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Foreword

On one of my family’s regular visits to Oshawa when I was a child, my 
grandmother asked me to run upstairs and fetch a sweater from her dresser 
drawer. In doing so, I came across a bundle of letters tied together with a 
ribbon. Even now, I remember feeling somewhat guilty for peeking and 
seeing the word “Sweetheart.” They turned out to be Grandpa’s letters home 
during the First World War, carefully preserved by Grandma. Grandpa did 
not speak of the war very much: he would just say that it was “all a long time 
ago.” A few years after Grandma died, my grandfather decided to move into 
a retirement home in Oshawa to be with friends. Grandpa was quite whole-
sale in discarding possessions in preparing for the move and would likely 
have destroyed the letters. Fortunately, they were saved once again, by my 
mother, his eldest daughter, Winnie. Many years later, when the time came 
for my mother to move into a nursing home, I asked her to pass the letters 
on to me, which she did. By then I had read beyond “Sweetheart” and had 
resolved that Grandpa Timmins’ letters would have further adventures. I 
wish them well.

      Joseph George Houlden
      Ottawa, May 2008
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A note on the text

George Timmins’ letters posed few issues of transcription, although the 
passage of time and use occasionally compromised legibility. Save for those 
written before Timmins’ departure overseas, the wartime letters are written 
in pencil and on poor-quality paper, which is showing signs of deterioration, 
notably along the folds. Where the original text fails to provide the date and 
year of entry, they appear here within square brackets. The editor has arrived 
at these dates by correlating internal evidence with other sources. The ori-
ginal punctuation, spelling, and paragraphing of this edition are George 
Timmins’ own. The interventions of the military censors are indicated by 
the use of [censored] inserted into the text. If words have been censored but 
are still legible, these have been identified by an endnote. Timmins frequently 
added a postscript, either at the head of a letter or more usually at the end, 
depending on space. Sometimes, however, he did not use the conventional 
“p.s.” to signal a postscript. In transcribing his letters, the postscripts have 
been left where he placed them and set in slightly smaller type.
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IntroduCtIon

I see in the papers that we are still pushing ahead and & Canucks are doing 

fine work Such is the peculiar make-up of a man that often as I have wished 

myself out of it & knowing as I do, none better, the horrors of it, I almost find 

myself wishing I was into it again. Its so good to feel you are in & winning. 

Advancing all the time. Its so different to fighting on the defensive like we 

were in March & April. That’s what gets your goat. Anyway, kiddie, I suppose 

I should be thankful to be lying here in a good warm bed with lots to eat, 

instead of being suffering what I know the boys are suffering out there. Its 

adding to my chances of eventually getting home again & seeing you all. I 

often imagine what it will be like to have you all round me again. Sometimes 

squabbling eh? I’ll guarantee to be good natured and every other old thing 

that goes to make a model husband.1

Writing from the safety of an English hospital, this is how George Timmins 
confided to his wife, May, the conflicting emotions he was experiencing in 
August 1918 at the end of his effective military service. At the outset, in March 
1916, when he enlisted in the 116th Battalion of the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force, he was a thirty-three-year-old devoted husband and father of three 
children living at 460 Albert Street in Oshawa, Ontario. By October, he had 
been transferred to the 18th, and it was with this battalion that he served at 
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2 Introduction 

Vimy, Lens, Passchendaele, and Amiens, where he was wounded on 8 August 
1918 in the advance that he describes in the quotation above.2 After a brief 
period of training at Niagara Camp, George left Halifax bound for England, 
on 23 July 1916.3 Nine days later, he arrived in Liverpool.4 Letters became the 
only means of communication between the couple, and between the children 
and their father, for over two years.5

 The George Timmins letters are an important collection because they 
draw us into the everyday life and relationships, at home and abroad, of a 
married Canadian infantryman.6 Unfortunately, not much is known about 
the lives of soldiers’ wives since so little of their correspondence survives. 
Little, too, is known of the perspective of children. This is true of the Tim-
mins family as well. None of the letters from May and the children have 
survived, but such is the strength of George’s devotion that they do not 
remain as shadows. It is one side of a conversation, but the portrait of a 
marriage and family still emerges with clarity. A man of limited formal 
education, George chooses simple words, but he employs them well, with a 
sense of humour and a keen sense of observation.7

 The simple words introduce us to a world of multiple issues. Four inter-
secting communities – the family, Oshawa, the Front, and civilian society 
behind the lines – significantly sustained, and shaped, George Timmins’ 
experiences of the war. The endnotes initiate a dialogue between the themes 
in the war letters – and those subsequent to the war included in the Epilogue 
– and their discussion in current historical writing: soldiers’ censorship and 
self-censorship; civilians’ knowledge of the conflict; everyday life as a re-
fracting medium of that knowledge; and the tides of enthusiasm and dis-
illusionment for the war.8 
 May and George were both twenty-two years old when they married in 
Holy Trinity Anglican Church, Old Hill (near Birmingham), on 1 March 
1905.9 George described his birthplace of Old Hill as “a village in the fields 
on the outskirts of industrial harshness and poverty.”10 May Dunn came 
from Cradley Heath, about a mile’s distance, and “the heart of the iron 
trade.”11 Her father was a chainmaker, in an industry described by Robert 
Sherard, one of England’s social investigators, in 1896, as one of “the worst 
paid and most murderous trades of England.”12 To escape poverty and the 
class system, the couple sailed for Canada a week after their marriage. In a 
letter written to his grandson, Joseph Houlden, and his wife, Nicole, in 1965, 
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3Introduction

George commented: “The old empire is through, I guess, and about time. 
There was always too great a division between the different grades, the classes 
and the masses. That’s the reason I came over here. I didn’t like the touching 
of hats to the minister etc.”13 George had taken his first trip to Canada in 
1902, travelling westward with two friends to Kamloops, where he worked 
for an unknown period in the Iron Mask Mine.14 The decision to settle with 
his wife in Oshawa was likely connected with the chainmaking industry.15 
Before General Motors came to dwarf every industry in the town, the Ontario 
Malleable Iron Works – the Malle – had the largest payroll. One of the Malle’s 
products was chain-links, used extensively in Great Lakes shipping.16 On his 
wedding certificate, George gave his profession as “striker.” He worked at 
the Malle, and at the Steel Range Company. The couple appear to have 
prospered. Their first child, Winnifred Mary (Winnie), was born in 1906, 
Walter James (Jim) in 1907, and Margaret Ann (Mollie) in 1914.17 By 1916, 
George was no longer engaged in physical work but employed as a clerk.18 
May, it seems, did not work outside the home for any sustained period. 
Indeed, from at least one comment made by George, it seems clear that he 
believed that his duty was to support his wife and children, and that his 
wife’s role was to stay at home and look after the family.19

 We know that the couple discussed enlistment at length and what that 
commitment might entail.20 By the time the decision was taken in March 
1916, both British and Canadian troops had been bloodied in battle. The 
Whitby Gazette and Chronicle and the few surviving copies of two Oshawa 
newspapers, the Ontario Reformer and the Oshawa Vindicator, make clear 
that the domestic populations of those two small Ontario communities 
knew a great deal about the war and its dangers.21 Family information tells 
us that George’s timing was primarily dictated by his desire to ensure that, 
before he left, his youngest child could walk well enough to be less of a 
burden to his wife.22 His motive for enlisting would seem to have been a 
sense of obligation: “You can tell anybody that asks you, that your husband 
is doing his bit as best he can.”23 It would also appear that George was caught 
up in the community regiment strategy developed by the Department of 
Militia and Defence to combat declining voluntary enlistments.24 Tapping 
into local civic pride and identity and seeking to generate a strong sense of 
esprit de corps, individual citizens and local communities were to be the 
genesis of community-based regiments: in Ontario, the county battalions, 
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4 Introduction 

such as the 116th, were the very successful products of this approach. By May 
1916, the battalion was 1,145 strong. “D” Company was made up of men from 
Oshawa, the company commander being Cptn. (later Maj.) Alfred Hind, 
the town’s former chief of police.25

 On Saturday, 27 May 1916, George and the other members of the 116th 
Battalion paraded through the crowded streets of Oshawa, the last leg of 
their two-week trek through Ontario County. It was a multipurpose occa-
sion designed to raise awareness of the battalion and of the conflict, in order 
to increase recruitment and garner funds for equipment.26 The Gazette and 
Chronicle newspaper, rather like a contemporary gift registry, listed desired 
items and their prices.27 In Oshawa, various local groups presented cheques 
to Colonel Sharpe, the battalion’s commanding officer, while Mr. George 
W. McLaughlin, the vice-president of the McLaughlin Motor Car Company, 
presented a car.28 The parading men became proxies for a community and 
a nation at war.29

 The mails were the primary medium for the expression of support for 
the troops, which was widely recognized as crucial to morale.30 This was 
certainly true for George. He hungered for this contact with his wife and 
children. Correspondence enabled George and May to convert the pain of 
separation into an experience of absence that might be better endured.31 
“Don’t you forget your two a week as they are about all that I care about 
now,” he wrote. “Of course its very nice to have a letter from anybody but 
its your letters that count.”32 However, a long-standing habit of totally open 
communication was now constrained. Of the surviving letters, several refer 
to the censor and to George’s inhibitions about writing in intimate terms to 
his wife. In one of his first letters from France, he confessed, “I have tried to 
write letters since I have been in France but somehow they have always 
seemed so unsatisfactory to me on account of the thoughts of the censor 
having to read them.”33 Letters often went astray or would arrive all of a 
heap.34 The irregularity of the mails compounded George’s longing for his 
wife and his children, and his anxiety over their health and welfare. Just two 
months after his arrival in England, George expressed concern and puzzle-
ment over the Canadian army’s pay arrangements: “I hope you are getting 
your pay all right. They have cut us down. It seems they stop 5 dollars a 
month for 4 months so as to always have a balance in hand of 20 dollars, 
after that they just pay us up in 1 pound & 10 shilling notes, so that if your 
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5Introduction

pay is 19 shillings you draw only 10 and the balance is kept by somewhere. 
God knows where. It certainly seems very unsatisfactory.”35

 George’s primary community was his family – his wife and children. 
They were the focal point of his life. For the couple and for the children, 
communication was vital, offering to each companionship, comfort, and 
security. George tried to give his family the encouragement they needed to 
meet the challenges caused by his absence, while May in particular gave 
George the opportunity to discuss the difficulties he faced. The hardship 
experienced by his family only increased as the war progressed and his 
absence lengthened: “Look out dear you don’t do too much. Never fear 
about me having to worry, financially or otherwise. Beleive me nothing is 
worth worrying about any more except you and our kiddies.”36 George was 
most concerned about his wife’s working: “Say! I don’t want you to be work-
ing this summer like you did last and making yourself sick with the heat & 
hard work. You are too much to me to do that and take chances of a serious 
illness especially as the kiddies need you so much. If you do a bit around 
our own garden you are doing enough for anybody.”37 But it is clear from 
George’s letter of late April 1918 that May had been hinting at the necessity 
of work: “So all the soldiers wives are working eh? Hope you don’t have to 
sweetheart. I can understand it must be hard on you all the way prices are 
& the way your pay has remained stationary. Never mind, hon, we’ll soon 
be talking it over together.”38 The opportunity did not materialize. By the 
end of June 1918, May was working on Saturday nights and holidays, and 
the issue of volunteering for land work had also been raised. This time, 
speaking in a rare voice of insistent direction, George wrote: “You have 
enough to do at home. I dont want you doing anything like that. You can 
do your share by staying home & looking after the home & kids.”39 The 
urgency in George’s voice might be accounted for by the perilous nature of 
his own employment. In the same period, he told her: “We were standing 
in a row in the bay when a shell hit the parapet ... [I] escaped with a mouth 
& nose all full of dust & powder smoke. I was sent flying on my back but 
scrambled up in about 5 seconds and made my way to the heap of dirt & 
dead as best I could.”40

