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Reinland
Conscientious Objectors
The local history book, Reinland: An Experience in Community, provides some
valuable insights into the thoughts and lives of those young men who chose to
stand against the war – a group that came to be known as conscientious
objectors:
World Wars I and II were different experiences in some respects. Despite what
was probably the strongest national fervour that Canada has known, the
government, in World War I, adhered strictly to the Privilegium of 1873. In
World War II this adherence took some different forms. A large number of
Mennonite young men volunteered for military service including some from
Reinland. When conscription came there was no blanket exemption as in the
previous war. Provisions were made for alternative service. In effect the
conscientious objectors became involved in forestry and other types of service in
the 1870s.
WORLD WAR I
When World War I broke out there was some uneasiness in the churches. Would
the Privilegium stand the test of war? In November 1916, three Reinländer
Mennonite Church elders, Johann Friesen of Manitoba, Abram Wiebe of Swift
Current and Jacob Wiens of Hague‐Osker, visited Ottawa. The uneasiness of
these leaders was temporarily allayed, at least to a degree, by the guarantee of
Prime Minister Robert L. Borden that the 1873 contract would be observed to the
letter.
Elder Isaak M. Dyck, a young minister in Manitoba at this time, later described
anxieties from his viewpoint. The large sums of money that soon had to be raised
for the Red Cross were viewed with misgivings by Dyck. The reason was
certainly not stinginess because at various times considerable sums had been
raised voluntarily for relief programs even before the war. His stated concern
was that while this money was not being used directly for military purposes it,
nevertheless, supported the war effort and hence helped to intensify the war.
Fears also surrounded the January, 1917, government manpower survey and
Elder Johann Friesen returned the National Service Cards for the Reinländer
Church to Ottawa. At a meeting in Reinland of leaders and laymen of both the
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Manitoba and Saskatchewan congregations of that body it was decided not to
complete the National Service Cards.

Camp 3 at Riding Mountain National Park. Many Reinland conscientious objectors
worked at forestry camps in World War II. (Photo from Reinland: An Experience in
Community, 237)

Another delegation to Ottawa in January, 1917, consisting of Elder Abraham
Doerksen of the Sommerfelder Church, Rev. Benjamin Ewert of the Bergthaler
Church, Rev. David Toews, Rosthern, of the Rosenorter Church, and Mr. Klaas
Peters of Saskatchewan was also assured that the Privilegium would be honored,
but was told that the National Service Cards had to be completed though the
word Mennonite could be written across it to give it special treatment. They were
even assured that Mennonites who had joined the forces because of undue
pressure on them and who wanted to be released could be freed. The delegation
was satisfied.
The registration issue would come up again. A year later, hard on the heels of the
Conscription Act, the Canada Registration Act of 1918 was passed. The
superintendent of registration for Manitoba, P.C. Locke, called it “an effort by the
Dominion Government to classify the available man and woman power of the
Dominion.” Organized resistance developed because of the doubt as to the real
purpose of the Act. Mennonites had been exempted from the Conscription Act
under the Privilegium and now claimed that therefore they should not be
required to participate in this registration. The government was concerned that
the defiance of the Manitoba Mennonites would spread to other parts of the
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country. Locke was aware of this danger and determined to deal with the
situation. He met with Mennonite representatives in Winnipeg and also worked
through the lawyer who represented the Reinländer Church, Mr. Alexander
McLeod, and K.C., of Morden. Finally a meeting was arranged between Mr.
Locke and Reinländer leaders from both Manitoba and Saskatchewan. Locke
arranged for McLeod and W.J. Rowe, Manitou, to accompany him. The meeting
was to take place in Reinland on June 13, 1918. The registration deadline was
June 22, 1918. This law made provision for fines and imprisonment if there was
no compliance.
An exciting drama unfolded in Reinland that meeting day. At a brotherhood
meeting at the church that morning it was decided not to register. Locke claims
that he had been invited to that meeting for eleven o’clock and seemed to feel let
down by finding out later that the conference had been held at 6 a.m. Elder Isaak
M. Dyck simply states the “Registrarherr” arrived after the brotherhood meeting
to find out about its results. It has not traditionally been the policy of the
Reinländer Church to permit non‐members to participate in its decision‐making
meetings with the brethren. What probably happened was that Mr. Locke was
deliberately invited to meet with the elders and the rest of the ministry at eleven
o’clock and an invitation for the brotherhood meeting was never intended.
Locke wrote about what took place at that meeting in the home of Rev. Peter
Harms, Reinland, that day:
I arrived at Morden about ten o’clock on the morning of the 13th. Mr. Rowe
and Mr. McLeod met me. We drove out by car to the village of Rhineland
situated about 14 miles from Morden. When I got three or four miles from
there I could see horses and buggies, teams and democrats, streaming away
in all direction from the village. That wasn’t a healthy sign to me. My driver
knew many of the people in the reserve. A team came towards us. I said to
my driver, “Joe, turn your car crossways on the road.” A democrat came
along drawn by a beautiful pair of horses. Joe said to me in a low voice,
“That is ‐‐‐‐, he is the head man in one of the villages here.” I got out of the
car and walked over to the driver, put my hand out and introduced myself. I
said, “You are Mr. ‐‐‐‐ and you are head man at ‐‐‐‐? I was invited to a
meeting of the congregations his morning. Why is everybody leaving
Rhineland?” He looked rather gravely at me and said, “the meeting is over.
We met at six o’clock this morning and prayed to the Lord and he told us not
to register.” That was rather a facer. I said to him, “Why was the meeting
held six in the morning when I was invited for eleven o’clock?” He looked
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rather shamefacedly at me and said, “Mr. Locke, you know Mr. Harms?” In
return I replied that Mr. Harms was a very old friend of mine. “Well,” he
said, “he expects you to go to his house. I think I will turn back to Morden
but you people will have to register.”
Mr. McLeod, Mr. Rowe and I had a little talk and Mr. McLeod thought that I
should go to Rhineland, although he was very frank in saying that he
thought it was a waste of time. I drove into the village of Rhineland. I went
up to Mr. Harm’s house which was one of the largest houses in the village
and as my car pulled up at the front gate, Mr. Harms came out. He invited
me to come in and, of course, invited Mr. McLeod and Mr. Rowe with me. I
said to him, “Mr. Harms, I don’t think your people are playing fair with me. I
met one of your men (naming him) on the road and he tells me that you
people have decided to defy the provisions of the Act.” He said, “Yes, we
had a meeting at six o’clock this morning but I have asked the bishops and
predigors to meet at my house and to meet you and to discuss the matter
with you. We want to point out that we are not deliberately defying the
Dominion Government.”
I walked in to the house and there I met the bishop from the west reserve, a
large number of Mennonite preachers and a tall, handsome man from
Rosthern, Bishop Walls. I was introduced to each man in the room. A
number of them were younger than I was some of them older. We sat down
around the sides of the room. Mr. McLeod, Mr. Rowe and I in one corner.
Bishop Walls explained to me that he had been asked to act as interpreter. In
the centre of the room was a small table, perhaps a foot and a half square,
and lying upon the table was a large leather bound Bible. We started our
conference.
Most of the conversation was between Bishop Walls and myself. I read them
extracts from it; I read them letters received from Senator Robertson, and
other members of the Dominion Government. I pointed out that this was
simply an endeavour to get the man and the woman power of the Dominion
made up so that the Government would know what efforts could be put
forth should the war, then in its fourth year, carry on indefinitely. My
knowledge of the German is not great. I was able to follow some of the
conversation between Bishop Walls and the other members of the conference
but not all. I used every argument I could think of. The answer was “no, we
cannot register, the Lord will not let us.” Mr. McLeod said to me, “I am
afraid we cannot do anything.” I said to the Bishop, “Bishop, I have known
Local World War I Stories 85

