
Early Years 

"Being born in India doesn't make you an Indian, any more than being born 
in a stable makes you a horse," was the response normally forthcoming from 
James Church when anyone attempted to link the place of his birth with 
his ancestry. Church came into the world in 1883 in the District of Coorg, 
where his parents managed— and perhaps owned—a tea plantation. The 
region is in the south central part of the country, west of Mysore. Crops 
there continue to be rice, coffee, tea, oranges and spices; the population 
was and is predominantly Hindu. 

When Church was about five years old, his parents died of cholera and 
he was shipped home to the United Kingdom to be cared for by others in 
the family. Presumably similar arrangements were made for his younger 
brother Jack and for his older sisters Eleanor, May and Dorothy. In the 
event, he was raised by aunts in Scotland where the presbyterian influence 
was all-pervading, if not still at the peak of its power. His later dislike 
of "organized religion," as he referred to church activities, may well have 
stemmed from Scottish religious practices during childhood. 

The aunts are reported to have done no cooking on the Sabbath — a pot 
of cold porridge on the back of the stove had to do. One attended the kirk 
from ten in the morning until noon, had lunch (such as it might have been) 
in the churchyard, and then returned to the kirk for the rest of the service, 
which might go on for another two hours. 

Apprentice 

Church enrolled in a technical school in Glasgow about the same time as 
he became an articled pupil with a firm of civil and mining engineers. One 
is left to suppose this was when he was about nineteen years old and after 
he had completed his general schooling. He was to remain with the firm 
for about five years. Presumably his formal studies at the technical school 
were to last for the same period of time. His daily work, six days a week at 
ten hours a day, was in the coal mines. On top of this he was three hours a 
night, five nights a week at study or in class. Christmas Day was a normal 
working day for him; the one-day holiday allowed at that season was taken 
by most on New Year's Day. 



Prospecting 

After graduating from his technical studies and finishing his articles, Church 
worked for a while as a mining engineer in Scotland. He emigrated to 
Canada in 1907, having decided to go to the western provinces which were 
then just beginning to be developed. Coal was being mined there in in-
creasing quantities; new mines were being sought and opened. On his way 
to new adventures, he stopped off briefly in Montreal to see his brother who 
was working there in a bank. Church then moved on to Edmonton which 
he was to make his headquarters for the next seven years. 

Employed to search for new coal deposits, he was frequently out on field 
trips. This, of course, was the day of the pack-horse as fax as geological and 
survey excursions were concerned. Indeed, the pack-horse was to remain 
a very necessary part of any such activity until after World War II. It 
so happened that Church was out prospecting when war was declared in 
August 1914, and he made no delay in returning to base where he enlisted as 
a trooper (Regimental No. 1964) in the 19th Alberta Dragoons. Doubtless 
many of his friends and associates did the same. His was a very different 
world from the one we live in now; war was still seen as an adventure; 
feelings of patriotism ran high. And there was no time to lose; the whole 
affair might be over by Christmas. 

Enlistment 

Given the circumstances of the day, one is left to wonder how Church 
managed to identify and join one of the few relatively small units which 
would go to France essentially as it had been organized, and more quickly 
than most. Perhaps it was pure chance. Times were certainly exciting and 
rather confused everywhere. Things were possibly a little wilder in the west 
than elsewhere. The situation in Edmonton was probably much the same 
as in Calgary. 

Among the first units in Alberta to mobilize as part of the Cana-
dian Expeditionary Force was the 19th Alberta Dragoons (as a 
Special Service Squadron) .... In Calgary the early enthusiasm 
was marred by a feud of words between the local detachment of 
the Legion of Frontiersmen and the representatives of the militia 
units. The Legion, a semi-military organization, was composed of 
former soldiers .... Like the military they attended parades, and 
studied military subjects. On the outbreak of war the Frontiers-
men began to recruit, unofficially, in the hope the detachment 
would be accepted as a mounted unit of the CEF. The militia 
units, which had recruited officially, were afraid the Frontiersmen 
would get into battle before them, and they were rather upset 
about the prospect .... Some of the Frontiersmen from western 



Canada, tired of waiting for action from the Federal government, 
hired two railway cars and travelled to Ottawa at their own ex-
pense. A newspaper man travelled with them. In his report on 
the group he did not mention where the volunteers originated but 
it could have been the 300 from Edmonton. He wrote of them 
'These Westerners ... look like real fighters ... they wanted to go 
as cavalrymen. They are clad in khaki puttees, trousers, and shirts 
with loose knotted western handkerchiefs and broad cowboy hats. 
They are nearly all "Strathcona Horse" men who saw service in 
South Africa, and about as hard riding a bunch of men one can 
imagine .... If they are not accepted ... they threaten to clean 
out the Militia department.' [ Cunnzffe, pp.91-92] 

The Militia department survived whatever confrontation may have oc-
curred; most of the Frontiersmen were enlisted in the Princess Patricia's 
Canadian Light Infantry or in one of the other infantry battalions at Val-
cartier. If they wanted to be first into the fight they were going to have to 
do it on foot. 