 His exchanges with May regularly employ phrases that imply involve-
ment in a community of effort: “you are doing enough for anybody”; 
“you can do your share.”41 They also reflect George’s conviction that his 
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6 Introduction 

contribution to the war effort should make her feel easy in the amount that 
might fairly be asked of her. The details of this contribution were shared 
openly with May, who became familiar with the daily realities of life in the 
trenches. George frequently refers to the extremes of heat and cold, the rain, 
and the mud underfoot. In the period from October 1916 to April 1917, he 
freely comments on both the paucity and the inferiority of the rations.42 In 
one letter, George explains how the complete absence of vegetables in the 
diet was playing havoc with his digestion.43 For many periods during the 
war, parcels were not a luxury but an important means of supplementing 
and varying the diet. George did not think it right that “you have to spend 
your income on food to keep alive & well so you wont be a casualty & a 
burden to your country.”44 His letters underscore the importance of food 
for morale and the part families played in maintaining that morale, often 
at considerable cost. They also make clear his profound sense of fair play, 
which he felt on occasion to be violated by the inadequacy of state provi-
sions both for his family at home and the men at the front.45

 In early January 1917, George had to reassure his wife about his postwar 
employment prospects. May’s anxieties on this score grew in direct propor-
tion to the prosperity of the men who stayed behind in Oshawa. George 
tried to comfort his wife and to minimize her concerns: “Say hon. don’t you 
let the fact that so and so is doing so well worry you that don’t amount to 
a row of pins. You bet we’ll be all right. If good jobs are scarce I guess I’ll be 
able to hunt one. You just look after yourself and the children, that’s all that 
really matters you know. You must’nt get sick.”46 However, it is clear that 
May continued to be very worried. One of George’s fellow soldiers, in ex-
changing news of home, expanded on the same theme, which George then 
relayed to May: “Frank Powell ... making 10 dollars a day in an aeroplane 
factory and being exempted from military service is pretty soft, what? Hicks 
is looking pretty good though but like myself he rather envies Frank Powell. 
I’m thinking that I am as good a man as he is to be making 10 bucks per 
diem and he has no kiddies, and I have three to be raised yet. It is a little 
unfair all things considered, I think.”47 Throughout his letters it is clear that 
when George Timmins is critical, it is almost without exception on the basis 
of fairness and equality of effort. The standard of equity applied to his 
children, too: “I’m inclined to socialism. If the war workers get so much why 
should my boy have to pick fruit at the same old price. You mustnt show 
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7Introduction

him this but just think it over. I’d rather have him loafing down by the creek 
than working for some measly fruit grower. 48

 Almost every letter mentions his children. Like May, they were central 
to his being. He wrote to them frequently, sending letters, postcards, birthday 
greetings, and Christmas presents. He was very aware of the price they paid 
for being inescapably drawn into the war effort. At the end of January 1917, 
he wrote: “Received your very welcome parcel last night containing candy, 
nuts, apples oranges etc. So good of you dear. Also the kids to send some of 
their Christmas things to dad.”49 Jim, nine years old, was expected to assume 
the role of the man of the house: “Tell him he’s to get up the coal etc & not 
to let his mother do it all.” In the same letter, George commented on the 
boys at the front who were doing the job of full-grown men: “There’s boys 
here under 18 doing men’s work ... Never missing a turn & doing exactly the 
same, & in some cases more, than full grown men.”50 To Jim fell the role of 
relieving his mother of heavy work and toiling in the garden that was being 
cultivated to augment the family’s food supply. In May 1917, George told 
May to tell their son, still shy of his tenth birthday, that “I won’t forget him 
for that.”51 Winnie, almost two years older than her brother, was also encour-
aged to help her mother with chores, and especially with looking after her 
little sister.
 George understood that May’s proximity to the children meant that she 
must be the primary decision maker. He acknowledged that the physical 
distance between them meant that he could not properly assess the circum-
stances of any given moment as well as she could, yet he sought to participate 
in their lives as much as possible. To do so, though, George generally took 
care not to employ “the old bullying spirit you used to resent so much” and 
the advice that he tendered was couched as an observation, a gentle nudge.52 
After George sent Jim a German dagger as a souvenir (“I can imagine Jim 
being the authority on the war amongst his mates now, especially when he 
gets his dagger”53), he observed to May: “Rather dangerous, hon, to let him 
carry it around.”54 His eldest daughter edged toward puberty in his absence. 
It seems that her maturity and good looks began to dawn on George when 
his fellow soldiers admired her photograph, saying, “‘Gee thats a fine girl 
you have there.’”55 Several months later, he wrote to May, “Winnie must be 
getting quite a big girl now so just keep an extra look out over her. Sweetheart! 
I know this advice is needless but I feel much better for giving it.”56 Of their 
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youngest daughter he often wrote with longing and pathos: “I can always 
imagine her without much effort of mind.”57 George was certainly very 
conscious of the burden May had to bear because of his absence and of the 
debt that he owed her. Although there clearly was a sense of a division of 
labour between them, the letters leave one with the sense that George thought 
that May bore the greater part, and with less emotional support than he 
enjoyed. “That’s the worst thing of all for me to contemplate,” he wrote. “You 
there without anybody to help you a little.”58 To support her, George fre-
quently reminded May of her importance, of how much he missed her, and 
of how much in love he continued to be.
 Reciprocally, May played a critical role in sustaining George’s morale. 
Her letters were “like a ray of sunshine.”59 They helped him face the moment 
of entering the trenches: “I always go in feeling better for a cheery letter 
from my girl. I’m never worrying much when I do get in, its the going in 
that makes a fellow feel a little blue.”60 George in fact recognized that there 
was a direct correlation between the tone of his letters and whether he was 
going into the line, was in the line, or was coming out and into rest: “A letter 
is generally in the same vein as your feelings at the time of writing.”61 The 
flow of May’s letters was as important as their content, since the arrival of 
mail had a rallying effect: “I was the happiest man in my platoon last night. 
What with having no mail, cold, misery, & short rations I was rapidly de-
veloping into a morbid, uninteresting, bad tempered piece of humanity. 
Even my letters of the last few days must have reflected it. My own special 
section, (I’m section commander you know) got to saying ‘What the H--- is 
wrong with old Tim’? But its all over again now. Last night at 9.30, mail came 
up & I got 5 letters. 4 from you.”62

 In order that May might better understand his experience, George often 
evoked images familiar to her: “I tell you, hon, you in Canada, (except for 
the lonliness of wives who really miss their husbands) don’t know what war 
is. In our last billet we had table, chairs, a writing desk, old beds etc. belong-
ing to the former tenants. Just imagine, kiddo, if it was Oshawa. Our tables 
and chairs and stoves in use by troops. I say it is a shame. And its so common 
one never notices it.”63

 Second only to his relationship with his family was the relationship 
George had with Oshawa. Thanks to the method of recruitment, George 
was able to maintain this community contact abroad. His strong peacetime 
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ties and interests endured in the 116th Battalion and the 18th Battalion to 
which he was transferred along with numerous fellow Oshawans in October 
1916. They significantly shaped his military experience.64 The Oshawa com-
munity also featured more broadly in easing the sense of isolation felt by 
the couple. News or the prospect of news was the passport for contact with 
others. May fed George’s need for local news, and he responded with reports 
of the Oshawa men serving overseas with him that May could share with 
their families.65 Forty-nine local men (three officers and forty-six other 
ranks) are mentioned in George’s letters. Eight came from Albert Street, 
where the Timmins family lived, and the vast majority of the remainder 
from its vicinity. One was Jack Burr, who lived a short distance from George. 
In a letter written on 31 October, just nine days after his transfer from the 
116th to the 18th Battalion, George reported that he and Jack Burr were the 
closest of friends.66 In the 18th Battalion, George and Jack were in the com-
pany bombers together, but they were separated when George was sent to 
the battalion bombers. In early December 1916, George confided to May, “I 
sure miss him. although I’m with a first class bunch; but Jack & I could 
compare notes and speculate on what you people were doing at home. He 
is certainly a cheerful kind of a guy. Just after my own heart.”67 Their friend-
ship was lifelong: both men and their wives are buried side by side in Whitby’s 
Mount Lawn Cemetery. In November 1916, George reported to May that he 
was chumming with an Oshawa man who knew his half-brother: “If you 
see his wife any time you can tell her he’s a fine chap which will be no flat-
tery at all.”68 Sometimes George makes the front line sound like a walk 
through his neighbourhood back home: “Oh, Say I forgot to mention in my 
recent letters. The last time in the line I met Tom Milgate from Jackson St. 
He was pleased to see me & we had a great talk about home.”69 Clearly re-
sponding to an inquiry from May, he wrote: “Yes! I see Fred Cooper most 
days.70 He is looking FINE.” When George’s old battalion, the 116th, crossed 
to France and he was able to visit the men, he told May: “Say Mr Jacobi & 
Henry and Hinds & last but not least Fred Palmer were tickled to death to 
see us fellows. Shook hands about 10 minutes. Talking about the good times 
we will have when we all meet in Oshawa ... I got a pair of socks down there 
from the Oshawa knitting society. S.M. Palmer took us to his tent & dished 
them out.”71 Jacobi, Henry, and Hind were all officers. On this occasion, the 
community of “Oshawa” trumped rank.72
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 There were also those who would not meet again. “Oshawa is sure getting 
hit hard eh? Young Gibbie gone now has he,” George wrote.73 The memories 
were indelible: “Well I’ve come through all right so far so I don’t mind past 
experiences, though they’ve been heart breaking sometimes. That J. Mc-
Mullen who was killed on April 9 reported in the Vindicator was a chum of 
mine in our bombing section. He was killed by my side. A first class man 
too. One of the 116th too.”74 In recounting the fighting for Hill 70, overlooking 
Lens, George shared with May still more local losses, reporting on 29 August 
1917: “We are sure giving the Boche something to remember us by.75 Though 
its not without a price of course. Three more of our old fellows were killed 
this last trip in. All of Oshawa. One used to work in the Steel Range. Harry 
West was his name. Also one badly wounded. Gee! they are getting scarce 
all right now.”76 In early September, he commented in the same vein, “By 
God! we lost some good boys too, but I’m still here. There’s only a few of 
the old boys left now. C. & J. Gibbs are here yet with me.”77

