
Alberta was only nine years old when the First World 
War started. Its population had reached 375,000 
by 1911 and 496,000 five years later.1 In 1914, the 
populations of Edmonton and Calgary both exceeded 
70,000, though by 1918, they had dropped to just 
over 50,000. Given the province’s youth and small 
population, it would appear unlikely that it could 
make a major difference to the war effort. However, 
this was not the case at all. Alberta made major con-
tributions to Canada’s fighting forces. Precise num-
bers are elusive because many Albertans enlisted 
outside the province. One comprehensive analysis 
puts the total at 48,885, or 35.1 percent of the male 
population aged 18 to 45, placing the province third 
behind Manitoba at 47.6 and Ontario at 36.8 per-
cent. The figure becomes more impressive given 
that in 1911, 43.5 percent of Alberta’s population was 
born outside Canada or Britain, more than twice 
the national average, and 62.1 percent lived in rural 
settings compared to 54.5 percent nationwide, a seg-
ment of the population that tended to provide fewer 
recruits due to the critical need for farm labour. High 
recruitment meant significant losses: 6,140 Alber-
tans were killed in action, and some 20,000 were 

wounded, 5 percent of the population eligible for 
military service.2

There is relatively little scholarship on Alberta’s 
First World War experience. The earliest treatment 
is John Blue’s “Alberta in the Great War,” a chapter 
in his Alberta Past and Present: Historical and 
Biographical, published in 1924.3 In 1978, John 
Herd Thompson wrote a brief regional analysis, 
The Harvests of War, examining the Manitoba, 
Saskatchewan, and Alberta home fronts.4 The first 
contemporary, comprehensive examination of 
Alberta’s First World War experience was volume 4 in 
Ted Byfield’s Alberta in the 20th Century: A Journalistic 
History of the Province in Twelve Volumes. Titled The 
Great War and Its Consequences, it was published in 
1994. Byfield, a journalist, publisher, and editor, 
produced a heavily pictorial popular history that also 
devoted a surprising amount of space to national 
issues and trends.5 There is also information to 
be found in profiles of Alberta military leaders, 
those who trained in the province, regimental and 
municipal histories, and accounts of institutions 
such as the University of Alberta and Mount Royal 
College (as it was then).6 
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Regional analysis of Canada’s First World War 
effort remains an area in need of further schol-
arship. Most work is considerably dated. That on 
Quebec still focuses on debates over conscription; 
the most comprehensive work on Ontario is largely 
comprised of reprinted documents; there is no gen-
eral work on the Maritimes; and a recently published 
book on wartime British Columbia is a popular, 
rather episodic account by two CBC journalists.7 

Historiography on Canada in the First World War 

While regional wartime history remains sparse, the 
general historiography on Canada in the First World 
War has grown increasingly comprehensive and 
complex. For many years, studies of Canadian forces 
overseas have centred on how their performance in 
battle generated pride and a national spirit, accel-
erating Canada’s trajectory from colony to nation.8 
Unlike Britain or Australia during the interwar years, 
Canada did not produce a multivolume scholarly 
“Official History” of its military involvement and 
performance. Colonel A. Fortescue Duguid, an engi-
neer by training, was put in charge of a small histori-
cal section in the Canadian Army.9 Determined to get 
every detail correct, and, as a result, to consult every 
document, Duguid produced only a single volume by 
the outset of the Second World War. He also hoarded 
First World War military records, which as a result 
were not open to researchers until the 1960s. This 
gap in scholarship did not begin to be addressed 
until the appearance of G.W.L. Nicholson’s 1964 
single-volume Official History of the Canadian Army in 
the First World War. Although thorough and balanced, 
it is more descriptive than analytical. Thus, more 
popular or even propagandistic books, including 

those generated during the war, remained widely 
consulted. Not until 1980 did the first volume of the 
Official History of the Royal Canadian Air Force appear, 
and not until 2010 that of the Royal Canadian Navy.10 

