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PRO PATRIA

Britons, in this great fight to which you go

Because where Honour calls you, go you must,

Be glad, whatever comes, at least to know

        You have your quarrel just.

* * * * * *







Others may spurn the pledge of land to land,

May with the brute sword stain a gallant past;

But by the seal to which you set your hand

        Thank God, you still stand fast.

Sir Owen Seaman (“Touchstone”)

This and other poems by “Touchstone”

reprinted by permission of the Proprietors

of Punch.














THE HOUR

(Midnight, Aug. 4, 1914)

We’ve shut the gates by the Dover Straits,

And north, where the tides run free,

Cheek by jowl, our watchdogs prowl,

Gray hulks in a grayer sea.

And the prayer that the Empire prays to-night—

O Lord of our destiny! ....

As the foam of our plunging prows, is white;

We have stood for peace, and we war for right;

        God give us victory!

* * * * * *







The west wind blows in the face of the foe ....

Old Drake is beating his drum ....

They drank to ‘The Day’, for The Hour we pray,

The day and hour have come.

The sea-strewn Empire prays to-night ....

O Lord of our destiny! ....

Thou didst give the seas into Britain’s might,

For the freedom of Thy seas we fight

        God give us victory!

James B. Fagan

in the Daily Telegraph.
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On the night of August 4-5, 1914, cable and telegraph wires
carried a greater electric thrill across a continent than had up to
that date been known in our Dominion of Canada. Amazement,
indignation, excitement, patriotism, resolve and eager approval
of Great Britain’s steadfast struggle to maintain peace, had swept
the country during the past week. Hard as it seemed to think of
a European war involving all the resources of this western nation
in that day of easy living, and expanding prosperity, little as
anyone could foresee the colossal tragedy of the next four years,
the voice of the pacifist (not a synonym for peace-maker) had
not then been heard in the land, and, thank God, our young
nation realized that the cause was just, and with a serious enthusiasm
men declared themselves as loyal British subjects, ready
to stand with King and Empire as champions of liberty and
honour.

Some Canadians, following the course of world politics in
previous years, and cognizant of the unconcealed purpose of
German militarists when they judged “the Day” had dawned,
had been long convinced of the inevitability of war. To those so
informed, the declaration of hostilities did not come as a bolt
from a clear sky. A few nurses had felt it proper to take a military
course in the Garrison Hospital at Halifax, offered by the
Militia Department. There our professional pioneers of the
South African War had been retained as the nucleus of a national
service that was to expand to nearly three thousand women. Thus
a certain number were qualified to assume duty with the Expeditionary
Force, which public opinion demanded.

A queue of young men was filing in and out of Military
headquarters in one of the largest cities on the evening of August
1st. Officers and “other ranks” discussed the latest news, and
studied maps they afterwards knew only too well. “But”, said
the A.D.M.S., “we are not yet at war,” (“We will be on Tuesday”,
interjected the nurse applicant) “and I can’t issue forms
of enrolment yet. Perhaps no Canadian Sisters will be required
with the First Contingent”, he added unprophetically.

Within three weeks however graduates of almost every hospital
training school in Canada had volunteered “for the duration”,
and one hundred and four nurses among whom were some
French-Canadians, were selected to have the honour of serving
their country in a minor capacity, and of accompanying that
first thirty-three thousand of our Canadian men, who were to
lead the way in winning undying glory and praise in some of the
severest tests of battle. My nurse-comrades will recall the impatience
of that month of waiting, the thought that the war
would be over before we sailed, the panic lest a name should be
struck off the roll at the last minute. Then the fateful telegram:
“You have been selected as Nursing-Sister for service abroad.
You will report Quebec, 23rd....” and Mobilization, in which
we passed into the military machine indefinitely.