War Memorials in Manitoba: An Artistic Legacy

the Mennonite people since my childhood. If you refuse to register it is my
duty to enforce the Act and I propose to do so. The Act provides for ten days’
imprisonment for failure to register, and for a fine of so much a day for each
day after the 22nd of June you fail to register. I propose to enforce that. I
cannot have the authority of the Dominion Government flouted.” The old
Manitoba Bishop then broke silence. He said to me in English. “You cannot
put all the Mennonite people in jail.” I said, “No, but I guarantee you one
thing, and that is that you and every man present in this room who fails to
register on the 22nd of June will be imprisoned on the 23rd. Again the old
Bishop spoke. He said, “I want you to clearly understand we do not blame
you for doing your duty. If we don’t register any man of us whom you want
we’ll report to Mr. McLeod’s office at Morden on the morning of the 23rd
ready to go to jail.” I said, “Bishop, there is also a fine.” He said, “Yes, and
we will bring you in our bank books, the titles to our farms and lists of our
stock.” The answer was certainly a facer. Mr. McLeod again leaned over to
me and said, “There isn’t a thing we can do.” I realized what a difficult
situation was being created. I knew that in all probability other communities
in other parts of Canada would defy the government’s mandate. The
Mennonite people had called my hand. They knew that I knew that they did
not fear imprisonment or confiscation of their worldly goods in defence of a
principle. No one realized that any better than I did. For a while nothing was
said. I was desperately groping for some way out of the entanglement.
Arguments and cajolements had got me nowhere. Threats of enforcing the
rather unpleasant penalty provisions had had just a little effect. What was
left to do?
I did a lot of serious thinking. Then I got up, walked over to the middle of the
room, picked up the Martin Luther Bible lying on the small table, and took it
back to my seat with me. All eyes followed me. The Bible was in German. I
had stated and a good many of those in the room knew that my knowledge
of German was a very scanty one. I leafed over the pages turned up the
second chapter of St. Luke, the first verse. There it was: “And it came to pass
in those days that there went forth a decree from Caesar Augustus that all
the world should be taxed and all went to be taxed, everyone unto his own
city, and Joseph, also went up from Galilee to be taxed with Mary his
espoused wife”.
To make sure I called my friend Mr. Harms over. I said to him, “Mr. Harms,
my German, as you know, is rather faulty, but you will correct me if my
English translation is not correct?”
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Many years before I had remembered at Sunday School, Archbishop
Matheson speaking about the same passage but an enrolment of registration
and he then he said to his class, “The Martin Luther version is right, the King
James version is wrong.” Anyway, there was the word in the old German
Bible ‘engerracht’. Mr. Harms confirmed my translation. I walked back into
the centre of the room, placed the open Bible on the table and said to the
conference. “I have known your people as long as I can remember. A good
many of the older men were clients of my father. Some of your people I know
quite intimately. I know that this book is the Mennonite’s law. Am I right?” I
am quite sure that none of them knew what was coming except Mr. Harms.
“My friends, if I can show you authority for this registration in the Bible will
you do what I ask you to do?” Some of the men thought I was going pretty
far. I am quite sure my friends, McLeod and Rowe thought I had taken leave
of my senses. I said, “This Government is only asking from you the same
thing that Caesar Augustus asked the earthly father and mother of our Lord
to do, and they did so. Will you listen to this passage from St.Luke’s?” I read
the first five verses of the second Chapter of St. Luke and I read it in German.
I then translated it into English. There was rather an awed silence and then
the members of the conference began to talk among themselves. They
gathered in little knots around the two Bishops. Then the old Manitoba
Bishop turned to me. His voice was shaky. He was evidently very deeply
stirred by what I had said to him. He walked over to the centre of the room
where I was standing. He said, “Mr. Locke, we are deeply obliged to you.
You have shown us the truth. We believed we were right this morning when
we told you that we had been advised not to register. We have put the
Government to a good deal of expense. Will you let us register our own
people under your direction? We will give you all our young people who
read and write and speak English well and they will do whatever work is
necessary without expense.” I said to him, “Bishop, I should be very glad to
have the assistance of your young people, but as I am paying all my help in
other parts of the Province I do not think that I should accept the offer of free
services of our people here in the reserve. They will be paid the same as all
the rest of my staff.
There was no more trouble. Bishop Walls went back to Rosthern and in no
part of Canada was there a more complete registration than amongst our
Mennonite Canadians.
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One of the fascinating revelations of the account is that a position that stood firm
in the face of a summons to Winnipeg, threats of fines, imprisonment and
confiscation of property, yielded to a simple appeal to Scripture. Perhaps this
incident provides a clue to a much misunderstood aspect of the so‐called
“stubborn” attitudes of the old Reinländer Church.
