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2018 marked the centennial anniversary of  the death of  Lieuten-
ant Colonel John McCrae. Born in Guelph, Ontario in 1872, McCrae 
is renowned as the author of  the poem “In Flanders Fields” writ-
ten during the Second Battle of  Ypres during May 1915 and later 
published in Punch Magazine in December of  that year. The poem 
became one of  the best known of  the First World War and continues 
to be widely cited at Remembrance and Veterans’ events throughout 
Canada and other countries.2

Events to celebrate McCrae’s legacy had been held throughout 
Canada in prior years particularly 2015 including: the erection of  two 
statues of  him in Guelph and Ottawa in 2015; the renovation of  
McCrae House, the home of  his birth; an art exhibition; and other 
events. Guelph Museums, which is a municipally run institution com-
mitted to the preservation and instruction about the city’s past, played 
a primary role in organizing these activities.    

During 2015, the idea for a visit to McCrae’s burial place in Wi-
mereux France was floated by Museum staff  as a possible event 
to occur a century after the publishing of  the poem “In Flanders 
Fields.” Delegations from the City of  Guelph to his resting place had 
occurred before. For example, on August 29, 1972, Guelph repre-
sentatives were present in Wimereux at the unveiling of  an Ontario 
Heritage Plaque. This marked the centennial of  McCrae’s birth.

There was not sufficient interest in 2015 to organize a trip. That 
changed three years later when a group of  30 participants embarked 
on a seven-day tour through France and Belgium entitled “In the 
Footsteps of  John McCrae” from April 28 to May 5, 2018. Orga-
nized by Guelph Museums, the purpose of  the trip was to visit sites 
where John McCrae was stationed and to see significant World War I 
battlegrounds.

After a first overnight in Brussels, Belgium, the participants on 
the tour were headquartered in the Belgium town of  Ypres in West 
Flanders for the balance of  the trip.  This town is the home of  the In 
Flanders Fields Museum which hosted a performance and a visit by 
the participants. 

As well, Ypres is the home of  the Menin Gate. This is a monument 
with the names of  54,900 soldiers who died in World War I .At this 
site for every year since 1929 (except during World War II), at 8 p.m. 
the police halt traffic and a memorial ceremony is held with the playing 
of  “The Last Post”. The tour members attended this moving tribute 
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on April 30 at which there were an estimated 3,000 others.
With Ypres as a base, the tour participants were able to 

access many significant World War I sites particularly with a 
Canadian connection. These included Passchendaele, Beau-
mont Hamel, Sanctuary Wood, Hill 62, the Somme, and 
Vimy Ridge. As well, significant last resting places were vis-
ited including the Langemark German gravesite, that of  the 
Brooding Soldier and Tyne Cot Cemetery.

Five members of  the McCrae tour, including Dr. Bob 
McCrae, a descendant of  
Lt.-Col. John McCrae, ex-
plored personal World 
War I connections to 
members of  past genera-
tions. This involved visits 
to sometimes off-the-path 
war cemeteries. There  a 
fallen family descendant’s 
gravesite would be located, 
visited and subject to a pe-
riod of  moving quiet reflec-
tion by not only the individ-
ual family member but the 
entire tour participants.

The McCrae tour also 
featured its own in-house 
talent.  Bev Dietrich served 
for many years as the cura-
tor of  Guelph Museums 
and had developed an in-
timate knowledge of  John 
McCrae. At Talbot House, 
a club in Poperinge Bel-
gium for soldiers during 
World War I, Ms. Dietrich 
gave a light-hearted pre-
sentation about the women 
with whom John McCrae’s 
was involved. Mike Ford and Murray Foster, two musicians, 
gave performances of  their well-received “Sons of  ‘17”, 
which was about the World War I homefront at the In Flan-
ders Fields Museum and Vimy Ridge.

The participants were drawn close to the memory of  
John McCrae with two events. On April 29, the tour went 
to the Essex Farm Field Dressing Station. This is the loca-
tion where John McCrae was working in early May 1915. A 
patient  and friend Alexis Helmer was killed on May 2 and 
the next day McCrae wrote his poem “In Flanders Fields.”  
The site has recreated the difficult working conditions in 
which medical staff  like McCrae worked. Bev Dietrich led 
a heartfelt rendition of  “In Flanders Fields” by tour mem-
bers. Adjacent to the Dressing Station was the Essex Farm 
Cemetery.

