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Toronto’s Response to the 
Outbreak of War, 1939

Ian Miller

Canad ian  h istorians have paid little a ttention 
to the tran sitio n  from peace to w ar in late 

A ugust and  early Septem ber 1939. Jo n a th a n  
V a n c e ’s a w a rd -w in n in g  D e a th  So  N oble: 
M em ory, M eaning a n d  th e  F irst World War 
(1997) does a  m arv e lo u s  jo b  of su rv ey in g  
a ttitu d es  tow ards w ar in  the wake of the G reat 
War. b u t it does not expand into the s ta r t  of the 
Second. C.P. S tacey’s official h istory. Six Years 
o f  War, devotes only m inim al space to exploring 
the  transition , focusing instead  on the  activities 
of C anadian servicemen and  women. The dozens 
of militia h istories w ritten  by the  u n its  after the 
w ar dwell on the fighting, n o t the training.

A fter te llin g  of th e  s to ry  of T o ro n to 's  
experience of the first m on ths of the Second 
World War. it is possible to reflect on why events 
unfolded as  they did. Com m unity reaction to the 
transfo rm ation  of Toronto 's m ilitia force into 
C anad ian  Active Sendee Force (CASF) u n its  
provides a  window into the world of late A ugust 
a n d  ea rly  S e p tem b e r 1939. T h ro u g h  w h a t 
p rocess did th is  body of m ilitia m en transfo rm  
them selves into the  backbone of F irst C anadian 
Army? How m any of them  volunteered to serve 
the Em pire in  the second continental E uropean  
w ar in  a  generation? How did Toronto 's citizens 
respond to the  need to equip ano ther generation 
of its  sons w ith the  tools of w ar?

The m ilitia w as undergoing  som eth ing  of a 
ren a issan ce  in the m on ths leading up  to the 
ou tbreak  of the  Second World War. T hroughout 
m ost of the  1930s. civilians ignored the  m ilitia 
and  governm ents starved it of funds. Adolf Hitler 
changed all th a t. In late  sum m er 1939, as  war 
clouds gathered  over E urope, the m ilitia was 
doing its best to p repare  for a  w ar it viewed as 
increasingly likely. The popu lar m edia began  to

take notice of the  m uch-m aligned organization. 
It s e e m e d  im p o r ta n t  fo r C a n a d ia n s  to 
u n d e rs ta n d  som eth ing  of the  largest m ilitary 
organization in the country, the N on-Perm anent 
Active Militia (NPAM). R eporter Jo sep h  Lister 
Rutledge w as sen t by Maclean's to Niagara Camp 
in  early A ugust 1939 to w rite an  article  on the 
m ilit ia .1 Like h is  co n tem p o ra rie s , R utledge 
n e ith e r understood  no r apprec ia ted  w hat the 
m ilitia did. His assignm en t w as to explain the 
inexplicable. Why w ould anyone vo lun teer to 
spend  two w eeks each  su m m er u n d e r canvas, 
exposed to the  m ud. dirt, and  scorching h ea t of 
a  so u th e rn  O ntario  sum m er?  Any illusions he 
m ight have h ad  abou t a  footloose and  fancy-free 
vacation were quickly dispelled. The m en woke 
early  and  laboured  u n d e r th e  in tense  h ea t of 
early A ugust. The welcome relief of an  early 
afternoon rainshow er w as shortlived as  training 
fields were ch u rn e d  into a  sea  of m ud. “Private 
Jones" endured  it all, even m anaging a smile as 
he lay p ro stra te  in  the  m uck.

Money could not explain their behaviour. The 
princely sum  of $1.20 a day earned by each m an 
for h is sendee w as signed over to h is u n it to 
help  pay for equ ipm en t th a t  a  cash -s ta rved  
federal governm ent w ould no t provide. These 
m en were n o t d raw n from  the  ra n k s  of the 
unem ployed. Militia u n its  could n o t afford to 
suppo rt m en who did not have their own source 
of income. T rain ing  cam ps were filled w ith m en 
from  all w alks of life: from  te n e m e n ts  an d  
university fraternities: from military families and 
ch u rch  groups: from sto res and  factories; from 
m odest hom es an d  elite social clubs.

C a n a d ia n  c u l tu r a l  v a lu e s  o ffe red  no  
justification either. Canadians, Rutledge argued, 
w ere accustom ed  to “looking dow n our noses
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even  a t  o u r  ow n m il i t ia .” P ro u d  o f th e ir  
repu ta tion  as  an  unm ilitary  people. C anad ians 
were con tem p tuous of those “ju s t  playing a t 
soldiers." The m en who sub jec ted  them selves 
to military discipline in their free time, therefore, 
were no t doing so because  of social p ressu re , 
b u t in sp ite  of it.

Rutledge em phasized th a t his own a ttitudes 
were close to the prevailing C anadian  mood. He 
did so to en su re  th a t he w as no t d ism issed  as 
ano ther one of "those m ilitary people" 
who sh o u te d  a t th e  w ind 
ab o u t the  necessity  of ^ i l C m
p r e p a r in g  fo r w ar.
Q uite to the  contrary . V » '# 
h e  h a d  a lw a y s  been  
u n in te r e s te d  w h en  it 
cam e to m ilitary affairs.
Faced w ith  the reality of 
th o u s a n d s  of em ployed 
m en using  their spare  lime 
to tra in  in  the  a r t  of war.
R u tled g e  w as im p re sse d , 
c h a n g e d  h is  m in d , a n d  
devoted the rest of his article 
to in troducing  C anad ians  to 
th e i r  m il i t ia .  A fte r a ll. h e  
reasoned. “Any en thusiasm  that 
can  m ake fifty th o u san d  men. of 
all classes, give up  the m ajor part 
of their spare  time, and  som e of W/jS 
their liberties, and  work amazingly 
h a r d  a t  n o  f in a n c ia l  g a in  to  
them selves, m u st have a germ  of 
g rea tness in it." These m en were the 
vanguard  of a  growing body of C anad ians  who 
were increasingly  a larm ed  a t the deterioration  
of rela tions w ith Adolf H itler's G erm any. These 
m en  rea lized , even  a s  th e  p ro s p e c ts  of a 
E uropean w ar grew7. that if there w7as going to be 
a war. “th e  sm a rt th in g  w7ould  be to  know7 
som eth ing  abou t soldiering.” Life a t a  militia 
tra in ing  cam p also offered rew ards in the  form 
o f s e lf - e s te e m , p h y s ic a l  t r a in in g ,  a n d  
com radeship . It w7as for these reasons, tangible 
and  intangible. Rutledge concluded, that the men 
gave so m uch of them selves.

Rutledge w as waiting as  the world continued 
to spin  towrards  the chaos of the  Second World 
War. Almost ten years into the w orst depression 
W estern coun tries  had  ever experienced, the 
w orld w as p e rch ed  on the  b rin k  of war. In 
defiance of the w estern  powers. Adolf H itler's 
6

G erm an arm ies h ad  annexed Czechoslovakia in 
M arch 1939. Later th a t  sum m er. B ritain  and  
F rance guaran teed  Poland’s frontiers against 
G erm an a ttack  and  began negotiations for an  
alliance with Soviet Russia. Much to the surprise 
of th e  w e s te rn  powders, it w as H itle r  w ho 
succeeded in striking an  agreement with Russian 
leader Jo sep h  S talin . Only nine days after the  
21 A u g u s t  1 9 3 9  G e r m a n - R u s s ia n  N on- 
Aggression Pact w7as declared. G erm an tan k s  

ro lled  a c ro s s  th e  P o lish  b o rd er. 
Unable to check H itler's advances 
with diplom atic p ressu re , B ritain 
an d  F rance declared w ar aga inst 
G erm any on 3 September. Canada 
followed su it one w7eek later.

T orontonians learned  on 26 
August 1939 that the militia had 
been  called to report for duty  
to p ro tec t C anad ian  coastal 
d e fe n c e s  a n d  v u ln e ra b le  
industrial points. As tensions 
m ounted in Europe, citizens 
wrrote le tte rs to the  editor 
c o n d e m n in g  C a n a d ia n  
Prime M inister Mackenzie 
King for failing to trum pet 
C anada 's  su p p o rt of the 
E m p ire . O ne  w a ite r  
sy m p ath ized  w ith  an  
editorial pub lished  in 

^ 7  th e  G lobe a n d  Mail 
0NfvjvA 9b' w hich criticized  King's 

unw illingness to go on record in 
su p p o rt of Britain: “I agree with your \iew s 

ab o u t the silence of o u r political leaders a t th is 
tim e, and  feel deeply hum ilia ted  thereby. To 
soo the  my conscience 1 forward th is  m em o to 
y o u r  in f lu e n t i a l  n e w s p a p e r . S o m e p o e t 
a rticu la te s  my though ts  far b e tte r  th a n  I could 
ever hope to: ‘Now7. w7hen  the shack les for ou r 
lips are forging, silence is crim e."2

The deterio ra ting  in te rn a tio n a l s itu a tio n  
p ro m p te d  T o ron to  C ity  C ouncil to  call an  
em ergency session  on 28 A ugust. In its wake. 
M ayor R a lp h  C. D ay r e q u e s te d  th a t  th e  
D epartm en t of N ational Defence supp ly  troops 
to g u a rd  the city’s public utilities. Immediately, 
local militia u n its  were placed on 24 -hou r duty 
a t w7a te r w7orks, filter s ta tions , hydro-electric 
facilities, and  o ther vital po in ts around  the city. 
As the crisis m ounted. Ontario Premier Mitchell 
H e p b u rn  a n n o u n c e d  th a t  if th e  C a n a d ian

m m

■

Torontonians mill around outside the Globe & Mail awaiting word on the declaration of war, 2 September 1939.

governm ent called for en listm en t for overseas 
service, employees of the provincial governm ent 
who w ished to volunteer w7ould be g ran ted  an  
imm ediate leave of absence. Leaders of the city’s 
o ther m ajor em ployers followed h is  lead: jobs 
and  seniority would be protected in the event of 
wrar.