September 23rd. found us assembled at Quebec, that historic
city, almost always figuring in events that add lustre to our brief
story. By that time Valcartier Camp was completing training
and equipment, ships were assembling in the harbour, and the
town packed with relatives of the troops, and government officials.
The Nursing-Sisters, under Matron Margaret Macdonald
(S. A. medal) of the permanent staff, Army Medical Corps,
were quartered in the Immigration Hospital on the outskirts of
the city, and we found ourselves at once introduced to “active
service”. The main floor of the building consisted of a huge
draughty space, filled with three-tiered wire bunks, on which
we lay sandwiched at night, with our military rugs and “martial
cloaks” around us. Not “taking our rest” however, as creaks,
coughs and cold precluded that, while a chill rain dripped
steadily outside. All night long too, for we were on the main
road to Valcartier, artillery wagons or marching troops clanked
past, the weird but wonderful beginning of that ceaseless stream
that for four years was to pour steadily into France and Flanders
and other famous fields.

Here let me say the Canadian Sisters were well billeted
throughout the war, occasionally in hotels, most frequently having
army beds instead of camp cots to sleep on, usually good
food, and what comforts were obtainable. Some of the latter
w﻿ere due to their own initiative of course, and they later acquired
the reputation of making their surroundings home-like,
though the English army nurses were inclined to think we didn’t
know there was a war on. However we never had any reason to
regret the Immigration Building accommodation, and classed it
as our first experience of army discipline.

The ten following days were full of medical examinations,
being outfitted with uniforms, signing forms “in triplicate”,
reading “Orders” posted in army parlance—an introduction to
that military detail which was to accompany us though every
phase of duty in “foreign parts”. For the first time since Nursing
was organized as a profession in Canada, nurses from west to
east met, and were enrolled in the Canadian Army Medical Corps,
subordinating for the time their respective Hospitals to a national
Unit. Only four had previously seen active service, and now they
were to represent Canada in conjunction with other Dominion
Nursing Groups, similarly called into being by the desire to do
their “bit” in the emergency. Like the men the lure of adventure
was uppermost in the minds of some, experience and mass-action
appealed to others, but we like to think that most of those who
responded immediately to the call were awaiting a chance to
serve, counted not the material cost, and that to the end more
nurses were available in the Empire than the authorities accepted.
The stimulus to entering the profession that the war created was
of course great, and has had its very unfortunate repercussions
in recent years in Canada by congestion in its ranks, due also to
lack of foresight and policy on the part of hospital authorities,
and to there being no plan of distribution of nursing services.
Like the fate of our demobilized men also, the Nursing-Sisters
in many cases found it difficult, through no fault of their own,
to resume professional status where they left off four years
before.

Rumours, excursions and alarums kept us agog during the
last days of September, mingled with typhoid inoculation, vaccination
and such disagreeable incidentals. All was hurry, bustle,
instructions, often countermanded, and several groups were suddenly
summoned from all directions to pack trunks, strap kit-bags,
(oh! those kit-bags!) only to undo them again and retire
for another night to our “berths” on the skeleton plan.

At last, however, the day came when the notice-board bore
the welcome words: “Sisters will prepare to embark at once”.
We had been temporarily assigned in equal numbers to Nos. 1
and 2 General or Base Hospitals, as Regulations (K.R. & O.) in
theory did not provide the Stationary or Clearing Hospitals with
Sisters, previous to the Great War. Without word to relatives
or friends, we were driven to the dock in char-a-bancs at dusk,
and embarked on the Franconia, flagship of the Contingent. As
we filed up the gangway, hauling our heavy and awkward kit-bags,
(the first of many times) the men of the 90th. Winnipeg
Rifles, (Little Black Devils) crowded the rails cheering. It was
the first tangible evidence of that comradeship which united
men and women as never before in war, and especially the
Sisters of the Dominion Forces and their respective “Boys”. We
were touched by their loyal devotion then, and are proud to
think it has never been extinguished. To-day, and till there are
no more left of the Old Brigade, that comradeship still ranks
high, with an understanding and a sympathy only those knew
who served.