The emotional highlight of  the tour occurred on May 2 
in Wimereux, which is the site of  the cemetery where John 
McCrae was laid to rest in January 1918. At 11 a.m. a memo-
rial ceremony was held at McCrae’s gravesite. There was a 
unique multinational flavour to this gathering.  The goal was 
to have representation of  John McCrae’s faith (Presbyteri-
an), ancestry and military service including where he served.

A young French citizen, Charly Louis, who earlier sent 
artwork to McCrae House, did a rendering of  “In Flan-

ders Fields” in French (“Au 
champ d’honneur”) and 
two Belgian pipers Merel 
Deburghgraeve and Ruben 
De Clercq gave moving 
renditions of  “The Bloody 
Fields of  Flanders” and 
“Amazing Grace.” Rever-
end Jon Steyn, the repre-
sentative of  the Church 
of  Scotland in Paris, made 
the trip and delivered a 
prayer at the service. In at-
tendance were the Deputy 
Mayor of  Wimereux Mi-
chel Crombet, Colonel 
Jeremy Trowler and Anne-
Campbell Trowler from the 
British Legion.

An extended part of  
the service involved the 
laying of  wreaths at Mc-
Crae’s gravesite from fam-
ily (Dr. Bob and Heather 
McCrae), institutions in his 
life in Guelph (St. Andrew’s 
Church), those which carry 
on his legacy (Guelph Mu-

seums and Branch 24 Royal 
Canadian Legion), government bodies (City of  Guelph and 
Veterans Affairs Canada), and others.3

John McCrae’s works are often associated with Remem-
brance Day in Canada. For those who took part in the “In 
Footsteps of  John McCrae Tour” in 2018, there is little 
prospect that this experience will ever be forgotten.  

Endnotes
1 Jonathan F. Vance referred to McCrae as a “proud son of   
     Guelph” on page 99 of  his book Death So Noble: Memory, Meaning  
    and the First World War , (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1997) p. 99.
2 Debra Nash-Chambers, “Memorializing Lieutenant-Colonel  
   John McCrae. Civic Commemoration and the 100th Anniver 
   sary of  In Flanders Fields,” Canadian Military History Vol. 23,  
    Issue 1, Article 12. 
3   I would like to add a disclaimer that I was asked to lay the wreath  
      for St. Andrew’s Church which has been the long-standing site for  
    lectures by the Guelph Historical Society.
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I began working for the GHS this past July after meeting 
with David Cameletti and Kevin Puddister. So far, I have 
met with a few of  the board members, including Leanne 
Caron Piper, Ken Irvine, and Betty Lou Clark, and am 
looking forward to meeting the other members.

At first, I was focused on compiling a master index 
of  the GHS publications by amalgamating the previous 
indexes into one document and adding the years that had 
not been indexed. I then moved onto, and am still working 
on, writing abstracts for the annual publications so that this 
information may be added to the GHS 
website. The goal is to allow people to 
research the GHS publications via the 
website, and then to contact the GHS 
if  there is a publication they would like. 
I have also been working on compiling 
an inventory of  the GHS archives to see 
what else we can feature on the website, 
or possibly donate to the public library 
or Guelph Museums. 

Recruiting and increasing membership 
are also areas that David asked me to 
look into, so quite a few emails have 
been sent to other historic societies to 
see what their plan of  action is when it 
comes to recruiting. It would be great to 
establish a relationship with the History 
Department at the University of  Guelph 
for both recruiting new members and to 
see if  any of  the faculty are interested in speaking at our 
yearly events. 

When the email about a possible position with the GHS 
was sent around the History Department in the spring, I 
jumped at the opportunity even though I was working on 
finishing my thesis. After meeting with David and Kevin, I 
could not wait to get started and have thoroughly enjoyed 
my time with the GHS and would like to remain with the 
GHS in a volunteer capacity when my contract is finished. 

I have always been interested in history because of  its 
inherent story-telling components, and I think that my love 
of  history was instilled in me by my granddad, Norman 
Kent. He was quick to share stories of  his life, as well 
as stories of  British history with me, and it never ceased 
to amaze me how much historic information he could 
remember. There are quite a few people in my family that 
have been, and are, passionate about history, so I like to 
think that it runs in the family. I have always believed that 

we cannot understand our future, or be entirely present, if  
we have not tried to understand our past. I never seemed to 
be that interested in Canadian history while in high school 
at Christ the King in Georgetown, because it always felt 
like something was missing, that we were not being told the 
whole story. It was not until I ventured to university, here 
in Guelph, that I began to enjoy Canadian history, and the 
pieces of  our nation’s story started to come together. 