Toronto’s evening new spapers were filled 
w7i th  c o n te m p tu o u s  c o m m e n ts  a t  K ing’s 
continued silence after Hitler's tanks crossed the 
Polish border. T oron ton ians were incensed a t 
H itler’s unprovoked a ttack , an d  city officials 
w7ere concerned  th a t  crow ds w ould vent their 
f ru s tra t io n  on v isib le  sy m b o ls  of G erm an  
nationalism. Germany’s pavilion a t the Canadian 
National Exhibition (CNE) w as quietly taken  
down on 1 S ep tem ber as  a  crowd of onlookers 
watched. Posters proclaiming G erm any's virtues 
and  s ta tu es  symbolizing its growing pow7er w7ere 
co nsigned  to th e  t ra s h  b in . No one in the  
strangely quiet crowd of over a  thousand  citizens 
m o v ed  to  s to p  th e  w o rk e rs . I n s id e  th e  
In te rnationa l Building, however, citizens were 
m ore boisterous, cheering a CNE employee w7ho 
had  clim bed a ladder to pull dowm the  letters 
spelling ou t G erm any. One elderly w om an who 
had  w itnessed the trials and  tribu la tions of the 
Great War shouted her approval: “Go ahead, pull 
it dowm."3

Every T oronto  m ilitia u n it hoped  th a t  it 
wrould be given the d istinction  of being am ong 
the first to mobilize. The 48 th  Highlanders, Royal 
R egim ent of C an ad a , a n d  T oron to  S co ttish  
Regim ent (M achine Gun) were chosen. O ther 
local militia un its , the  Q ueen’s Own Rifles. Irish 
Regiment, and  Governor General's Horse Guard, 
would have to wait. The officers of the  first three 
units, along with their colleagues in local artillery 
a n d  su p p o rt un its , received word a t 7 pm  on 1 
Septem ber to mobilize. W ithin 90 m inutes, they 
c o n v e n e d  in  lo ca l a rm o u r ie s  to  d i s c u s s  
procedure. On 2 Septem ber, u n its  of the NPAM 
paraded  and  asked  their m em bers to volunteer 
for the newly-formed C anad ian  Active Service 
Force. These new lv-designated u n its  were to be 
active service b a tta lio n s  sponso red  by th e ir 
hom e regim ents. Men could volunteer with their 
com rades from the  militia, and  go to w ar u n d er 
the b a n n e r of th e ir m uch beloved hom e u n its .4

The response  w as overwhelming. All across 
the city, militia m en left families, loved ones, and 
colleagues to proceed to the arm ouries to report 
for service. On a  rain -soaked , hum id  evening. 
Toronto took its first s teps towards participation 
in  the growing w7a r in Europe. M any citizens 
braved the dreary  weather, and  proceeded to the 
arm ouries to w itness the gathering  of the city’s 
forces. Bayonets flashed  in  the  d a rk n e ss  as 
sen trie s  stood g u a rd  a t the  en tra n ce  to the
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arm ouries. R esidents could h e a r  the  shrill call 
of th e  bagpipes as  the  4 8 th  H ighlanders began 
to drill. For the first time in a  generation, citizens 
heard  the sound  of rifle b u tts  strik ing pavem ent 
th roughout the n ight.5

T o ro n to n ia n s  le a rn e d  th a t  B rita in  h a d  
declared war on Germany as  they tu rned  on their 
radios on S unday m orning. 3 Septem ber 1939. 
The official word w as not received un til 6:16 am  
(E astern  Time), w hen m ost city residen ts  were 
still in  th e ir beds. The s tre e ts  were only ju s t  
beginning to come to life w hen B ritish  Prime 
M in iste r J o s e p h  C h am b erla in ’s w ords were 
c a b le d  to  n e w s p a p e r  o ffic e s : “ . . .a n d  in  
c o n s e q u e n c e  th is  c o u n try  is  a t  w a r  w ith  
G e r m a n y .” M any  p e o p le  le a r n e d  o f th e  
declaration as they passed  by new spaper offices 
w here ex tras  were displayed. S tree t ca r drivers 
stopped  th e ir b u se s  to  allow travellers to  read 
the la test bu lle tins.6

For m ost Torontonians, Canada's declaration 
of w ar w as a m ere form ality. They understood  
th a t King w ould convene P arliam ent to d iscuss 
C an ad a’s  participation , b u t th e  outcom e w as 
never in  doubt. C itizens spoke to rep o rte rs  of 
th e ir dedication to the cause , a n d  the necessity  
of defeating Hitler. There w as little of the  naked  
en th u s ia sm  for w ar of A ugust 1914, however. 
The c itizens of 1939 drew  u p o n  experience 
unavailab le  25 years earlier. They understood  
th a t a  continental E uropean  w ar would not be a  
brief and  glorious m eeting of honourable arm ies. 
R esidents knew  th a t  the  conflict would be long, 
th a t sacrifices would be great, and  th a t they were 
ju s t  a t  th e  beginning. W hen res iden ts  filed out 
of th e  ch u rch es  on  S u n d ay  m orning, th e  m ood 
was som ber b u t their com m itm ent to victory was 
profound.

Later th a t afternoon, citizens learned  th a t 
civilians were targets. The p ap e rs  told of a  new 
h o rro r , re m in is c e n t  of th e  s in k in g  of th e  
p assen g e r sh ip  Lusitania  in F eb ruary  1915.

during  th e  F irst World War. At 8:59 pm  (3:59 
E as te rn  Time) on  3 Septem ber, less th a n  24 
h o u rs  a fte r  B rita in 's  d e c la ra tio n  of w ar. a 
G erm an su b m arin e  torpedoed the  passenger 
liner A then ia  200 m iles off Ireland. At least 66 
of its m ore th a n  1,300 passengers  were from 
T oronto . E arly  rep o rts  in d ica ted  th a t  m o st 
passengers h ad  been  removed safely to lifeboats, 
b u t  th a t  a n  undeterm ined  n u m b er of crew and  
p assen g e rs  were killed in  th e  in itial explosion. 
D espera te  rela tives sto rm ed  n ew spaper and  
radio  offices looking for news of loved ones. For 
one, long night, no fu rth e r  in form ation  w as 
available.

The daw n of a  new day b rough t som e relief. 
R eports ind ica ted  th a t alm ost 1,000 survivors 
h ad  been  pulled  from lifeboats and  taken  to 
safety a t Galway, Ireland. Several hundred  others 
w ere n o t so  fo rtu n a te . T orpedoes k illed an  
undisclosed num ber of people, while o thers were 
h u rled  from  th e  sh ip  by the  force of the  b las t 
a n d  d ro w n e d . In  th e  d a rk n e s s ,  p a n ic k e d  
p a sse n g e rs  c a u se d  m ore c a su a ltie s  a s  they  
rushed  for lifeboats, sending several more people 
to th e ir d e a th s  in  the  frigid w aters of the  North 
A tlantic. In a  final g es tu re  of defiance, the  
departing  G erm an U -boat lau n ch ed  two shells 
a t the dying sh ip  and  its disgorged lifeboats 
before d isappearing  into the  dep th s. Toronto’s 
casua lty  to tal, however, w as relatively light- In 
the  two days th a t  the  new spapers gave detailed 
listings of those lost a t sea, the  nam e of only 
one local res id en t appeared: M rs. Jo sep h  G. 
B arring ton  of 54 Knox Avenue h ad  died, while 
h e r 12-year-old son  survived.7

As th e  city learned  of the  fate of Athenia  s 
passengers, militia units continued to a ttest their 
m em bers into the CASF. Typical of o ther Toronto 
un its , the  Toronto Scottish Regiment, under the 
com m and of L ieutenant-C olonel C hristopher 
C raig  T h o m p so n , ex am in ed  m ore th a n  80 
p e r c e n t  o f i t s  NPAM s o ld ie r s  w h o  h a d  
volunteered for overseas sendee. Across the city.

