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Abstract 

Gendered expectations about wartime duty were central to Toronto’s mobilization during 

the First World War. How Torontonians defined these duties and responsibilities – and how they 

imagined the war they were waging – exposes attitudes and reactions towards war that were 

contrary to those expected and promoted by the war effort. Many of these expectations were 

based on the prevailing imperial understandings of manhood, war, and militarism of the era. The 

historiography of the First World War generally presents ideas of a national coming of age. 

However, how Torontonians lived and imagined war from 1914 to 1918 demonstrates this 

experience was both contested and gendered. 

This case study of wartime Toronto examines how municipal, provincial, and federal 

authorities reinforced masculine expectations during wartime, and especially how active service 

was framed as the ultimate expression of manhood and masculinity. This study traces links 

between masculine duty and enlistment for war as communicated through war posters and the 

city’s municipal organizations. Wartime activities – including recruitment and conscription, the 

identification of enemy aliens, and civil unrest – were framed by understandings of manhood that 

valued active military service as its ultimate test. Toronto was a military centre for the 

recruitment of acceptable soldier-volunteers, and later soldier-conscripts; it was also a place 

where “enemy aliens” were identified, suspected, and registered and where veterans struggled to 

readjust to civilian life. While some Torontonians supported the war and the ideals of freedom 

and democracy it was believed to safeguard, others voiced their displeasure about the war and its 

effects within the city.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Men gathered underneath the electrified lights of Toronto’s downtown city streets 

long after hearing the news of war. According to the taps of the telegraphs from England, 

which had travelled through the night and the even darker depths of communication 

cables along the bottom of the sea, Canada went to war alongside England at the stroke of 

midnight on 4 August 1914. The bellicose news of an empire at war reached Toronto in 

the early evening local time. It was met with explosions of cheers and tickertape from 

awaiting crowds who had spent most of the proceeding Bank Holiday weekend with their 

eyes and ears turned towards Europe and the increasing diplomatic crescendo of war. 

Long after the rest of the city retired to their beds that Tuesday night, groups of 

marauding men took to the streets in small parades waving Union Jacks and raising 

chorus’ of God Save the Queen.1 However, the city would not sleep for much longer. 

Over the next four years war fundamentally altered the landscape of Toronto as its urban 

geography shifted to war work: its boulevards became parade routes, its parks used for 

ceremonies of mourning and remembrance, its exhibition grounds used to train troops 

and jail suspected enemy aliens. 
                                                        
1 The opening account is based on the following report in The Globe: “Is it against the law to show 
patriotism in this city? I ask this apparently foolish question because last night at the corner of Bay and 
King streets I saw the police… break up a perfectly harmless, very fine-spirited procession of men… It was 
11.30 p.m., there was no traffic being disturbed, the men kept to the side of the road and were simply 
showing the spirit and feeling that leads to prompt volunteering when the need arises. And I have never 
been in a country where such a demonstration would be objected to…surely the Chief of Police issued no 
order to maltreat people who wish to show their loyalty to the Empire in a way that is accepted as proper all 
the world over.” “Citizen Flays Police for Stopping Parade,” The Toronto Globe, 6 August 1914, 6. 
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The Toronto that greeted news of war in August 1914 came to look very different 

over the next four years. During those early months of the war, queues of young men 

lined up outside the Armouries on University Avenue waiting and wanting to sign up for 

duty overseas. Toronto’s local regiments began filling their rosters with young men to 

send to Valcartier, the newly minted Canadian military training camp set up on the 

outskirts of Quebec City.2 By the end of August approximately 4,500 troops marched out 

of the city and onto the battlefield.3 Troops regularly left the city until Spring 1916, at 

which point plummeting volunteer rates and increasing demand for men overseas pushed 

the nation into a year-long divisive debate over conscription. The Military Service Act 

(MSA) opened discussions about the nature of service, the promises of exemption, and 

the inequity of the conscription tribunals. Torontonians met in the streets in 1918 as 

returned soldiers and civilians clashed with police out of frustration over high 

unemployment and unresolved wartime issues including the presences of “enemies” at 

home. In a wartime climate of friend and foe, and of enemy and ally, who could be 

trusted? 

                                                        
2 On 7 August the offer of Canada’s Minister of Militia, Sam Hughes, to raise and equip a contingent of 
twenty-five thousand men to send overseas was accepted by the British government. Desmond Morton, A 
Military History of Canada (Edmonton: Hertig Publishers Ltd., 1985), 130. 
3 “More volunteers to Leave Toronto for Valcartier,” Toronto Star, 29 August 1914, 5. For a full listing of 
battalions and their dates leaving the city, see Ian Hughes McLean Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief: 
Torontonians and the Great War (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), Appendix C Battalions 
Raised in Toronto. 
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Gendered expectations about wartime duties and responsibilities were central to 

Toronto’s mobilization during the First World War.4 How Torontonians defined their 

duties and responsibilities – and how they imagined the war they were waging – exposes 

attitudes and reactions towards war that remained contrary to these expectations of the 

war effort. Many of these expectations were based on the prevailing imperial 

understandings of manhood, war, and militarism of the era. Public commemorations, 

academic discussions, and school curriculum about the First World War are generally 

predicated upon ideas of a national coming of age. However, as we will explore through 

this project, how Torontonians lived and imagined war from 1914 to 1918 was both a 

contested and gendered experience.5  

                                                        
4 On imaginings and war, please see: Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English 
Culture (New York: Atheneum, 1991); Jay Winter, “Imaginings of War: Posters and the Shadow of the 
Lost Generation,” in Picture This: World War I Posters and Visual Culture, ed. Pearl James (University of 
Nebraska Press, 2009), 37 – 60; Alan R. Young, "'We Throw the Torch': Canadian Memorials of the Great 
War and the Mythology of Heroic Sacrifice," Journal of Canadian Studies 24, no. 4 (1989-90): 5-28. 
5 The memorialization of the Great War shifted from a commemoration of glorious sacrifice in the name of 
nation and empire in the immediate post-war years to an emphasis on the futility of the conflict by mid-
century. A war treated with reverence in the 1920’s was increasingly challenged in the 1930’s by war 
novels and changing public perceptions questioning the validity and usefulness of that war and war in 
general. The Great Depression and the Second World War caused Canadians to view the “first war” as 
outdated, futile, and unjustified in relation to economic disillusionment and more recent experiences with 
war against the Nazis in Europe. By the 1950’s, the Great War was pictured as a useless slaughter in 
comparison to a justified war effort against evil in the Second World War. The latter half of the twentieth 
century witnessed a revisiting of the Great War through themes of memory and the rise of the nation state 
immortalized by public historians such as Pierre Berton and situated within a larger revisiting of the Great 
War by scholars such as Paul Fussell. In a hybrid of earlier approaches, the last decades of the twentieth 
century memorialized the conflict as both a regrettable slaughter and a glorified moment of importance in 
the history of the nation. Though so many lives were sacrificed, there was believed to be an ultimate gain in 
a greater sense of what it meant “to be Canadian.” For more on historians and the writing of the two world 
wars, see Pierre Berton, Marching as to War: Canada’s Turbulent Years, 1899-1953 (Toronto: Doubleday 
Canada, 2001); Pierre Berton, Vimy, (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 1986); Tim Cook, Clio’s 
Warriors: Canadian Historians and the Writing of the World Wars (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006); Paul 
Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000); Wesley C. 
Gustavson, “Competing Visions: Canada, Britain, and the Writing of the First World War,” in Canada and 
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This case study of wartime Toronto examines how the city’s municipal 

government, residents, and authorities reinforced masculine expectations during the First 

World War, and especially masculine expectations that framed active service as the 

ultimate expression of manhood and masculinity. John Tosh writes about manhood as a 

journey from adolescence to maturity, and that “this journey from manhood began in 

domestic independence and ended in domestic authority.”6 Military service and training 

were often situated as an important part of the transition into manhood as discussed in a 

Canadian context by historians including Mark Moss.7 This study first explores the war 

as imagined through Canadian war posters. War poster imagery centered on three figures 

and their associated wartime roles: the soldier, the wife and mother, and the enemy. 

Secondly, this study analyzes recruitment, conscription, the identification of enemy 

aliens, and civil unrest in Toronto. These activities illustrate that Torontonians reacted to 

masculine expectations framed by the war effort in unexpected ways. Toronto was a 

military centre for the recruitment of acceptable soldier-volunteers, and later soldier-

conscripts. It was also a place where men were labeled as “enemy aliens” and where 

veterans struggled to readjust to civilian life. While some Torontonians supported the war 

                                                                                                                                                                     

the British World: Culture, Migration and Identity, eds. Philip Buckner and R. Douglas Francis 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006), 142-156; Desmond Morton and J.L. Granatstein, Marching to 
Armageddon: Canadians and the Great War 1914-1919 (Toronto, ON: Lester & Orpen Dennys, 1989); 
Jonathan Vance, Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning and the First World War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
1997). 
6 John Tosh,  A Man’s Place: Masculinity and the Middle-Class Home in Victorian England (New Haven 
[Conn.]: Yale University Press, 1999), 122. 
7 Mark Moss, Manliness and Militarism: Educating Young Boys in Ontario for War (Don Mills, Ont.: 
Oxford University Press, 2001). 
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and the ideals of freedom and democracy it was believed to safeguard, others voiced their 

displeasure to authorities about the war and its effects within the city. Toronto and its 

diverse communities were plunged into conflict, and this study explores how wartime 

activities and programs – including conscription and recruitment, the Soldiers Insurance 

Program, the identification of enemy aliens, and civilian unrest – were framed by 

understandings of manhood that valued active military service as their ultimate test.  

The Project: An Introduction 

Studying gender brings attention to complexities of the war effort that have been 

smoothed out over time. Conceptions of gender, when viewed in their historical moment, 

help illuminate the institutional and social climates that defined the parameters of 

wartime expectations. The pervasive connections between empire, race, class, and gender 

in the context of the late 19th and early 20th centuries privileged white, Anglo-Saxon 

masculinity as a foundational concept in defining citizenship and in the waging of the 

First World War both at home and abroad.8 Fears about “racial otherness” within Canada 

were well established in the pre-war period and impacted immigration and employment 

                                                        
8 Marilyn Lake and Henry Reynolds trace the nineteenth-century expansion of “whiteness” as a 
transnational racial identification that propagated strategies of deportation, segregation, and exclusion 
practiced by “white men’s countries.” The notion of the “white man’s country,” they explain, emerged out 
of the context of imperialisms and a belief in the impossibility of multi-racial democracy. Marilyn Lake and 
Henry Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line: White Men’s Countries and the International Challenge 
of Racial Equality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 4, 6. Lake and Reynolds explain: 
“When glorious manhood asserted its elevation, white men monopolized the status of manhood itself. 
Coolies, islanders, Asiatics and Blacks were cast as not simply deficient as workers, colonist and citizens, 
but also as men. They were docile, servile, dependent, unfree. Hence, the struggles of coloured and 
colonized men to achieve recognition, or restitution, of their manhood as well national independence. Lake 
and Reynolds, Drawing the Global Colour Line, 7-8. 
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policies.9 This project analyzes how gendered expectations focused not only on men but 

also on a particular definition of civic responsibility that portrayed white men as 

defenders of home and family. Despite these expectations, Torontonians expressed their 

other reactions to the war as it was lived rather than imagined in Toronto. This study will 

examine these reactions through analyzing applications for exemptions from 

conscription, the Soldiers Insurance Program, and the participation of women and 

civilians in civil unrest.  

Project Themes 

An early fundraising effort started two weeks after the outbreak of war highlights 

a few of the war’s central themes: the public nature of wartime recruitment and 

involvement, the deliberate focus on the nature of men’s participation in the war, the 

understanding of the conflict as an imperial war, and women’s participation and support 

in the war effort to encourage men to enlist. The Canadian Women’s Hospital Ship Fund 

organized volunteers and distributed collection boxes. The organization mobilized 

Torontonians in “the cause” – the war effort – and particularly in the financing of a 

hospital to be sent overseas. From the early morning hours of 14 August 1914 the city 

was covered with canvassers (mostly women) asking those headed to work (mostly men) 

to part with their money in exchange for a smile or a kiss on the cheek and a flag. The 

                                                        
9 In his study of British Columbia and attitudes towards Orientals in the west, Ward explains: “White 
British Columbians yearned for a racially homogenous society. They feared that heterogeneity would 
destroy their capacity to perpetuate their values and traditions, their laws and institutions.” W. Peter Ward, 
White Canada Forever: Popular Attitudes and Public Policy Toward Orientals in British Columbia 
(McGill-Queen’s University Press: Kingston, 2002), 169.  
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evening edition of the Toronto Star reported “a clerk from the big department store 

[Eaton’s]”, a “round-shouldered workman with a frayed coat and serious face,” and a 

“lovely Irishman” as among the purchasers of flags. Reporters, the newspaper claimed, 

had been all over the city to capture the spirit of the women canvassers and their 

customers. The women stopped cars at intersections and urged their drivers to purchase 

flags and to display them on their hoods. At the corners along Yonge Street, the Star 

noted at least four Chinese Torontonians purchasing flags and attaching them to their 

lapels to wear “proudly down the streets with jaws that said ‘I’m as good an Englishman 

as any of you if you need me.’”10 The event was called Flag Day in homage to the item 

on sale that day: the Union Jack. For ten cents, and with a flag in his lapel, a man could 

declare his support for the war. Soon the cost, and the stakes, would be much higher. 

The newspaper consciously attributed the sentiment “I’m as good an Englishmen 

if you need me” to a man described as Chinese. This editorial decision highlights 

connections between war service, imperial belonging, gender and race.11 The identified 

                                                        
10 “Expect to Get $15,000 Out of Flag Day Here,” Toronto Star, 14 August 1914, 1, 14. 
11 Though women assumed new and important roles during the First World War, these roles generally 
supported rather than challenged pre-existing connections between masculinity, active service and 
citizenship. Sarah Glassford and Amy Shaw explain that “certain parameters” were placed around the 
participation of women in the war effort. Sarah Glassford and Amy Shaw, “Introduction: Transformation in 
a Time of War?” in A Sisterhood of Suffering and Service: Women and Girls of Canada and Newfoundland 
During the First World War, eds. Sarah Glassford and Amy Shaw (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2013), 2. 
Fighting was not even considered, and even factory work was looked upon with some disdain. Linda 
Quiney observes that “… this characterization of women’s appropriate patriotic behaviour balanced the 
masculine construction of patriotic duty regardless of class, providing a definition of appropriate service for 
both women and men” Linda Quiney, “Gendering Patriotism: Canadian Volunteer Nurses as the Female 
‘Soldiers’ of the Great War” in A Sisterhood of Suffering and Service: Women and Girls of Canada and 
Newfoundland During the First World War,, eds. Sarah Glassford and Amy Shaw (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
2013), 106. 
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“other” expressed an interest in being taken into the fold of civic pride and was able to 

assert the Britishness denied him by race but made possible through the patriotic but 

acceptable wartime behaviour: fundraising.12 This event may not have happened as 

published, or indeed have happened at all. However, the publication of this example in a 

local newspaper with national distribution illustrates the view the city wanted to project 

of itself and of the imagined inclusiveness of the war effort. We see in the determined 

jaw of the Star’s ethnic passer-by a version of Toronto at war that closed – imaginatively 

at least – divides between peoples and between races. Toronto's municipal government 

and censored press organs promoted this version of the war despite the realities of an ever 

growing and developing urban environment.  

Project Outline 

Through the lens of masculinity, wartime Toronto revealed itself as a place rife 

both with spectacles and obstacles. The city’s public spaces became venues for 

performances of defined gendered ideas of imperial duty and connections between war 

and masculinity, and analyzing often divergent constructions of manhood in Toronto 

illustrates the various, and often contested, experiences of living in a city at war. An 

analysis of the war effort in Toronto as organized and promoted by municipal, provincial, 

and federal governments also highlights the masculine expectations that framed the 

                                                        
12 See James Walker, “Race and Recruitment in World War I: Enlistment of Visible Minorities in the 
Canadian Expeditionary Force,” Canadian Historical Review 70, no. 1 (1989): 1–26. As already 
established by historians, visible ethnic groups were accepted into the Canadian Expeditionary Force 
(C.E.F.) in small numbers and faced general obstacles to enlistment and then participation in active service 
roles. 
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wartime behaviours, legislation, and policies that shaped the lives of those living within 

Toronto during the First World War. 

Canadian war posters illustrated three defined gendered wartime archetypes: the 

soldier, the mother and the wife, and the enemy. The eligible civilian who shirked his 

duty to fight was also presented in opposition to the figure of the soldier. Women were 

generally depicted as wives and mothers, and also as victims of war, even though women 

were assuming more active roles during the First World War than in other conflicts. 

These roles presented in wartime imagery – including Canadian war posters – defined 

gendered expectations for men and women that mirrored government policies. Posters 

make compelling historical sources due to their wide circulation, their dual invocations of 

imperial and national war efforts, and their presence within the city’s public spaces.  

This project focuses on government files in archival holdings that include Library 

and Archives Canada (LAC), the Archives of Ontario (AO), and the City of Toronto 

Archives (CTA). Gendered wartime duties are best reflected by municipal, provincial, 

and federal policies and priorities. Government files recorded official policies, 

correspondence, and decisions. They also contain letters of complaint or grievance 

received in response to government policies and priorities during wartime. These records 

include files originating within Toronto and within nearby communities that were sent to 

authorities in Toronto. Holdings consulted at LAC included: RG 24 Records of Militia 

and Defence; RG 13 Records of the Department of Justice; and RG 24 Records of the 

Department of National Defence. These files contained the day-to-day operations of the 
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Toronto Military Depot and letters written to Toronto authorities identifying enemy 

aliens. The Attorney General of Ontario files (RG 4-32) and the Thomas Langton Church 

Fonds (FU 25 – MU 554) at the Archives of Ontario provided valuable information about 

responses to enemy alien identification and the riots of August 1918. City of Toronto 

Archival holdings included visual evidence of a city at war through the photographs of 

William James (Fonds 1244) and John Boyd in addition to files concerning the Soldiers 

Insurance Program (Fonds 200, Series 786). Other files located at The National Archives 

(UK), the CNE Archives, and the University of Toronto Archives provided insight into 

the ways the City of Toronto and its institutions referenced and reinforced gendered 

connections between masculinity and active service. 

The initial analysis of war poster imagery presents a counterbalance to the 

correspondence, policies, and letters of complaints found in government sources 

throughout this project. The colourful imagery and bold slogans of war posters reinforced 

the gendered expectations of wartime behaviour and helped in the construction of 

wartime figures including the soldier, the wife and mother, and the enemy. Government 

documents reflected the narratives of the war posters but also the complications of their 

applications in daily life. Canadian First World War posters exist in numerous global 

archival holdings and large collections are held at the Canadian War Museum, the 

Imperial War Museum, the Library of Congress, the City of Toronto, the University of 

Toronto, Toronto Public Libraries, and the Archives of Ontario. War posters were an 

important part of the wartime cityscape in Toronto and illustrate the view that the war 
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was a glorious and masculine fight against an unworthy and uncivilized foe. Yet despite 

these images, and despite their reinforcement through government policies and priorities, 

Torontonians reacted to the war and its gendered constructions in unexpected ways. 

 
Figure 1 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 722, Policeman and Recruit, Armouries, c. 1914 

This photograph captured the image of a man identified as a recruit and his unstated interaction with a 
police officer. The image can be viewed a precursor of altercations to come in wartime Toronto. The visual 
distinction of a man out of uniform was one reinforced in war posters and imagery that targeted civilian 
men as shirkers avoiding their masculine obligation to defend family and empire by enlisting. 
 

Contrary to the rhetoric of the war effort and recruitment slogans, not all in 

Toronto accepted their defined duty to enlist. Instead, the study of recruitment exposes 

contested understandings of duty during a time of war especially as the recruitment of 

men for active service changed from voluntary to forced with the enactment of the 
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Military Service Act. The introduction of the Soldiers Insurance Program also illustrated 

the complications of applying the imagined wartime rhetoric to daily life. The 

introduction of the program reinforced the municipal government’s commitment to the 

war effort and introduced the city as a sort of paternal caregiver that looked after the best 

interests of soldiers and their families. The program also illustrated the unexpected costs 

of the war. The city struggled to pay insurance policies as casualties mounted, and it 

introduced limitations on beneficiary claims in order to mitigate their financial 

responsibilities. 

 Internment and the registration of enemy aliens in Toronto illustrated the limits of 

belonging in Toronto during the First World War. These limits were, in part, defined by 

the imagined figures of wartime imagery. Soldiers were perceived to be courageous and 

brave while “enemy aliens” were approached as suspicious and deviant. These 

perceptions had tangible results for both recent immigrants and naturalized Canadians 

who found themselves suspected or imprisoned with little to no recourse of appeal. Many 

were released upon the demonstration of their naturalization papers, but this 

demonstration often came after weeks and sometimes months in custody. Government 

files reveal correspondence between Ontarians and wartime authorities describing fears 

and suspicions of enemy activity in the province. As Canadian soldiers were heading over 

the top and onto the fields of Flanders and France, thousands of immigrants and foreign-

born nationals were interned or surveilled, a development which was connected to 

broader ideas of manhood that glorified the soldier and vilified the enemy. 
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Civil unrest erupted on city streets in August 1918.13 The disturbances involved 

three groups: returned veterans, civilians, and the Toronto police. Angry groups of 

returned veterans targeted Greek-owned businesses. Veterans were not the only 

participants in these so-called anti-Greek riots; civilians too joined in the crowds. Rioters 

expressed their concerns through gendered terms as they demanded to know why certain 

men were employed at the expense of unemployed veterans, especially when one group 

completed their duty to the nation while the other never left the city. Reactions to the 

riots included a police inquest and an unsuccessful civil lawsuit to regain damages. The 

riots illustrated that although the City of Toronto reinforced masculine expectations to 

enlist, reactions to wartime conditions often ran contrary to these expectations. 

 

Historiography: Defining Manhood and Masculinity 

The theatre of war was a performance in more ways than one. This term – the 

theatre of war – is used by military historians to refer to the waging of war in specific 

campaigns, geographical regions, and identified conflicts. Battlefield maneuvers, 

personnel deployments, and regional landscapes are approached as vital in the waging 
                                                        
13 Military and civil unrest was not uncommon during the Great War and for more information please see: 
Whitney P. Lackenbauer, "Soldiers Behaving Badly: Leadership and Soldier Rioting in Canada During the 
First World War," in The Apathetic and the Defiant: Case Studies of Canadian Mutiny and Disobedience, 
1812-1919, ed. Craig Mantle (Kingston: Canadian Defence Academy Press, 2007), 195-260; Whitney P. 
Lackenbauer, "The Military and ‘Mob Rule’: The C.E.F. Riots in Calgary, February 1916" Canadian 
Military History 10, no. 1 (2001): 31-42; Craig Mantle, ed. The Apathetic and the Defiant: Case Studies of 
Canadian Mutiny and Disobedience, 1812-1919 (Kingston: Canadian Defence Academy Press, 2007); Ian 
Milligan, “Sedition in Wartime Ontario: The Trials and Imprisonment of Isaac Bainbridge, 1917-1918." 
Ontario History 100, no. 2 (2008): 150-77; Desmond Morton, "Bayonets in the Streets: The Canadian 
Experience of Aid to the Civil Power, 1867-1990," Canadian Defence Quarterly 20, no. 5 (1991): 30-36. 
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and winning of war. Yet the streets of Toronto were also a battlefield. The war of public 

opinion was waged over who was to enter into war service and what that service entailed. 

To this end, gender historians approach performance and theatres of war more 

expansively. George Mosse writes that the outbreak of the Great War in 1914 extended 

an “invitation to manliness” throughout the British empire, and the imperial call to arms 

heralded men willing to wear the uniform as brave, courageous and dutiful.14  

The answer to the question – “what [does] it mean to be a man?” – is complicated 

and historically contingent.15 According to Michael Kimmel, manhood meant “different 

things at different times to different people.”16 Joan W. Scott argues that societies 

construct ideas of difference between men and women that correspond to behaviours 

identified as either appropriate or inappropriate.17 Theorist Judith Butler argues that 

gender is rooted in time and performed “through a stylized repetition of acts.”18 Sonya O. 

Rose demonstrates that masculinity is relational and that “manhood and womanhood are 

defined in relation to one another.”19 Masculinity was subject to scrutiny, especially by 

                                                        
14 George Mosse, Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars (Oxford University Press 
New York, 1990), 61. 
15 Christine Ramsay, “Introduction” to Making it Like a Man: Canadian Masculinities in Practice, ed. 
Christine Ramsay (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier Press, 2011), xvii. 
16 Michael Kimmel, Manhood in America: A Cultural History (New York: The Free Press, 1996), 5. 
17 Joan W. Scott, “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis,” American Historical Review 91, no. 
5 (December 1986): 1067. 
18 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble (New York: Routledge, 1999), 179. 
19 Sonya O. Rose, What is Gender History? (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2010), 58. Further readings on 
gender include: Judith A. Allen, “Men Interminably in Crisis? Historians on Masculinity, Sexual 
Boundaries, and Manhood,” Radical History Review 82 (Winter 2002): 191-207; Ilana R. Bet-El, “Men and 
Soldiers: British Conscripts, Concepts of Masculinity, and the Great War,” in Borderlines: Genders and 
Identities in War and Peace, 1870-1930, ed. Billie Melman (New York: Routledge, 1998), 73-94; Ida 
Bloom, Karen Hagemann and Catherine Hall, Gendered Nations: Nationalisms and Gender Order in the 
Long Nineteenth Century (Oxford : Berg, 2000); Judith Butler, Frames of War: When is Life Grievable? 
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other men, suggesting that manliness was understood and constructed not only in relation 

to women but also in relation to other men. To be “manly” was to be the opposite of 

effeminate. Demonstrating manliness through military involvement was also about more 

than just a hierarchy that placed men in positions of power over women.20 In early 

twentieth-century Canada, men looked to their participation in military exercise and 

martial activities as an expression of both their manhood and their standing in their 

communities. This martial participation corresponded with wider national and imperial 

understandings of masculinity that presented war as the ultimate test of manhood and 

fraternity.21 

At the outbreak of the Great War, Ontario – and much of English Canada - was 

saturated with British culture. As explored by historians such as Carl Berger, English 

Canadian understandings of the nation were rooted strongly in connections to the British 

empire. Berger argues that imperialism acted as a form of Canadian nationalism in the 

                                                                                                                                                                     

(New York: Verso, 2009); Butler, Gender Trouble; Judith Butler, Undoing Gender (New York: Routledge, 
2004); Stephen Dudink, Karen Hagemann, and John Tosh, eds., Masculinities in Politics and War: 
Gendering Modern History (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2004); Mark 
Humphries, "War's Long Shadow: Masculinity, Medicine and the Gendered Politics of War Trauma 1914-
1939," Canadian Historical Review 91, no. 3 (2010): 503-31; Kimberly Hutchings, “Making Sense of 
Masculinity and War,” Men and Masculinities 10, no. 4 (2008): 389-404; Mike O'Brien, "Manhood and the 
Militia Myth: Masculinity, Class and Militarism in Ontario, 1902-1914," Labour / Le Travail 42 (1998): 
115 – 141. 
20 Rose, What is Gender History?, 58.  
21 For more, please see: Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male: Men’s Bodies, Britain and the Great War 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996); Graham Dawson, Soldier Heroes: British Adventure, 
Empire, and the Imagining of Masculinities (London and New York: Routledge, 1994); Jessica Meyer, Men 
of War: Masculinity and the First World War in Britain (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Mark 
Moss, Manliness and Militarism: Educating Young Boys in Ontario for War (Don Mills, ON: Oxford 
University Press Canada, 2001); George Mosse, Fallen Soldiers; Heather Streets, Martial Races: The 
Military, Race, and Masculinity in British Imperial Culture, 1857-1914 (New York: Manchester University 
Press, 2004). 
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late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. These connections to imperialism were 

reflected in immigration policies and cultural practices that favoured British traditions 

and heritage.22 Historians such as Peter Ward demonstrate the dominant British culture 

was also explicitly white. This focus on whiteness was upheld through immigration 

policies preferring settlers from the United Kingdom or other parts of Europe, prevailing 

English-Canadian nativist sentiments, and stereotypical understandings of the “other.” In 

the immediate pre-war context, the debate over and eventual deportation of passengers on 

the Komagata Maru illustrated the commitment of Canadian governments to protecting 

and promoting a “White Canada.”23 As demonstrated by Sarah Carter in her work on the 

regulation of marriage in the Canadian west, the government of Canada was heavily 

invested in and enacted policies protecting the dominant Anglo-British culture from 

possible threats presented by foreigners and alternative ways of living.24 The “othering” 

of people exposed underlying societal divisions and a hierarchy of power that privileged 

white, British or Canadian born men and included a predominant culture of masculinity 

that associated manhood with imperialism, whiteness, and militarism. That excluded 

                                                        
22 For more on connections between imperialism and Canadian identity see Carl Berger, The Sense of 
Power: Studies in the Ideas of Canadian Imperialism, 1867-1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1970) and Phillip Buckner and R. Douglas Francis, Canada and the British World: Culture, Migration, and 
Identity (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006). 
23 See Ward, White Canada Forever. Further readings about race include: Daniel Coleman, White Civility: 
The Literary Project of English Canada (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2006); Matthew Frye 
Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color: European Immigrants and the Alchemy of Race (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1999); Ross McCormack, "Cloth Caps and Jobs: The Ethnicity of English 
Immigrants in Canada 1900-1914," in Ethnicity, Power and Politics in Canada, ed. Jorgen Dahlie and 
Tissa Fernando (Toronto: Methuen, 1981), 38-55. 
24 For an overview of the state’s interest in regulating marriage as part of their approach to nation-building 
in the 19th and early 20th centuries, see Sarah Carter’s The Importance of Being Monogamous: Marriage 
and Nation Building in Western Canada to 1915 (Edmonton: University of Alberta Press, 2008).  
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some immigrants from performing and demonstrating the “right type” of masculinity that 

was considered to be an integral part of gaining respectability and status in pre-war 

Canada. 

 Historians have demonstrated the lasting yet constantly shifting connections 

between war and gender. Jessica Meyer argues that war is “implicitly gendered.” The 

context of trench warfare demonstrated that war could destroy as well as make men both 

physically and psychologically. In short, she argues, war changed men.25 Underlying 

connections between masculinity and active service expected that men eligible for active 

service to volunteer. Historian Mark Moss demonstrates that young boys and men living 

in Ontario at the turn of the twentieth century “were exposed to a variety of influences 

that had enormously powerful effects both in forming their attitudes towards war and in 

persuading them that enlisting was not only right and proper but the only thing to do.”26  

                                                        
25 Meyer, Men of War, 3, 162.  
26 Moss, Manliness and Militarism, vii. Ideas about manhood, duty, and war in the immediate pre-war 
period established a connection between imperial patriotism and ideas of war as the ultimate test of 
manhood. Graham Dawson explains that for some in South Africa, “a ‘real man’ would henceforth be 
defined and recognized as one who was prepared to fight (and, if necessary, to sacrifice his life) for Queen, 
Country and Empire” Dawson, Soldier Heroes, 1. In her study of masculinity and the Great War in Britain, 
Joanna Bourke demonstrates the close connections between war and ideas of masculine duty. She argues 
that these ideas were based on constructions of appropriate, and inappropriate male behaviour where the 
glorification of the soldier occurred at the expensive of those labeled unfit or unwilling to enter into active 
service. Bourke, Dismembering the Male, 78. She explains, “Although men might poses useful bodies 
capable of performing their allotted civic and military functions efficiently, they might choose instead to 
malinger by refusing to acknowledge their duties in the workplace and in the armed forces.” Bourke, 
Dismembering the Male, 11. Bourke stresses that although concepts of masculinity in Britain did shift, 
slightly during the Great War, these changes were not necessarily novel or completely new. Even the subtle 
alterations that occurred often contained elements of pre-war societal norms. Bourke, Dismembering the 
Male, 20. Therefore, it is important not to view the outbreak of war as a period significantly different or 
separate from times of peace. The gendered ideals of masculinity and duty that preceded the First World 
War helped shape experiences of recruitment, conscription and displays of support and opposition during 
the Great War in Toronto. Despite a relatively established historiography, historians remain unsatisfied 
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Historiography: Empire, Canada, and the First World War 

War, and the associated glorification of martial imagery, profoundly influenced 

the consciousness of late-Victorian English Canada.27 War presented an invitation to 

defend and preserve not only the nation and the empire but also the larger abstract 

principles they were believed to represent: freedom, civilization, and democracy. As 

George Mosse explains, the Great War extended an “invitation to manliness” to men 

living within countries brought into its folds.28 James Wood notes the prevalence of what 

he identifies as the “militia myth,” or the belief “that citizens fighting in defence of their 

homes made the best soldiers.”29 This belief in the superiority of the citizen-soldier over 

the professionally trained regular bolstered Canadian participation in the militia, military, 

and rifle organizations prior to the Great War. 

A focus on gender as part of martial citizenship allows the war effort in Toronto 

to be appropriately placed within its broader imperial context. The war effort in this city 

was organized locally, yet the First World War was very much centred on ideas of empire 

                                                                                                                                                                     

with current approaches to the historical study of manhood and masculinity. For example, Michael Roper 
suggests that masculinity during the First World War is conceived primarily though social ideas and studied 
through key public actors, movements, officials and medical experts. He argues “these approaches leave 
unanswered questions about how publicly circulating codes of masculinity relate to the behaviour and 
emotional dispositions of individual men.” Michael Roper, “Between Manliness and Masculinity: The 
“War Generation” and the Psychology of Fear in Britain, 1914-1950” Journal of British Studies 44, no. 2 
(April 2005), 345. Working towards a more cohesive understanding of gender and war seems plausible 
only through analysis that is specific to time and place. John Tosh, “Masculinities in an Industrializing 
Society: Britain, 1800-1914,” Journal of British Studies 44, no. 2 (April 2005): 330. 
27 Paul Maroney, “Lest We Forget: War and Meaning in English Canada, 1885-1914,” Journal of Canadian 
Studies 32, no. 4 (1997/1998): 109. 
28 Mosse, Fallen Soldiers, 61. For more on masculinity and the Great War in Britain, see Bourke, 
Dismembering the Male; Meyer, Men of War. 
29 James Wood, Militia Myths: Ideas of the Canadian Citizen Soldier, 1896-1921 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 
2010), 5. 
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and Canada’s place within it. The idea of empire as an integral part of Canada’s national 

character is not a new one. Complementing the work of Carl Berger, historian Jonathan 

Vance describes “Britishness as a Canadian hybrid” that “represented an affection for 

British liberal ideals and a belief that the ‘British inheritance’ was both greater and more 

enduring than the political entity that is …the British Empire.”30 “From London,” writes 

Richard Price, “where most historians of empire go for their ideas about empire, it was 

obviously ‘ours.’ At the local level it was a different story altogether. Empire required 

constant work, negotiation, and maintenance to remain a going concern…they were also 

places where various kinds of hybridities could flourish.”31 Carl Berger’s idea of British 

imperialism as a Canadian nationalism has been extended through the twentieth century 

by historians such as José Igartua.32 These historians argue that English Canada 

continued to self-conceptualize itself as part of the United Kingdom up until the 1960s, 

and that, though Canada gained increased political autonomy, it did not come at the 

expense of British sentiment.  

 

 
                                                        
30 Jonathan Vance, Maple Leaf Empire: Canada, Britain, and Two World Wars (Don Mills, Ont.: Oxford 
University Press, 2012), 4. 
31 Richard Price, “One Big Thing: Britain, Its Empire, and Their Imperial Culture” Journal of British 
Studies 45, no. 3 (July 2006): 608. 
32 Berger, The Sense of Power, 1. Berger defines imperialism as “that movement for the closer union o the 
British Empire through economic and military co-operation and through political changes which would 
give the dominion influence over imperial policy.” See also Carl Bridge and Kent Feorowich, “Mapping 
the British World,” Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 31, no. 2 (May 2003): 1-15; Phillip 
Buckner, “Whatever Happened to the British Empire?” Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 3 
(1994): 3-32; Phillip Buckner and Carl Bridge, “Reinventing the British World,” Round Table 368 (2003): 
77-88; Wesley C. Gustavson, “Competing Visions,” 143.  
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Historiography: Canada and the First World War 

Placing a greater scrutiny on the imperialistic components of this war alongside 

the connections between imperialism and masculinity complicates national narratives of 

the First World War in Canada.33 As Tim Cook declared, “clearly, the Great War has 

come to be considered something more than a war.”34 The idea that the Great War 

marked the emergence of a Canadian nation is prevalent in national mythology. This idea 

is presented in high school history classrooms and textbooks across the country, in 

newspaper articles and inserts, and in the replica statues of the Vimy Ridge memorial at 

the Canadian War Museum. Historians such as Jonathan Vance explain that in the 

process of coming to terms with the emotional, fiscal, and physical costs of the war, 

Canadians constructed a “preferred version of the war.”35 This narrative rejected the 

                                                        
33 Examining Toronto at war exposes the complications of belonging during a time of war, and the ways 
these ideas of belonging were connected to ideas of empire. Anne McClintock suggests that by the 
nineteenth century, imperialism had become an inherently, yet not exclusively, gendered project. She 
explains: “…gender power was not the superficial patina of empire, an ephemeral gloss over the more 
decisive mechanics of class or race. Rather, gender dynamics were, from the outset, fundamental to the 
securing and maintenance of the imperial enterprise.” Anne McClintock, Imperial Leather: Race, Gender 
and Sexuality in the Colonial Contest (New York: Routledge, 1995), 7. Kathleen Wilson presents ideas of 
empire as being refracted through cultural practices and social relations and involved movements through 
which British people began to recognize their distinctiveness and difference. Kathleen Wilson, A New 
Imperial History: Culture, Identity and Modernity in Britain and the Empire, 1660-1840 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 10. She argues the influences of empire in Britain were powerful and 
extended over “the layout and specimens within botanical gardens, horticultural practices on landed estates, 
architectural styles, clothing, fabric, and food fads, tea, coffee, sugar, and chocolate and the rituals and 
institutions they generated, scientific societies, the national museum, religious missions.” Ibid., 8. The 
study of gender and the study of nationhood are not exclusive pursuits; yet processes of gender cannot be 
contained, or reduced, to the borders defining nation-states nor wholly separated from social processes 
surrounding race and class.  
34 Tim Cook, At the Sharp End: Canadians Fighting the Great War 1914-1916 (Toronto: Viking Canada, 
2007), 2. 
35 Jonathan Vance, Death So Noble, 179. 
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cynicism and doom of anti-war literature and instead embraced the position of the Great 

War as an important victory against an uncivilized, dangerous, and devious enemy. 

The First World War meant many things to many people. Ian Hughes MacLean 

Miller argues Torontonians “…did endure something called ‘war,’ but differently. 

Confronting the steadily rising cost of living, dealing with inadequate coal supplies in the 

dead of winter, wrestling with the loss of loved ones, participating in local patriotic 

drives, and suffering through the influenza epidemic were also war experiences.”36 He 

concludes that although there were divisions of race, gender and ethnicity in Toronto the 

conflict ultimately proved to be a unifying force.37 Evidence presented in this study 

illustrates a different perspective: that Torontonians fluctuated in their support and 

participation in the war, and that these fluctuations can be understood through the lens of 

connections between manhood and masculine duties in war. As Miller demonstrates, 

Torontonians were not ignorant about the conditions of war nor did they believe the war 

was futile.38 However, not all Torontonians experienced a sense of shared sacrifice or a 

duty well done. To believe so is to ignore the experiences of returned veterans who took 

to the streets alongside civilians in 1918 out of frustration with the war and the war effort. 

To believe so is to project one idea of duty onto Torontonians, when voices in labour and 

others objecting to conscription defined duty in war differently. To believe in a unified 

war effort ignores Torontonians who were excluded by it, such as those identified as 

                                                        
36 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 13.  
37 Ibid., 200. 
38 Ibid., 199-200. 
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enemy aliens and were forced to sign oaths pledging their allegiance to the British 

Empire or – worse – those jailed on suspicions of aiding the enemy.  

 

Historiography: Toronto 

At the outbreak of war the city was a metropolis of just under 380,000 people and 

a regional and urban centre. The capital of Ontario, Canada’s largest English-speaking 

province, was an important centre for government at municipal, provincial, and federal 

levels. The city’s factories, shops, government institutions and banking sector made it an 

attractive prospect both for those looking for work from more rural areas of the province 

and for arriving immigrants. Toronto was, and continues to be, a city of many 

communities. Fuelled by immigration and increasing migration from rural areas, the 1911 

census identified 85% of Toronto’s population as ethnically originating from the United 

Kingdom, with the largest group identified as English followed by Irish and Scottish.39 

Of the remaining 15 percent just over two percent or approximately 10,000 people were 

identified by the census as German. Those identified as Jewish comprised five percent, or 

18,000 people. Other groups ranging from 0.1 to 2.6 percent of the city’s makeup 

included Torontonians classified as Belgian, Bulgarian and Romanian, Chinese, Dutch, 

Finish, French, Greek, Hindu, Indian, Italian, Japanese, Black, Polish, Russian, Swiss and 

Turkish. Notably the classification Austro-Hungarian, comprising of 553 people, would 

                                                        
39 Ibid., 8. See also Appendix A Ethnic Composition of Toronto 1911- 1921. 
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appear on the 1911 census for the last time; by 1921 this ethnic classification no longer 

existed.40 

 
 

Figure 2 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Health Department, Series 372, Subseries 32, Item 269, 
Plan of the City of Toronto (Published by City Engineer, - November 1912), March 13, 1914. 

