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'Tis the season to be jolly, not just because we've
passed the solstice, the days get longer and a new year
beckons, but also because we can look forward to the
next edition of the Branch's annual spring seminar,
which this time falls from Friday the 6th through Sunday the 8th of March.
In early December we distributed a first notice of the
program the Branch Executive looks forward to delivering in the usual, cherished ambience of the Currie
Room, Bay Street Armoury.

We are grateful that Susan Neeson will once again
see to it that the silent auction of books and other
worthy materials is an event members will eagerly
anticipate.
The last few seminars have been fully subscribed.
We encourage everyone who plans to attend in
March to complete and return their registration
form.
March will be here before you know it. Get ready
for a grand time

Your Branch Executive is pleased with the depth and
diversity of the presentations you can look forward to
seeing in March. We have sought to assemble a package of talks reflecting the broad categories members
have told us they prefer.
The talks participants will get to see and hear will
come from both members and outside experts. Some
presenters will be familiar to long-time participants in
these seminars, other less so.
Mary Sanseverino will take members on a virtual tour
of peaks in the Rocky Mountains named for people
and events of the war while relating stories about the
people they are meant to honour.
Yvonne Van Ruskenveld can always be relied upon to
give a compelling, absorbing account of a facet of the
war many of us haven't thought about. This time her
subject will be Canadian General Hospital No. 5, raised
right here in Victoria.
William Schaub will tell us about the Roosevelts—a
large cast of them—who did the family proud as part
of the American Expeditionary Force.
These are just three of ten presentations you can expect to entertain and illuminate in March. You can see
details of the full program elsewhere in this issue of
The Listening Post.
One new element we look forward to introducing is a
Collectors Showcase of Great-War-related items members can bring to sell, trade or simply show off to others having shared interest in the war and its artifacts.
Executive member Roger McGuire will be the lead
hand in this new initiative. Members having treasures
they are keen to display can contact Roger at rog2

Alan MacLeod
Branch Executive Member

Western Front Association
Pacific Coast Branch
The Pacific Coast Branch of The Western Front Association was founded in 1999 and has members from the
Provinces of British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan; and the States of Washington, Oregon, California,
Virginia and Georgia. The worldwide membership in
the Western Front Association is over 6,500 in 60 separate Branches in Europe, North America, Australia and
New Zealand.
The WFA is non-political and does not seek to glorify
war. Its principal objective is to perpetuate the
memory, courage and comradeship of the people on
all sides who served their countries during the Great
War in and over France and Belgium, on other fronts,
at sea and in their own countries.
Another important objective is to inform and educate
the public on the continuing relevance the Great War
has on the modern world.

The Listening Post
This newsletter is produced by the Western Front Association, Pacific Coast Branch. Membership in the
WFA-PBC is $30.00 annually and includes subscription
to the Listening Post. Submission of pictures and articles can be sent via email to
editor@wfapacificcoast.org .
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A Message from the Editor
Robert Forbes
If you had been wondering where your Listening Post was, you are not alone, I am
sure. Over the summer and fall to this point, my life became more than a bit busy
and other pressing projects for our musical theatre school and other things just kept
pushing this down on the To-Do list.
When you couple that with an amazing dearth of material to include, it never
seemed to come up any higher in the to-do list until now. I can count the number of
submissions from members on one hand, and I can also report the number of relevant articles that have popped up in my various news feeds significantly dropped off
after about March.