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Rhineland
The World We Have Lost
A moving section of the local history book, The Rural Municipality of Rhineland,
Volost and Municipality (1984), describes the effects of war on a Manitoba
community:
The period from the beginning of the First World War until the conclusion of the
1920s saw the end of life in the R.M. of Rhineland. Theocratic Mennonite village
life, with its open field economy, had been in retreat since the late 19th century,
but developments after 1914 spelt its end. Nationalism, war, and technological
change would alter the very face of Rhineland society. Even Rhineland’s
boundaries, encompassing most of the Mennonite settlements in the area, were
altered with the western half of the former West Reserve transferred to the R.M.
of Stanley in 1916.
World War I did not, in most cases, directly affect the lives of Rhineland’s
residents, but it did indirectly change many things. English Canadian
nationalism, evident before the war, became even more intense after the war
broke out and led to changes in Manitoba’s school laws. This new legislation
wiped out many Mennonite school privileges causing large numbers of
Mennonites to emigrate to Mexico and Paraguay. With them went the last
vestiges of the open field economy, organized village government and the
Mennonite private school system. Most of the Mennonites who remained chose
to accommodate to the modern Canadian society.
The War also had other indirect effects on the R.M. of Rhineland. In Russia, war
and revolution ended another way of life for Mennonites there and many of
these refugees found their way to Rhineland in the 1920s. While these
immigrants represented some continuity with the world that was lost, their
settlement in Rhineland never restored this world.
There was one other development in this period which speeded the passage if
the traditional way of life in Rhineland. This was the technological
transformation within rural Canada. The automobile and telephone brought the
outside world to the farmer’s doorstep, while mechanization and agricultural
education began to change the farmer’s attitude toward farming. All pointed
towards a new way of life in Rhineland.
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THE EFFECTS OF WAR
The outbreak of World War I, in August of 1914, was regarded quite differently
by the various groups in Rhineland. The English Canadians, residing mainly in
Gretna and Plum Coulee, reacted with the patriotic fervor of most other English
Canadians, wholeheartedly supporting the war effort as a prime opportunity to
defend the British Empire. Mennonites, on the other hand, reacted with dismay
that civilized nations would resort to bloodshed. Their strong commitment to
pacifism, moreover, made them resist active participation in the war effort. This
divergent reaction caused some friction in Gretna and Plum Coulee, but no
serious incident resulted, due in part to the overwhelming preponderance of
Mennonites in the municipality.
While the Mennonites were dismayed at the outbreak of war, they did little in
the way of voicing their objection to the war. They were far more concerned with
maintaining their exemption from military service and keeping their young
people from voluntarily joining the military service. As early as 1916, the
Bergthaler Church served notice that any member who volunteered for active
service was automatically excommunicated.
The first threat to the Mennonites’ military exemption came in late 1916, with the
announcement that a national service registration would take place in 1917 to
make an inventory of available manpower in Canada. Under this program all
males 16‐65 years of age were asked to fill out registry cards. Fearing that this
was the beginning of conscription, a delegation of Mennonite leaders travelled to
Ottawa to investigate the matter.
These delegates, including Abraham Doerksen of the Sommerfelder Church and
Benjamin Ewert of the Bergthaler Church, were assured that their exemption
from military service would be fully respected, but the cards had to be filled out.
The Reinlaender opposing any form of registration sent no delegate. Reassured
by these promises, the Mennonite group represented by this delegation, co‐
operated with registration. It is interesting to note that the Reinlaender Church,
refusing to either register their men or provide the government with a list of
males 16‐65, was not forced to comply.
The introduction of conscription on August 29, 1917, presented another threat to
Mennonite exemption from military service. While Mennonites were among the
categories of persons exempted from the Act’s provisions, Military Service Act,
difficulties began to develop. Problems arose particularly when young
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Mennonites appeared before local tribunals to prove their identity as members of
the Mennonite Church.
Much of the problem was the uncertainty among government officials as to who
was a Mennonite. It became evident that some government officials were
restricting military exemption to those who had been baptized. Since the legal
age of induction was eighteen and many Mennonite youths were not baptized
until twenty or twenty‐one years of age, quite a number of youths were in
danger of induction.
This was finally clarified in 1918 when Abraham Dyck of Lowe Farm was
inducted into the military as a test case. Leaders of the Mennonite Church in
Manitoba were called to Winnipeg to testify on the Church status of an
unbaptized Mennonite child. This testimony confirmed that the Mennonite
Church considered its unbaptized children and young people as its own as much
as the baptized members and were accepted as such by the government.