The passenger ship Athenia, sunk on 3 September 1939 with the loss of 112 lives including a Torontonian.
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A Toronto Scottish Regiment recruiting table outside their armoury, 3 September 1939.

a t  least 90 percen t of the serving officers of the 
NPAM volunteered. The first Medical B oards 
were estab lished  a t G race Hospital to begin the 
process of evaluating the  fitness of these  m en.8

The m en in charge of tra in ing  Toronto’s 
infantry battalions were well qualified to oversee 
the process. In the  F irst World War. m any of the 
m en selected to lead the overseas battalions had  
been  politically appoin ted , resu lting  in  officers 
w ith little or no m ilitary experience. The sam e 
could no t be sa id  of the  first con tingen t in  the 
S e c o n d  W orld W ar. L ie u te n a n t- C o lo n e l  
Thom pson h ad  decades of m ilitary  tra in ing . In 
A ugust 1914 he w as 20 years old and  p a rt of 
the Varsity T raining Corps. He w as s tudy ing  to 
be a n  a rc h ite c t  w hen  w ar in te rv en e d , b u t  
volunteered as  a  cavalry officer a n d  eventually 
served as an  engineer, pioneer, sapper, infantry 
an d  s ta ff officer, and  m ilitary detective. Despite 
being w ounded an d  gassed , T hom pson served 
as  a  cap ta in  of the  NPAM G overnor G eneral’s 
Body G uards after the war. O n the  day  the 
T o ro n to  S c o t t i s h  R e g im e n t w a s  fo rm e d , 
Thom pson volunteered, rising  to the ra n k  of 
Lieutenant-Colonel in the fall of 1938. W hen the 
regim ent w as ordered to mobilize, Thom pson 
w as one of the  first to p ass  th e  m edical exam .9

Militia u n its  h ad  a peacetim e s treng th  of 
a p p ro x im a te ly  7 0 0  m en . T he  n e w  CASF

battalions, however, needed more th an  800 m en 
to reach  full com plem ent. They drew  from their 
NPAM p a re n t reg im en ts , b u t  needed  to fill 
rem ain ing  spo ts  w ith civilian-soldiers. The call 
w ent ou t for vo lunteers, an d  the response  was 
predictable. T h o u san d s  volunteered. Facing a 
deluge of recru its , recru iting  officers allowed 
only the b es t physical specim ens to take  the 
m edical exam . Fewer th a n  ha lf of the civilians 
gained  en try  in to  the  in n e r  sa n c tu m  of the  
arm ouries: m any  grizzled G reat War ve te rans 
a n d  e n th u s ia s tic  y o u th s  were forced to w atch 
from the outside. Artillery officers were similarly 
in undated , and  took g rea t pa in s to en su re  th a t 
on ly  th e  b e s t  w ere se lec ted . C olonel O.S. 
Hollinrake of Toronto’s 23rd  M edium  Battery, 
Royal C anad ian  Artillery (RCA) w as typical of 
m ilitia com m anders in  interviewing each  and  
every cand ida te  seeking a place in  h is un it. 
Across the  city. 500 m en were processed  each 
day.10

The Toronto Scottish  Regim ent announced  
th a t it would begin accepting volunteers at 8 am 
on M onday, 4 Septem ber. However, so  m any 
cand ida tes  ga thered  on  S u n d ay  afternoon in 
anticipation of M onday’s recruiting  session that 
officers b rough t ou t a  tab le  an d  began taking 
nam es. “There were so m any m en standing about 
w anting  to jo in ,” one m ilitia officer explained, 
“we th o u g h t we m ight as  well s ta r t  right aw ay.”

” 9
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L abourers, skilled a n d  w hite-collar w orkers all 
anxiously  aw aited th e ir interview . Those men 
w h o  w e re  u n d e r  18 o r  o v e r 4 5  le ft 
d isap p o in ted ."  Alm ost 2 .000  m en gave their 
nam es to recruiting officers in the first two days. 
Local m ilitia u n its  scram bled  to keep u p  w ith 
the paperw ork. They an tic ipa ted  being  able to 
p rocess all NPAM so ld iers  th ro u g h  m edical 
boards by  8 Septem ber, then  begin the process 
of exam ining the hordes of w ould-be civilian 
soldiers. The num ber of medical boards a t Grace 
Hospital w as expanded to fourteen to handle the 
application surge. Eventually, m obilized u n its  
would take to b a rrack s  a t the  C.NE. b u t  in the 
m ean tim e m en tra in ed  d u rin g  th e  day  and  
re tu rn ed  hom e a t n igh t."’

W ith a n  enorm ous n u m b er of m en  from 
w hich  to ch o o se , m ed ical o fficers  a p p lied  
physical s ta n d a rd s  rigorously. Of the 275 m en 
lucky enough to be allowed into one recru iting  
office on 4  S e p tem b e r to  face th e  m edical 
officers. 75 were rejected. T hroughout the city. 
35 to 45 percent of all applicants were refused .1 
As the waves of volunteers continued to descend

A doctor examines a new recruit for the 48th Highlanders, 
5 September 1 9 3 9 . _______________________

upon  local units, militia officers raised standards 
further. Newspapers announced that it m en were 
u n d e r 5 feet 7 inches tall (3 inches taller th an  
th e  m in im u m  h e ig h t  r e q u ire d  by offic ia l 
standards), or u n d er 140 pounds, they need not 
trouble them selves to volunteer.

Despite their best efforts, militia un its  could 
no t com plete paperw ork  a s  quickly  a s  m en 
vo lun teered . The 4 8 th  H igh landers s topped  
accepting  new m en on 7 Septem ber at 11 am 
because it had  ru n  out of a ttesta tion  lorms. The 
R oyal R eg im en t of C a n a d a  w as s im ila r ly  
overwhelm ed, forcing it to notify prospective 
rec ru its  to re tu rn  in a  few days once clerks 
caught up  on paperwork. Infantry u n its  were not 
th e  on ly  o n es  in u n d a te d  by  a p p lic a tio n s . 
T oron to 's  15th  Field B attery , RCA. stopped  
tak ing  the nam es of app lican ts on 6 Septem ber 
un less  the m en had  particu larly  o u ts tan d in g  
qualifications.14

E q u ip m e n t s h o rta g e s  c o m p o u n d ed  th e  
p ro b lem s of s u rp lu s  p e rso n n e l. The new ly 
fo rm e d  CASF u n i t s  r e c a l le d  th e  NPAM 
equipm ent an d  re-issued  it to CASF b a tta lio n s  
in  an  a ttem pt to outfit active service volunteers 
properly. Even with this m easure, m any soldiers 
p araded  in civilian clothes, an d  w7ore ou t their 
cheap civilian shoes on route m arches. M any of 
Toronto 's citizens cam e fonvard w ith offers oi 
clothing, tran spo rta tion , accom m odation, and  
all m an n e r of persona l services in  a  bid  to 
alleviate the  suffering of local soldiers. D espite 
these efforts, equipm ent shortages persisted  for 
w eek s.15 As s ta ff  officers sc ram b led  to  find 
equipm ent. Toronto's CASF units began the long 
process of training. The University and  Fort \o rk  
arm ouries ran g  ou t writh calls ol drill sergeants. 
C iv ilian s  p a s s in g  by co u ld  easily  tell th e  
difference betw een form er NPAM soldiers and  
their new' civilian-soldier comrades. Raw recruits 
struggled painfully w ith the ru d im en ts  of drill, 
looking com ical in their civilian clothes.

As tra in ing  proceeded, politicians gathered  
in O ttaw a for a  special session  of the H ouse of 
Com m ons. On 10 Septem ber. Prime M inister 
King anno u n ced  th a t Parliam ent had  declared 
w ar on Germ any. The announcem en t triggered 
only passing  com m entary in the Toronto papers. 
An editorial in the  S tar  was typical: “C an ad a  is
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now7 officially a t war. B u t C an ad a  s form al 
declaration  sim ply p u ts  in to  w7ords w'hat h as  
been true in all b u t the m ost technical sense ever 
s in c e  a s im ila r  d e c la ra tio n  w7a s  m ad e  by 
Britain."10 While constitutional experts may have 
argued about w hether or no t C anada w7as legally 
a t w7a r  w7h e n  B rita in  w as a t w ar. to m ost 
C anad ians th is becam e an  academ ic question." 
There w as no su rp rise  w'hen King announced  
C a n a d a 's  p a r t i c ip a t io n .  “C a lm ly  a n d  
unflinchingly ." local re s id e n ts  accep ted  the 
new 's.17 None of the CASF u n its  recorded the 
s ig n if ic a n c e  of 10 S e p te m b e r . T h e  4 8 th  
H igh landers d ia r is t  recorded  only th a t  one 
Medical Board had  continued evaluating recruits 
during  the  m orning, adding an o th er eighty-five 
m en to un it s tre n g th .18