This summer , amongst my many adventures, my partner Margaret and I had an opportunity to spend a week in the German capital. Berlin , if you have never been, is
an amazing vibrant city that showcases German history unlike most other cities in the country. Not one of
the famous museums on Museum Island, the German History Museum is well worth the visit. It has exhibits of the whole history of the German peoples, right up to past the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.
It covers the conflicts of the 20th Century and I must say it is quite interesting to see the familiar topics from
“the other side”. My various travels through France and Belgium have always told the well-known stories
from a familiar point of view, and although I have visited German cemeteries of both World Wars, which are
just as poignant and stark as those in the Commonwealth War Graves system.
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The Forgotten Indian
Cahal Milmo, The Independent
Like 1.5 million of his fellow countrymen in colonial India, Sukha volunteered enthusiastically when the call
came for recruits to bear arms for Britain’s “King Emperor” in a far-off European war in 1914.
It was a journey from which the 30year-old serviceman, again like tens
of thousands of his compatriots,
never returned. But when Sukha
died, his remains were abandoned
in a different “no man’s land” from
the Flanders quagmire that claimed
the lives of so many who fought on
the Western Front in the First
World War.
Sukha was a so-called
“untouchable” – those regarded
with such disdain that they did not
merit a surname and performed
menial functions, from cooking to
emptying officers’ bed pans. When
he died of pneumonia in 1915 in a
Hampshire military hospital, neither his Hindu nor Muslim comIndian soldiers in transit through Paeris
rades were prepared to accept his
body for burial. Instead, the vicar of St Nicholas Church in Brockenhurst offered a space in the graveyard for
him.
The headstone, bought with contributions from parishioners, paid tribute to the serviceman from Uttar Pradesh. It reads: “By creed, he was not Christian, but his earthly life was sacrificed in the interests of others.”
The story of Sukha casts an uncomfortable light on the prejudices of India’s caste system, which persist to
this day. But it is also a tale that highlights another troubling legacy of the First World War – the forgotten
role of the vast numbers of men who travelled from the British Raj to fight in the trenches of France and Belgium.
A book, For King and Another Country: Indian Soldiers on the Western Front 1914-18 by Shrabani Basu, recounts for the first time some of the personal stories of the Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims from modern-day India and Pakistan who fought alongside the British and other allies in the conflict. For 12 months between
1914 and 1915, the British Indian Army fought on one of the bloodiest stretches of the Western Front.
But despite contributing the largest volunteer army from Britain’s imperial dominions at a cost of some
70,000 lives, there is concern that the sacrifice of the fighters from pre-partition India has been allowed to
slip between the cracks of the post-colonial history of both countries.
Basu, a historian, said “Few people are aware that 1.5 million Indians fought alongside the British – that
there were men in turbans in the same trenches as the Tommies … They have been largely forgotten, both by
Britain and India.
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“The soldiers who had fought for their colonial masters were no longer worthy of commemoration in postindependence India. There is no equivalent of Anzac Day. The contribution of Indian and other Commonwealth soldiers should be part of the First World War curriculum in schools, and museums should highlight
their stories. That is the only way to ensure that they do not become a footnote in history.”
By Armistice Day, soldiers from the subcontinent had won 11 Victoria Crosses, including the very first awarded to a British Indian Army soldier – Khudadad Khan, a machine gunner with the 129th Baluchi regiment. The
Germans were taken aback by the ferocity with which the Indians fought. One enemy soldier, who had witnessed Sikh troops in hand-to-hand combat at Neuve Chapelle in 1915, wrote: “At first we spoke of them
with contempt. Today we look on them in a different light …. In no time they were in our trenches and truly
these brown enemies are not to be despised. With butt ends, bayonets, swords and daggers we fought each
other and we had bitter hard work.”
Often the Indian soldiers were forced to improvise, using jam tins packed with explosives as grenades and
inventing the Bangalore torpedo – a tube filled with TNT used to blow holes in barbed wire.
In order to sustain the Indian troops in the alien environment of northern France, a remarkable logistical operation was put in place, which included the setting up of separate kitchens to meet the dietary requirements
of Muslims and Hindus. In many cases, cooking was carried out close to the front lines to allow curries to be
supplied to the soldiers, at the cost of the lives of many orderlies killed by artillery as they ferried the hot
food to the trenches.
But the heavy death toll was also exacerbated by acts of negligence. The
Indian regiments were sent to Europe
in their tropical cotton drill; winter kit,
including greatcoats, did not arrive
before dozens had perished from cold
and frostbite
Eventually, Britain’s generals recognised that the Western Front was not
the best place to deploy its Indian
troops and instead sent them into
battle in locations from Mesopotamia
to Gallipoli, where they again fought
valiantly.

British Indian soldiers behind a fortification in East Africa during WWI, 1915

“Time has now healed some of those
wounds and we can look with fresh
eyes at the historic contribution of
Sikhs, Hindus and Muslims. It is very
important because it also helps British

Asians to understand and feel part of Britain.”
As Basu’s book makes clear, the men fighting in Flanders were under no illusions about the nature of the conflict into which they had been thrust. A poem by one Sikh soldier reads: “The cannon roar like thunder, the
bullets fall like rain/ And only the hurt, the maimed and blind will ever see home again.”
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Harry Houdini’s Unsung Contribution
Helen Flatley
Harry Houdini is remembered all over the world as the
ultimate escape artist. He mesmerized crowds of adoring
fans by performing seemingly impossible feats, including
escaping from an underwater prison while bound in metal
chains, and even making a fully-grown elephant disappear
on stage in front of thousands of people.
However, few of Houdini’s modern fans know about his
patriotic activities during World War One, when his escape artist skills were put to good use training soldiers to
prepare for life-threatening scenarios in the battlefield.
Houdini was born Erik Weisz (the spelling was changed to
Ehrich Weiss on his registration in the U.S.) in Budapest in
1874. His family made the journey to the United States in
1878 and settled in Appleton, Wisconsin, where his father
served as a rabbi to the local Jewish community.
The young Ehrich developed a keen interest in magicians,
and began to pursue a career as an illusionist and escape
artist. He adopted the stage name of Harry Houdini, in
homage to the French magician Jean Eugène RobertHoudin.

Harry Houdini in handcuffs, 1918

Houdini built a varied and successful career, and his acts
enjoyed huge popularity both at home and abroad. However, when the United States joined the World War One
in 1917, he took a break from his career and threw himself into helping with the war effort.