The immediate period after the Second World 
War did not see much scholarly attention devoted to 
the First World War. The 1960s and 1970s brought 
little academic military history, reflecting an anti- 
military and anti-authoritarian ethos prevalent on 
university campuses during the unpopular Vietnam 
War. Countering this, however, uplifting popular 
accounts were published, namely about the battle at 
Vimy Ridge, that promulgated Canada’s growing na-
tionalism, autonomy, and international recognition, 
especially as the 50th anniversary of the clash coin-
cided with Canada’s 100th birthday. This carried into 
the 1980s with the appearance of popular histories 
that detailed the harsh, gruesome, and deadly nature 
of other key battles involving Canadians, but also 
highlighted the grit, fortitude, and accomplishments 
of Canadian soldiers.11 

Recent historiographic trends, namely toward 
specialization and social history, have resulted in a 
more complete picture of Canada’s overseas military 
experience. Still, the nationalistic theme persists, 
notably in discussions of Canada’s increasingly im-
proved performance over the course of the conflict, 
and the emergence of the Canadian Corps as an elite, 
expertly, Canadian-led formation, arguably the best 
among the Allies.12 Demonstrating the influence of 
social history, Desmond Morton’s When Your Num-
ber’s Up and Sandra Gwyn’s Tapestry of War reconstruct 
the war experience through the writings of those in 
the thick of things overseas.13 Recent scholarship has 
also examined the complex and not always copacetic 
relationship between Canadian soldiers and the 
British.14 Analyses have challenged the portrayal of 
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Canada’s 1st Division as less prepared and effec-
tive, namely at the Second Battle of Ypres.15 While 
commending Canadians for their performance at 
Vimy, other works argue that the battle’s impor-
tance and impact have been exaggerated and that 
Canadian tactics, while effective, were not hugely 
innovative.16 Tim Cook’s monumental two-volume 
work, At the Sharp End and Shock Troops, provides an 
examination of the Canadian Army’s experiences 
from the perspectives of both ordinary soldiers 
and their leaders.17 He details the unique world of 
soldiers, from the banality of trench routines to the 
men’s various coping techniques, such as seeking 
the protection of supernatural forces or turning to 
black humour, drinking, swearing, singing, and 
womanizing.18 Other works examine the war through 
presenting letters between soldiers and those on the 
home front, or through focusing on the experiences 
of POWs; the application of military discipline; diet 
and health; and recreation and sports.19 

Earlier works on the Canadian home front 
during the First World War typically focused on the 
national level—principally on how mobilization was 
managed, with munitions production, recruitment, 
and conscription being central themes.20 Perpet-
ual regionalism, or what historian J.M.S. Careless 
called in 1970 Canada’s “limited identities,” no doubt 
prompted several regional-based studies on the 
First World War. The trend toward more intensive 
analysis also manifested in recent works on spe-
cific communities in wartime, namely Winnipeg, 
Regina, Toronto, Trois Rivières, Guelph, Lethbridge, 
and Halifax.21

Works on mobilization have explored the ways 
in which Canadians were influenced to back total 
war, such as through censorship and propaganda and 
other forms of state surveillance and repression.22 

Scholarship has also detailed how classrooms and 
popular literature were geared toward cultivating 
patriotism. Works on universities show the begin-
nings of officer training programs and coordination 
between government, industry, and academe that 
advanced military-related scientific research.23 That 
on Canadian churches shows that a wide swath of 
denominations, particularly Protestant branches, 
promoted the war as a righteous cause against evil, 
raised money and other means of support, and pro-
vided clerics who ministered to men’s spiritual and 
emotional needs overseas.24