The last threat to the Mennonites’ exemption from military service in Manitoba
came with the national registration of 1918. Finding difficulty in securing recruits
for service overseas, the Canadian government called for universal registration to
facilitate this objective. Mennonites were assured that the government would
fully honour its promises to the Mennonites but insisted that all, without
exception, must register. With these assurances even the Reinlaender Church was
prevailed upon to register its members.
While Mennonites in Rhineland took all necessary measures to avoid active
service, they were willing to financially support organizations such as the Red
Cross and the Patriotic Fund. In this they were motivated both by their desire to
provide relief to war victims and also “to secure the goodwill of their Canadian
neighbours who would be less likely to press for Mennonite enlistment if they
saw evidence of voluntary sacrifice.” The Bergthaler Mennonite Church went so
far as to make these contributions to the Red Cross a carefully planned annual
affair, developing an informal property tax by 1918. Mennonite contributions to
these relief organizations amounted to close to $150,000. The 6,452 Manitoba
Sommerfelders alone contributed $46,000, or over seven dollars per member.
The purchase of victory bonds in Rhineland was a more controversial issue, since
this clearly represented financial support for the war effort. The Bergthaler
Church leaders considered it their duty to financially support the government
and accordingly left the decision up to individual members whether they wished
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to participate. The Sommerfelder, Reinländer, and Mennonite Brethren
Churches, however, refused to support the Victory Loan program until the
government promised to devote that money raised among the Mennonites to
relief purposes. Following this concession, Manitoba Mennonites purchased close
to $700,000 worth of Victory Bonds in less than a year.
The favourable war‐time treatment of the Mennonites in Canada was looked
upon with envy by Mennonites and Hutterites in the United States. When the
United States entered the War in 1917, Mennonites and Hutterites had
considerable difficulty gaining exemption from military service and began
exploring emigration to Canada. While the majority of United States Mennonites
migration to Canada settled in Saskatchewan and Alberta, some did not come to
Manitoba. The Canadian Government still considered Mennonites a desirable
class of agriculturalists and encouraged its U.S. agents to facilitate their
migration into Canada. This policy also applied to Hutterites, who were assured
of military exemption and religious freedom.
But by 1918 local feeling began to turn against the influx of Mennonites from the
United States and the government revoked its blanket military exemption from
American Mennonites and Hutterites. By this time, however, a large number of
Mennonites and sixteen Hutterite colonies had been established in western
Canada. Six of these Hutterite colonies were located in Manitoba.
The Hutterites that settled in Manitoba were known as the Schmiedeleut and came
from South Dakota. They purchased land in the Elie district, west of Winnipeg
and established a number of communal colonies. These initial colonies, however,
proved too small for the growing population and more land was purchased.
Between 1918 and 1929 four additional colonies were founded in Manitoba, one
of which was located in Rhineland. The colony became known as the Blumengart
Village lands from Mennonites departing from Mexico in 1922.
The war also influenced a number of other developments which affected the
quality of life in the R.M. of Rhineland. The demand for Canadian foodstuffs
during the war stimulated agricultural production and raised the prices of
agricultural products. Receiving good prices for their wheat, Rhineland farmers
increased their already heavy concentration on wheat farming. This
specialization in wheat continued through the 1920s and would cause severe
dislocations in the 1930s.
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The greatest impact on the R.M. of Rhineland during this period, however, was
caused by the changes in the educational laws of Manitoba and the Russian
Revolution. The first would lead to the mass emigration of Rhineland
Mennonites to Mexico and Paraguay, while the second resulted in the
immigration of Russian Mennonites to Rhineland.
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Roblin
A Soldier Remembers
In the local history, Memories of Roblin and Rural Districts, the war‐time
recollections of local soldier George NcNeill are collected under a section entitled
”War Memories:”
I joined the Army – 107 Battalion Infantry C.E.F. on May 26th, 1916, and spent
the early summer at Camp Hughes, six miles west of Carberry on the C.P.R.,
before going overseas in August. We were seven days on the train and seven
days out of sight of land on board the Olympic, the largest ocean‐liner then afloat
and one which travelled without escort all through the war. Thanks to its speed
the German boats never succeeded in destroying the Olympic and I was
fortunate enough to come home in June 1919 on the same boat. The 107 Battalion
was broken up in England to provide the replacements for the Canadian units
which were more or less wiped out in the Battle of the Somme, and within three
months all that remained of the 107th Battalion was Colonel Glen Campbell,
former Minister of Interior and Indian Affairs. Glen’s father had been a Scotch
Hudson’s Bay Factor, and Glen grew up with the Aboriginals, later marrying a
full‐blooded Aboriginal woman and raising several children. His son was in the
107th.