Houdini was passionately devoted to his adopted country, and fully supported the government in the war.
He is quoted by biographer William Kalush in The Secret Life of Houdini: The Making of America’s First Superhero as saying, “My heart is in this work, for it is not a question of ‘Will we win’ or ‘Will we lose.’ We must
win, and that is all there is to it.”
Houdini soon realized that he could put his own unique skills to work in support of the war effort. He began
to give training courses to American soldiers who were preparing to ship out to the Western Front, and
taught them how to cope in stressful and life-threatening situations.
Houdini taught the soldiers how to survive on a sinking vessel, drawing on his own experience of extricating
himself from chains underwater. He also taught the soldiers ways to escape from ropes, chains and even German handcuffs.
Houdini’s classes were so successful that it soon became his full time occupation. For over a year, he travelled around the country from training camp to training camp, sharing his knowledge and motivating the
troops that were about to head off to war.
In an interview for NPR News, Kalush reveals that Houdini had been working as an undercover agent for both
the American and British governments for some time before war broke out — at least as early as 1908. Kalush recounts that Houdini was recruited as a secret agent by William Melville, the man “in charge of foreign
6
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intelligence for Great Britain” after impressing Melville with his escape skills.

In addition to giving courses, he also put on shows exclusively for the soldiers and their families, and became
involved in fundraising activities.
He proved to be extremely adept at selling war bonds, a scheme devised by the government to raise funds
for the war. During one show, a man in the audience offered to buy $1000 worth of war bonds if Houdini
could extricate himself from his shirt in less than 30 seconds. Houdini did so successfully, and then sold his
shirt to the man for a further $1000 of war bonds.
Houdini offered his time and money for free in order to support the soldiers and the government in the war
effort. In total, he raised over $1 million in war bonds, and sacrificed an estimated $50,000 in lost earnings by
removing himself from the tour circuit for a whole year.
While Houdini may be remembered today as the ultimate escape artist, his contribution to the war effort is
an important and oft-forgotten part of his legacy.
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For Evermore: Holden, AB
Alan Macleod
The village of Holden, Alberta, about a
hundred kilometres east of Edmonton,
comprises some 350 souls. The bestknown son of Holden is the famed drag
racer, Dale Armstrong. The paint is peeling from the sign above the door of
Malick's Plumbing at the community's
main street crossing. A decent lunch can
be had at the diminutive Country Kitchen a few doors away. Business seems
not all that brisk at the Holden Hotel
pub across the street.
But for one detail, Holden does not
strike the passerby as a particularly
noteworthy place. That one detail is to
be seen at the village's main intersection, by Malick's Plumbing: one of the
most remarkable war memorials you
will find anywhere in Canada. Capping the monument is a soldier, in Manitoba Tyndall stone, hiding behind
the shattered wall of a bombed-out building. In his left hand the soldier grasps a Lee-Enfield rifle, in his right
the grenade he is about to hurl into the enemy ranks gathered on the opposite side of the wall.
The figure is the work of one Frank Norbury, a man who happened to be not just a sculptor of some renown
but a journalist and a soldier of the Great War who lived to tell about it. The stone soldier of Holden is among
the most original, striking and unusual of Canada's stone and bronze war-memorial soldiers. It is all the more
remarkable that such a figure should have been produced for a tiny, off-the-beaten-track place like Holden.
Given the village's size it is no surprise that the list of the village sons who went
off to war and never returned to Holden runs to only eight names. One of the
eight is Girtle Louis Baker, a man of the cloth, a minister, who enlisted at Montreal in the 5th Overseas Universities Company in December 1915. The Reverend Baker was 27 at the time he became a soldier, a native of Hespeler, Ontario. Hespeler was best known for many years as the place a well-known brand of
hockey stick was manufactured.
By the spring of 1917 the 5th Universities Company was but a memory; by then
Private Baker was serving in a storied Canadian infantry battalion, Princess Patricia's Canadian Light Infantry. He breathed his last July 6, 1917, the death register card showing that he had been wounded, taken prisoner, then died in hospital. His final resting place is in the grand British war cemetery, Cabaret-Rouge,
a short distance downhill from Vimy Ridge. Some 7,662 soldiers are buried
there, five thousand of them unknown. Seven hundred thirty-nine of the graves are Canadian.
The growing season may not be long in northern Alberta but Holden is nonetheless farming country and it is
no surprise that some of the young men remembered on the Holden monument were farmers at the time
they decided to "do their duty" and become soldiers in the Canadian Expeditionary Force.
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Cecil Mumford was an early volunteer in the CEF: a native of Haliburton, Ontario, Mumford enlisted in the 3rd Canadian Mounted
Rifles the day after New Year's day 1915 at Vegreville, less than 30
km north of Holden. The 3rd CMR was Private Mumford's original
unit and it was his last too. Mumford was not long a Canadian soldier. He was killed in action the first of December 1915 southwest
of Messines. The young farmer who never returned to his northern Alberta fields is forever part of the soil of Belgium, buried at
Berks Cemetery Extension on the road between Ypres and Armentieres, just one among the 149 Canadians buried there.
A compelling studio portrait of Cecil Mumford survives: in it he
stands with trumpet in his right hand, looking determined, confident, keen. Among those left to mourn his passing was the official
next-of-kin, his father Suddie back in Holden. The inscription Suddie Mumford chose for Cecil's war grave speaks loudly of the importance of the son to the father: The light that ye so well begun is
finished now and wholly won.