Social friction in wartime Canada has also 
become a prominent theme. Much of the work 
draws inspiration from social history, which seeks 
to tell the story of groups long under-represented or 
written out of mainstream, often whiggish historical 
accounts. Such scholarship has explored increasing 
discord and radicalism among large segments of 
Canada’s working class over wartime hyperinfla-
tion, lack of representation, absence of collective 
bargaining rights, and the conscription of men but 
not wealth.25 Other work shows that jingoism and 
nativism, buttressed by wartime hysteria, resulted 
in extreme prejudice against Canadians of German 
and Ukrainian background. The latter, typically not 
naturalized as British subjects, were classified as 
enemy aliens and, in over 8,500 cases, interned.26 
Scholarship also details the wartime experiences 
of visible minorities, who were initially excluded 
from volunteering in what was termed a “White 
Man’s War” and, in the case of African-Canadians, 
eventually restricted to labour battalions to support 
white troops.27 Recent academic debate has revolved 
around the extent to which First Peoples responded 
to the call and whether their patriotism resulted 
in meaningful improvements.28 Further work has 
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enriched understanding of the contributions and 
war-related changes experienced by women, and 
probed whether they enhanced longer-term trends 
toward equality.29 

Important new work has also focused on the 
aftermath of the war. Many soldiers carried home the 
Spanish flu, which took the lives of 50,000 Cana-
dians. As Mark Humphries writes, the pandemic 
exposed major gaps in Canada’s fledgling health-
care system and played a key role in generating the 
creation of a federal Department of Health.30 Recent 
scholarship shows that programs to support Canada’s 
First World War veterans had profound shortcom-
ings, but still constituted pioneering social welfare 
initiatives.31 Finally, newer cultural history research, 
exploring memory and commemoration, explains 
how Canada’s First World War has been represented, 
constructed, and distorted—through, for exam-
ple, memorials, art, and literature—often to serve 
particular agendas.32 

Alberta at War 

In the war’s early stages, Alberta’s young men 
overwhelmed enlistment centres. Most were mo-
tivated by a sense of loyalty and duty to Britain and 
the conviction that it was essential to halt German 
aggression and militarism. Many craved travel and 
adventure and wanted to partake in events that were 
cast as shaping the destiny of civilization. Some 
joined for a job, as the West, like the rest of Canada, 
was mired in a deep recession that lasted until 
mid-1915. At the outset of the war, Edmonton had an 
estimated 4,000 unemployed, and rural areas suf-
fered with droughts in 1912 and 1913. Many thought 
time was of the essence if they wanted to participate 

since experts predicted a short conflict, reasoning 
that the Great Powers could sustain a massive war for 
only months. 

Those who successfully enlisted into what must 
have initially seemed like an exclusive club found 
themselves without enough weapons or uniforms. 
In Edmonton, early recruits paraded through city 
streets in civilian clothes. In January 1915, the 49th 
Battalion, known as the Loyal Edmonton Regiment, 
raised a full complement of 35 officers and 975 other 
ranks in a matter of days. At Calgary’s Sarcee training 
camp, which became the second largest in Canada, 
40,000 men over the course of the war were pre-
pared to go overseas.

Albertans participated in every major battle 
involving Canadians. Some sent home chilling ac-
counts. In June 1916, from Hooge in Belgium—where 
the Germans used flamethrowers, machine guns, 
mortars, and grenades to recapture lost ground—
Bruce Davies, a Lethbridge corporal, wrote that the 
“dead were lying all around. I got out and crawled 
back into the trench. I found out that I had been hit 
in the right leg pretty hard, also in the left knee. Pre-
viously none of these wounds had been dressed, the 
reason being that the stretcher bearers kept being 
blown to pieces . . . My God, it was awful agony.”33 
Most, however, in order to appear manly and to avoid 
upsetting loved ones or running afoul of military 
censors, emphasized triumphs and heroism, or 
maintained a lighthearted attitude. An example of 
the last is Calgary’s Harry Jennings, who said of a 
serious head wound sustained at the Second Battle of 
Ypres: “I shall have to part my hair in the middle.”34

