contingent units spent many months undergoing individual and unit-level training, and did not engage in any formation-level exercises prior to sailing for Britain.

In Saint John, throughout the winter and early spring, the 26th carried out training under the direction of the instructional cadre of The Royal Canadian Regiment, from Halifax, according to syllabi provided weekly by the general officer commanding (GOC), 6th Canadian Division. Beginning at 9:00 a.m., the men did one hour of physical training, then an hour of squad drill, consisting of rifle exercises and bayonet fighting. Half-hour-long lectures on such subjects as discipline, cleanliness and sanitation, and care of arms followed. The morning concluded with more squad drill, followed by dinner at noon. Much of this instruction was carried out in the nearby Exhibition Building, especially when it rained, or, when weather permitted, outdoors in open spaces such as Queen Square. Afternoons were taken up with more squad, section, platoon, and, eventually, battalion drill, followed by a route march, sometimes as far afield as Fairville, several kilometres away. Musketry training, instruction in judging distances, and providing protection on the march with advance field guards, and drills for making contact with the enemy and attacking vigorously were gradually introduced. Clearly, early training focused on the offensive, mobile warfare that had characterized the opening months of the conflict.

In the New Year, the troops put their training into practice in the field, conducting infantry in attack and defence exercises at both the company and battalion levels at places around Saint John, including the Golf Links, Mahogany Ridge, Manchester Field, and Rockwood Park. Beginning in February, they practised advancing by section under covering fire. Later, they practised battalion attacks, whereby two companies would form a firing line and advance against an enemy force represented by the transport section waving flags, while the other two companies provided cover and reserves. On other occasions, two companies would act as the enemy force, defending an outpost against which the attacking force would manoeuvre across open ground. Later on, the defenders practised tracing out entrenchments, entanglements, and other fieldworks. In early March, large-scale exercises took place in Rothesay. Two companies arrived by train, while the other two moved overland, requiring thirty-seven kilometres of marching. Lieutenant Harry Ferguson from Campbellton wrote in his diary that, although a long distance, “the men are now in quite good shape and stood up to it well.”

Throughout these months, the troops had to contend with winter weather. At first, it was constant rain, which had a dispiriting effect on the men. Ferguson recorded: “Wet days are not conducive to good results as they sap a man’s vim and life and make him feel limp and ragged indeed.” When the weather turned cold, some troops suffered from frostbite on the ears; only in late January were fur caps and greatcoats issued. Then, in early February snow began to fall and accumulate, leaving the men to trudge through several inches of it during some route marches.

By March, the field training had become more interesting, especially learning to identify targets based on the clock face and prominent objects. According to Lieutenant Ferguson, “field work seems to be more appealing to the entire 26th than close order formations,” and the troops caught on quickly to the advanced training. Officer training also became more challenging, especially learning how to conduct marches on compass bearings on the Golf Links, which the officers did in groups of three. They then practised leading platoons and companies across the course, using a compass. During these later field exercises, particular attention was paid to training NCOs in the handling of small groups and patrols and in making use of ground. Troops often fired blank ammunition, sometimes at skeleton enemy targets. They also developed inter-unit competitions: for example, on March 11, the signals and machine-gun sections had a marching contest during their return to barracks in which they covered nine kilometres in fifty-five minutes.
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Soldiers of No. 1 Platoon, A Company, 26th New Brunswick Battalion, wear fur hats during the winter of 1914/15.

Courtesy of Dawne McLean



In early April, the companies completed their musketry courses using small-calibre ammunition at miniature ranges in the armoury basement. By then, some of the training, particularly the drill, had become stale, especially in the cramped Exhibition Building. “It is getting a trifle monotonous beyond question of a doubt without proper adequate facilities for training troops,” Ferguson wrote. “This is the discouraging feature, the lack of space to work in.” His frustrations later reached a new level: “of all the damp, chilly, uncomfortable, unhealthy, unsanitary, pneumonia-breeding places, the Exhibition Building caps the climax.” At the beginning of May, more emphasis was placed on the trench warfare that was taking hold on the Western Front. A staff major lectured on field entrenchments, while Major McKenzie gave a lecture based on “notes from the Front.” It was apparent, however, that advanced training for trench warfare would have to wait until they reached Britain.