Was Cecil Mumford acquainted with fellow farmer John Montague 'Jack' McCloskey? It seems easy to imagine that he was. A native of Glasgow, Scotland, McCloskey was two years older than Mumford when he enlisted at Edmonton in the 66th
Battalion, November 1915. Like so many other infantry battalions raised in the
early months of the war, the 66th did not endure as an independent fighting unit:
it was broken up, its men reassigned to front-line battalions decimated by 'the
wastage of war'.
Jack McCloskey survived the Vimy Ridge battle at Easter 1917 but not by much.
He was killed in action April 28, 1917, in the attack on Arleux-en-Gohelle, one of
402 Canadians who died that single late-April day. Remarkably, a majority of
those who died April 28 have no known grave, their remains so obliterated that
they could not be identified. Some 267 of the 402 are remembered on the great
Canadian memorial to the missing on Vimy Ridge: more than eleven thousand
who died in France and have no known grave.
Left to mourn was another father, James McCloskey of Glasgow. Would the inscription carved on the Vimy
monument have been a comfort to the Glasgow father whose son's grave he could never visit?
To the valour of their countrymen in the Great War and in memory of their sixty thousand dead this monument is raised by the people of Canada.
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Weapons Disposal may be Leaking
Rick Noack, Washington Post
After World War I and World War II, officials decided to dump hundreds of thousands of metric tons of munitions into the oceans around Europe, which at the time appeared to be the most easily accessible disposal
ground. Some of those weapons — including mines containing mustard gas — were simply dropped into the
Baltic and North seas in the heart of Europe rather than being taken to faraway dump sites near the Arctic
Circle.
But the hidden legacy of those world wars may come to haunt the continent for decades to come.
The Belgian newspaper Het Laatste Nieuws reported that officials have grown concerned that one of those
dump sites — close to the Belgian coastal municipality of Knokke-Heist — has started to leak. At the site, two
out of 23 probed locations showed signs of contamination, the paper said. The revelation followed months of
official inquiries into what authorities fear could be a mounting public safety threat.
If confirmed, the leaks would hardly come as a surprise to other officials around Europe. They see themselves
in a race against time to prevent the leaking of deadly gases and other hazardous substances, but they have
struggled to have their concerns heard.
While mustard gas leaks from Europe’s underwater
weapons cemeteries were long considered a worstcase scenario, officials also are expressing alarm over
leaks of explosives such as TNT from dumped land
mines or sea mines. While those substances have
been contained inside metal cases for eight decades
in the case of World War II, and about a century in
the case of World War I munitions, the metal has
rusted and become porous.
In the 1920s and 1940s, that may have seemed like a
distant threat amid the still-vivid horrors of some of
the deadliest conflicts in world history. But in more
recent years, such leaks have posed a growing environmental threat. Activists have blamed the leaks in
part for decreasing biodiversity in the Baltic Sea.
The dumping of ammunition at sea after WW1

The problem extends far beyond the “weapons ceme-

teries” that are now making headlines.
In the neighboring Baltic Sea, more than 80,000 mines are believed to be beneath the surface. Unlike the
North Sea’s mass dump sites, the locations of single mines are more difficult to track down. There are only
vague maps of where the mines might be hidden — and most of them appear to be spread out across hundreds of miles.
Reminders of their potentially deadly impact have mounted.
Over the last 50 years a large number of accidents related to sea-dumped CW have been reported in the Baltic, the North Sea, the Adriatic Sea and the Sea of Japan. Most accidents involved fishing crews; in some cases complete lumps of Yperite (mustard gas) were fished up, often resulting in serious burning wounds. Numerous incidents have also been reported related to the washing ashore of shells.
The largest number of accidents were reported by Danish fishermen in the Baltic Sea—as much as 450 accidents since 1976 (Theobald, this volume). The latter is most likely related to the policy in Denmark - fisher10
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men are compensated for each
shell that is recovered and
brought onshore. In Sweden,
where no such policy exists, the
number of reported accidents is
surprisingly low. This seems to indicate that most likely many accidents are not reported, and probably the shells are thrown back
into the sea.
Local fishermen in the Irish Sea
also regularly bring up munition in
their nets. At least one fisherman
was injured by explosives. In the
1990's thousands of small chemical and toxic explosives devices
were washed up on the beaches
An image of the seabed off the Belgian Coast
of Northern Ireland and Scotland's
west coast (a.o. Mull, Oban, Arran). The munition had most likely become dislodged as a result of pipe laying
activities close to the Beaufort dump site; some people were badly injured when bombs they picked up on
the beach ignited
“It’s unbelievable how many mines there still are,” Cmdr. Peeter Ivask, the head of Estonia’s navy, told a visiting reporter late last year.
“Our
sion
will
dec-