 These Oshawans, alive and dead, were part of a much larger Canadian 
fellowship of the trenches. In a letter to May written after several weeks of 
arduous fighting to turn back the German spring offensive, which had begun 
in March 1918, it is the regard of the men of the battalion that is important: 
“Its sure great though to have the good-will of so many good boys.”78 For 
George rank did not define worth, nor were medals always a measure of a 
man “I beleive in giving honor where its due,” he commented. “Its the same 
all the world over. I know justice is seldom done. In the army the man with 
a little influence gets decorated if he never sees anything and the man that 
does the work is ignored. You hear men in our bunch saying ‘I don’t want 
no medals, they’re getting too cheap.’ Its so too. At Passchendael we had 
some decorations handed out and the one that got the highest did the least 
to deserve it. The men that stayed with it to the last got nothing not even 
rations or rum, nothing but mud & misery.”79 Again, what determined value 
for George was doing the job and doing it well. Frequently in his letters he 
tells his wife of the courageous effort and toil of the men, as when he re-
counted that “we marched all night. I say marched but I think after the first 
three hours it was more like a stagger. We ‘carried on’ though, grouching, 
swearing, and staggering. I don’t think a single man dropped out.”80 In August 
1917, George lost an officer whom he much admired. The man George de-
scribes was Lt. Thomas Dougall, MC, MM, who in the early hours of 17 
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August 1917 received shrapnel wounds to the scalp, spine, arm, and back 
from an enemy 5.9 shell. Dougall had enlisted as a private with the 18th 
Battalion in October 1914. It is apparent from the entries in the 18th Bat-
talion’s war diary and the 18th Battalion historical records that Dougall 
became an exceptional non-commissioned officer and subaltern, active and 
daring in patrol and reconnaissance work.81 Recording his death, the bat-
talion diarist wrote: “His courage and energy had been a source of pride in 
the Battalion and his work had been of the greatest value, not only to the 
Battalion, but also to the Brigade and Division.”82 George’s assessment of 
Lieutenant Dougall was similar: “A good man he was too. Rose from the 
ranks. Many a night I crawled in the mud behind him in No Man’s Land 
seeing what was doing. Just looking for adventure à la Don Quixote and at 
the same time finding out valuable information. He would go anywhere if 
he had a man or two for cover. He’d say ‘You stay here and watch those 
houses, if you see anybody shoot him so that I get a chance to get out of 
here.’”83 Lieutenant Dougall was awarded the Military Cross for the action 
that took his life. He was nineteen.84 Lieutenant Dougall “and the men that 
stayed with it to the last [who] got nothing not even rations or rum, nothing 
but mud & misery” passed George Timmins’ test: their contribution to the 
common effort.
 George’s commitment to the common effort steadied him in the face of 
temptation. “Beleive me hon,” he wrote, “sometimes I feel I’d do any thing 
to get out of this and come home to you and the kids ... but I have’nt got 
the nerve to swing it. Never went on sick parade yet ... I’m here now and its 
up to me to do my best I guess. Anyway my self pride would’nt let me do 
any less.”85 And if good service in the line earned his respect, and helped him 
to keep his own, the failure to do so earned his undying opprobrium. On 
1 November 1917, days before George was to enter the fighting around Pas-
schendaele, he wrote to May about some of the men who were no longer in 
the fight and who were likely to be among those returning to Oshawa: “Say 
there must be a bunch of men coming back to Oshawa all right, but by what 
I know of them that’s judging by their names, they are all men who have 
done no service in the line.”86 Generals, too, could place themselves outside 
the community. In scathing terms, George reported: “We were inspected by 
Gen Horne on Saturday last. It took about 3 months to persuade the men 
to clean up sufficiently to satisfy the officers that they would pass on this 
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eventful day, and it took the General just about 3 minutes to inspect each 
battn, 12 minutes to inspect the brigade. We had to walk about six miles to 
the place of inspection. The common soldier had to carry a load that is 
almost a disgrace to humanity, on purpose to be looked at. The general, who 
has a motor car supplied by the Gov. could’nt condescend to visit us and 
save us the walk. oh! no. Its sure a great life alright. Talk about militarism. 
We are supposed to be here to suppress it, and it seems we are getting in the 
toils of the same infamous machine ourselves. We need to win the war I 
know, but it seems we will have a fight on afterwards to rid ourselves of the 
obnoxious habit made infamous by the Germans.”87

 George’s comments are telling ones. Although he was being bitingly 
critical of the army administration’s common practices, and the pointless 
burdens being imposed on men who had already borne so much, he was 
still acknowledging to May the validity of the war as he saw it. He also be-
lieved that it was the common soldier, the “good men” of whom he so often 
speaks, who would be the determining factor in the winning of the war. In 
January 1918, he wrote: “The Canadian Army is the rottenest affair in the 
world in its administration. If it was’nt for the men they have in the ranks 
it would’nt be as good as Cox’s army of Yankee fame as a fighting unit.”88 
And in the same letter, George once again returned to his concerns about 
militarism, expressing in his analysis of the problem the crux of the wartime 
liberal dilemma: “I beleive in conscription myself for the duration of this 
war, voted for it in fact, but if we build up a military party we are just build-
ing what we are supposed to be fighting to break down, ‘Militarism.’ Its the 
predominating power in England to-day. They are calling for more & more 
men, & women to fill men’s places. Realizing that they must have a stronger 
‘militarism’ than Germany has to be able to beat her. Where will it all end. 
No one knows, but I’d hate to be at the mercy of a ‘military’ power, German 
or otherwise.”89

 The criticism and even sometimes the bitterness that creep into George’s 
letters after Vimy vary in their depth, quality, and consistency, though they 
become quite distinct by the time of Passchendaele. His account of his 
journey back to France after ten days’ leave in late November 1917 includes 
powerful images of soldiers rounded up like cattle and herded on to trains. 
He conjectures that there would not have been enough rope to hang all of 
the men, including himself, who were guilty of seditious talk.90 But while 
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George often used the expressions “fed up” and “war weary,” he was not 
ready to give up on the war.
 Along with his family, the Oshawa connection, and the brotherhood of 
the trenches, George drew strength from the communities behind the lines. 
The precarious existence shared by civilians not far from the front, family 
life violated by war, reaffirmed in George the values for which he believed 
he was fighting. A number of George’s letters mention the children whom 
he met while soldiering. George was profoundly conscious of the war’s toll 
on them. In July 1917, resting by the side of a road, he encountered a displaced 
mother with two daughters. “Say! one was like Mollie must be,” he wrote 
May. “Fair, with blue eyes and long fair hair, and healthy fat old cheeks. I 
spoke to her in my best French and asked her for a kiss. Say! her mother told 
her to kiss the ‘Bon Soldat’ and she came right over & kissed me. Hon! I 
made a kid of myself right there I just had to hug that kid for as long as she’d 
stand for it. Her mother informed me that they were refugees from La Bas-
see, and that the Germans had come right through the place where they 
were living & they had had to beat it without a thing and had to go hungry 
and nowhere to sleep. I felt I could kill a German any old time for the sake 
of that kid, and the way she must have suffered.”91 George’s civilian encoun-
ters behind the lines were not always as fleeting. In February 1918, George 
recounted to May “a Sunday dinner in a French village.”92 The friendship 
with his hostess, which had begun in the summer of 1917, led first to an 
exchange of letters and, several months later, to a meal, George’s description 
of which forms one of the wittiest and longest letters in the collection. The 
letter concludes, however, on a darker note. The husband of his generous 
French hostess was a prisoner of war in starving Germany; “She had to send 
him food or else as she expressed it, namely, ‘Him dead.’”93 George’s family 
in England also offered him the domestic space and comfort he craved: “I 
spent my first night in Blighty at Mary’s at Small Heath being treated like a 
prince.”94 He recounted to his children with evident delight the antics of his 
nephew: “I have seen Aunt Mary’s baby boy twice. He is a beauty. He thinks 
his Uncle George is all right I guess, as he just laughs all the time I’m there 
and climbs all over me.”95 But his family in England, like his French hosts, 
faced serious difficulties. The long shadows of war produced food shortages 
and inflationary conditions. “Things look bad here,” George wrote to May 
from England in late November 1917. “You should see the women lined up 
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about a block to buy ½ pound of margarine or tea.”96 There was also a serious 
illness in the family. George’s father, Felix, apparently suffering from mental 
illness, died sometime between August and early September 1917, when 
George speaks of him in the past tense.97 These troubles notwithstanding, 
George received a steady supply of letters and parcels from his family in 
England, who were also in close touch with May and the children. One is 
struck by the closeness and evident warmth of George’s family ties and the 
degree to which the family was able to maintain them across such distances 
and in such trying times.
 From his sixty-three surviving wartime letters, George Timmins emerges 
as a man of principle with a strong sense of the value of family, of duty and 
fairness, friendship and community. George reveals himself as a man who 
measured himself against himself. He was a man of ethical substance, whose 
ability to maintain his perspective, equilibrium, and “genial love of little 
ordinary human things”98 owed much to the strength that he derived from 
intersecting communities of effort, civilian and military, at home and abroad. 
Foremost among these was his family, who went to war in March of 1916 as 
surely as he did. 
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Letter 1 Notes appear on pages 138-39

      Niagara Camp1

      Monday Night [24 May 1916]
Dear May2

 Just arrived here after a very pleasant trip. The lake was lovly to day. 
There were quite a number of soldiers on board & quite a few who had 
drunk not wisely but too well. The latest camp news is that we get a 
medical exam. to morrow. Report says that the 98th had theirs & about 
50 per cent were turned down.3 If we get it as strict as that, there’s quite a 
few unnecessary tears been spilt in Oshawa to-day.4 I’d hate to be turned 
down now after people have cried over me. You, girl, are a heroine. When 
poor little Winnie & “Jim” started it nearly got my goat. Never mind 
honey; if I get through (and there’s only one thing will stop me) you can 
tell anybody that asks you, that your husband is doing his bit as best he 
can. What got into May Timmins to day?5 See her crying. I am wondering 
if it was over me or maybe it was just the influence of the crowd. Good 
luck and lots of love from yours as always
      George.

Kiss the kids for dad. Poor old Jim I never thought he could cry! 