 
Stretching from High Park in the west to Victoria Park Avenue in the east, and 

extending from the southern shores of Centre Island to just north of St. Claire Avenue, 

Toronto's streets and public spaces acted as the central backdrop for the war effort in the 

city (Figure 2).41 It was through the streets that children foraged for coal during the 

                                                        
40 Ibid., 8-9. 
41 The city is a useful unit of analysis when examining ideas of nationalism and imperialism. Jay Winter 
and Jean-Louis Robert write, “…we have tried to show that an effective way of writing the history of 
nations is by isolating a smaller, yet significant, unit of analysis. That unit is the metropolitan centre, in 
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shortage in 1918 that shut down most business in the city, that soldiers marched through 

the city as a final farewell on their way to war, and it was on the streets that returned 

soldiers in 1918 rioted and made their frustrations about transitioning from military to 

civilian life known.42 It was on the streets of the city, and in its public spaces and parks, 

that Torontonians mobilized for war. In a city at war, streets, parks, and railways stations 

were central areas where Torontonians met in formal and informal ways to gather 

information and discuss current events. Crowds were mixtures of men, women, and 

children from various backgrounds and ethnicities. Whatever the nature of the coming or 

going, Toronto's railway stations saw cars moving through the city carrying soldiers, 

munitions, First Aid supplies, hospital nurses and support staff, interned men, civilian 

traffic, and food stuffs destined for military and civilian consumption in addition to 

commercial goods. Toronto's streets and public spaces were places to gather, to celebrate, 

to mourn, and to protest.  

The war caught Toronto on the threshold of modernity.43 In the decades before the 

Great War the city rapidly transformed into a modern city with growing infrastructure 

                                                                                                                                                                     

itself an amalgam of very different neighbourhoods and quartiers, extending from an urban core to a 
suburban belt. Once chosen, the history of this subset of the nation can reveal what was common to similar 
units in other countries as well as what was specifically national about wartime experience.” Jay Winter 
and Jean-Louis Robert, eds. Capital Cities at War: Paris, London, Berlin vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 552. References to city limits here are defined by an annexation map available at 
City of Toronto Archives, Series 727 Plans of the City of Toronto Planning Board, File 9. 
42 Adrian Gregory discusses the importance of city streets in wartime, see Jay Winter and Jean-Louis 
Robert, eds., Capital Cities at War: A Cultural History Volume 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007). 
43 In his work Becoming Modern in Toronto: The Industrial Exhibition and the Shaping of a Late Victorian, 
Keith Walden explains: “Processes that seem so sharply etched and fundamental in hindsight were gradual 
and complex for them, part of the broader context for more important matters like finding happiness and 
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including hydroelectricity and public transportation. The government expanded the scope 

of its responsibilities and established departments and agencies focused on the public 

health and welfare of Torontonians. The Health Department actively conducted research 

and developed policies to reduce the spread of disease.44 The Department of Public 

Works worked with the Board of Education to provide dental care to children. The city 

photographed interiors of Toronto slums and assessed by the city in an effort to modify 

living conditions to meet new standards of sanitization and hygiene.45 All of this work 

aligned with newer understandings of the municipal government and its responsibilities 

to the populace as shaped by particular manifestations of morality.46 Yet within a war and 

a war effort centred around ideas of morality and waged on the basis of protecting civility 

                                                                                                                                                                     

making ends meet. Becoming modern, as a deliberate goal, was not something most people considered 
consciously with any consistency. Yet, in ways that were piecemeal, uneven, and obscurely understood, 
modern they became – either willingly or in spite of themselves.” Keith Walden, Becoming Modern in 
Toronto: The Industrial Exhibition and the Shaping of a Late Victorian Culture (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1997), 333. On theoretical understandings of communities and community relations, Winter 
and Robert write: “We take ‘community’ to mean social and geographical entities around which ordinary 
people construct their daily lives. In this sense a neighbourhood is an ‘experienced community’; a ‘nation’, 
as Benedict Anderson tells us, is an ‘imagined community’; a city is at the meeting point of the two, with 
both an imaginative and a visible existence, one much closer to the neighbourhood than to the nation.” 
Winter and Robert, Capital Cities at War: A Cultural History Volume 2, 5.  
44 These policies included closer and more scientifically oriented approaches, such as inquiring into the 
bacteria found on a common drinking cup, but also initiatives to improve and chronicle living conditions of 
the poorer and working classes. For more on the history of social work in Toronto, see Sara Zena Burke, 
Seeking the Highest Good: Social Service and Gender at the University of Toronto, 1888-1937 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1996). 
45 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200 Series 372; Former City of Toronto Department of Public Works 
photographs 1890-1963. 
46 In late nineteenth-century cities in English Canada it was assumed that moral responsibilities aligned 
with contemporary understandings of race, class, and gender. As discussed by scholar Mariana Valverde: 
“It is furthermore not assumed here that “gender” is merely a euphemism for women, “race” one for people 
of colour, and “class one for working-class and poor people – just as class formation takes place in the 
bourgeoise as well as in the proletariat, masculinity and Anglo-Saxon whiteness are as worthy of critical 
analysis as femininity and racial minorities.” Mariana Valverde, The Age of Light Soap and Water: Moral 
Reform in English Canada, 1885 – 1925 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2008), 16. 
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– with the British empire and its allies working together to uphold the tenets of 

democracy against a tyrannical enemy – it was difficult to oppose the war without 

becoming branded a traitor, a shirker, or an enemy. For Torontonians the war was at once 

fascinating and obscene; far away and experienced daily.  

 

Structure of the Thesis: A Great War of Expectations 

Chapter 2: The Imagined War 

This dissertation contains five chapters that cover the following themes: wartime 

duties as presented through war posters, masculine expectations in connection with active 

service, the City of Toronto’s Soldiers Insurance Program, the identification of enemy 

aliens, and civil unrest in connection with returning veterans. We will start with an 

analysis of wartime imagery and its place in the City of Toronto’s wartime efforts and 

activities. War posters helped to define the expectations of duty that were at the core of 

many wartime activities in Toronto. These expectations are communicated visually 

through the construction of three main and reoccurring figures: the soldier, the wife and 

mother, and the enemy. Visual sources such as war posters helped define the war many 

believed they were fighting. These imaginings influenced interactions with recruitment 

activities, conscription tribunals, the identification of enemy aliens within Toronto, and 

civil unrest. Torontonians were subjected to wartime stereotypes and expectations 

through various propagandist channels including the heavily censored press. Carefully 

controlled images and stories of the war permeated the city and informed expectations to 
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enlist, to fundraise, and to support the war at all costs. While much scholarly attention is 

paid to wartime influences in literature and in the press, less attention is paid to the 

medium of war posters in a Canadian context. However, they were part of the cityscape 

and displayed prominently on billboards, in fundraising and recruitment drives, and even 

organized into travelling shows and exhibitions as compelling mediums that 

communicated wartime messages.  

Chapter 3: The Call to Arms  

Next, we will move into an analysis of masculine expectations in connection with 

active service through recruitment and conscription activities in Toronto. Recruitment 

activities in Toronto used public spaces to attract eligible men and also to build social 

pressures to enlist. The public nature of enlistment – especially the recruiting tents and 

parade send-offs early in the war – repeatedly restated the expectations of the war effort 

to the city’s populace. Toronto’s recruitment activities formally reinforced masculine 

connections between soldiering and duty. Men who volunteered were presented as “real 

men” while those who “waited” for conscription were presented as cowardly and as 

shirking their duties. 

Chapter 4: The Insurance of Men 

The City of Toronto took out insurance policies on all residents of the city that 

enlisted in the First World War. What seemed like a good idea in 1914 was by the end of 

the war a very costly one. By the end of the conflict, the city received more insurance 

claims than it could have anticipated. Insurance policies introduced the municipal 
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government as a sort of paternal caregiver that looked after the best interests of soldiers 

and their families. The family was a central concept in the imagining of war and also in 

the construction of expected wartime duties. The Soldiers Insurance Program reinforced 

this expectation by promising to insure Toronto men who fought in the war. The records 

of the Soldiers Insurance Program also illustrated how beneficiaries used insurance funds 

to start businesses on their own merits. 

Chapter 5: The Enemy at Home 

Next, we will explore the ways in which enemy aliens were identified through 

social and legal channels. We will also look at how these definitions exposed the 

interrelated nature of wartime fears and prejudicial understandings of the foreign “other.” 

During the war, connections between manhood and active service positioned most 

physically able white men as potential soldiers. The legal category of “enemy alien” was 

created to mitigate the possibility that foreign men in Canada might return overseas to 

enter enemy armies or aid the enemy through sabotage if remaining in Canada. Legal 

action against identified enemy aliens was often motivated by other factors including 

conflicts in the workplace, political beliefs, and prejudicial understandings of the “other.” 

As an administrative and reporting centre, Toronto was a space where enemy aliens were 

not only identified but were also investigated by authorities including the Chief 

Constables Office, the Office of the Attorney General, and the military officers of 

Military District No. 2. The study of enemy alien status in both its social and legal 

dimensions creates an essential bridge between the discussion of recruitment in chapter 

three and civil unrest in chapter six. The establishment of expectations for eligible men to 
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enlist for active service created complications not only for Canadian-born men, but also 

for foreign nationals in the city. The limitations of civil liberties through the registration 

and internment of enemy aliens sets the stage for the unrest and tensions to come in 1918 

as returned soldiers in Toronto faced communities identified as “foreign” with resentment 

and bitterness. At the centre of these conflicts – over enlistment and over employment – 

were expectations about masculine duty during a time of war. 

Chapter 6: The “Anti-Greek” Riots 

After the discussion of recruitment and constructions of the enemy we move into 

to our final meeting point of expectations in wartime Toronto: civil unrest and the riots 

and looting of the August 1918 “anti-Greek” riots. In this chapter we see a city at a 

breaking point fuelled by failed wartime expectations of rewards for active service 

combined with stereotypical fears of the foreign “other” or enemy. As returned soldiers 

and civilian crowds targeted Greek and foreign owned restaurants in the city, the police 

responded with mixed reactions showing what was later claimed to be excess caution 

followed by excess force on the second. Press coverage of the police inquest into the riots 

exposes the uncertainty of authority’s response. It was difficult to at once protect the 

property of Torontonians while also managing the frustration and violence of returned 

veterans – a frustration which many police officers admitted to find legitimate. The 

violence of the riots was motivated by frustration about wartime expectations and broken 

promises. Men returning from war found a city that had changed and moved on in their 

absence, and it was difficult for many to regain their place within it. 
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Conclusion 

In wartime Toronto there were spectacles to be seen and obstacles to avoid. 

Encounters with these extremes depended on attitudes towards the war and the war effort. 

The war was viewed as a call to arms, a possibility for adventure, and an opportunity to 

distinguish the Dominion on a world stage. Yet the war was also inconvenient, divisive, 

and brought with it a war effort that disrupted daily life. Examining the masculine 

expectations of war, and the ways these expectations manifested in municipal, provincial, 

and national policies and reactions against these expectations, exposes the ways the 

contradictions of war were connected to contested understandings of masculinity. 

This project does not make the case for Toronto exceptionalism during the war. 

Yet what set the city apart during wartime, and the reason it remains the geographic focus 

of this study, is the variety of wartime experiences presented within this one locale. 

Toronto during the war was both an administrative centre in the war effort and a bastion 

of public support for the war. Broad strands of the war effort – including sentiments of 

belonging, acceptance, resistance, and frustration – crossed and became entangled within 

Toronto during the war. In this analysis, Toronto provides the constant to explore 

processes that were transitional, imperial, and constantly in flux. Many of the conditions 

explored in this project are not unique to Toronto. However, the city serves as a backdrop 

for analysis, a central place we can return to and refer to in giving local contexts to broad 

and often abstract processes. 
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The story most often told about Toronto at war is one of uniformity and 

overwhelming support. Many of the events analyzed in this study – such as the “anti-

Greek” riots of 1918 and the identification and internment of enemy aliens – are 

mentioned only briefly if at all in other studies. Other aspects, such as veteran struggles 

to readjust to civilian life or experiences of internment and incarceration, exist as 

piecemeal studies outside the realm of any coherent or more broadly organized 

narratives. This study instead approaches Toronto as a place of contested and varied 

responses to the war effort. It looks past the loudest imperial, pro-war sentiments 

displayed in Toronto to explore how the war spurred events and processes that made 

many Torontonians uncomfortable, unsure, or anxious.
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Chapter 2 

The Imagined War 

The Gendered Imagery of First World War Posters in Toronto 

 

As urban spaces transferred from civic to military use, the war effort became an 

unavoidable aspect of daily life for Torontonians. The University Avenue Armouries 

became the site of military recruitment and training, a football field behind University 

College at the University of Toronto was filled with military tents to house troops, and 

the Canadian National Exhibition (CNE) grounds became a multiple purpose site: 

exhibition, military training, and internment. Each reflected the growing commitment of 

city spaces to war work and the increasing projection of gendered ideals in a city at war.1 

The war effort transformed the City of Toronto, and this transformation, like the 

propaganda that framed it, was centred on specific ideals of masculinity that glorified 

active service and defined specific roles for men, women, and children in a city at war.  

War posters communicated visually who could be trusted, who needed defence, 

and who should be in uniform within Toronto’s wartime cityscape. They helped define a 

war with themes that resonated throughout Toronto – and more broadly within the 

                                                        
1 Jay Winter and Jean-Louis Robert explore the ways war transformed European capitals by militarizing 
their streets, altering public spaces, and changing gender roles in cities at war. Winter and Robert, Capital 
Cities at War: Paris, London, Berlin 1914-1919 Volume 2. Urban exhibitions, railway stations, hospitals 
and churches were key sites where those living in cities interacted with the war and “‘spoke’ the city by 
traversing it.” Ibid., 7. Authors base their conceptualization of urban space on the theories of Michel de 
Certeau. Toronto, though far from the front, was not exempt from this transformation.  
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imperial war effort – that included appeals to imperial connections, masculine honour, 

and pervasive fears of the enemy. The posters presented a cast of characters intended to 

evoke emotional responses and to present the war as one defined by clear motives and 

justifications. Although these presentations often bore little resemblance to the realities of 

war, the imagery of war posters bridged the gap between the imagination and the realities 

of waging, organizing, and paying for the First World War. War posters illustrated a 

particular vision of the conflict as a fight against barbarism and savagery where brave 

men defended vulnerable women against a brutal enemy.  

However, there were important separations between the war as it is imagined in 

these posters and the realities and challenges of living in wartime Toronto. War posters 

illustrated three key figures: the soldier, the enemy, and the wife/mother. Torontonians 

interacted with these key figures and their various social and cultural meanings through 

Toronto’s public spaces and through its public war efforts. An analysis of this imagery – 

and the visions of the war it created and helped sustain – allows us to build the backdrop 

for expectations in wartime Toronto. Wider understandings of wartime roles and duties 

within local contexts are made possible by “reading” war posters as visual historical 

sources. They provided unified messaging in support of the war alongside other censored 

wartime communications. Their positioning as part of the public spaces of wartime 

Toronto – at the base of the South African memorial and on the front of cars during 

Victory Loan campaigns – contributed to wartime messaging and illustrated the 

expectations of wartime duty (Figures 3 – 5). This wartime duty rested on beliefs that the 
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war was easily definable and easily defendable and revolved around a cast of reoccurring 

figures and their associated responsibilities.  

 
Figure 3 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 724, WWI Recruiting Sign S.A. War Memorial 

University Ave. 1914 
 

 
Figure 4 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, File 720, University Ave. 1914-15 Victory Bond parade. 
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Figure 5 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 731, WWI Toronto Street Car Recruiting 

Headquarters 1915. 
 

Historiography: War Posters and “Ways of Seeing” 

The public visibility of war posters in Toronto – and their subsequent exhibition 

in travelling shows and acquisition by archival collections – positioned them as part of 

the war effort. They also served practical purposes on billboards throughout Toronto and 

in local recruitment efforts.2 One example encouraged men to “Do your Bit, Boys” and 

advertised enlistment as “a free trip to Europe.”3 Posters were featured in public spaces, 

such as one set up in front of Toronto’s City Hall. Slogans such as “Don’t Lag Behind” 

                                                        
2 University of Toronto Archives, 67th (Varsity) Battery Association, B1984-0010/001P (01), Recruitment 
poster in front of the Mining Building on College Street, 1914; City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 
720A, Military Parade, University Avenue, 1915-1918; City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 720H, 
Military Parade, University Avenue, 10 November  1918. 
3 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 728, Recruiting Streetcar, 1915. 
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reinforced ideas of soldiering as a masculine duty, and war as a kind of adventure (Figure 

5).4 One poster, displayed on a billboard at the bottom of the South African War 

Memorial at the intersection of University Avenue and Queen Street, served as a 

backdrop for recruitment and fundraising activities including Victory Loan parades 

(Figures 3 and 4). Their visual imagery and bold slogans reveal important information 

when approached as sources that captured and continue to capture public attention. War 

posters must be “read” as historical sources in order to pull-out relationships between the 

conflict they illustrated and the conflict as it was experienced in wartime Toronto. 

War Posters as Historical Sources 

Posters presented “visual codes of solidarity” that naturalized and normalized the 

war as part of daily life.5 They did not represent realistic depictions of the war. Rather, 

combatant nations used war posters “to unite diverse populations as simultaneous viewers 

of the same images to bring them closer, in an imaginary yet powerful way, to the war.”6 

Scholars including Pearl James, Jay Winter, and James Aulich demonstrate the 

importance of this kind of source in critical inquiry. They identify that an ideal war was 

presented for public consumption that connected wartime efforts on the homefront and on 

the battlefront. War posters approached viewers as citizens as opposed to advertisements 

                                                        
4 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 734A, Recruiting Tent at City Hall, 1914; City of Toronto 
Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 734, Recruiting Office, 1914. 
5 Winter, “Imaginings of War,” 42-46. 
6 Pearl James, “Introduction: Reading World War I War Posters,” in Picture This: World War I Posters and 
Visual Culture, ed., Pearl James(Lincoln, NC: University of Nebraska, 2009), 2. 
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that approached viewers as consumers.7 They provided windows into a world of 

“thinking about the war” and social representations of the conflict.8 More often than not a 

poster depicted “its target audience as its producers would like to envisage it, reality 

aside.”9 

Scholarly interest in war posters as sources for historic inquiry, generally, 

overlooks their role in imagining war and mobilizing populations within Canada. 

Although James Aulich discusses some examples from Canada, he does so firmly within 

the context of the British Empire.10 Less attention is paid to the specific local and national 

contexts. The anthology Picture This! edited by Pearl James explores visual culture and 

World War I posters in countries including Australia, Britain, France, the United States, 

and Germany. However, discussions of First World War posters in North America focus 

on American examples rather than Canadian ones of the same period. While some 

Canadian sources are included within imperial and global studies in a limited capacity, 

these studies do not reflect on the localized nature of the messages and images aimed at 

Canadian audiences.  

War posters are also relegated to the margins in studies of wartime 

communication in Canada. Jeffrey Keshen’s study of First World War propaganda 

focuses on censorship and the control of wartime information in the press and in soldier 

                                                        
7 James Aulich, War Posters: Weapons of Mass Communication (Imperial War Museum: London, 2007), 
xx. 
8 Winter, “Imaginings of War,” 42-43. 
9 Aulich, War Posters, 12.  
10 See James Aulich and John Hewitt. Sedition or Instruction: First World War Posters in Britain and 
Europe (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007). 
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communications. Marc Choko concedes within his study of Canadian First and Second 

World War posters that Canadian sources have been “unjustly ignored until recently.”11 

Though Canadian sources are central to Choko’s analysis, posters are treated more as a 

visual marker of Canadian history rather than as critical sources for historical inquiry. His 

analysis overlooks “visual codes,” or how posters presented the war and Canada’s 

wartime involvement. As a consequence of this omission, the potential of posters to stand 

as historical sources that make original rather than supporting contributions to social 

studies of First World War Canada is lost. 

In both Canadian and global scholarship, analysis of wartime imagery tends to 

overlook representations of the enemy. Even where visualizations of the enemy are 

explored, Canadian imaginings of the enemy are not generally explored within local 

contexts. For example, Gullace and Aulich explore presentations of the enemy in British 

and American First World War posters. Gullace demonstrates how “anti-Hun” images in 

Australia, Britain, and America were used to vilify German militarism as grotesque and 

backwards.12 However, this analysis is not extended to include Canadian fears of enemy 

brutality and the suspicion of enemy aliens within Canada. Aulich introduces the enemy 

in Canadian posters only to demonstrate the absurdity of Canadian fears of the German 

enemy arriving on its shores. “A moment’s thought would have exposed the absurdity of 

this notion for countries as far away from Europe as Canada and Australia” he writes, 
                                                        
11 Mark H. Choko, Canadian War Posters: Posters from the First and Second World Wars (Stroud, 
England: Bookcraft Ltd., 2012), 11. 
12 Nicoletta Gullace, “Barbaric Anti-Modernism: Representations of the “Hun” in Picture This: World War 
I Posters and Visual Culture, ed. Pearl James (Lincoln, NC: University of Nebraska, 2009), 72. 
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“yet, paradoxically, the further away a country was from the front the more vividly 

German barbarity was represented.”13 However, as we will see through our analysis of 

illustrated enemies in Canadian examples, fears about the enemy in Canada were not 

thought to be absurd. Rather, the fear of the enemy in Canada was used as an essential 

justification for the necessity of mobilizing for war in local contexts. Without an analysis 

of war poster imagery within the conditions that produced it, this purpose can be 

overlooked. War posters, then, can be “read” as important historical sources that 

presented justifications for the war through gendered language and imagery. However, 

how do we “read” visual sources? 

 “Reading” War Posters 

Visual images create specific “ways of seeing” and foster relationships between 

the viewer and the image. John Berger specifies the importance of “ways of seeing” 

because, “we never look just at one thing; we are always looking at the relation between 

things and ourselves.”14 Posters expose a kind of “image thinking” and a visual language 

and present recognizable images to communicate clear messages to public audiences. 15 

                                                        
13 Aulich, War Posters, 56. 
14 Gillian Rose, Visual Methodologies: An Introduction to Researching with Visual Materials (Los 
Angeles: SAGE, 2012), 13.  
15 “Posters,” argues Jeffrey T. Schnapp, “provide a literal, material bridge between the new public sphere 
constituted by mass communication and the public spaces that became the sites of modern politics as street 
theatre.” Jeffrey T. Schnapp, Revolutionary Tides: The Art of the Political Poster 1914-1989 (Milan, Italy: 
Skira editore, 2005), 20-23.  
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One way to explore the meaning of images is to explore the context of an image within 

its series – in this case a series of Canadian First World War posters.16  

Canadian examples of posters are part of collections in archives and libraries 

around the world. Early collectors aimed to preserve the legacy of the war as presented 

through its posters. Aulich explains collectors at Britain’s newly created Imperial War 

Museum procured them from all combatant nations as part of their commitment to 

preserving “a ‘live history’” of the war through official proclamations and propaganda 

campaigns.17 In addition to Canadian posters held at the Imperial War Museum, other 

archives hold notable collections, including the Canadian War Museum (CWM), the 

Archives of Ontario, and the Library of Congress. That so many posters were collected so 

broadly speaks to their continued prominence as important historical sources of the war. 

Further, the presence of so many Canadian war posters in global collections is evidence 

both of Canada’s importance as a combatant nation and of the sharing of visual imagery 

before and after the war.18  

Gillian Rose demonstrates that meanings of images are made at three sites or 

“modalities”: the site of production, the site of the image itself, and the site where an 
                                                        
16 Rose, Visual Methodologies, 347. 
17 Aulich, War Posters, 16. 
18 War posters remain a popular and prominent source in public imaginings of the War. Due to their 
popularity, First World War posters were among the earliest collections fully digitized by archives and 
libraries. In spite of this early progress, access to original war posters is limited by digitization due to the 
subsequent decision to move them to off-site storage. However, smaller collections held at libraries and 
local archives including the Toronto Public Libraries, University of Toronto Libraries, and Queen’s 
University Libraries still preserve their original collections onsite. This provided me with the opportunity to 
view and experience First World War Posters at their original size and scale. Public and collector interest in 
posters of the First World War began during the war years and continues into the present; however, as 
mentioned above, robust scholarly interest in war posters as historical sources remains relatively recent.  
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audience interacts with the image.19 Rose illustrates that the social is the most important 

modality when exploring images.20 She explains that visual imagery is: 

…constructed through various practices, technologies and knowledges. A critical 
approach to visual images is therefore needed: one that thinks about the agency of 
the image, considers the social practices and effects of its viewing, and reflecting 
on the specificity of that viewing by various audiences, including the academic 
critic.21 
 

Building on Rose’s conceptualization of modalities, Victoria Bonnell reinforces this 

interpretation of the importance of reading posters in their historical contexts. “Images,” 

she explains, “mean nothing by themselves.”22 Rather, viewers interpret images based on 

their own experiences and reference surrounding culture to confirm these 

interpretations.23 Viewer interpretations of images are difficult, sometimes impossible, to 

know. However, it is possible to contextualize images and messages socially within their 

historical contexts. In this examination, historical contextualization includes an 

understanding of prevailing historical constructs of gender and particularly associations 

between masculinity and war during the years of the First World War. It also includes an 

analysis of the local contexts in which war posters appeared, including the wartime 

cityscape of the City of Toronto. 

 
                                                        
19 The last modality, referred to as “audiencing”, describes “ the process by which a visual image has its 
meanings renegotiated, or even rejected, by particular audiences watching in specific circumstances.” Rose, 
Visual Methodologies, 19, 30-31. 
20 Rose, Visual Methodologies, 31. 
21 Rose, Visual Methodologies, 17. 
22 Victoria E. Bonnell, Iconography of Power: Soviet Political Posters under Lenin and Stalin (University 
of California Press, 1997), 3, 19.  
23 Loren Lerner, “George Reid’s Paintings as Narratives of a Child Nation” in Depicting Canada’s 
Children ed. Loren Lerner (Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier Press, 2009), 328. 
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Canadian War Posters  

Torontonians gained information about the war through war posters. There were 

also other information channels, including the press and literature, each with their own 

limitations and censorship. The rise of censorship in wartime Canada displayed “well-

entrenched imperialism and nativism, a desire to bolster naiveté in part by geography, as 

well as the presence of a patriotic and apparently more pliant press corps.”24 In Canada, 

as in other Dominions such as Australia, an official regime of censorship began shortly 

after the outbreak of the war in August 1914.25 Information about the war was closely 

monitored by an “information infusion” lead by Ernest E. Chambers, Chief Press Censor, 

and Max Aitkin, appointed chief-eye witness of the war and later Chairman of the War 

Office Cinematograph Committee.26 Canadian First World War posters, however, 

generally escaped the close eyes of official censorship. They were created locally by 

various recruitment and fundraising bodies. War posters surviving in archival collections 

within Canada, the United States, and the United Kingdom reflected similar stances 

regarding the duty of young men to enlist and of the righteousness of the war effort.  

Canadian wartime censorship and propaganda efforts generally influenced the 

release of wartime information including visual images. “Propaganda”, explains Jörg 

                                                        
24 Jeffrey Keshen, Propaganda and Censorship During Canada’s Great War (University of Alberta Press: 
Edmonton, 1996), x, 122.  
25 In a series of Proclamations issued throughout the war, Canada’s Chief Press Censorship Office assumed 
greater powers including the closure of all foreign language newspapers in Canada. Jeffrey Keshen, “A 
Loyal or Muzzled Press”, in Propaganda and Censorship During Canada’s Great War (University of 
Alberta Press: Edmonton, 1996), 65 – 95.  
26 Keshen, Propaganda and Censorship During Canada’s Great War, 39.  
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Nagler, involves “the manipulation of collective attitudes” as “words and visual images 

have created negative emotions strong enough to justify killing on the battlefield.”27 

Canada’s official censorship, framed by the Chief Censor Ernest Chambers, revealed 

attachments to: 

… the precepts of Anglo conformity, an imperialist-connected philosophy that 
revolved around defending the Dominion’s British heritage, and, as such, made 
the country into a most fertile ground for wartime repression through its long-
established characterization of various immigrant groups as inferior, distrustful 
and/or prone towards political extremism.28 
 

There were direct communications between imperial propaganda efforts in the UK and 

Canadian operations. For example, the Colonial Office organized journalist interviews 

and sent out approved press bulletins to be printed in Canada.29 There was also sharing of 

war poster images and slogans between the UK and Canada. Yet the connection between 

British and Canadian understandings of the war – linked together by an intertwined 

propaganda system and a deep-rooted sense of Canadian cultural connections to Britain – 

remained pervasive within the Canadian war effort. Torontonians were offered a different 

                                                        
27 Jörg Nagler, “Propaganda and War Hysteria in the U.S.” in Great War, Total War: Combat and 
Mobilization on the Western Front, 1914-1918 eds. Roger Chickering and Stig Förester (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 486-7. He continues that democratic states, due to their reliance on 
public opinion, are particularly concerned with convincing the populous of the righteousness of waging 
conflict. Nagler, “Propaganda and War Hysteria,” 487.  
28 Keshen, Propaganda and Censorship, 81. 
29 There was direct communications between imperial propaganda offices and the Canadian press: 
“Propaganda work in this [British Dominions] branch is chiefly concerned with a special news service sent 
through Reuter to the different Dominions by arrangement with the Colonial Office. Faculties for visits and 
interviews with public men are arranged for the Dominions’ journalists. A party of Dominion journalists is 
sent every three weeks to the British Headquarters in France. A large quantity of special press articles is 
dispatched to the Dominions press, especially to the more remote country papers. Pamphlets and books are 
also circulated through non-official channels.” The National Archives, INF 4/1B, 2, Department of 
Information, September 1917, Scheme of working of the Department of Information. 



 

 

 

44 

view of the war through posters than the view offered by causality lists. In North 

America, where “three thousand miles of ocean separated the home front from the 

battlefront,” propaganda “was extremely effective in molding opinions through 

indoctrination and deception.”30 In the milieu of presented and carefully curated wartime 

information, First World War posters were “designed to make a quick impact and then to 

move on; not to last, but to serve as weapons on the wall.”31  

Wartime censorship of the press and of war-related information in literature, film, 

and images shaped – and continues to shape – Canadian imaginings of the First World 

War. Keshen explains: “Privately controlled propaganda when combined with and shaped 

by various forms of official front-line news, went a long way towards maintaining 

jingoism, voluntarism and ingenuousness.”32 Carefully controlled images of war in 

posters sought to mobilize Torontonians through emotional appeals to the gendered 

aspects of war often expressed through ideals of masculinity, femininity, and fear of “the 

other.” War posters tried to engage with Canadians by appealing to them emotionally 

through figures that were vulnerable and in need of protection, and through figures that 

                                                        
30 Peter Webb, “‘A Righteous Cause’: War Propaganda and Canadian Fiction, 1915 – 1921” British 
Journal of Canadian Studies 24, no. 1 (2011): 46. For an historical context of First World War propaganda, 
see Harold D. Laswell, Propaganda Technique in the World War, 1914-1918 (New York: Knopf, 1927). 
For a Canadian context in relation to literature, see Neta Gordon, ed., Catching the Torch: Contemporary 
Canadian Literary Responses to World War I (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2014). 
31 Schnapp, Revolutionary Tides, 80. Literature on war posters from belligerent nations demonstrates the 
importance they played in various war efforts, and the ways they were used increasingly in Europe and also 
North America in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For more on war posters more broadly in the First 
World War see Aulich and Hewitt, Sedition or Instruction; Aulich, War Posters; Pearl James ed., Picture 
This: World War I Posters and Visual Culture (University of Nebraska Press: Lincoln & London, 2009). In 
the context of posters in Quebec, see Marc H. Choko Des Origines A Nos jours L’Affiche au Quebec (Les 
Editions de l’Homme; Quebec, 2001). 
32 Keshen, Propaganda and Censorship During Canada’s Great War, 39.  



 

 

 

45 

were dutiful and brave. These appeals relied on imagery and contemporary 

understandings of manhood and womanhood to communicate the urgency of the war 

effort and appeal for specific actions – fundraising, enlistment, support – based on 

constructed tenets of duty and honour, and an urgency to defend against the enemy. 

The messaging of war posters changed little over the course of the conflict and 

was carefully chosen to promote the war and encourage fundraising, recruitment, and 

rationing. Whether at local or national levels, wartime organizations such as the Canadian 

Patriotic Fund (CPF) and local recruiting battalions chose imagery that was easily 

identifiable and that resonated with Canadian audiences. The imagery of war posters also 

reflected contemporary climates and concerns. For example, one poster produced in early 

1916 referenced fighting during the Second Battle of Ypres. It challenged men to follow 

the example of those already fallen on the western front by stating “their fame is alive, 

though their spirits have fled…shall we follow their example?”33 Though the war poster 

imagery changed over time, the main appeal to the masculine ideals of honour, duty and 

sacrifice remained present throughout the conflict.  

The repetition of messaging and images may create the impression that the 

production of Canadian First World War posters was a coordinated affair; however, there 

was no central or systemized distribution system in Canada. Decisions about where and 

                                                        
33 Canadian War Museum, 100999955-001, “Heroes of St. Julien and Festubert.” Also produced in French 
Canadian War Museum, 1980207-002, “Les Heros de St.-Julien et de Festubert.” Reinforcing connections 
between the cause and empire, a soldier stands at attention in profile against a Union Jack flag.  
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how to display posters were often made at the local level.34 In the absence of any 

coordinated campaign, posters were developed and distributed by a variety of 

organizations, including government and fundraising organizations including the 

Canadian Patriotic Fund, Victory Loan Campaigns and Red Cross. The Government of 

Canada established the War Poster Service in 1916. This body produced posters in both 

French and English for national distribution, but had little control over where images 

were placed or sent. Rather, decisions about what imagery to use in recruitment efforts 

was made locally by the battalions commissioning their use, or by philanthropic 

organizations raising war funds. The name of the printing house or artist, in cases when 

known, provide little insight into the decision-making process of how imagery and 

slogans were chosen or even how they were intended to be displayed. Posters, then, are 

sources with uncoordinated origins but with great public visibility. Through their 

messaging and their images, and in the repetition of these messages, they provided public 

points of reference that defined gendered wartime expectations within a city that did not 

always abide by them.35 Evidence of their prominent placement within wartime Toronto 

                                                        
34 Aulich and Hewitt demonstrate that in Britain there was no system for the national or imperial 
distribution scheme for posters, and often posters were distributed based on the initiative of local recruiters 
themselves. Aulich and Hewwitt, Sedition or Instruction, 35, 58. Also, “when the poster became an 
advocate for a public cause and was deployed, albeit indirectly, by the political and social establishment, it 
achieved a new respectability.” Aulich and Hewitt, Seduction or Instruction, 7. The creation of Canadian 
posters was similar to that in Britain. Even after the establishment of the War Poster Service, wartime 
images and posters remained decentralized and often controlled by local bodies. Posters were embraced and 
utilized by the local war effort in Canada so effectively that no national campaign was organized (and even 
then very loosely) until 1917. Keshen, Propaganda and Censorship, x.  
35 Posters and broadsides were utilized in Toronto before the outbreak of war to educate and inform 
Torontonians about politics, changes of regulations, and advances in medicine and public health. For 
example, posters at the Care of Babies Exhibition provided information about infant mortality rates in the 
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reinforces their importance in shaping such definitions for the public.  

 

The Imagined War in Toronto 
 

Sanitized representations of war took hold in Toronto. Separated from active 

combat by half a continent and the expansive Atlantic Ocean, Torontonians constructed 

and gained knowledge of the war in Europe through newspapers, magazines, periodicals, 

advertisements, and film. War posters offered idealized, sanitized, and easily understood 

messages. They often appealed to Torontonians on the basis of their duty to defend 

Canada, which was presented as part of a broad understanding of the imperial war effort. 

Ideas of family, of nation, and of empire were often conflated in these images. Posters 

connected the defence of home and family to these broader aims in order to reinforce the 

war as justified in specific Canadian contexts. Posters, however, were not a reflection of 

the war effort. Rather, they were highly styled works of imagination that reflected deeply 

held assumptions and messages used to present an “imagined reality that invites the 

viewer to participate in the illusion.”36  

The reality of the war and its conditions were not unknown to Torontonians. 

Despite the censorship of the press that limited Torontonian’s access to the realities of the 
                                                                                                                                                                     

“civilized world,” which in pre-war context included both the German Empire and Austria. City of Toronto 
Archives, Fonds 200, Health Department, Series 372, Subseries 32, Item 296, ‘Care of Babies Exhibition’ 
(Miss Dyke’s office), Exhibit of the American Association for the Study and Prevention of Infant 
Mortality. 1914. This use of posters as an informative tool continued during the war. Robert Stacey 
explains that unlike posters, broadsides usually contained no illustrations other than a crest or seal and were 
in use in Britain from the 16th century. Up until the 1930s, governments used these documents to publicize 
important political information and changes. Robert Stacey, “Broadsides,” The Canadian Poster Book: 100 
Years of the Poster in Canada (Toronto: Methuen, 1979), 1 – 4.  
36 Lerner, “George Reid’s Paintings as Narratives of a Child Nation,” 330. 
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war overseas, the casualty numbers and increasingly urgent calls for supplies, funds, and 

troops told stories themselves. Thousands of returned veterans treated in the city’s 

growing hospitals and vocational re-education schools, by their very presence in the city, 

testified to the physical and emotional costs of the war. These changes will be explored in 

later chapters dealing with growing civil unrest and resentment towards identified enemy 

aliens in the city. Torontonians were not naïve when it came to the realities of the war 

overseas.37 The city continued to favour public representations of the war that sanitized 

the conflict and presented it as efficient and justified despite knowledge of conditions 

overseas. A picture of the “mock” trenches at Toronto’s Canadian National Exhibition 

(CNE) illustrated this wartime sanitization: men and women bystanders look down into a 

cleanly cut trench filled by uniformed soldier-recruits (Figure 16). The efficiency of the 

soldiers was represented by their orderly line in the trench and readiness to head “over 

the top.”38 They also engaged in a mock battle with fellow recruits. This demonstration of 

the cleanliness of the trenches was just that: a demonstration intended for public 

consumption rather than wartime accuracy. Similarly, images of military preparedness 

from the military training grounds at the University of Toronto picture clean white tents 

organized in rows on a hardpacked former football field with soldier-recruits nearby, 

                                                        
37 Ian Miller comments in his study about Toronto and the Great War that his research sought “to 
understand why a population that was well informed about what awaited its young men” continued to 
mobilize for war. Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 49. 
38 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 996, Civilians watching soldiers in a trench, CNE camp, c. 
1914. 
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perhaps preparing for their training or relaxing after it (Figure 6).39 The scene is quiet, 

orderly and even novel – as evidenced by the airplane sailing over the tower at University 

College – yet far removed from the chaos described by those who fought on the Western 

Front. 

 
Figure 6 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 752, Military Camp, University of Toronto Campus, 

c. 1914. 
 

It was not that Torontonians did not understand the realities of the war. Rather 

many chose to imagine the war differently. One of the places where Torontonians 

constructed imaginings of the war – and interacted with broader national and imperial 

understandings of it – was through the war poster and its presentation of appropriate 

                                                        
39 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 752, Military Camp, University of Toronto Campus, c. 
1914. 
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wartime roles. These roles were reflected in other sources including the wartime press 

and literature. As we will see when we discuss connections between recruitment and 

masculinity, wartime roles were also entrenched in the very policies and political 

structures that defined the parameters for enlistment and conscription. Wartime roles 

were also reflected in the daily experiences of living in a city at war, whether it be 

through passing a war poster in a public space or interacting with carnival games at the 

Canadian National Exhibition. These roles in Canadian war posters can be grouped into 

three main illustrated figures: the soldier, the wife and mother, and the enemy. 

 

The Soldier 

Images of the soldier share some common traits. As a group they are young, fit, 

and smiling. These images also expose a uniformity of race and class. The absence of 

depictions of non-white men in Canadian war posters reinforced their exclusion from the 

wartime roles. The uniformity of race also exposes contemporary attitudes towards 

privilege and status of citizenship at a time where not all men were evaluated equally. 

Middle-class values – presented by the man in his three piece suit, the business man 

reaching into his pocket, the comfortable arm-chair and well-maintained home – 

reinforced the respectability of the soldier as a man to be admired and to be emulated 

even by those who by virtue of their class, their race, or their nationality found 

themselves excluded from this ideal.  
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Figures in war posters retained “their individuality in the form of bodily 

particularities, marks of social class, signs of regional or national identity,” while still 

presenting “a synthesis between uniformity and individuality.”40 Aulich noted that British 

war posters: 

…beckon[ed] recruits into a mythical world very different from the unhealthy and 
economically insecure existence many were experiencing in civilian life. There is 
no reference to the brutal and harsh regime of army life. What is on offer is a 
painless and instant transformation into the military.41 
 

War posters also framed the social expectations of the First World War effort in Canada. 