The next day was a scene of the greatest military activity
on the dock. Battalions lined up for embarkation, scores of
horses ready for one transport, and artillery being loaded on
another. One by one the ships, already painted grey, slipped
out, and others took their places, while day and night new columns
of men paraded on the wharves under the historic fortress,
till the 33,000 were all mustered. It seemed a large force in
1914 to sail from these shores, and even those at the head of
affairs could scarcely then have imagined the scale of the Canadian
contribution actually to be made. Whatever mistakes or
shortcomings occurred in equipping a complete Expeditionary
Force from a small population in a vast area unprepared for war,
the departure of the First Contingent was admirably executed,
and the silence of the Press on the movements of the transports
as they daily embarked their quota, and sped down the St.
Lawrence to an unknown rendezvous, was equally praiseworthy.
The Franconia moved out so quietly about 2 A.M. on Oct. 1st.
that few realised she had steam up till we woke far down the
river. I think it was about 9 A.M., if not earlier, that the first
“RUMOURS” of the war, as far as we were concerned, started,
and lasted till the hour of demobilization, more than four and a
half years later. Perhaps the most steadily abused words of
those years were “They say”. It was seldom discoverable who
“They” were, and after the first year or two “their” remarks
were discounted. But on that first morning they were full of
﻿supposed authority, and the secret excitement of imagination run
riot. “Sealed orders” created a new sensation for all of us.

Quite suddenly early on the morning of the 2nd. we steamed
round a point, and saw before us the beautiful panorama of
Gaspé Bay, crowded with thirty-one liners that had been diverted
on every sea, and assembled these past weeks, such a fleet on
such a mission as this continent had never seen, nor thought to
see. Naturally, none of the pictures of the fleet swinging at
anchor, have been able to do justice to the grandeur of the widespread
and animated scene. I remember it was a beautiful Canadian
autumn day, the surrounding hills and woods forming a
background of brilliant colour, a warm purple haze hanging over
the ships. The Franconia, being Headquarters’ ship, with 2300
troops on board, moved into the centre, and from it signals and
orders constantly went forth to the others. Bugle calls rang
across the placid waters, the red Ensign fluttered from every
troopship, and small boats plied from ship to shore. A flash of
realization came to us of that in which we were privileged to share
.... a never-to-be-forgotten event in the lives of each.... an
epoch-making precedent in world history. Colonel Sam Hughes
came on board to say Good-bye, and in him the Nursing service
had a good friend, and later, individual “casualties” a kindly
departmental Minister.

On Sunday afternoon, October 3rd., we saw steam up in all
the vessels, our escorting cruisers had arrived, as well as the
battleship “Glory”, which some of us were to meet a year later
5000 miles away. One by one anchors were weighed, “The
Maple Leaf Forever” rang out in a farewell salute as each ship
headed east, and took up its station at exact intervals in line
ahead. At sea they formed into the three parallel columns,
about a mile apart, which never altered place or speed for fourteen
days, till the great “Armada” safely reached port. Passing
out between the headlands many on the crowded decks must have
looked at the receding shore with mingled feelings. The last
ships left a golden sunset sinking behind them.
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Yander looms the Island, yander lie the ships,

Wi’ sailor lads, a-dancin’ heel and toe,

And the shore lights flashin’, and the night tide dashin’,

He sees it arl as plainly as he saw it long ago.

‘Take my drum to England, hang it by the shore,

Strike it when your powders runnin’ low;

If the Dons strike Devon, I’ll quit the port of Heaven,

And drum them up the Channel, as we drummed them long ago.’

* * * * * *







Call him on the deep sea, call him on the Sound,

Call him when you sail to meet the foe;

Where the old trade’s plyin’

And the old flag flyin’,

They shall find him ‘ware and wakin’, as they found him long ago.