Buy some choc. for them from daddie6
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Letter 2 Notes appear on pages 139-40

[On letterhead bearing the words “Brotherhood 
of St. Andrew Reading Room.”]7

      “D” Company 116th Battalion 
      Niagara Military Camp
      [June or July 1916]
Dear May
 Thought you would’nt mind if I wrote you an extra letter, not that  
the supply is written on schedule though I’m always willing to write but 
infinitely more willing to receive letters as you know. Well I have just 
finished my job as chaperon. I have just seen Lillie on the “Corona,” 
Toronto bound. It was too bad. Yesterday, after expecting to be dismissed 
after 11.30 as orders called for we were kept at the ranges until 4 never 

Letter 1, Niagara Camp, 24 May 1916
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reaching camp till 4.30, and all the Oshawa people waiting to see their 
friends.8 Well, I was with Lillie to the boat. Having previously engaged a 
room for her & her friends in case they could’nt get a boat in time for the 
train home. When they got inside the gate I came away satisfied they were 
all right, & went to bed. What was my surprise to be wakened up by a 
friend of the other girl to tell me they had not gone after all as the boat 
was too full, and they had gone to their room. He having telephoned 
Oshawa in the meantime. So I looked them up after church parade & so 
ended another episode of my experience.9 Lillie seems to have had a good 
time though. I guess she’ll be home on the 10 to night. There is still all 
kinds of rumors going around about our departure, but nothing definite.  
I don’t pay any attention to them any more. Plenty of time to think of 
going when our packs are on our backs. By the look of the paper last 
night I guess we won’t be needed after all.10 Is’nt that good news though. 
Not that I don’t want to go. Far from it, but for the good of the whole 
bunch. It certainly won’t last much longer I dont think. We are doing all 
our shooting in a hurry so we will be ready I suppose when the time 
comes. I see a big bunch of Oshawa people round here to day. There’s 
going to be a big storm here in a few minutes by the way the wind is 
blowing so I must get over to camp and see things are all right as all the 
other occupants of our tent are away at the Falls.11 I’m going to keep all 
my money if I can until we go over or until I get another trip to Oshawa. 
We were paid the other day I got 7´25.12 But I had a misfortune I either lost 
or had swiped my big knife. So I have to swipe or buy another Love to all 
& don’t forget to write soon to yours as always George.
 Love to the kiddies from dad. There’s lots of little kids round here to 
day about like Mollie. I feel I’d like to steal one for a little while

Letter 3 Notes appear on pages 140-41

[On the letterhead of the 116th Overseas 
Battalion, CEF Ontario County.]

       Aug. 1st [1916]
Dear May
 Arrived in camp last night at 2 o’clock after a long trip by train. We 
had quite a time on the boat.13 We had lots of good food, but the boat was 
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so crowded we could hardly move. We slept in hammocks slung over the 
tables and any old place. Then we had to wear lifebelts all the time.14 
Could’nt move any place without them on. They are very inconvenient 
too. You have to wear them to meals & to the wash house & every place 
you go. When you go to wash you lay it down & maybe there’s some 
fellow there who has forgotten his & has been lucky enough to escape 
being held up by the M.P’s, but does’nt want to run the gauntlet again so 
he swipes yours. What can you do then with perhaps 100 men in there. 
Its no use hunting for your own, the best thing you can do is to swipe 
somebody else’s. That is if you are slick enough I used to average about 6 
Lifebelts a day. Every time I took mine off, it seemed that somebody took 
it further. So the first one I could see had to be mine. We also had practise 
alarms every day: When the whistle blew we had to drop whatever we 
were doing, and run up on top deck at our best speed. We were supposed 
to be up there in about two minutes. The last alarm that sounded I was 
snatching a little siesta when somebody yelled in my ear “General Alarm, 
beat it. Well believe me I beat a few records in getting through crowds on 
the stairways (Crowds is right as there were about 6500 troops on board). 
I had just got on deck in my place & was rubbing a little slumber from my 
eyes when up came two fellows who had evidently been caught in the 
swimming pool (there was a dandy on board) to judge by their costume, 
which consisted of a short (very short) shirt and the inevitable lifebelt. 
Cold on deck too. I think modesty would win with me in a battle with 
fear of death by drowning. I’d take a chance on catching the last boat and 
put on a pair of socks anyway. We came right through England in the 
train. It looks good too at this season. We passed through the Black 
Country.15 Wolverhampton Bilston Smetwich West Bromwich, Handsworth, 
Birmingham. The Black Country is rightly named. It does’nt compare 
with the rest of the country very favorably. That’s from the train of 
course. But it was like a glimpse of home to me and I was stuck half way 
out of the window all the way. Well there’s one thing about it, the people 
of the Black Country gave us the best reception passing through of any. 
Women & children lined the back fences & railroad banks & pit banks. 
Women with Union Jacks & the inevitable grimy baby. But the hundreds 
of school kids on the fences warmed my heart. Nice white “pinners”  
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on the little girls & collars on the little boys.16 There must have been 
“thousands” My God talk about kids I said hundreds before but on 
considering I’m sure there was thousands. I mention this so that you 
won’t say “exaggerating as usual.” No race suicide for Staffordshire.17 I am 
going up as soon as I get a pass. I am going to have a pint with your old 
man if he is still drinking (Save the mark).18 There’s lots of camps & 
soldiers in England as far as I can see.19 We are in huts, as they are called 
here, but in Canada they would be termed houses all right. They are fine. 
But I think we wont be here long as this seems to be just a clearing house 
sort of a place. They examine the men here & pass them on to other 
places for their training. They say the medical exam is terribly severe. So  
I don’t know where I’ll get off at. Well I’ll do the best I can any way. I hope 
you are getting your money all right. They say we don’t get much money 
here as there’s so much [words illegible] back as deferred pay. Remember 
me to all & say I’ll write as soon as I get a chance, but it seems every chance 
I get I want to write to you, hon. Love to the kiddies. Kiss them for dad. 
Love from your loving husband 
George.

  Address  Pte G Timmins

    746180 D Coy

    116 Batt C.E.F.

    c/o Army Post Office

    London England

Fragment 1 Notes appear on pages 141-42

[On the letterhead of the 116th Overseas  
Battalion, CEF Ontario County.]

      [Monday, 25 September 1916]
[Part of this letter is missing.]
looking forward to it too. Its a grand summer here as far as we have seen 
yet. Its never rained so far since we came. We are in Hampshire.20 About 
7 hours from the trenches. So we can quickly get there eh?. Its so nice to 
have a walk through the lanes at night and call at a wayside inn & get a 
pint of beer. But the hours are awfully restricted. 12 till 2.30 & 6 till 9 p.m.21 
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This is an awfully out of the way place. Nothing but a small town & lots 
of soldiers. And the prices!22 Ye Gods its ridiculous. And after us telling 
the Canucks how cheaply they could get a good time in England.23 They 
certainly rub it in to us. We can all sing “O. Canada,” with feeling, believe 
me.24 The grub is cut down fine too. No waste, as you think you might 
need it to sustain you. The first time I went for a walk through the lanes,  
I was pleased to see the hedges full of honeysuckles, so I got a few to send 
to you as I remember you used to think so much of them. I mention this 
so you wont think I got the idea from the snaps. you sent to me, for which 
many thanks. They say the Medical Exam is very severe here, so I am a 
little anxious as to how I will fare, as they don’t send you back if you are 
rejected, they just keep you here for fatigues & guards etc. In a god 
forsaken hole like this. Just imagine. There’s quite a lot of the 84th here 
waiting their discharge, for several minor reasons, for which you would 
think there would be no kick at all.25 I was sorry to hear that the report 
was circulated in Oshawa that we had been submarined 2 days out. I can 
almost imagine your feelings. Just the same it might easily have been. It 
was no fault of the subs. It was skill on the part of the captain of the boat. 
We were all ready to land in England for Sunday morning, even to 
sandwiches for the train, when suddenly the ship was put about, & we 
struck for sea again. Of course we could only surmise, but you can bet 
they dont go 24 hours out of their course just to give the soldiers an extra 
ride on the ocean.26 We heard since that the Germans tried their best to 
get us, also that the betting in New York was 10 to 1 that they did. Any way 
they did’nt, so we should worry Glad to hear the garden is doing so well. 
Also that the kids are so good. Poor little Jim. Got knocked down did he 
at the station that night. Well there’s going to be a settlement with those 
damn Polacks one of these days.27 In the meantime stand clear. Look 
after yourself & the kids & wait. We are supposed to be reviewed by Sam 
Hughes this afternoon.28 Sunday at that. Bless his heart, you know what I 
mean. I will now close with the best of wishes for you all, and lots of love 
from your loving husband George. Kiss the little fellows for “dad.”

P.S. The same address you put on before is all right. Geo 
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Letter 4 Notes appear on pages 142-44

       Bramshott Camp29

       Tuesday Sept 26th [1916]
Dear old sweetheart
 Just a little scribble in answer to the dandy long letter you sent to me. 
The news is still about the same here That is as far as we are concerned.  
I got a week end pass last Saturday and went to London with a bunch of 
the boys. We only got from Saturday noon until 10.30 Sunday Night, so 
you can bet we did’nt have much time to spare. But it was enough time  
in which to dispose of all the money we had. Gee! they soak it to you, 
especially when they see you are up there for the first time.30 You would 
admire the masterly way in which the bus conductresses handle their 
passengers.31 Some of them are good looking too, in their uniforms and 
puttees. Everything seems to be run by women or girls even the milk 
routes. You can’t move for girls and soldiers, at least you could’nt on 
Sunday evening. We had to leave there about 9 o’clock. We saw all the 
sights though, and lived high. Dinner (you know late dinner or supper if 
you like) at the “Monico” both nights.32 Some class for Tommies, eh?33 We 
thought we might as well have a good time while the chance was good. 
We were inspected by Sir Sam Hughes yesterday (Monday) morning & he 
said he was very pleased with our appearance and we were the best Batt 
on parade out of the whole Brigade.34 Rumor has it now that we shall go 
over as a Batt and not be broken up It may be shortly too, according to 
what an instructor told us yesterday afternoon.35 Oh. I forgot the main 
news. While in London on Saturday we saw a Zepp raid. I suppose you 
will have read about it before you get this. Anyway we heard the guns & 
the people cheering but we were too far away to see the downfall. It was 
on the outskirts of London & we were in the West End at Marble Arch. 
They got two but not before they had done an awful lot of damage, 
according to one of our chaps who was on leave right in the place that 
was hit. I was on guard last night (after a pass oh Lor!) and behold another 
one was over. They say she raided over the Midlands. Though we did’nt 
get any particulars yet.36 Well, dear, I suppose you will be getting fed up 
with this stuff. I hope everything is first-class with you all, as yours truly  
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is at present though sadly in need of a little sleep. Say kid I never got a 
parcel at all yet, and I had your letter 2 weeks ago to-day saying that first 
parcel was posted the same day. Don’t waste any more money on parcels 
until you hear from me about having received the others. I don’t like 
other people to get whats sent for me and its plain somebody else must 
be. I suppose some of the mail handlers like cigarettes & candies, though 
believe me it would come handy now as its a week until pay day. I hope 
you are getting your pay all right. They have cut us down. It seems they 
stop 5 dollars a month for 4 months so as to always have a balance in 
hand of 20 dollars, after that they just pay us up in 1 pound & 10 shilling 
notes, so that if your pay is 19 shillings you draw only 10 and the balance 
is kept by somewhere. God knows where. It certainly seems very 
unsatisfactory37 Well, honey, I will now say good bye with all kinds of love 
to you & the little fellows from yours as always George.

Did the kiddies like the post cards I sent for them?