mishere
last
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Britain’s First Female War Photographer
From the diary of Olive Edis:
"On Friday 14th we started what proved
to be about the biggest day’s work. We
first drove back in the rambling old ambulance car to the hospital where I had photographed in the dispensary – 25 Stationary, where we grouped all the Sisters in
the chapel. They made a perfectly beautiful picture in their grey dresses and white
caps with the touch of scarlet on their
capes. I was immensely taken with the
whole thing.
We then went on for an hour’s drive to
Pont de l’Arche, where after a good lunch I
had five more rather difficult groups to do,
a barber’s regular Bond St. establishment
with Miss Button as coiffeuse, others of
machinery, electric deposits and acetyline
welding.

Nurses coming out of their Chapel, No. 25 Stationery Hospital, Rouen. 14 March, 1919.

We then had a long two hours more in the ambulance to Gournay. I managed to get outside with the driver,
for the noise inside with the rattling of the fittings was fearful, and had a wonderful view of the flooded Seine
in mist and rain – a most beautiful winding road through the forest of Lyons.
The way was long and unknown, and Lady Norman’s help was needed with the maps. As it grew dark we had
the benefit of a faint glow of moon. We passed through Beauvais, with its lovely Cathedral and Choir with flying buttresses, but it was closed. We
reached Précis about 9.30 only to find that
our unit had flown three days before. It was
rather an awkward predicament on dark,
unknown roads. However, the girls seemed
mightily pleased with the adventure, which
made all the difference. As it would have
been unheard of for three benighted ladies
to seek shelter at Chantily GHQ of the
French army, we made for Creil, a dull ugly
manufacturing town where the Germans
had been.
We found there was a train to Paris at
10:25, so got the chaffeuses to take us to
the station and then sped them on their
homeward way, whilst we took the train."
Who Was Olive Edis?
Members of Queen Mary’s Army Auxiliary Corps working alongside soldiers in the
heaps of clothing at the Army Ordnance Depot at Vendraux.
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Mary Olive Edis, known as Olive, was born on 3rd September 1876, the daughter of a successful London doctor. She took up photography in 1900, after being given her first camera in 1900 by her cousin Caroline, who
was to become the subject of Edis’ first photographic portrait. In 1905 Edis and her younger sister Katharine moved
to Sheringham, and set up their first photographic studio
together.
Katharine left the studio when she married, but Olive continued to work as a professional photographer until her
death in 1955, eventually opening studios in London, Cromer and Farnham, Surrey. Over the course of her career she
photographed a huge cross section of society, from local
fishermen and their families to royalty, including George VI,
and influential figures such as author Thomas Hardy. She
also photographed members of the suffagette movement,
including Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst.
Edis was also was a pioneer of new photographic techniques, and was one of the first people in the country to use
the Lumiere Brothers’ autochrome colour process professionally. She even designed and patented her own diascope,
a special viewer for autochomes, which are best viewed
with back-lighting. She was also one of the first women to
be accepted as a Fellow of the Royal Photographic Society.
In 1918, Edis was commissioned by the Imperial War Museum to photograph women’s war work in Europe,
and despite her trip being delayed due to the precarious military situation, and some opposition to sending a
woman to photograph a war zone, in March 1919 she embarked on a month long journey around France and
Belgium with Lady Norman, Chair of the Women’s Work Committee, in which she chronicled the lives of
women working on the front lines and the devastation that followed the Great War. She was the first British
woman to be commissioned as an official war artist, and only the 5th official photographer to visit Europe to
cover WW1. She kept a journal of her travels, which documents her journey through war-torn Europe. Many
of these photographs, taken using a large glass-plate camera, now form part of the Imperial War Museum’s
collection.
Other important commissions which she was offered over the course of her career include some of the first
colour photographs of Canada, which were taken as part of a promotional campaign for the Canadian Pacific
Railway, and interior shots of 10 Downing Street.
Edis was known for her signature style, which used natural light and shadow to create striking portraits. She
also had an instinctive ability to get the best from her subjects, putting them at their ease and capturing a
true, informal likeness. She treated all her subjects with the same respect, and put her success down to
“being in sympathy” with her sitters.
Cromer Museum holds the largest collection of her work, which includes prints, autochromes, glass plate
negatives, cameras and ephemera. Collections of her work are also held at the Imperial War Museum, the
National Portrait Gallery, the National Media Museum and the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Centre in
Austin, Texas.
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How Britain Dishounoured its First War Africa Dead
David Lammy, The Guardian
Over the decades, hundreds of thousands of war dead who served Britain in the First World War have been
written out of the story. Both the first and last shots in that war were fired not on the western front but in
Africa, where British and German empires fought for colonial territories.
In addition to soldiers, Britain recruited an army of porters to carry ammunition and supplies to the front
line. Conditions were appalling and many faced what amounted to a death march. It was an operation of
such a scale that, to this day, former mustering points in Kenya and Tanzania are known as Kariakoo after the
Carrier Corps.
Antonny Wachira Kimani is the caretaker for the Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemetery in Voi in
southern Kenya, maintaining rows of graves near
hills that lead south towards Tanzania. Paying my
respects to the fallen, I read names of British captains and corporals who died far from home. I ask
Kimani where the bodies of the Africans are buried. He points beyond the perimeter fence of the
immaculately kept grounds into the bush, where
homeless locals sometimes sleep in the undergrowth and dogs pee among rubbish.
Official records put the death toll of the Africans
who served Britain in the East Africa campaign at
around 100,000, but many historians estimate it
Senegalese infantrymen defend a trench during at Gallipoli in 1915.
at up to three times that. Kimani shows me
where some of them lie. Outside the fence. No names, no graves, no dignity.