C anada's s ta tu s  as  a  declared belligerent did 
noth ing  to change en listm ent p a tte rn s . Units 
a lre a d y  a u th o r iz e d  to  r e c r u i t  to  w artim e  
estab lish m en t con tinued  to accep t volunteers. 
Large l in e u p s  in  fro n t of local a rm o u r ie s  
continued. Many Am erican citizens crossed the 
border to en list w ith Toronto forces, only to be 
told th a t w ithout British citizenry, they w7ere not 
e lig ib le . P o lish  im m ig ra n ts  w7ere  s im ila rly  
rejected. C om m anding officers w7ere in te rested  
only in  B ritish  su b je c ts  w ith “v as t m ilitary  
experience."19

The in tense  com petition  for p laces in the 
CASF resu lted  in  the accep tance  of a  different 
k ind of soldier in  1939. R ecru its in  1939 were

“b ig g er, o ld e r , to u g h e r , a n d  m u c h  m ore  
disillusioned th a n  those w7ho answ ered  the  call 
to the  colours in 1914. M an for m an  they are 
physically stronger, four to six years older, and  
ever so m uch  m ore hardboiled . They all know 
w hat they  are  in for. b u t don 't care .” There were 
so  m a n y  m en  s e e k in g  to  e n ro ll  t h a t  a ll 
volunteers, regardless of ran k  or experience, had 
to sign on as  privates; several form er officers, 
up  to the ran k  of Major, did not hesita te  to offer. 
The average 48 th  Highlander recruit w as twenty- 
n ine years old and  over five feet, n ine  inches 
tall. Seventy-five p e rc e n t h a d  q u it a  job  to 
volunteer, an d  40  percen t w7ere m arried . The 
Toronto S co ttish  R egim ent ra ised  its height 
s ta n d a rd  even higher, to five feet, eleven inches. 
The first th ing  th a t cand idates h ad  to do before 
m eeting w'ith recru iting  officers wra s  to satisfy 
height requirem ents. Ifwrould-be soldiers failed 
to s tan d  taller th an  the m arked post a t the entry 
to the arm ouries, they were sen t hom e.20

M any rejected  vo lun teers wrote to the Star  
to protest against the system  being used  to select 
soldiers. One cand idate  w7as six feet tall and  26 
years of age. b u t w as rejected for defective teeth. 
Citing the fact that this w7a r  would not be a “tooth- 
and-fang-thing," the prospective recruit lamented 
th e  fac t th a t  th e  m ilita ry  w7ou ld  n o t tak e  
advan tage of h is ability to “carry  a pack  load 
through any bu sh  in Ontario." Another fifty-year- 
old veteran  w7ho had  served a s  a  cook in the 
G reat War and  prepared m eals in lum ber camps, 
hotels, sh ip s  an d  sum m er reso rts  w as rejected

Royal Canadian Artillery recruits, in a mix of civilian and military dress, wait to be taken away for their basic training, 10 September 1939.
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b e cau se  he w as too old. In b o th  cases , th e  
m ilitary  h ad  no difficulty filling p laces w ith 
candidates who m et all physical and  experiencial 
r e q u i r e m e n ts .  T he  r e s u l t  w a s  th e  m o s t 
experienced, fit group  of so ld iers the  city ever 
p roduced .21

T oron ton ians got their first good look a t 
these m en on 16 Septem ber. W ith the ir ran k s  
a lm ost filled, m ilitia u n its  took th e ir first long 
m arches through the city streets. Parading under 
the  in tense  h ea t of a  reco rd -se tting  h ea t wave, 
soldiers left the arm ouries, w ent th rough  the 
University of Toronto cam pus, along Lake Shore 
Road, an d  th rough  th e  CNE g rounds. The city 
w as filled w ith  the  so u n d  of troops singing and  
civilians cheering.22

The pa rad e  d em onstra ted  to city residen ts  
the incredible success of early recruiting  efforts. 
M ilitia  u n i t s  h a d  b e e n  o r d e r e d  by  th e  
D epartm ent of National Defence to recru it u p  to 
w artim e estab lish m en t by 21 Septem ber. Even 
m e tic u lo u s  m ed ica l ex am s a n d  d e s p e ra te  
eq u ip m e n t sh o rta g e s  d id  n o t p rev en t local 
batta lions and  artillery u n its  from m eeting their 
targets. The 4 8 th  H ighlanders recru ited  u p  to 
s tren g th  by 15 Septem ber, a  week ahead  of 
schedule . One day  later, the  Royal Regim ent of 
C anada  su sp en d ed  recru iting  b ecause  officers 
believed they  had  enough personnel. The un it 
w as officially com plete on 19 Septem ber. The

T o ro n to  S c o t t is h  R eg im e n t w as  f in is h e d  
recru iting  by 18 Septem ber. The experience of 
T oron to ’s 15th  Field B attery  w as typical of 
artillery un its , reaching wartim e s treng th  by 20 
S e p te m b e r  1939 . All u n i ts  r e a c h e d  th e ir  
d e s ig n a ted  s tre n g th  w ith in  th re e  w eeks of 
receiving the o rder to mobilize.23

Some m easure of w hat it w as like to proceed 
through the enlistm ent process was cap tured  in 
a n  u n u s u a l  s e r ie s  of l e t te r s  by  G ra h a m  
Chatterley, a  local barber shop owner who wrote 
in the Globe and  Mail of his early days as  a  48 th  
H ig h lan d e r. W hen  m ilitia  u n i ts  ca lled  for 
recruits. Chatterley arranged to leave h is barber 
shop  under the direction of one of his employees 
u n til he  re tu rn ed . H aving decided to enlist, 
Chatterley's first challenge was an  interview with 
L ieutenant-C olonel J .H . C hipm an, th e  Officer 
C om m and ing  th e  4 8 th  H ig h lan d ers . W hen 
Chatterley sa t down a t the interview table to face 
h is com m ander, he sa t across from a m an  with 
decades of military experience. Chipm an's career 
began w hen he w as 12 years old as bugle boy in 
the  71st Battalion, com m anded by h is father. 
Ten years later, in  1915, he jo ined  the  4 8 th  
Highlanders a s  a lieutenant, and  served overseas 
from D ecem ber 1915 un til M arch 1917 w ith 
T oronto’s 15th  B attalion. He won a M ilitary 
C ross an d  w as twice m entioned in  despatches, 
b u t he w as never wounded. When the war ended. 
C hipm an wras  G S 03  a t  1st C anad ian  Division

Graham Chatterley, a Toronto barber shop owner, volunteered to join the 48th Highlanders. He wrote regular letters to 
the Globe & Mail describing his experiences. Here he is swearing his oath of allegiance to the King, administered by

By the afternoon of h is first day of 
train ing. C hatterley w as being fitted for 
a “sk ir t .” With great pride an d  a sense  
of connection w ith the  p roud  m en  who 
h a d  w orn  it before h im , C h a tte rley  
accepted h is D avidson ta rtan . D ressed 
a s  a  soldier. C hatterley  se ttled  into a 
ro u tin e . He w oke a b o u t 7 am , h ad  
b rea k fa s t a t hom e, an d  do n n ed  h is 
uniform . He drove to the  arm ouries, 
arriving a t 8:30 am. Fifteen m inu tes 
later, the  new  H ighland so ld iers began 
th e i r  m o rn in g  ro u te  m a rc h  to  th e  
U n iv e rs i ty  of T o ro n to  c a m p u s ,  
accom panied by skerling bagpipes and

Private Graham Chatterley (front row, right) on 
parade for the first time in his new uniform.

headquarte rs . After the war. he jo ined  the 48th  
Highlanders as a  captain, and  served throughout 
the in terw ar period, assum ing  com m and of the 
Regim ent in April 1939.24

Chipm an peppered Chatterley with a barrage 
of questions, no t the  least of w hich was, “How 
serious are you about enlisting?" Having satisfied 
the  Com m anding Officer, C hatterley  faced an  
even more unforgiving m an, the m edical officer. 
Eyes, ears, m outh, lungs, heart, agility, balance, 
and  dexterity were all tested. Failure to pass  any 
of th e s e  te s ts  w ou ld  r e s u l t  in  ex p u ls io n ; 
Chatterley was am ong the 60 percent of recruits 
who passed . After filling ou t an  incom e tax  form 
an d  tak ing  the oa th  of allegiance, C hatterley 's 
new s ta tu s  w as confirm ed by a sim ple greeting 
of “Hi, soldier" from one of the u n it 's  officers.25