Alberta newspapers highlighted heroism by local 
lads such as Private Cecil Kinross, a 22-year-old 
from Lougheed, in central Alberta, who won the 
Victoria Cross at Passchendaele for singlehandedly 
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moving across open ground to capture a German 
machine gun, killing six. Also venerated were 
Canada’s military leaders such as Brigadier General 
Archibald MacDonnell, commander of the Loyal 
Edmonton Regiment and three other battalions as 
part of the 7th Brigade, who, following the triumph 
at Vimy Ridge, was given command of Canada’s 
1st Division. Albertans also figured prominently 
in Canada’s contributions to aerial combat. Major 
Donald MacLaren, the province’s top ace with 54 
kills, rose to the rank of squadron commander and 
was honoured with the DSO, Military Cross and Bar, 
Distinguished Flying Cross, Croix de Guerre, and 
Legion d’Honneur ribbon. 

Albertans at home rallied to support all major 
war charities and drives. Women’s groups organized 
bazaars and teas, sponsored entertainment, and ran 
second-hand shops to raise money for the war effort. 
Children collected scrap, and, when not learning 
patriotic lessons in school, put on plays and other 
events as fundraisers. Redcliff and Monitor, Alberta, 
received captured German artillery pieces for top-
ping other communities in Canada when it came to 
purchasing Victory Bonds on a per capita basis.

For other Albertans, it was a much different war. 
The province was home to some 37,000 people of 
German and enemy alien background. Germans 
were fired from government jobs and positions such 
as teaching. Many Germans tried to pass themselves 
off as Scandinavians or Dutch. The Alberta Herold, 
the province’s only German newspaper, did not sur-
vive the war, as the federal government compelled 
all newspapers written in enemy languages to print 
in English.

The war also dramatically affected Alberta’s First 
Peoples. Estimates place the First Nations’ enlist-
ment rate as high as 35 percent. Some First Peoples 

felt loyalty to the British Crown who they believed 
had respected treaty rights. Young Aboriginal people 
sought to escape the boredom of reserve life and 
emulate the warrior tradition of their forebears. 
Some Alberta Natives became renowned for their 
battlefield performance. Corporal Henry Norwest, 
a Cree from Fort Saskatchewan, had 115 observed 
hits as a sniper. Yet, for Aboriginal people, applica-
tions for veterans’ benefits had to proceed through 
Indian agents who, typically, recommended against 
extending credit, even when it was state subsidized, 
because it was assumed First Peoples were like chil-
dren and could not cope with debt. 

As casualties mounted and Canada’s war econ-
omy heated up, it became more difficult to obtain 
adequate numbers of volunteers. Albertans were 
attracted to well-paid jobs in munitions factories 
in Central Canada. The province’s ranchers faced 
record demand for beef; its lumber mills operated 
at peak capacity; and its coal mines struggled to pro-
vide adequate supplies to cities and war industries. 
Fuelled by overseas demand, wheat prices reached 
$2.21 a bushel in 1917, three times the prewar level. 
Alberta wheat farms expanded from a total cultiva-
tion of 1.8 million hectares in 1911 to 3.03 million 
hectares in 1916. However, much of this was on 
lower-quality farmland. Moreover, to obtain quick 
and maximum output and profits, proper fallow-
ing was ignored, eventually resulting in declin-
ing yields.35 Still, with the war accelerating rural 
depopulation, farm labour was desperately needed, 
and wages increased by 25 percent to reach a record 
average of $50 per month.36 Shortages in farm labour 
reached the point where many in rural Alberta op-
posed conscription. In the riding of Edmonton West, 
Frank Oliver, federal minister of the Interior from 
1905 to 1911 and founder of the Edmonton Bulletin, 
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ran for the Liberals, opposing conscription after his 
eldest son, Allen, was killed in action the previous 
November. Oliver led against the pro-conscription 
Union candidate, Brigadier General William Gries-
bach, a former, popular mayor and first commander 
of the 49th Battalion, until the overseas soldier vote 
tipped the balance to Griesbach.

