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As | watched the march past by our dwindling old warriors during the 60™
anniversary of the D-Day invasion®, | felt a great pride in the sacrifice, which our
nation made to freedom so long ago. Veterans?, their generation, and
historians know that as a nation our war efforts in 1939-45 (and previously in
1914-18) were profound. 60 years ago, Canada was a major player in the
victory against fascism. The Dominion took Juno Beach — one of five D-Day
invasion beaches and, along with our Polish allies, did the hardest, dirtiest
fighting in Western Europe as we smashed through the seemingly impenetrable
hedgerows of Normandy into the Falaise Gap, waded through booby-trapped,
chest-high water in the Scheldt Estuary and then proceeded into the flooded
polders of the Netherlands. With silent confidence and sheer determination, the
Canadians made short work of the world’s most formidable army. Little wonder
that the Germans would learn to first respect and then fear our tough citizen
army made up of farmers, ranchers, lumberjacks, trappers, miners, fisherman
and factory workers; respect that the Wehrmact granted to only one other army,
the Red Army.3

By war’s end, Canada had raised the largest volunteer military in a total war
situation and had the third largest navy in the world and the fourth largest air
force. 1.1 million, the vast majority of them volunteers, served Canada in the
1939-45 war, over 42,000 of them died for our freedom.* 50,000 Canadian
women served in auxiliary non-combat roles such as nursing or transporting
supplies and materiel.°  Our country hosted and trained thousands of
Commonwealth and allied airmen through the Commonwealth Air Training
Program. The Royal Canadian Navy and Canadian Merchant Marine convoys also
shouldered much of the responsibility for transporting troops, foodstuffs and war
mateériel across the North Atlantic. It was a staggering achievement for a
country of fewer than 11 million people. Average enlistment ratios for men, 18-
45, were 42-50%.° That's an incredible statistic.  Think about it: if
contemporary Canada matched these enlistment numbers that would mean a
military of 3.6 million!

On the home front our war industries churned out, thanks to thousands of
women factory workers or “Rosie Riveters”, vast amounts of matériel: Sherman
Tanks, Lee-Enfield Rifles, Lancaster Bombers, Sten Guns, and trucks and ships of
every imaginable size. Our farms produced valuable foodstuffs such as wheat,
cheese and beef, which fed the allied armies. By war’s end, Canada’s industrial
output grew exponentially to the point where, on a per capita basis, we out-
produced the US. The war would also bring the beginnings of the welfare state
and Keynesian economic policy when “Baby Bonuses” were issued in 1944,



After the war, Canada was in a position to provide a starving Britain with a 1
billion dollar gift, which in today’s money would be the equivalent of 7 or 8
billion.”

These paragraphs represent Canada’s collective memory — one that is steadily
faltering. Canadians seem little interested in our military past® — especially since
we seem bent on seeing ourselves as a nation of peacekeepers rather than
citizen-warriors.® Our collective ignorance of history, politics and international
relations, the basis for understanding our society and the world, is alarming. It's
on the community and individual level where memories of war and sacrifice are
better remembered.

As communities and individuals we remember the Second World War in a
different fashion. These memories, focusing on individuals or small communities,
are more tangible than the larger macro-picture, which focuses on collective
achievement and sacrifice. As a small national community within Canada, the
Métis played a large role in this war effort. Unfortunately, we don’'t have exact
enlistment rations for the Métis, like we do for Status First Nations or Euro-
Canadians, but we can deduce that their enlistments in proportion were as high,
if not higher, than the average for English Canadians at 40-50%. The only thing
holding back Métis enlistment would have been poor health: many had suffered
from tuberculosis or had been malnourished while living on road allowances. For
instance, men with missing teeth were turned away. Nevertheless, units such as
the Royal Winnipeg Rifles, the Regina Rifles (later the “Royal”), the Loyal
Edmonton Regiment and the South Saskatchewan Regiment had scores of Métis
soldiers.  Cumberland House, Lebret, Duck Lake and many other Métis
communities sent hundreds of young men into combat. While their men went to
war, many Métis women manned trap lines to support their families. The fact
that the Métis enlisted and fought for a country that had, through implicit and
explicit government policy, marginalized and often oppressed them speaks to
their fundamental generosity of character.

Every Métis family and community has its own war stories. The Gabriel Dumont
Institute chronicled Métis war stories in Remembrances: [Interviews with Meétis
Veterans. Here's a very important war story from that book: Joseph McGillivary,
a Metis trapper from Cumberland House, claimed to have captured SS
Obersturmbannfihrer Kurt Meyer, the man responsible for the murder of more
than 150 Canadian servicemen. However, history credits the capture to
partisans®® or to whom McGillivary thought, the Americans. There’s a story
related to this one, which is not in the book, but one that nevertheless touched
one Métis family. The teenage fanatics of the 12th Armoured SS, Hitler Jugend,
which was led by the very same Kurt Meyer, murdered Rifleman Napoleon Morin,
the grandfather of former Gabriel Dumont Institute Publishing Coordinator Leah
Dorion. Napoleon and his son Louis Dorion never got to know one another.



In another Métis war story, Frank Tomkins had every male in his extended family
from Girouard, Alberta enlist during the Second World War. Frank himself
enlisted but was too young for combat; he only turned 18 in 1945.
Nevertheless, his family has a very interesting but little-known war story. His
brother Charles was attached to the US 8™ Air Force Bomber Command and
because of his fluency in Cree was one of the first Code Talkers.'* The
Americans used the Code Talkers to confuse the enemy by sending orders in an
unintelligible language. After briefly using Canadian Métis and Cree as Code
Talkers, the US military began using their own Native-American servicemen,
largely Navajos, to fill this vital role. Other family members served in the
infantry. Nevertheless, despite their service to their country, Frank and his
family were unable to receive veterans’ benefits'?; in Girouard, these were given
to French-Canadian conscripts who refused to serve overseas!

These are some war stories, which reflect our nation’s, communities’ and
families’ remembrances of World War IlI, the most horrific conflict in human
history. As individuals, as communities and as a nation, we should never forget
our war stories. They instill in us the horror of war, the necessity of always
looking for a peaceful solution to resolve international conflict; however, they
also demonstrate that when all we hold dear is under assault sometimes we have
no choice but to fight. We should never forget these stories and the role played
by our brave soldiers, sailors and airmen who fought in a truly just war. They
willingly fought for a country, which, despite its many injustices, remains a
favoured place. Hopefully, we can live up to this legacy by properly
remembering and honouring their sacrifice, while building a country that is
respectful to all our peoples.
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