The possession  of two th ings set C hatterley 
ap a rt from the civilian population: an  arm  band 
of white, th ree-inch  cotton: an d  a regim ental 
num ber. Likening him self to Sir W alter Raleigh, 
C hatterley  w^as im m ensely p roud  of h is new  
s ta tu s . Since b a rrack s  a t the  CNE were not yet 
ready  to receive soldiers, C hatterley  sp e n t his 
first night as  a  soldier a t home. When he reported 
for du ty  the following m orning  a t 8:45 
am , the arm ouries w as a lready  aw^ash 
w ith soldiers. He quickly d istinguished  
th o se  in  u n ifo rm  a s  fo rm er NPAM 
m em bers, while o thers, like him self, 
relied u p o n  th e ir w hite arm  ban d  to 
indicate their m artial in ten tions. Along 
w ith  h is  new  co m rad es , C h a tte rley  
strugg led  to lea rn  th e  ru d im e n ts  of 
drill.26

sh o u ts  of encouragem ent from local residen ts . 
Drill an d  rou te  m arches filled the  rem ainder of 
the day. D ism issed a t 4 :30 am , C hatterley  had  
time to go for a  tw o-hour swim before taking his 
wife to an  after-dinner show. After five such  days, 
C hatterley’s u n it w as form ally incorporated  as 
“C" Company, 4 8 th  H ighlanders, receiving their 
personal w eapons the  following day. “Taking up 
a rm s ,” C hatterley  noted, w ould never again  be 
a n  a b s trac t concept.27

As individual m en strugg led  w ith tra in ing , 
m ilitia officers con tinued  to p repare  th e  CNE 
grounds to serve as barracks for Toronto's 7,000 
soldiers. Significant renovations were required  
before the grounds could accom m odate so m any 
m en. Priority p lacem ent w as accorded  those 
u n its  ch o sen  to form  p a r t  of C a n a d a 's  1st 
Division: the 48th  Highlanders: Toronto Scottish 
R egim ent: 2 n d  Field P a rk  C om pany, Royal 
C a n a d ia n  E n g in e e rs  (RCE); a n d  D ivisional 
Signals, No. 2 Com pany.28

The Toronto Scottish  and  48 th  H ighlanders 
received m ost of the  new  su p p lie s . D espite  
priority placem ent, shortages continued. By the 
end of Septem ber, m achine guns arrived for the
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The 48th Highlanders march through the Princes’ Gate enroute to their new barracks at Camp Exhibition, on the grounds
of the Canadian National Exhibition, 7 October 1939.

Toronto S cottish . U niform s did not, so it was 
a n  oddly d re sse d  g roup  of so ld ie rs  from  B 
C om pany th a t  first took to  the  ranges a t Long 
B ranch. Of the 150 m en present, ju s t  under half 
had  served w ith the  Toronto Scottish NPAM unit. 
Training began with the basics of range finding, 
an d  each  crew fired 250 ro u n d s  a t ta rg e ts  only 
30 yards away to sim ulate attack ing  infan try .29

Toronto 's m ilitary life did no t evolve w ithout 
som e of th e  vices com m only assoc ia ted  w ith 
soldiering. In late Septem ber, th ree  m en  from 
the  Royal Regim ent of C anada were p laced in 
custody of the guard on charges of drunkenness. 
Unfortunately, no detention room w as available, 
so  the  g u a rd s  h ad  to sp en d  an  uncom fortable 
n igh t ho lding the p risoners in  th e ir  own g uard  
room . The th ree  m isc rean ts  were no t model 
p risoners; they  scream ed  a n d  carried  on all 
evening. D esperate g u a rd s  p leaded  w ith  local 
police officers to accept the  m en into custody  
for the n ight. D espite prom ises to  retrieve the 
offenders in th e  m orning, the  g u a rd s ’ appeals 
fell on deaf e a rs .30

In early October, th ree o ther so ld iers were 
charged  in civilian court w ith  s tea ling  a car. An 
u n n a m e d  Royal R egim ent of C a n ad a  officer 
accom panied  the  m en to court, successfully  
convincing the  M agistrate to d ism iss the  case.

The accused , the  officer argued, h ad  m erely 
played a p ran k  on a com rade, m oving h is  car, 
b u t  they  never h ad  any in ten tion  of stealing  it. 
The th ree  m en were re tu rn ed  to duty, b u t not 
before the u n it estab lished  a Regim ental Police 
Force to reduce fu ture incidents of drunkenness, 
theft, and  gam bling.31

M ilitary officials h oped  to keep  a closer 
w atch on their w ards after the move from Cam p 
Exhibition on 7 October. R eporters could not 
resist highlighting th a t the kilt-clad H ighlanders 
had  their officers' m ess in the Women's Building. 
Apparently, they reported, the military brain trust 
th o u g h t it a m u sin g  th a t  th e  com m issioned  
“Ladies from Hell” sh o u ld  “bed  down w here 
straw berry  preserves, m inced pie and  h andkn it 
socks u sed  to be sew n.” O ther ran k s  dubbed 
the  officers’ bu ild ing  “R osedale.”32

The re s t of th e  H igh landers found th e ir  
sleep ing  accom m odations acceptab le . Horse 
s ta lls  had  been  converted to accom m odate two 
m en each  b u t b ecause  the  sta lls  were slightly 
sm aller th a n  the  average prison cell, conditions 
w ere c ram p ed . W ashroom s, c a n te e n s , an d  
m essroom s, however, were all spacious and  airy. 
M en w ere fo rb idden  from  b rin g in g  civilian 
clo thes w ith them  into ba rrack s, b u t  m outh  
o rgans an d  playing card s were perm itted . The
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la tte r concessions were m inor freedom s in  w hat 
w as a m uch  m ore closely regim ented existence: 
“reveille, 6 a .m .; sick  parade , 6:30; breakfast, 
7:00; com pany parade , 8:15; com pany parade, 
1:30; ba tta lion  parade. 1:45; sick parade, 4:30: 
supper. 5:30: retrea t, 6:00; first post, 9:30: last 
post, 10:00: lights out, 10:15.”33

As O ctober unfolded, the 4 8 th  H ighlanders 
were jo ined  on the CNE g rounds by th e  city’s 
o ther units, beginning w ith the  Toronto Scottish 
o n  10 O c to b e r . G ra d u a lly , th e  p h y s ic a l  
su rro u n d in g s  of the  CNE im proved. After a 
considerable delay, h ea t w as finally tu rn e d  on. 
K itchen staffs a d ju s ted  to th e  difficulties of 
cooking for large n u m b ers  of m en, an d  food 
quality  im proved. Severe personal equipm ent 
sho rtages persisted , however. As the  October 
ra ins and  cold w eather settled over Toronto, one 
o fficer c o n s id e re d  th e  c lo th in g  s i tu a t io n  
" se rio u s ."  R e c ru its  h a d  on ly  one is s u e  of 
clothing, no g rea tcoa ts  or ra in co a ts  to pro tect 
them , and  officers had  no t yet been able to find 
an  adequate supply of boots. The num ber of m en 
on sick parade  rem ained high, posing problem s 
for officers conducting larger un it m anoeuvres.34

Having m aste red  basic  drill an d  w eapons 
tra in ing , rec ru its  h ad  to p ass  one more te s t 
befo re  p ro ce e d in g  to  la rg e r  u n i t  tra in in g .

Screaming, shouting, cursing, and bleeding were 
integral p a rts  of this next stage: the dental check
up. Three clinics began operations on 24 October 
to en su re  th a t  m en  serving overseas w ould not 
be tro u b le d  by  d e n ta l p ro b lem s. The only 
difference for the p a tien ts  betw een civilian and  
m ilitary visits to th e  den tis t involved pavm ent; 
the King picked u p  the  tab  for h is  so ld iers.35

As tra in ing  proceeded, soldier an d  civilian 
a like took tim e to m ark  th e  sacrifices of a  
previous generation . R em em brance Day 1939 
saw  the  gathering  of huge  crow ds. A red poppy 
cou ld  be seen  on th e  lapel of every jack e t. 
T housands gathered around the cenotaph a t City 
Hall to pay  tribu te  to those who sacrificed so 
m uch  in  th e  G reat War. The crowd extended 
dow n Bay S tre e t as  fa r  a s  R ichm ond , and  
h u n d red s  m ore people w itnessed  the  service 
from  w indow s an d  rooftops. At 11 am , a  bell 
tolled eleven tim es, announcing  the  beginning 
of two m inu tes of silence. Squealing stree t cars, 
roanng  traffic, busd ing  factories, and  chattering 
p ed estrian s  were quiet as  silence settled  over 
the city. The only sound  th a t could be heard  was 
the  low h um  of an  electric sign  above a local 
bu sin ess . M any citizens quietly  shed  a tea r in 
m em ory of sacrifices m ade a  q u a rte r-c en tu ry  
ago. Two m inu tes  later, buglers sh a tte re d  the 
silence, sound ing  ou t Reveille.

The 48th Highlanders enter their new quarters - converted horse bams at the CNE.
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Above: Aerial view of the large crowds that came out to 
the cenotaph in Toronto to mark Remembrance Day.

Left: Mayor Ralph Day delivers his Remembrance Day 
speech from the steps of City Hall.