Letter 5 Notes appear on pages 144-48

Say do you remember last Hallow’een. J. Burr was laughing about the 

kids only last night 

Don’t forget to write.

27th Letter38     France
       Oct 31st [1916]39

Dear May
 Got two letters from you yesterday, when we came [censored].
I assure you I was delighted to get them, especially to hear that you had 
got two from me, as I can understand kid, how you must feel when the 
others get mail & you don’t. Its about the same here I guess. When other 
men get a letter and my name is not called out I immediately begin to 
wonder whats gone wrong at home. Glad to hear the kiddies got their 
cards alright. But I am still wondering what became of Mollies birthday 
present I sent from your home through Mary.40 You never said anything 
about it yet. Don’t you worry dear, about the money. Get what ever you & 
the kids want. If the money you get from the Gov. & mine is’nt enough, 
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you know where there’s some more. We don’t get any scarcely, so I can’t 
help that way, but don’t go short of any old thing at all. I’ll have a good 
job again some day, old girl. It seems Mrs Burr is asking for a photo of 
Jack the same as you want one of mine. Well Jack & I are the closest 
friends now and we are going to have a try to get them.41 Of course it may 
be difficult here in France to get them & to send them away. Your second 
letter was a dandy. Say Hon, it just seemed you were talking to me. Sorry 
to hear you had been a bit sick though also Jim. Don’t take any chances, 
you know you have nobody to bully you into self protection like you used 
to have when I was home. Oh! you asked if the cake, etc, was eatable. Say 
when we get back I’ll bring a dozen witnesses to prove it was equal if not 
superior to manna from heaven. Also I got the hankies & papers. That 
rumor you heard was correct. We were in France on the [censored]. Its 
funny is’nt it? I think Capt. Hinds cabled. He was sure cut up about it too. 
I was surprised at the amount of feeling he showed. Shook hands with 
every man of us & wished us luck.42 Don’t worry about the parcels dear 
if it gives you any trouble or too much expense. Any way don’t put in any 
plugs as they get damp & we can’t smoke them. Send Senator if any.43 I 
did’nt get Maimie’s yet altho she said she sent it the same time as the 
letter. If you hear anybody talking about the beauties of France tell them 
from me they handle the truth carelessly. Round here is the muddiest, 
dirtiest place you ever saw. Of course its badly knocked about too. Say you 
knew Jack Cash (that’s the man who married the widow Batton) well he 
got the Military Medal last Sunday from the General for gallantry under 
fire.44 Just imagine eh? I saw Bert Norris & Albert Wallace on Sunday & 
they were telling us about it. Bert Norris says he’s (J. Cash) the best man 
in the army. I saw Billie Bircham on Sunday too but I never saw Charlie 
yet but he’s round here so I will see him to night likely.45 Its a good thing 
for the widows that they have raised the pensions.46 I guess the Gov. can 
stand it all right. They can find any amount of money to pay to have the 
men killed so they should be able to keep those who are left dependant. 
Don’t worry though, that won’t affect you. Me & old Jack have a decent 
time as far as resources go of course. A little beer each night this week 
now we [censored] when we are in [the line].47 Well we should worry. I 
guess that’s all I can write this time The censor is pretty strict now. One 
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man got a letter saying all that was left of his last three letters was “Dear 
Mother” the other was all censored.48 So good bye & lots of love to you all 
from yrs as always Geo.

The Timmins children – Winnifred Mary (Winnie), Margaret Ann (Mollie),  
and James (Jim) – probably in Oshawa, summer of 1915. Photo courtesy of 
J.G. Houlden.
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Letter 6 Notes appear on pages 146

      France. Nov 6th [1916]49

Dear girl
 Just a little letter to reassure you. We are back for another turn of six 
days, and then six days in reserve, then six days in billets and so on ad. 
infinitum.50 A kind of endless chain, which we hope will find an end some 
day in the near future, at least I think that’s the sentiments of the majority. 
Its getting to be nasty weather here now. rain about half the time which 
makes things unpleasant.51 I got a letter from Florrie yesterday 52 They 
were awfully disappointed that I had’nt been to see them again before  
I left. Beleive me it was no fault of mine, as I would have gone with the 
greatest pleasure in life. Jack & I have got parted now. After working 
together in what we thought would be a permanent job. We were in the 
company bombers, but I was sent to the battalion bombers on Saturday 
last.53 I have’nt seen Jack since, but will see him anyway on Friday or 
Saturday next. Maybe he’ll come with us then. Well, hon, it will soon be 
Christmas. I don’t know how I am going to send anything for the little 
fellows from here, but I’ll have a try. Good luck to them. I guess its up to 
Jim this year to get the Xmas tree eh? Say you would have laughed if you 
could have seen us last Thursday. It was pay day. All our fellows from 116th 
drew the magnificent sum of 5 Franc, thats just one dollar as a franc is 
10 pence. Well the other fellows of course drew more, so we organized a 
concert & impromptu dance in our billet (which by the way was an old 
dry goods store I should imagine) Jack & I slept together on the counter. 
Well we got the dixies (that’s the pots the cook makes tea, soup, boiled 
rice, or anything there happens to be, in) and also borrowed a pail from 
some people at the back somewhere & got them full of beer, which by the 
way was also French beer, like water, you know like Sid complimented 
Rose on, “Well its wet”! Well we had a very successful evening. Which is to 
be repeated when we again come out, if its possible to raise the price. Well 
sweetheart it just seems I can’t write an interesting letter any more, but 
will be able to tell you the news soon. Remember me to Maimie & Annie. 
Tell them I’ll write again soon. Love to yourself and our kiddies from 
yours as always George.

Tell Jack Long I’ll write to him too.54 
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Letter 7 Notes appear on pages 146-48

[On letterhead bearing the YMCA logo  
and the words “And Canadian War Contingent  
Association With The Canadian Forces.”]55

      Somewhere in France
      Nov 17th 1916 56

Dear old girl
 Just got your letter dated Oct 29th . That’s pretty quick work eh? 
The quickest I have yet received. Nevertheless it was extremely welcome 
beleive me. Rather glad to hear that Rose & Gid are interested a little in  
as much as to send me a nice parcel. I am going to write and thank them 
very much. You must be rather a busy little woman now a days. Two 
babies to look after besides the extra fussing with meals. Look out dear 
you don’t do too much. Never fear about me having to worry, financially 
or otherwise. Beleive me nothing is worth worrying about any more 
except you and our kiddies I’ll be content all right just to have them 
climbing over me. Even for Jim to be throwing lumps of baked clay at me 
while I am working in the garden. Do you remember the young villain, 
how he used to throw and sometimes make a hit and then laugh? Poor 
little old Mollie, having her toes bruised like that. I suppose Jim got his 
for that. She’ll be able to tell her dad about it soon I hope. Say I’m in luck 
all right. Got a letter from Sarah Dunn yesterday saying she had some 
money from Harry, and asked to send me something.57 I sent word not to 
buy cigs or tobac. in England as its so dear there but to send some good 
eats, especially raisin pie. I taught her how to make them while I was on 
pass. Sure hope they come soon too. We just look forward to a good feed 
like that. Looks bad for England when they are starting to issue food 
tickets & to stop any more white bread being sold.58 It will be a good thing 
I think when the war is ended favorably, for everybody concerned. Miss 
McLeod will think I’m a poor correspondent wont she. Well I’ll write as 
soon as I can think up some news to tell her. Don’t you forget your two a 
week as they are about all I care about now Of course its very nice to have 
a letter from anybody but its your letters that count. I got a lovly pair of 
socks from the 116th Oshawa Knitting Society.59 Just what I needed too. 
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Though I had 3 prs already Its so cold at night now.60 So I’ve got a big pair 
of boots & wear 3 prs of socks with them. Appearances don’t count here. 
It would break the hearts of all the military officers of Canada to see us 
now. They used to be so strict as to have us all alike even to rolled or 
unrolled shirt sleeves. Now some wear overcoats some have’nt any, so 
don’t wear them. Some wear woollen caps, some ordinary caps, some steel 
helmets. Its sure a funny sight to see them coming out of the trenches or 
going in. If we could be suddenly transported, just as we were to Canada, 
I’ll bet the country would go wild. Mud caked on shoes, clothes, even to 
the hat. Rifles looking in some cases like a stick of mud.61 Fully loaded 
with ammunition and perhaps a sand bag full of bread in case the rations 
turn up short. Say it looks like a caravan starting on a journey over the 
desert only instead of camels they use men as beasts of burden. Believe 
me I would just like to see “Winnie & Mollie in bed looking like angels.” I 
sure just love those two kids. Roll on! Tell Jim I think just as much of him 
too. Glad to hear you go to church if its passing a pleasant evening away 
for you. You can tell De Penuir from me that his theory of the soldiers 
must be right. I certainly don’t see what else is coming to a soldier if he 
does go under. That should certainly square accounts. If it don’t I would’nt 
give much for the chance most of them stand Its certainly educative to 
hear their descriptive language when referring to mud, rain, cold or bum 
rations. It must be old Bob Gibbie that’s sick although I’ve never heard 
about it. He was left in Bramshott you know.62 Oh say I’d be glad of a little 
Zam buk.63 Mrs Burr makes it for Jack. I saw him to day just going in as I 
was coming out at 5.30 am. Also a few apples & cheap candies. You the 
15 ¢ a pound variety of mixtures from 5. 10, 15. Pack in a little wooden box. 
Jack Long will find one for you any time I guess. Address 18th Batt’n 
Canucks, “Grenade Section” France.64 This seems rather a tall order, but 
your offer was pretty wide. Well sweetheart I can’t think of anything else I 
want, only you & the kids so I will say goodbye with all sorts of love from 
yours as ever George

P.S. Saw Jack Darley & Harry Winship yesterday 65
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Letter 8 Notes appear on pages 148-50