Sir Henry Newbott
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The Newfoundland Contingent of 500 men joined us on
the 6th., their transport falling in at the rear of the northern
column. The cruisers headed each line, while the Glory supervised
the whole formation. On several occasions one or other
darted off on some mysterious errand, after the wireless had
sputtered a warning, or when a smudge of smoke appeared on
the horizon. One or two tramp steamers were interrogated
long before they became visible, and constant naval messages
flashed from the Admiralty, and indeed the ends of the earth,
few of which were communicated to the “passengers”. One day
the cruiser “Good Hope” raced past at a great speed, signalling
“Good luck, Canadians”. We were not to know till later that
she was bound for the Falkland Islands, that within a few weeks
she and her crew would have “paid the price of Admiralty”,
meeting her fate gloriously, to be dramatically avenged.

It was the writer’s lot to do duty in several areas of the war,
and to travel many thousands of miles by sea, so that one was
able to understand a little of what the great “Silent Service”,
so typically British, contributed to the salvation of the Empire,
and the final outcome of the struggle. Many patriotic Canadians,
previous to the war, had deplored the lack of support of the
Navy from this Dominion, which owed so much to its protection,
the essential defence of a sea-Empire, no outpost untouched
by its efficient watchfulness. From Gaspé and Halifax to Plymouth,
Glasgow and many other ports, from Boulogne to the
Dardanelles, Canadians were constantly wards of the white
Ensign, and on land the Navy’s magnificent personnel of all
ranks performed every sort of service, inspiring perfect confidence,
and compelling in all a tribute of admiration. Like the
old army which made their bodies a wall till Britain was ready
with her citizen soldiery, so the Royal Navy once again stood
between a despot and the liberty of the world. Having kept the
oceans free and peaceful for all nations during 100 years, it
would have been to the general advantage to have this splendid
police force maintained, irrespective of jealous rivalries; and the
post-war period, with its endless International Conferences, shortsighted
vision, and cutting down of this real, non-aggressive
peace power, has not evolved anything that can take its place.

The voyage was mostly calm and weather mild for a week.
Nearing the Channel vigilance was redoubled, and the greatest
care taken that no gleam of light should escape from the darkened
ships. The men had physical exercises on deck, and all the ships
practised lifeboat and fire drill frequently. The Sisters had
certain lectures on war-nursing, sanitation of camps, and military
routine. Two impressive church services were held on deck, and
as far as we could distinguish the other ships, Divine aid was
being sought at the same moment. Concerts and sports were
not neglected, and the last evening Officers and Sisters on the
Franconia dined together, before the gallant ship’s company was
scattered, few to meet again or return to Canada. An incident
of the voyage which caused excitement was the falling overboard
of a sailor of the Royal Edward, which was directly ahead of
the Franconia in the centre line. He was rescued in a few minutes
by one of the Franconia’s boats, the flotilla meanwhile reversing
engines, and beginning to form a sort of floating hollow
circle. Being a strong swimmer he was in no danger, but from
the water viewed with much interest “the whole fleet balled up
on account of me!” It was the only time the ships lost their
alignment.

Entering the Channel on the evening of Oct. 13th, a choppy
sea greeted us characteristically, and shortly before dinner a
startling siren blast brought everyone scurrying on deck in all
sorts of undress. In the thick dusk the long low shape of one
of the cruisers loomed between the lines, which had drawn much
closer that day, and the straining troopship abreast us had almost
fouled it on its nightly tour of inspection. We had been warned
of the various emergency whistles, and the threat of “Collision”
caused many a minor one, as hundreds literally tumbled up in
distinct haste!