While the troops prepared for war, they also interacted closely with the citizens of Saint John. According to Ferguson, “During all the time, the people of St. John have been doing all in their power to amuse and entertain the 26th Battalion, their efforts being much appreciated.” On New Year’s Day 1915, the mayor and city held a banquet for members of the unit at the armoury: “The spread was a marvelously good one of turkey and plum pudding, to which the men did ample justice.” In February, the Daughters of the Empire donated drums to the fife and drum band. And on Saint Patrick’s Day, Mrs. McAvity presented each man with a shamrock. The unit reciprocated by holding public events, including band concerts at the armoury on Sundays and afternoon tea. Local citizens also attended drumhead church services.

During its seven months in Saint John, the battalion witnessed the kinds of “growing pains” most newly formed units experienced, which sometimes affected relations with civilians. Overall, discipline was good, but some individual soldiers fell short: for example, in early February, a private was arrested for stealing money from a fellow soldier. Occasional larger-scale lapses also occurred: at the end of January 1915, a “slight mutiny” took place during dinner when men from C Company protested against their uncooked meal by leaving the table en masse and forming up on the armoury floor. Harry Ferguson, who was the company orderly officer, quelled the disturbance by getting the cooks to serve out cheese, jam, and bread.

The battalion also took steps to keep the troops active in the evenings and on weekends. The YMCA had a large space in the armoury that featured a “splendid assortment of reading material . . . and writing utensils.” The men also played various forms of sports, including tug of war and boxing at the armoury, while companies competed against each other in soccer and baseball. Some of the boredom was broken on Sundays when the battalion attended church. When they could, the men paraded to the Anglican Stone Church on Germain Street. Sometimes a drumhead service would be held at the armoury, with the band of the 62nd Regiment furnishing the music. Printed programs would be passed around, and the men would form a hollow square on three sides with the pulpit on the fourth. Some men found the services inspirational. In early April, Chaplain Bertram Hooper preached a sermon about a man’s duty during wartime. Ferguson greatly enjoyed the talk, and believed it should be delivered to the masses “to awaken a sense of personal responsibility in the present crisis which seems so lacking in the average individual who is content to shrug his shoulders and let the other fellow carry the gun.”
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Battalion baseball, Barrack Green Armoury, Saint John.

 Harold Wright Collection



In early February, discipline was tightened. Evening passes were stopped after 10:00 p.m. and guards at the armoury were tripled, presumably to prevent soldiers from slipping out. Private Egbert M. Robertson (#69811) of Saint John commented in his diary that this was “pretty hard lines.” It did not help that enforcement seemed inconsistent. A few days later, Robertson overstayed his pass, and spent the night at the YMCA without any apparent consequences. Although officers were able to stay out until much later, the conduct of the junior officers was watched closely. As Ferguson observed, “if one isn’t up to scratch, he usually hears about it. The adjutant has an eagle eye.”

Drinking was a common problem. Ferguson held back part of his men’s monthly pay, “as it would only mean a prolonged drunk for some of my men.” In March, the unit entered an intense period of unrest stemming mostly from drunkenness outside the barracks. On March 22, orders again directed that no passes would be issued to NCOs and men after 10:00 p.m. The next day, turmoil occurred after lights out: “The men got noisy and out of hand, throwing bottles about” and calling officers names. Major McKenzie ordered the general assembly blown, and the men were taken on a route march that was kept up until they had “quieted down somewhat.” The troops finally returned to barracks around 5:00 a.m. after having marched about twenty-two kilometres during the night. Ferguson related how Corporal John Ashe, one of the chief disturbers, handed in his stripes without being asked for them. In the aftermath, the battalion was confined to barracks for three days, and no one was allowed out except on duty. Ferguson, who lived in a nearby apartment, noted that being confined to his lodgings made him “feel like some interned German.” By March 25, the men could again leave the armoury, but only until 9:30 p.m., which Private Robertson commented was “getting a little too strict for pleasure.” As part of a general tightening up of discipline, officers were now required to attend physical drill class at 7:00 a.m. for half an hour. The confined-to-barracks order was lifted, but from then on all soldiers leaving the barracks needed a pass, and they were warned that the ban would be reinstated upon the first offence being committed by a drunken soldier on the streets of the city. By March 30, order had been restored. Ferguson, however, did not see the unrest as insubordination; rather, “the men only wanted a little excitement. They’re a keen bunch and I feel will make good when the time comes.”