Regardless of particular circumstances, the Alberta Dragoons, having been 
ordered on 6 August to mobilize a cavalry squadron, left the province by 
train in mid-August for Camp Valcartier. The squadron consisted of 270 
all ranks; James Church was off to war. 

World War I 

War would occupy over four years of Church's life. What he experienced 
can only be inferred, at best, from the more general accounts kept by the 
units in which he served. How profoundly he was affected by his experiences 
is an open question. He kept no personal diaries. Diaries are forbidden to 
all soldiers, though most generals keep them in disobedience of their own 
and army orders. He left no written accounts. There are no recollected 
comments of his, save a few. A notice placed in The Legionary in 1980, 
seeking those who had known him, brought no response. The war diaries of 
the units in which he served say nothing of him beyond the very routine, and 
not even much of that. This is not unusual, for most war diaries are neither 
monumental works of prose nor given to great detail as far as individuals 
are concerned. They are quite matter-of-fact accounts of happenings within 
the unit, which were common knowledge to its members at the time. After-
action reports, copies of operation orders, patrol reports, fire plans, maps, 
copies of special orders, copies of daily routine orders and standing orders 
are filed from time to time as appendices to the daily narrative forms. At 
the end of the month the diary, reviewed and signed by the commanding 
officer, is sent to the unit's superior headquarters. A diary will tell what 
the unit was doing, but individuals are rarely mentioned except they be 
killed, wounded, missing, hospitalized, decorated, or under punishment. 



Given these circumstances one can only look to prevailing conditions, unit 
roles, and those recorded experiences of other individuals which may be 
regarded as more or less typical, to suggest the situations in which Church 
found himself. One is left to suppose that he had most experiences ap-
propriate to his particular duties and responsibilities at any given time. 
It is reasonable to suppose that in 14 months as a trooper in the Alberta 
Dragoons he performed all the duties and fatigues ordinarily required of a 
soldier in a cavalry squadron. During his three years as a tunneller he could 
hardly have missed any of the challenges, dangers and frustrations visited 
upon these troops as he rose from the rank of Lieutenant to Major. That 
he was both skillful and courageous goes virtually without saying. Lacking 
skill, he would not have survived a dangerous business which offered few 
opportunities to redeem misjudgements or shoddy work. Lacking courage, 
he could easily have found less trying work to do. 

Valcartier 

It was the intention that the Canadian Contingent, after concentration 
and some training, should go to England without delay. Training would 
continue there on Salisbury Plain. 

Few embarkations go smoothly. This one was chaotic, primarily because 
of last minute decisions: to despatch an additional 6,000 men; to scrap 
the earlier embarkation plan drawn up by the Director of Supplies and 
Transport; and to replace that Director and his staff with a newly appointed 
Director of Embarkation and his staff. 

Much space was unnecessarily wasted when guns and limbers were 
shipped without first removing their wheels .... Mounted units 
were dismayed to find that in many cases they were separated 
from their mounts. [Nicholson, p. 30] 

The process begun on 23 September was completed on 1 October. At 
nightfall the ships moved from Quebec City down the St. Lawrence to 
Gaspe Bay to meet their Royal Navy escorts. Sam Hughes turned up to 
send them off in proper style. "While the convoy was still at anchor ... the 
Minister of Militia passed through the lines of the waiting transports in a 
launch distributing to the troops bundles of his 900-word valedictory." 

The twelve-day crossing was uneventful. And judging from a sample menu, 
at Annex "A", the food was good. The first transports entered Plymouth 
Sound on 14 October. Disembarkation was even more confused than em-
barkation had been. The last unit came ashore on 24 October, ten days 
after the first one. "In general it was found best to ship the great bulk of 
miscellaneous material by trainloads to be sorted out at railway stations 
near camp." 
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Salisbury Plain 

The ninety square miles of training camp on Salisbury Plain lies just north 
of Stonehenge. Its broad rolling pasture land was to be the home of 1 Cana-
dian Infantry Division for the next four months. British engineers had been 
at work to get all in readiness. Tent and kitchen facilities had been put up 
by British and New Zealand work parties, the latter having been enlisted 
in the United Kingdom. Everything was in order. An early report from 
the Canadian advance party said "the camp sites are beautifully situated 
and the turf is excellent." The English countryside was lovely after that 
long warm summer of 1914. But before the last Canadian unit had reached 
Salisbury Plain, it had begun to rain. 