They encouraged young men to buy into the war effort by enlisting for active service, yet 

enlistment was both a gendered and racial process.42 The ability to fight for Canada 

overseas was not one afforded to everyone, as demonstrated by recruitment policies that 

preferred men of British ancestry and middle-class backgrounds. The particularity of 

wartime recruitment policies – and their preferences and limitations for enlistment – are 

drawn out further within the next chapter’s discussion of recruitment and conscription 

activities in Toronto. 

 The soldier in war posters represented the masculine ideal. Graham Dawson 

argues the soldier-hero is a form of “imagined masculinity” that is performed on in the 

very real theatres of war and that “masculinities are lived out in the flesh,” but “fashioned 

                                                        
40 Schnapps, Revolutionary Tides, 110. 
41 Aulich, War Posters, 39-41. 
42 For more information on race and recruiting, see Walker, “Race and Recruitment in World War I,” 1-26. 
The constructed eligibility of who could enlist, and who could not, are explored more fully in chapter three 
which explores idealized masculine ideals in Toronto within recruitment and conscription activities. 
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in the imagination.”43 Images of soldiers were, in part, about demonstrating personal and 

national allegiances to democracy, to morality, and to civility. The belief in the morality 

of the soldier – and in his inherent manliness – are reoccurring themes in Canadian First 

World War posters. A soldier was a particular sort of man, one who displayed 

characteristics considered to be respectable including honour, duty, and bravery. This 

imagining of the soldier was reinforced in Toronto by the placement of war posters—

particularly recruitment posters—in public areas during recruitment: at the base of war 

monuments, on streetcars, and on parade (Figures 3 – 5).  

First World War posters clearly defined the duty of young men to enlist in active 

service. One poster for the 250th Overseas Battalion from Winnipeg invited men to 

“participate in some pleasure, some fight, some glory…Don’t disappoint your country!” 

(Figure 7)44 Another war poster, produced by No. 3 Central Recruiting Committee in 

Toronto, features a soldier smiling broadly as he points at the silhouetted men marching 

behind him in uniform (Figure 8). The slogan reinforces the intent of the imagery as 

below the soldier appears the following invitation: “Here’s YOUR chance It’s MEN we 

want.”45 This emphasis on “men” in the slogan suggests recruiters targeted a specific kind 

of man, one who was assumed to uphold the sense of morality and civility associated 

with the war effort more broadly. The illustrations of these men as young and able-bodied 

– and presumably of British heritage – reflected associations between ideal men, 
                                                        
43 Dawson, Soldier Heroes, 1, 26. 
44 Canadian War Museum, 19770371-011, Join the 250th Overseas Battalion and Participate in Some 
Pleasure, Fight, Glory, Canada, 1916. 
45 Ibid. 
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soldiering, and contemporary attitudes towards race and masculinity that privileged 

Britishness as the Canadian ideal. Portraying such men as soldiers mirrored a set of 

public standards that, as we will see, were also present in wartime recruitment and 

conscription policies and identifications of enemy aliens. 

 

  

Figure 7 (Left): Canadian War Museum, 19770371-011, Join the 250th Overseas Battalion and Participate 
in Some Pleasure, Fight, Glory, Canada, 1916. 

 
Figure 8 (Right): Canadian War Museum, 19820376-001, Here's YOUR chance IT'S MEN WE WANT No. 

3 Central Recruiting Committee, No.2 Military Division, Toronto Stone Ltd., 1914-1919. 
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Figure 9 Canadian War Museum, 19820376-013, You Do Anything to Beat Germany Last Year, 1914-
1919. 

 
Appeals for young men to enlist focused on the war as a fight for the protection of 

family, nation, and empire. In one poster, a soldier is surrounded by maple leafs 

representing Canada. The text reminds him: “young man, the privilege of serving is 

yours. That our country may live, and that freedom may not disappear from the Earth.”46 

To preserve freedom meant to defeat the enemy—represented as tyrannical—and, by 

doing so, shelter families from the onslaught of the enemy both at home and overseas. A 

poster printed in Toronto by the Central Recruiting Committee displayed intertwined 

flags – Britain’s Union Jack and the Canadian Red Ensign – asking “Did you do anything 

                                                        
46 Canadian War Museum, 19800283-101, “We Will Uphold the Priceless Gem of Liberty,” 1914-1919. 
The same poster was produced also in French, Canadian War Museum, 19900029-001, “Nous Defendrons 
le Precieux Joyeau de la Liberite” 1914-1919. 
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to beat Germany last year? You can do something this year. Enlist at once!” (Figure 9)47  

Another poster printed by the Central Recruiting Committee in Toronto posed a 

further set of questions: “Have you asked yourself if British freedom is worth defending? 

Am I helping to defend it? If not, why not?” (Figure 10)48 In the corner a hand points at 

the last point, further emphasizing the danger of inaction. Pointing, a common 

reoccurring theme in First World War posters, “…denounces enemies and traitors; it 

underscores key political objectives and causes.”49 The pointing served to reinforce the 

duty of men to serve in defence of their nation and empire, and to literally point out the 

urgency of wartime action. The conflation of national and imperial sentiment are visually 

demonstrated by the inclusion of a British flag. Throughout these posters, viewers are 

reminded of the costs of not fighting in a war identified as “freedom” vs. “tyranny.”  

Imagery also appealed to sport and to the masculine traits it was believed to 

develop. Men were greatly admired for “ambition, competitiveness, aggression, and 

toughness” and sport was the vehicle to develop and demonstrate these traits.50 Historian 

Mark Moss explains that involvement in sports was equated with “muscularity and 

courage.”51 “Recreation of all sorts,” he writes, “had to have a rational purpose and be 

directed towards a specific goal… As long as ‘healthy activity’ and ‘moral training’ were 

                                                        
47 As recruitment became an on-going process after 1915, a central Toronto Recruiting Depot was set up at 
the University Avenue Armouries to provide one place for men to move through the entire recruitment 
process. The Depot employed a staff of 22 men, and one woman. Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 71, 79. 
Canadian War Museum, 19820376-013, You Do Anything to Beat Germany Last Year , 1914-1919. 
48 Imperial War Museum, PST 12445, British Freedom Worth Defending? 1914-1918. 
49 Schnapp, Revolutionary Tides, 56. 
50 Moss, Manliness and Militarism, 122. 
51 Ibid., 127. 
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involved, however, sports and games could be seen as useful vehicles for teaching 

obedience, discipline, and self-improvement.”52 

 

Figure 10 Imperial War Museum, PST 12445, British Freedom Worth Defending? 1914-1918. 
 

A central part of sportsmanship was comradery with teammates, and First World 

Recruitment posters, appealed to connections between friendship, sportsmanship, and 

war. Enlistment was presented not only as a privilege but also as an opportunity to join 

friends in a great personal adventure. These appeals directly referenced the masculine 

ideal of sportsmanship. Boys were invited to “fall in” alongside their chums and pals in 

one poster from Quebec. A Canadian Patriotic Fund poster asked, “Where would you 

rather be?”53 Another, referring to officers recently returned from the front, stated, “they 

                                                        
52 Ibid., 126. 
53 Library of Congress, LC – USZC4 – 12563, Recruits wanted…fall in boys! Canada, 1914-1918; 
Canadian War Museum 19890086-879, Where would you rather be to-day? In the Trenches in France or 
Helping to Raise our Patriotic Fund? Canada, 1914-1919. 
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know the boys need them – aye – and need you, too” in a poster from New Brunswick.54 

“Your chums are fighting. Why aren’t you?” asked one poster created by Toronto’s 

Central Recruiting Committee in 1914 (Figure 11).55 The silhouettes of soldiers heading 

over the top with bayonets ready reinforced the ability – and the duty – of others to join 

them in the fight.  

 

Figure 11 Imperial War Museum, PST 12428, Your Chums are Fighting, Toronto, Canada, 1914. 
 

Many Canadian First World War posters questioned the manhood of those who 

were not in uniform just as they celebrated the manhood of men in uniform. Shirking 

                                                        
54 Imperial War Museum, PST 12467, 236th Kilties Battalion, Canada, 1914-1919. 
55 Imperial War Museum, PST 12428, Your Chums are Fighting, Toronto, Canada, 1914. 
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one’s duty during war was considered a serious and shameful exercise. Historian Joanna 

Bourke explains: 

In peace and war, malingering was regarded as an evasion of a man’s duty to the 
state and to other men. It was the physical manifestation of a more general 
phenomenon: shirking … At the level of military propaganda, shirking included 
the failure of men to enlist in the ‘fight for freedom.’56 

 
The shirker represented the most loathsome of figures: those who chose to pursue the 

pleasurable pursuits of civilian life while men fought in their stead. The shirker was 

depicted as a figure of choice. Presented with the opportunity to fight, or with the 

invitation to war and the opportunity to display manliness, the shirker failed to make the 

correct – the masculine – choice to enlist. Instead he occupied himself with vanity and 

effeminate past-times of entertainment and fashion while “real” men occupied themselves 

with military matters at the front. The shirker was not a masculine figure: he was 

indecisive, weak, and he allowed others to do his masculine work for him in the defence 

of nation and empire. This rhetoric of shirking, which presented reasons for staying out of 

uniform as trivial, mirrors recruitment and conscription tactics that accepted few (if any) 

reasons as legitimate for those remaining out of active service. Focusing on men out of 

uniform as shirkers or dandies not only privileged active service as the ultimate 

expression of masculinity, it also delegitimized any reason for men to stay out of 

uniform, including family responsibilities or conscientious objection.  

                                                        
56 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, 78. 
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War posters presented different ideas of what kinds of activities men were getting 

up to while out of uniform to illustrate differences between perceptions of soldiers and 

civilians. A poster for the 215th Infantry Battalion, raised in Brantford ON, illustrated two 

figures: a man in a three piece suit smoking a cigarette and reading news of war, and a 

separate tableau of two soldiers firing their guns over the trenches and into the night. The 

man in the suit is quite literally reading the writing on the wall, and the text of the poster 

reinforces this by proclaiming “You could help here” in reference to the trenches and 

quoting Kipling’s challenge to “Stand up and meet the War – The Hun is at the Gate!”57 

Another poster by the Central Recruiting Committee in Toronto depicts a figure in a dark 

suit, his profile silhouetted against the white background as he holds his head in his hands 

(Figure 12). “You are no exception” declares the large font in front of him, while text 

illuminates a man with this head in his hand, with the thought bubble “I should 

go…but!!!58” A poster produced in London, ON urged men to “Do It Now! Don’t wait 

for this.”59 A hand reaching in from the left holds a uniform and conscription papers 

while the figure at the centre of the poster shakes in fear and haunches his shoulders 

(Figure 13). The body language of this shirker is very different than that of the soldier: 

his body folded in on itself, his legs posed in a feminized “sissy” position, and his facial 

expression of cowardly fear. These traits were far removed from the stoic expressions of 

                                                        
57 Canadian War Museum, 19890086-535, Look on This and on That! Canada, 1914-1919.  
58 Imperial War Museum, PST 12435, “You Are No Exception – Join Now,” 1914, Central Recruiting 
Committee, No.2 Military Division, Toronto. 
59 Imperial War Museum, PST 12433, Do It Now! 142nd Battalion Canadian Overseas Contingent; 
Citizens´ Recruiting Association, London ON. 
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soldiers with bayonets or with the smiling faces and confident body structure facing 

viewers. Compared to the example in Figure 8, where the soldier faces the viewer directly 

with a determined facial expression, the man in figure 13 hunches away from the viewer 

displaying fear and uncertainty under a slogan that suggested “real” men are those in 

uniform.  

  

Figure 12 (Left): Imperial War Museum, PST 12435, “You Are No Exception – Join Now,” 1914, Central 
Recruiting Committee, No.2 Military Division, Toronto. 

 
Figure 13 (Right): Imperial War Museum, PST 12433, Do It Now! 142nd Battalion Canadian Overseas 

Contingent; Citizens´ Recruiting Association, London ON. 
 



 

 

 

61 

First World War posters illustrated expectations for every man in war whether 

depicted as soldiers or financiers, or as farmers and workers. The expectation to fight or 

pay, is discussed thoroughly in Desmond Morton’s work by the same title. Morton 

explains that the Canadian Patriotic Fund (CPF) “was created because there was a need to 

be met, and resources could be best found by asking people who had more than enough to 

pay.”60 While recruitment posters illustrated young and fit soldiers ready for duty and 

young fit shirkers avoiding their responsibilities, CPF poster illustrated older men paying 

rather than enlisting (Figure 14). In this way, war posters capitalized on generational 

expectations of appropriate wartime duties. For example, one poster depicts an older 

gentleman in a three-piece suit reaching into his pocket against a backdrop of silhouetted 

soldiers marching off to battle over one shoulder and a factory outlined over the other. 

Next to this image a caption reinforces his duty to “back them up” by giving to the 

Canadian Patriotic Fund (CPF).61 Another Victory Bond Poster depicted soldiers heading 

into battle with bayonets drawn. The wording, addressing the viewer who is not 

illustrated, declared, “yours not to do and die, yours but to go and buy Victory Bonds.”62  

Class-based conceptualizations of masculinity were prominently on display. 

Recruitment posters appealed to ideas of middle class respectability. As we will see in the 

next chapter on recruitment, conditions during the war were strained by increasing 

                                                        
60 Generational expectations are discussed more thoroughly in Desmond Morton’s Fight or Pay: Soldiers’ 
Families in the Great War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 289. 
61 Canadian War Museum 19900076-808, Back Them Up My Duty to the Canadian Patriotic Fund, 
Ontario, 1914-1919. 
62 Canadian War Museum, 19850475-023, Yours Not To Do and Die – Yours but to Go and Buy Victory 
Bonds, Canada, 1918. 
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shortages and the introduction of conscription. As a result, unions and other labour 

organizations promoted a rhetoric that militarized munitions work and munitions 

workers. These posters appealed to the worker – identified by his overalls and placement 

near factories – to provide funds for the war effort.  

The manhood of the worker was, in part, defined by his employment, just as the 

manhood and respectability of the middle-class young recruit was defined by enlistment. 

A 1915 poster printed in Hamilton pictures a soldier (Figure 15), bayonet at the ready, 

and a worker wearing a cap and overall giving “his monthly gift” to the Canadian 

Patriotic Fund. Against the silhouette of a factory, the poster reads, “If you cannot put the 

‘I’ into fight then you can put the ‘pay’ into patriotism.”63 In another poster selling war 

savings stamps, a young man in his overalls with a factory behind him reads over a 

pamphlet about the sound investment opportunity as stamps make “$5 for $4” and “make 

your dollars grow.”64 The images of workers and factories in fundraising posters 

illustrated the importance of manufacturing to the war effort, especially as the war 

continued and labour shortages affected production. They also demonstrated the ways in 

which appeals to masculinity could be manipulated to meet different class-based 

audiences. Working in a war industry was seen as a positive contribution to the war 

effort, especially as labour shortages loomed. This fear is referenced in another Canadian 

                                                        
63 Canadian War Museum, 19900348-025, If You Cannot Put the ’I’ into Fight You Can Put the ’Pay’ into 
Patriotism, Hamilton, Canada 1915 
64 Canadian War Museum, 19890086-899, “$5 for $4 Make Your Dollars Grow Buy War Savings Stamps”, 
Canada, 1914-1919. 
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Victory Bond poster that depicts an empty factory covered in snow “doing nothing 

without Victory Bonds.”65  

 

  

Figure 14 (Left): Canadian War Museum 19900076-808, Back Them Up My Duty to the Canadian 
Patriotic Fund, Ontario, 1914-1919. 

 
Figure 15 (Right): Canadian War Museum, 19900348-025, If You Cannot Put the ’I’ into Fight You Can 

Put the ’Pay’ into Patriotism, Hamilton, Canada 1915. 
 

 Whether as workers, as soldiers, or as shirkers, gendered commentary connected 

volunteering for active service and masculine duty. Canadian First World War posters 

existed within a broader climate of contemporary understandings about the connection 

                                                        
65 Canadian War Museum, 19750251-015 Doing Nothing Without Victory Bonds, Canada, 1914-1918. 



 

 

 

64 

between militarism and masculinity that presented the war in simpler terms than allowed 

by the reality of wartime conditions. They presented the soldier as a certain kind of man – 

with a certain appearance and candor, with connections to middle-class ideals of 

respectability. They reinforced expectations about the masculine duty to enlist, privileged 

and limited as it was, as we will see in the next chapter through C.E.F. recruitment 

priorities. Though images of men are commonly depicted on posters, the image of the 

soldier was not the only figure in the visual wartime lexicon. Soldiers needed a reason to 

fight. Therefore, women were also illustrated in a variety of wartime roles including as 

vulnerable victims in need of protection, caregivers of home and hearth while husbands 

are overseas, and important influences in men’s lives exhorting them to fulfill their 

masculine duty to enlist. 

 
The Wife and Mother 
 

Whether as victims or as mothers, Canadian First World War posters used 

illustrations of women to appeal for aid and communicate the urgency of the war effort. 

Posters presented the ideal soldier as a defender of the family and of the nation. Women 

played their traditional roles in this imagining by supporting the war, encouraging men to 

enlist, and caring for children in their father’s absence. Regardless of the entry of women 

into paid work to replace male labour, the imaginary women in war posters were images 

of women homemakers, wives, and mothers.  

Images of women offered “selective and idealized” images of womanhood that 

did not often reflect wartime realities; yet images of woman did serve to mobilize 
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Canadians and their pocketbooks while reinforcing justifications of the war as a civilized 

fight against an uncivilized enemy.66 As Desmond Morton explains in his research about 

the work of the CPF during the war, the CPF could: 

…draw on the powerful maternal beliefs developed across Canada before 1914 to 
claim support for wives and children. Surely soldiers’ families deserved the best 
from their community. Canadians might be ambivalent about whether wives 
should work, but most of them had both a sound and a sentimental commitment to 
motherhood and to the welfare of children.67  
 

Though these images of women recognized their agency as decision-makers in the home, 

the instructional purpose of the imagery also reinforced their need for guidance while 

making these decisions.68 Whether by their grandmothers or by their butchers, Canadian 

women were delivered advice through war posters about how to prepare food, and what 

foods to avoid, during a time of war. However, images of women as household 

consumers were, as the war continued, increasingly expanded as women entered active 

roles in the war effort, particularly in the production of munitions and agriculture.  

The war affected women in a great many ways as “new opportunities opened up, 

fresh challenges arose, homes seemed a little emptier, beds felt a little colder, family 

                                                        
66 Pearl James, “Images of Femininity in American World War One Posters,” in Picture This: World War I 
Posters and Visual Cultures ed. Pearl James(Lincoln, Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press, 2009), 274, 
284. 
67 Desmond Morton, Fight or Pay (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004), 89. 
68 For more on the role of food on the homefront within the context of the Second World War, please see 
Ian Mosby, Food Will Win the War: The Politics, Culture, and Science of Food on Canada’s Home Front 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2014). Within the context of the First World War, please see Mourad Djebabla, 
“Fight the Huns with Food: Mobilizing Canadian Civilians for the Food Effort during the Great War, 1914-
1918,” in World War I Propaganda, ed. Troy R.E. Paddock (Boston: Brill, 2014), 65 – 88. 
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dynamics changed, and so too did family finances.”69 The experiences of Canadian 

women and wartime were varied and in transition, but their depictions in Canadian war 

posters was generally confined to traditional roles as wives and mothers in the home. 

Patricia Holland explains that, “the idea of what it means to be a ‘family’ is highly 

unstable.”70 However the formation of the family, and women’s roles within them as 

household managers, consumers, and mothers, was overly simplified and inherently 

stable. If the family was to be defended, then the family must exist at least figuratively as 

a definable unit.  

Women as Victims 

Appeals for aid presented images of the woman left behind – the wives and 

mothers with husbands at the front – as needing help and support in the absence of their 

head-of-household. Appeals also presented women as victims of enemy aggression in 

need of physical protection from danger.71 The traditional roles for men and women were 

upset by the war, the justification for the war, and the resulting economic upheaval, 

especially in relation to the entry of middle-class women into the workforce. 72 The threat 

                                                        
69 Sarah Glassford and Amy J. Shaw, eds., A Sisterhood of Suffering and Service: Women and Girls of 
Canada and Newfoundland During the First World War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2013), 171. 
70 Patricia Holland, Picturing Childhood: The Myth of the Child in Popular Imagery (London: I.B. Tauris 
& Co. Ltd., 2004), 51. 
71 Also present though not generally common are depictions of women as allegorical figures – such as 
Victory – who serve to motivate and guide soldiers in war poster imagery while also appealing for aid or 
enlistment. For a discussion of allegory in American war posters see James, “Images of Femininity in 
American World War One Posters.” 
72 This was only temporary and “the expectation was that everyone would resume their ‘normal’ roles at the 
end of the war.” Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 122. Ian Miller discusses the role of women in Toronto 
during the war at length in his chapter “Women and War: Public and Private Spheres” and also “A Great 
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of violence against women reinforced expectations of men to participate in the fight and 

defend the nation and family. Men were also supposed to support their families 

financially and “no self-respecting man expected his wife to earn wages.”73  

Female figures often faced the viewer directly, though their children may look 

towards each other or towards their mother. The visual message created by women’s 

open and pleading faces appealed to the viewer to provide aid not only for her sacrifice, 

but also the sacrifice made by her husband or son. “In a conflict defined in terms of the 

safety of home and family,” explains Nicoletta Gullace, “the sacrifice of sons and lovers 

became a form of military service for women and a domestic duty essential to the waging 

of war.”74 Images of women and family also created “a set of seemingly irrefutable moral 

imperatives” to eliminate criticisms of the war and the war effort by presenting the family 

in need of protection.75 To criticize or remain removed from the war effort, then, was to 

place women and children at risk of a brutalizing German enemy. As seen in the poster 

“To the Women of Canada,” (figure 17) women were continually reminded of the danger 

they faced should the war be lost and the enemy let loose upon them. The poster asks: 

“Do you realize that the safety of your home and children depends on our getting more 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Adventure: Toronto Goes to War” in Our Glory and Our Grief (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
2002).  
73 Desmond Morton, “Supporting Soldiers’ Wives and Families in the Great War: What was Transformed?” 
in A Sisterhood of Suffering and Service: Women and Girls of Canada and Newfoundland during the First 
World War, eds. Sarah Glassford and Amy Shaw (UBC Press: Vancouver, 2012), 197, 198. 
74 Nicoletta F. Gullace, “The Blood of Our Sons” Men, Women and the Renegotiation of British Citizenship 
during the Great War (London: Palgrave MacMillan: 2002), 54. 
75 Ibid., 18. 
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men NOW.”76 Another CPF poster proclaimed, “Some women are sending their men. 

Some men are giving their lives. What are you doing for the cause of freedom? Fight or 

Pay.”77 Images of women victims of war – whether at home or abroad – provided a moral 

imperative to enlist or financially support the war effort.  

 
Figure 16 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 996, Women survey the mock trenches on Toronto’s 

CNE grounds circa 1914. 
 

Posters also positioned women as supporters of the war and exhorted them to use 

their relationships with men – with their husbands, fathers, brothers, and sons – to urge 

them to enlist for war. Further appealing to expectations of others—particularly in this 

case the expectations of women— one poster asks men: “Where would you rather be to-

day? In the trenches in France or helping to raise our Patriotic Fund? Our Empire needs 

                                                        
76 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-4-0-293, “To the Women of Canada”, Canada, 1914-1918. 
77 Canadian War Museum, 19890086-880, Some Women are Sending their Men Some Men are Giving 
Their Lives, Canada, 1914-1919. 
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us all! Would you change places? What would your wife say?”78  

  

Figure 17 (Left): Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-4-0-293, “To the Women of Canada”, Canada, 1914-1918. 
 

Figure 18 (Right): Canadian War Museum, 19900180-025, “Souscrire A L’Emprunt de la Victoire C’est 
Metree Fin a la Piraterie, 1918, Montreal. 

 
 

Throughout the war, German and Austro-Hungarian enemies were accused of 

violence against women, including rape and murder.79 Images of the violence and 

                                                        
78 Canadian War Museum, 19890086-879, Where Would You Rather Be To-Day? In the Trenches in 
France of Helping to Raise Our Patriotic Fund, Canada, 1914-1919. 
79 Nicoletta Gullace discusses connections between propaganda and images of women (including ideas of 
rape and atrocity propaganda) in British contexts. Gullace, “The Blood of Our Sons.”  
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hardship inflicted on women attempted to establish moral imperatives to wage war. 

Invoking the plight of rural French women, a Canadian Victory Loan poster depicted 

three peasant women chained to a plow attempting to till the soil. The women do not face 

the viewer but instead lean away under the strain of the plow. The wording challenges the 

viewer to take action stating “They serve France” and then “How can I serve Canada?”80 

A French Canadian war poster depicted the sinking of the HMHS Llandovery Castle 

when 14 Canadian nurses drowned in June 1918 (Figure 18). It featured a soldier trying 

to save a drowning red-cross nurse as a German submarine surfaced in the background to 

open fire on survivors in the water. Referencing a well-known event – the name 

Llandovery Castle appears on a life-saver signifying the wreckage of the ship – the death 

of the nurse is used as a moral imperative to prevent more such attacks. The soldier 

shakes his fist at the German U-Boat to admonish the enemy, but this image also serves 

to reinforce his helplessness: the Germans are far away and armed, while the soldier 

clutches the nurse he could not save and faces the enemy he cannot reach. The onus is on 

the viewer to aid both the soldier and the nurse by buying Victory Loans and ending the 

violent nature of the enemy.81  

Children and the Family 

The image of the family in war posters mobilized the private space of the home. 
                                                        
80 Canadian War Museum, 19680122-083, “They Serve France How can I Serve Canada? Buy Victory 
Bonds, Canada, 1914-1919. 
81 Canadian War Museum, 19900180-025, “Souscrire A L’Emprunt de la Victoire c’est Metree Fin a la 
Piraterie, 1918, Montreal. For more on the role of nurses in wartime imagery see Katie Pickles. "Claiming 
Cavell: Britishness and Memorialization," in Canada and the British World: Culture, Migration and 
Identity, eds. Phillip Buckner and R. Douglas Francis (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2006) , 157-73. 
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Children became an important presence in images of the family in the First World War, 

especially boys. The efforts of boys were militarized, further reflecting already existing 

connections between masculinity and militarism during the era of the First World War.82 

Young boys were encouraged to take more active roles in the war effort. For example, the 

“Soldiers of the Soil” (S.O.S.) urged adolescent boys to engage in agricultural work to 

help offset wartime labour shortages. Unlike the farmerettes, the female agricultural 

labourers who were called to work the farms under National Registration in the summer 

of 1916, the imagery of S.O.S. posters placed the boy’s work alongside that of fighting of 

soldiers overseas. One poster printed in Toronto invited “Boys to the Front” where they 

could serve their country on the farm and earn “a national badge of honor” for doing their 

bit in the war effort (Figure 19).83 Appealing to ties of friendship, another poster called 

“Boys to the Farm” and encouraged them to “Bring your chum and do your bit.” The 

poster pictured a boy in a uniform identified as “the official uniform authorized by the 

Canadian Food Board” with an army of boys behind him heading into a wheat field.84  

                                                        
82 As illustrated by Mark Moss, militarism held a central role in the curriculum of the public school system 
in Ontario. Educators and reformers viewed military drills as an essential tool to instill masculine traits 
such as discipline and duty in young male students. Moss, Manliness and Militarism. Moss explains, “One 
of the most important ways of socializing young people during this period was through group membership 
and identity. From the school to the sports team or the youth organization to the military itself, the 
emphasis was on loyalty and group pride.” Moss, Manliness and Militarism, 32. Some young boys 
participated in military activities outside of school, such as in the cadets that trained young boys in military 
uniform. As in the militia, cadet groups were local and boys trained alongside their neighbours and 
schoolmates.  
83 Canadian War Museum, 19890086-885, Soldiers of the Soil, Poster, Toronto, 1917. 
84 McGill Library, Rare Books & Special Collections, WP1.F10.F2, Canadian Food Board, Boys to the 
Farm, c. 1917. 
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Figure 19 (Left): Canadian War Museum, 19890086-885, Soldiers of the Soil, Poster, Toronto. 
 

Figure 20 (Right): Canadian War Museum, 19850475-010, Do it Again Daddy, Please!, 1914-1918. 
 

Drawing on the expected roles of men and women, it was common to depict 

images of young girls imploring their father’s into war service, and of young boys 

yearning for more militarized roles during a time of war. Kristine Alexander explains, 

“images of young white-skinned girls as daughters – domestic comfort and femininity 

personified – were ubiquitous throughout the war, and they were used in a variety of 

ways to pressure and inspire soldiers and civilians alike.”85 A number of Canadian 

                                                        
85 Kristine Alexander, “An Honour and a Burden: Canadian Girls and the Great War,” in A Sisterhood of 
Suffering and Service: Women and Girls of Canada and Newfoundland During the First World War–, eds. 
Sarah Glassford and Amy J. Shaw (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2013), 175; N. Hiley, “‘Kitchener Wants You’ 
and ‘Daddy, What did You do in the Great War?’ The Myth of British Recruiting Posters,” Imperial War 
Museum Review 11 (1997): 40-58; Lerner “George Reid’s Paintings as Narratives of a Child Nation”; 
Desmond Morton, “The Cadet Movement in the Movement in the Moment of Canadian Militarism, 1909-
1914,” Journal of Canadian Studies 13, no. (2) (Summer 1978): 56-69; Amy J. Shaw "Expanding the 
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recruitment and fundraising posters displayed images of children questioning their fathers 

or appealing for aid for their mothers. The CPF posters, which often displayed soldiers’ 

wives and their children when appealing for donations, are a particularly vivid instance of 

this phenomenon. In one poster, a young girl exuberantly asks her father to “please 

daddy” buy her another victory bond (Figure 20).86 In another poster, a little girl with a 

book open on her knees sits on her father’s lap and asks him, “Daddy, what did you do in 

the Great War?” (Figure 21)87 The poster, originally created and first used in the United 

Kingdom before its use in the Canadian war effort, features a father in his three piece 

suit, his hand under his chin, staring out at the viewer as he contemplates his daughter’s 

question. At the man’s feet, his sons plays with toy soldiers, reinforcing connections 

between duty, masculinity, and war.  

                                                                                                                                                                     

Narrative: A First World War with Women, Children, and Grief." Canadian Historical Review 95, no. 3 
(2014): 389-406. 
86 Canadian War Museum, 19850475-010, Do it Again Daddy, Please! 1914-1918. See also, Alexander, 
“An Honour and a Burden.”  
87 Imperial War Museum, PST 0311, “Daddy What Did You Do in the Great War,” Parliamentary 
Recruitment Committee, 1915. 
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Figure 21 Imperial War Museum, PST 0311, “Daddy What Did You Do in the Great War,” Parliamentary 

Recruitment Committee, 1915. 
 
The image described above (Figure 21) was reproduced on a large billboard at the 

foot of the South African War Memorial at the intersection of Queen and University in 

Toronto as shown in Figure 3 and Figure 25. The billboard provides an example of the 

public displays of such posters, the use of children in the war effort, and the 

reinforcement of connections between soldiering and morality. The positioning of the 

figures in this family formation – with the mother and wife not pictured but still evoked 

through the presence of children and the setting of the picture in the home – alludes to 

wider understandings of family roles. Patricia Holland explains: “In the classic 

presentation, his encircling arms mark [the family’s] boundaries and separate it from the 

outside world. The direction of the touch is away from him, towards them. He is the only 
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one who remains unenclosed, so that his body marks the transition between an exterior, 

public world and the interior, private one associated with the concept of ‘home.’”88  

The Wife and Mother and Home Work  

Illustrations of women in Canadian mirrored traditional empire-wide connections 

between family ideals and the home in regards to war work. The active roles women 

assumed during the war – in industry, in the war work of fundraising, and in uniform – 

both reaffirmed and challenged traditional roles for women in the changing climates of 

war. Ian Miller claims that women in Toronto supported the war because “the conflict 

was perceived as something to be abhorred, but endured. They believed Germany had 

brought the war on the world and Britain was drawn into the conflict reluctantly. Once 

committed, however, the Empire would fight with every ounce of its strength.”89 

However, Sarah Glassford and Amy Shaw present more complex representations of 

women’s war work: 

In 1914 women throughout the English-speaking world were fighting (with little 
success) for the right to vote and facing uphill battles as they tried to enter 
traditionally male professions, while a women’s place was still seen as being 
firmly within the domestic sphere. In this restricted context, the women of 
Newfoundland and Canada found ways to contribute to the war effort that showed 
them to be not only patriotic daughters of their dominions and their Empire but 
also capable organizers and workers.90 
 

                                                        
88 Holland, Picturing Childhood, 60.  
89 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 23; Quiney, “Gendering Patriotism,” 106.  
90 Glassford and Shaw, eds., A Sisterhood of Suffering and Service, 26. For a discussion of femininity in 
American war posters, see James, “Images of Femininity in American World War One Posters.” 
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Though there were mixed reactions to women’s entry to the workforce, roles for women 

as workers during war are not generally represented in Canadian war posters.91 It was 

also widely understood that this entry was largely subject to a reversal once the war was 

over. 

The characterization of women’s appropriate wartime behaviour balanced the 

masculine expectation of patriotic duty.92 Images of working women were, however, not 

included in war posters, which instead reinforced roles for women within the household 

as wives and mothers.93 Women workers were expected to retain their femininity in the 

workplace. To reinforce this expectation, the uniforms of female munitions workers 

looked more like nurses uniforms than those of workers. For example, at the CNE, nurses 

and military workers stood alongside each other as representatives of women’s wartime 

                                                        
91 For more on Canadian women’s entry into the workforce during the First World War, see Kori Street, 
“Patriotic, Not Permanent: Attitudes about Women’s Making Bombs and Being Bankers,” in A Sisterhood 
of Suffering and Service: Women and Girls of Canada and Newfoundland during the First World War, eds. 
Sarah Glassford and Amy Shaw (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012), 148 - 170. Farmerettes, or women 
working in agriculture during wartime labour shortages, were depicted in photographs and also in a 
painting by the Canadian War Memorials Fund (for example, Canadian War Museum, 19710261-0370, 
Beaverbrook Collection of War Art, “Land Girls Hoeing”, Manley Edward MacDonald). Further reading 
on art and war includes Laura Brandon, Art and War (London, UK: I.B. Tauris, 2007); Laura Brandon, Art 
or Memorial? The Forgotten History of Canada’s War Art (Calgary: University of Calgary Press, 2006); 
Oliver Dean and Laura Brandon. Canvas of War: Painting the Canadian Experience, 1914 to 1945 
(Vancouver: Douglas & McIntyre, 2000). 
92 Quiney, “Gendering Patriotism,” 106. 
93 Munitions workers, alongside “Farmerettes” who worked in agricultural production under National 
Registration starting in the summer of 1917, actively contributed to the war effort by entering into public 
roles not traditionally associated with women’s work. For more on Canadian Farmerettes, see Terry Wilde, 
“Freshettes, Farmerettes, and Feminine Fortitude at the University of Toronto during the First World War,” 
in, A Sisterhood of Suffering and Service: Women and Girls of Canada and Newfoundland During the First 
World War, eds. Sarah Glassford and Amy J. Shaw (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2013), 75-98. For Canadian 
women in the workplace, see Street, “Patriotic, Not Permanent,” 148 - 170 (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012); 
Margaret Wrong, “War Work of the University Women at Home” The Varsity Magazine Supplement 1918, 
133 – 134. 
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obligations (Figure 22).94 Photographs of women workers at Curtiss Aero planes & 

Motors in a 1916 Victory Load Parade in Toronto, for example, illustrate women clothed 

in white with headscarves that look more like the uniform of a nurse than practical wear 

for airplane assembly (Figure 23).95 In contrast, a picture of munitions workers in Parry 

Sound, Ontario in the same year show women in their work clothes: dark in color with 

loose-fitting pants (Figure 24).96  

Images of women in war posters focused on their traditional roles as homemakers 

and in the running of households. During the war the Canadian Food Board launched a 

series of poster and pamphlet campaigns aimed to educate Canadians on how to ration 

foods needed by the war effort. Posters instructed households to limit consumption of 

meat, to avoid hoarding, and to consider the patriotic actions of food consumption. 

                                                        
94 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 859, Munitions Workers and Nurses, 1915; City of Toronto 
Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 858, Munitions Workers Parade at CNE Grandstand, 1915. For more on 
women’s work and the war please see: Susan Butlin, “Women Making Shells. Marking Women's Presence 
in Munitions Work 1914- 1918. The Art of Frances Loring, Florence Wyle, Mabel May, and Dorothy 
Stevens,” Canadian Military History 5, no. 1 (1996): 41-48; Catherine L. Cleverdon, The Woman Suffrage 
Movement in Canada, 2nd ed. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974); Ramsay Cook and Wendy 
Mitchinson, eds. The Proper Sphere: Woman's Place in Canadian Society (Toronto: Oxford University 
Press. 1976); Linda Kealey, Enlisting Women for the Cause: Women, Labour and the Left in Canada, 
1890-1920 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998); Kim E. Nielsen, Un-American Womanhood: 
Antiracialism, Antifeminism and the First Red Scare (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2001); Joan 
Sangster, "Mobilizing Women for War," in Canada and the First World War: Essays in Honour of Robert 
Craig Brown, ed. David MacKenzie (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005) , 157-93; Aaronette M. 
White, “All the Men are Fighting for Freedom, All the Women Are Mourning Their Men, but Some of Us 
Carried Guns: A Race-Gendered Analysis of Fanon’s Psychological Perspectives on War.” Signs: Journal 
of Women in Culture and Society 32, no. 4 (2007): 857-884; . 
95 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 4640, Curtis Aeroplanes and Motors Float in Victory Bond 
Parade, 1916. 
96 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 1389, Munitions workers at British Cordite Co., Nobel – 
Parry Sound, 1916. 
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Privileging the traditional roles for women as homemakers militarizes this role and 

“places women in the kitchen but places the kitchen on the front line.”97  

 

 

 

Figure 22 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 859, Munitions Workers and Nurses, 1915; City of 
Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 858, Munitions Workers Parade at CNE Grandstand, 1915. 

 

                                                        
97 James, “Images of Femininity in American World War One Posters,” 293. 
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Figure 23 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 4640, Curtis Aero planes and Motors Float in 
Victory Bond Parade, 1916. 

 

 

Figure 24 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 1389, Munitions workers at British Cordite Co., 
Nobel – Parry Sound, 1916. 
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Figure 25 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 723, Recruiting billboard at South African War 
Monument, University Avenue, 1916. 

 
Posters continued to illustrate women within the home, despite the broader 

changing labour conditions. For example, many posters produced by the Canadian Food 

Board (CFB) targeted women as consumers and also as household managers who decided 

upon and also created meals for their families. These balanced constructed roles for men 

as: “the soldier sacrificed his livelihood and family life for the duration of the war, 

ultimately risking all for the cause. Although women’s patriotic service could not literally 

be equated to this type of heroism, their efforts were aligned with the cause through the 

language of militarism.”98 The educational department of the CFB addressed the practices 

and practicalities of rationing. For example, one instructional poster provided a weekly 

                                                        
98 Quiney, “Gendering Patriotism,” 106. 
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budget for a family of five and advice about how to conserve sugar and bread while 

avoiding food waste.99 Rationing food was a wartime measure, as made clear in another 

CFB worksheet that encouraged Canadians to “Fight with Food” and “remember the 

needs of our soldiers and allies” by eating less and substituting fish, vegetables, and other 

cereals (see Figure 26).100  

 

Figure 26 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-2-0-69, Fight with Food, 1918. 
 

 
                                                        
99 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-2-0-58, Canada Food Board – Educational Division, 1914-1918. 
100 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-2-0-69, Fight with Food, 1918. 
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Posters produced by the CFB presented women with active roles within the war 

effort centred on traditionally female responsibilities within the home. Great attention 

was placed on the purchase and production of family meals. One Canadian Food Board 

poster, printed in Hamilton ON, depicted an elderly woman warning her younger 

companion to “Waste not – want not” as she instructs her in how to “prepare for winter” 

by preparing preserves (Figure 27).101 Another French Canadian Food Board poster 

illustrated a woman purchasing food, with the grocer encouraging her to “achetez du 

poisson frais. Managez la viande pour nos Soldats et nos Allies” or to “Buy fresh fish. 