       Somewhere in France
       [23] Nov. [1916]
Dearest May
 I’ve sure been in luck this week I got 5 letters on Wednesday night and 
one last night. The five included 2 from you, one from Miss McLeod 
addressed by you, one from May Timmins, and one from Gid.66 Last night 
I got one from you dated Sept 25 It had been all over the country I guess 
trying to find me, judging from the erased addresses on it. It was the one  
I had been expecting so long, containing the news that you had received 
Mollie’s birthday present. She was a lucky little girl eh? Is’nt everybody 
good to her? Well she’s worth it & more I always think. I can always 
imagine her without much effort of mind, I can assure you. I have tried  
to write letters since I have been in France but somehow they have always 
seemed so unsatisfactory to me on account of the thoughts of the censor 
having to read them. Well they have begun to issue the green envelope 
again, (it was stopped last spring) which is inscripted with an oath to the 
effect that the writer is disclosing no military secrets, (as though a man 
has nothing else to write to his own wife about) and then it may escape 
censorship.67 Well anyway I’m going to take a chance & call you all the 
nicest things I can think of just for once, expecting you to understand 
when I don’t (as I am awfully shy about anybody else reading my love 
letters) that I am just as much in love with my wife as ever I was, whether 
I can write about it or not. Never forget sweetheart when my letters are as 
unemotional as a schoolboys essay on horticulture, that its not the lack of 
love on my part, but fear of the eye of the ----- censor. We came out 
yesterday for 6 days in the reserve.68 We are in a district formerly a colliery 
district. All little model villages, you know “company houses.” But they 
must have been great at one time. all smashed now.69 Trenches in their 
streets, billets in their schools etc. I tell you, hon, you in Canada, (except 
for the lonliness of wives who really miss their husbands) don’t know 
what war is. In our last billet we had table, chairs, a writing desk, old beds 
etc. belonging to the former tenants. Just imagine, kiddo, if it was Oshawa. 
Our tables & chairs & stoves in use by troops. I say it is a shame. And its 
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so common one never notices it. I’m just quit laughing at two of our men 
who wanted something to use to write their letters on & went to the little 
school house and got a desk, you know the kind, two kiddies seats with 
holes for inkwells and every accessory. Say it was almost a tradegy. Poor 
little devils. Believe me it brought ours to mind after I had had a laugh  
at the ludicrous appearance of the men with it over their shoulders on a 
stick. We have to do lots of foraging in that way. We have to get fuel too,  
as best we can, probably we are in luck and get some old wood or go to 
the mine dump & get some slack & screen it, only at the latter job Fritz is 
likely to see us and drop over a shell or two as he has the mine under his 
guns all the time70 The other day three of us went to get coal & were just 
coming back when a shell dropped just behind us. Believe me we hastened 
our footsteps considerable. Then again if he sees much smoke coming out 
of the chimneys he slings a shell as near the house as he can Hits it if he 
can of course. Thats only when we are on reserve. When we are “in” of 
course he gives us as many as he can. All kinds too Snipers, machine guns, 
trench mortars, big shells etc, to keep us busy.71 Its been wet this last week 
and the mud is over our knees, in fact up to our thighs in places. I used  
to think the mud tales were exaggerated, but now I see its as true as the 
scripture.72 Us gang only go out nights to hold the advanced posts and 
believe me its some job getting there in the dark.73 It sounds impossible 
for men to travel with sticky mud to their thighs with rubber boots right 
to the top of their legs & strapped on, but we do it everytime we go out 
on duty.74 The other morning coming in, the front line had fell in & we 
had to come over the top. Pitch dark. Got mixed in our own wire.75 You 
should have heard the muttered curses. Could’nt express ourselves out 
loud as Fritz is only a very little distant from us at this one point and if he 
hears you he is liable to help to swell the population of the nether regions, 
if you have’nt lived a good life that is of course.76 Well I always seem to 
drop into a good bunch of fellows. The bunch here, (“The bombers”) are 
a fine bunch. Don’t give a hang for anything. That’s what the job calls for. 
I hope I can show up as good as they have when the occasion comes 
There’s two or three D.C.M.s among us now.77 Some record eh? Of course 
there’s quite a few left in the Somme region. Left for good poor chaps.78 
Well I’ll do all I can. There’s a fellow here from College Hill that I am 
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chumming with now. He’s old Tom Parker’s son in law. He’s named Stan 
Harrison He moulded in the Malle. He knows Gid all right. He came over 
with the 37th.79 If you see his wife any time you can tell her he’s a fine 
chap which will be no flattery at all. Well kiddie Gibson seems to be 
making money yet eh? I hope it does him good, nix. I got Jim’s letter in 
Miss McLeod’s. Tell him he’s to get up the coal etc & not to let his mother 
do it all. You are right when you say we are blessed with fine children. I 
showed the snapshot of you all eating plums to the fellows here & the first 
thing they did was to say “Gee thats a fine girl you have there,” meaning 
Winnie. She’s sure to get spoilt that kid is. Just keep her to you, girl. Make 
her as much like her mother in ways as she is in looks & she’ll be all “Jake” 
as they say out here.80 Some time at Norman’s party eh? I suppose he was 
in his glory. Also Winnie & Mollie & Jim. Tom Knott never wrote at all. 
He’s some gas meter all right. So they are not giving the slackers much 
peace eh?81 If they had the wishes of the men out here come true they’d 
sure have a fancy time I tell you. Say this is hard in streaks & seldom 
exactly comfortable, (as we would call it in civilization) but I would’nt 
have missed it on any kind of chance I don’t think. We curse it at times 
too. There’s boys here under 18 doing men’s work & bluffing they are 20 
& so on. Never missing a turn & doing exactly the same, & in some cases 
more, than full grown men. And men in Canada keeping out of it. Hell, it 
dont matter any way. Probably the war can be ended without them. Well 
sweetheart it dont seem to be much of a love letter does it. I’ll be glad of a 
parcel as soon as you can send one. What about a good big cake. Send to 
Mary if you like as it gets smashed up so in transit. Not that the quality is 
deteriorated at all. Its fine, but the postage for a parcel to stand the trip is 
so exorbitant. Its eats of the “delicacy” variety we seem to need most. Our 
rations by no stretch of the imagination can scarcely be called delicate.82 
You say you are always thinking & talking about me. Well [remainder 
missing] 
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Letter 9 Notes appear on pages 150-51

[On letterhead bearing the YMCA logo 
and the words “And Canadian War Contingent  
Association With The Canadian Forces.”]

       Somewhere in France83

       Dec 7th [1916]
Dear Girl
 Just received your letter, also a parcel of candy from Mamie and Annie. 
Yours contained a note from Mrs Foster & a card with a hymn or a prayer 
on it.84 I don’t know which. Their’s contained snapshots of Winnie & Jim, 
by far the most acceptable. Don’t they look fine? Winnie gets to be quite a 
young lady. Jim is still the old Jim just the same as always. He sure looks 
good to me though. The girls had wrapped them in a grand way. I thought 
I had about a dozen pictures instead of two. Quite a delicious sensation of 
suspense while unwrapping it, wondering when the end was coming. Sorry 
dear to hear you had been sick. Take more care of yourself, whatever else 
goes wrong it must’nt be you, you know. You speak of repeating the same 
sentence in all your letters. Please don’t forget to repeat it each time. I like 
to read it. I wrote to Mamie & Annie this week acknowledging receipt of  
S R. Co parcel. I guess you will get this as soon as they get their’s. To night 
I got a type-written letter from Michie & Co Toronto, with addressed 
envelope to let them know if I had got a parcel sent through a London 
firm through them which was the steel range parcel. I am returning their 
letter the next mail with “received” written on it, which is all they want. 
So Jim bought me a pipe eh? Tell the girls I’m still using the one presented 
by them last May 21st. Just as good as new only a little tasty. Give Billy 
Clarke the address if he wants it. It will do no harm to him nor me. Let 
him send all he likes. Say, hon, I don’t need that underwear. You see the 
system which is worked out here, is this. When we come out we get a bath 
& change of underwear & socks, not before we need them I assure you, 
but its some joke I tell you. They don’t measure the men for the suits but 
just issue them as they come a whole outfit complete. Well maybe you 
have just taken off a good new suit, probably two sizes too large and get in 
exchange an old suit worn pretty thin & two sizes too small you have to 
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stretch them to make the buttons come anywhere near the button holes, 
and they will probably be English make with short sleeves, some exchange. 
Its where exchange is as near robbery as its possible to get. But the bath is 
fine. A shower bath with hot water, lasting 4 whole minutes.85 I can use a 
good pair of gloves or mitts though. Its pretty cold here at night. I still 
have the leather mitts issued to us in Canada but they are somewhat 
clumsy to use. The pair I had at home would be fine if you will please 
stick them in the next parcel. Say its a good thought of yours that pack of 
cards. I was intending to ask for some in this letter. We pass away the time 
with a pack very pleasantly. Miss McLeod seems very kind to you does’nt 
she? I certainly appreciate her thoughtfulness. I wrote to Gid last week. I 
think you did right telling Tom Knott to wait a while, as if things come in 
a rush they are wasted & not appreciated half as much, & we have to use 
them up as we have enough to carry when we are moving. I wish Enoch 
all kinds of luck. I have’nt seen J Burr for a week again. I sure miss him. 
although I’m with a first class bunch; but Jack & I could compare notes 
and speculate on what you people were doing at home. He is certainly a 
cheerful kind of a guy. Just after my own heart. I hear from Bramshott 
that P Williams has his discharge & is home with his wife’s people at 
Hull.86 That’s all right for him eh? You’ll get this about Christmas I guess. 
Say did you get those pictures of J Burr & I you never mentioned them 
yet. Let me know if you get them also the money I sent you as I will send 
some more this pay. They give us an extra big pay for Xmas and its no use 
me carrying it round with me. We get 50 francs extra for Christmas pay. 
A franc is 10 d. So you see its quite a little sum for an extra. We ordinarily 
get 30 francs a month, small enough you will admit, but as we only get a 
short time each month to spend it in it suffices, as we generally get nearly 
enough tobacco & cigarettes issued to do us, also matches. We have to  
buy candles though. Again wishing you and the kids a very, very Merry 
Christmas and a Happy New Year I remain as always your loving husband 
George. 

P.S. Write as often as you can
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Letter 10 Notes appear on pages 151-52