Soldiers of the First World War at Roblin (Memories of Roblin and Rural
Districts, 134)
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As Minister of Indian Affairs Glen was well‐known to the Aboriginals all
through Manitoba and when he recruited the 107th Battalion he took on some
two hundred and fifty or three hundred Aboriginals so that A Company, with
the exception of several N.C.O.’s, was made up of Aboriginals, many of whom
had never seen a train before coming to Winnipeg to join the Army. However,
Glen had several ex‐Hudson Bay men with him and was able to drill the
Aboriginals into shape and the 107th, with its pipe band leading, the A.
Company Ranks, filled completely with Aboriginals, always caused considerable
comment wherever we appeared.
However it was decided to keep the Aboriginals in one Unit after our arrival in
England so that the 107th was again filled with Aboriginals from all across
Canada, and in January 1917 we set sail for Boulogne to replace the 1st Pioneers
who had been wiped out on the Somme a few months earlier.
The transport officer of the 107th was a Captain Bryant from Shellmouth and
through his arrangements practically the whole Roblin Platoon was placed in
charge of the transport which consisted of ninety‐eight horses and mules. The
mules either were hitched to the wagons or used as pack animals and we had
both general service wagons such as they used in the Boer War, as well as pack
saddlers of similar vintage.
Fortunately or unfortunately measles broke out in our hut shortly after we
arrived in Witley Camp and the hut was quarantined for three months so that by
the time we got out of quarantine practically everyone else except the
Aboriginals had gone to the 44th Battalion, 16th Battalion and the 1st C.M.R.S.,
who once we arrived in France, used to visit us and sneer at us for being with the
pioneers instead of with some of the famous CDM Regiments. However life with
the transport was anything but secure or pleasant. Each night we went up the
line either with G.S. wagons or with pack horses and often when we arrived the
Infantry would not move out of their trenches to accept the supplies, and so we
would be travelling on the surface road while the Infantry followed their
communication trenches and almost every trip we would move to the side
opposite which enemy machine guns were operating so that the mules provided
a certain amount of cover for our bodies at least.
In 1917 I was sent down the line to a field to the 107th reinforcement depot just
behind the lines a few miles. Here a Sergeant, who had gone with us from
Canada, was in charge of the office and for old times sake, postponed sending us
back into the line as long as recruits continued to come in sufficient numbers to
make up the required drafts for the Regiment and so he put me on a draft and we
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marched some seven or eight miles with full packs on our backs and reported to
the Company Orderly Room for duty. Unfortunately the Orderly Room
discovered that they hadn’t put my name on the draft and I was instructed to
march back the seven or eight miles. A few days later, before another draft was
sent forward, the Germans broke through some fifteen miles to the right of the
Canadian held line. Every available man in the various reinforcement depots
back of the line were issued 250 rounds of ammunition, several hand grenades
and marched into the front line to hold the German advance and for the next
month I was in the line, waiting for a big attack from German troops, who held a
sunken road about four hundred yards from us.