Save the meat for our soldiers and our allies.”102 A poster issued by the Canada Food 

Board, Ottawa, shows a woman sitting at a near empty table, while she and her small 

child eat from the same bowl of soup. Behind her are the furnishings of a comfortable 

middle-class home. She stares wistfully in profile at a wall, where a silhouetted soldier is 

firing over the trenches amid an explosion of shells. “Remember,” she reminds herself 

and her child, “we must feed Daddy too.”103  

Women and Motherhood 

 The image of the woman as mother appears most commonly in war posters that 

were used as appeals for aid and support for their children. Within the war effort more 

broadly, mothers were presented as archetypical images of sacrifice: risking the lives of 

their sons but still committed to the war and the defence of democracy it was believed to 
                                                        
101 Imperial War Museum, PST 12505, Canadian Food Board, Waste Not – Want Not, 1918 
102 Imperial War Museum, PST 12506, Canadian Food Board, Menagez la Viande [Save the Meat], 1918. 
103 McGill Library, Rare Books & Special Collections, WP1.F12.F2, Remember We Must Feed Daddy 
Too. 
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represent. Mothers became public symbols, in Toronto and within Canada and the British 

empire, of the sacrifices of war. Marked by their black mourning clothes, women in 

mourning took on new roles as formerly “… black had held the status of class, in the war 

it also carried the mark of sacrifice.”104 Women made two key sacrifices as mothers, both 

as women with sons overseas, and women with husbands overseas.  

 

Figure 27 Imperial War Museum, PST 12505, Canadian Food Board, Waste Not – Want Not, 1918. 
 

                                                        
104 Suzanne Evans, “Marks of Grief: Black Attire, Medals, and Service Flag,” in A Sisterhood of Suffering 
and Service: Women and Girls of Canada and Newfoundland during the First World War, eds. Sarah 
Glassford and Amy J. Shaw (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2012), 220. 
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Figure 28 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 727, Mothers of Soldiers, 1920. 

 

 

Figure 29 City of Toronto Archive, Fonds 1244, File 654, Silver Cross Mother. 
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The sacrifice of mothers was depicted in Canadian First World War posters and 

more broadly within the war effort. Two medals were created to specifically recognize 

the sacrifice of mothers, which allowed mothers and associated kin “to publicly 

acknowledge the importance of women to the war effort without questioning women’s 

traditional wartime role of home front supporter and producer of soldiers.”105 The black 

clothing and silver crosses of mothers spoke to the sacrifices of war in Toronto just as it 

did in communities across the country. The “earlscourt” mothers, referencing a 

neighbourhood in north Toronto, participated in the first Warrior’s Day Parade at the 

CNE in 1930 along with the sign “these four mothers gave to their country 28 brave 

sons.” (Figure 28)106 Another Toronto photograph captured a “silver cross” mother, 

wearing the black of mourning, sitting among a crowd of children at an unspecified 

gathering – perhaps a Victory Loan Parade or other gathering of wartime supporters 

(Figure 29). In her mourning clothes the woman defiantly stares at the camera, with her 

silver cross demonstrating the personal sacrifices and costs of the war. In her mourning 

and with her cross she is presented as a participant in the war: not overseas, but still an 

active participant. A recruitment poster in Toronto re-created an image of James McNeill 

Whistler’s portrait of his mother – Whistler’s Mother – and invited men “to fight for her” 
                                                        
105 Evans, “Marks of Grief,” 220. Additional scholarship on motherhood and war includes: Suzanne Evans, 
Mothers of Heroes, Mothers of Martyrs: World War I and the Politics of Grief (Montreal and Kingston: 
McGill-Queen's University Press, 2007); Maghda Fahrni. "The Romance of Reunion: Montreal War 
Veterans Return to Family Life, 1944-1949," Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 9, no.1 
(1998): 187-208; Nicoletta F. Gullace, “White Feathers and Wounded Men: Female Patriotism and the 
Memory of the Great War,” The Journal of British Studies 36, no. 2 (1997): 178-206; Nicoletta F. Gullace, 
"Sexual Violence and Family Honor: British Propaganda and International Law during the First World 
War," American Historical Review 102, no. 3 (1997): 714-747; Gullace, “The Blood of Our Sons.” 
106 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 727, Mothers of Soldiers, 1920. 
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or perhaps for all their mothers as personified by the famous portrait.107  

Conclusion 

War posters appealed to women as supporters of the war and also as influencers 

of soldiers.108 They were also presented as having their own stake and roles in the war, as 

evidenced by their illustration as vulnerable figures. The posters presented a challenge to 

women: participate in the war effort or risk their same fate. However, as demonstrated by 

women’s participation in the riots of August 1918 and their utilization of insurance 

monies from the Soldiers Insurance Program, women actively responded to wartime 

conditions in ways outside their wartime lexicon of roles and responsibilities. 

 

The Enemy 

 The enemy was presented in First World War posters as a foil against the 

example of the imperial soldier. The enemy also perpetrated atrocities, which could be 

blamed on men not in uniform. Stereotypical representations of the enemy questioned his 

masculinity both through appearance and action; his mustache, his helmet, his features, 

his body in the act of surrender presented him not only as “other” but also as unmanly. 

Stereotypical characterizations of enemies featured exaggerated features and expressions, 

further presenting the enemy as “other” and as something not quite normal. Depictions of 

                                                        
107 Canadian War Museum, 19830224-029, Fight for Her, Toronto, 1914-1919. 
108 For more on women’s work during the war, and also women’s imperial organizations more broadly, see 
Glassford and Shaw, A Sisterhood of Suffering and Service; Katie Pickles, Female Imperialism and 
National Identity: Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2002).  
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enemies drew on pre-war fears of “the other.” During this period race was believed to 

inform social deviancy.109 Nicoletta Gullace explains the term Hun “could be used either 

facetiously or ominously, it became iconographic shorthand during the war, evoking 

themes of racial ‘otherness’ and primitive atavism that recast a modern European 

adversary as something far more menacing.”110 Enemies were “monster men” and as such 

placed “outside the realm of ‘normal’ masculinity…they were barely men at all, they 

were ‘brutes’, ‘fiends’, and ‘animals.’”111 Rieber and Kelly in their theory of enmification 

discuss the critical importance of understandings of “enemy” in the waging of war. 

Without enemies, they argue, battlefields are not possible; it is identification and 

brutalization of the enemy that makes war possible.112  

The brutality of the enemy was the ultimate reason for fighting the war. Stories 

and rumours about the actions of the German enemy informed justifications of the war 

and reinforced fears that the German enemy could arrive on Canadian shores if the war 

was lost. Referencing the fear of the German enemy incited by these stories, Canadian 

First World War posters used images of the enemy in recruitment appeals and to remind 

                                                        
109 Ward, White Canada Forever, 169. 
110 Gullace, “Barbaric Anti-Modernism,” 61-2. For more on fear and enemy aliens please see Robert E. 
Bartholomew, "Phantom German Air Raids on Canada. War Hysteria in Quebec and Ontario During the 
First World War," Canadian Military History 7, no. 4 (1998): 29-36; Joseph Amedée Boudreau, "The 
Enemy Alien Problem in Canada, 1914-1921," Ph.D. dissertation, University of California, 1965; Laura 
Brandon, “Words and Pictures: Writing Atrocity into Canada’s First World War Official Photographs.” 
Journal of Canadian Art History 31, no. 2 (2010): 110-126; Patricia McKegney. The Kaiser's Bust: A Study 
of War-Time Propaganda in Berlin, Ontario 1914-1918( Wellesley, Ontario: Bamberg Press, 1991). 
111 Karen Dubinsky and Adam Givertz, “‘It Was Only A Matter of Passion’: Masculinity and Sexual 
Danger” in Gendered Pasts: Historical Essays in Femininity and Masculinity in Canada eds. Kathryn 
McPherson, Cecilia Morgan and Nancy M. Forestell (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2003), 69. 
112 Robert W. Rieber and Robert J. Kelly, “Substance and Shadow” in The Psychology of War and Peace: 
The Image of the Enemy, eds. Robert W. Rieber (New York: Plenum Press, 1991), 5-20. 
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Canadians generally of the costs of losing the war. Presenting the enemy as a menace 

who needed to be taught “a grim lesson” reinforced both brutalizing visualizations of the 

enemy and glorified constructions of the soldier and his cause.113 Illustrations of the 

enemy also referenced understandings of manhood to reinforce stereotypical enemies as 

cowardly and willing to surrender, menacing opponents that were easily stopped by 

imperial soldiers (see Figures 33 – 35). Representations of the brutal Hun influenced the 

identification and treatment of enemy aliens in Toronto – a process that will be explored 

more closely in later chapters.  

The Enemy and Stereotypes of the “Hun” 

Whether menacing or humorous, depictions of the enemy emphasized helmets, 

noses, facial hair and expressions that identified the enemy as “other” or images that were 

childlike, cartoonish, and inhuman. Stereotypes are “a normal feature of human 

perception and thought.”114 During the war, depictions of the enemy in war posters 

played upon stereotypical understandings that ranged from murdering savage to 

mustache-wearing buffoon. Peter Ward explains:  

Many racial stereotypes take their origin from a kernel of truth. Others persist 
without any basis in fact, sometimes even in spite of evidence to the contrary. 
These two forms of stereotypes are highly irrational. Still others are largely true, 
but in most cases they are formed from highly selective observations which 
emphasize some racial characteristics while neglecting others entirely.115  
 

                                                        
113 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-1-0-86, When the Germans Occupied Paris in 1871, 1914-1918. 
114 Ward, White Canada Forever, 4. See also Jonathan F. Vance, “‘Donkeys’ or ‘Lions’? Re-Examining 
Great War Stereotypes.” Canadian Military History 6, no.1 (1997): 125-28.  
115 Ward, White Canada Forever, 4. Further readings about race include: Coleman, White Civility; 
Jacobson, Whiteness of a Different Color; McCormack, "Cloth Caps and Jobs," 38-55. 
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In a deeper cultural sense, representations of the enemy as objects of horror or humour 

served to clearly delineate distinctions between enemy and ally. As argued by James 

Aulich, stereotypical and brutal representations of ‘the other’ were an effective strategy 

in poster propaganda to depict “the enemy as a race less than human and without moral 

qualities.”116 The German enemy represented a return to old ways and a possible reversal 

of progress and civilization. Nicoletta Gullace explains, “…the German Hun threatened 

to bring back an untamed past by destroying both the cultural legacy of the West and the 

modern rules of war put in place to preserve it…”117  

First World War recruitment posters directly used references to the enemy to 

appeal to men about their service in defence of the empire. One poster produced in 

Toronto asked: “If you were a German aged 18-50 you would be fighting for the Kaiser – 

what are you doing for the King?” (Figure 30)118 Another poster produced in Canada 

asked: “What would happen to the Empire and Canada if every man stayed at home?” 

(Figure 31)119 Yet another appealed to the women of Canada: “You have read what the 

Germans have done in Belgium. Have you thought what they would do if they invaded 

this country?”120 This enemy presented a difficult-to-refute argument in favour of 

wartime participation. References to Belgium reinforced this point as the narrative of 

                                                        
116 Aulich, War Posters, 18. 
117 Gullace, “Barbaric Anti-Modernism,” 70. 
118 Canadian War Museum, 19820376-010 If You Were A German Aged 18-50 You Would Be Fighting 
For the Kaiser! What Are You Doing for the King? 1914-1918.   
119 Canadian War Museum, 19820376-014 , 4 Questions to Men Who Have Not Enlisted Your King and 
Country Need You Enlist Today God Save the King and the Boys, 1914-1919.  
120 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-4-0-263, To the Women of Canada, Canada, 1914-1918. 
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Britain’s entry into the war centred on the violation of Belgian’s neutrality – guaranteed 

by Britain – by the brutal and tyrannical German army in 1914.  

  

Figure 30  (Left) Canadian War Museum, 19820376-010 If You Were A German Aged 18-50 You Would 
Be Fighting For the Kaiser! What Are You Doing for the King? 1914-1918. 

 
Figure 31 (Right) Canadian War Museum, 19820376-014 , 4 Questions to Men Who Have Not Enlisted 

Your King and Country Need You Enlist Today God Save the King and the Boys, 1914-1919. 
 
 

The brutal enemy was not only presented in First World War posters; 

stereotypical representations of the enemy informed understandings and identifications of 

the enemy in Toronto. For example, Torontonians interacted with visualizations of the 

stereotypical enemy on the midway at the Canadian National Exhibition (CNE) (Figure 

32). At the midway at the CNE Germans in pointed helmets and curling mustaches 
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waited for passersby to knock their teeth out for a prize.121 A pile of sandbags waited in 

the corner to meet their targets. The game invited Torontonians to knock out “Willie the 

War Lord’s” teeth, and for a prize of “1 teeth out 1 cigar, 4 teeth out 2 cigars, 5 teeth out 

a doll.” Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany, referred to here as “Willie”, is depicted in 

duplicate: two round moon-shaped faces with gaping mouths display six wood slats each 

waiting to be knocked out. The name itself is a mockery by its casual nature – Willie 

rather than the Kaiser or even Wilhelm. Further still, the pointed helmets, crossed eyes, 

and upturned mustaches on the chubby faces depict an enemy that is almost grotesque in 

his absurdity. Perhaps it is this absurdity, and the possibility of knocking out the enemy’s 

teeth, that drew the crowd of children to contemplate their sandbag attacks on the enemy 

at the time of the photographer’s visit.  

 

Figure 32 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 880, CNE Midway game featuring caricatures of 
Kaiser Wilhelm; City of Toronto Archives, Fonds, 1244, Item 877. 

 
                                                        
121 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 880; City of Toronto Archives, Fonds, 1244, Item 877. 
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In a meeting of sandbag-thrower and grinning Kaiser, the sandbag was likely to 

find its mark on at least a few teeth; a meeting on the battlefield, however, would not go 

quite so smoothly. Despite the uncertainty of battlefield outcomes, enemies were 

presented in Canadian war posters as vulnerable and easily shaken from their convictions 

and into surrender. This vulnerability and the body language of surrender was also an 

affront to the manhood of the enemy, as the manhood represented by the ideal soldier was 

steadfast both in his conviction and in his appearance. For example, one recruitment 

poster printed in Toronto for the 245th Battery in Montreal (Figure 33) depicted three 

enemies running over a cliff as allied shells exploded around them with the slogan “Help 

the boys to keep THEM running.”122 Identified by their pointed helmets, overly 

pronounced mustaches, and blue uniforms, German soldiers are shown running over a 

cliff and presumably unto their ultimate demise to avoid allied fire. The enemy was 

depicted as older and afraid, unlike the young Canadian masculine soldier ideal. The 

body language of retreat is also different than the soldier ideal. The men here are in flight, 

arms outstretched for help illustrating their vulnerability and fear. They are looking over 

their shoulders rather than ahead – therefore missing their presumed descent – to again 

reinforce the backwardness of the German army and the superiority of imperial forces. 

 

 

                                                        
122 Imperial War Museum, PST 12462, “Help the Boys to Keep Them Running,” Montreal, 1914-1918. 
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Figure 33 Imperial War Museum, PST 12462, “Help the Boys to Keep Them Running,” Montreal, 1914-1918. 

  

Figure 34 (Left): Canadian War Museum, 19840513-002, We Licked Them at the Front You Lick Them at 
the Back, Ottawa, National War Savings Committee, 1914-1919. 

 
Figure 35 (Right): Canadian War Museum, 19850475-027, 4 Reasons for buying VICTORY BONDS, 

1919. 
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Enemies in Canadian First World War posters were easily identifiable, and this 

identification invited Canadians to participate in their defeat by investing in the war 

effort. An advertisement for thrift stamps printed in Ottawa (Figure 34) shows two 

German soldiers, arms raised in surrender, above the slogan, “we licked them at the front, 

you lick them at the back.”123 The surrendering Germans are static and almost cartoonish. 

However the figure in the foreground – the one doing the pointing – presents an 

interesting dichotomy to the soldier ideal. Dirty and unkempt, this figure’s appearance is 

mired with the mud of the trenches and his belt laden with war trophies taken from the 

enemy on the battlefield. While the figure is victorious, he is not refined, nor does he 

uphold the sanitized middle-class respectability typical of the soldier ideal in Canadian 

War posters. Rather, his appearance indicates the urgency of the war effort. Depicting the 

soldier fighting and giving up the comfort of his former life drives home the message that 

all Canadians should behave in a similar manner: forgo the comforts and indulgences to 

buy more thrift stamps to finance the war effort.  

The War of “Right” and “Wrong” 

The stereotypical enemy was defined by his “otherness.” This definition 

reinforced understandings of the war as a fight of right against wrong and of civilization 

against tyranny. Another First World War poster produced in Canada (Figure 35) 

                                                        
123 Canadian War Museum, 19840513-002, Apply to Post Offices, Banks, Railway Offices and Stores for 
Thrift Stamps National Saving We Licked Them at the Front You Lick Them at the Back, Ottawa, National 
War Savings Committee, 1914-1919. 
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pictured four caricature heads of enemy leaders representing “4 Reasons for Buying 

Victory Bonds.”124 Featuring pointed helmets, bushy mustaches, sullen expressions, large 

noses, and traditional headgear, the faces of Kaiser Wilhelm II, Field Marshal von 

Hindenburg, Crown Prince Wilhelm, and Admiral Tirpitz presented images of an enemy 

that were exaggerated, grotesque, and cartoon-like. The text of the poster reinforces the 

idea that the enemy was the ultimate justification for the war: if anyone needed a reason 

to fight, the wording suggests, the enemy leaders present four such reasons. The floating 

and disembodied heads with grotesque facial expressions contrasted the masculine facial 

expressions of the ideal soldier as open and determined. The black background and the 

floating figures reinforced a sense of uncertainty about the war and especially about 

wartime outcomes should these leaders be victorious.  

Connecting overseas battles to national contexts, posters reinforced the idea that 

the enemy must be stopped in Europe before he arrived on Canadian shores.125 For 

                                                        
124 Canadian War Museum, 19850475-027, 4 Reasons for buying VICTORY BONDS, 1919.  
125 A war poster printed in Montreal for the French Canadian Recruitment Committee echoed the imagined 
fear that English war posters sought to instill and promote in Canadians. Setting the stage for the kind of 
reception Canadians could expect should Germans arrive in their country the poster depicted a destructive 
scene. In the forefront of the poster a murdered woman lies on the ground, clutching her child, in front of a 
clearly destroyed and upturned French farmhouse with farmland and a church steeple hovering in the 
background. Marching away from her are German troops, as one turns away from her body with his 
smoking gun after having presumably just shot her. In French the poster proclaims, “Don’t wait until the 
Germans come and lay waste to Canada. Canadians, be men! Don’t hang back…” Imperial War Museum, 
PST 12448, Canadiens – C’est le Moment d’Agir [Canadians – It’s Time to Take Action], French Canadian 
Recruitment Committee, 1914-1918. Aulich discusses this poster as an example of representations of the 
enemy in wartime propaganda. He suggests that as initial enthusiasm for the war waned stronger 
justifications for enlistment and appeals to the protection of family were employed. Ideas of the “enemy” 
were essential in this strategy as war posters illustrated a violent and cruel enemy that warranted protection 
from. Referencing the poster above, Aulich and Hewitt explain, “A moment’s thought would have exposed 
the absurdity of this notion for countries as far away from Europe as Canada and Australia and yet, 
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example, one poster printed in Toronto (Figure 36) outlined that only “The thin khaki line 

keeps the fate of Belgium from your hearth and home. Get into khaki now!”126 Another 

war poster created in Canada reinforced the idea that the Germans were the enslavers of 

Belgium, that they were “perched like a vulture on a mound of destruction” to watch if 

Canada will fail or succeed in supporting the imperial cause.127 Another poster created by 

the Central Recruiting Committee in Toronto reminded Torontonians (Figure 37) that, 

“Loyal Talk Won’t Beat Kaiser Krupp Kultur Trained Men Will! Enlist Now!”128 The 

poster may also be a reference to the work Kaiser, Krupp and Kulture (1915) by 

Theodore Andrea Cook who was noted by the Saturday Review as having “written much 

and well about the criminal aspects of the German character and ambition.”129 In addition 

to already-present fears of a brutal German enemy, the poster also emphasized the 

privileged position of active service as the ultimate test of manhood and masculinity.  

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

paradoxically, the further away a country was from the front the more vividly German barbarity was 
represented.” Aulich and Hewitt, Sedition or Instruction? 56. 
126 Archives of Ontario, War Poster Collection, C 233-2-4-0-267, The Thin Khaki Line. 
127 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-1-0-269, The Hun – is watching Canada, Canada, 1914-1918. 
128 Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-12613 Loyal talk won't beat Kaiser Krupp Kulture, trained men will! 
Enlist now, Toronto, 1914-1919. 
129 “Kultur and Catastrophe” Saturday Review of Politics, Literature, Science and Art, London, UK 
120.3125 (18 September 1915), 285. Cook was editor of “The Field”, the County Gentleman’s paper, 
focused on sports and field games. 
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Figure 36 Archives of Ontario, War Poster Collection, C 233-2-4-0-267, The Thin Khaki Line. 
 

 

Figure 37 Library of Congress, LC-USZC4-12613 Loyal talk won't beat Kaiser Krupp Kulture, Trained 
Men Will! Enlist Now, Toronto, 1914-1919. 
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War posters framed justifications of the war as being of good against evil, of right 

against wrong, by conjuring visions of a brutalizing enemy. As mentioned earlier, posters 

referenced atrocities in Belgium as a reason why the war must, and should, be fought. 

One poster for the Canadian Patriotic Fund appealed to subscribers by asking, “Can I 

afford to pay for freedom, Belgium must afford to pay for slavery?”130 A poster issued by 

the Navy League of Canada, proclaimed, “the considered judgment of the civilized world 

is that Germany was responsible for the war, and that in the defeat of German militarism 

alone lies the hope of a stable peace.”131 During the 1917 federal election, conscription 

was the main issue at the polls. Unionist supporters harnessed the language of the war to 

promote Robert Borden’s Union Government’s platform of the Military Service Act. One 

poster pointedly informed viewers that “Our Job is to Beat The Hun” by voting for a 

union government.132  

By calling upon Canadians to participate in the war effort to stop German 

aggression, these posters also made those who did not participate complicit in the 

reported atrocities perpetrated by the enemy.133 Newspapers and other periodicals 

circulated firsthand accounts of wartime atrocities – the most famous being the Bryce 

Report (1915) – and these reports helped construct fears of the enemy both at home and 

                                                        
130 Canadian War Museum, 1890086-884, “Can I Afford to Pay for Freedom Belgium Must Afford to Pay 
For Slavery Canadians Can and Must Provide for Families of Those Men Who Are Saving Us From 
Belgium’s Fate Subscribe Now to the Canadian Patriotic Fund, Canada,” 1914-1919. 
131 Canadian War Museum, 1990076-798, The Navy League of Canada The World’s Verdict on Germany, 
Canada, 1914-1919. 
132 Library and Archives Canada, MIKAN no. 3635569, OUR JOB IS TO BEAT THE HUN VOTE 
UNION GOVERNMENT : Union government electoral campaign, 1917. 
133 Gullace, “Barbaric Anti-Modernism,” 73. 
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abroad, a process that will be discussed further in chapter four. Canadian First World War 

posters, then, built upon already-circulating perceptions of the enemy to communicate the 

urgency of the cause and propel Canadians into action.  

Conclusion 

The “Hun” in war propaganda and in recruitment appeals were images to be 

reckoned with by both soldiers overseas and those involved in war work at home. All 

representations of the enemy provided further justification for the fight, and invited 

viewers to participate in “doing their bit” by utilizing their bodies or their wallets. Both 

the recruitment and fundraising posters targeted men as their main audiences. This 

audience was reflected in the challenge presented by the enemy and the appeals to 

masculine competitiveness and sportsmanship in order to defeat the Hun. However, the 

ability to easily define enemies and imagery was not transferred to daily life; enemies did 

not often appear in person as they appeared in image or print. Nor were enemies only 

found overseas, as demonstrated by increased surveillance and suspicion towards foreign 

nationals and immigrants from now-enemy countries in Toronto we will explore later in 

this project. The idea of the enemy as the “other” provided the context for justifications 

of the war effort and the climate of suspicion and surveillance that it fostered. Yet the 

carefully presented image of the enemy reinforced the more easily understandable 

narrative of the war as won easily against identifiable enemy targets.  

Present-day discussions of the Great War mention very little about enemies. 

Today the war is often encountered through stone monuments bearing the names of the 
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dead and the battles they fought in, viewed in stained glass windows commemorating 

service and sacrifice, and especially as we approach its centennial in newspaper coverage 

and popular literature about battles and their consequences. In short, we now generally 

talk about the war in terms of the service and sacrifice of the men and women who served 

both at home and abroad. However, during the actual waging of war in those years 

between the declarations of war in 1914 and the signing of the Armistice in 1918, 

thoughts of and beliefs about enemies fuelled the war effort at every level. Whereas now 

we focus on the glorification of sacrifice and service to the country, a century ago they 

glorified sacrifice in service of the cause. And the cause was defined in part by 

understandings of the enemy.  

 

Conclusion 
 

War posters constructed an idealized version of the war and its participants in 

contrast to realities of the war both on the homefront and on the battlefront. Part of this 

idealization centred on specific constructions of wartime duties. Posters defined roles for 

men and women in a war to defeat a brutalizing enemy. Yet despite the clarity of 

idealized messaging, Torontonians responded to and experienced war in a variety of 

ways. Torontonians interacted with the imagery and messaging of war posters and 

propaganda by adopting them into their own local fundraising and recruitment efforts; yet 

Torontonians also experienced the separation between the idealized war effort in the 

posters and the realities of living in a city at war. This separation will be explored over 



 

 

 

101 

the next four chapters through recruitment, internment, and civil unrest in wartime 

Toronto. 
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Chapter 3 

The Call to Arms 

Reinforcing the Masculine Expectation to Enlist 
 

Mr. Todd, a sergeant formerly involved in the recruitment of soldiers in Toronto, 

applied to the Commanding Officer of the Toronto Mobilization Center in 1918 to be sent 

overseas. He appealed for special consideration and explained: 

If you would be kind enough to use your influence in my behalf so that I may 
obtain a position in the C.E.F. … My main object in getting away so quickly is 
that I was a persistent – I might say a pestiferous recruiter, and if I stick around 
Toronto much longer I’ll be mobbed …1 
 

Those actions, so seemingly appropriate in earlier years of the war, now attracted 

unwanted attention. Perhaps Mr. Todd should not have found this shift so surprising. 

Toronto’s wartime efforts fluctuated according to changing needs of the war effort and 

changing actions, reactions, and attitudes towards the war. Relationships between 

wartime expectations and the changing conditions in Toronto were informed by 

understandings of a masculine duty to volunteer for active service. However, responses to 

recruitment drives and Canadian Expeditionary Force (C.E.F.) eligibility limitations 

revealed separations between wartime expectations and reactions to them. This separation 

                                                        
1 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4305, file 34-1-59-A vol. 5, 23 October 1917. 
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is demonstrated through responses to conscription in Toronto recorded in press coverage, 

Attorney General of Ontario files, and medical official reports.  

 

Figure 38 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1568, Item 220, “Armouries, University Avenue,” after 1900. 
 

The Armouries played a key role in the training and recruitment of men, in addition to the military camp set 
up on the grounds of the Canadian National Exhibition. This public presence of crowds at the Armouries 
exposes the participation in the war effort as a public performace but also exposes the roles played by the 
public in the recruitment and training of men during the Great War. This publicity of war participation 
included public roles for both genders.  
 

Recruitment efforts in Toronto during the First World War reinforced the 

idealized vision of the soldier as presented in war posters. Picture the grinning and 

willing soldier as described in chapter two: a man smiling and dutiful, ready to enter into 

service in defence of family and empire in a fight of civilization against tyranny. Picture 

also the cowardly shirker, illustrated as shaking and folded in upon himself at the 
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presentation of conscription papers. Changing legal and military policies defined and 

redefined eligibility for enlistment into active service. A man who may be considered 

unfit for service at one point due to his medical examination, race, or nationality could at 

another time be deemed eligible for enlistment or conscription. However, connections 

between masculinity and militarism remained constant regardless of changing C.E.F. 

eligibility requirements.  

Toronto continued to promote enlistment even as the eagerness to volunteer in the 

early years of the war was replaced by resistance after 1916-1917.2 Idealized masculine 

visions of civic service were demonstrated through reactions to recruitment and 

conscription activities in Toronto that formally reinforced masculine connections 

between soldiering and duty. Part of this reassessment was framed through appeals to 

                                                        
2 Further readings on recruitment in Canada include: Matthew R. Bray, “‘Fighting as an Ally’: The 
English-Canadian Patriotic Response to the Great War,” Canadian Historical Review 61, no. 2 (1980): 141-
68; Elizabeth A. Gagen, “Homespun Manhood and the War Against Masculinity: Community Leisure on 
the US Home Front, 1917-19,” Gender, Place and Culture 16, no. 1 (2009): 23 – 42; P. Whitney 
Lackenbauer and Katherine McGowan, “Competing Loyalties in a Complex Community: Enlisting the Six 
Nations in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, 1914- 1917,” in Aboriginal Peoples and the Canadian 
Military: Historical Perspectives, eds. P. Whitney Lackenbauer and Craig Leslie Mantle (Kingston: 
Canadian Defence Academy Press, 2007), 89-116; Paul James Maroney, “‘The Great Adventure’: The 
Context and Ideology of Recruiting in Ontario, 1914-17,” Canadian Historical Review 77, no. 1 (1996): 
62-98; Maroney, “Lest We Forget:,” 108-124; Robert Rutherdale, “Canada's August Festival: 
Communities, Liminality, and Social Memory,” Canadian Historical Review 77, no. 2 (1996): 221-49; 
Robert Rutherdale, “Send-Offs During Canada's Great War: Interpreting Hometown Rituals in Dispatching 
Home Front Volunteers,” Histoire Social/Social History 36, no. 72 (2003): 425-64; Robert Rutherdale. 
Hometown Horizons: Local Responses to Canada’s Great War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2004); C.A. 
Sharpe. “Enlistment in the Canadian Expeditionary Force 1914-1918: A Regional Analysis,” Journal of 
Canadian Studies 18, no. 4 (1983-4): 15-29; Amy J. Shaw, Crisis of Conscience: Conscientious Objectors 
in Canada during the First World War (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2009); Thomas P. Socknat, “Canada's 
Liberal Pacifists and the Great War.” Journal of Canadian Studies 18, no. 4 (1983-4): 30-44; Thomas 
Socknat, Witness Against War: Pacifism in Canada, 1900-1914 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1987). 
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manhood: men who “waited” for conscription were presented as cowardly and as shirking 

their duties.3 

 After the introduction of conscription in 1917 a number of men sought medical 

exemptions.4 Authorities were skeptical of those seeking medical examinations and 

sought to root out shirkers through medical re-examinations. Yet the reality of wartime 

conditions in Toronto complicated this imagining: could those that were conscripted or 

who sought exemptions really be accused of being less than “real” men? 

 

Historiography: Recruitment and Conscription in Toronto and in Ontario 

Men reported in large numbers at the Toronto Armouries in those early days after 

the call to raise troops on 7 August. Newspapers reported on the lineups stretched outside 

                                                        
3 In her study of conscientious objection, Amy Shaw explains that special provisions under the MSA 
protected members of the historic peace churches, although conscientious objection generally “…placed 
conscientious objectors in a most unfavourable light.” Shaw, Crisis of Conscience, 23. Objecting to the 
war, even on religious grounds, was viewed as separating oneself from the struggle of the war and the 
benefits believed to be gained in the post-war years, including the preservation of peace and democracy. 
Organized labour also opposed conscription but was limited in its actions against it. Gregory S. Kealey 
explains: “For the mainstream labour movement, the conscription debate came to a head at the September 
1917 TLC [Trades and Labour Congress of Canada] convention in Ottawa. The executive took the easy 
position that because the MSA was now law, labour could not afford to oppose it...In a fiery debate that 
lasted for many hours, general opposition to conscription of manpower prevailed, but fears of state 
repression and of radical action eventually led to the defeat of a motion that labour would oppose the 
conscription of manpower until wealth too was conscripted.” Greg Kealey, “State Repression of Labour 
and the Left in Canada 1914-1920: The Impact of the First World War” Canadian Historical Review 3, no. 
(1992): 309-310. 
4 Selected literature on conscription includes: Peter Brock and Thomas Socknat, Challenge to Mars: Essays 
on Pacifism from 1918-1945 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999); Lara Campbell, Michael 
Dawson and Catherine Gidney, eds., Worth Fighting For: Canada’s Tradition of War Resistance from 
1812 to the War on Terror (Toronto: Between the Lines, 2015); Desmond Morton, “French Canada and 
War, 1868-1917: The Military Background to the Conscription Crisis of 1917,” in War and Society in 
North America, edit. by J.L. Granatstein and R.D. Cuff (Toronto: Nelson Canada, 1971), 84-103; Desmond 
Morton, “Polling the Soldier Vote: The Overseas Campaign in the Canadian General Election of 1917,” 
Journal of Canadian Studies 10, no. 4 (1975): 39-58; Shaw, Crisis of Conscience. 
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the doors, the hundreds of men in the drilling halls, and the women and children who 

watched them. The Star reported: 

And a sprinkling of ladies sat in the galleries [of the Armoury] and watched the 
newly-enrolled recruits formed up on the floor and put through the elementary 
evolutions of squad drill. Toronto will be able to send only perhaps a third of the 
men who are offering, but the force that is sent will consist of picked men. The 
work enrolment was slow last night, on account of the size of the crowds. Only 
likely-looking men were taken, and of these some 400 had their names registered 
when the regimental orderly rooms shut down for the night. 5 
 

Descriptions of watching introduced in the Star’s description of the Armouries reinforces 

the public aspects of recruitment in Toronto. War and recruitments in the city were public 

events that drew great crowds and press attention. Much of this attention centred on the 

expectations of the First World War: that men should enlist and that women should 

encourage men to do so.  

 The press favourably covered the sending off of contingents and battalions from 

Toronto between 1914 and1915.6 The day before war was declared The Globe reported, 

“The war-trumpets blare is not needed to rally Canada’s manhood around the flag of 

Empire. Already they are rolling in, eager to volunteer their service.”7 A few days later, 

the newspaper reported, “University Avenue was so crowded on every available inch of 

its space at the Armories last night, when recruiting and parades open” and “a crowd of 

spectators almost unprecedented in the history of Toronto’s armories gathered round that 

                                                        
5 “Three Times Too Many Eager to Volunteer,” Toronto Star, 6 August 1914.  
6 For a full list of battalions and contingents raised in Toronto, see Appendix C, Miller, Our Glory and Our 
Grief. 
7 “Blood of the Breed Quickens Citizens,” The Globe, 4 August 1914, 6. 
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military centre last night to view the first war contingent.”8 The Star described the scene 

at the Armouries as “so dense that the recruiting sergeant took the names of only 140.”9 

Another description of the scene as 900 men left from Cherry Street for war noted the 

remarkable, “preponderance of young men in the ranks. They were lighthearted and 

eager.”10 The send-off of soldiers from Union Station was described “perhaps one of the 

most notable in this history of Toronto.”11  

The crushing crowds of 1914 gave way to the growing resentment of 1917 in light 

of the costs – physical, emotional, fiscal – of war. In 1917, the men of Toronto were 

looking upon recruitment and conscription into the armed forces in a different manner 

than during the early days of war in 1914. As early as late 1915 there was a shortage of 

willing recruits and by 1916 imperial pressures to enforce conscription were mounting. 

Prime Minister Robert Borden attended the Imperial War Cabinet in early 1917, where he 

committed Canada to providing more troops for the war. Conscription legislation moved 

its way through the legislature and became law as the Military Service Act in the summer 
                                                        
8 “Highlander Recruits Pouring In,” The Globe, 8 August 1914, 6; “Highlanders Recruit Four Hundred 
Men,” The Globe, 11 August 1914, 6. 
9 “Three Times Too Many Eager to Volunteer,” Toronto Star, 6 August 1914, 7. 
10 “Toronto Soldiers for Valcartier,” The Globe, 21 August 1915, 7. 
11 “Toronto’s Good-Bye to her Soldiers,” The Globe, 24 August 1914, 7. For more on press accounts of 
recruitment in Toronto, see Ian Miller, “Enlistment and Recruiting: Sending Citizens to War,” in Our Glory 
and Our Grief: Torontonians and the Great War (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2002), 67 – 105; 
Rutherdale, “Send-offs During Canada’s Great War,” 426-7. As the war continued, send-offs became less 
notable and less frequent. The large numbers of recruits in 1914 had lessened by the spring of 1916 due to a 
significant shortage of recruits – just at the time when the war’s battlefields were the most in need of men. 
This shift from an overabundance to a shortage of troops impacted the recruitment policies of the C.E.F. 
and attitudes towards the war effort more generally. Robert Rutherdale illustrates that “the power to induct 
men into uniform became embedded in the politics of local perception…they reflected the varied social 
fabric of a home front deeply divided by 1917.” Rutherdale. Hometown Horizons, 191. By 1917 the 
imagined war effort centred on gendered ideals of duty and honour was faltering under the increasing strain 
of a war that lasted longer and resulted in more casualties than initially expected.  
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of 1917.12 Whereas men lined the streets around the Armouries in 1914 to enlist – some 

even started their training without proper uniforms or equipment – by 1917 the same 

routes found men lining up for medical examinations to contest their conscription papers.  

                                                        
12 Challenges to conscription originated from a variety of national and local sources. On a global stage 
Auger explains that, “…The Russian Revolution, the capitulation of Russia, the near collapse of Italy, and 
widespread mutinies in the French Army, to name but a few events that occurred in 1917, raised concerns 
about an allied victory.” The disturbances in Quebec City started on Thursday, 28 March 1918 when police 
asked a young man in a bowling alley to produce an exemption certificate, and then took him into custody 
when he failed to produce one (508). After two days of disturbances, Borden utilized the powers of the War 
Measures Act (WMA) and the federal government took control of responsibilities for law and order in 
Quebec City (511). Martin F. Auger, “On the Brink of Civil War: The Canadian Government and the 
Suppression of the 1918 Quebec Easter Riots,” Canadian Historical Review 89, no. 4 (2008): 512. Over the 
Easter weekend in 1918 riots ignited across the nation over the enforcement of the Military Service Act. On 
the west coast, conscripts and volunteers from across Canada mutinied in 1918 while awaiting orders to be 
sent overseas to fight in the Siberian Expeditionary Force. Isitt continues that the conditions for munity 
began early in the campaign with, “poor camp conditions [at Victoria’s Willows Camp] and the signing of 
the Armistice midway through their stay further sapped the morale of the troops, one third of whom were 
conscripts, ‘MSA men’ drafted under the Military Service Act.” which was motivated largely by the 
Borden government’s reactionary response to the Russian Revolution. Isitt explains, “unrest mounted on 
both sides of the Pacific as the campaign against the Siberian Expedition heightened labour and farmer 
discontent in Canada and provoked general opposition in the province of Quebec. The agitation of trade 
unionists and socialists had contributed to the Victory mutiny of 21 December 1918, and this agitation only 
intensified after the main body of the C.E.F.S departed for Russia.” Benjamin Isitt, From Victoria to 
Vladivostok: Canada’s Siberian Expedition (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010), 83, 147. Labour unrest by 
1918 was rising, as evidenced by riots in Vancouver and strikes in Winnipeg, precursors to the wider labour 
engagements and strikes of 1919. Kealey, “State Repression of Labour and the Left in Canada 1914-1920,” 
281 – 314. Michel Beaulieu explains, “The First World War irrevocably changed the nature of the left in 
Canada…prosecution turned to unrest, and led to an increasing radicalization of the Canadian workforce.” 
Conscription influenced rising tensions within labour groups, civilians, and soldiers in ways that would 
influence post-war decades, especially in the case of labour unrest and calls for labour reform. Michel S. 
Beaulieu, Labour at the Lakehead: Ethnicity, Socialism, and Politics, 1900-35 (Vancouver, Toronto: UBC 
Press, 2011), 43. Within the context of Ontario, conscription opened debate between rural and urban areas 
with vocal farmer’s organizations seeking exemption from the draft. See Adam Crerar, “Ontario and the 
Great War,” in Canada and the First World War: Essays in Honour of Robert Craig Brown, ed. David 
MacKenzie (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 230-271. In Toronto rather than unity the war 
effort elicited variety of reactions. 
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Figure 39 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 735, Recruiting Tent, Armouries, 1914. 
 

This scene depicts a striped recruiting tent at the University Armouries in Toronto along with the queue of 
potential soldier-recruits waiting to enlist. Such scenes were common in Toronto, especially during the 
early years of the war when recruit turnouts were at their highest. This image also illustrates the public 

nature of recruitment in Toronto, and the increasing ways that the war effort occupied civic spaces. 
 

Enlistment and Masculinity   

Men enlisted for varied reasons that are difficult to confirm. Desmond Morton 

explains: “Social pressure, unemployment, escape from a tiresome family or a dead-end 

job, self-respect, and proving one’s manhood have motivated soldiers through the 

ages.”13 Ian Miller reminds us that the, “…public expression of patriotic enthusiasm was 

the result of hundreds of private decisions, prompted by the needs and aspirations of each 

                                                        
13 Desmond Morton, When Your Number’s Up: The Canadian Soldier in the First World War (Toronto: 
Random House of Canada, 1993), 52. 
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individual.14 As demonstrated by historians such as Terry Copp and Ian Miller, 

Canadians were not naive about the circumstances of warfare they were entering into.15 

Instead, the hardships of war were justification to continue on the fight.16 Appeals for 

recruitment often mentioned taking the place of a fallen soldier and entering the fight. 