Wireless was now very busy, and rumour gained strength
and variety, the consensus of opinion being that we were heading
for France. A cold gale blew and there was quite a sea on.
﻿The tossing ships, now obscured by mist, now visible on the
crest of a wave, formed a different picture from that we had seen
each morning since leaving the Gulf. But to those sailing the
ocean for the first time, the scene was grand under the lowering
sky. Certain ships went ahead, escorted by the Diana, and the
other cruisers were constantly roving and circling the fleet, scouting
especially to the south. Southampton was now supposed to
be our destination, and the Franconia with three of the other
troopships drew out of line, and steamed rapidly on, as faint
coast lines first took shape. On Oct. 14th., about 1 P.M., as we
came abreast of Plymouth Sound, orders were signalled to make
port there. “They” said because two German submarines were
believed to be off Southampton. Whether it was intended or not,
surely Plymouth Harbour was the only and inevitable English
end of our particular great adventure. Back from this western
continent came a loyal body of Empire citizens, eager to aid in
defence of the old home. Into the famous Devon seaport, which
no enemy had ever penetrated, sailed a very different “Armada”,
to add a significant episode to the long and memorable pageant
it had witnessed down the centuries. Most of the First Contingent
were born in “these Islands”, and as they crowded to
the rigging, whatever emotions they felt were those of familiar
sights, home reminders, and unchanging affection the beauty of
England inspires. Among the Canadians who had never seen
the land of their ancestors, there was curiosity, lively interest,
and perhaps a desire to emulate a tradition and create one.

We had left Canada from a silent coast and with only the
benediction of Nature. We anchored beside a crowded and animated
shore, continuously roaring a welcome, spontaneous and
proud. It was twelve hours before the 32 vessels had tied up, two
by two in the winding reaches of the harbour. Who can forget
that misty afternoon when one liner after another swung round
Drake’s Island, and surprised and wondering groups began to
gather on piers, fortifications, and the historic Hoe! Some one
raised the cry “The Canadians!” and the echo leaped from point
to point. Windows burst open, roof-tops were thronged, all
traffic paused along “the Front”, cheers rolled from barracks
and masthead, a naval training-brig manned yards, flags, handkerchiefs,
shawls and tablecloths waved wildly in the breeze,
bands and bugles mingled strains of national anthems with a
mighty shout: “Are we downhearted?” to which the Canadians
were not slow to respond with a “NO!” that shook the
atmosphere. It was a not unfitting salute to Drake and the old
sea-dogs “listenin’ down below”, or aloft, who had planted the Flag
beyond the seas.

Canada was in possession of the harbour, and as one ship
followed another, shouts of “Toronto”, “Montreal”, “Victoria”
resounded... a new note in the orchestra of the centuries. It
was a day to have lived for, even though Salisbury Plain and
Flanders’ Fields lay ahead.

Destroyers had guided the Convoy into the harbour, and all
about us lay defences seen and unseen, in the harbour mouth and
on the headlands. After the acclamations of the afternoon, the
singing of war songs, the local shipping as well as the transports
and the town brilliantly lit at night, as for a general rejoicing, it
was very sobering to read the bad war news, as soon as papers
came on board. The sheets of casualties with which we were to
become so tragically familiar, came as a shock. We learned with
dismay that during two months since hostilities began, Britain’s
small defence army had been decimated, and the flower of her
youth were offering themselves for the great sacrifice. Even
then no one imagined that four years from the day we landed
the Empire would still be at war, and Canada would have put
half a million men into the fight.

Next day crowds of motor boats filled with sight-seers
circled the ships, cheering the battalions on each, official greetings
came from the various Government authorities, and cables
from Canada, we heard of acceptance of a second contingent;
some Boy Scouts came on board, much elated at the opportunity.
The English Press was unstinting in praise and welcome, though
many editorials regretted that official secrecy had not allowed a
great organized demonstration. Nor must we forget that, though
it was our good fortune, as eldest and nearest daughter, to arrive
first in a blaze of patriotic fervour, after a unique journey, during
those same days, dotted over the surface of every ocean, were
innumerable ships from “the uttermost parts of the earth” converging
upon the central homeland of the Race, all animated by
one sentiment and one purpose. We had no chance of seeing
Plymouth’s ancient landmarks then, but ten years later I walked
along the Hoe on a summer evening, and saw the townsmen
playing bowls on the same green spot where Drake and his gallant
friends heard tidings of the Spanish Armada in the Channel.
By the grace of God peace with honour was again established,
﻿and I felt it was the one magic touch needed to complete the
picture of 1914.
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