The 32nd Manitoba Horse Regiment in 1912 on the Main Street in Roblin. (Memories of
Roblin and Rural Districts, 125)

One morning orders came through for us to attack the sunken line, so over the
top we went and in open attack order rushed the sunken road only to find that
the Germans had pulled out in the night due to attacks on their flanks along the
salient they had held in our lines. A few days later some fifty of us were sent to
the 12th Royal Cdn Engineers and I finished the war as a Sapper. Shortly before
the Armistice I went on my one and only leave to England, going first to Belfast
and then by boat to Scotland.
On my return some three week later, the Germans had more or less collapsed
and were retiring all along our front. On November 10th, 1918 we were just in
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front of Mons where the British Regulars had first met the German Army in 1914.
Unfortunately the 4thDivision was ordered into reserve while the 3rd Division
marched into Mons and certain amount of glory. On November 11th, orders
came through telling of the Armistice and the end of the war. We could hardly
believe the war was over and that we had lived through it, however the guns
remained silent all day and we finally concluded that it was really the end of
hostilities.
The 4th Division being the last to go to France was given the doubtful honour of
turning over Canadian Military supplies and equipment and hundreds of
thousands of dollars worth of equipment, horses, mules, artillery pieces and
ammunition trucks.
We returned to Witley Camp at the same spot as we left to go to France, and on
the 19th of June arrived in Toronto where we were demobilized and given
railway tickets to our homes. So without delay I took the train and arrived in
Winnipeg to find the 1919 strike in full bloom, with the R.C.M.P. patrolling the
streets to prevent bloodshed. I took a train to Roblin at the first opportunity and
was met at the station by Jim and Locksley in a Chevrolet car. They had been
quite small boys and I had to look at them twice to recognize them, as they were
both taller than I. This was my war experience as I remember it.
(George was the son of Daniel and Jane McNeill, pioneers of the Roblin district.
In 1922 he went to Winnipeg to attend University. In 1924 he married Edith
Grassie. He then studied theology at United College and was ordained by the
United Church. George served as a Padre in the Second World War and went
overseas with the Fort Garry Horse Regiment. After his return he served as a
Chaplain at the Stony Mountain Penitentiary. George is now deceased.)
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Roblin
An Act of Mercy
In the local history, Memories of Roblin and Rural Districts, a poignant passage
reminds us of kindness even on the battlefield:
In the fall of 1914, the first volunteers from Roblin district left for overseas.
Amongst them was Walter Day, who was reported missing and then killed on
April 23, 1915. His parents never received any of his personal effects, and no
more information as to how or where he died, and it was surmised that that he
died during the Langemarck battle when the Canadians were subject to the first
heavy gas attack. Now, nearly nine years later, Mr. and Mrs. Day, who now
reside in England, received a parcel from Dresden, Germany containing their
son’s paybook and will.
The story, as told by a young German soldier, is that while he was walking over
the battlefield he came upon a young British soldier, who had both his legs
blown off; he asked for a drink, for he was dying fast. The British soldier then
handed his paybook and will to the German soldier, who says he carried it with
him, waiting to find someone he could trust to send it to the British parents. An
American journalist in Dresden heard the story and saw the German who gave
him the paybook and will. He then forwarded them to Mr. and Mrs. Day. The
British soldier was Walter Day who left Roblin in 1914. Thus, after nine years, his
parents and brothers knew how their son and brother died.
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Roblin
War Memorial
In the local history, Memories of Roblin and Rural Districts, a passage taken from
the October 27, 1927 issue of the Roblin Review describes the fund‐raising for the
local war memorial:
The long‐sought‐for war memorial to the men of Roblin and district who fell in
the Great War has been erected on the site donated by the Union Church. Many
thanks are due to all the institutions who combined to make this possible, and
also to those citizens who assisted financially. The objective of $1,700.00 still lacks
some $600.00 and it is hoped that this sum will be realized before the unveiling
several weeks hence.
An appeal is made to all people in the community for donations, large or small to
help meet this balance and a hearty response is looked for, as this is the only
means we have of paying tribute to the men who gave their lives so that we
could live and enjoy our freedom. Donations should be forwarded either to Mrs.
Old, Secretary or Dr. Drach, Treasurer, or to any member of the War Memorial
Committee. The following is a list of how the funds were obtained.
Afternoon teas
C. Parks
Anglican Guild
Collection July 2, 1927
Mr. N. Kapey
The Perriots
Mr. W. Thompson
Football Club
Cromarty W.I
Jewish Ladies Aid
Cromarty Soft Ball Club
Union Ladies Aid
Business Mens Soft‐ball
L.O.L.
Tummel W.I.
Shell River Municipality
Village of Roblin

$48.25
10.00
27.00
23.30
25.00
106.35
10.00
50.00
15.00
5.00
10.00
25.00
10.00
50.00
50.00
200.00
200.00
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Mr. and Mrs. Belton
L.O.B.A.
F.Y. Newton
Elks
Masonic Lodge
Rebekahs
I.O.O.F Lodge
Maaten & Hayward
J. Chapman

15.00
25.00
50.00
100.00
50.00
40.00
50.00
5.00
5.00

Friday, November 11, 1927 is the ninth anniversary of the ending of the Great
War and on that day the unveiling ceremony of the War Memorial to the men of
Roblin and district will be held. The ceremony is timed for 2 P.M. and it will be of
a most impressive character. It is hoped that as many people as possible will be
present.
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Boys of the 107th at Roblin (Memories of Roblin and Rural Districts, 129)

And in the same local history a passage taken from the November 17, 1927 issue
of the Roblin Review describes the unveiling of the local war memorial:
A simple, but most impressive ceremony, marked the unveiling and dedication
of our long‐waited‐for War Memorial on November 11, 1927 at 2 P.M. before a
large gathering of citizens, who in spite of the inclement weather turned out to
witness the ceremony and pay their respects to the honored dead.
The memorial is a beautiful one with the figure of a soldier in stone standing on a
black pedestal on which is engraved the names of those from this district who fell
and the names of the engagements in which Canadians took a distinctive part. It
will stand forever, not only to the memory of the terrible price paid by the boys
of this district, but perpetuated in stone and marble, it serves to remind us of the
common sacrifice and the united effort made by Canada in the long ordeal of
war.
The ceremony of unveiling and dedicating the monument was conducted by the
Rev. A. E. Cousins, M.C. and Hon. C. F. of Dauphin, in a truly military and most
sympathetic manner. In his dedicatory remarks, that solemn reflection in which
the panorama of great events and splendid men marched before our mental
vision, stirred all profoundly, and left with a deeper and more sincere respect for
the sacrifice they commemorated. The ceremony was attended by the veterans
who marched to the scene of the unveiling in a body, together with nearly four
hundred school children.
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Thompson
Lest We Forget
In the R.M. of Thompson’s local history, Thompson Chronicles, a collection of
observations and letters from the front suggest life during war‐time:
War is a fact of history. When the call came for recruits, promoted as an
opportunity to see the world, the local young men and women did not hesitate to
volunteer. Many saw this as a duty to serve their Country and the Monarchy, not
knowing the dangers and hardships that would be involved. They rose to the
challenge and went for their training where many life‐long friendships were
made. These young people served in the Army, Navy and Air Force and saw
action in many countries overseas. Unfortunately, not all those who enlisted
returned home to their family and friends.
The Tonkin War Memorial
Through the generosity of the late Mr. Frederick W. Tonkin, a monument to the
fallen soldiers of the Great War from this district has been erected on the north‐
west corner of Broadway and Kerby. The monument is a tall shaft of grey granite
after the style of “Cleopatra’s Needle,” on a raised dais, and on three sides are
the names of thirty‐three men who paid the supreme sacrifice. On the other side
the following is inscribed, “Dedicated to the memory of those of The Rural
Municipality of Thompson who gave their lives in the Great War by the
benevolence of the late Frederick W. Tonkin.”
The unveiling of the monument took place in November, 1930 before a large
crowd from our community. Roland, Carman, Morden, and Winnipeg were also
represented.
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After the War of 1939‐45 an impressive plaque was erected on the same grounds,
where all the names of the veterans of this war are listed.