T h o u san d s  of th e  city’s so ld iers were in 
a ttendance , lined u p  along Q ueen betw een Bay 
an d  Ja m e s  S tree ts. The 4 8 th  H ighlanders and  
Toronto Scottish appeared som ber in their khaki 
g reatcoats. Citizens recognized th a t  they were 
in the p resence  of the  m en who w ould one day 
be ve te rans  them selves. M any of the  tea rs  th a t 
fell on th a t cold Novem ber m orning were shed  .1

by loved ones concerned ab o u t the  fate th a t 
aw aited th e ir so ldiers on the fields of Europe.

Mayor Ralph Day, him self a  veteran  of the  
last war, spoke to the  assem bled  crowd from a 
flag-draped platform  on the City Hall s tep s. He 
rem inded h is lis teners  of the w ords spoken  by 
the King during  h is visit to Ottaw a in May 1938:
“Peace a n d  freedom cannot long be separa ted ... 
without freedom there can be no enduring peace, 
and  w ithout peace, no endu ring  freedom." Day
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argued  th a t the Arm istice of 1918 had  merely 
been an  in te rrup tion  of hostilities. “We failed to 
o b ta in  th a t en d u rin g  peace," he concluded, 
w hich ve te rans of the G reat War h ad  fought so 
h a rd  to achieve. As citizens gathered  to honou r 
previous sacrifice, they m arked  the  beginning 
of a  second crusade  against “those things which 
are evil and  wdiich if they were to prevail, would 
m ean  the  end  of the  freedom  of m an  as  we in 
the  B ritish Em pire know it."

W hen the  service ended, th e  crow d was 
asked  to rem ain  in place as  the  m em bers of the 
CASF p araded  p a s t the cenotaph . As each  un it 
passed  the symbol of Great War sacrifice, officers 
barked  out, “Eyes R ight.” Civilians were moved 
by the  sight of ano ther generation of young m en 
readying them selves for war. The image proved 
too m uch  for two onlookers who fainted a s  they 
w atched the procession.36

In the  wake of R em em brance Day services, 
th e  pace  of w ar p re p a ra tio n s  c o n tin u e d  to 
increase. Om inous reports from the  battlefields 
o f E u ro p e  le n t  n e w  u rg e n c y  to  t r a in in g  
operations. H itler’s arm ies had  overrun Poland 
by the end of Sep tem ber 1939. In con tras t, the 
W estern F ront rem ained  relatively inactive as 
bo th  sides w aited for opportun ities to exploit.

All four com panies of the 4 8 th  H ighlanders 
took part in an  exercise to in troduce troops to 
b a ttle f ie ld  c o n d itio n s . A fter sp e n d in g  th e  
previous evening on guard  duty  a t the CNE. the 
m en began with an  eight-mile rou te  m arch from 
barracks, followed by in tense  m anoeuvres on 
more th an  500 hilly acres in the H um ber Valley. 
S ta lk e r  s n ip e r s  a n d  f ie ld  a n d  a e r ia l

reconnaissance  w'ere employed th ro u g h o u t the 
day. allow ing officers a n d  m en to p rac tice  
coordinating their efforts. The em phasis w as on 
tak ing  cover from enem y fire. One com pany 
p lay ed  th e  enem y , fo rc in g  a n  e n tre n c h e d  
H ighland com pany to  w ithdraw  in  the  face of 
enemy fire. This movement w as conducted under 
sim ulated  battlefield conditions, with tw'o o ther 
com pan ies providing cover fire to allow the 
overwhelmed company to disengage successfully. 
Major E.W. H aldenby oversaw' the  operation, 
telling reporters th a t im portant lessons had been 
learned .37

Artillery un its  were also practicing rearguard 
a c tio n s .  T he  9 th  (T oron to ) F ie ld  B a tte ry  
sim ulated a situation in which the unit was called 
upon  to stop the progress of enem y troops from 
“W estland" a tta c k in g  Yonge S tre e t. O rders 
arrived from the Officer Com m anding, 3rd Army 
Field Brigade. RCA, a n d  the u n it sp ran g  into 
action. Orders w'ere filed, positions were located, 
gu n s w ere lim bered up, and  the artillery  forces 
of “E as tla n d ” were deployed in a  relatively open 
position. After firing a mock 2,500 rounds, new' 
o rd e rs  a rriv ed  to r e t r e a t  1 .500  y a rd s  to a 
fa rm h o u se  offering b e tte r  shelter. S tra in in g  
u n d e r th e  effort, en listed  m en gained  valuable 
h a n d s -o n  tra in in g , w hile officers an d  n o n 
c o m m is s io n e d  o ff ic e rs  i ro n e d  o u t  
com m unications difficulties.38

While m uch  of the tra in ing  w as designed to 
tra in  recru its  in  the  a r t  of m echanized warfare, 
som e exercises tau g h t them  how  to survive gas 
a ttacks. M ilitary D istrict 2 construc ted  a gas 
c h a m b e r in fron t of the  g ra n d s ta n d  a t the  
Exhibition barracks. R eporters w'ere allowed to

Soldiers from the 48th Highlanders training in the Humber Valley, November 1939,
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enter the cham ber wearing the respirators issued 
to  C a n a d ia n  t ro o p s .  T h e y  s u rv iv e d  th e  
experience, b u t were then  asked  to b rea the  tear 
gas w ithout the  pro tection  of a  gas m ask , with 
p red ictab le  resu lts . T ear gas w as only u sed  to 
te s t  th e  r e s p ira to rs  for fa r  d e a d lie r  tr ia ls  
involving CASF troops in the  w eeks to come. 
T roops w'ould be “inocu lated” aga inst the  gases 
they would confront on the battlefield by entering 
the cham ber w earing their resp ira tors. Soldiers 
would learn th a t they could survive a  gas attack, 
provided they took adequate  p recau tions .39

While active service un its  continued to train. 
NPAM un its  lobbied for the chance to “go active." 
even as  they continued  to enroll new' m em bers. 
The Governor General's Horse G uard ran  clinics 
to allow' n o n -co m m issio n ed  officers, ju n io r  
officers, a n d  troopers to upgrade their skills. 
The Irish Regim ent convened a special m edical 
panel to evaluate its m em bers on th e ir  fitness 
for overseas service. It was hoped th a t this action 
w ould increase the efficiency of the  u n it w hen 
finally called to active sendee. Sim ilarly, all 
officers and  sen io r non-com m issioned  officers 
of the  Q ueen 's Own Rifles h ad  a lready  passed  
m ed ical exam s d e c la rin g  th em  elig ib le for 
overseas service.40

Decisions made by the C anadian government 
an d  the Chief of the  G eneral S taff (CGS) in the 
ea rly  w 'eeks of th e  w ar s h a p e d  T o ro n to 's

experience. The poor tra in ing  conditions th a t 
C anadian w inters offered, coupled with the need 
to  o u t f i t  C a n a d ia n  t ro o p s  w ith  B r i t is h  
equipm ent, p rom pted  the CGS to a rrange  for 
the d ep a rtu re  of 1st Division before C hristm as 
1939. Once in Britain, the Division would train  
for up  to th ree  m o n th s  before seeing  active 
sendee.41

A ccord ing  to  a n c ie n t B ritish  tra d itio n . 
Toronto’s CASF un its  deposited their regim ental 
colours in  local ch u rch es  for safekeeping until 
th e ir  re tu rn . The Toronto Sco ttish  p araded  its 
colours on 19 November to Knox C hurch , on 
S p a d in a  A venue . In  a  so le m n  ce rem o n y , 
m em bers of the regim ent p resen ted  the  colours 
given them  by Sir Douglas Haig, the com m ander 
of B ritish  forces in the  G reat War. Over 4 ,000  
citizens gathered  ou tside  the  ch u rch  to w atch 
the spectacle. At the appo in ted  hour, kilt-clad 
H ighlanders arrived accom panied by skerling 
pipes. According to trad ition , the regim ental 
a d ju ta n t addressed  Rev. T. Christie Innes: “Sir. 
I have been  com m anded by Lieut.-Col. C.C. 
Thom pson, com m anding the  Toronto Scottish  
R egim ent, to inform  th e  a u th o r itie s  of th is  
church  th a t he h as  repaired here today wdth the 
colours of the  Toronto Sco ttish  Regim ent, and  
desires adm ission  to proffer a request th a t they 
be deposited here in .” The m inister replied. "Sir. 
inform Lieut.-Col. C.C. Thom pson, com m anding 
the Toronto Scottish Regiment tha t every facility

The regimental colours of the Toronto Scottish Regiment were laid 
up in Knox Church prior to the unit’s departure for overseas service.

Below: The colour party and escort drawn up before the church.