The incident, however, was not yet over, for “the Colonel is thoroughly riled.” On April 1, a defaulter’s parade was held, at which eighteen defaulters were lined up in front of the battalion. Lieutenant-Colonel McAvity read the militia order dealing with the discharge of drunks and incompetents, and announced that he would discharge them all and anyone else who was charged with similar offences in the future. Three were given ten days’ detention and then discharged, with one soldier’s mother trying unsuccessfully to plead her son’s case. The rest “barely escaped” dismissal.

The event was probably symptomatic of a wider problem the battalion faced. By then, the men had been anticipating departure for overseas for many months, and the long wait had been hard on morale. Rumours about their embarkation began in early January and surfaced again in February. On March 4, Ferguson wrote: “We’ll have to move soon if we’re to be real soldiers. . . . The men have reached the stage where something novel is required to keep them interested.” In early April, anticipation again built: on the ninth Ferguson noted that “the time draws very close. We can almost feel it in the air.” Shortly afterwards, he reported: “We all hope for such a move as the men are itching under the continued restraint.” By mid-April, the troops were tired of waiting: “If ever a bunch of men were ‘fed up’ with anything, the 26th are surely surfeited with the enforced delay in getting away from Canada. . . . They feel badly abused and are in a state of readiness for almost any mischief. One can almost liken them unto a powder barrel that an incautious maneuver might blow up at any time. They’re spoiling for a fight and may declare war on St. John at any time.” On April 17, their frustrations were made obvious with the departure of an Army Service Corps contingent from Saint John. Ferguson was called on to command a platoon that acted as a picket to police the wharf in West Saint John, where the troopship S.S. Grampian was tied up. It was extremely difficult keeping the crowds of relatives from breaking through the line to say goodbye. When the ship finally pulled away amid singing, shouting, and waving, Ferguson admitted that the wish of his men was: “If it had only been the 26th . . . If we could only get away from St. John, we would be able to stick most anything for a while.”

The men’s frustrations contributed to clashes between members of the 26th and city police. On April 26, a series of disturbances began when Private Andrew Stevens (#70106) from Carleton, New Brunswick, got into a fight with a civilian and then was arrested by the deputy chief of police, who was not in uniform. Subsequently, other soldiers, including Private Thomas Madden (#69557), an Irishman living in Saint John who was a member of the 26th guard that had arrived on the scene, intervened to free Stevens. In the process, Madden was apprehended by a police sergeant whom he struck in an effort to free himself. In the meantime, a large crowd of civilians had gathered, and they also joined in the melee. The police withdrew, summoned several other officers, and, once reinforced, advanced and arrested Madden, whereupon they retreated to the police station under attack by the crowd. In the meantime, the military guard tried to subdue other soldiers who were swearing and had become rowdy. The crowd dispersed an hour later. Madden was incarcerated and charged with resisting the police and assaulting an officer. Subsequently, Andrews was also charged.

The community was left somewhat divided by the event. In a letter to the editor in the Saint John Globe the next day, “A Citizen” asked how much longer “is the good name of the 26th Battalion going to be discredited in this community and in the Province generally by the actions of a few ruffians that are allowed to remain in the Battalion and by the apparent lack of enforcement of discipline which seems to have been the order of the day since the regiment was first organized.” He went on to write that the blame should “rest on the shoulders of those who are properly entitled to carry it. Last night’s episode was certainly not to the credit of the regiment still less of a credit was it to the Officer Commanding.” Others were more sympathetic. A newspaper editorial published in the Saint John Globe on April 30 stated:


The soldiers who have been stationed in St. John for the past few months have borne themselves well. They are, for the most part, sons of the province, and in them and their work we all should manifest interest and pride. Where so many men are gathered together, away from their families and friends, consumed with a commendable desire to be up and at work for which they have cast aside business and social ties, it is reasonable to expect an occasional incident such as that of Monday evening. Generally, however, the discipline and conduct of the men under arms has been such as to bring honour to the regiment and pride to the province.



As for the officers and men of the 26th, they believed that unwarranted efforts were being made to influence public opinion against them, and they resented that only soldiers were arrested, even though the majority of the rioters were civilians. Chaplain Hooper also came to their defence publicly with his own letter to the editor of the Saint John Globe stating that “A Citizen” did not know what he was talking about, and pointing to the challenges the unit was facing: “When all the circumstances are considered and especially the long stay in the city where every avenue of temptation is open to the men, the officer commanding should be congratulated upon the splendid body of soldiers six months of hard work has produced. You can’t make a regiment of perfectly trained and disciplined soldiers in six months, but the officers and men of the 26th have gone a good way towards that standard. And I venture to believe that their moral conduct, in so far as matters of temperance and purity are concerned, will compare well with that of any average regiment in the British service.”