The Tonkin War Memorial (Thompson Chronicles, 125)
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World War I Letters
This letter was received by William and Mary Burnett in 1917, from their son
Sandy, twenty‐one years old, who was in France at the time. It was written on
March 25, 1917 just fourteen days before the battle took place on Vimy Ridge.
*****
France, March 25, 1917;
Dear Father and Mother;
Received your most welcome letter the other day and was glad to hear from you.
I hope you are all well.
The weather is still and cold out here, as usual. I don’t think it will ever dry up
over here. I wish it would.
Dick and I got a bundle of mail yesterday.
We are living in a great chateau now, about 200 years old. “Fritz” used it for
billets in 1870, they say. Some historic old place, believe me!
I suppose you’ll be getting ready for farming now, eh?
I got a letter from Russell Snider the other day. How is Harvey getting along?
I heard he had joined the army but I guess he didn’t.
It is raining out to beat “Sam Hill.” How is Walter Rutter getting along? It’s too
bad about Gordon and Morley [Gordon Burnett from Roland lost an eye in the
war]. As far as they’re concerned, they’re better in England.
I wish I could have one good meal at home now, I’m aching for pie as anyone
could be, believe me!
I suppose the girls will all be out working this spring, eh? I asked Dell and Anne
if they are going to wear the new uniform. You should be in England now, you
would think you were in a theatre or circus to see all the girls in trousers – Karki
at that. They certainly look swell, got the old‐fashioned dresses beat a mile.
I am going to write about a dozen letters this afternoon. It’s pretty near dinner
time so I guess I will have to close for now this time.
Love from your son, Sandy.
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*****
France, April 1, 1917
Dear Mother and Father;
Well how are you all. We are pretty well. Just came out of the line last night, had
a pretty hot trip, the weather was bad too.
Say, Alex Bruce was killed this trip in. He was hit with a high explosive shell,
killed instantly.
We are getting along fine. I suppose you are getting ready for spring work. I had
a letter from Molly the other night. I haven’t got much news this time. We
haven’t got any parcels lately. I guess they have got lost some way.
Things are looking pretty good over here now, I think a few months should
finish it.
Love, Sandy
*****
France, April 3, 1917
Dear Father and Mother and all;
Just a few lines to let you know how we are getting along. Dick and I received an
awful bunch of mail the other day, just the news, no parcels. I expect some right
away soon.
That mail delivery will certainly be “jake,” won’t it? I should think they could
bring it a little closer than that.
You will soon be at work again. Work will be the lightest kind of pleasure. I
always did like certain kind of work – but not all kinds.
With love, from Sandy.
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*****
Next is a letter received by Mr. and Mrs. Burnett from the office of the 1st
Canadian Mounted Rifles, sometime in May 1917.
1st Canadian Mounted Rifles; # 187.510, Pte. H.A. Burnett.
Informant states that on April 9th between Vimy Ridge and the enemy’s first line
a shell dropped and killed H.A. Burnett instantaneously.
Eye witness: Yes.
Description: Nickname “Sandy” average height, light complexion, light blue
eyes, about 24‐25.
1st, Canadian Mounted Rifles,
Tottenhall Hospital,
Middlesex.

*****
1st.Canadian Mounted Rifles. H.A. Burnett, 187510.Killed 7‐10. 4‐17.Det.D/B/.
I have seen his grave on top of Vimy Ridge. There is a cross over it with his name
on. He came from Sperling Manitoba, Canada, where he was a friend of mine
before the war. I have written to his family.
Reference: Pre. J.A. Steeves, 292244
No. 11 Con. Camp, Buchy nr. Rousen, 14.9.17

Military parade. (Thompson Chronicles, 128)
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Wallace
Lest We Forget
The R.M. of Wallace local history, Building our District, contains some interesting
entries concerning the home front and post‐war activities:
A Letter Home: The Limit in Mud
Sergt. Wilson of Hargrave writes from Belgium. The following letter had been
received from Transport Sergeant T.C. Wilson by his wife at Hargrave.
Somewhere in Belgium.
My Dear –‐‐, I am feeling fine as I write this letter. Lots of work to do,
which makes things interesting. The boys have been in the trenches from
Saturday night until Tuesday night, out three days and going back tomorrow
(Friday). Billie Forsythe had a thrilling experience last time he was in the
trenches. His dug out was blown in on him and the boys tell me Bill came out
through the earth like a badger. But we are all of one opinion and that is that the
1st C.M.R.’s are sure in luck so far. Old Fritz keeps shelling the road that we take
the rations upon, but he is out of luck, the closest he has got us is to knock down
a building close by and the flying brick scattering in the road and hitting some of
the horses. It has rained here steadily for two weeks and the mud is
indescribable, ten times as much as ever was seen in Canada. The boys when
they start to march into the trenches, have no chance to rest along the road side,
as all the country is cut up and in mud to the knees. I had a most elegant joy ride
the other night, taking rations up to the trenches. I was ahead on my horse and
he fell into a Jack Johnston hole and you should have seen us climbing for dry
ground. (Did I say dry ground? I mean where there was only two feet of mud.)
But of course there is no stop in a case of this kind, you must go ahead wet or dry
(dry preferred) but I hope to get a rest soon. I see by the Virden paper where Pete
Dingwall is coming home. I bet I have been in most of the places he told me of,
since I came over here. I believe now all he told me of this country. I am camped
right beside the Strathcona Horse from Winnipeg and I see all my old pals whom
I used to be so familiar with in days gone by at Fort Osborne Barracks. But some
of them have gone where we cannot meet them again in this life.
Well, I must lie down on these old boards again for a few hours rest, so will say
good‐night.
Tom
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World War I Training Camp (Building our District, 112)