On 21 October there was a quarter-inch. The next five days brought a full 
inch. A period of abnormally heavy rainfall was just beginning. It was to 
rain for 89 out of 123 days. Between mid-October and mid-February there 
would be nearly 24 inches — almost double the average of the previous 32 
years. High winds consistently damaged and flattened tents. Temperatures 
were abnormally low. A layer of chalk just below the turf held rainwater at 
the surface. Wherever men marched or wagons were driven, turf became 
quagmire. A program of hut construction had begun in October. Eventu-
ally all but 1st Infantry Brigade would be under some sort of cover for at 
least part of the winter. Church's unit got its turn as a delayed New Year's 
present. On 4 January they received orders to move into Bulford Barracks. 

Of greater significance to the mounted units than their own move 
into billets was the fact that at the same time their horses were 
put under cover and on dry standings. During November and 
December the condition of the animals had deteriorated seriously 
through their being forced to stand outside in mud to their hocks, 
their rain-soaked blankets providing little protection from the el-
ements. [Nicholson, p. 36] 

The general health of the Canadians in these deplorable conditions was 
remarkably good. So was their morale. Their circumstances, however, gave 
so much concern that the Australian contingent, originally scheduled to 
come to England that autumn, was diverted on arrival at Suez to training 
grounds in Egypt. 

Along with the Salisbury weather the Canadians had to contend with de-
ficiencies in supplies and equipment. They had to begin tactical training 
as well. The 19th Alberta Dragoons (Special Service Squadron) was the 
divisional cavalry for 1 Canadian Infantry Division. That is, the squadron 
provided the eyes and ears of the divisional commander. Land warfare was 
still being waged in only two dimensions. For the mobile operations which 



were envisaged in 1914, a cavalry squadron would provide a screen for the 
main body of the division. Mounted troops could find and hold an enemy 
force for a limited time, or they could deny enemy cavalry the information 
the enemy would be seeking about the location and strength of our own 
infantry. 

On 25 January 1915 the Dragoons acted as skeleton enemy for 3rd Infantry 
Brigade. The mounted troops would take up a position, bring fire upon the 
approaching brigade, and thus force the leading infantry battalion to halt, 
reconnoitre and deploy from a marching column into attack formation. The 
troopers would then quickly mount up, fall back, occupy new positions, 
wait, and then force the infantry to do it all over again after they had 
regrouped and moved forward once more. It was good practice for both. 
But they were not to know then that there would be little movement of the 
trench lines in France until more than three years had passed. 

France 

A move to the front was imminent. On 8 February there was a muster pa-
rade for all ranks in the morning and the rest of the day was spent readying 
wagons and stores. The announcement of unrestricted submarine attacks 
around the British Isles ruled out the regular route from Southampton to 
LeHavre. Instead, St. Nazaire was to be the port of disembarkation. It 
was reached after a two-day journey, as far as the Dragoons were concerned. 
Other units of 1st Division were at sea five days, encountered a brisk gale, 
and experienced much seasickness. 

A five-hundred mile journey by troop train in French army style, using those 
famous freight cars designed for "40 hommes on 8 chevaux," brought the 
Canadians to Hazebrouck, near the Belgian frontier. This was the location 
of HQ Second British Army, and about 20 miles behind the front line. 

Church would be with the Dragoons until the coming October. During 
this time he (and his squadron) would be occupied for the most part with 
duties rather far removed from those planned earlier for divisional cavalry. 
Initially, however, everything seemed to be normal. Regular training in 
mounted and dismounted duties began on 19 February and would continue 
until 9 March. But next day, and for the ensuing three days in the battle 
of Neuve Chapelle, the Canadians were in rear of the British on the left, 
positioned so that if a breakthrough developed, they would be ready to 
advance. The squadron was thus held poised during the engagement to 
exploit a break in the German line which never came. 

Near the end of March all members of the Dragoons spent a day in the 
front line infantry trenches of the 8th Battalion. Other training continued 
in regular fashion. Map reading, a small advance guard exercise, and sword 



On the right ... our lines are only 40 yards from the Boches. Our 
infantry have become too familiar with the Germans— talking 
and visiting back and forth. So there is a Corps Order out pro-
hibiting it under penalty of Court-Martial. 