I completed my undergraduate degree with a Major in 
History and a Minor in English in 2014. My undergraduate 
independent research project was focused on female 
students at the University of  Guelph in the 1960s and I 
used the student newspaper, The Ontarion, as my primary 
source. 

After teaching English in Thailand for a 
year, I decided to come back to Guelph and 
begin the master’s program in history. In 
2016 my advisor, Dr. Linda Mahood, and I, 
decided to remain focused on women at the 
university, but we moved the research into 
the 1970s. My primary source research was 
once again from, The Ontarion, and I chose 
to assess the ways in which female students 
at Guelph took part in the wider women’s 
liberation movement of  the 1970s. Many 
women at Guelph were active in liberation, 
and they helped to liberate the campus itself  
so that female students for generations 
to come would be able to take part in an 
equal-opportunity education on a safe and 
inclusive campus. I am happy, and proud, 
to say, that I successfully defended my 
thesis on September 7, and I am passionate 

about developing my work as there were many areas and 
additional research that could be further analyzed. 

Now that I have written about a piece of  Guelph’s 
history by focusing on a female-centered narrative from 
the university and have spent the past few months delving 
into the GHS collection of  Guelph history, I am excited 
to continue unearthing and bringing to light the history of  
this unique and interesting city. Reading through the GHS 
publications, and perusing The Ontarion has opened my eyes 
to the immense amount of  historic information that still 
needs to be analyzed and archived, so that Guelph’s history 
can remain a part of  its future. Along with continuing my 
work with the GHS, I am hoping to figure out how best 
to go about digitizing The Ontarion, as it has not been done 
and the past issues are slowly falling apart. Preserving and 
promoting the history of  Guelph is important to me, and 
the history of  the university is an integral part of  the story 
of  Guelph.

Introducing our summer Research Assistant 
and new Acting Co-Director of Programs:  

Amy McBride, M.A. History
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EVENINGS WITH HISTORY: FALL SCHEDULE

October 2, 2018
Title: “Mistakes that Changed the World”
Speaker: George Laidlaw

George Laidlaw was born in Ottawa, is married with two children and has 
been writing ever since he told bed-time stories to his children. After working 
for the Canadian government as a biologist for over 30 years, his hopes are to 
pursue his writing career in retirement.

A long-time member and current President of  Ottawa Independent Writers 
Association and avid historian he brings an authentic air to his readers. Laidlaw’s 
publications include subjects such as biology, geology, paleontology and human history.

November 6, 2018  
Title: “Beneath the Battlefields: A Hidden History of the First World War”

Speaker: Katrina Pasierbek
This Remembrance Day will mark the 100th anniversary of  the Armistice that ended the 

fighting across the Western Front. Though a century has passed since the guns were silenced 
in 1918, historians continue to unearth new perspectives about the generation who fought in 
the First World War.

Located “somewhere in France” is an underground chalk cave that was discovered by Ca-
nadian troops during 1916. This cave was used to shelter soldiers from the deadly reach of  
artillery shells and snipers’ bullets. While living in the cave, Canadian soldiers passed the time 
by carving personal messages and artwork into the walls during the weeks leading up to the 
battle of  Vimy Ridge in 1917. Over 100 years later, these intricate carvings remain perfectly 
preserved on the cave walls. 

Since archaeologists discovered the entrance to this cave in 2001, British and Canadian vol-
unteers have been working to digitally record these 101 year-old carvings and to research the men who created them. This talk 
will be about the generation of  men who carved their names into history in 1917 and about the present-day experts working 
to ensure that these names and stories will be remembered. 

December 4, 2018
Title: “General Stores in 19th Century Ontario: Shopping  
as a Window on Rural Lives”
Speaker: Douglas McCalla
Douglas McCalla is Professor Emeritus, University of  Guelph, where he 
was formerly Canada Research Chair in Rural History. His writings include: 
‘Consumers in the Bush: Shopping in Rural Upper Canada’ and ‘Planting 
the Province: The Economic History of  Upper Canada, 1784-1870’.
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