(January 4, 1916 edition)

Patriotic Social at Hargrave
Mr. and Mrs. W. Hitchins Provide Splendid Evening for Big Crowd. Patriotic
Work Benefitted.
The grove at the farm of Mr. and Mrs. W. Hitchins was the center of attraction for
a large crown last Wednesday evening, when a most enjoyable time was
provided. The arrangements were all that could be desired, and reflect much
credit on the entertaining ability of Mrs. Hitchings, and her band of assistance.
The grove is a beautiful spot, particularly well‐adapted for just such a social
gathering. Inside the grove is a natural field for baseball, and among the
attractions was an interesting game between Hargrave cup holders and Virden,
the former winning by a 5‐3 score. To one side, among the trees, numerous tables
and seats were arranged for those wishing refreshments and, needless to say, this
part of the social was well‐patronized and efficiently‐handled. A bean bag
competition, as well as a fish pond, provided an abundance of amusement and
incidentally some shekels. Virden Band contributed a nice musical program,
which helped to enliven the evening and was much appreciated.
During the evening, tickets were sold and, later, the lucky ticket holder, Mr. Ted
Boiteau, with ticket No. 65, was presented with a splendid cake.
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Short addresses by Rev. Arthur Smith and J.A. McLachlan dealt with the work of
our men at the front, as well as the ladies and men at home, in the effort to wrest
victory from the terrible Huns.
Following this, Virden’s popular auctioneer, W.M. Pineo, offered several cakes
for sale by public auction and in his own peculiar and convincing way,
demonstrated that the cakes had a very superior value, especially in view of the
object for which the purchase price was being used. As a result the prices
realized were entirely satisfactory.
Mr. and Mrs. Hitchins have asked that we convey their sincere thanks to all who
contributed in any way towards their splendid success achieved.
Another resident of the district has asked us to say that “the thanks of the
community are due Mr. and Mrs. Hitchins for their patriotic spirit in providing
their beautiful grounds and for their efforts to ensure the pleasure of those who
attended.”
The financial result is as follows: Proceeds from ice cream and lemonade. $53.90;
cake draw, $18.25; bean bag competition, $11.25; sale of cakes by Mr. Pineo,
$41.20; collection, $416.10; total receipts, $146.55; expenses; $40.50. A small
private contribution brought the net proceeds up to $107.00, which was divided
equally between the Red Cross and Y.M.C.A. funds.
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A Hymn for Soldiers
The hymn books of our churches contain very few hymns for soldiers, and the
following verses contributed by Rev. Arthur Smith of Hargrave are appropriate
at this time. This hymn can be sung to a common meter tune and we commend it
to the choir leaders of the town and district.
A Hymn For Soldiers
We pray thee for our soldiers, Lord!
Defenders of our land,
Who at her need, with unsheathed sword,
Bravely her foes withstand.
Of many a tribe and nation they,
From varying climates brought
The Empire’s honour, night and day,
In field and trench they sought.
We thank Thee for their courage bright
In deeds of daring shown,
Of death and wounds e’en making light,
Torn flesh and shattered bone.
Support in them the patriot mind
For home and truth to fight,
Which ruthless foes with hatred blind
Menace in cruel might.
O God! Give victory to our arms,
Arms that the weak defend
And, vengeful, from the tyrant’s harms
Deliverance will lend.
O be thou by the soldier’s side
Should death his struggles close;
In that dark vale be Thou his guide,
Sweet help and safe repose.
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Hargrave Welcomes Soldier Heroes
Hargrave was en fete last Friday evening, when the people of the district gave a
formal welcome to the men who have returned from overseas. A luncheon,
served with the usual generosity of the people of this district, was followed by an
address of welcome home by Mr. R.A. Knight, who paid a splendid tribute to the
soldiers of Canada and the soldiers of Hargrave whose service and deeds of
heroism contributed a full share towards the victory of the Empire and her allies.
On gratefulness that so many of our men were spared to return and he thanked
them most sincerely for the splendid service they have rendered.
Mr. John Davis, president of the Virden R.S.A., also made an excellent speech
eulogizing the splendid spirit of sacrifice shown by the men of Hargrave in
common with the men of Canada and the Empire , through which the power of
right over might has been demonstrated to the world.
About twenty returned men formed up for the reception and they were greeted
with rounds applause.
A baseball game between Hargrave and Virden proved interesting and while the
latter won with a score of 6‐3, yet it was anybody’s game until the finish.
An enjoyable dance completed the programme.
There was plenty of food, ice cream and refreshments and everything was free.
An interesting and enjoyable function which will long remain a pleasant
memory.
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