The reality that the war cost men their lives was not denied but rather embraced as further 

evidence of the urgency of recruitment appeals: men were needed to fight, and they were 

needed now. The urgency of these appeals overshadowed any debates about who these 

men were – what they looked like, why they choose to fight or why choose not to, 

whether or not they supported the war – or the reality that not every man could become or 

wanted to become a soldier. 

Selectivity, C.E.F. Recruitment, and Masculinity 
 

The Canadian Expeditionary Forces (C.E.F.) was selective as the supply of 

recruits exceeded the demand for troops during the first year of the war. There were strict 

guidelines for C.E.F. recruitment that included requirements concerning age, height, 

weight and – for a brief time – marital status. Of the thirty-six thousand that arrived at 

Valcartier to train with the first C.E.F. contingent, more than five thousand were sent 

                                                        
14 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 68. 
15 Terry Copp, “The Military Effort, 1914-1918” in Canada and the First World War: Essays in Honour of 
Robert Craig Brown, ed. David MacKenzie (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 20105), 44.  
16 Tim Cook, “‘He was Determined to Go’: Underage Soldiers in the Canadian Expeditionary Force” 
Histoire social/Social History 41, no. 87 (2008): 46.  
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home again for “health reasons, as discipline problems, or because a wife or parent had 

refused permission.”17 Tim Cook explains: 

…wives had permission to veto a husband’s enlistment, and men who had 
sneaked off and abandoned families were still being plucked from the ranks well 
into 1915, at which point this matrimonial right of interdiction was quietly 
stopped.18 

 
The question of permission was dealt with differently throughout the war. The policy of 

wives consenting to the enlistment of their husbands was removed quite quickly, within 

the first year of the war, although wives continued to receive some of their husband’s pay 

while he was away on active service. Some families received contributions from the 

Canadian Patriotic Fund (CPF), a patriotic philanthropic organization that sought to care 

for families and wives with husbands – and often, with breadwinners – overseas.  

The enforcement of conscription in 1918 further changed eligibility standards for 

attestation. The availability of recruits to fill required battalion quotas was a determining 

factor in eligibility standards As the supply and demand for troops fluctuated, so too did 

the standards for eligibility. For example, conscription was enforced in a wartime context 

where the need for new recruits was great and the supply of volunteer recruits almost 

non-existent. And so yet another set of eligibility standards for recruitment was ushered 

in: 

 

 

                                                        
17 Morton, When Your Number’s Up, 53. 
18 Cook, At the Sharp End, 27. 
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Men aged between twenty and forty-three were divided into six classes, according 
to age and marital status, beginning with single men aged twenty to thirty-four, 
and ending with married men aged forty-one to forty-four. Those who married 
after July 6, 1917, were defined as single.19 
 

Though the standards for eligibility shifted throughout the war, the idealization of the 

soldier and the associated moral and imperial aims of soldiering did not change.20 The 

war was imagined as a just fight on behalf of the British empire in defence of all the 

qualities it was believed to represent – civilization, morality, and democracy. The call to 

defend these ideals, as presented through war posters, appealed to connections between 

masculinity and war. However, the preference for single men, the short-lived wives veto, 

and the inconsistent recruitment policies towards minorities demonstrate the difficulty 

faced in translating the masculine wartime responsibilities into every-day life.  

 Married or single, tall or short, British or otherwise – the recruitment policies and 

behaviour of the C.E.F. expose the role of attitudes towards race and nation in accepting 

men for active service. Moral expectations influenced depictions of soldiers as righteous 

defenders of civilization and of the British empire in sources that included war posters. 

These depictions drew on already established understandings to depict imperial and 

Canadian soldiers. However, changing eligibility standards during the war highlight that 

while the imperial and Canadians soldier may have been depicted one way, the men who 

entered into active service often did not fit the imagined role. For example, even after the 

                                                        
19 Morton, When Your Number’s Up, 65.  
20 For rejected volunteers and changing eligibility standards in the C.E.F., see Nicholas James Clarke, 
“Unwanted Warriors: The Rejected Volunteers of the Canadian Expeditionary Force,” Ph.D. dissertation, 
University of Ottawa, 2009. 
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contingent arrived in England, 802 from all ranks were sent home as “unfit, undesirable, 

or, in the case of 46 ‘aliens’, untrusted.”21  

 

Figure 40 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 735A, Men at the recruiting tent, Armouries, 1914. 
 

This photograph presents a closer look at the make-up of the crowds at the recruiting station that included 
men and boys of different ages ranging from a young boy to a white-haired man in a bowler hat. There are 
markers of class differences as well in the choices of hats and clothing although – reflecting contemporary 

C.E.F. recruitment policies – there is a uniformity of race. 
 

During the first year of the war, the Canadian Expeditionary Forces (C.E.F.) could 

afford to be selective as the supply of recruits exceeded the demand for troops.22 A post-

war survey revealed that 18,495 of the 30, 617 men who made up First Contingent of the 

C.E.F. were British born. The remaining troops were comprised of 9,159 Canadian-born 

recruits, 652 recruits born in other British colonies, 756 Americans, 1,032 recruits from 

                                                        
21 Morton, When Your Number’s Up, 52. 
22 Walker, “Race and Recruitment in World War I,” 3. 
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other “foreign countries” and 1,032 men who provided no country of birth. In part, the 

large number of “British born” recruits can be attributed to the prejudiced recruitment 

policies that prevented visible minorities from enlisting. However, the preference for 

recruits of British heritage waned as the war continued. High casualty rates and low 

enlistment numbers forced the Ministry of Defence and recruitment officers to abandon 

earlier selective processes that turned men away from recruitment booths. By the end of 

the war Canadian born recruits would account for over fifty percent of new Canadian 

Expeditionary Force (C.E.F.) enlistments.23 

The ability to become a soldier was a privilege – and one not extended to 

everyone. James Walker explains that Western notions of race defined the conflict as “a 

white man’s war” and that: 

The treatment received by ‘visible’ Canadians did not originate with the military; 
recruitment policy and overseas employment were entirely consistent with 
domestic stereotypes of ‘race’ characteristics and with general social practice in 
Canada. And Canadian attitudes themselves were merely a reflection of accepted 
and respected Western thought in the early twentieth century. Racial perceptions 
were derived, not from personal experience, but from the example of Canada’s 
great mentors, Britain and the United States, supported by scientific 
explanations.24 
 

These views of soldiers were referenced in war posters and within the imperial war effort. 

Illustrations of soldiers as an archetypical figure with reoccurring attributes – morality, 

                                                        
23 Cook, At the Sharp End, 28-9. 
24 Walker, “Race and Recruitment,” 22-23.  
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for example, translated into a smiling face, defined features and British heritage that 

reflected the limitations of C.E.F. recruitment policies.25  

Minorities in the Canadian Expeditionary Force (C.E.F.) numbered “about 3500 

Indians, over 1000 blacks, and several hundred Chinese and Japanese” by the end of the 

conflict.26 Desmond Morton explains, “Native Canadians were sought after in the C.E.F., 

and more than a third of the 11, 5000 eligible men enlisted.”27 Yet as explored by 

historians such as Tim Wineguard, the willingness of the Canadian military to accept 

native men for active service changed throughout the war. The general belief that the war 

would be short instigated “an unofficial exclusionist policy regarding Indian enlistment. 

The war, however, was not short lived, and both Canadian and Indian contributions, 

overseas and on the home front in support of Britain, increased dramatically over the 

course of four and a half years horrific battle.”28 The unofficial policies of exclusion, 

which operated until December 1915, caused confusion within Departments and between 

agents and native groups about the regulations surrounding enlistment for native 

peoples.29 The determining factor in the decision by military officials to accept native 

recruits, argues Wineguard, was the need to fill battalion quotas.30  

                                                        
25 Although enlistment documents did not record race, contemporary understandings of race – and of 
associated understandings of community, belonging, and capability associated with it – continued to 
influence who was recruited and who was turned away from the C.E.F. Timothy C. Winegard, For King 
and Kanata: Canadian Indians and the First World War (Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 2012), 
187. 
26 Walker, “Race and Recruitment,” 25. 
27 Morton, When Your Number’s Up, 52. 
28 Winegard, For King and Kanata, 161. 
29 Ibid., 183. 
30 Ibid., 185.  
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The case of African Canadian enlistment in the C.E.F. demonstrated the 

inconsistent treatment of radicalized communities during the war. While some black and 

native soldiers were incorporated into battalions, the segregated treatment of the No.2 

black battalion and their use primarily in forestry reinforced contemporary racial 

ideologies.31 Adam Crerar explains: 

…Ontario blacks from large cities and small towns alike were turned away from 
recruiting stations by the units in which they aspired to serve. Most Whites, 
blinded by prejudice and the failure of their moral imaginations, supposed that 
Blacks lacked the requisite intelligence and character to be soldiers. Others 
thought that training non-Whites to kill Whites was ill-advised, whatever the 
circumstances: it might start a trend.32 
 

A black platoon was raised by J.R.B. Whitney, editor of the black Canadian newspaper 

the Canadian Observer. However, no battalions in Toronto would agree to accept the 

forty men into their battalion. Most battalion leaders simply rejected the idea of accepting 

black soldiers without explanation and some mentioned they already turned black men 

away. The explanation that came from Toronto’s 48th Highlanders Regiment was 

particularly telling: “we have, being a kilted regiment, always drawn the line at taking 

                                                        
31 Walker, “Race and Recruitment,” 22. Community leaders in Toronto, including Rev. Mrs. H.F. Logan 
and Rev. H.F. Logan, raised the No. 2 Construction Battalion, an all-Black non-combat battalion that 
served in World War I. The City of Toronto archives explain: “Toronto has had a Black population from its 
earliest days as a settlement. United Empire Loyalists, Americans escaping enslavement, rural Canadians 
moving from Nova Scotia or southwestern Ontario, Jamaicans following economic opportunities, Somalis 
and Ghanaians establishing themselves in a new land; each individual and each community has contributed 
to the growth of Toronto as a unique city.” City of Toronto Archives, Black History in Toronto, accessed 
on 17 May 2015 
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=53c9757ae6b31410VgnVCM10000071d60f89R
CRD. 
32 Crerar, “Ontario and the Great War,” 249.  
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coloured men.”33 Yet, what lines were to be crossed by the entry of black men into 

military service? As we have seen, soldiers were imagined to represent British heritage 

along with middle-class respectability. The acceptance of black Torontonians into 

battalions that upheld the constructions of duties challenged the status quo and the visible 

privilege of wearing the uniform. The prejudice of Toronto recruitment officers reflected 

their roles as gate-keepers to the attainment of the soldier-ideal: they decided who could 

participate in active service and who could not. And, within the context of First World 

War’s strong connections between militarism and masculinity, this was also a gendered 

commentary on who could become part of the club of “real men.” 

In the often-mercurial climates of war, ideas of eligibility and ineligibility for war 

were changed and changing within the realm of nationality in addition to race. For 

example, officials in Sault Ste. Marie realized the legal nature of changes in status and 

citizenship, and the malleability of these terms, when they wrote asking for the 

naturalization of potential soldiers. In 1916 military officials wrote to J.R. Cartwright, 

Deputy Attorney General, about the possibility of having “a number of aliens, mostly 

Russians, Italians, and Yankees naturalized as speedily as possible to enlist in the 119th” 

Battalion. Recruiters wrote, “We figure we would get about 15-to-20 good men in this 

way, if done promptly, but there is danger of losing most of them if there is a delay, as 

they come out of lumber camps and drift away if not properly enlisted.” However, the 

                                                        
33 Walker, “Race and Recruitment,” 9-11. 



 

 

 

118 

response outlined that “special sittings could not be held.”34 In October 1917, the Federal 

government pardoned inmates in jails who agreed to serve. The Department of Justice 

proclaimed, “that the convicts in the penitentiaries, and provincial goals whose cases are 

not too serious…” be released to either report for military service or claim exemption 

within the specified guidelines.35  

 Even before the introduction of conscription, the motivations and pressures of the 

defined roles for soldiers, mothers, and enemies did not easily translate into everyday life. 

Torontonians found themselves in the midst of many responsibilities – familial 

responsibilities, economic responsibilities, educational training – that in the context of 

their daily lives seemed more urgent than the war effort. Yet the pressures of daily life 

outside of the war effort did not diminish the increasing demands of war, nor did it 

diminish the overt public pressures to enlist. At the University of Toronto there was 

heated debate about compulsory drilling and recruitment on campus. This debate 

sharpened in 1917 with the introduction of mandatory military drilling.36 For example, 

when writing to his parents notifying them of his enlistment with the Officer’s Training 

Corps (O.T.C.) at the University of Toronto, student Kent Duff expressed this sentiment, 

                                                        
34 Archives of Ontario, Office of the Attorney General Files, F.J.S. Martin, Crown Attorney, Sault Ste. 
Marie: Query re: method of naturalizing aliens for overseas services. 1916. Response Toronto, 28 February 
1916. 
35 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, E.L. Newcombe, Department of Justice, Ottawa: Request 
for list of Ontario convicts, otherwise falling within provisions of Ministry Service Act, 1917, in order to 
allow them to enlist, 1917. 
36 Mary G Chaktsiris. “‘Not Unless Necessary:’ Student Responses to War Work at the University of 
Toronto, 1914-1918,” Social History/Histoire Sociale 47, no. 94 (2014): 293-310. 
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“nearly [three-quarters] of the school have now already joined so I might as well.”37 Later 

he specified, “…with the president and the profs and fellows all urging you to join I 

could scarce do otherwise [sic].”38 Another student at the University of Toronto 

complained about the introduction of compulsory military training for male students in 

1917. Upon learning of the conscription of all male students into compulsory drilling that 

fall, one freshman at the Dental College remarked, “he was not aware that [the college] 

had been turned into a recruiting office.”39 Still another student claimed women had an 

unfair academic advantage as “who wouldn’t want to be a co-ed when the university 

imposes one less subject on them than on the men?”40  

The examples from the University of Toronto present opportunities to explore 

different ideas of manhood and manliness in Toronto during the Great War. The 

University of Toronto was publicly supportive of the war effort. However, its student 

body – through The Varsity, its campus newspaper – displayed varied reactions to the 

increasing demands of the war effort. These reactions also challenge the dalliances of the 

shirker within the wartime gendered lexicon. Instead of quivering in fear and avoiding 

expected responsibilities, students at the University of Toronto calmly presented the 

reasoning behind the pressures they faced in choosing whether or not to enlist. Contrary 

to the messaging and construction of the soldier ideal, enlisting for war was not the only 

                                                        
37 University of Toronto Archives, B94-0001/0001, Duff C. Kent to his Mother, 21 October 1914. 
38 University of Toronto Archives, B94-0001/0001, Duff C. Kent to his Mother and Father, 28 October 
1914 
39 “The Army Rejects will be Permitted to Proceed,” The Varsity, 3 October 1917, 1. 
40 The Varsity, 12 October 1917, 1. 
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choice to be made. And enlisting, as will be demonstrated through payments of soldier’s 

insurance policies, did not come without its own financial risks for families left behind 

and often with former breadwinners overseas. Yet although the justifications for the war 

centred on easily definable roles that remained consistent throughout the war effort, these 

justifications were met with varied opinions by men who viewed other responsibilities to 

their families, to themselves, or to their schooling as more important. Within the context 

of wartime assumptions about connections between masculinity and militarism this 

choice was framed as unmanly. However the decisions of men who chose not to enlist 

instead presented a different set of responsibilities: men who defined their expectations 

according to their own perimeters rather than the imagined ones set for them by the 

public perceptions and assumptions of the war effort.  

Eligibility and Conscription: The Conscript vs. The Volunteer  
 

In November 1914, John Caddell wrote to the commanding officer of the 48th 

Highlanders of Toronto asking for clarification about his status as reservist. “I passed fit 

so a few days after through sickness I was examined again and passed unfit,” he 

explained. “So I would like to know whether or not I am entitled to discharge or to draw 

my reserve pay on I have not received any word from…Ottawa.”41 Still, Caddell received 

no response until eight months later when he was informed that “being a deserter, you 

                                                        
41 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, file 3-4-1, vol. 3, John Caddell to A. A. G. 2nd Division, 
11 November 1914. 



 

 

 

121 

should address your inquiry to the Officer Paying Imperial Pensions, Ottawa.”42 So what 

was Caddell’s classification? Was he fit for active service or unfit? Was he a deserter or 

was he a rejected volunteer? And the label of deserter, with the connotations being even 

more cowardly than that of the shirker, did the classification sting more than the 

uncertainty of his enlistment status?43 

 Such confusion about eligibility was not uncommon. It was commonplace not 

only early in the war but especially after the introduction of conscription and the ensuing 

reliance on medial testimony to determine a man’s fitness for war. Yet the overall 

umbrella of wartime expectations – that is the expectation to participate in the war effort 

along prescribed roles reinforced by wartime literature, images, and policies – informed 

recruitment and conscription appeals in wartime Toronto. Recruitment and conscription 

policies and appeals were informed by particular notions of masculinity and war service, 

but that did not necessarily mean that these appeals were universally accepted.  

 A climate of confusion permeated the enforcement of conscription in Toronto. The 

city was home to both outspoken supporters of the war and various forms of resistance or 

unease towards the war effort. As noted by Ian Miller in his study of Toronto, there was 

opposition to conscription in Toronto from labour groups and instances of violent anti- 

conscription sentiments such as those displayed at the Labour Temple in 1917.44 

                                                        
42 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, file 3-4-1, vol. 3, A.A.G. 2nd Division to John Caddell, 24 
July 1915. 
43 See Teresa Iacobelli, Death or Deliverance: Canadian Courts Martial in the Great War (Vancouver: 
UBC Press, 2013). 
44 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 126, 137. 
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However Toronto was also the centre of pro- conscription movements such as the win-

the-war-convention, which organized central rallies to display public support of the 

Borden government’s conscription platform.45 Despite public pro- conscription 

sentiments, Granatstein and Hittsman report exemption rates in Toronto at 90 per cent.46 

The high applications for exemptions suggest a large-scale form of resistance against 

conscription, a form of resistance that has been expunged from the historical record. 

Granatstein and Hittsman demonstrate that up to 93.7 per cent of those conscripted 

sought exemptions, and only thirteen per cent were denied with others pending or 

appealed.47 Ian Hughes MacLean Miller admits in his study of Toronto during the First 

World War that any opposition to conscription in Toronto would have been nearly 

“impossible.” The public support for conscription, and the pro-conscription rallies that 

brought out thousands of Torontonians, presented a strong and united front supportive on 

conscription despite high applications for exemption.48  

Debates about conscription – with eligibility standards and expectations of 

appropriate wartime service at its centre - were the focal point of the federal elections of 

December 1917. Conscription, and the public campaign by Borden’s Union Government 

to “Beat the Hun” through the ballot box, pressed voters to consider the suffering of 

soldiers overseas. This messaging appealed to the imagined war of defined roles – and 

                                                        
45 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 139; Granatstein and Hittsman, Broken Promises, 70. 
46 Granatstein and Hittsman, Broken Promises, 84. 
47 Granatstein and Hittsman, Broken Promises, 63 - 96. Also discussed by Kealey, “State Repression of 
Labour and the Left in Canada 1914-1920,” 310. 
 48 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 138. 
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defined enemies – to mobilize Canadians in supporting the war effort. The outcomes of 

the election campaign and Borden’s political push towards conscription in 1917 also 

brought about legal changes through the Wartime Elections Act and the Military Voters 

Act. The Wartime Elections Act disenfranchised conscientious objectors and immigrants 

from now enemy countries that arrived in Canada after 1902, while granting franchise to 

all women with husbands, brothers, and sons in active service. The Military Voters Act 

granted the franchise to any British subject on active service regardless of age, sex, or 

residence. It is now widely agreed that the purpose of these two acts was to add numbers 

of voters supportive of the Union Government and conscription while disenfranchising 

those unsupportive of a pro- conscription government.49  

The introduction of conscription resulted in even more oversight of the enlistment 

process, as drafted men were required by law to report for active duty or apply for 

exemption from meeting this obligation. Conscription tribunals were local bodies that 

oversaw applications for exemptions and were usually comprised of three appointed 

overseers. Historians, though used to an intrinsically incomplete historical record, are 

faced with an especially woeful lacunae regarding conscription. The records of 

conscriptions tribunals were purposefully destroyed after the war in the “interests of 

national unity” as the bitterness of sentiments during the war years were considered 

                                                        
49 Roger Graham, Arthur Meighen: The Door of Opportunity, vol. 1 (Toronto, 1960); Jack Granatstein et 
al., Broken Promises: A History of Conscription in Canada (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1977). 
Granatstein and Hittsman describe in detail the events leading up to the enactment and enforcement of 
conscription including National Registration in their work, Jack Granatstein et al., Broken Promises: A 
History of Conscription in Canada (Toronto: Copp Clark Pitman Ltd., 1985). 
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dangerous to the legacy of a war already coined the Great War. Despite the inadequacies 

of the historical record, conscription was contested even within a broadly pro-war 

Toronto.50  

The male body became a sort of First World War battleground where the 

gendered expectations of masculinity and warfare met the physical limitations and 

abilities of individual bodies. As explored by historians including Joanna Bourke, the 

First World War had profound impacts on the male body. She explains: 

The wartime constructions of the male body had diverse origins. They moved in fits 
and starts, drawing inspiration from the distant past, near past and new imagination. 
During the First World War, military interference disturbed the relative importance of 
aesthetics and economics in governing the male body. Contending authorities waged 
war over it…Even if the outcome of that conflict was a reversion to a more traditional 
language, those experiences still fundamentally affected not only the shape and 
texture of the male body, but also the values ascribed to the body and the disciplines 
applied to masculinity.51  
 

Shell shock – which went under various names including neurasthenia, hysteria, and 

various accounts of ‘nervous disorders’ – was greatly tied to assumptions about the 

masculinity of men who suffered from it as they were assumed to be lacking in moral 

character and bravery. Shell shock also separated soldiers suffering from the condition 

from the more effeminate understanding of hysteria.  

Campbell Meyers, neurologist to the Toronto General Hospital and St. Michael 

Hospital, recommended in 1917 that the treatment of soldiers be kept separate from the 

treatment of the insane. In his paper, Campbell inquires: “What then is to be done for the 
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neurological cases in this war due to shell shock and allied causes? Are we to treat our 

own Canadian boys with a care equal to that which the British Tommy has constantly 

received?52 Here too, even within a medical paper, is a reference to the assumptions of 

the war effort with Canada’s “boys” – or soldiers. This sort of language appealed 

emotionally to the familial duties and connections of the war effort as explored through 

our discussion of war poster imagery. These soldiers – fondly referred to as “boys” and as 

such identified as part of a national family – were believed to deserve the best care in 

recognition of their wartime service. 

The majority of decisions made in conscription tribunals hinged upon the reports 

of medical officials rather than notions of bravery or cowardice. These concepts were 

inextricably intertwined: assessing a man’s medical eligibility for the war reflected 

assumptions about his duty – and after 1917 his legal obligation - to serve if medically fit. 

Recruitment was a two-step process that included an initial acceptance by a recruiting 

officer and then a physical examination by a medical officer. Capability and ability to 

serve in uniform were by the time of the First World War deemed to be measurable 

qualities. Later, conscription tribunals assumed the responsibility of assessing and 

reassessing eligibility for war. Those already in uniform, the obviously disabled, men in 

essential jobs or with special skills, the elderly, and conscientious objectors could apply 

for exemption to one of the 1,253 two-member local tribunals.53 The key piece of 

                                                        
52 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4268, file 152-35, The Canadian Soldier and Shell Shock, 27 
February 1917: 4,6. 
53 Morton, When Your Number’s Up, 65.  



 

 

 

126 

evidence at many conscription tribunals was the medical report that determined whether 

or not a conscript was physically fit for active service. However, there were seemingly 

endless inefficiencies as medical reports already completed were re-opened, and 

classifications as eligible or ineligible were decided too late to be revised. 

At conscription tribunals, medical officials evaluated both those men reporting for 

duty and those appealing their orders to report for service. All medical classifications 

completed before 15 September 1917 were required to be again completed under new 

eligibility requirements and the increasingly urgent need for recruits. Medical officials 

voiced annoyance at medical re-examinations.54 Re-examinations often exposed the poor 

health of conscripts rather than identifying them as healthy men evading active service. 

For example, a 1917 report from Sudbury to the District Crown Attorney stated that men 

reporting for active service were unfit despite their identifications as First Class 

conscripts. One such example was described explicitly for the Crown Attorney: “There is 

one man in particular,” the report indicated, “who cannot speak, read or write the English, 

but is a British Subject. He appears to be very hard of hearing and has a weak arm.”55  

Conscription tribunal member Henry W. Mickle wrote to the Toronto Armouries 

requesting the medical re-examination of returned soldier N.J. Folliot on the grounds that 

“the man’s nervous system is so clearly defective that he would be utterly useless and a 

                                                        
54 At Toronto the Medical Board was asked to speak in front of the tribunal itself so as to avoid “needless 
discussion” in 1918 and streamline the process of evaluating the merit of exemption applications. Library 
and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4305, file 34-1-59 A vol. 5. Lieut. Col. ESR to Glyn Osler, Ontario 
Registrar, 6 January 1918.54 
55 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, E.L. Newcombe, Department of Justice, Ottawa: 
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source of expense in the army, and his physical condition is such that he could not 

possibly go through bayonet or firing exercises.” He requested Folliot be classified as 

unfit for service as he found it “impossible to believe that he had been seen in a good 

light” and “more care might have been taken” in Folliott’s examination. Mickle received 

a response that since the man had been examined twice already, the Chief Medical 

Examiner could not authorize another examination.56 Another Medical Official rejected a 

draftee as being underweight and stated, “Apparently if he had been given the 

preliminary examination called for under the regulation he would never have been sent 

here.”57 The cases of soldiers such as Folliott, who underwent two medical examinations 

and faced the possibility of being sent overseas even though he was in at least one 

medical opinion obviously unfit for service, illustrate that in some cases the drafting of 

certain men bordered on the absurd.  

Medical examinations were meant to serve the practical purpose of assessing a 

man’s physical abilities for war. However, the frustrations at the reassessment of physical 

abilities suggest not only inefficiencies within the system of medical examinations but 

also a reluctance to accept certain men as ineligible for warfare. This last point 

incorporates social expectations about the duty of men who fit the soldier-ideal to 

participate in active service. The soldier was expected to look and behave in certain 

ways; he was expected to be of British heritage and accept justifications for the war that 
                                                        
56 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4305, file 34-1-59-A, vol. 5, Henry W. Mickle to Chief Medical 
Examiner, Toronto, 29 November 1917. 
57 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4305, file 34-1-59 A vol. 5, O.C. Toronto Mobilization Centre 
to A.A.G. Military District No. 2 Camp Borden, Toronto, 1 October 1917. 
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framed active service as a necessary obligation. Perhaps when a man who fit these 

expectations was drafted yet still sought exemption the medical reviews were expected to 

reinforce the expectation to serve rather than rely on medical reasoning to exempt him 

from it.  

There were challenges to the enforcement of conscription and the Military Service 

Act (MSA) in addition to inefficiencies in the medical examination process that 

underpinned it. Authorities received complaints from across Ontario about the local 

enforcement of conscription, and these complaints reflected the attitudes of officials in 

Toronto. For example, Thomas Johnson, a Barrister in Bracebridge Ontario, wrote to the 

Department of Justice complaining that a local constable refused to take action against a 

man who had not reported for military service. The constable defended his inaction by 

explaining to the Barrister that, “he is employed by the local municipality and is not 

inclined to take action in the matter I requested him to.” It seemed, the Barrister 

concluded, that if the MSA were to be enforced, Special Officers would need to be sent 

as “the local men do not care to take the matter up, particularly in the Country 

Districts.”58 A general letter sent to police stations in 1917 echoes the suspicion that local 

authorities were hesitant in enforcing the MSA. The letter references reports of police 

inaction regarding the MSA and reminded Constables that inaction in the persecution of 

desertion was “an offence punishable by nonmilitary tribunals.”59 The examples above 

                                                        
58 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, E.L. Newcombe, Department of Justice, Ottawa: 
Correspondence re enforcement of the Military Service Act 1917, in Ontario, 1917. 
59 Ibid.. 
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suggest unease at enforcement of the MSA and the assumptions that connected war and 

masculinity and about the masculine duty to serve. 

Local enforcement of the MSA was not the only problem. There were also 

problems with finding those agreeable to serving on conscription tribunals. In response to 

being called to serve on a tribunal, Charles Morgan of Cartier, Ontario, replied to 

authorities who had wired him about signing an Oath of Office Exemption admitting: 

I received a package of printed matter referring to M.S. Act but did not read it over, 
these I returned to you by Dominion express together with a letter explaining that I 
could not see my way clear to act in a capacity as a member on a Local tribunal and 
asked to be relieved of the responsibility as my time was fully taken up with the 
business of my employer.60 
 

Many telegrams were sent between Morgan and authorities discussing his refusal to sit on 

a tribunal. The sticking point seemed to be that Morgan believed he was being asked 

while authorities insisted he was being told to serve on the tribunal Committee. G.M. 

Miller, Acting Crown Attorney in Sudbury, reported on his meeting with Morgan to his 

superiors, “I had a conversation with Mangan, who is medium sized, middle aged man of 

Irish extraction, born in Canada some place near Pembroke… his duties are such that he 

is busy all the time, and has no time for other duties….” The Crown Attorney found no 

merit to the claims that Mangan had expressed pro-German sentiments and stated his 

refusal to sit on the tribunal was the result of ignorance of the provisions of the act and 

loyalty to his employers. “If he were imprisoned,” stated the Crown Attorney, “it would 

                                                        
60 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, Creator Code: 2345, E.L. Newcombe, Department of 
Justice, Ottawa: Rex vs. Charles Mangan- Request for permission to prosecute under The Military Service 
Act, 1917. 



 

 

 

130 

be working a great hardship on him individually as he is a married man with a family, 

and as far as I can judge has no criminal instincts nor is he a man likely to cause trouble 

with the administration of the Act.”61 

 Individuals criticized the militarization of the city and refused to comply with 

aspects of the MSA. Authorities deemed these utterances not only inappropriate but also 

illegal and reported them to the Attorney General at Toronto. Romeo Brault, for example, 

was accused and convicted of speaking against compliance with the Military Service Act 

in 1917. Norman Coleman, who testified against Brault, swore to the court that: 

…on the 13th Oct. in this city I had a talk with defendant. He heard it was only the 
ignorant classes that had enlisted. He said that any man who had 5 cents worth of a 
brain would not enlist. He said he would not enlist himself. I can’t remember him 
saying anything about shooting.62 
 

The court also heard that Brault allegedly threatened to shoot the first man who came to 

conscript him. At the time of his arrest Brault was also reported to have a card on him 

with the statement: “When called to the arms, don’t move. Canadien, restez chez vous: 

c’est de mot d’order partout.”63 The case of Brault – though extreme – suggests the 

presence of varied opinions towards the war effort and the intention of the city to swiftly 

silence and legally prosecutes resistance against it. That Brault would not enlist himself 

was a public matter: by 1917, whether a man was in uniform or not was shortly to 

                                                        
61 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, Creator Code: 2345, E.L. Newcombe, Department of 
Justice, Ottawa: Rex vs. Charles Mangan- Request for permission to prosecute under The Military Service 
Act, 1917. 
62 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, A.A. Webb, Police Court Clerk, Toronto: Rex vs. R. Brault- 
Application to quash Police magistrate's conviction for interfering with recruitment in violation of the 
Military Service Act, 1917. 
63 Ibid. 
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become a legal matter with the enforcement of conscription in 1917. Within the lexicon 

of wartime duty, openly admitting to avoiding the uniform and amounted to openly 

avoiding his wartime responsibilities. 

 Those who spoke out against conscription or remained out of uniform attracted 

unwanted attention from their communities, even if law enforcement in some areas of 

Ontario were hesitant to enforce the MSA. In Toronto, Foubert of Cheapleau, was 

reported for speaking against conscription and refusing to sign the exemption papers of 

his son.64 Though not mentioned in the report, the man’s French last name might have 

made him already the subject of undue speculation. National discourse about the key 

1917 election issue of conscription suggested that there was vocal support for the issue in 

English Canada and vocal opposition in French Canada. Reports from Peterborough, a 

small municipality just to the east of Toronto, indicated that since the enactment of 

conscription under the MSA a number of citizens received threatening letters. Among the 

recipients were George Walton, “a representative farmer living within two miles” of 

Toronto, and C. Staples who owned a mill at Indian River, eleven and a half miles from 

the city, which had recently been burned to the ground. Authorities enclosed the letter 

sent to Staples, “To C. Staples: I herd you ware a spay [sic] – I herd [sic] the words on 

the sly that your days will soon at an end if you don’t mind yourself – keep off the road 

                                                        
64 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, Lt. Col. W.H. Greer, District Military Representative, 
Toronto: Request for consent to prosecute one Foubert of Chapleau under the Military Service Act for 
interfering with recruitment, 1917. Code. 2324. 
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day and night or you will be sorry.”65 By 1917, the existence of a socialist press – illegal 

under current censorship laws – resulted in the arrest and conviction of Isaac Bainbridge 

for seditious libel in relation to the publication of a pamphlet entitled “The Price we Pay” 

by the Canadian Forward, the newspaper of the Social Democratic Society. He was 

charged under Section 15 of the Defence of Canada Order 1917. A search conducted of 

his premises at 363 Spadina Ave revealed other literature of a seditious nature.66 

Therefore, in addition to being targeted by members of their own communities, those 

who spoke against conscription or the war in general were the target of both personal and 

legal scrutiny.  

 Associations between masculine wartime duty and enlistment in active service 

framed both recruitment and conscription activities in Toronto. The flurry of medical 

examinations forced to be re-done in 1917 suggest that identifications of men as 

physically fit – or physically unfit – for active service was connected to expectations 

about a masculine duty to serve. The willingness of the C.E.F. to consistently revisit the 

medical fitness of individuals rejected from active service suggests also a mistrust and 

apprehension of men out of uniform. This focus on revealing shirkers and rooting out 

those men unwilling to fulfill their masculine duties in war also fuelled negative reactions 

                                                        
65 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, G.W. Hatton, Crown Attorney, Peterborough: Threatening 
letters received by representative citizens, cases of assault and of arson as a result of the Military Service 
Act and conscription. The issue concerned the need to exempt from conscription farmers' sons, and those 
who felt otherwise, 13 July 1918. 
66 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Files, L. Cunningham, Social Democratic Party, Guelph: Rex vs. 
Isaac Bainbridge, seditious libel- Petitions deploring Crown charges against him for pointing out realities of 
war. (Also contains printed material submitted as evidence), 1917. 
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of those who spoke out against conscription. Those seeking exemptions found themselves 

in the hands of an overcrowded medical examination system where tensions often ran 

high. A Toronto Star report from 23 November 1917 reported that in response to J.F. 

Fountain’s complaints that he suffered rheumatism in his back, one medical official 

responded: “I don’t give a ____! That is the category you are in and get to____ out of 

here!”67 However inquiries into the Medical Official in question revealed a different 

story. He claimed that when Fountain’s medical re-examination did not affect the 

outcome of his classification as A-2, or fit for service, Fountain “started for the door” 

before loudly yelling he would seek justice elsewhere.68  

 

Conclusion 

 Recruitment and conscription activities in Toronto and its surrounding communities 

reinforced the masculine obligation to volunteer for active service. Staying out of 

uniform was to mean leaving “chums” in the trenches on their own with no one to “Back 

Them Up!” to use the slogan of one Canadian First World War poster. However, there 

were contested understandings of appropriate wartime behavior. These understandings 

were visible in the frustration of medical officials forced to continually re-examine 

medically unfit men to remove suspicions that they could be shirkers, or in the responses 

of men who sought to challenge their classifications as responsibilities within the war 
                                                        
67 Library and Archives Canada, RG. 24, v. 4305, file 34-1-59-A, vol. 5, A.A.G. M.D. Toronto to Officer 
Commanding, Toronto Mobilization Centre, 27 November 1917. 
68 Library and Archives Canada, RG. 24, v. 4305, file 34-1-59-A, vol. 5, Capt. E.R. Frankish, M.O. to 
Major R.J. Christie, O.C., Toronto Mobilization Centre, Toronto, 28 November 1917. 
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effort by refusing to enlist. 

The Soldiers Insurance Program and conscription efforts in Toronto illustrated 

that even within a city generally represented as a jingoist centre of wartime support, 

Torontonians expressed varied responses and reactions to the war effort. The City of 

Toronto announced its plans to launch the program early in 1914 when the successes of 

early recruitment campaigns and public send-offs reinforced beliefs in the fanfare and 

glory of masculine, imperial, and military duty. The Insurance Program strengthened 

connections between manhood and militarism and also presented the City of Toronto as a 

kind of civic caregiver for those families that men left behind, introducing roles of 

government and municipal bodies who displayed some responsibility in caring for 

families left behind. The surveillance of the paying out of those monies provides insights 

into the social relationships and aspects of Torontonians at war: who was considered an 

acceptable beneficiary, and how was money acceptably spent.
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Chapter 4 

The Insurance of Soldiers 

Ensuring Masculinity through the Soldiers Insurance Plan 
 

In the early years of the war, when eligibility requirements were at their tightest, a 

new recruit might lie about his age to gain a year or two in the hopes of seeing active 

service before his time.1 Another might arch his back and suck in his stomach to look 

thinner and stronger during a medical exam. A man might lie about his marital status and 

claim to be single rather than married to escape his responsibilities. Still another might 

list his nationality as Polish rather than Austrian so that he may serve as an ally in 

uniform rather than be turned away as an enemy in combat.2 However, after the war 

ended, whether or not a man could claim to be a bonafide resident of the City of Toronto 

became most valuable as it was the requirement for his family to access the $1,000 

insurance policy taken out on him by the City of Toronto.  

The payment of city insurance policies served two purposes. At the start of the 

war, the prospect of insurance monies provided a figurative and fiscal promise to 

financially care for those who soldiers might leave behind. By the end of the war, the 

                                                        
1 See Cook, “‘He was Determined to Go’,” 41-74. Tim Cook estimates there were approximately 20,000 
underage soldiers serving in the C.E.F. The age of many of these recruits was an open secret; though 
obviously underage, little was done to remove soldiers completely from active combat roles or return them 
to their families.  
2 Examples can be found within Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4305, file 34-1-59-A vol. 5. 
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insurance policies became an actionable legacy of remembrance and repayment of 

sacrifice for those who left their families to fight for the cause. The rhetoric of the city’s 

insurance program ensured that through the payment of insurance monies the sacrifice 

and the service of fallen soldiers would be remembered and repaid through the care of 

their families.3 The City of Toronto limited its definition of dependents to mitigate the 

financial costs of paying out more insurance policies than it anticipated, especially as 

policies were paid with funds raised from direct taxation. One of these limitations was 

proof of a period of residency of three months prior to enlistment.  

Insurance policies introduced the idea of the municipal government as a sort of 

paternal caregiver that looked after the best interests of soldiers and their families. The 

pre-requsite for the city’s paternal civic care was fulfilling the expected masculine duty 

as framed by connections between manhood and militarism. The Soldiers Insurance 

Program was overseen by the City of Toronto and specifically through the Board of 

Control. The Board of Control was the executive committee of the Toronto City Council 

consisting of four counsellors and the mayor. At the meetings of the Board of Control, 

                                                        
3 For more on family relationships and care – both financial and otherwise – please see: Humphries, "War's 
Long Shadow,” 503-31; Hutchings, “Making Sense of Masculinity and War,” 389-404; Desmond Morton. 
"Military Medicine During and after the First World War - Precursor of Universal Public Health Care in 
Canada." Canadian Defence Quarterly - Revue Canadienne de Défense 13, no. 1 (1983): 34-42; Suzanne 
Morton, “‘To Take an Orphan": Gender and Family Roles Following the 1917 Halifax Explosion,” in 
Gendered Pasts: Historical Essays in Femininity and Masculinity in Canada, eds. Cecilia Morgan and 
Nancy M. Forestell Kathryn McPherson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 106- 22; Theda Skocpol. 
Protecting Soldiers and Mothers: The Political Origins of Social Policy in the United States. (Cambridge, 
MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1992); James Struthers, No Fault of Their Own: 
Unemployment and the Canadian Welfare State (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1983); James 
Struthers, The Limits of Affluence: Welfare in Ontario, 1920-1970 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1994).  
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resolutions were presented that outlined the payment of insurance policies for those men 

reported killed in action or presumed dead. While most beneficiaries were widows, 

payments were also extended to parents, brothers, and sisters of Toronto men who would 

never return. Regulatory control of access to war relief funds was not uncommon in 

Canada during the time of the Great War. Both Desmond Morton’s study of the Canadian 

Patriotic Fund and Margaret Little’s study of Mother’s Allowance illustrates how moral 

regulation functioned in other state benefit programs.4  

The family was a central concept in the imagining of war and also in the 

construction of expected wartime duties. Canadian First World War posters relied on 

ideas of the family to mobilize Torontonians into action. The soldier was imagined to be 

fighting as part of a battle against a brutal enemy, and on the basis of this sacrifice the 

whole family – mothers, fathers, and even children – were expected to support and 

encourage eligible men to enlist. The Soldiers Insurance Program reinforced this 

expectation by promising to insure Toronto men who fought in the war. As the war 

continued this became a harder promise as the city enforced eligibility limitations to 

mitigate its own expenses.  