Steps were taken to ensure that these kinds of events did not recur. The city was divided into three sections, and each of the military units then present — the 26th and 55th Battalions, and the Railway Construction Corps — agreed to have men carry out picket duty on the streets in their zone twenty-four hours a day. The 26th also agreed to have a full platoon on standby at the armoury as a reserve in the event of serious trouble and to arrest all soldiers who were drunk and making trouble, take them to their respective headquarters, and turn them over to the police if requested. On April 29, the arrested soldiers appeared in court. After hearing several witnesses, the magistrate decided to impose strong punishment: Madden would be fined $80 or serve ten months in jail, and Stevens $20 or two months. However, after Major McKenzie, a lawyer in civilian life, argued that the police had not properly identified themselves to the soldiers and that steps had been taken to cooperate fully with the police in the future, the magistrate released both men without fines.

The incident did not end there, however. The soldiers’ animosity was also being fuelled by a growing dislike for civilians who refused to join up and who soon became known to the troops as “slackers.” A letter from a battalion soldier using the name “A.B.,” published in the Daily Telegraph on May 26, noted that, when he enlisted, “it was a matter of much concern to me to observe the attitude in which the majority of civilians regarded the uniform.” People could not understand why men joined up, but he believed that the “finest men of St. John” were in the battalion, and he reminded those who had not enlisted that they held their positions only because of those who had done so: “It is chiefly these men who are taking advantage of the sacrifices of those more worthy than themselves, who are holding up members of the battalion to scandal: while you would tell us that they are only a minority of the city’s population, we can reply, with still more truth, that it is only a small minority of us which do the things of which we are all being accused.”

Hard feelings about the soldiers’ treatment lingered. In July 1915, shortly after the battalion arrived in England, Lieutenant Charles Lawson of Saint John received a copy of the Telegraph describing its send-off. He wrote home that they “made quite a fuss over it, but it seems to me it would have been better to treat the battalion a little better while they were in St. John and never mind the fuss after they had left.” Still later, when Lieutenant Arthur Leger from Richibucto returned to New Brunswick in February 1916 to join the 165th Acadian Battalion, he spoke about how “the 26th used to get the worst end of things when they were in St. John.”

Other symptoms of disciplinary problems, including desertion, began to surface. As early as January 1915, several members of the battalion had run off. Among the most widely known early deserters was Private Ralph Lindsay (#178) of Hartland, New Brunswick, a member of Captain Charles Dunfield’s company. In late January, Lindsay went absent without leave (AWOL) for at least his second time. In early February, the police arrested him in Hartland. When asked why he had deserted, he said that “he had got in bad with the ‘non-com’ and life was no longer worth living in the regiment.” Lindsay was not done, however: by late March, he was living in Houlton, Maine, and when news reached the authorities in April that he was back in Hartland, Lindsay fled north on a freight train.
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Grave of Lance Corporal George H. McKee, the first member of the 26th Battalion to die on active service, Fredericton Rural Cemetery.

 Author’s photo



As the wait to move overseas dragged on, absenteeism and desertions occurred more frequently. In early April, a board of inquiry investigated the illegal absence of two men from A Company. Then, on April 21, another board investigated seven absentees from B Company who had been away the twenty-one days that constituted desertion. On May 11, a battalion muster parade revealed that no fewer than one hundred men were absent from the unit. Indeed, absenteeism and desertion were part of the battalion’s steady decline in personnel — “wastage” in military terms. Men left the battalion under various circumstances. Some who became sick had to be discharged; others died. Among the latter was Lance Corporal George H. McKee (#69672), the first member of the battalion to die on active service. The thirty-seven-year-old resident of Fredericton died of pneumonia on April 21 and was buried in the Fredericton Rural Cemetery with full military honours. Private Peter Shaw also died of pneumonia soon afterwards, on May 22, and was also buried in Fredericton.