       Somewhere in France87

       Dec 10th [1916]
Dear May
 What Ho! another green envelope. Hope you got the last intact. Its the 
only chance we get to write to our wives without the knowledge that some 
other guys are going to read our innermost thoughts. That’s a fact though. 
when I went to the orderly room to register that £1 note, which by the way 
I hope you have received safely, the fellow in there calmly pulls out the 
little epistle I had written to you, reads every word with as little emotion 
as a judge trying a drunk, examined the money to see if he was registering 
something worth while, then sticks down the envelope & seals it as though 
its all in the day’s work which of course it is, but believe me it does gall to 
stand by while they do it. I bought a lace collar last night off a fellow who 
had bought it for his wife & afterwards went broke in a poker game. It is 
Flemish handmade lace made by the Sisters of some Convent round here. 
I hope you’ll like it. I just missed the chance to buy another thing in the 
shape of a hand worked silk apron, another man beat me to it. But trust 
me you’ll have one yet. They are beautiful, in my estimation anyway. Its 
certainly too bad that the Steel Range got burned out.88 Hope it is’nt too 
bad. I suppose Mr Gibson would be prominent in the excitement. He’s 
in his element at a fire anyway. I just wish some of the cold footed ----- 
could hear what the boys out here say about them. I wonder it does’nt 
reach over there sometimes anyway. Its so vehement. What they’ll do 
when they get back too if any of them speak to them. You remember the 
notorious 33 Batt that J Canuck was always giving it to.89 Well there’s a few 
of them with us I tell you they are fine fellows. There’s one just now writing 
to Sarah thanking her for the pie she sent me which of course he shared. 
He is a Scotchman from Toronto. A particular chum of mine already. He 
is going to hint for some more pie. Say but that pie was good. Five of us 
had just come off listening post, pretty near frozen to death 12.30 p.m. Just 
imagine kiddo 6 hours laying down in mud & water about 35 yds from 
Fritz. You dare not move around to get warmed up as that would attract 
to much attention, we creep in in a manner that would be the envy of the 
noble redskin at his best. You see the bombers have to hold the most 
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advanced post. For this extra hazardous work they are allowed to be off 
extra work when out in billets. We go armed to the teeth. Each man carries 
6 or more bombs besides rifle & ammunition. Gee when I first carried 
those bombs (& we had to get ’em in the dark) the first time I handled 
them like eggs at 75 c a dozen believe me, but familiarity breeds contempt 
you know. Of course they are not to be monkeyed with, with impunity, 
those some of them juggle with them like you see the guys on the stage. 
But to return to my narrative of how to hold an outpost. Just try sitting 
on the arm chair with a paper & a bottle of beer & everything that spells 
comfort. try it for 6 hours, don’t move only slowly so that the darkness 
will swallow each move & see how you like it. Then imagine doing the 
same in oozy mud with a nice steady, cold rain falling on you. Its hard to 
be optimistic in those circumstances, but as soon as its over & your through 
for probably 24 hours, (if things are quiet) you are in the best of spirits 
especially if the rum’s up, though that damn rum has the hardest time 
getting up the communication trench, its worse than the Pilgrims had in 
getting to the Glory Land in John Bunyan’s immortal work.90 Sometimes 
its “spilled” & the guy that spins the yarn smells badly of it & wobbles as 
he walks, next night it is fortunate & makes the haven, the next night the 
jar gets broken the next night its only half issue & the non-com’s breath is 
highly perfumed and the rum weak.91 Say its good though on the whole. I 
mean both the life itself and the rum. There’s all kinds of good times when 
we’re out you know. The best time of the day is when the rations come up 
with the mail included. There’s a great rush outside then you can bet. We 
are in a place now in what is called reserve We are billeted in a house, 6 of 
us in one room We have fixed it up like a home. Little stove in, a table, & 
two beds of course there’s no room to waltz nor anything like that but we 
just eat & sleep as in this billet there can be no inspections & drills like 
there is further from the front line as “Heinie” is likely to drop a few shells 
into us as the drill is in progress. There was a man killed getting his morning 
wash here the other day & another lost his arm.92 We have to find our own 
fuel & it takes quite a lot these days. Wood has to be carried & also cut up 
so its obvious that coal is more easy to use. But the mine is in full view of 
HIS front line & his snipers are always busy, but coal we must have. We go 
sneaking round the corner of the mine buildings, (this afternoon is in my 
mind now) with a sandbag each, intent on stealing coal, (stealing is right 
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as the French Gov. is going to presecute anyone found getting coal.) we 
just get around a railroad car & get busy when a sniper opens up. It just 
comes over my bean & cuts a hole in the shed by which I am working. I 
just stoop a little lower & go on digging for coal with my hands as my only 
tools. Its precious coal by the time you chance your arm on the Gov & 
snipers as well beleive me. By the time we got out we had 50 lbs about 
of coal & 4 shots from Fritz’s rifle.93 But oh! the glorious fire we had all 
afternoon. I lay on the floor & smoked the pipe of well earned peace. Say 
last night I dreamt I was home & you were so pleased to see me Mollie 
was in bed you said so I went upstairs and woke her & she jumped up with 
both arms out & shouts “Daddy.” Say I did’nt want to wake up I tell you. 
You’d laugh, if you were here sometimes. We get stuck for something to 
fill in the time. Somebody suggests Let’s have a peace conference. So we 
straightway sit down draw up terms & settle the war off hand to our own 
satisfaction. Of course Germany always pays a huge indemnity & rebuilds 
Belgium, reinstates Poland, Gives Alsace Lorraine back to France & 
reimburses Canada’s sons for their trouble. We are going to win of course, 
but us fellows so seldom see a paper we can’t form an opinion as to how 
its going except in our own immediate neighborhood. Its quiet now 
anyway as its bad weather etc, but still there are lots [remainder missing] 

Letter 11 Notes appear on page 152

       Somewhere in France
       Dec 15th [1916]
Dear
I got two letters from you last night after having had none for 10 days. 
Gee! It seemed a long time too, as its about the most pleasurable thing 
that happens when we are in the line. The parcels are coming thick and 
fast now but, alas, not to me. I have’nt had one except the S.R. Co’s yet. 
The other fellows are getting them every night so I am getting lots of 
candy cake nuts & raisins etc, as everybody throws his parcel open as soon 
as he gets it. Of course socks etc are not to be divided just eats. We came 
out the other night at 1 am. and there was a parcel for one in our relief, 
so we were all right. We had our rum (most wonderful too there was 1½ 
issue) and a good feed of cake & biscuits, candy and we had’nt a hardship 
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nor a grouch in the world, where a ½ hour before we had been ready to 
fight at the drop of the hat. It was the worst night we had had this trip in. 
Rain all the time & mud clean to the ears. beleive me we needed that food 
& drink. To make it worse Heinie had been raising H---- all night with 
high explosive. We never had a casualty either Providence sure is looking 
after the soldiers I should think. Its quiet now though as far as fighting is 
concerned. You see its winter & the roads are so bad that I should say 
either side could’nt advance without getting into trouble.94 I sure am glad 
you got my pictures. Jim & Win think I’m thin, why they must be bad 
judges. I am a whole lot fatter. My cheeks are like Jim’s now round & red, 
that is of course when I get a wash which is only occasionally You would 
laugh to see us sometimes, 6 or 7 days whiskers and unwashed as well. You 
don’t recognise your own partner when he has had a wash & shave. Talk 
about your sporty guys; there’s a kid here from Toronto, one of those 
good looking kids who the girls all spoil you understand takes pride in  
a mop of curly hair etc you can plainly see what he was all right. well he 
takes delight in being the dirtiest and most unkempt of the whole lot & 
always cheery. He’s a wonder. I take off my hat to a “nut” this time all 
right. He volunteers if there’s anything doing so that he can see the fun.  
I often think of Jack L. jr when I look at him he a lot like him except the 
cheeriness you know. But you will be getting sick of this. Tell May and 
Lillie I’m pleased to hear they think so much of me as to decorate my 
photo, but please tell them to place 18th in place of 116th or to put it 18 
late of 116. You see I belong to a fighting batt’n now & don’t want to get 
classed with the other again.95 And Mollie knew her daddy again eh? Don’t 
let her forget as I’m jealous now I think of having to miss her growing up. 
We never enjoyed the others to the full like we ought to have done. We had 
enough to do through did’nt we kiddo? So J.L. sr is enjoying her company 
instead of me, well I’m glad she is so companionable. You must have had 
some time at Campbell’s with her. And Jim plucked up courage to ask an 
officer to let him see his cap eh? Jim will be a salesman yet. I’ll be glad to 
get their photo’s I got the snaps from Mamie and they were good. I was 
thinking of getting taken again myself and as they are in demand probably 
I’d better. You see I’m still vain enough to want to be fussed. Say isn’t that 
too bad about Mabel Farrow. She must have been crazy. So Joe Wilson is 
wounded now. Mr. Pooke seems to be a humorist all right.96 I guess its 
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easy to be funny when you are in Blighty & on the high road to recovery 
with your wife along. It must be a cinch. I know what the hospital suits 
are like. of course I’ve seen hundreds. Bramshott was full of them, also 
London but you can hear the fellows wishing they could wear one. What 
do you think of our latest war news, and peace proposals. I guess there 
was great speculation on Albert St Dec 12th eh?97 I know we were all a little 
excited here about it, but I see the Allies have refused to listen, but it’s the 
thin end of the wedge & I don’t think it will be very much longer before 
some definite proposal comes forward. We don’t want to quit until we get 
what we go after, no chance. It would only mean a draw after all this 
expense in blood & money. I got a letter from mother this week & she is 
sending me a parcel, after me writing and telling her to be sure not to. You 
ask me if I get tired of hearing the exploits of the kids. Say thats the only 
news of Oshawa I care to hear anyway [remainder missing] 

A cap badge of the 18th Battalion
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Letter 12 Notes appear on pages 152-53

      Somewhere in France
      Dec. 20th [1916]98

      & cold as : ------
Dear sweetheart
 Just stealing a few minutes to write to you as I may not be able to write 
again for maybe a couple of weeks. We are putting in our supposed rest 
period at a bombing school.99 It is an old French chateau. The kind you 
read about in Dumas and its easy to beleive this one existed in those 
days.100 Its a great big place built of blocks of stone, Park, & driveway 
leading under a stone arch to the stables & cowsheds at the back. Then a 
huge kitchen garden. There’s some of the family living here yet as I saw a 
fancy dressed madmeslle yesterday, & a young man dressed as a French 
staff officer, her brother, & an old man, evidently her father. The officers 
who take a course here of course stay in the house, the men of which I am 
one, stay in the barn, and beleive me she’s some barn. But the course is all 
right. You learn all about bombs and all explosives. How to handle & not 
to handle etc. Well, dearie I guess you are not interested in bombing at all 
now. You will be more interested in Xmas. Its sure dreary here for Xmas 
beleive me. We have to leave our billets to sit down & get warm I am 
writing this in an estaminet where we come to get a meal of eggs & chips, 
and to get warm. The meal is very welcome I can assure you.101 I got a 
parcel from the Sons of England day before yesterday, thru the Junior 
Army & Navy Stores, & a good one it was too.102 Well I’ve just had a good 
feed of 2 eggs & a plate of chips & two glasses of beer & two cups of French 
coffee & feel much better in my innards. Got to have one meal a day you 
know We never get vegetables at all now you know. Its a little hard on the 
digestion though. Its a terror when you have to spend your income on 
food to keep alive & well so you wont be a casualty & a burden to your 
country. Well the kids are all ready for Christmas now I guess. Did Jim 
have a good tree ready? I suppose he would all right. Well I just about 
know where I’ll be Christmas Eve. Just imagine us singing “Peace on earth 
goodwill towards men” to Fritz over the parapet. Well we were to have  
our pictures taken this week when we got out, but my chum got into an 
argument with a flare pistol. The flare hit him on the nose & cut it all up 
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so of course he could’nt show his mother how he looked all plastered up, 
so he had to postpone it, but its due to occur the very next chance we get. 
A very funny thing thing happened yesterday You know the Germans have 
what they call tear gas, besides the other deadly gas.103 This stuff just makes 
your eyes burn & water, its excrutiating. Of course at these courses we get 
all this to prepare us for possibilities. It is exploded out of a shell. The 
sergeant got our bunch to carry the empty shells down to the dump as we 
clean up the grounds every day. A couple of fellows got this gas, (which 
smells exactly like pineapple) on their clothes. We got to the pub at night 
& the warmth got it going. Say it cleaned out the house. You talk about the 
companionship of a skunk. I was sorry for the lady who runs it & she is a 
lady too Her eyes were red & streaming with tears. She was too polite to 
ask them to go, though she knew what was the trouble and they were too 
hungry to go as they were waiting for their chips & eggs. Its sure a fierce 
invention of Fritz’s. Well hon, I guess you will think I’m uninteresting, but 
really there’s nothing to tell you except the old, old story. Lots of love to 
the kids & the same for yourself from yrs as always George. 