In addition to compulsory military service or conscription, Torontonians also 

dealt with rationing, limited resources, increasingly strained public services, and issues 

surrounding unemployment and reintegration of returned soldiers. These hardships were 

                                                        
4 Please see Margaret Little, No Car, No Radio, No Liquor Permit: The Moral Regulation of Single 
Mothers in Ontario, 1920 - 1997 (Toronto: Oxford University Press, 1998); Morton, Fight or Pay. 
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part of the sacrifices residents made for the war effort. The Soldiers Insurance Program 

demonstrated the commitment of the city to the war effort and a civic responsibility to 

care for the families of Toronto men who were viewed as making the ultimate sacrifice. 

The City of Toronto prided itself on wartime contributions, as evidenced within insurance 

files that recorded, “It may be further pointed out that the City of Toronto has done more 

in proportion to its population than any other municipality in the Empire in the way of 

soldiers’ insurance, Red Cross work, patriotic work, etc., etc.”5 Program files also 

recorded how beneficiaries spent their awarded insurance monies. This spending provides 

insight into the “strings-attached” awarding of insurance monies. City officials claimed 

purview over deciding what was appropriate and inappropriate spending of city insurance 

policies. It also demonstrates the city’s commitment to the continued support of the war 

effort, through helping bereaved families. The individual reactions of families in Toronto 

reinforced a belief in the importance of the war effort and its sacrifices as illustrated in 

part by connections between militarism and masculinity.  

 

Soldiers Insurance Program: Who was Eligible? 

Toronto City Council presented the idea of insuring all residents of the city who 

enlisted shortly after the outbreak of the war. Private insurance policies were offered to 

volunteer soldiers leaving for the conflict in South Africa in 1899, but never before had 

                                                        
5 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 1 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust, 1915. 
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the new municipality of the City of Toronto embarked on a civic insurance policy of 

citizens leaving for war.6 Newspapers such as The Globe wrote about and advertised the 

sale of affordable insurance policies for men headed overseas shortly after the outbreak 

of war. As early as 14 August 1914, it was reported the city proposed to insure Toronto 

volunteers and “members of the Toronto volunteer contingent will be handsomely treated 

by the city, irrespective of what individual organizations or even government may do for 

all those who are to take part in the European war.”7 The Star reported: “The men who go 

from Toronto and the county of York to fight the Empire’s battles need not fear that those 

whom they leave behind will suffer want because of the neglect of the citizens to provide 

for them,” and “Toronto will do its duty, not in a grudging spirit, but generously feeling 

that it is discharging a debt of honour.”8 This civic “debt of honour” was discharged in 

part through the form of insurance policies that placed the civic government in the 

position of financial responsibility to care for the families soldiers might leave behind.  

The Star reported that these insurance policies were intended to cover Toronto 

volunteers without making a profit. Horatio Hocken, the mayor of Toronto, was quoted as 

explaining, “I would not have them lose any money on it…but they might carry the 
                                                        
6 Insuring soldiers was not an entirely new idea in 1914. During the South African conflict fifteen years 
earlier, private insurance claims were taken out on men who volunteered to fight with British Forces in 
Africa. Soldiers were then insured by private companies that provided competitive rates to soldiers and 
their families. For more, see Miller, Painting the Map Red. Insurance policies were also offered by private 
insurance companies, such as Sun Life Insurance that placed an advertisement in the Toronto Star on 15 
August 1914. “Every man owes a two-fold Duty. To his family as well as to his flag. A Sun Life Insurance 
Policy fulfills the first. Protects your family in every emergency. Take out a Sun Life Policy before you go. 
You will do your Country’s duty with a clear conscious and an eager heart.” “Every man owes a two-fold 
Duty,” Toronto Star, 15 August 1914, 14. 
7 “City May Insure Toronto Volunteers,” The Globe, 14 August 1914, 7. 
8 “Toronto to Provide for Families of Soldiers,” Toronto Star, 15 August 1914, 1. 
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insurance at cost as their contribution to the war fund. That should not be asking too 

much…we figure that it would cost the city about $200 000, and we will have to ask the 

Legislature to authorize the expenditure of this money.” A rough estimate placed the cost 

of the insurance policy at approximately $85 per annum for a $1000 insurance policy.9 

Making a profit off the insurance policies might undermine people’s faith in the claims 

that it was their intention to provide financial support to families whose family members 

sacrificed their lives during the course of their expected masculine duty to serve.  

An internal memorandum on the subject of Soldiers Insurance issued by the city 

of Toronto in 1915 outlining a shift in policy: who should be considered eligible to be 

insured and who could be defined as a beneficiary or dependent? The memorandum 

explained:  

When the First Contingent went overseas the City of Toronto secured insurance 
policies on the first ten or eleven thousand, and these policies are being continued 
in force and the insurance, if it becomes payable, is paid to the widow, children, 
parents (or persons acting as such), brothers and sisters, or next of kin further 
removed, the principle being that the city has no right to retain insurance money 
paid over by an insurance company.10 

 
The city exhausted its ability to secure policies from insurance companies in 1915 and 

appealed to the Legislature to insure the lives of all residents of Toronto who enlisted for 

active service.11 However, the costs of such policies were becoming increasingly clear, 

and “the Council felt that it was necessary in the interest of the taxpayer that the whole 
                                                        
9 “Insure Volunteers Without Any Profit,” Toronto Star, 14 August 1914, 3. 
10 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 1 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust, 1915. 
11 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 1 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust, 1915. 
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question be reconsidered.”12 The result was that dependents were redefined as widows 

and children of deceased soldiers (regardless of residence) or parents. Brothers and sisters 

were removed as dependents. However, as we will see, many insurance policies were still 

carried out for their care. The goal was to make sure that insurance policies were paid out 

only to those actually dependent on the deceased soldiers to limit financial costs incurred 

by the city. 

The City of Toronto redefined its understanding of family within the context of 

the Soldiers Insurance Program by limiting eligible beneficiaries. Yet there was often 

confusion as to who qualified for insurance coverage and met the minimum requirement 

of three months residency in Toronto prior to enlistment. For example, in the case of the 

insurance claim by Margaret Robinson on behalf of her deceased son William R. 

Robinson the executive committee of the Toronto City Council decided:  

…as there were some doubts as to the deceased being a bona fide resident of 
Toronto prior to his enlistment and at the time of his enlistment, he being for 
some time temporarily employed in Chicago, the Committee reported to the 
Board that as he was not a bona fide resident of Toronto it would not be legal for 
the City to entertain any claim for the insurance on his life, but as the mother of 
the deceased, Margaret Robinson, residing at 27 Jarvis Street, has since furnished 
the Committee with further evidence as to the deceased being a bona fide resident 
of the City, they now recommend that the insurance be paid in full to the mother 
above named, and also that the costs of her solicitor, in connection with writ 
issued against the City, be paid after taxation.13  
 

                                                        
12 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 1 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust, 1915. 
13 City of Toronto Archives, Box 145813-2, Series 486, File 8, Correspondence – Soldiers Insurance in 
Trust: Part 2 – 1919, Board of Control, Toronto, 30 January 1919. 
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The case of William Robinson demonstrates that even geographic limitations were open 

to scrutiny and difference in interpretation. It appeared as if there were limits to the 

benevolent paternal instincts of Toronto’s municipal government in caring for its fallen: 

not only did the insurance program further privilege active service as a moral imperative, 

this moral imperative only applied should the deceased meet certain residency 

requirements.  

While soldiers had to be residents of Toronto in order to be insured by the city, 

their beneficiaries did not need to reside within city limits to receive their payments. The 

policy for Edgar Douglas was paid to his parents residing in Schomberg, Ontario; the 

policy for Herbert Spanner, Royal Flying Corps, to his mother in Huntsville.14 Some 

beneficiaries were listed as residing in Ireland or England. The policy of Harry Williams, 

a member of the 124th Battalion and reported killed in action, was paid to his parents 

residing in Bristol, England.15 The city’s ability to decide what was an appropriate use for 

insurance monies reflected its assumed role as paternal caregiver, paraticularly in cases 

with female beneficiaries. Through its Solders Insurance Program, the City of Toronto 

reinforced its duty to watch over families that soldier’s left behind. The city also enforced 

certain behaviours of respectability and morality through its decisions about awarding or 

rejecting insurance claims.  

                                                        
14 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 3 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 August 17 1917; City of Toronto Archives, 
Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers Insurance in Trust Part 2 1917, 
Board of Control Toronto, 9 August 1917. 
15 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 3 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 26 July 1917. 
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Paying out Policies: Wives and Widows  
 

For families torn apart by the war, the City of Toronto’s insurance program 

assumed the role of male head of the household: keeping track of household spending and 

ensuring money was spent in ways that they decreed to be most effective. Many city of 

Toronto insurance policies were paid out to soldier’s widows as they were considered to 

be most dependent on their late husbands. This feeling was amplified by the reasons that 

had been presented to the public for going to war in the first place. The safety and 

security of women was presented as a primary justification to wage war against a 

brutalizing enemy, and in the absence of the male head-of-household the City of Toronto 

assumed the role of paternal caregiver to bereaved families. 

The city kept meticulous notes on how benefits were spent. Particularly 

interesting are accounts where widows and dependents chose to reinvest their insurance 

monies back into the war efforts. For example, the Board of Control accepted the request 

of Annie Helen Bain to attain the full amount of her son’s insurance policy to invest the 

full sum in war bonds in the Dominion War Loan. 16 William James Hale invested his son 

Corrie’s insurance policy in Victory Loans, as did new widow Jennie Grace using funds 

from her husband’s insurance policy.17 These decisions suggest a few possibilities 

regarding the decision-making process of beneficiaries: perhaps they were financially 

stable and therefore used the funds to reinvest into the war effort to aid those families still 
                                                        
16 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 December 1917. 
17 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 26 November 1917. 
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in the fight. Or perhaps there were limitations on what uses the Board of Control would 

approve in the absence of a demonstrated financial need. It could be that these families 

were patriotic enough to invest their insurance monies back into the war effort. But there 

is the possibility, given the Board of Control’s interest in how funds insurance monies 

were spent, that these families were encouraged to reinvest in the war effort. 

Other beneficiaries used insurance money to build a livelihood or secure their 

homes, suggesting that the Board of Control accepted that beneficiaries needed to rebuild 

their lives and economic stability without their husbands. The decision making of these 

women – many of whom were widows and sought funds to establish their own business 

or investments – was contrary to the contemporary social perception of women as 

vulnerable and helpless without their husbands. One instance of this is the case of Annie 

Gill, residing at 169 Vine Street, who was awarded an immediate advance of $300.00 on 

her husband Thomas’ insurance policy in order to put the sum towards the purchase of a 

house.18Another is the example of Francis Mary English, residing at the rear of 155 

Centre Avenue, who was awarded an advance of $500.00 “in order to enable her to stay 

in a small business, or rooming house.”19 Gertrude Dodd, meanwhile, was awarded the 

full insurance policy upon the death of her husband James John Dodd “in order to enable 

                                                        
18 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 December 1917. 
19 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 December 1917. 
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her to invest the same in a business.”20 The widow of Robert Pollock was advanced 

$500.00 to pay for the acquisition of a grocery business.21  

Instead of waiting at the kitchen table for their husbands to return, as women were 

depicted in many Canadian First World War posters, these beneficiaries made their 

insurance monies work for them by establishing businesses and investments for 

themselves. Widows petitioned for advances to fund travel to return overseas to be 

reunited with their families, or to gather their children. The widow of Charles Wood 

Morgan appealed for the balance of her insurance to be advanced so that she and her 

children could return to the “Old Country” – England – and furnish a home.22 The policy 

of James Kerr, a member of the Eaton Machine Gun Battery, was paid out to his widow, 

Jean Kerr of Edinburgh, Scotland, “in order to enable her to pay off some pressing 

liabilities which have been incurred since the death of her husband, and to apply the 

balance towards the purchase of a small business.”23 These women, and the decisions 

they made regarding their businesses, investments, and relocations, present a different 

image of decision-making and women’s roles within the homes than presented within the 

wartime lexicon of woman as passive homemaker rather than active decision-maker. 

However, it is important to acknowledge that the Soldiers Insurance Program as a whole 

                                                        
20 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 12 December 1917. 
21 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 23 August 1917. 
22 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Box 14512, File 4 Correspondence – Soldiers Insurance in Trust 
Part 1 1918, 12 December 1918. 
23 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 3 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 August 1917. 
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was predicated on the city’s encouragement and support of masculine obligations to 

volunteer for war. 

Very particular appeals and requests concerning the usefulness of insurance 

advances presents further evidence that the Board of Control sought information about 

how monies were to be used before granting their approval. Relatives could not simply 

collect city insurance monies upon the death of a family member on active service. 

Rather, it was a matter of the City of Toronto vetting the appropriateness of monies spent 

in its assumed role as paternal head of the household. The following examples illustrate 

that beneficiaries used insurance monies to improve their homes or provide necessary 

goods and foodstuffs: Mary Parker was awarded a further advance of $30.00 to pay rent 

and moving expenses,24 Margaret Flood was approved to use a $200.00 advance on her 

son’s insurance policy to make improvements to her home,25 and Leslie Philip Gray’s 

sister was advanced $100.00 in addition to her monthly instalments to allow her 

purchasing clothing and other necessities.26 In these instances, the city ensured that funds 

were spent in the care and best interests of the household as they deemed appropriate. 

The gendered dimensions of these decisions – both by the Board of Control over who to 

award funds and by beneficiaries themselves who reported how they expected to spend 

funds –reinforced and yet challenged assumptions of gender roles within First World War 

                                                        
24 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 1 November 1917. 
25 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 1 November 1917. 
26 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 December 1917. 
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Toronto. The City of Toronto assumed the vacated role of head of household in providing 

funds and supervised house-hold decision making. The widows used the perimeters 

imposed on them to carve out directions of their own now open to them as heads of 

households in the absence of their husbands. 

Not all insurance claims were accepted. Sometimes the city deemed the funds 

would be spent inappropriately or in ways that were not in the best interests of the 

beneficiary. City officials decided they knew best in the case of Mrs. Horne, who applied 

for funds in July 1918 on behalf of her son, Baron Walter Horne, reported killed in 

action. Initially, the Board of Control denied Mrs. Horne’s insurance claim. Instalments, 

paid monthly, were issued “at the discretion of the city and [could] be withheld if 

necessary.”27 With the help of the Great War Veterans’ Association, Mrs. Horne appealed 

the decision on the grounds that she sought the insurance policy to purchase a farm. This 

reason was cited in the report she received from the City Solicitor, the City Clerk and the 

Property Commissioner stating, “We are unable to see that the purchase of this farm will 

be of ultimate advantage to Mrs. Horne and told her solicitor that therefore we could not 

see our way to recommend the proposition to your Board.” That decision, however, was 

overturned, and in February 1919 Mrs. Horne was awarded the remaining balance to pay 

off the piece of property, on which she had already placed a deposit.28 The Board of 

Control minutes described, “…that in our opinion, the insurance should be paid to Mrs. 
                                                        
27 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 5 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1918, Board of Control, 18 July 1918. 
28 City of Toronto Archives, Box 145813-2, Series 486, File 8, Correspondence – Soldiers Insurance in 
Trust: Part 2 – 1919, Board of Control, Toronto, Ref. 225 – J/J-19, 13 February 1919. 
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Horne but we come to this conclusion with considerable hesitation…”29 Little reason was 

given for the city’s initial decision to reject the claim, or why the farm was believed to be 

a dubious venture for Mrs. Horne. Yet it is clear that city officials felt they were able to 

make decisions about when to award insurance monies based not only on the official 

rules and regulations but also on their own evaluation of the merit of the applicant and 

their spending plans.  

Records of the cancellation of insurance policies also provide some insight into 

the conduct considered inappropriate in relation to receiving city insurance funds. For 

instance, the claim of “Mrs. Florence McArthur was cancelled on 15 August, 1920, on 

account of her misconduct and that they [the Board of Control] had no notice whatever of 

her remarriage.”30 With the introduction of a new husband, the paternal and financial care 

offered by the city was rescinded. This case suggests that women who appealed for lump 

sums were less dependent upon the surveillance and judgment of the Board of Control 

than those women who accepted monthly insurance payments that came with certain 

conditions. In another case, the Board of Control withheld funds from Ida Woodward, a 

dependent identified as an illegitimate daughter of a deceased soldier. Woodward’s funds 

were held in trust by the city “and subject to further arrangements as may be made for her 

                                                        
29 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 5 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1918, Board of Control, 18 July 1918. 
30 City of Toronto Archives, Box 16047, Series 486, File 23 Closed Accounts – Soldiers Insurance in Trust: 
L –M 1916-1920, Mrs. Florence McArthur, Widow of Wm A. McArthur, Toronto, 26 January 1922. 
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in the future.”31 The rationale behind holding the funds in trust was not specified. 

However, the records do specify that she was illegitimate, suggesting perhaps that her 

mother was considered unfit to receive funds from a man that she was not married to. 

 In some cases, administrators sought permission from male relatives before 

granting monies or recognizing women as sole beneficiaries or care-givers for children 

despite the eligibility of wives and dependents to apply for funds from the city’s 

insurance programs. Elizabeth Hard Dickenson, for instance, was named beneficiary of 

her son Alexander’s insurance policy, but only after she obtained “a written consent from 

the father, Peter Dickson, who [was an] enlisted soldier and overseas, for the payment to 

be made to her alone.”32 The daughter of Edwin Jackson, reported killed in action, was 

placed under the care of her maternal grandmother as his widow had “given a written 

direction authorizing the city to pay $18.00 a month on account of the insurance to her 

mother above named.”33  

In these given examples the state assumed the role of paternal protector and 

financial and moral overseer of families left behind. However, this protection and 

oversight came with certain costs and restrictions. The initial gendered assumptions of 

Toronto’s Soldiers Insurance Policy – with the state assuming the role as protector in the 

absence of the traditional male head of household in recognition of the value of his 

                                                        
31 City of Toronto Archives, Box 145813-2, Series 486, File 8, Correspondence – Soldiers Insurance in 
Trust: Part 2 – 1919, Board of Control, Toronto, 5 February 1919. 
32 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 12 December 1917. 
33 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 1 November 1917. 
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wartime sacrifice – was then built upon by later restrictions and decision making by the 

Board of Control about how monies may or may not be appropriately spent.  

Paying out Policies: The Care of Families and Dependents 

While perceptions of the family focused almost exclusively on the nuclear family 

– that triangle structure of the family illustrated in war posters with the father and head of 

household in the centre and wives and children in dependent but supportive roles – the 

payments of City of Toronto insurance policies illustrated that family structures extended 

beyond this nucleus to include parents and siblings of the deceased. Despite internal 

discussions about limiting the payment of insurance policies, siblings were under certain 

circumstances still viewed as dependents. For example, the insurance policy of James 

Bond, a member of the 1st Canadian Contingent reported killed in action, was divided 

equally between his brother and two sisters residing in Belefast, Ireland.34 George 

Sutherland’s policy was divided between his two younger sisters, with the amount for his 

sister Eleanor paid in full to her father, George Paterson Sutherland, to hold in trust until 

she reached the age of twenty-one.35 Payments made out to family members, largely 

brothers, overseas were also held in trust by the city. The policy of Frank Beddow was 

split between his two brothers, one of whom was an enlisted soldier at the front, to be 

                                                        
34 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 12 December 1917. 
35 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 12 December 1917. 
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held in trust by the city until his return.36 The insurance policy of James Spokes was 

divided equally into six shares, two of which were paid to his sister and brother, George 

Spokes, identified as “a returned soldier.”37 The reasons why these siblings received 

insurance monies were not specified. However, the practice of viewing siblings as 

beneficiaries illustrates the realities of the financial responsibilities of many men who 

acted as the economic support of their extended family unit. 

Insurance claims centred around the welfare and care of loved ones, just as the 

war effort more broadly used the family and the safety of the family as the ultimate 

justification for the war and its associated consequences.They were meant to fulfill the 

functions of the head of household in the soldier’s absence, especially in hard times. For 

example, the father of John Herbert was advanced $300.00 to cover hospital expenses 

and the cost of two operations in connection with his wife and the deceased soldier’s 

mother.38 The insurance policy of Percy James Brigden, killed in action, was paid to his 

infant child left in the care of an aunt, who was awarded a sum of $15.00 as long as she 

continued to care for him.39 War widow Minnie Waite appealed for $60.00 over and 

above her monthly instalments in order to allow her to pay a doctor’s bill.40 The parents 

                                                        
36 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 December 1917. 
37 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 4 October 1917. 
38 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 6 December 1917. 
39 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 26 November 1917. 
40 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 19 September 1917. 
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of Frank Sandserson Batty were awarded an advance of $100.00 to pay for coal over the 

winter and to place a headstone on their son’s grave.41 The payment of insurance policies 

in the examples above provide insight into the various family structures – and family 

responsibilities – of men who enlisted for war. The provision of funds for hospital 

expenses, child-care, and household essentials reveals the purpose of the Soldiers 

Insurance Program as a kind of municipal program of financial assistance awarded only 

to those families whose family members fought and died in the war.  

Paying out Policies: Recovering from Financial and Emotional Loss 
 
  Some beneficiaries used insurance monies to mitigate not only the financial loss 

of war but also its emotional costs. Some beneficiaries put insurance monies towards 

expressions of grief and loss. For example, an additional amount of $224.00 was awarded 

to Frank Rowe, the father of the deceased soldier Archie Rowe, to pay for the removal of 

the body of Archie’s mother to a plot in Mount Pleasant Cemetery to be buried beside the 

body of her son.42 The mother of Frank Edwin Mercer was awarded the balance of his 

insurance to cover his hospital and funeral expenses, and Alexander Lewis Robinson’s 

mother was granted an advance of $200 to pay for the costs of a stone monument on his 

grave.43 The parents of Clifford Earnest Rider and the mother of Charles Andrew Barclay 

were awarded funds to help defray the expenses of having bodies brought home from 

                                                        
41 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 3 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 23 August 1917. 
42 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 3, Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1917. Board of Control, 8 June 1917. 
43 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 5, Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1918. Board of Control, 15 June 1918. 
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England for burial in Toronto.44 These applications for special and additional insurance 

funds reveal the ways payment of insurance policies attempted to mitigate the emotional 

and the financial strains of wartime losses.  

There were pressing financial costs exacerbated by the presence of a family 

member at the front. For example, some beneficiaries used insurance monies to ease their 

financial strain and debt. The insurance claim for Thomas Maxwell Munroe allotted $25 

to a repayment of an advance from the Soldier’s Aid Commission, a philanthropic 

organization that provided aid to soldier’s families.45 The parents of Herbert Woodhead 

were advanced $100 to repay a loan made by the Soldiers’ Aid Commission “in order to 

enable them to meet some pressing liabilities.”46 Another beneficiary, Barbara Roper, the 

widow of a soldier, requested a further advance of $48.00 to pay a loan from the Toronto 

and York Patriotic Association – an organization with similar aims as the Soldiers’ Aid 

Commission.47  

Early in the war the prospect of insurance monies presented even more incentive 

to enlist, and a figurative and fiscal promise to financially care for those who soldiers 

may leave behind. In the fanfare and spirit of 1914 and early 1915, no one could have 
                                                        
44 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 5, Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1918. Board of Control, 4 April 1918; City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, 
Series 486, Box 145812, File 6, Correspondence – Soldiers Insurance in Trust Part 6 1918. Board of 
Control, 8 February 1918. 
45 The Soldiers’ Aid Commission, established in 1915, provided emergency financial support for members 
of the C.E.F. City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 4, Correspondence – 
Soldiers Insurance in Trust Part 2 1918. Board of Control, 15 June 1918. 
46 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 5, Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 2 1918. Board of Control, 13 April 1918. 
47 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 200, Series 486, Box 145812, File 2 Correspondence – Soldiers 
Insurance in Trust Part 1 1917, Board of Control Toronto, 17 December 1917. 
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foreseen how many would be left behind. By the end of the war, the insurance policies 

became an actionable legacy of remembrance and repayment of sacrifice for those who 

left their families to fight for the cause. The rhetoric of the municipal government’s 

Soldiers Insurance Program ensured that through the payment of insurance monies – 

which continued to be paid decades after the conflict had ceased – the legacy of sacrifice 

and service would be remembered. The Soldiers Insurance Program illustrates the city’s 

financial and emotional investment in the “Toronto Boys” who marched out of the city. 

The examples of insurance claims above illustrate the various responsibilities of 

Torontonian families, and the ways families and widows appealed for funds in an effort 

to build new lives, settle debts, and come to terms with their loss. These examples also 

illustrate the City of Toronto in the role of paternal caregiver, and reflect the broader 

importance of the family in imaginings of the war. Though the City of Toronto’s Soldiers 

Insurance Program reinforced the duty to serve and the masculine soldier-ideal, 

ultimately the constraints of real life financial restrictions limited its scope and 

challenged traditional assumptions about the role of Torontonian women in the home and 

the role of the municipal government as paternal familial caregiver. 
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Conclusion 

The ledgers of the Soldiers Insurance Program are scrawled with names and 

stamped with dates of payments. Some beneficiaries received payments well into the 

1920s, demonstrating the lasting legacies and hardships of the war on families that are 

not commemorated in memorial statues and plaques. It is hard to know what the payment 

of these insurance policies meant to the families who received them. For some, they may 

have meant a small kind of financial security. For others, the monies were spent to 

commemorate and remember their loved ones. Beneficiaries also encountered obstacles 

to their applications for compensation, and ultimately city officials decided what was a 

worthy or unworthy cause in the payment of insurance monies.  

Rather than making a case for a united war effort in the City of Toronto, this 

chapter has instead emphasized the contradictory responses to the changing war effort. 

Consider, for example, those whose insurance claims were denied, or the parents 

appealing for insurance funds to bury their son in Canada. The City of Toronto was at 

war and central in this war effort was the preparation, care, and training of men for active 

service. Part of this preparation was the insurance of all bonafide residents in a patriotic 

effort to show support not only to the cause but also to the families of those left behind. 

Records from the Soldiers Insurance Program reveal not only the paternal role the city 

assumed through such financial care but also the ways in which beneficiaries – most 

often war widows – sought insurance funds to re-establish livelihoods and business on 

their own merit. Instead of revealing passive or vulnerable victims of war, insurance fund 
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claims demonstrated a host of reactions to loss that included emotional and strategic 

financial choices. However, while wartime policies insured the livelihoods of some, they 

targeted those of “others” including foreign nationals identified as enemy aliens by 

wartime legislation. 
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Chapter 5 

The Enemy at Home 

Identifying the Enemy in Toronto 
 

Only days after the outbreak of war in August 1914, the Chief Constable in 

Toronto declared many reports about enemy aliens in the city were in fact not very 

suspicious at all. In response to rumours that the German Club in Toronto was taking lists 

of men returning to Germany to enter into service, the Chief Constable replied “that 

certain members of this department are keeping close watch on the movements of the 

Germans but thus far nothing has transpired that would cause the least suspicion.”1 In 

another case, R. O. Kilgour wrote to the Crown Attorney in Mount Forest, Ontario about 

“a family by the name of Wagner” who allegedly communicated with relatives in 

German and participated in pro-German talk. Kilgour asserted, “All I have got is 

hearsay… I consider it in the best interest of all Royal Britishers to assist in stopping such 

talk…”2 As the Wagners were clients of Kilgour’s he “didn’t want to be mixed up” with a 

possible investigation of their pro-German position. Forwarding the complaint on to the 

Attorney General in Toronto, the Crown Attorney at Owen Sound admitted that though 

                                                        
1 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, 34-1-3, vol.1, Chief Constable to Col. H.M. Elliot, A.A.G. 
2nd Division, Toronto, 13 August 1914. 
2 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Central Registry Criminal and Civil Files 1914-1919, Creation 
Code: 826, T.H. Dye, Crown Attorney, Owen Sound: Request for Investigation into alleged seditious 
utterances by Germans near Mount Forest, 1915. 
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he had submitted the letter to the Attorney Generals’ office “the whole matter appears to 

me to be so far, very vague.”3  

The presence of foreign nationals within Canada raised alarms because it was 

thought that they may enter into active service on the enemy’s side of the conflict and 

against Canadian interests. However, as demonstrated by the surveillance and 

identification of enemy aliens in Toronto, most men singled out as enemies during 

wartime Toronto posed no threat to Torontonians or to the Canadian war effort. Instead, 

the wartime climate of suspicion and assumptions about wartime military service opened 

new avenues for British Torontonians to exercise fear and prejudice towards recent 

immigrants under the context of national security.  

In August 1914 the Registrar for Enemy Aliens was created. This office was set 

up to facilitate the registration of enemy aliens. Torontonians began to send letters both to 

the city’s registrar and to the Toronto police about suspicious men identified as possible 

enemy aliens.4 An analysis of these letters reveals the role of wartime imaginings in the 

identification of enemy aliens during the First World War. Letters written to authorities in 

Toronto indicate that the visibility or “otherness” of men influenced their identification. 
                                                        
3 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Central Registry Criminal and Civil Files 1914-1919, Creation 
Code: 826, T.H. Dye, Crown Attorney, Owen Sound: Request for Investigation into alleged seditious 
utterances by Germans near Mount Forest, 1915. 
4 The investigative reports from Toronto authorities mention both the accused and their accusers with 
paraphrased accounts of neighbours, employers and friends. Unlike accounts of enemy aliens published in 
the press, the audience for these reports was likely internal. Most of the reporting and investigation of 
suspected enemy aliens was undertaken by the R.C.M.P., the Office of the Attorney General of Ontario, 
and the Chief Constables Office in Toronto. The files of these organizations contain incomplete 
information and they may report the outcome of an investigation but not what initiated it. Sometimes the 
file refers petitioners to other offices with their complaints or inquiries without following up on the 
eventual outcome or decision. 
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Examining how Torontonians defined enemy aliens helps expose connections between 

enemy alien status and fears of a deviant and dangerous enemy.  

Within wartime Canada, constructed ideas of the brutal enemy reminded 

Canadians why they fought and why they must continue the fight. The stakes, according 

to wartime expectations as explored through war poster imagery in chapter two, were 

high: a failure to beat the “Hun” overseas might place him on Canadian shores. 

Characterized as the murdering savage, propaganda reinforced the idea that the enemy 

must be stopped at all costs. He was presented as a foil against the example of the soldier, 

and as the perpetrators of atrocities held over the heads of men not in uniform. 

Stereotypical representations of the enemy also degraded his masculinity both through 

appearance and through action: his mustache, his helmet, his features, his body in the act 

of surrender presented the enemy not only as “other” but also as unmanly.  

  War presented new options in terms of surveillance and new possibilities for 

ostracizing or targeting people already identified as “other.”5 At the time, most groups 

identified as minorities in Ontario were born in Canada, unlike the case of the Western 

                                                        
5 Orders to “arrest and detain all German Officers and reservists as prisoners of war” issued by the 
Department of Militia on 7 August 1914 began wartime surveillance of enemy aliens in Canada. Library 
and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, 34-1-3, vol. 1, Department of Militia to General Officer 
Commanding, 2nd Division, Toronto, 7 August 1914. A Proclamation issued on 14 August 1914 specified, 
“that all persons in Canada of German or Austro-Hungarian nationality, so long as they quietly pursue their 
ordinary avocations, be allowed to continue to enjoy the protection of the law and be accorded the respect 
and consideration due to peaceful and law-abiding citizens.” Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, 
34-1-3, vol. 1, Proclamation, Ottawa, 15 August 1914. Those classified as enemy aliens were of primarily 
of German origin, followed by those from the Austro-Hungarian Empire, then from the Turkish Empire, 
and Bulgaria. Donald Avery, “Ethnic and Class Relations in Western Canada during the First World War,” 
in Canada and the First World War: Essays in Honour of Robert Craig Brown, ed. David 
MacKenzie(Toronto: University of Toronto Press), 276; Aldona Sendzikas, Stanley Barracks: Toronto’s 
Military Legacy (Toronto: Natural Heritage Books A Member of the Dundern Group, 2011), 107. 
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provinces where many groups identified as minorities or “other” were born abroad.6 War 

further complicated ideas of belonging during wartime. Robert Rutherdale explains, 

“...all enemy aliens lived under shadows others cast, viewed as peoples of divided 

loyalties and uncertain intentions.”7 Enemy aliens who suffered the worst consequences 

of the classification – such as internment – were often also the most visible. The visual 

“otherness” of these men was an indicator of difference. Aldona Sendzikas demonstrates: 

…suspicions were raised over the loyalty of German-Canadians and other 
immigrants from nations now at war with Britain and her colonies. Anyone 
receiving mail from any of these nations, or even speaking with a German accent, 
was likely to become the target of the wartime fears and anxieties of his or her 
neighbours.”8 
 

Visible factors were often used to directly identify the “other” in Toronto. This visibility 

was a constant and continual reminder of “otherness” and the threat believed to be posed 

by enemies at home.  

Personal relationships and personalities often effected the reporting and the 

defence of those accused, and the line between enemy and neighbour was often a thin one 

will be explored in this chapter. Approaching internment as a social phenomenon that 

was closely connected with masculine expectations to enlist during the war presents a 

different approach from current literature that focuses on the experiences of the 

internment camps themselves. This research instead emphasizes the journey that brought 

                                                        
6 Crerar, “Ontario and the Great War,” 246 – 247. In his analysis of Lethbridge, Alberta during the First 
World War, Robert Rutherdale explains, “there was a much higher proportion of enemy aliens in the 
surrounding region than in most other parts of the country…” Rutherdale. Hometown Horizons, 192. 
7 Rutherdale, Hometown Horizons, 152 
8 Sendzikas, Stanley Barracks, 107. 
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men there. This journey reveals some of the expectations and stereotypical identifications 

of enemies that underpinned the identification of enemy aliens during the First World 

War. If Torontonians were called upon to defend their manhood and their homes, would 

foreign nationals answer the call issued by their homelands?  

 

The Tangible vs. The Abstract Enemy 

The enemy in wartime propaganda was easily identifiable; the perceived enemy 

on Toronto’s streets was not quite so easy to spot. In wartime propaganda and war 

posters, as explored in chapter two, the enemy might be defined by a pointed helmet, a 

mustache, or a scowling face. In the press, the enemy was the foe on the other side of the 

trenches that Canadian soldiers fought against for the cause of civilization and morality.9 

In literature, perhaps the medium most strongly under propagandist censorship, the 

enemy was depicted as inhumane and barbaric.10 Yet enemies looked different on the 

streets than they did on paper. Though identifications of enemies and the enemy might 

have seemed abstract, the classification of enemy aliens in Toronto was a real and 

tangible process that affected individuals and communities.  

People were concerned about the loyalty of men identified as enemy aliens. As 

discussed throughout this project, during the First World War there was an expectation 

that every citizen would defend his country and, if necessary, fight in the war. The 
                                                        
9 Press coverage and censorship of the war is described in detail in Keshen, Propaganda and Censorship in 
Canada’s Great War. 
10 For more information about the censorship and propagandist nature of Canadian literature during 
wartime, see Gordon, Catching the Torch; Webb “‘A Righteous Cause.’”  
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potential violence of the enemy at home, and his possible enlistment for active service on 

behalf of the enemy officially motivated the creation of the legal category of enemy 

aliens. “The justification given for the government’s policy toward enemy aliens,” 

explains Aldona Sendzikas, “was the possibility that German or Austro-Hungarian 

reservists might return to Europe to aid the enemy war effort, or, alternatively, would 

support the enemy’s cause by remaining in Canada and attempting acts of sabotage.”11  

 

 

Figure 41 Archives of Ontario, C 233-2-7-0-309, 1914-1918. Notices alerted the public in Toronto that they 
were to report for Registration. 

 

                                                        
11 Sendzikas, Stanley Barracks, 107. 
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Enemy aliens were defined as foreign nationals from now-enemy territories 

within the German Empire or under the rule of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. The 

majority of men identified as enemy aliens registered with local authorities and signed 

undertaking papers: a document that included a promise to refrain from engagement of 

any activities that would be detrimental to the British and Canadian war efforts.12 An 

undertaking amounted to an oath to report to the authorities on a weekly or monthly basis 

and its wording specified that foreign nations: 

… will carefully observe the laws of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and 
Ireland and of Canada…will strictly abstain from communicating to anyone 
whomsoever any information respecting the existing war or the movements of 
troops…[and] will do no act that might be of injury to the Dominion of 
Canada…13 
 

 In Toronto, men reported themselves to the Registrar for Enemy Aliens because “they 

knew that, by law, if they failed to register as instructed, they could be interned.”14  

Suspicions of enemy aliens in Toronto occurred within a broader legal climate 

initiated by the War Measures Act of 1914 that left much room for personal 

interpretation. As Bohdan Kordan explains: 

                                                        
12 Over 8,000 men were jailed within internment camps during the war. Why some enemy aliens were 
jailed while others signed Undertaking papers is unclear. The reality that young men, most of them 
unmarried and with precarious employment, were more likely to be sent to internment camps and be jailed 
during wartime suggests there were class and prejudicial understandings at work. These men were viewed 
as having uncertain loyalties. The uncertainty of this loyalty was made even more precarious by the 
reliance of the war effort in Toronto and across Canada on imagined connections between nationality and 
the duty to serve during wartime. 
13 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24 National Defence, v. 4276, file 34-1-3 vol. 1, Undertaking of John 
Paul Henry Hoffmann, Toronto. For more on the process of Undertaking papers in Toronto, see Sendzikas, 
Stanley Barracks, 107-108. 
14 Sendzikas, Stanley Barracks, 108. 
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Suspicion of illegal activity alone was sufficient cause for search, arrest, and 
detention. Indeed, although local authorities were instructed to make due enquiry 
to ascertain the facts and exercise judgment, the open-ended nature of the 
instruction ensured that a substantial degree of subjective opinion would be the 
determining factor in any particular case.15 
 

Therefore even within the confines of the law, the identification and prosecution of 

enemy aliens was open to personal judgment and subjectivities. Wartime legislation was 

used by some to deal with those identified as undesirable or “other” rather than to deal 

with any actual threat from foreign nationals within Toronto (see Figure 41). 

 

Suspicions about Enemies in Toronto 

Soon after the outbreak of war, reports from throughout the city, and the province, 

arrived at the offices of the Registrar for Enemy Aliens on Adelaide St. West and the 

Chief Constable’s Office in Toronto. Handwritten and often anonymous messages 

demonstrate the willingness of Torontonians to notice, and report upon, the actions of 

their seemingly foreign neighbours. On 25 September, 1914, an anonymous letter alerted 

authorities to: 

 

 

 

                                                        
15 Bohdan S. Kordan, Enemy Aliens, Prisoners of War: Internment in Canada during the Great War 
(Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen’s Press, 2002), 17-18. 
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…a big tall German living at 534 Adelaide St. West. As a neighbour living only a 
few doors from him I have noticed him acting suspiciously he has only been here 
about 8 weeks and he seems more like a spy then any body I ever seen…. he is a 
[German] reservist he talks 6 languages French English German Italian. Latin, 
Russian he has all kinds of cooks. He wears a blue coat with big brass buttons on 
it like a uniform. I would advise you to investigate immediately - from an English 
citizen.16  
 

People across Ontario wrote to the Attorney General’s office and military officials in 

Toronto reporting on neighbours, defending those accused, and defending themselves 

against the label of enemy alien. Exploring the sentiments presented in these letters 

illustrate a climate of uncertainty during the war and changing boundaries of belonging. 

In a time of war, could a neighbour also be an enemy? 

Between 1914 and 1920, 8, 579 enemy aliens were interned on Canadian soil.17 

Officially, enemy aliens were suspected of unlawfully aiding the enemy from within 

                                                        
16 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 14, Letter 25 September 1914, Toronto, 
likely sent to Military District No.2 Headquarter, 135 College St., Toronto. 
17 Lubomyr Luciuk, In Fear of the Barbed Wire Fence: Canada’s First National Internment Operations 
and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914-1920 (Kingston, Ont.: Kashtan Press, 2001), 6. Other selected 
internment literature includes: Bohdan S. Kordan and Craig Mahosky, A Bare and Impolitic Right: 
Internment and Ukrainian-Canadian Redress (Kingston: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2004); Bohdan 
S. Kordan and Peter Melnycky, In the Shadow of the Rockies: Diary of the Castle 1915–1917 (Edmonton: 
Canadian Institute of Ukrainian Studies Press, 1991); Lubomyr Luciuk, A Time for Atonement: Canada’s 
First National Internment Operations and the Ukrainian Canadians 1914–1920 (Kingston: Limestone 
Press, 1988); Lubomyr Y. Luciuk, Without Just Cause: Canada’s First National Internment Operations 
and the Ukrainian Canadians, 1914–1920 (Kingston: Kashtan Press, 2006); Lubomyr Y. Luciuk and Borys 
Sydoruk, “In My Charge”: Canadian Internment Camp Photographs of Sergeant William Buck (Kingston: 
Kashtan Press, 1997). For a full listing of internment literature on First World War Canada, specifically in 
reference to the Ukrainian experience, see the reference listing available on the website of the Canadian 
First World War Internment Recognition Fund. More details on the nature of redress in Canada are 
available in D.J. Carter, Behind Canadian Barbed Wire: Alien Refugee and Prisoner of War Camps in 
Canada, 1914-1946 (Calgary: Tumbleweed Press, 1980); Jennifer Henderson and Pauline Wakeham, 
Reconciling Canada: Critical Perspectives on the Culture of Redress (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 2012).  
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Canada.18 However, the circumstances under which men were identified as enemies 

varied.19 For some, it was a neighbour or even a stranger reporting them to authorities, a 

quick trip across the American border, or being in the wrong place at the wrong time. For 

others, it was the clothes they wore, the languages they spoke, or the jobs they held. Men 

identified as enemy aliens were not the brutal enemies in war posters. Instead, those 

suspected were often established members of their communities, neighbours, friends, and 

employees.  