As a result of this ongoing wastage, the 26th had to recruit more troops. During the winter, a few new men arrived, but in the spring the battalion undertook a large drive to increase its strength before departing for Britain. During late March and April, the 26th recruited 118 men; sixty-five of these joined in Saint John, while the remainder were taken on strength throughout the province, including at Fredericton, St. Stephen, Woodstock, Sussex, Chatham, Bathurst, Dalhousie, and Campbellton. April 23 was a particularly busy day, with twenty-three enlisting in Saint John, Fredericton, and Chatham — no mean achievement considering that, by then, the 26th was competing for men with other recently created units, such as the 55th Battalion.3 In May, another fifty men joined up, including fourteen from Prince Edward Island. On May 12, a draft of forty men from the 55th Battalion at Camp Sussex joined the 26th, helping to bring the unit up to full strength. Noticeable among these late recruits were large numbers of francophones from both New Brunswick and Prince Edward Island. Relatively few of these latecomers had previous military experience; moreover, arriving so close to the battalion’s departure, they would not have received the benefits of the months of training the earlier recruits had undergone.

Preparing to Leave

In early May, the 26th began preparing to depart for Britain. Soldiers were inoculated against disease, beginning with typhoid fever. They were also issued new weapons and equipment, including the Mark III Ross rifle that they would take to the front and the new Oliver equipment, which distributed the weight of their field kit more evenly on the shoulders and allowed for freer use of the arms. The battalion also began a final selection of personnel, weeding out unsuitable officers and men from among its ranks. Some officer appointments were cancelled; in their place, new officers were taken on strength, among them Captain Hugh Griffith of The Royal Canadian Regiment, who became the adjutant. Soldiers selected to remain behind were transferred to the 55th Battalion.

Rumours about the battalion’s departure date continued to circulate throughout early 1915. On May 14, Ferguson noted that sailing orders from Halifax might have been cancelled owing to the sinking of the Lusitania, “a most fiendish exploit and one for which a day of reckoning is surely coming.” A few days later rumours were again fuelled by reports of the heavy Canadian losses at the Second Battle of Ypres, which made it necessary “that we get across without very much delay.” In fact, the need to send reinforcements to 1st Canadian Division in Belgium actually delayed the departure of 2nd Canadian Division units from Canada. In the meantime, training continued throughout May with route marches to keep the troops physically fit and much emphasis on infantry in the attack, semaphore signalling, firing the new Ross rifle, and smartness among the men, particularly walking briskly and erect, carrying the swagger stick, and saluting properly. As Ferguson explained, “smartness . . . makes a ground work upon which to build a soldier. A brisk smart appearing soldier is always a better man than a careless slovenly one.” Officers also practised performing the salute with the sword: they planned to make a good impression overseas after Major Walter Brown of Saint John let it be known that he did not want them doing “the bloody march past in England like a lot of bally militiamen.” Clearly, they now saw themselves as active service soldiers preparing for the front.

The prospect of departure became more real on May 21 when the unit heard that two other battalions of 5th Brigade, the 22nd from Quebec and the 25th from Nova Scotia, were ready to sail from Halifax. A few days later, Sir Sam Hughes, the minister of militia and defence, made a surprise visit to inspect the battalion. Then, in the first week of June, the men began getting ready for embarkation, with kit inspections, stowing rifles and other equipment, packing valises and kit bags, and cleaning up their barracks. On June 9, Ferguson recorded that the troopship S.S. Caledonia was expected shortly: “This time, it is no false alarm but a dead certainty. Thank fortune, for the men are at a point where they couldn’t be held much longer at Home Guard work.” On June 11, the long period of anticipation finally ended when the Caledonia entered Saint John harbour and tied up at the Customs Pier at Pettingill’s Wharf.

Soldiers began saying their goodbyes. On June 11, Private J. Walter McIntyre (#70135), a twenty-year-old Methodist theological student from Saint John who had enlisted on March 16, 1915, got a pass and went home to spend the evening: “They all took it quite hard but I managed to get it over without any scenes.” His mother and others sent him away with a box of cakes and other eatables and bottles of preserves. The next day, the battalion prepared to embark along with the Headquarters and No. 1 Section of 2nd Canadian Divisional Ammunition Column, also raised in New Brunswick. Early in the morning, a large crowd of family and friends gathered at the armoury, and the provost guard roped off the area to control the flow of visitors. At 6:00 p.m. the battalion paraded for embarkation and then marched to the pier led by the fife-and-drum band and three city brass bands. Huge crowds lined the streets, and people pushed through the ranks to hug and kiss their loved ones, breaking up the formation on several occasions. A reporter from the Moncton Daily Times described what he saw: “[S]oon the band could be heard playing a splendid march tune, and the steady tramp, tramp of over two thousand feet. It was a most impressive sight to see the soldiers coming with fine military stride. As the parade drew closer lusty cheers went up on all sides, and some of the soldiers responded by shouting ‘Down with the Kaiser’ and ‘Long Live the King.’” The reporter noticed “a woman and three young children clinging to her skirts, walking alongside her husband. She joined him, I was informed, just outside the barracks and walked with him to the wharf.” They finally arrived at the customs warehouse, where the troops took the opportunity to say more goodbyes. As the ship was still not yet ready to take the men on board, they spent the night in a damp and dirty freight shed used for storing coal, sleeping wherever they could find a place.
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Crowds say farewell to the 26th, Duke Street, Saint John, June 12, 1915.