News of the Armistice on 11 November 1918 
prompted massive celebrations and outpourings of 
national pride. But the war also left deep divisions 
and daunting problems. Prices had increased an 
estimated 75 percent during the conflict, and the 
war-charged economy did not easily transition 
back to peace. Rapid deflation and a deep recession 
followed, lasting until the mid-1920s. Plunging 
postwar wheat prices, ultimately to less than one 
dollar a bushel, produced a collapse in rural Alberta. 
Coal mines were beset by labour problems, and the 
oil industry, which seemed promising in 1914 with 
discoveries in Turner Valley, was in free fall, as the 
expense of drilling and production proved prohib-
itive. The federal government’s refusal to estab-
lish a wheat board to prop up prices (as the Board 
of Grain Supervisors had controlled rising wheat 
prices in wartime), and postwar federal budgets that 
maintained high tariffs in order to protect central 
Canadian industry despite promises to move to freer 
trade, sparked a wave of prairie populism. In July 
1921, the United Farmers of Alberta, running can-
didates in just 45 of 61 ridings and with no leader or 
official platform, won office with 39 seats. 

The end of the conflict saw Canada’s federal 
government saddled with massive debt and facing 
the challenge of funding veteran programs. Although 
veterans griped about stingy state support, the 
assistance provided to Canadian veterans was un-
precedented for governments that had never before 

established significant social welfare programs. 
Indeed, Ottawa launched a fifth national Victory 
Bond drive for November 1919 that raised $660 
million (worth $8.4 billion in 2015)37 to help pay for 
veteran programs. 

Many who came out for victory celebrations on 
11 November 1918 wore a mask because Canada was 
then in the midst of the Spanish flu pandemic that, 
by late 1919, had claimed the lives of 3,259 Albertans. 
Numerous communities were forced into makeshift 
responses; Claresholm used its School of Agriculture 
as a hospital. Isolated communities and First Na-
tions reserves, where there was little or no medical 
assistance, suffered disproportionately. Calgary’s 
Dr. O.D. Weeks, who volunteered to treat those on 
reserves along the Alberta & Great Western Railway 
line, found as many as half the population dead in 
some places. The entire community of Lethbridge 
was quarantined for two days, as were the people of 
Taber, Pincher Creek, Legal, and Drumheller. 

The Frontier of Patriotism 

The Frontier of Patriotism presents, at the provin-
cial level, the complexity of the war experience as 
reflected in recent historiography. To do this, the 
editors turned to 40 contributors, both academic 
and local historians, whose work, collectively, show-
cases a rich tapestry of activities and experiences in 
Alberta during the First World War.

Because of the wide range of topics included, 
most entries were kept brief so that the volume re-
mained at a manageable length, though latitude was 
provided in cases where the editors agreed greater 
coverage was warranted. The essays are grouped the-
matically to cover Albertans in uniform, in battle, on 
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the home front, and to show the aftermath and legacy 
of the First World War. 

Readers will encounter both academic and 
popular, and broad and highly focused papers. They 
will learn about military leaders and ordinary sol-
diers; the wartime experiences of Alberta chaplains, 
churches, labour, women, First Peoples, conscien-
tious objectors, and those labelled as enemy aliens; 
what Albertans read about the war; the construction 
of war-related infrastructure; the varied and pro-
found impact of the struggle on communities; what 
one can learn from material evidence; the impact of 
the Spanish flu pandemic; the postwar Soldier Set-
tlement program; and provincial commemoration of 
the conflict. 

For many Albertans, these four tumultuous 
years represented a time of individual valour and 
of communities pulling together and sacrificing for 
what was viewed as a noble cause. For others, such as 
Albertans of German and enemy alien background, 
conscientious objectors, First Peoples, labourers, 
farmers, and significant numbers of veterans, the 
war left disillusionment and anger. Many, but not all, 
of these trends were evident elsewhere in Canada, 
something that speaks to the importance of explor-
ing the regional and local story as well as the national 
narrative to understand the commonalities and 
distinctiveness of what it means to be Canadian.
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