Left: Lieutenant-Colonel C.C. Thompson, commanding officer of the 
Regiment, leads the procession into the church.
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Soldiers from the 48th Highlanders say their final goodbyes before their train leaves Toronto, 16 December 1939.

shall be afforded him  in executing h is m ost 
la u d a b le  p u rp o se ."  The co lo u rs  w ere th e n  
trooped  in to  th e  c h u rc h  a n d  so ld ie rs  an d  
spectators sang  “Onw ard C hristian  Soldiers" as 
the symbol of the Toronto Scottish Regiment w as 
laid to rest beside th a t of its forerunner, the  old 
7 5 th  B a tta l io n . Rev. In n e s  sp o k e  on  th e  
im portance  of sym bols. The B ritish  flag, he 
argued, “stood for righ teousness, self-sacrifice, 
a n d  fa ith fu lness to death , and  it flew for tru th , 
freedom a n d  unity ." At the end  of the  sendee, 
prayers w'ere offered, and  buglers sounded  Last 
Post, followed by the p ipers ' lam ent, “Flowers 
of the Forest.”42

The final sign th a t  the  u n its  of the  1st 
Division w'ere ab o u t to depart w as th e  holding 
of open hou ses  a t Cam p Exhibition ba rrack s. 
The 4 8 th  H ig h lan d ers  a n d  2nd  Field Park  
Company held a special opening on 16 December 
1939. the very day they left for “poin ts E a s t.” 
The w eather was clear and  cool as  12.000 friends 
and  relatives sw am ped the ba rracks to spend  a 
few precious h o u rs  w ith loved ones departing  
for the front. The open house  w as not scheduled 
to begin un til 6:30 pm . b u t the  crow'd began  to 
g a th e r six h o u rs  earlier, ju s t  a fter noon. Each 
soldier had  been given passes to issue to friends 
an d  relatives, because  the  new' com m ander of 
the 4 8 th  H ighlanders. L ieutenant-C olonel Eric 
H aldenby, MC, h a d  hoped to res tric t access to 
o n ly  th o s e  c iv i l ia n s  w ith  p r o p e r  
docum en tation .43 Howrever the crow'd w'as so 
large an d  so in s is ten t a t being adm itted  to the 
barracks tha t guards adm itted everyone. Having 
gained  adm ission , m others, b ro thers, sisters, 
d augh ters , sw eethearts , an d  wives h u n ted  for 
their soldiers. Above the din. the regimental band

played dance  m usic. A few' khak i clad soldiers 
grabbed  p a rtn e rs  a n d  danced. Most, however, 
c h a tte d  q u ie tly  w ith  th e ir  fam ilies . S m all 
c h ild re n  s a t  o n  f a th e r s ’ k n e e s , c u r io u s ly  
exam in ing  gas m ask s  as  p a re n ts  s to red  u p  
im ages th a t m ight have to last a  lifetime.

A bugle call a t 8 :30 pm anno u n ced  the end 
of the  open  house. Nobody paid  it any  notice. 
M inutes later, however, sergeants began breaking 
up  the  p a rty  an d  the  m en fell in to  parade . 
Soldiers from the Royal Regiment of C anada and  
the  Toronto Sco ttish  Depot B attalion proved 
incapable  of holding back  the surg ing  crowds. 
Reinforcem ents were called from other un its  not 
on duty, and  eventually  o rder w as restored . 
A ccom panied by b ands, the first tra in  carrying 
headquarters and  “D” Company departed a t 9:00 
pm. The rem aining com panies left an  ho u r later, 
jo in in g  th e ir  co lle ag u e s  from  th e  T o ron to  
Scottish w'ho had  departed  twelve days earlier.44 
Toronto had  sen t ano ther generation of its young 
m en to war.

The m ilitia provided a se ries  of tangible 
benefits to th e  early Second World War effort. 
T oronto 's m ilitia  u n its  provided th e  tra ined  
officers and  non-com m issioned officers which 
form ed the backbone of the  u n its  m obilized in 
1939. War d iaries  reco rd  th a t  a lm ost every 
o ffic e r  w ho se rv e d  w ith  T o ro n to 's  NPAM 
volunteered  for active service. Since in terw ar 
m ilitia u n its  carried  a su rp lu s  of officers, the 
m ilit ia  a ls o  p ro v id e d  t r a in e d  o fficers  for 
subsequen t form ations. As Lieutenant-Colonels 
C hipm an. Thom pson, and  H aldenbv’s records 
indicate, sen io r officers often had  a  q u a rte r-  
cen tu ry  or m ore of m ilitarv  experience. The
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A final farewell for an overseas-bound 
Toronto soldier.

m ilitia provided a  place for G reat War ve te rans 
to con tinue  learn ing  ab o u t m ilitary tactics and  
pass  h a rd  won lessons on to ano ther generation 
of C anad ian  soldiers.

T h e  m il i t ia  a ls o  p ro v id e d  e n o rm o u s  
n u m b ers  of tra in ed  personnel for o ther ranks. 
Using d a ta  genera ted  by staff officers working 
in Toronto 's M ilitary D istrict 2. it is possib le to 
estim ate  the n u m b er of form er NPAM soldiers 
in 1939 batta lions. The 4 8 th  H ighlanders had  
approximately 700 other ranks on strength  w hen 
ordered to  m obilize in  Sep tem ber 1939: fully 
eighty percen t (roughly 560 m en) volunteered 
to  serve in the  CASF. Even after the  m edical 
officer applied the  s tren u o u s  m edical exam  and 
e l im in a te d  o n e - th i r d  o f th e  a p p l i c a n t s ,  
a p p ro x im a te ly  3 7 5  t r a in e d  m e n  fo u n d  
th e m se lv e s  p a ra d in g  a s  p a r t  of th e  4 8 th  
H ighlanders, CASF. In o ther w ords, alm ost half 
the  m en from Toronto’s 1939 b a tta lio n s  were 
from  the  m ilitia. These m en  accelera ted  the 
tra in ing  of their new civilian-soldier com rades, 
an d  provided a reserve of tra ined  m en  to fill the 
inevitable holes left by non-com m issioned  and  
ju n io r  officers killed or w ounded in  battle .

The strong  cadre of m ilitia-tra ined  soldiers 
h ad  an  enorm ous im pact on the  selection  of 
would-be civilian soldiers. The story of a  twenty- 
six-year-old rejected for poor teeth highlights the

quality  of so ld iers being accep ted  in  1939. He 
h ad  no military' experience, b u t he w as strong, 
young, an d  walling. The perfo rm ance of the 
in terw ar m ilitia, however, en su red  th a t there  
w ere  re la tiv e ly  few p la c e s  a v a ila b le . The 
em phasis  belongs n o t on the  fact th a t a  young 
m an  w ith poor tee th  w as rejected, b u t on the 
reality  th a t  a  far superio r physical specim en, 
likely with military experience, filled the position.

The existing militia s truc tu re  was invaluable 
in  creating  the s tru c tu re  of C anad ian  divisions. 
The D epartm ent of National Defence could select 
u n its  m obilized in  each  Military' D istrict and  
en su re  adequate  geographical rep resen ta tion . 
W ithin M ilitary D istrict 2. the m ilitia worked 
closely w ith newly au tho rized  CASF ba tta lions 
an d  artillery u n its  to organize forces as quickly 
and  efficiently as possible. The NPAM recalled 
equipm ent issued to its personnel, and  re-issued 
it to CASF un its . While these  recycled pieces of 
eq u ip m en t were no t su ita b le  for ba ttle fie ld  
con d itio n s , th ey  he lped  eno rm ously  in  the  
process of training m en for front-line duty. NPAM 
un its  not mobilized in  Septem ber did everything 
in  their power to aid  CASF form ations, even as 
they continued to absorb and  train  new recruits.

The in te rw a r m ilitia  s tru c tu re  provided  
comfort to citizens ad ju stin g  to the  reality of a 
necessary  conflict. Civilians were fam iliar with
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th e  m il i t ia  u n i t s  t h a t  th e i r  f r ie n d s  a n d  
neighbours would call hom e. The estab lished  
m ilitia  p resen ce  c rea ted  th e  in fra s tru c tu re  
n ecessa ry  for the  early  tra in in g  of overseas 
forces. C urious citizens could proceed to the 
a rm ouries to  w atch, thereby  dem ystifying the 
p rocess th rough  w hich a civilian becom es a 
soldier. For their p a rt, newly activated  soldiers 
could rem ain  close to their families longer th an  
would have been the  case h ad  they been forced 
to d epart for p laces like N iagara Cam p to train . 
This sense  of o rder and  decorum  su rro u n d in g  
the process of pu tting  a country on a  w ar footing 
w as all p a rt  of a  con tinuum . C itizens were not 
forced to familiarize them selves w ith new  u n its  
or system s. They could be com forted by the 
knowledge th a t CASF form ations pe rp e tu a ted  
un its  which had  fought and  survived the carnage 
of the F irst World War. Cerem onies like the  
parad ing  of the  colours allowed civilians to feel 
a  bond with the past, and  feel confident th a t this 
un it would also survive the challenges ahead.