Fragment 2104 Notes appear on page 153

rotten things to get though. So all the casuals from England have to work 
or fight. Its about time they did something except form fours & eat rations 
anyway. I hear Arthur Day is coming home. He soon got away did’nt he?105 
Never spread any talk about on the remarks I make as its only hearsay 
with me, of course, then spoken of with my usual sudden impulses. You 
remember me I’ll bet along those lines eh? You will be finding it hard 
work by now with winter on you with all its rottenness. Well! Jim must 
dig in and help, which I’ve no doubt he will anyway. Winnie is getting to 
be a big girl by this time I suppose. Say it seems a long time to me. What’s 
the matter with the Malle? No Polacks left or what is it?. They’ll get back 
at their employees just as soon as the opportunity offers, which will be as 
soon as the country is flooded with discharged men. Well sweetheart I’ll 
have to repeat myself again. Always remember I’m thinking of you & the 
children all the time, and all the time loving you all. It’s the best I can do 
now to write about it, but It won’t last like this for ever I guess. Heaps of 
love & best wishes from your always George
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Letter 13 Notes appear on pages 153-54

       Somewhere in France
       Dec 24th [1916]106

Dear girl
 Just got back from the course after six days and got a parcel from you 
and a letter, a letter from Edith & one from Sarah, also the promise of  
2 parcels one from Edith & one from Mary.107 I guess you wont be very 
proud of the last letter I wrote about 3 days ago. Well I suppose I should’nt 
have written then feeling as I did, you know what I mean don’t you? A 
letter is generally in the same vein as your feelings at the time of writing. 
Well I was hungry, tired, and uncomfortable almost frozen etc. Well 
sweetheart you must have been feeling cheerful when you wrote yours. It 
was like a ray of sunshine to me. Your parcels will sure be welcome as the 
rations are fierce. I guess this will be crossed out, but its the truth all right. 
We never get vegetables at all, sometimes a handful of dirty currants or 
raisins. Mind you kiddo I’m not grouching, but like you I feel bitter & 
resentful sometimes, especially when the grub is a little worse than usual 
& then I get a Vindicator, containing a letter from some guy in the steenth 
Batt saying how well they live & giving in detail the menu which looks 
like a hotel menu.108 We know its true too as we took the same when we 
were there. But the difference is so vast.109 Say hon, I told you I was in the 
bombers when I first was placed with them. Jack Burr & I were put in the 
company bombers together. Then there were some men wanted for the 
Batt bombing section and I, fortunately, or otherwise was chosen. It is 
generally referred to as the “Suicide Club.”110 I suppose its the same 
wherever you are, if one comes your way your chances of stopping it and 
getting away with it are about equal, bombers or not. I have’nt seen Jack 
again for 3 weeks. You see the Batt bombers are on their own. We only 
have a chance to see our friends in the companies when we get out, & this 
time our “out” was used up in a course at the school. Well kiddo I guess 
you wont want to hear any more of this. Your parcels are very satisfactory 
indeed. Cakes, cocoa, etc. You can cut out tobac altogether as I always have 
tobacco to burn, also less choc. ever since I’ve been up the line anyway. 
Candles I would’nt send, as we are always buying them: We have to have 
lots of them as we use them all the time except when actually on duty. So 
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Mrs Knott seems to be in trouble again Let them carry on. Dont you get 
mixed up with it all. Be on good terms with them all as far as possible & 
let it go at that I know you have a lot of good judgment of your own any 
way. So the Malle is having difficulty in keeping men eh? That sounds 
funny for them don’t it? Well I guess they will soon have lots of men. Get 
the war over and they will have more than they want I guess. Well I suppose 
you are talking about dad now as its so near Christmas. I can easily imagine 
you now. Its about supper time with you and one day before Christmas. 
Never mind sweetheart just wait a while longer. We will be fixed all right 
for another Christmas anyway, with a little good luck. Remember me to 
Maimie & Annie also Miss McLeod. Oh, shall be very pleased to get the 
kids photo. Good luck to them. Hope they enjoy themselves to the highest 
to-morrow even if dad is away. Give them a kiss from me for luck and 
with all kinds of love for yourself I remain yours as always. George. 

P.S. Hope this is a little more cheerful Please write as often as possible

Letter 14 Notes appear on pages 154-55

       Somewhere in France111

       Dec 29th 1916
Dear old girl
 I suppose you will be wondering how I put in the festive season. Well 
on Dec 23rd I got a parcel from you and one from mother, so naturally I 
expected great things the next night, Christmas Eve, but it was a calamity. 
The mail comes up with the rations and on this particular night you can 
[one line illegible] though usually we like the “other fellow” to go as 
carrying rations is work, and of course work is objectionable to a fighting 
unit.112 But to continue, we were all there. The transports were piled high 
we could see this much in the darkness. (They only come up in the dark 
you see for fear they may be shelled.) They began to unload, our anxiety 
increasing as the grub & mail was shot off. Every body being mentioned 
in turn. “A” Co, “B,” “C,” “D.” Machine Gunners Scouts, Signallers etc. We 
began to get anxious No welcome call of “Bombers” except for rations. 
Then somebody broke the spell & asked the transport sergeant “– ain’t 
there no ---- mail for us.” The answer was “no.” We have 44 men & not 
one letter even. We got the grub home & first there was no bacon. There 
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was plum pudding.113 One 8 lb tin, marked on was the legend [one line 
illegible]. You will probably see pictures of happy soldiers eating plum duff 
subscribed by a generous public, but don’t examine them to see if there’s 
anybody belonging to you, it will be useless. We were a pretty gloomy 
bunch on that rotten Christmas Eve I will tell you until somebody says 
“Oh ------ lets have a little melody.” So we started singing everything we 
could think of. You will recollect I had’nt opened my two parcels yet 
except to glance through them to see contents, so I came forward and 
saved the situation. We had Christmas cake Christmas pudding cookies, 
chocolates, and those cherries.114 I hope you know where they grow those 
kind of cherries as I want to get a tree like that when I get home. Well we 
sung & ate until 12.30 and imagined we could hear Xmas bells ringing 
“Peace on earth goodwill towards men” between the explosions of the 
shells etc. [one line illegible] up about 7.30 to breakfast. We got a slice of 
bread & jam & some cold tea. Dinner we got a minute slice of beef, a 
portion of the 16 rations of plum duff, divided into 44 parts, some raisins 
& prunes, as an extra. We enjoyed it very much and then we were booked 
for “up the line” at 2.30 p.m. for 72 hours on an old mine slack dump. 
About like the one in Lomey Town only more isolated and much larger & 
I should say wetter.115 Its a new departure for us. Its a post about 20 yards 
from “Heinie’s.” We do 6 hours on and 6 hours off all the time we are there. 
There’s nowhere to sleep except what looks like an enlarged rat hole a 
narrow tunnel which runs about 20 feet into the side of the hill only about 
the six feet furthest from the entrance being any way at all inhabitable, & 
that only for two men side by side. The rest is [one line illegible] that six 
feet is not exactly a bed of roses, more like waterlilies if we are to use a 
horticultural term.116 Well I went on at 4.30 p.m. until 10.30 p.m. for my 
first relief. About 9.30 I witnessed the most inspiring sight possible to see 
I should think. A Battle in progress on the frontage right next to us probably 
½ a mile away.117 Some other battalion giving Heinie his Christmas box. 
We were away up in the air and could see it all. Just think. A pitch dark 
night then suddenly H---- let loose. Shells bursting with a red flame and a 
terrible roar. Flares going up a dozen at a time and all colors. The Germans 
send up rockets for their artillery to open up you know. Well it lasted 
about a couple of hours I should think, and not a shell near us which was 
the best of it from a personal point of view. Well the next [one line illegible] 

Bennett.indd   42 24/03/2009   12:09:49 PM



43May-December 1916

exciting for us anyway. The shells came all over us in our beautifully 
isolated position, but luck was with us. It seemed to be a period of thrills 
for next morning Dec 27th I had just come down to my rat hole (which by 
the way we shared with the original owners who seemed inclined to be 
resentful and keep us awake all they could by running over us while we 
endeavour to sleep & by eating our grub) when I saw signs of a little 
excitement.118 A bunch of aeroplanes up in the air over the German lines 
and German guns firing all they could at them. Suddenly one of them 
begins to circle down, and gracefully it settled until about 50 feet from the 
ground then flop. Broke in two. I saw them carry the men away but of 
course it was too far away for me to reach them but they fell in our own 
lines so they did well beleive me. Well by golly the same [words illegible] 
did’nt blow up a mine right in front of our post.119 It sure shook us up 
where we were but it was an awe inspiring sight to see in the dark. Some 
Christmas week I tell you. More exciting than being at Knotts or some 
other house & listening to the strains of the “Norseman” or something 
like that, and drinking beer and eating things until you feel on the verge 
of an explosion. Also its not hardly as comfortable. I’d used to get a wet 
shirt dancing sometimes, but now its wet probably the first half the night 
with rain, then the miserable weather of this mis-named Sunny France 
changes and the rest of the night it freezes. A beautiful experience. [words 
illegible] trying while it lasts but not so bad to recollect while sitting by a 
little fire in billets when we are “out.” Well sweetheart this seems to be an 
[words illegible] has a green envelope and can call [word missing] nice things 
with impunity. Its bad to waste it with recounting my own experiences but 
its also the only chance I shall ever get of sending news at all, as ordinary 
letters are more apt to be censored than one with a green envelope. That’s 
not saying that this one is certain of going unmolested. Let me know if a 
green “special” envelope ever comes to you which has had portions erased. 
They are not supposed to be but they are subject to censorship. Well 
sweetheart I hope you and the children had a good time Christmas. Also 
lots of presents. I could imagine the scene perfectly on Christmas morning. 
Say don’t Mollie look good with Jack on the snapshot. She is a nice little 
girl now and I’m [one line illegible] on, hon, the time when I’ll see you all 
again. Tell Winnie & Jim [letter torn] was delighted with their letters [letter 
torn] where Winnie says I’m a better dad than lots of men, you see I like a 
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little flattery even yet. Tell Rose next door that I received her lovly card & 
letter and appreciate the thoughtfulness that prompted the deed & will 
write as soon as I can. Love to you & our kiddies sweetheart from yours  
as always George. 

my grammar is going the way of my table manners it seems.

Letter 15 Note appears on page 155

       On Active Service
       Dec 30th [1916]120

Dear Winnie
 Just received your letter in with your mothers. So glad to hear that  
you got you cards and handkerchiefs safely, and that you liked them. Also 
pleased to hear that mother got the registered letter I sent her. You tell  
her I say, she is to use it for a present for herself. Say it’s too bad about 
poor little Mollie having whooping cough. Hope she soon gets better I 
remember when you & Jim had it. It sure was fierce to hear you coughing. 
Did May, Lillie & Annie get their cards? I saw your name in the paper on 
the honor roll of your class at school. Glad you are doing so well. I’m 
quite proud of you. Write again honey to your loving “Dad” 
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