Battle or no, there was a great deal of entrenching to be done. This in-
volved not only improving and strengthening front line trenches, but digging 
communication trenches, developing observation posts, and constructing a 
strong defensive zone immediately in rear of the forward positions. 

On 5 June a sergeant and two men were detailed as a reconnaissance party 
to investigate enemy wire in front of 2nd Infantry Brigade, where the lines 
were only 50 yards apart. That particular night the German use of star 
shells, and a local attack close at hand, disrupted the operation though an 
enemy sniper post was located. 

James Church was recorded on 13 June as "detained in Field Ambulance." 
The war diary notes his reappearance in the unit "from hospital" a month 
later on 14 July, but gives no other information. The divisional field ambu-
lance provided medical services to those units which were not large enough 
to have their own medical officer. Church presumably went on sick parade 
the morning of the 13th with an ailment which resulted in him being sent 
back to a field hospital. It may have been an attack of appendicitis. He 
later was to undergo surgery for the removal of his appendix—an affair 
then not as routine as it later became. 

Within a few days of his return to duty he found himself a member of 
a party sent out to establish an observation post. The group consisted 
of a sergeant, a lance-corporal, four troopers from the mounted squadron 
and three privates from the cyclist company. One Captain Williams-Taylor 
ADC is noted as being in command of the group. It is a fair inference, 
from the size of the party and the fact that the officer was an aide-de-camp, 
that the observation post was for the divisional commander, Major-General 
Alderson, and his staff. Doubtless the general had wanted one, the captain 
found a suitable spot, shooed the occupants off the premises, arranged a 
working party from the Dragoons, and would show the sergeant what was 
wanted (if indeed the sergeant did not already know). The sergeant would 
set things up under the immediate control of the corporal, and the soldiers 
would do the work. 

The squadron found itself obliged to furnish working parties of consider-
able size on a regular basis (58 men, for example, out of an establish-
ment strength of 196) until mid-October. Then it was remarked that "the 
squadron will not be called on for any working parties for some time as 
it is necessary to devote a great deal of time to training the new men we 
have had sent out as reinforcements." This arrangement lasted just about 



Within each of the provinces outside Atlantic Canada, was an incorporated 
body which regulated the practice of land surveying within that province, 
and which spoke for the land surveyors there. From a federal perspective 
there was the Canadian Institute of Surveying and Mapping, with no reg-
ulatory powers, but which was materially supported by the Surveys and 
Mapping Branch of the Government of Canada. The Institute was the na-
tional technical home for those with an interest in and commitment to these 
disciplines. 

Therefore to the extent surveying was regulated at all within the Maritimes 
when Church began to teach, this was done through that department of 
provincial government which dealt with Crown lands. There was only CISM 
as a source of technical and professional exchange in matters related to 
surveying and mapping. Church became a member of CISM in 1942 when 
he was appointed to No. 6 VTS and this brought him into association with 
a number of those in Nova Scotia who had broad perspectives. Later he 
would meet like individuals in other provinces. Near the end of the 1940s 
a number of land surveyors in Nova Scotia began to promote the idea of 
a provincial association along the lines of those in other provinces. The 
result was the Association of N.S. Land Surveyors, which came into being 
in 1951. Church gave the organizational efforts his full support, and became 
a staunch member of ANSLS once it got under way. He was later very active 
in helping to develop legislation which would enable the Association both 
to regulate land surveying within the province, and to determine the level 
and range of examinations for the future qualification of land surveyors. 

Church was wise enough, obviously, to see that the connections he was 
making, and would be making in these professional associations, could 
stand him and his work in good stead. But to get help, one must give 
it; furnishing effective support to a professional organization can be hard 
work. Many things need to be done — and not necessarily at times of one's 
own choosing—while one's regular work has to be attended to as well. 
In essence, Church's professional memberships and contributions made the 
School more widely known within the surveying community. And he was 
able to call knowledgeably upon individuals and groups within that com-
munity to confirm the need for a continuing and expanded facility. 

Once the survey course had come under the direction of the Vocational 
Education Division, an advisory committee was appointed. This committee 
was made up of experienced surveyors who could offer advice on technical 
matters and who were, in addition, in positions where they normally hired 
graduates, or could promote their hiring. Initial and subsequent members of 
the advisory committee were to become Church's vigorous supporters. First 
appointments were: F.C. Wightman, a consulting engineer from Amherst; 
V.P. Harrison of the Department of Lands and Forests; and R.E. Dickie, 
Bowater Mersey Paper Company. 
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