But this is not the result of Kimani neglecting his duties but of a political decision taken thousands of miles
away at the highest levels of the British establishment. I had to accept that one of the British institutions I
always admired, the CWGC, was hiding a scandal.
A letter uncovered in the commission’s archives, from the early 1920s, shows the rationale of those who decreed this morbid form of apartheid. It is written by the colonial secretary to the governors of the British protectorates, explaining policy that applied to the burial of “natives” who had served Britain. Unlike memorials
to those who died in Europe or were white, “the commission would not erect individual headstones but a
central memorial in some suitable locality to be selected by the [British colonial] government concerned”.
The letter writer knew the policy well. He was the former secretary of state for war and chairman of the Imperial War Graves Commission. He concludes: “I have the honour to be, sir, your most obedient humble servant, Winston S Churchill”.
His letter was found among bundles of incriminating documents in the archives of the CWGC, thanks to the
determination of Prof Michèle Barrett of Queen Mary University of London, an expert on the history of dehumanisation. “For a long time, the War Graves Commission claimed to have acted with complete equality, and
they didn’t,” Barrett explains. She has 15 years of research to back up her claims, much of it conducted in a
clandestine way in the CWGC’s own archives. A decade or more ago she sent the commission an article she
had published, inviting it to collaborate with her on further funded research. The response was silence.
Perhaps the CWGC had been sold the same fictitious version of history as I had. As a teenager, I visited the
battlefields of the western front, then moved on to the cemeteries where Britain commemorates the bloody
conflict. The Americans repatriate the bodies of their “fallen”, but Britain realised during the first world war
14
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that to do so would be an impractical and morale-lowering undertaking. So instead, the then Imperial War
Graves Commission buried the men near where they died, with individual graves, according to the principle
that “every one regardless of their rank or position in civil life shall be treated with equality”. When Barrett
discovered that this was mainly a western front policy and didn’t apply to Africans, she resolved to call it out.
In a CWGC document, African soldiers and carriers are referred to as “semi-savage”. Another suggests “they
are hardly in such a state of civilisation as to appreciate such a memorial” and “the erection of individual memorials would represent a waste of public money”. So across East Africa there are just three memorials to all
of those who died, in Nairobi, Mombasa and Dar es Salaam. I reached one by clambering over a chain fence
in the middle of a busy roundabout. On it is the silky verse of Kipling, “Even if you die, your sons will remember your name”.
Barrett’s detective work led us to some wasteland. She had found references to “vast Carrier Corps cemeteries” in Dar es Salaam. We were standing in one. It was entirely unmarked; no plaque, let alone a gravestone,
was anywhere in sight. Beneath our feet were as many as 10,000 Africans who had served Britain. Unremembered.
A memo of a meeting between the War Graves Commission and the British colonial governor recorded: “[He]
did not care to contemplate the statistics of the native African lives lost in trying to overcome the transportation difficulties of the campaign in East Africa.” Appallingly, it adds that Carrier Corps cemeteries “should be
allowed to revert to nature as soon as possible”. That’s how this happened. Even today, across the world,
great care is taken to track down, identify and bury British war dead. There are more new burial services by
the commission for recently discovered or identified bodies. But not in Africa.
I showed Nairobi university students photographs of African soldiers and carriers from the first world war
and also the manicured cemeteries for Europeans and those few Africans deemed worthy of commemoration because they were believed to be Christian. In the classroom there was bitterness. “These were brothers, uncles, fathers,” one student said.
The CWGC took part in a documentary
presented for Channel 4. I met the director general, Victoria Wallace, who
acknowledged that in the past the commission did not act with the kind of
equality you would want to see today.
This needs to be put right, with archives
scoured for names. Also the CWGC needs
to start telling the story of why so many
of those who served Britain are not
named and not remembered as individuals.
This is a story that forces us in Britain to
rethink our deeply held traditions that
come to the front of our minds during
the Remembrance period and still have
the power to affect our national mood,
A colorised image of Senegalese soldiers serving in French Army on the Western Front
including the capacity to soothe, even
in June 1917
momentarily, the chaos and fractures of
Brexit Britain. We can’t say that we remember all our war dead with honour and dignity and yet exclude a
third of a million people who died in their own continent serving Britain. Next week, as I lay my wreath in
Tottenham, I will be remembering them all.
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THE PCB ANNUAL SEMINAR
MARCH 6-8, 2020
Your WFA/PCB Executive is pleased to provide members first notice of the next in our annual March seminars, March 6-8, 2020. Attached with this message are two items, 1] the seminar registration form you will
need to complete and return as directed on the form, and 2] a description of the presentations you can expect to see in March. We are very pleased with the depth and diversity of the presentations you can look forward to.
Given increased catering costs we have had to increase fees applicable to that component of the weekend
program. Charges for all other elements remain unchanged.
If the past few years are any indication, the 2020 program is likely to be fully subscribed so we recommend
that members secure their places early. Presentation abstracts, below, are in alphabetical order by presenter.
Remembering Well? Canada and Great War Centenary
Dr. Geoff Bird, Royal Roads University
This presentation explores the response of Canada to the Great War centenary of 2014-2018, serving as an
overview and evaluation of commemorative efforts. The concept of ‘remembering well’ is considered in
terms of relevance, awareness, and achieving deeper engagement in the 21st century. Whereas commemoration was not funded nor supported by the government to the extent many would have hoped, events both
in Canada and overseas sought to explore and profile the impact of the war on Canada, as well as to inform
Canadians’ sense of identity and belonging. Discussion will also explore specific commemorative initiatives.