Authorities, including the Toronto Police Constables Office responded to 

complaints from the general public about possible enemy activity within the city. For 

example, a report early in the war described a soldier’s suspicions about a salesman at 

Levy’s shoe store on Yonge Street who, on 3 April, 1915, was reported to “to be a clever 

man and it seems advisable to report him to you so that you can make sure he has 

registered.”20 The clerk was described as a German who spoke, “...several languages and 

                                                        
18 Domestic internment operations against those identified as of German and Austro-Hungarian national 
origin were also carried out during the Great War by other combatant countries including the Britain and 
Australia. See, Nadine Helmi and Gerhard Fischer, The Enemy at Home: German Internees in WW1 
Australia (Kensington, N.S.W.; UNSW Press, 2011); Panikos Panayi, Prisoners of Britain: German 
Civilian Combatant Internees During the First World War (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2012).  
19 Even authorities responsible for internment were themselves critical about the necessity of certain 
measures to contain potential enemy threats within Canada. According to the 1921 final report of Sir 
William Dillon Otter, Officer Commanding of internment operations for the Department of Justice, 8, 579 
enemy aliens were incarcerated in Canada between 1914 and 1920. Of those interned only 3, 138 were 
found eligible by the report to be classified as “prisoners of war” with the rest identified not as “enemy 
aliens” but as civilians. Library and Archives Canada, RG24, v. 4278, file 34-1-3 vol.6, European War 
German, Austrians Prisoners of War etc., Services.  
20 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4278, file 34-1-3, vol. 6, The D.I.O. 2nd Division to The 
Registrar of Enemy Aliens, Toronto, 3 April 1915. 
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endeavours to make out that he is French, but his French has a strong German accent.”21 

The word “clever” in this context insinuates that this capability could be used for sinister 

and dangerous ends. These observations seem to be mere speculation yet in a time of war, 

this speculation had value within a climate of heightened fears and insecurities about the 

threat of male enemy bodies at home.22 

Some records reveal little information about why men were accused or interned. 

However, others provide evidence that the reasons for these accusations more closely 

aligned with economic and social conflicts than wartime fears. Writing to Col. Elliot, 

Commanding Officer of Exhibition Camp in Toronto, Mrs. J. Dooner of Toronto 

explained the arrest of her two boarders in 1914 “was purely spiteful work.” She 

continued, “perhaps you have been informed previous to their arrest they had a few 

words with their boss …and would not go back to work under his conditions, and he, 

their boss, to have revenge had them arrested and made false reports of them.”23 Later in 

the war, Paul Myler of the Canadian Westinghouse Company replied to inquiries from 

authorities about Theodore A. Altenberg, a former employee in their Drafting 

Department. Myler wrote that the reason for Altenberg’s dismissal was because of anti-

German attitudes in the workplace, “…Altenberg was a very proficient and highly 

educated draftsman. The other boys in the Engineering and Drafting Departments, 

                                                        
21 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4278, file 34-1-3, vol. 6, The D.I.O. 2nd Division to The 
Registrar of Enemy Aliens, Toronto, 3 April 1915. 
22 Bourke, Dismembering the Male, 30.  
23 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4277, file 34-1-3, vol. 4, European War German, Austrian 
Prisoners of War etc., Services, December 1914. 
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however, being all British, made it so uncomfortable for Altenberg that Mr. Hart found it 

wise to dispense with his services.”24 Mr. Hart, Chief Engineer, stated he later received a 

letter from Altenberg about his arrest for attempting to leave Canada and subsequent 

internment at Kingston, but had heard nothing further. While not all reports specify the 

reasons men were suspected of engaging in enemy activity, the reports indicated the 

importance of prejudicial understandings of the “other” as motives in the identification of 

enemy aliens during wartime.  

A sense of anxiety about the war also fuelled suspicions of enemy aliens. For 

example, a letter written to the Attorney General in Toronto from Luke Russell of Burkes 

Falls, Ontario in 1916 illustrated the consequences of this anxiety for some people 

identified as enemy aliens. Russell explains a scene he feared might have violent 

consequences:  

…The people here seemed in a panic far more so than the people of England, 
where Zepplins fly overhead; and stamped me at once as a German spy, and tried 
to confirm it by the most diabolical concoctions.... That I mailed many letters on 
the midnight trains. That I was seen helping the local Germans to have some 
mysterious boxes from the Railway station etc. … After such insinuating remarks 
I am thankful that the platoon of Soldiers acted their part nobly, and did not 
attempt to wreck my shack.25 

 

The letter from Russell explores the climate of fear against foreign nationals and the 

willingness of neighbours to report upon the actions of those identified as foreigners in 

                                                        
24 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 13, Paul Myler, Canadian Westinghouse 
Company, Hamilton, to General W.A. Logie, 149 College Street Toronto, 4 February 1918.  
25 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Central Registry Criminal and Civil Files 1914-1919, Creation 
Code: 491, Luke Russell, Burkes Falls: Complaint of his being persecuted for allegedly being a German 
Spy, 1916. 
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their midst. While it is difficult to ascertain the accuracy of Russell’s claims about the 

suspicions he faced, other reports illustrate instances where otherwise innocuous actions 

were considered dangerous other wartime conditions.  

Could buying pigeons be a crime? The case of John Balasz, arrested by Military 

Authorities at Sault Ste. Marie for receiving a crate of pigeons (mistakenly identified as 

homing pigeons), reached the attention of General Otter and the Chief Commissioner of 

Police A.P. Sherwood in Ottawa. Sherwood wrote that Balasz’s “…apprehension was not 

justified and his detention for this period of time is absolutely inexcusable. The man had 

resided there for years, was a hardworking individual….the importation of pigeons under 

the circumstances disclosed could not, by a person of reasonable mind, be looked upon as 

for sinister purposes.”26 Balasz’s employer, Algoma Steel Limited, wrote they were of 

“the firm opinion that he is being detained under an unjust suspicion” after living in 

Canada for seventeen years and working at Algoma Steel for six.27 His arrest raised 

concerns about the role of Military Authorities in the arrest of suspected enemy aliens. 

Chief Constable Ralphe Vincent of Sault Ste. Marie wrote to the Chief Commissioner in 

Ottawa informing him: 

 

 

                                                        
26 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 13, Memorandum for The Chief of the 
General Staff, Canadian Militia, Chief Commissioner of Police, Canada, 1 August 1916. 
27 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 13, McFadden & McMillan to A.P. 
Sherwood, Chief Commissioner of Police, Ottawa, 27 July 1916. 
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…that it seems to me that many functions of the Police Department have been 
usurped by the military lately, and I know that we have shut our eyes to all kinds 
of illegal schemes to get recruits and to aid Military funds, which had we not been 
living in war times we should soon have to put a stop to. And so, I can only say 
we have overlooked the matter of the local Military acting as Internment 
Officers.28  
 

Orders for Balasz’s release, and the return of his pigeons, issued on 16 August 1916 also 

called for a report from the officer who arrested him and reminded military authorities 

“the parole and internment of enemy aliens are matters for the police alone.”29 Balasz’s 

experience illustrates the central role of prejudice in the suspicion and arrest of enemy 

aliens in Ontario during the Great War. His status as a well-established and employed 

resident of Sault Ste. Marie was not enough to protect him from suspicion. The seemingly 

routine act of receiving a crate of pigeons sent by Balasz’s son was misconstrued under 

hostile and prejudicial wartime conditions as an act of war. 

Authorities themselves sometimes revealed many of the same prejudices and 

suspicions that motivated the reporting about enemy aliens to police: the suspicion of a 

deviant enemy at home. For example, in 1915 the Police Magistrate in Haileybury. 

Ontario wrote of his suspicions about the Austrian and German men employed in the 

local mines. “From what [we] have seen of the German method of making war,” he wrote 

to the Attorney General in Toronto, “I would not be surprised at anything they might 

do…with this class of men employed in the mines they have a great chance of obtaining 

                                                        
28 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 13, Ralphe Vincent, Chief Constable 
Sault Ste. Marie to A.P. Sherwood, Chief of Police, 28 July 1916. 
29 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 13, Brig. Gen, Commanding Military 
District No 2 to Militia Council, Ottawa, 16 August 1916. 
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explosives…I do not want to appear alarmist but I do feel there are sufficient grounds to 

warrant these people being looked after.”30 This correspondence displays the prejudice 

associated with those working the mines as well as an interesting conflation with wartime 

prejudice: the suspicion of working-class culture was combined with the fear of the 

militarized other. In a wartime climate where every man was a potential soldier, even 

men continuing on in jobs that pre-dated the war seemed to be the subject of new wartime 

suspicions. 

The Importance of “Belonging”  

A sense of belonging to a community or place of employment were central factors 

in the identification of enemy aliens. Some people had ulterior motives in reporting 

enemy aliens to authorities. However, when defended by a reputable source, suspicions 

against enemy aliens were often dismissed. For example, W.J. White, Police Magistrate 

in Bracebridge, Ontario, wrote to the Attorney General’s Office in Toronto of the arrest 

and charges applied to a number of Austrians for refusing to register as enemy aliens in 

1918. White sought the authority to remove the fines he imposed on two of those brought 

before him. He had sentenced Mike Gamper and Mile Penguri to fines of $75.00 or six 

weeks in jail. White confessed, “I now find these men have families here and have 

bought property which they are struggling to pay for and are unable to pay the fine and 

the Goal time would entail a great hardship on their families… I feel that I have made a 

                                                        
30 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Central Registry Criminal and Civil Files 1914-1919, Creation 
Code: 726, S. Atkinson, Police Magistrate, Haileybury: Query re: arrest of enemy aliens in the Timmins 
and Cobalt areas, 1915. 



 

 

 

172 

mistake in these cases and would ask your permission to release these men from any 

further penalty except the costs.”31 The Office of the Attorney General replied that an 

application must be made to the Dominion, and not the province, as the provisions of the 

act under which the men were convicted was under the authority of the Department of 

Justice in Ottawa. The reality that the men in question had families and properties 

reinforced the fact that they were unconnected to abstract fears of enemies. Instead they 

were members of their communities and fathers, and these responsibilities lent them a 

respectability they did not garner when identified as enemies by their place of birth.  

In 1914 constables in Toronto investigated accusations that Louis Gurofsky, 

owner of a shipping agency, sold cross-Atlantic tickets to Austrians. Constables reported, 

“there is no sign in his window advertising the sale of tickets to Austrians. The letter was 

possibly written by one of Gurofsky’s Jewish competitors in the same business for the 

purpose of injuring his.”32 Later in the war, an investigation of Private L.H. Stayzer in 

1916 revealed that he was Canadian by birth although his grandfather was of German 

origin. He also had a number of friends who were identified as Canadian born and he was 

reportedly well spoken of by his former employer. The Defence Intelligence Officer 

(D.I.O.) concluded, “the report about Stayzer emanated from a man called Middleton in 

                                                        
31 Archives of Ontario, Attorney General Central Registry Criminal and Civil Files 1914-1919, Creation 
Code: 1406, W.J. White, Police Magistrate, Bracebridge: Request for permission to remit fines imposed on 
certain Austrians for failing to register as enemy aliens, 1918. 
32 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, 34-1-3, vol. 1, Chief Constable Toronto to Lieut. Col. 
Elliot, Military Headquarters, Toronto, 29 August 1914. 
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North Toronto, who himself has an unsavoury reputation.”33 It was those men without 

this network of possible defenders – such as men who were unemployed or newly arrived 

– who found themselves most vulnerable to the negative consequences to the label of 

enemy alien. 

Investigations into enemy aliens in Toronto relied heavily on the accounts of 

personal acquaintances and employers to clear the names of those accused. References 

from employers lent respectability to those accused, and also ensured their return to a 

reputable and stable place in economy and society. This reliance on employment and 

personal references tied these processes to ideas of respectability that reflected masculine 

ideas of men as providers and heads of households. For example, The Canadian Pacific 

Railway Company (CPR) requested the release of their employee George Nicoloff, who 

was interned in August 1916 for attempting to return to Toronto from the United States. 

The CPR wrote seven months after Nicoloff’s arrest (for reasons unspecified) promising 

him employment should authorities release Nicoloff to return to Toronto.34 Similarly, the 

President of the Hamilton Auto Transport Co. wrote to authorities on behalf of Oskar 

Menzel pledging himself “to become responsible for [Menzel’s] good behaviour. He will 

make no communications to his people that will not be open to the censor.”35 Letters of 

support by employers vouching for the character of those accused placed them within 

                                                        
33 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 12, D.I.O. Military District no. 2 to 
Officer Commanding, 170th O-S Battalion, C.E.F., 25 April 1916. 
34 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 13, CPR to General W.A. Logie, 
Exhibition Camp, 6 April 1917. 
35 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, 34-1-3, vol. 1, C.F. Whitton, Pres. of Auto Transport Co 
Hamilton, to M. Elliot, Department of Militia and Defence, Toronto, 4 September 1914. 
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established and reputable networks indicating that employment was a key factor in the 

identification and internment of enemy aliens. 36 The status of suspected men as 

employed critically positioned them as respectable and stable members of established 

communities, rather than transient and possibly dangerous vagrants or social 

“undesirables.” 

 

Figure 42 City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1244, Item 867A. Prisoners in the internment receiving station 
at Exhibition Camp in Toronto, circa 1914-1916. 

 
 

 
                                                        
36 Those interned were put to work during their internment doing the hard labour of clearing land and 
completing government work projects for little pay. Fluctuation in the need for employment also affected 
the release of prisoners, and many employers of enemy aliens were contacted to provide information or 
write in defence of those under suspicion. Historians have charted the fundamental changes to employment 
structures and movements during the Great War. Considered a foundational time in 20th century Canadian 
understandings of relationships between the state and the unemployed. The economic turmoil of the Great 
War influenced movements such as the Winnipeg General Strike (1919) and brought issues of collective 
bargaining, better working conditions, and increased wages onto the national stage. For more on labour 
movements during the war years, see Craig Heron, The Workers Revolt in Canada, 1917-1925 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1988). 
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Internment Camps and Border Crossings 

Men subjected to internment, the most extreme measure of wartime legislation, 

ended up at the Receiving Station on Exhibition Grounds in Toronto (Figure 42).37 

Receiving stations were important centres in the organization of internment camps in 

Canada during the First World War. Here, men were held until a determination had been 

made about their status as enemy alien and travel plans made for their movement to an 

established internment camp: Kapuskasing in Northern Ontario or Fort Henry in 

Kingston. The Internment Receiving Station at Toronto housed between twenty and forty 

prisoners, and was part of the larger military camp on the grounds throughout the war. 

Though opened only shortly after the outbreak of war in 1914, by 1915 the government 

declared the registration of enemy aliens completed. Internment at Exhibition Camps 

lasted only until 1916, with other camps closing in 1917, due to rising wartime labour 

shortages.38  

                                                        
37 Further reading on labour and the Great War include Donald Avery, "Dangerous Foreigners": European 
Immigrants Workers and Labour Radicalism in Canada, 1896-1932 (Toronto: McClelland and Stewart, 
1979); Donald Avery, “The Radical Alien and the Winnipeg General Strike of 1919,” in Canadian Working 
Class History: Selected Readings, eds. Laurel Sefton MacDowell and Ian Radforth (Toronto: Canadian 
Scholars' Press, 2006), 217-31. 
38 Sendzikas, Stanley Barracks, 113. Some of the previously interned men found work in Toronto where 
they faced discrimination from soldiers groups, specifically the Great War Veteran’s Association (GWVA), 
for securing employment when returned soldiers often could not. Tensions between the GWVA and alien 
communities in Toronto are discussed in Nathan Smith, “Fighting the Alien Problem in a British Country: 
Returned Soldiers and Anti-Alien Activism in Wartime Canada, 1915-1929,” in Other Combatants, Other 
Fronts: Competing Histories of the First World War, eds. James Kitchen, Alisa Miller and Laura Rowe 
(Newcastle: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2011), 285-310, and briefly in Crerar, “Ontario and the Great 
War,” 25-26. The connection between enemy alien status, employment, and masculinity is further 
discussed in chapter six in regards to the “anti-Greek” riots in August 1918 that centred broadly on 
dissatisfaction from unemployed returned veterans about the employment and status of employment 
“foreigners” in Canada. 
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During the time the Receiving Station was open, censors translated the letters 

prisoners at Exhibition Camp wrote in many languages including Ukrainian, Armenian, 

and Turkish. The reports to commanding officers reveal that prisoners wrote little in 

relation to the war effort. However, officers still instructed translators to examine one 

letter for invisible ink as the content was found to "be very cute."39 Government 

translators reported prisoners warned friends and family to take care in what they wrote 

to them in order to help them be released from the camp. The records of the censorship of 

letters sent to prisoners reveal that most letters were written by wives. They were mostly 

writing to their husbands or Commanding Officers of the camps and of local units for 

financial aid. For example, Maria Yakovlevna wrote the Commanding Officer of the 16th 

Battalion asking for the full wages owed to her during her husband's incarceration as 

“…my life and the life of my children depends on your help and salary.”40 Similarly, 

translators reported letters from Torsef Marton’s wife stated “that her child is sick, that 

she wishes to send it to Buda Pest (sic) but has insufficient funds, and asks him to send 

her money.”41 The men at Toronto’s receiving station found themselves separated from 

their families and subjected to wartime conditions with little cause. The consequences of 

their internment affected not only them but their families who often struggled to make-

due during their incarceration. 

                                                        
39 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 12, June 22 1916; LAC RG 24, v. 4250, 
file 34-1-3, vol. 12, 20 May 1916.  
40 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 13, Maria Yakovlevna to Commander 
16th Canadian Regiment, 1 November 1917. 
41 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4250, file 34-1-3, vol. 14, Toronto 12 May 1917, J. Goodman 
(Government Translator) to The District Intelligence Officer, 2nd Military District, Exhibition Grounds. 
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Men identified as enemy aliens were suspected or “caught” by authorities through 

various channels. Some were reported directly to authorities as evidenced by letters 

above from those reporting on the activities of identified enemy aliens. Train travel also 

features prominently in reports of suspected enemy aliens as they sought to leave or re-

enter Canada on personal or commercial business. Border-crossings raised the suspicions 

of government officials, as it was feared those entering Canada planned sabotage or 

espionage. Those persons attempting to leave Canada, and whose departure assisted the 

enemy, were to be arrested and detained along with, “all subjects of the German Empire 

or of the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy in Canada engaged or attempting to engage in 

espionage or acts of a hostile nature, or giving or attempting to give information to the 

enemy, or assisting or attempting to assist the enemy, or who are on reasonable ground 

suspected of doing or attempting to do any of the said acts.” 42  

Naturalization papers were the most critical piece of paperwork used in the 

identification of enemy aliens. Authorities scrutinized these carefully, and the failure to 

provide such documents sometimes resulted in naturalized Canadians spending weeks 

and sometimes months in custody. For example Franz Munsche, a chef with the C.P.R. 

and a resident of Toronto, was taken off the train he worked on when it re-entered 

Canada from the United States at Brandon, Manitoba and placed in custody.43 In a claim 

for compensation for internment, both Franz and his wife wrote to authorities asking for 

                                                        
42 Library and Archives Canada, RG 24, v. 4276, 34-1-3, vol. 1, Proclamation, Ottawa, 15 August 1914. 
43 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 195, file 1915-112, Claim for Compensation for Internment, 
Franz Munsche, 28 July 1915. 
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lost wages and arranging for the display of naturalization papers. Writing of her hardships 

in Franz’s absence, his wife explained to the minister of Justice in June 1915 that, “He 

was the only supporter of myself and our three small children…I am from Holland, and 

have nobody to go to and am not able to go out to work.”44 Franz wrote to authorities: 

As a Naturalized Canadian citizen, I have been taken out of my position at 
Winnipeg on May 10th [1915] and interned at Brandon, Man., as a Prisoner of 
War. Of several requests about my release I did not get a reply, nor a chance to 
exercise my Right as a Canadian Citizen. I am no German Reservist, and I am 
living under the British Flag for the last 16 years (last 11 years in Canada), 
committed no criminal Offence, and have always been a peaceful Citizen. I wish 
you would be kind enough…to send a petition to Sir Otter, Officer in Charge of 
Internment Operations at Ottawa for my release that I could return to my family in 
Toronto.45  
 

After his release on 20 July (two months and eleven days after his initial arrest), Franz 

wrote to the Minister of Justice himself asking for financial compensation.46 The 

complaint was forwarded to General Otter, Director of Internment Operations, who did 

not seem concerned and found that Munsche had been interned “for apparently good 

reasons.” His release was granted as soon as the legality of his naturalization papers 

could be verified, and assistance had been sent to his wife to aid until her husband’s 

return. On the issue of financial compensation it seemed Otter was less interested as “this 

                                                        
44 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 195, file 1915-112, Mrs. F. Munsche to Hon. C.J. Doherty, 
Minister of Justice, Toronto, 23 June 1915. 
45 Library and Archives Canada, RG13, v. 195, file 1915-112, Franz Munsche Brandon, Man. to Mr. 
Wichel, Waterloo Ont., 11 July 1915. 
46 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 195, file 1915-112, Franz Munsche to Hon. C.J. Doherty, 
Minister of Justice, Toronto, 28 July 1915. 
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is a question which I cannot suppose you expect me to deal with.”47 The accompanying 

letter from the Deputy Minister of Justice explained that though the Minister regretted 

Munsche’s unfortunate circumstances, “… I am to inform you that in these perilous times 

it is the duty of the authorities to see so far as possible that the public safety and the 

interests of the State are not imperiled by persons having or suspected to have enemy 

allegiance or sympathies, residing in this country.”48  

Rather than treat Munsche’s complaint seriously, and consider his request for 

financial compensation, internment officials treated the case as an inconvenience and 

finally as a small wartime casualty. The possibility that Munsche may be a threat to the 

state, based on the unrecorded observations of officials was justification enough to 

dismiss his complaints. As seen in other examples above, Munsche was not alone in the 

suspicion placed on him during the war or in the consequences he faced because of it. 

Officially, enemy aliens were suspected of unlawfully aiding the enemy from Canada. 

However, men were singled out for suspicion or excluded from employment based on 

ethnic discrimination that predated the war. As explored through the analysis of Canadian 

First World War posters, the propagandist and brutalizing enemy was a concept rooted 

more firmly in fantasy than reality. Enemies were “monster men” and as such placed 

“outside the realm of ‘normal’ masculinity…they were barely men at all, they were 

                                                        
47 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 195, file 1915-112, Major General Otter, Ottawa to Deputy 
Minister of Justice, re: Franz Munsche, 5 August 1915. 
48 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 195, file 1915-112, Deputy Minister of Justice to Franz 
Munsche, 23 August 1918. 
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‘brutes’, ‘fiends’, and ‘animals.’”49 However, individuals targeted by wartime legislation 

were often long-standing members of the communities they lived in rather than deviant or 

dangerous strangers. In wartime Toronto, it seems that a man once considered a 

neighbour could, after the outbreak of the war could later be suspected as an enemy.  

 

Conclusion: Enemies and Neighbours 

For some in Toronto the outbreak of the war was an opportune time to act against 

their competitors, against strangers, or against those they feared due to difference or 

associations with enemy countries. For others the suspicion of enemy aliens might have 

been an attempt to order the disorder of the war and to attach a face to fears drummed up 

by a war effort that reminded Torontonians of the brutality of the enemy. If the enemy 

could be identified, registered, and jailed – if the threat could be neutralized – then maybe 

Torontonians felt they did not have to be quite so afraid of the enemies they encountered 

in press reports and in war posters. 

Did it matter if a man was not an enemy alien if he was perceived as one? This 

perception was fuelled in part by fears of foreign “others” and of the possible 

militarization of foreign nationals as soldiers. The suspicion of enemy aliens thrived on 

fear, though fear did not always manifest in the same way. Some reports feared the 

presence of a stereotypical enemy at home while others focused on threats at bridges and 

at border crossings. The fear that foreign men might be loyal to the place of their birth 

                                                        
49 Dubinsky and Givertz, “‘It Was Only A Matter of Passion,” 69. 
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rather than to Canada was the motivation for the suspicion - both legal and social - that 

foreign nationals faced during the First World War as enemy aliens. This suspicion was 

inherently masculine: it was men who posed potential threats from within Canada as 

soldiers for the enemy. The undue suspicion faced by foreign nationals in Toronto (and 

the country more broadly) was not only unfounded, it was also based on masculine 

expectations during a time of war. During wartime enemy aliens became the target of 

other suspicions and frustrations as demonstrated by the riots of August 1918 when 

returned veterans targeted foreign nationals as scapegoats for their frustrations in 

readjusting to civilian life.
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Chapter 6 

The “Anti-Greek” Riots 

Rising Tensions, Returned Men, and Enemy Aliens 

 

The number of men with visible wounds of war at the corner of Yonge and 

Carleton streets in the last years of the war – men bandaged up, on crutches, or missing 

limbs – lent the meeting of the streets a new term of reference: Shrapnel Corner.1 This 

meeting place of returned men would become the centre of violent disturbances on 2 and 

3 August 1918 that caught the city, and the police, by surprise. Disturbances targeted 

enemy aliens in Toronto and ignited a struggle between three groups: returned soldiers, 

civilian men and women, and the Toronto Police. Rioters cited their frustrations about 

wartime expectations – including the often-assumed masculine obligation to enlist – and 

broken wartime promises about the benefits and rewards of this active service including 

employment as motivation for the violence. 

The language of war and identifications of soldier and enemy met in competing 

forms as Torontonians met in the streets on 2 and 3 August. Definitions of “the enemy” 

expanded in the heat of war and in the context of growing unemployment. The “enemy” 

was now seen in Greek business owners in the city. This group was different than the 

mustache-wearing sinister Germans in their pointed helmets pictured in war posters and 
                                                        
1 On the naming of Shrapnel Corner, see Smith, “Fighting the Alien Problem in a British Country,” 287.  
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talked about by the press. These were enemies that were identified not by their threat to 

civilization or by their devious behaviour. Rather, they had the misfortune of being 

employed at a time when other Torontonians who felt themselves more eligible for 

employment could not find jobs. The riots of 1918 illustrated how the language of war – 

and definitions of “soldier” and “enemy” – might be applied to domestic issues such as 

unemployment and to pre-war currents of nativism and racism. Returned men expressed 

frustration that despite their active participation in the war – that pinnacle of masculine 

and civic duty - many of them remained unemployed. This frustration was focused on 

Greek-owned businesses during the looting of 2 and 3 August. Based on the diplomatic 

system of declarations of war, Greeks were not technically enemies. Yet the language 

used in Toronto during the August of 1918 identified Greeks not only as undesirables, but 

also as enemies within the larger context of life in the city.2 

The groups involved in the riots viewed the causes and consequences of the 

disturbances differently. Veterans accused Greek business owners of enjoying the 

benefits of the peace fought for in Europe without suffering any of the costs. Business 

                                                        
2 The Mayor’s office created scrapbooks collecting newspaper clippings from Toronto daily newspapers on 
topics considered of municipal importance. Bound pages of newspaper clippings from the Star, The Globe, 
the Mail and Empire, the World, the Telegram, and the News on topics such as the Toronto harbour and 
Toronto rail expansion. The Mayor’s office likely catalogued various debates about ongoing municipal 
issues in the press. In cataloguing press coverage of events and topics, some of which reference comments 
given by the Mayor himself, the Mayor’s office conducted a survey of the Toronto Press to gauge the 
debates and opinions of current municipal politics and debates. The Mayor’s office kept a close eye on the 
aftermath of the riots in 1918 in a special file scrapbook entitled “Investigations into Riots (Clippings from 
Daily Papers). Clippings cover dates between 14 September 1918 and 19 October 1918. Scrapbooks are 
part of the Thomas Langton Church Fonds at the Archives of Ontario FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas 
Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Toronto Harbour, Hydro, Electric Light co., Military Riots, Veterans’ 
Gratuity). 
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owners argued they were unduly targeted and suffered damages to property while the 

police stood by and allowed crowds to loot their business and damage their property.3 

International reactions to the incident in Toronto included letters written from embassies 

in the United States and the United Kingdom. The Toronto Police launched an inquiry 

into the events of 2 and 3 August in September 1918 and targeted business owners sued 

the city for damages. Testimony at the inquiry revealed the competing loyalties of police 

in taking action against returned veterans – including those that were physically disabled 

- whom many viewed to have legitimate grievances against foreign-owned businesses.  

 

The Events of 2 and 3 August 1918  

The disturbances were ignited by a rumour: news of an altercation between a 

returned soldier and his waiter at a Greek-owned establishment on 1 August 1918 spread 

through the city of Toronto at a rapid pace. The rumour of the restaurant altercation 

ignited a struggle between returned soldiers, civilians, and the Toronto Police. Though 

what happened on 1 August in White City Café – one of Shrapnel Corner’s biggest 

attractions – is shrouded in mystery, what remains certain is that the alleged altercation 

ignited a mob. The next night, a throng of around 700 returned soldiers and civilians 

gathered at Yonge Street to express their anger and seek retribution for the poor treatment 

of a returned soldier. They marched up and down the street, even riding the streetcar over 
                                                        
3 Greeks were established community members by the time of the Great War. For further reading please see 
Lia Douramakou-Petroleka, "The Elusive Community: Greek Settlement in Toronto, 1900- 1940," in 
Gathering Place: Peoples and Neighbourhoods of Toronto, 1834-1945, ed. by Robert F. Harney (Toronto: 
Multicultural History Society of Ontario, 1985), 257-78. 
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to Queen Street. Through the night, they destroyed twelve establishments, all but one 

owned by Greeks. By the time the mob dispersed in the early morning, fifteen men had 

been arrested, only seven of them returned soldiers.4  

On Sunday a 15,000 person strong crowd gathered to demand the release of the 

fifteen who had been arrested. Police used whips and batons as rioters hurled bottles, 

bricks, and pipes. By 10pm, the city was ordered into lock-down, the streets were cleared, 

and an 11pm curfew declared in an effort to stop the rioting. At the end of the week, 

thousands gathered on the steps of Toronto’s City Hall to demand reform and change 

from their government. Rioters called for the: 

…licenses hereto granted to all aliens, naturalized or unnaturalized, or otherwise, 
be canceled for not less than two years after the war. That all aliens be returned to 
their several countries or drafted in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, and that 
enemy aliens be interned or put to work on the land. That all unmarried men of 
the Toronto police force who participated in the outrage on Saturday night be 
drafted into the C.E.F.5  
 

Here we can see in this language references to the finger-pointing at those out of uniform 

as illustrated in war posters and other wartime imagery: because veterans accused enemy 

aliens of shirking their wartime duties to enlist, it was important that they be forced to 

live up to them now. The language of this manifesto sets out the frustrations that 

motivated the disturbances. As will be discussed later, the crowd did not consider the fact 

that the business-owners targeted were ineligible for active service because they were 

                                                        
4 Thomas Gallant, W. George Treheles, and Michael Vitopoulos, eds., The 1918 Anti-Greek Riot in Toronto 
(Toronto: Thessalonikeans Society of Metro Toronto Inc. and the Canadian Hellenic Historical Society, 
2005), 3-19; Kordan, Enemy Aliens, Prisoners of War, 180. 
5 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 181. 



 

 

 

186 

generally not naturalized Canadian citizens. The frustrations in the city, however, had run 

too high, and in the midst of these rising tensions employed men identified as foreigners 

became the scapegoat for the problem of unemployment in returned men.  

 

Veterans and the Disabled 

The circumstances that ignited the disturbance remained uncertain even 

throughout the police trial and press coverage. Yet the causes of the disturbance were 

clearer: after returning home from the war, veterans received little in repayment for their 

willingness to enter active service. The crowds of civilian men and women who joined 

them were frustrated about the war and acted out these frustrations towards those they 

identified as foreigners within the city. The presence of wounded soldiers in the August 

1918 riots visibly demonstrated the costs of battle. Their bodies maimed by the war, 

unemployed and wounded returned veterans represented the ultimate masculine injustice 

of the war. For many, war experiences and injuries made it impossible to return to their 

pre-war civilian lives. Coverage in the press, and press accounts of the ensuing police 

inquest highlighted the role of wounded soldiers in the riots. The anxiety many of these 

returned veterans felt as a result of their injuries, and the challenges this made to their 

personal sense of loss or masculinity, was made all the more evident by a world of able-

bodied men who were and remained “safe.”  

Women in the crowds also challenged expectations that they would remain 

passive participants. For example, R.A. Reid, solicitor, described a scene of looting at 
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Klee’s Butcher Shop. He claimed, “There were several women in the store. They were 

standing on the counter, with one foot on the counter and one on the shelves. They were 

handing out goods to the crowd and filling their own aprons.”6 The participation of 

women in the looting and disturbances reinforced the idea that women could act as 

instigators that encouraged men to serve and fight rather than as vulnerable victims of 

war. Constable Peacock claimed he had entered the White City Café to rescue a waiter 

who was being punched by soldiers. He claimed, “There were two women, said to be 

soldiers’ wives, who incited the men to go back and clean the place out.” He claimed they 

were all in soldier’s uniforms, and only one soldier tried to get them to desist.7 Edward 

Keffer, owner of the butcher shop, “…had been told that women carted his stock away in 

go-carts and baby carriages, and he believed it was about an hour from the time the place 

was entered until police protection was provided.”8  

Overall, support for the war even in the early war years was centred on a narrative 

that privileged active service and marginalized the wounded and those considered 

ineligible for service.9 The difficulty faced by veterans reintegrating to civilian life, and 

                                                        
6 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “Afraid of walking carpet,” Toronto Telegram, 2 October 1918. 
7 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “Gave instructions to be firm but treat veterans with care,” Toronto Telegram, 20 September 1918. 
8 “Looted the Café’s during the Riots,” Mail-Empire, 18 September 1918. 
9 Further reading on veterans include Niall Barr, The Lion and the Poppy: British Veterans, Politics, and 
Society, 1921-1939 (Westport, CT and London: Praeger, 2005); Laura Campbell, "'We Who Have 
Wallowed in the Mud of Flanders': First World War Veterans, Unemployment and the Development of 
Social Welfare in Canada, 1929-1939," Journal of the Canadian Historical Association 11, no.1 (2000): 
125-49; Serge Marc Durflinger, Veterans with a Vision: Canada's War Blinded in Peace and War 
(Vancouver: UBC Press, 2010); Jeffrey Keshen, "Getting It Right the Second Time Around: The 
Reintegration of Canadian Veterans of World War II," in The Veterans' Charter and Post-World War II 
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central organizations such as the Great War Veterans’ Association, are largely ignored in 

this narrative of Toronto’s wartime contributions of manpower in the imperial cause. So 

too are the financial and emotional costs of war present within the city as families grieved 

those lost and those returned faced fundamentally altered employment and social 

conditions.  

 

 

Figure 43 City of Toronto Archives, John Boyd Sr. Toronto Military Training Photograph Album 1914-
1917, Series 1418, File 1, “We’re Sick, but Not Sad.” 

 

                                                                                                                                                                     

Canada, ed. by Peter Neary and J.L. Granatstein (Montreal and Kingston: McGill-Queen's University 
Press, 1998), 62-84; Desmond Morton, "'Kicking and Complaining': Demobilization Riots in the Canadian 
Expeditionary Force, 1918-1919," Canadian Historical Review 61, no. 3 (1980): 334-60. 



 

 

 

189 

 

Figure 44 City of Toronto Archives, John Boyd Sr. Toronto Military Training Photograph Album 1914-
1917, Series 1418, File 1, Sick and Disabled Veterans. 

 

 

Figure 45 City of Toronto Archives, John Boyd Sr. Toronto Military Training Photograph Album 1914-
1917, Series 1418, File 1, Crowds Greeting Returned Veterans. 
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Generally, wounded men are not featured prominently in imagery of the war 

either during the conflict or in the decades afterwards. The war illustrated by Canadian 

First World War posters as explored in chapter two focused on physically able men – 

men whole in body and in spirit – who volunteered for the war effort and fought on the 

“right” side against an enemy presented as brutal and tyrannical. Physical dependency on 

aides – such as crutches and wheelchairs – limited a man’s ability to assume traditionally 

masculine roles as main wage-earners for their families and the kind of independence and 

spirit for adventure promoted by imperial masculinity. Physically wounded men played 

public roles in advocating for wartime causes as their physical status was a visible 

reminder of the costs of war and of the difficulty some faced in readjusting to civilian 

life.  

Witness testimony regarding the riots focused on the roles of physically wounded 

men and the ways these wounds affected interactions with police. For example, 

Magistrate Denison asked Sergt. Donald McDonald, “And 20 police didn’t make any 

attempt to arrest 25 crippled soldiers who were looting and wrecking a place like 

that…Didn’t you make any attempt yourself to stop it?” McDonald answered that he did 

not feel justified in acting when his superior officers did not.10 Mr. Roebuck claimed, 

“These police officers on that first night hardly knew what was their duty, and that 

                                                        
10 Archives of Ontario FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Police watched looters at work,” Mail-Empire, 25 September 1918.  
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attitude may be traced to the head of the force.”11 Col. H.J. Grasset, Chief Constable of 

the city was asked, “Do you take responsibility for the view of duty…that permitted the 

looting of Greek restaurants, and the police standing by with benevolent neutrality…was 

it a wrong idea of duty?” He replied, “the police had the alternative of dealing with 

crippled soldiers or leaving them alone, and they were up against a very difficult 

situation.”12 What was this “very difficult” situation? 

The press and the reported testimony highlighted the role disabled veterans played 

in the disturbances.13 There was an element of pity in these descriptions, and some police 

reported they were unsure how to react to the violence of visibly wounded returned men. 

When mayor Church asked, “Because they were soldiers and you thought you should 

treat them more lightly than if they had been civilians?” McDonald answered, 

“Yes.”14Another officer responded he did not act, “Because they were returned soldiers 

and they seemed to have a grievance against these foreigners...These men were getting 

                                                        
11 Archives of Ontario FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Roebuck raps police failure at the riots,” The Star, 4 October 1918.  
12 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Not satisfied, chief admits,” The Globe, 4 October 1918.  
13 Selected historiography on the campaign for veteran re-establishment, including issues concerning 
disabled veterans, please see: Catherine J. Kudlick, “Disability History: Why we need another 'Other.'" 
American Historical Review 108, vol. 3(2003): 763-793; Jessica. Meyer, '"Not Septimus Now': Wives of 
disabled veterans and the cultural memory of the First World War in Britain," Women's History Review 13, 
no. 1 (2004): 117-138; Desmond Morton and Glenn Wright. "The Bonus Campaign, 1919-1921: Veterans 
and the Campaign for Re-Establishment," Canadian Historical Review 64, no. 2 (1983): 147-67; Desmond 
Morton and Glenn Wright. Winning the Second Battle: Canadian Veterans and the Return to Civilian Life, 
1915- 1930 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1987). 
14 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Police see money taken,” The Globe, 25 September 1918.  
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rich when the soldiers were getting $1.10 a day.”15 Col. Denison argued that if the 

government had interned more enemy aliens there would be less sense of dissatisfaction 

where, “the feeling exists still among the veterans, and there is no doubt it exists among 

civilians also.”16  

Returned soldiers in particular reported being the unprovoked targets of police 

brutality during the riot. James Hill, a returned soldier, claimed to have seen a mounted 

policeman whip a man after chasing him into an alleyway. He referred to the police as 

acting like lunatics “because there seemed to be no one in command and no one giving 

orders.”17 Police were accused of using their batons freely, although one police officer 

commented, “I didn’t club anybody more than I was clubbed myself.”18 Pte. W.P. Wilson 

stated he was attacked at Yonge and College after coming out of a moving picture show. 