Harold Wright Collection



On the morning of the thirteenth, the trenches in front of the crater and began preparing for offensive actionthe troops were up at 5:00 a.m., and the muster roll was called one last time to check for absentees; Harry Ferguson was relieved to find that only one member of his platoon was missing. At 6:00 a.m. the 42 officers and 1,106 men of the 26th began boarding the Caledonia. By then, the crowds on both sides of the harbour had swelled to about twenty thousand people, gathered from across the province to say goodbye to their loved ones, some for the last time. The send-off thrilled the troops and left them with vivid memories. Soldiers lined the side of the ship, watching the spectacle and taking photos. Ferguson described the scene: “When we cast off our moorings at 11:30 a.m. the entire wharf and waterfront for nearly half a mile was literally jammed with people, not to mention dozens of tugs and small boats circling about in the water around us. As we swung out into the stream, pandemonium reigned supreme. The crowd cheered, whooped, yelled and every imaginable whistle was represented from penny toy whistles to that atmospheric wrecker of a foghorn on Partridge Island. As I scanned the crowd, I could see many a red nose and watery eyes due to excessive use of handkerchiefs, and all sorts of farewells were waved, thrown and kissed.”

Some of the men left with mixed feelings about the day. In a letter written soon after arriving in England, Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM) Roy S. Edwards (#69267), from Saint John, commented: “[T]hat was sure some sendoff they gave us in St. John and I’ll never forget it as long as I live.” At the same time, he was mindful of what the departure really meant: “I felt both happy and sad for I am sure that every one of us realized that there were many of us in the crowd who were having their last farewell march on that same street.” Private Hugh C. Wright (#70076), from Riverside in Albert County, wrote to his father about the events. After describing the scene, the twenty-year-old private closed his letter by trying to set the mind of his recently widowed father at rest: “Now father I don’t want you to worry about me. I shall be alright and shall come back alright.”

As the Caledonia made its way out of the harbour, the Partridge Island garrison turned out and bugles sounded the general salute. The ship gathered speed, and soon left behind the cheering crowds and boats and entered the Bay of Fundy. After a smooth passage around the tip of Nova Scotia, it put in at Halifax the next day. There, several other military units were taken on board, increasing the number of passengers to over eighteen hundred men together with all their weapons and equipment, including the artillery’s guns, which had to be taken apart before loading.4 Some of the men were allowed ashore, and at least one used the opportunity to try to desert. According to Ferguson, “[James] Paddy Keefe . . . was brought back and ordered below by Sergeant-Major Buddell, whereupon Keefe cracked Buddell a pippin on the jaw. As I was standing near, I proceeded to tie myself in a knot around Keefe’s neck. [CQMS] Rickwood and several others came to my assistance and in a very short time Keefe was all trussed up like a chicken ready for market.”
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Lieutenant Harry Ferguson’s snapshot of the Caledonia pulling away from the dock, June 13, 1915.

2009.4.2, Restigouche Regional Museum
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“Invalid’s Row.” Soldiers on the deck of the Caledonia during the voyage to Britain, June 1915.

2009.4.2, Restigouche Regional Museum



The ship sailed the next morning to another rousing send-off. Among the best remembered well-wishers was Mrs. Wallie Logie, the wife of the battalion paymaster sergeant. She had been the first person to say goodbye to the soldiers when they boarded the Caledonia in Saint John. She then took the train to Halifax, where she led civilians in cheers as the battalion left there on the fifteenth. Her dedication impressed many soldiers of the 26th.

The Voyage to Britain

Hugh Wright described conditions during the nine-day passage to Britain: “We have rather crowded quarters. We are way up forward. We sleep in hammocks hung up above the tables at night and in the daytime we take them down and pile them in a corner. We are rather crowded when we eat, 10 or 11 men to a small table about big
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Training in Britain
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Preparing to Depart
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