When History Became “His Story”: Private G. F. Mingot and the CEF
Britta Gundersen-Bryden, Author & Branch Member
When George Frederick Mingot, a Saskatchewan farmer, joined the CEF in 1916 he could not have imagined
that fate would take him to the very part of France where he had been born. Private Mingot saw action in
some of the Canadian Corps’ most significant campaigns, including the Hundred Days offensive, from August
8 to November 11, 1918. Pte. Mingot was wounded—more than once—and experienced wartime medical
care. This presentation follows Mingot through the war and demonstrates how even the humblest soldiers
left a lasting legacy.
Resistance by Coastal First Nations during the Great War 1914-1918
Dr. Jim Kempling, Branch Member

Much of the traditional history of the involvement of aboriginal peoples in WW1 is drawn from the experience of First Nations like the Mohawk. Under leaders like Joseph Brant they had a long military tradition as
allies of the British Crown. This presentation will focus on the much different story of principled resistance by
the First Nations of Coastal BC.
Oregon's Generals
Mark McLain, Branch Member
Oregonians have fought and died in conflicts, and World War One was no exception. Two men who called
Oregon ‘home’ eventually reached the grade of Major General with one becoming one of America’s few true
heroes of the war while the other would go on to become a Congressman and the 21st Governor of the Beaver
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State. Both were West Pointers—the same class of 1887—and both originally came from the Midwest. These
men were two of Pershing’s Generals.
Road Warriors: Canadian and Newfoundland Women Ambulance Drivers in the Great War
Linda Quiney, Author & Branch Member
In 1916, when women were first selected to replace men in the British Red Cross ambulance convoys in
France, the idea was greeted with skepticism. Regardless, the women’s ambulance corps proved a success.
Among some one hundred drivers were at least ten Canadian and Newfoundland women, including Vancouver’s Grace Macpherson. Grace kept a detailed and candid diary record of her service, and these `volumes,
plus the personal reflections of several other Canadian drivers, Red Cross records, journalists accounts, and
photographs, provide a vivid picture of this unique experience of women’s Great War service.
Mountains, Memory, and the Great War
Mary Sanseverino, Mountain Legacy Project, University of Victoria
As war raged in Europe the surveyors of the Inter-Provincial Boundary Survey worked to accurately map the
BC-Alberta border. A key player in this effort was Arthur Oliver Wheeler. Between 1916 and 1918, armed
with the authority to name previously unnamed physical features as he saw fit, Wheeler named more than a
hundred mountains and other features for important people and battles of the war. Using archival and modern photographs, this presentation will use the mountains as a means for exploring memories of the Great
War.
The Roosevelts in the Great War
William Schaub, Branch Member
At the outbreak of the Great War, Theodore Roosevelt, arguably the most famous man in the world, advocated strongly for the entry of the United States on the Allied side. His intent was not realized until April, 1917,
by which time his fourth cousin and his niece's husband, Franklin Roosevelt, was assistant Secretary of the US
Navy. By the Armistice, all four of Theodore's sons had served, one had been killed in action, two seriously
wounded and decorated in combat. His daughter served as a nurse, his son-in-law as a US Army Surgeon.
Armistice To Versailles
Scott Usborne, Branch Member
Although the Armistice started definitively 11 November 1918, peace was ambiguous. Uncertainty continued
after the signing of the Treaty of Versailles in June 1919. Nineteen-nineteen was a tumultuous year for belligerents unsure if the war might re-start, or a new kind of war-global revolution unfold. Lurking within all combatant countries was the threat of internal revolution, already occurring in Russia, Germany, Hungary, and
even threatening Canada, as shown by the Winnipeg General Strike. Thus, it is not uncommon to find Canadian war memorials inscribed 1914-1919.
The Unique History of Canadian General Hospital No. 5
Yvonne Van Ruskenveld, Branch Member
Founded in 1904 after the Boer War, the Canadian Army Medical Corps (CAMC) had just 127 members in
1914, including doctors, nursing sisters and non-commissioned personnel. From 1914 through 1918, it expanded dramatically—over half of Canadian doctors served overseas in the CAMC. This talk will focus on the
experiences of one group of Canadians who served in an active war zone far from the Western Front. It will
describe how Canadian General Hospital No. 5 was raised in Victoria in 1915 and followed a trajectory shared
by few other Canadian medical facilities in the Great War.
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The Military-Scientific Revolution in the First World War
Dr. David Zimmerman, University of Victoria
This talk will examine Allied science in the First World War, to show that it was in this conflict that the break
between 19th century empirical innovation and the application of applied science to war began. The presenter will argue that, while most war research remained empirical, this methodological approach proved inadequate to solving major military problems. As a result, the first examples of military applied scientific research
occurred during the conflict. The focus of the talk will be on French physicist Paul Langevin's invention of active sonar or ASDIC.
If you don’t have the registration form, emailed by Alan Macleod on December 5, please let me know by
email at robert.w.forbes@outlook.com and I’ll be sure you get one sent to you.