Though he was paralyzed on one side and wearing gold stripes indicating he had been 

wounded in action, policemen hit him on the back of the neck and a friend dragged him 

into a shop until the commotion had subsided. He testified that, “on the previous 

afternoon he had heard a rumour that all the Greeks were to be chased out of the city 

because one of them had attacked a wounded soldier.”19 

                                                        
15 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Police waited for orders,” Toronto Telegram, 25 September 1918.  
16 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Former detective vindicates police,” The Globe, 27 September 1918.  
17 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Say horse men rushed people like lunatics,” The Star, 19 September 1918.  
18 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Gave Police Instructions to “Be Firm,” News, 20 September 1918.  
19 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“No Warnings of Attacks,” The Globe, 19 September 1918.  
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 Pte. Button, an amputee who had lost both his legs, claimed police hit him 

unprovoked at Shrapnel Corner: 

I have artificial limbs,” said Button, “but I can’t wear them all the time. I can only 
stand on them with the aid of two sticks, and after walking a couple of blocks I 
have to rest… A fat policeman came along and ordered other crippled men with 
me to go to the hospital. We got up and started off, but apparently we didn’t go 
fast enough. I stopped to tell a man I couldn’t go faster as I had two wooden legs, 
and then somebody hit me behind the ear. I fell backwards and hit out with my 
sticks.20 

 
Police denied attacking Button, with one claiming “He was a cripple and I would not 

have touched him.”21 Another said he heard Button cry out, “‘Are you going to let them 

yellow ----- take our men? We have fought the Huns, we can fight the police.’”22 While 

testifying about his clubbing by police, Lieut. Col. Hunter claimed he, “turned around 

and sidestepped and got a blow there (indicating a spot on his forehead near where he 

was struck by German shrapnel).”23  

Rioters often cited animosity over the unemployed of some and the employment 

of others as the central issue for them taking to the streets. Returned soldiers remained 

unemployed, while other who had not fought remained employed. This situation fuelled 

larger understandings of disillusionment and discomfort common in those returning from 

the war and attempting the transition back to civilian life. The importance placed on the 

                                                        
20 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“No Action on First Night Used Batons Afterwards,” Toronto Telegram, 19 September 1918.  
21 Archives of Ontario FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “Policeman all deny striking Pte. Button,” The Star, 27 September 1918. 
22 “Attack made on police at “Shrapnel Corners” Inquiry Board is told.” News, September 27, 1918. 
23 Archives of Ontario FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “Says no way to treat men,” The Globe, 20 September 1918.  
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entitlement of returned soldiers to services, including employment, reflected in part wider 

understandings of manliness as connected to service in the war and to the pride associated 

with a man able to provide for himself and his family. To be out of work was 

emasculating within wider economic and social expectations placed upon men. To serve 

one’s country and return home to remain unemployed or unable to return to former work 

was not only considered by rioters to be unfair, it was also considered to be an offence.24 

Mr. Flynn of the United Veteran’s League argued in 1919 that should the war 

have continued another six months, the Government would have continued to raise 

money to win the war, “therefore they could similarly raise the money to pay the soldiers 

this gratuity….”25 Writing to the editor of the Globe, a returned soldier stated that, “The 

country owes it to the soldier, I believe, sir, to give him some adequate measure of help in 

meeting the loss that he has incurred though the loss can never be wholly repaired.”26 

Another wrote, “neither the Canadian Government nor the people who stayed at home 

and enjoyed their every whim, while we sweated and bled on French and Flanders fields, 

can ever pay us for the hardships and privations, not saying anything about the dangers 

                                                        
24 Nathan Smith explains, “A number of studies of Canada covering this period identify veterans as the 
most reactionary and violent anti-immigrant activists during a time of heightened nativism, which began 
with the war and climaxed in the first Red Scare immediately after the war. Explanations of this 
phenomenon stress the exacerbation of pre-existing prejudices by exaggerated home front anxieties about 
foreigners as competitors in the labour market, as unpatriotic slackers, opportunistic profiteers or radical 
agitators. Desmond Morton and Glenn Wright, the only historians to have focused on veterans specifically, 
limit their insights to these basic generalizations, as does Ian Miller in the only study of Toronto’s 
experience of the Great War.” Nathan Smith, “Fighting the Alien Problem in a British Country,” 285-6. 
25 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Flynn Flashed out Against Much Hostility,” Toronto Telegram, 2 October 1919. 
26 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “Huge Gathering Demands Payment of $2,000 Gratuity to All Returned Soldiers,” The Globe, 12 
September 1919. 
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we underwent for their sakes….”27 The current gratuity of $420 was not enough to cover 

the expenses of re-establishing a civilian life when a returned man’s first bill for clothing 

was reported to be $200.28 The United Veteran’s League signed a petition asking, “Why 

not question the thousands of foreigners as to their citizenship who stayed in Canada and 

made their future secure?”29 “Take the men at home; principally foreigners,” argued Mr. 

Flynn, “we see them riding around in motor cars from money earned during war time. 

They were paid from $5 to $10 a day for making munitions which we fired off at $1.10 a 

day. What could we save of our wages?”30  

In the case of the 1918 riots, suspicions towards foreigners were based on 

economic factors rather than on their potential danger to the state as they had been years 

earlier. The war gave already existing currents of economic and racial tensions a kind of 

virility when they were attached to the masculine narratives of the war effort.31 By the 

                                                        
27 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Letters to the Editor,” Toronto Telegram, 1 October  1919.  
28 Is it a square deal?” Toronto Telegram, 1 October 1919. 
29 “Quibbled Over the Date of Soldiers’ Flynn Protest,” Toronto Telegram, 4 October 1919. 
30 “’Let us take it by force!’ Bitter Appeal to Soldiers to Insist on Extra Grant,” “Mail and Empire, 8 
September 1919. 
31 Racially based employment laws were not uncommon in the context of early twentieth-century Ontario. 
For example, a series of laws enacted in the decade before the war placed strict limits on working 
environments, specifically those involving Chinese proprietors and white women. Constance Backhouse, 
Colour-Coded: A Legal History of Racism in Canada, 1900-1950 (Toronto: Published for the Osgoode 
Society for Canadian Legal History by University of Toronto Press, 1999). An Ontario statue in 1913 
proposed to exclude white women from Chinese laundries and restaurants. AO, RG 4-32, Attorney General 
Central Registry Criminal and Civil Files, T.A. Colclough, Department A.G., Regina: Query whether Act 
excluding women from Chinese Laundries has been proclaimed, and re appeal to Privy Council. A letter 
written in defence of these amendments argued: “I went to go see the female employees apart altogether 
from the proprietors and enquired of them whether there was any impropriety on behalf of the chinamen 
and in everycase they told me that the chinamen acted as perfect gentlemen and kept their places and that as 
more than they could say for some of the Englishmen for whom they had worked in the same business. I 
asked them if they could employment chinamen as waiters and they said they could not, that the white 
 



 

 

 

196 

time returned soldiers and civilians took to the streets in 1918, foreigners in the city had 

already been under surveillance since the outbreak of war. The fears then were, at least 

officially, fears of espionage or of tampering with the war effort that did not escape the 

attention of authorities both locally and internationally. 

 

Responses to the Disturbances of August 1918 

One Mr. Petros P. Tatanis, founder of the National Herald in New York, sent a 

telegram to Ontario’s lieutenant governor inquiring about the events in Toronto. He wrote 

on 6 August with an “appeal to your honour to protect those innocent victims of Greek 

birth from unjust molestations.” Reminding the lieutenant governor of Greece’s status as 

an ally, he stated that Canadian Greeks “have been faithful to the traditions of their native 

country by supporting the liberal government of Venizelos of Greece an Ally of Great 

Britain conscious of what England has done and is doing for the existence of Greece.”32 

Three days earlier on 3 August, only one day after the initial riots, a dispatch from the 

Greek minister in Washington had inquired about “the subject of the anti-Greek riots in 

Toronto.” These telegraphs arrived over a civic holiday, and the messages arriving from 

Tatanis and the Greek consulate in Washington remained unanswered until 10 August. 

Then the office of the lieutenant governor responded by reassuring inquiring parties that 

                                                                                                                                                                     

people would not patronize them.” Archives of Ontario, RG 4-32, Attorney General Central Registry 
Criminal and Civil Files, Alex Mills, Toronto: Legislation – Suggested amendments to the Factory Act re 
employment of white women in Chinese Restaurants. 
32 Library and Archives Canada, RG 6, H3, v. 800, file 2360, New York, N.Y. August 6-18.  



 

 

 

197 

“there will be no more anxieties in the future” and that “Greeks and other are now, the 

police state, receiving adequate protection, both as to property and person.”33  

Perhaps the news spread so far and so quickly because of the importance of 

Toronto as a North American city and because the actions against foreign business 

owners identified as Greeks represented an uncomfortable conflation of wartime fears 

and anxieties onto undeserving targets. Concern over the reputation of the city and its 

commitment to the war effort might account for defensive reaction to accusations of mob 

or riot violence. Ultimately, the City of Toronto found itself in an uncomfortable position 

due to a sense of divided loyalty in contested ground between veterans, business owners, 

and the police. A month after the disturbance Mr. H. Hartley, M.P.P., wrote Chief of 

Police Grasset outlining the complaints of the Great War Veteran’s Association.34 He 

claimed, “that on the nights of August 2 and 3 the police force failed in its duty of 

protecting property and preserving order, and by its passive attitude encouraged and 

abetted lawbreakers in doing damage and destroying property, and by their failure of duty 

allowed minor occurrences to develop into serious riots.”35 The News reported that, 

“When the police remained unconcerned, the “demonstrators” got the notion that they 

were immune from attack and therefore Saturday night’s persuasion had to be sudden and 

                                                        
33 Ibid.  
34 Founded in 1917, the GWVA was Canada's largest and most powerful veterans organization until it 
merged with other groups in 1925 to create the Canadian Legion. War, Memory and Popular Culture 
Archives, The University of Western Ontario. Great War Veterans’ Association of Canada, Constitution 
and By-Laws 1917 (Ottawa: The Mortimer Co. Ltd., 1917), http://wartimecanada.ca/document/world-war-
i/veterans-groups-and-publications/great-war-veterans-association.  
35 “Summons Mayor at the Enquiry,” Mail and Empire, 14 September 1918.  
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vigorous. In brief, the police occupied Friday night in losing the initiative, and Saturday 

night in regaining it.”36  

Were the Greeks enemies in 1918? During the war, Greece held shifting alliances. 

Starting as neutral in 1914, by 1918 the country had shifted twice between allied and 

entente forces before finally declaring war on the central powers. Greeks were on the side 

of the allied cause at the time of the riots in Toronto in August 1918, at least according to 

the political declarations of war. Ian Miller claims that the riots and their causes: 

…provide an avenue to understand the climate of Toronto in early August 1918. 
Under strain of total war, animosity towards enemy aliens expanded to include all 
subjects who were not of British stock. The Greek restaurant owners targeted on 
the opening night of the riots, after all, were from a nation allied with Britain. But 
in the eyes of angry returned soldiers, they were aliens, and did not belong in a 
‘British city.’37  
 

Yet within the tensions of Toronto at war it mattered less who was an actual enemy and 

who was identified as one. 

What do we make of a climate where ideas of ‘enemy’ hinged on declarations of 

war, on often changing alliances, and on wartime changes in naturalization laws? The 

riots in Toronto illustrate that the label of ‘enemy’ was sometimes conferred onto people 

who posed little threat during the war but were perceived to be threatening. For example, 

Emmanuel Bishu, a naturalized British subject and owner of the targeted Marathon 

Lunch, answered, “I am Canadian” when questioned during the police inquiry.38 Peter 

                                                        
36 “The Police Inquiry,” Toronto News, 19 September 1918.  
37 Miller, Our Glory and Our Grief, 182. 
38 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “No Action on First Night Used Batons Afterwards,” Toronto Telegram, 19 September 1918.  
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Spiel of the White City Café, also targeted during the disturbances, was described at the 

inquiry as “married to a Canadian and had four children. One of his colleagues had been 

twice president of the local Greek colony, and had been in business for 20 years.”39 E. 

Kleefer, the owner of Klees Butcher Shop, was Canadian by birth but testified he 

believed his shop was targeted and looted because of its German name, explaining “The 

name of Klees [was] on the store, but we took over his business.”40 Similar to the 

importance of community ties in the identification and defence of enemy aliens as 

explored last chapter, business owners targeted by rioters defended themselves on the 

basis of their place in the community. The looting of Klees Butcher also demonstrates the 

inaccuracies in identifications of enemy aliens. The business was not foreign-owned 

despite its German name, yet the name was enough to be a focus of misplaced 

xenophobic targeting by returned veterans and civilians. 

Business Owners Respond with Civil Suit 

A claim by business owners lodged against the Municipality of the City of 

Toronto asked for the return of damages incurred during the disturbances. The courts, 

however, ruled that “as the damage was done principally by demobilized soldiers they 

had no jurisdiction to their claims, to the matter has been in abeyance ever since,” despite 

arguments that “…a state incurs a special responsibility for damages to foreigners caused 

                                                        
39 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
Mail-Empire, 19 October 1918.  
40 Archives of Ontario FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “No Action on First Night Used Batons Afterwards,” Toronto Telegram, 19 September 1918.  
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by its military or naval forces when they get out of hand.”41 A report was sent to Britain’s 

Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs at Downing Street in London in May 1919. Losses 

sustained totalled $75,000. Losses sustained by proprietors were listed as follows: 

(1) White City Café 
Sum of $5727.41 

(2) Peter Speal and P. Letros carryon on business under the name of Star Lunch. 
Sum of $4313.70 

(3) A. Dallas carrying on business under the name of Palace Café 
Sum of $3837.57 

(4) James Bazis carrying on business under the name of Colonial Café 
Sum of $5116.38 

(5) T.A. Teafaroff and C. Yoteff carrying on business under the name of Alexandria 
Café 
Sum of $2300.00 

(6) W. Siampis carrying on business under the name of White City Café (Bloor 
Street) 

(7) F. Vasselesu carrying on business under the name of Marathon Café 
Sum of $15200.00 

(8) George Baker carrying on business under the name of Sunnyside Diary Lunch. 
Sum of $3115.6842 
 

Appeals eventually reached England by 1921. The British government ultimately 

deferred to the initial decision of the Canadian courts not to hold the City of Toronto 

responsible for the damages sustained by tax paying business owners in Toronto. The 

appeal’s final decision by British authorities further highlighted the city’s link to empire.  

 The appeal focused on the identities of business proprietors as municipal citizens 

subject to current municipal tax legislation and therefore entitled to police protection of 

                                                        
41 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 1948, file 1919-944, 401-1921, Claim of Greek Subjects for 
Reparations. 
42 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 1948, file 1919-944, Claim of Greek Subjects for Reparations, 
“Downing Street, 14 March, 1919.” 
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their property. This appeal did not directly challenge the basic underlying assumption of 

the riots themselves: that Greek subjects were foreigners and, as such, their employment 

– in addition to their general presence in the city – was not only suspicious but also 

undesirable. Legal proceedings specified: 

…that the plaintiffs notified the officers in charge of one of the police stations of 
the threatened violence: that two policemen were sent to the plaintiffs’ premises, 
but the City and the police force negligently failed to take any other precaution or 
to furnish any other protection…that although there were members of the police 
force on duty in the neighbourhood, and although the defendant and the police 
force could readily have prevent the damage, destruction and theft, they 
negligently refrained from attempting to do so: that it was the duty of the City and 
its police force to protect the plaintiffs premises and to prevent the riotous 
conduct aforesaid: that the City is liable for the damages sustained by the 
plaintiffs…43 
 

Greek subjects in the city did not seek to defend themselves by condemning the rioters in 

their cause. Perhaps to do so would be too politically unpopular in a city that generally 

supported the war effort and sought to integrate and support returned men. It was more 

plausible to mount an appeal for losses while also avoiding the more controversial issues 

of foreign employment and suspicion against enemies. These were issues best left 

untouched and, after the war years, unmentioned.  

City of Toronto Responses to the Riots 

The riots placed the City of Toronto in an awkward position. First, the civil unrest 

suggested to observers that the war effort in Toronto was perhaps not going as smoothly 

as was hoped by officials and supporters of the war effort. Toronto’s municipal 

                                                        
43 Library and Archives Canada, RG 13, v. 1948, file 1919-944, Claim of Greek Subjects for Reparations, 
Baker vs. Toronto/Speal vs. Toronto, Judgement. 
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government and various imperial organizations sought to present a united and fortified 

stance in support of the war. Publicly, it was unpopular and in some cases seditious to 

speak against the war, the war effort, and the cause. The causes cited by the rioters – 

unemployment and the difficulty faced by many returning to civilian life – were ones that 

the city sought to support and rectify although with limited success.  

Police commissioners, including mayor Thomas Church, convened an inquest into 

the so-called “Anti-Greek riots” in late September 1918 before the court action by 

business owners. Reluctance on the part of the police and the city to investigate and 

expose the underlying causes of the riots were reflected in the delayed release of the 

results from the police inquest. The Telegram reported that even weeks after the 

conclusion of the inquest its results were not released and not even mentioned in the 

minutes of the Police Commissioners. The newspaper argued the police would like the 

public to “forget”: 

1. The riots themselves. 
2. The painful knowledge borne in on them at the investigation that 

“some policemen have lied.” 
3. The fact that the Toronto police in force looked on while restaurants 

were robbed and tills were looted. 
4. The fact that civilian rioters have served sentences, or are serving 

sentences imposed on the evidence of the police force. 
5. The fact that Col. George Taylor Denison proclaimed through the 

press that the investigation would be thorough, and that the public 
would get all the facts.44 
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The World reported that even one of the commissioners observed “it was undoubtedly 

strange that men should have been clubbed and that no policeman would admit that he 

was near the place where the clubbing occurred.”45 

 The report, finally released on 18 October, announced the retirement of Inspector 

John Mulhall for not protecting the Sunnyside Café, and James B. Verney for staying at 

home even after he was informed of riots in his division. In addition, Inspector “Curry 

struck too many men with his baton on the second night of the riots in his division, and 

Ellis isn’t suited for the police force anyway.”46 During the inquest, even Chief Constable 

Grasset, who was away on vacation at the time of the riots, had admitted “he was not 

altogether satisfied with the outcome of the disturbances.”47  

Testimony at the police inquest into the riots provided different versions of what 

happened on 1 August in the White City Café, the spot where the riots started. William 

Siampis of White City restaurants testified at the police inquest that a scuffle that 

Thursday night incited the riots. He testified: 

 

 

 

                                                        
45 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “The Police Commission Report,” World, 7 October 1918.  
46 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
World, 19 October 1918.  
47 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “Not satisfied, chief admits,” The Globe, 4 October 1918.  
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Three men came into his place on the Thursday night and one, a civilian, got into 
a dispute with a waiter, whom the civilian chased into the cellar. The customer 
was intoxicated and pushed into Siampis when he went to the kitchen to get some 
orders. Siampis retaliated and the customer fell in a doorway and was slightly 
hurt. The following evening six or seven soldiers came after him for hitting the 
other fellow.48  
 

The returned soldier allegedly assaulted remained an elusive figure. Though identified by 

historian Ian Miller as Pte. Clauderay and by Thomas Gallant as Pte. Claudernay, the 

figure whose assault was said to spark the riots was not present at the police inquest nor 

mentioned in press coverage of the riot and its aftermath. Gallant describes Private Albert 

Claudernay, a one-legged returned soldier who allegedly got into an altercation with the 

wait staff after drinking all day at the Greek-owned White City Café at 433 Yonge Street 

near its intersection with College.49 The end result was a charge against Claudernay for 

public drunkenness and a night in jail, and also a gash to the head of the waiter delivered 

by Claudernay’s crutch when the two came to blows. Newspapers accounts and 

testimony at the resulting police inquest did not mention the specifics of the incident at 

the White City Café. In most stories of the incident that incited the riot, the assaulted 

veteran remains an unnamed “returned soldier.” The crutch, however, served as a 

reminder of the physical costs of war and its lasting effects.  

Although the Toronto Telegram reported that “the commission weren’t anxious to 

find out what happened that night,” Mr. Roebuck, representing the Great War Veteran’s 

Association (G.W.V.A.) did question Siampis, the owner of White City Café, about the 
                                                        
48 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
“Falls under the Batons,” The Globe, 18 September 1918.  
49 Gallant, Treheles, and Vitopoulos, The 1918 Anti-Greek Riot in Toronto, 3. 



 

 

 

205 

events that were “said to have caused the trouble” on 1 August. Siampis testified that he 

alerted police after “…at 4p.m. Friday, a lady came to the store and said the soldiers were 

going to raid it and 6’oclock when he [then] notified the police about this.”50 Major 

Bailey, of the College Street Hospital, blamed the cause of the rioting on the conduct of 

Greek waiters at the White City Café. “The proprietor of that restaurant was a mighty 

rotter,” he claimed, who was rumored have made insinuations about the character of 

young women accompanied by soldiers in his establishment.51 The alleged insult was to 

do with the reputation of the lady accompanying a returned soldier, and whether or not 

she was of good character and respectable. Major Bailey claimed to have been told of the 

alleged insult by Nicolson, a legless veteran who was part of a group of “shell shock 

cases and I have come to know them intimately.”52 Peter Spiel, one of the proprietors of 

the White City Café, claimed he had not received any complaints prior to the riots and 

that any such conduct by one of his employees would have resulted in their dismissal. 

However, Mayor Church insisted at the inquest, “there must be something offensive 

because of the complaints…”53 The specification here of the physical limitations of one 

veteran as “legless” reinforces the public roles played by wounded veterans in the 

                                                        
50 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “No Action on First Night Used Batons Afterwards,” Toronto Telegram, 19 September 1918. 
51 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “Police tell their story,” The Globe, 28 September 1918.  
52 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
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53 Ibid. 
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disturbances. Perhaps it was harder to discredit the position of wounded men as 

participating in the riots, when they symbolized the lasting and visible costs of war? 

While veterans were said to have instigated the disturbances, large numbers of 

civilians – both men and women – joined in the fray. Civilians were “as ‘bad’ as the men 

in Khaki,” reported the News on 28 September.54 Major Osler, A.P.M. responsible for the 

discipline of troops on the streets in military district two, was asked by the police inquest: 

“‘Did you notice any men in uniform?’ ‘Yes, about 25 per cent of the estimated 
1,200 people that were there…We could not have got at the soldiers without 
attacking the civilians, and this we were not justified in doing. The soldiers were 
in the centre supported by the throng of civilians.’”  

 
Olser claimed the police should have read the Riot Act since, without the powers granted 

under this act, the military troops called from Exhibition Camp were authorized only to 

set up pickets and not to interfere with civilians.55 An order dated 16 March 1918 had 

instructed police to “be very careful in dealing with soldiers with whom they come in 

contact especially under the influence of liquor…Military pickets can deal with soldiers 

with less friction than can the police…”56 Col. Denison questioned Lieut. William Miller, 

in charge of military police for the district. When asked if the police commissioners were 

wrong in not reading the Riot Act, Miller replied, “No. They would have had to go out 
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and shoot the crowd.”57 However, as demonstrated by testimony by police officers at the 

inquest, many of those on duty that night felt the rioters – especially wounded veterans – 

had cause to take out their frustrations. The cause of veterans and the frustrations they 

expressed about their difficulties readjusting to civilian life had currency in Toronto. 

Wartime circumstances upheld the belief that veterans, and perhaps especially those 

veterans who sustained lasting wounds, were entitled to preferential treatment in 

reference to employment on the grounds of their wartime service. In the gendered lexicon 

of wartime duties and responsibilities veterans accused those who remained at home of 

shirking their responsibilities. Furthermore, their continued employment seemed to be at 

the expense of unemployed veterans.  

 The police inquest into the riots of August 1918 discussed the participation of 

wounded veterans. Major Ritches testified regarding a crowd of approximately 150 

people he witnessed gathering around the White City Café around 10:30 on 2 August. He 

claimed: 

I was passing in my car and noticed a crowd gather. I went back to see what it 
was and I saw a soldier lift his crutch and smash the window in,” said the major. 
“There were six amputation cases outside, and there were two policemen around 
when I passed. When I came back to see what was happening the cripples were 
circulating around in the store, which was darkened, and I saw what I thought 
were police inside.58 
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58 Archives of Ontario, FU 25 – MU 554, Church, Thomas Langton, Papers, Scrapbooks (Military Riots), 
 “No Action on First Night Used Batons Afterwards,” Toronto Telegram, 19 September 1918.  



 

 

 

208 

Ritches’ testimony highlights both the role of wounded veterans in the disturbances and 

also the alleged inaction of police officers to stop them from damaging property. As 

mentioned in the police inquest, many police officers felt unsure of what to do in 

reference to stopping the actions of wounded veterans during the disturbances. This 

unease was based, in part, on ideals of wartime duty that complicated the altercation 

beyond a simple matter of the destruction of property. The riots were not a clear cut case 

of right and wrong, as even the destruction of property became bundled up in the wartime 

lexicon of appropriate duties and rewards for service.  

The role of veterans in the disturbances provided evidence that the city’s wartime 

policies and commitment to the support of the war effort were failing to provide adequate 

support and livelihoods for returned veterans. This failure was one not easily recognized 

within a city that had devoted many resources towards the support of the war and the war 

effort, including the Soldiers Insurance Program, which reinforced connections between 

masculinity and active service. Just as crowds gathered during the early soldier send-offs 

from the city, and just as crowds gathered to welcome home veterans, crowds in early 

August gathered to express their frustrations at the challenges of demobilization and also 

the broader frustrations of living in a city that had devoted its energies to wartime efforts 

for so long and with so few obvious gains. The gendered ideology of war with clearly 

defined roles and responsibilities was not an accurate reflection of reality or of the 

hardships faced by families and communities in Toronto during the war (see Figure 19-

21). 
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Conclusion: The Importance of Enemies 

The heart of the riots, and perhaps the primary motivating factor for those who 

participated in them, was frustration. After four years of war, social, political and 

economic divisions in Toronto were becoming increasingly wide and visible. Pre-war 

nativism and rising unemployment caused many civilians to side with returned soldiers 

when they called for their privileged position in society as veterans to be recognized. As 

they moved through these heavily populated areas, rioters picked up civilian supporters 

over their consecutive nights of demonstrations. The 1918 riots illustrate that the strains 

of the war effort were after four years beginning to wear down and tear down 

Torontonians. The reasons cited by rioters – namely concerns about the employment of 

identified “enemies” over returned soldiers – reflected connections between active 

service and entitlement to preferential treatment. These connections were gendered. In 

serving the highest form of civic and manly duty, veterans now returned to Canada 

sought recognition of their sacrifice and service. The 1918 riots illustrate these 

expectations were not being met.
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

 
The guns of the First World War in Europe fell silent during the early morning of 

11 November 1918.1 That Monday morning, motivated by coverage of the signing of the 

armistice in the news days before, Torontonians gathered to celebrate the end of four long 

years of war. The war was over, yet the city did not stand still for long. Rather, it soon 

turned to the emerging issues of the decades to come: movements advocating for veterans 

rights, changes to the social fabric (including the increased profiles of women in some 

workplaces), an altered political climate within Canada that was signalled by the rise of 

socialism, Canada’s shifting platform on the world political stage, and coming-to-terms 

with the losses sustained throughout the war. 

 The concept of loss was one that resonated in the century to come both within and 

outside Canada. The losses of the war – of family members, of veterans, of national 

psyches – are lasting and have lasted. The legacy of the First World War remains with us 

today in our everyday lives through the language that we use, through the names on our 

streets, and through the war memorials that remain central in the gathering places of 

many communities. On November 11 many stand to remember not only the veterans and 
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their sacrifices – and all our collective losses – sustained during the Great War but also in 

the wars that followed during what proved to be both a long and a violent 20th century.  

 Public understandings during the First World War presented and defined 

expectations about wartime duties and responsibilities. Many of these expectations 

centred on prevailing imperial connections between manhood, war, and militarism. These 

expectations were defined in part by wartime propaganda that presented the war as 

righteous and described how brave soldiers fought barbarous enemies in defence of 

women, who represented both family and nation. These discourses were reinforced by 

municipal and federal regulations and programs. Yet Torontonians lived and imagined 

the war from 1914 to 1918 in ways that sometimes reinforced but sometimes contested 

these ideals.  

Imagining war without glorifying it is a moral conundrum that we still face 

today.2 At certain times and under certain conditions it seems we might still imagine 

enemies in our midst. In some cases, contemporary prejudicial and stereotypical 

perceptions of the enemy have expanded beyond the fundamentalists that pose harm onto 

individuals and communities who are feared because of their religion, beliefs, clothing or 

heritage. Possible changes to citizenship laws create suggestions of a future where 

citizenship remains ultimately defined by place of birth and thereby limits the security of 

all citizens who may find themselves deemed suspicious for little cause. 

                                                        
2 Winter, “Imaginings of War,” 38. 
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The phrase “Lest We Forget” has taken on a certain meaning in the 

commemorative nomenclature to come out of the First World War. The phrase presents 

itself as a warning about the dangers of forgetfulness, and the possibilities that doing so 

may allow the repetition of the costly consequences of war. However, perhaps a truer 

danger comes not from what we choose to forget but rather from what we choose to 

remember. Current historiography about the First World War and yearly commemoration 

activities glorify the tenants of the war illustrated by war posters: that of a glorious and 

righteous fight in defence of freedom and democracy. Therefore, it is easy within the 

current historical climate to continue to tell a familiar story about a city and a nation 

unified in the war effort. Toronto was a place of varied and often contradictory attitudes 

towards the war, and these attitudes were informed by a war effort that reinforced 

gendered connections between masculinity and active service in war.  

 
Summary of Findings 
 

This project set out to explore some aspects of the gendered complexities within 

the First World War effort in Toronto. War created specific expectations about duties and 

responsibilities. How Torontonians defined these duties and responsibilities – and how 

they imagined the war they were waging – exposed attitudes and reactions towards the 

war that remained contrary to the expectations of the war effort. The municipal, 

provincial, and federal policies and authorities reinforced expectations that framed active 

service as the ultimate expression of manhood and masculinity. The emphasis on gender 
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as a lens of analysis brings attention to complexities of the war effort often smoothed in 

narratives of the Great War within Canadian history. 

An analysis of wartime imagery including Canadian First World War posters 

revealed three wartime figures: the soldier, the mother and wife, and the enemy. These 

figures presented justifications for the war effort based on ideas of the conflict as a just 

war. Integral to the justification of the war was the vilification of the enemy, and their 

violent perpetrations against women and children as further imperative to enlist. These 

roles presented by wartime imagery defined expectations that were reflected in wartime 

government policies surrounding recruitment and conscription (including the Soldiers 

Insurance Program), the identification of enemy aliens in Toronto, and the riots of August 

1918. 

Despite the glory associated with enlistment for active service, C.E.F. policies 

limited the enlistment of minorities and privileged white Anglo-Saxon access to the 

“right type” of masculinity necessary to build standing and recognition within the 

community. These policies revealed the systemic prejudicial basis of many wartime 

policies which were, in several ways, continuations of pre-war policies concerning 

citizenship and immigration. It is worth noting that although wartime imagery glorified 

the role of the soldier in the war, this was a role denied to many, raising questions about 

the limitations of wartime messaging and imagery as reflections of the war effort. Yet 

being considered eligible for active service did not necessarily translate into a willingness 

to volunteer or be drafted into active service. As demonstrated by medical officials’ 
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reports from the Toronto Armouries, many men re-examined during their appeals of 

conscription presented legitimate medical reasoning. However, the focus on medical re-

examinations suggests a systematic suspicion of men seeking exemptions from active 

service despite even obvious medical conditions. The practice of re-examination further 

suggested men seeking exemptions were suspected of being shirkers despite medical 

testimony to the contrary. Unlike the soldier presented by war posters as brave and 

willing to fight, the reality of conditions within wartime Toronto exposes the limitations 

of this ideal and the consequences faced by those that did not fit or did not conform to the 

expected ideal. 

The Soldiers Insurance Program further strengthened municipal reinforcement of 

expectations to enlist in active service. Acceptances or refusals of insurance claims rested 

on the city’s evaluation of the respectability of beneficiaries and the residential eligibility 

of the men insured. The payment of city insurance policies assumed two roles. At the 

start of the war, the prospect of insurance monies presented a figurative and fiscal 

promise to financially care for families left behind and as a further incentive for men to 

enlist. By the end of the war, the insurance policies became an actionable legacy of 

remembrance and repayment of sacrifice for those who left their families to fight for the 

cause. The rhetoric of the city’s Soldiers Insurance Program ensured that through the 

payment of insurance monies – which continued to be paid decades after the conflict had 

ceased – the legacy of sacrifice and the service would be remembered. The Soldiers 

Insurance Program illustrates the city’s investment in the “Toronto Boys” who fought and 
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died in the war but also the ways their beneficiaries – mostly widows – used insurance 

funds to start business and establish livelihoods on their own merits. While women were 

pictured through war posters as victims in need of help and support, beneficiaries of the 

Soldiers Insurance Program revealed the strength and variety of actions Torontonian 

women engaged with in regards to coming to terms – at least financially – with wartime 

losses. The Soldiers Insurance Program also provided insight into processes purposely 

left out of wartime imaginings: the emotional bereavement suffered by those who lost 

loved ones. For many, these wounds would never heal. 

While expectations about the importance of enlistment glorified men in uniform, 

these same expectations also vilified the enemy they fought against. The introduction of 

wartime registration and internment of enemy aliens ushered in a climate where men 

were unfairly targeted as enemy aliens by employers, by neighbours, and even by 

strangers. Men so identified found themselves with little recourse for complaint despite 

their being unfairly targeted. The category of enemy alien was officially created to 

mitigate the possibility that foreign nationals might return overseas and enter enemy 

armies or participate in sabotage should they remain in Canada. However, as 

demonstrated by the complaints sent to the Attorney General of Ontario, action against 

identified enemy aliens was often motivated by other factors including conflicts in the 

workplace, political beliefs, and prejudicial understandings of “the other.” Unlike the 

enemy in Canadian war posters, the enemy on the streets of Toronto was much harder to 
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spot even though reports often relied on emasculating remarks about accent, dress, or 

demeanour. In reality, there were few if any enemies on the streets of Toronto at all. 

Finally, during the August riots of 1918, returned soldiers and civilian crowds 

targeted Greek-owned business in the city. The violence of the riots was motivated by 

frustrations about the lack of fulfillment of wartime promises from the perspectives of 

returned veterans. As mentioned through testimony in the policy inquest into the 

disturbances, even police officers themselves felt divided about how to proceed in 

stopping veterans and crowds whom they believed had legitimate grievances to air. The 

grievances, however, had less to do with foreign-owned business and more to do with the 

general dissatisfaction with wartime duties that failed to live up to expectations. Returned 

soldiers argued that on the basis of their wartime service – the pinnacle of both civic and 

masculine duty – they deserved preferential access to employment. The riots also 

highlighted the role of disabled veterans in the disturbances and suggested that wounded 

veterans – and the public role they played in the riots – fuelled a sense of unease during 

the altercation and complicated presentations of the war that focused on the recruitment 

of men – smiling, willing, and healthy – and ignored the physical and emotional costs of 

the war. Ultimately, this exploration of the City of Toronto during the First World War 

suggests that wartime support for or against the war was not quite so simple. The war was 

not only far away or abstract as presented through wartime imagery. Rather, it was also 

close-to-home and affected the ways Torontonians interacted with authorities and the 

ways they interacted with each other.  
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Limitations of Current Study 
 

As in every research project, there were avenues left unexplored and limitations to 

address. First, this project ends in 1918 as after this year the war effort shifted from a 

focus on active battle to a focus on coming to terms with the consequences of the war and 

the emergence of issues including the red scare, the Spanish influenza, and veteran’s 

movements.3 The study focused on sources created during the war years rather than a 

focus on how they were later interpreted. The hope was that this would allow the reader, 

familiar with the traditional narrative of the First World War as a coming of age for the 

nation, to draw their own distinctions between evidence presented in the study and what 

they might “already know” or “believe” about the conflict.  

The project’s focus on government sources limited opportunities to consult 

private records in any great detail. However, sourcing letters or personal diaries of those 

living in Toronto during wartime could provide valuable insight into the day-to-day 

operations of the city during wartime. These sorts of sources, of course, are difficult to 

locate both in terms of accessibility and in terms of opportunity. While letters sent home 

from the front were treasured by families (often for generations), other more utilitarian 

records often did not stand the test of time. This reality is part of the reason why the 

letters of complaint contained within government records such as those at the Office of 

the Attorney General are so valuable. They were retained by authorities or officials when 

                                                        
3 Please see Vance, Death So Noble. 
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they otherwise may not have been donated to archives and collections or even kept for 

any duration of time.  

Another avenue that could have been more deeply explored was the variety of 

imperial organizations run by both men and by women in Toronto during the war. The 

details of their politics and their fundraising efforts lay outside the scope of this study’s 

focus on the reinforcement of masculine expectations through government policies and 

priorities and reactions against them. Many rallies were held and many funds were raised 

through philanthropic efforts within wartime Toronto, and a closer analysis of their 

politics might shed light on the work of pro-war organizations within a city displaying 

various and often apathetic reactions to the war effort. 

The geographic focus of this study limited opportunities to include national and 

transnational examples of similar wartime concerns or reactions. In the case of enemy 

aliens, for example, fears in western Canada centred on the security of grain and the 

transportation of goods overseas. Other examples of complaints about internment or 

writings by those interned or suspected were not included in this study because they 

addressed contexts outside of Ontario. A national analysis of the suspicion of enemy 

aliens, especially in other cities including Winnipeg, could further our understandings of 

how civil liberties can be affected during times of war. This story about the ways that war 

changes interactions within communities and places – often not for the better as 

evidenced by reactions to conscription appeals, denied insurance claims, limited civil 

rights in the case of enemy aliens, and possible civil unrest – is an important one to tell. 
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Possibilities for Future Research 
 

There remains much work to be done to build a history of Canada during the 

Great War that focuses on understandings of wartime duty and wartime loss. Future 

studies could provide important insights into how the city processed the grief and loss 

associated with the Great War, and to what extent veteran’s groups were successful in 

negotiating benefits based on their wartime service. Statistical studies of veteran’s 

pensions and insurance files would also provide insight into current debates about the 

status of social and medical services for veterans as the Department of Veterans Affairs 

changes and re-evaluates its services to meet the needs of veterans from the War in 

Afghanistan. 

There is future research also to be done into the rehabilitation of returned soldiers 

and the rise of social services for returned veterans. The narratives of war in the city are 

reflected in the images by photographers such as John Boyd.4 His photograph scrapbook, 

“Toronto at War”, includes a personal collection of photographs. It was compiled after 

the war and “assembled and titled by him to illustrate the various phases of recruiting and 

training of the Canadian men in the Ontario region who formed part of the first Canadian 

contingent in World War I.”5 Boyd’s photographs illustrate training at the Armouries, 

                                                        
4 John Boyd was preeminent Toronto photographer, whose son went on to become the first staff 
photographer for The Globe and Mail and whose photographs are held in collections at the Archives of 
Ontario, City of Toronto Archives, and Library and Archives Canada. 
5 City of Toronto Archives, John Boyd Sr. Toronto Military Training Photograph Album 1914-1917, Series 
1418, File 1. 
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military exercises in Niagara and at Exhibition Camp, and scenes of crowds seeing 

soldiers off at Union and Cherry Street Stations. Most of the scrapbook focuses on the 

city’s militarization and commitment to the war through men training for active service. 

Women are featured only briefly as organizers of an IODE carnival, and veterans are 

featured more regularly than women but are still pictured only a handful of times. Only a 

few photographs illustrate the costs and physical consequences of war, including scenes 

of a parade welcoming returned veterans and veterans’ parades featuring men on 

crutches. Of these, only one image features recuperating veterans standing on the steps of 

their hospital, their bodies wrapped in blankets, with the caption reading “We may be 

sick but we’re not sad.”6 Future research could do more to explore wartime experiences 

often left out of wartime visual imagery and memory.  

Future studies might also explore the close relationship between Canada and the 

United States after its entry into the war. Canadians aided the United States with 

launching its war effort and home front initiatives. An analysis of these wartime 

connections could provide valuable insights into transnational circulations of wartime 

ideas outside of the British empire that remains the focus of many studies. Other studies 

might take into account personal accounts/memoirs published after the war to try to 

establish a more first-hand account of the city at war that includes personal accounts from 

                                                                                                                                                                     

http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=68b1ed54e1bd4410VgnVCM10000071d60f89
RCRD&vgnextchannel=7cb4ba2ae8b1e310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD  
6 City of Toronto Archives, John Boyd Sr. Toronto Military Training Photograph Album 1914-1917, Series 
1418, File 1. 
http://www1.toronto.ca/wps/portal/contentonly?vgnextoid=68b1ed54e1bd4410VgnVCM10000071d60f89
RCRD&vgnextchannel=7cb4ba2ae8b1e310VgnVCM10000071d60f89RCRD  
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outside government or official files. Further scholarly attention to the politics of grief and 

understandings of communal losses could further reveal their effects on political and 

social movements. The decades between the Great War and the Second World War saw 

the creation of organizations including the Canadian Legion, the initiation of social 

services for veterans, and the growth of the Communist Party of Canada. These initiatives 

are part of the legacy of the Great War, although this legacy is not often acknowledged. It 

is important not to perpetuate the glorification of war and of masculine duty through 

active service within studies of the Great War. To do so reinforces the imaginary war of 

bellicose posters over the complicated reality that Torontonians lived during the Great 

War.  
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