H istorian J.L. G ranatstein h as  long been one 
of the  m ost vocal and  p e rs is ten t critics of the 
absence of C anadian nationalist sentim ent prior 
to 1939. C anadians, he h as  argued, w ent to war 
for one reason: “because  B ritain  w ent to w ar.’’ 
He condem ns C an ad a’s lack of en th u s ia sm  at 
th e  d e c la ra tio n  of w ar, a n d  dw ells on th e  
a ttitu d es  of the  “n eu tra lis ts , iso lation ists, and  
League supporters , as  well as  the  v ast m ajority 
of Q uebeco is.”45 Only a C a n a d ian  h is to ria n  
would condem n C anad ians  for having  learned 
lessons from  the past. G ran a ts te in 's  focus on 
F rench -C anad ian  sen tim en t an d  the  lim ited 
opposition in English C anada has prevented him 
from exam ining the  ac tions and  sen tim en ts  of 
the patriotic majority. There was no en thusiasm  
for a  varie ty  of reasons. System ic b a rrie rs  did 
not allow the sam e k ind of carnival a tm osphere 
which had  greeted 1914’s new s th a t the  Em pire 
w as a t war. The m em ory of the  G reat War and  
all its sacrifices w as still fresh. No one could be 
en th u s ia stic  abou t the  p ro spec ts  of renew'ed 
fighting in Europe. Lack of such  naive sentim ent, 
however, shou ld  no t be in terp re ted  as  evidence 
of a  lack of com m itm ent to fighting w h a t w as 
perceived to be a necessary  war.

There w as no g rand  undertak ing  to send  an  
expeditionary force as soon as  w ar w as declared 
in 1939. The Second World War did no t create  
its own version of C anada’s colourful First World 
War M inister of Militia, S ir Sam  H ughes. There

w as no need. While the th rea t a t the outbreak  of 
the F irst World War w as the  fall of France, in 
1939 it was the fall of d istan t Poland. The nature  
of the early w ar effort in 1939 w as based  on a 
long-term  bu ild -up  of s treng th , no t the sudden  
crisis to s tem  a G erm an flanking m anoeuvre. 
T hese  dec is io n s  m ade  in  O ttaw a, however, 
shou ld  not be allowed to obscure the dedication 
of average  C a n a d ia n s  to th e  war. H ad the 
opportun ity  p resen ted  itse lf to sen d  ano ther 
expeditionary force in  the  early days of the war, 
C a n a d ia n s  w o u ld  h a v e  w h o le h e a r te d ly  
supported it. Toronto's arm ouries were besieged 
w ith  m en w anting  to enlist. These volunteers 
were m en  w ith  fam ilies a n d  jo b s  who were 
convinced th a t Hitler presented  su ch  a th rea t to 
the security  and  freedom  of the  world th a t they 
were willing to p u t everything aside to  join.

Moreover, while th e  G reat War h a d  built 
quickly to a  crescendo, the Second World War 
h ad  been  brew ing for years. C itizens in 1939 
h a d  w itn e s se d  th e  s te a d y  d e te r io ra tio n  of 
relations between Britain and  Germany, and  had  
lost th e ir faith  in the  policy of appeasem ent. 
T oron ton ians behaved as  a  people a t w ar after 
King's decision to call ou t the  m ilitia in late 
A ugust 1939. C itizens u n d e rs to o d  th a t  the 
s itua tion  in  Europe w as explosive. Toronto City 
Council called out the militia to protect its public 
works against enem y a ttack  or sabotage. Fear of 
the  advances of a G erm an arm y into Poland in 
la te  A ugust p ro m p ted  th ese  m e a su res , no t 
B ritain 's declaration of w ar alm ost a  week later.

The behavior of T orontonians, civilian and  
m ilitary, in the  opening m on ths of the  Second 
World War underlines the necessity of asking new 
q u es tio n s  ab o u t the  in te rw ar period . W hen 
reporter Jo se p h  Rutledge travelled to N iagara 
Cam p, he did so accom panied  by a p a rticu la r 
set of ideas a n d  assu m p tio n s ab o u t the  militia. 
References to “Saturday  night soldiers,” and “war 
m ongers” ind icate  the pervasiveness of a n ti
m ilitia a ttitu d e s  in  in terw ar C anada. Despite 
these negative rem arks, the militia w as the toast 
of the town barely  a m on th  later. How did th is 
p rocess unfold? How did civilians respond  to 
the  m ilitia in the  in terw ar years?  Som ething 
caused  Torontonians to celebrate w hat they had  
becom e accustom ed  to denigrating. C itizens 
m u st have been p e rsu ad ed  by the  course  of 
e v e n ts  to  a c c e p t th e  n e c e s s ity  of a n o th e r  
expeditionary force to defeat a  larger evil.
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Very little is know n ab o u t the ideas and  
assu m p tio n s  th a t p rom pted  citizens living in 
Septem ber 1939 to tu rn  their world upside down 
and  go to w ar for the second time in a  generation. 
A nalysts an d  h isto rian s have focused upon  key 
da tes to  m ark  the  p assage  from  peace to war. 
The behav iour of T oron ton ians, civilian and  
m ilita ry , d e m o n s tra te s  th e  fallacy  of s u c h  
a rb itra ry  d is tin c tio n s . N either c iv ilian  n o r 
m ilitary records paid  m uch  a tten tio n  to the  10 
Sep tem ber C anad ian  declaration  of war. Their 
dedication to  th e  w ar effort did not even begin 
on 3 S ep tem ber 1939 w ith B rita in 's  form al 
declara tion  of war. Citizens h ad  been  behaving 
a s  though  they  were a t w ar since th e ir own 
governm en t ordered  th e  m obilization ol the 
m ilitia  on  26 A ugust 1939. T here  w ere no 
editorials, rallies, speeches, or denuncia tions of 
th e  m ove to  m obilize to  p ro te c t C a n a d a ’s 
in terests. The absence of d issen t is all the more 
rem arkab le  given th a t  the  experience of the 
enorm ous sacrifices of the  F irst World War w as 
still fresh. No one living in Sep tem ber 1939 
would have taken  w ar w ith G erm any lightly. 
N evertheless, T oron ton ians m u st have carried  
ideas and  a ttitudes learned from interacting with 
th e ir world du ring  the  previous decades which 
enabled them  to steel their resolve for war. When 
an d  how were these  lessons absorbed?

The ac tio n s  of local b a rb e r  sh o p  ow ner 
G rah am  C h a tte rley  h ig h lig h t th e  p roactive 
m easures citizens were walling to take. Chatterley 
left a  successfu l b u s in e ss  in  the  h a n d s  of an  
employee so he could volunteer for overseas 
service. There w as no th ing  jingoistic or naive in 
his behaviour, however. In his letters to the Globe 
and M ail C hatterley  em phasized the  b u s in e ss 
lik e  a tm o s p h e re  a m o n g s t  fo rm e r  m ilit ia  
m em bers an d  new'- recru its . These new soldiers 
understood tha t the conflict would be a long one, 
b u t they pu t aside norm al civilian p u rsu its  until 
H itler w as defeated. W hat lessons had  citizens 
like C hatterley  d raw n  from th e ir  read ing  of 
in te r n a t io n a l  e v e n ts ?  O n w h a t  b a s is  d id  
residen ts agree th a t it w as finally time to resolve 
the  issu e  by force?

Sim ilar questions arise  w hen reading abou t 
R em em brance  Day 1939. The crow ds were 
larger th an  ever, dem onstrating th a t citizens still 
had  an  enorm ously strong link with the sacrifices 
of the G reat War. The casua lty  lists, the  broken 
hom es, and  the  endless stream  of sacrifices were

still fresh. It canno t be argued  th a t these people 
went to war ignorant of the potential cost. Mayor 
Day’s speech  reveals a  com m itted an d  engaged 
populace w hich understood  w h a t the  soldiers 
who stood before them  would encoun ter u n d er 
battle  conditions. Despite th is  knowledge, their 
resolve to see the w ar to a  successful conclusion 
w as profound.

The militia h ad  served, a n d  would continue 
to  se rv e , i ts  p u rp o se . E x is tin g  s t r u c tu r e s  
expanded to su it  a  new se t of c ircum stances, 
b u t  th e  p ro c e ss  w as one of ad a p tin g , no t 
fundam entally transforming, the pre-war militia. 
The sto ry  of the first four m on ths of war, and  
the  in te rac tio n  betw een  th e  m ilitia an d  the 
com m unity, provides a  window into the cultural 
process through which a people goes to war. The 
behavior of so ld iers and  civilians ind ica tes a 
people firmly com m itted to a  dreadfu l conflict. 
T heir ac tions also suggest th a t the  hypothesis 
th a t  C anad ians  w ent to  w ar solely, "precisely, 
because  B ritain  w as a t w ar is incorrect. It w as 
a n  in fo rm ed , co m m itted  p o p u la tio n  w hich 
decided to go to w ar a t a  p a rticu la r  tim e, for a 
p a rticu la r se t of reasons._____________________
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