Pompeii—Great War Style
Daniel Boffey
The plot of land – little bigger than two football pitches – has been described as “the first world war’s Pompeii”. But many of the secrets of those who fought and died on this Flemish field are still destined never to be
told.
At 11am on Oct 10 2019, the burial of 13
British and Commonwealth soldiers at
Wytschaete military cemetery near Ypres
brought to a close a nearby archaeological
dig responsible for uncovering the remains
of 110 men, an intricate web of trenches
and tunnels, and arguably the most comprehensive snapshot of the changing fortunes and horror of the 1914-1918 war.

Soldiers prepare to bury two coffins at Wytschaete military cemetery, near
Ypres, Belgium.

The plot in question, on the edge of the
village of Wytschaete, close to the cemetery, repeatedly changed hands through
the war and the misshapen jagged land left
behind, unusable by farmer or urban planner, meant that archaeologists benefited

from it being largely untouched when they arrived in 2018.
More than a hundred mourners watched under an autumnal sun as three coffins covered by the union flag,
containing the British empire and Commonwealth soldiers found on the field at Wytschaete – Whitesheet to
the British troops – were buried side by side.
One coffin was for an unnamed British soldier, identified by nationality due to his dentures that bore the
stamp “Leeds”. A second contained the skeleton of a soldier whose specific nationality is not known, and the
third held the partial remains of 11 lost men, all identified as British and Commonwealth army due to the
scattered parts of military uniform, including general service buttons from greatcoats found by their bones.
Most are thought to have been killed in the last months of the war.
An orchestra and choir made up of young men and women from the Theodorianum Paderborn school in cen18
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tral Germany, Mildenhall College academy in Suffolk, and St Joseph’s College
Ipswich, sang In Flanders Fields, led by
17-year-old Wilfred Kensley.
The joint Anglo-German choir was an
acknowledgment of the very particular
story of the excavation of the so-called
Hill 80, formerly the site of a windmill,
which became an entrenched German
gun position when the village was captured in 1914. It was taken in the Battle
of Messines in June 1917 before being
recaptured by Kaiser Wilhelm’s army in
1918 in the Battle of Lys. The village was
only restored to allied hands in September 1918 at horrendous cost on both
sides.

The detritus of war

Three French and one South African soldier found will be buried at a later date. The nationality of a further
20 men has not been assigned.
On Friday, 73 German soldiers, found along with the British and Commonwealth soldiers, will be buried in
one of Germany’s own nearby cemeteries. Among those will be the only soldier to be identified by name: Pte
Albert Oehrle, 17, a volunteer in a Bavarian battalion.
Verdegem said: “When we started, the next door farmer said to us that he had always been told through
generations that an entire army was buried in the field. And at 110 men, we are not far off. Everything was in
place as it was at the end of the war.
“We found the original floor of the miller’s house which had been incorporated into the trenches, the doorstep, the pavement of the inner courtyard and the cellars. We found stairs down to the tunnels, but they had
collapsed. In terms of the remains, some had been buried by their comrades but the graves had been lost.
“Others were found where they had died in the trenches. Some were just scattered bones below a few inches
of ground. Pompeii is, of course, very different
but it gets to this idea of finding everything
where it was left.”
Verdegem said that identifying the British had
been difficult given the lack of artefacts around
their remains.
“We think most of them died in April 1918 during the German spring offensive,” he said.
“Ninety per cent of the Germans were early casualties from October to November 1914. Lots of
inexperienced reserve troops in battle for the
first time were decimated. There were wedding
rings, wallets, glasses, rosary beads – a lot of
them had those – and bibles.”
Chair and table in an early German trench
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