Mr. H. P, G. Letson
August 13, 1973

Interview » Tape 1, Track 1.

Mr. Specht: Maj.-Gen. Letson, could you tell me what year you

were born?

Mr. Letson: Sept. 26, 1896.

Mr. Specht: You were born in Vancouver?

Mr. Letson: Born in Vancouver, yes.

Mr. Specht: What part of the city?

Mr. Letson: Well, it was Oppenheimer Street which was named

after the first mayor of Vancouver. It's not Pender Street
East....a very select part of the town at the present time..
(chuckles) .

Mr. Specht: When did your family come to Vancouver?

Mr. Letson: Well, my father came here about 1890, I think.

Mr. Specht: What was your father's occupation?

Mr. Letson: He founded the firm of Letson and Burpee, machinists

and founders.

Mr. Specht: Where was the mill located?

Mr, Letson: The shop was at the same location that it's at

now, 172 Alexander Street. I can just dimly remember seeing
Indian canoes across the street where the old North Vancouver
ferry used to go across. There's a picture too.

Mr. Specht: That must have been one of the very first industries

in Vancouver.

Mr., Letson: Well, there were others....Prior, McLennan, McFeely,
and oh, there were quite a number because you see, Vancouver
was burned down in 1885 and then the various industries started
up. The firm of Letson and Burpee was making canning machinery

for the canning of salmon. My father invented quite a number

of the machines that were used at that time.
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Mr. Specht: Was your father from Eastern Canada?

Mr. Letson: He was from the Miramashee in New Brunswick, Chatham.

Mr. Specht: How about your mother's side?

Mr. Letson: They came from Chatham as well.

Mr. Specht: Which high school did you attend?

Mr. Letson: I attended what was called Vancouver then it was

called King Fdward High School. I went there in 1909.
Mr. Specht: You joined High School Cadets.

Mr. Letson: In 1910 or 1909, ves.

Mr. Specht: What is the training yoﬁ received with the Cadets?

Mr. Letson: Well we had training in normal drill and in rifle

shooting. We had gymnastics squads. We had a bugle band and

we had various forms of training in such things as bayonet fighting
and all that. We put on a show when we finally went to

Australia. We had a very good gymnastics squad and we had to

keep on our toes because there were only 67 out of 80 of us

who were to go to Australia. So we were really working pretty

hard to make sure we'd get a place.

Mr. Specht: Was this the first time that you had some experience

with riflery?

Mr. Letson: Oh yes. You see I was only 13 then.

Mr, Specht: You developed an early interest for it?

Mr. Letson: Yes, to my amazement. I don't know why because I

had no military background whatsocever in my family. Except for
ona uncle who had succeeded my father as manager when my father
died in 1904. That's manager of lLetson and Burpee. He had been
an officer in the militia in New Brunswick. He was the first
graduate in Science from U.N.B. He was very keen in rifle shooting

and T think that's the reason I became interested in it.
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Mr., Specht: Other than that, though, the high school cadets was
your first acquaintance with the military.

Mr. Letson: Yes, except that I think I was in some church, Boy's

Brigade for a few months.

Mr. Specht: What year did you enroll at U.B.C.?

Mr. Letson: Well, I matriculated to McGill in 1912. Then we

went to Australia and then I went to work for a year. I went

to McGill College, as it was then known, in October 1913. U.B.C.
became U.B.C., as such in October of 1915. I was then a third
vear student.

Mr. Specht: What did you specialize in at U.B.C.?

Mr. Letson: Mechanical engineering.

Mr. Specht: Did you pretty well know that this was what you

wanted to do when you started?

Mr. Letson: Oh yes, became my father before me and all of his

family had been in it.

Mr. Specht: You were only at U.B.C. one yvear and the war broke

out.

Mr. Letson: That's right. I was there 'til the 16th of March

1916. I was only there a short time. But I had the priviledge
of getting not only my Big 'M' letter for Rugby from McGill
but I also got the first Big Block letters from U.B.C. for rugby.
We won the championship for English rugby.

Mr. Speslit: The war broke out in August 1914, I wonder if, as

a student at the time, did you have any idea of international
affairs. Were you very interested?
Mr. Letson: Oh, I was interested in it because I remember the

Imperial order of the Daughters of the Empire, had an essay com-
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petition in 1912. The title of it was "What would Canada's

role be in the event of a European War?" So I went up to the

big auditorium and wrote my essay. I did it all in an holur and

a half and handed it in. The o0ld principal who was Mathews,
really burned me up. He said that all I came in there for was

to get out early from classes and to get out to do my Cadet
training. He was really pretty stuffy about it. I told him

I had finished my essay and had turned it in. So about 6 weeks
later I was summonsed to his office and he said he wished to
appologize to me because I won the silver medal for my essay!

Mr. Specht: What did you think would be Canada's role?

Mr. Letson: Well, I said that in the event of a European

War, that Canada would be involved to the extent of supporting
the mother country, if it spread. |

Mr. Specht: How did you view Canada, as an independent country
or as part of the British Empire?

Mr. LEtson: Well that's a hard question? Quite as an indepent
country but...also as a part of a group. A closer knit group
then, I think than it is now. No, we weren't taking orders from
anybody from the U.K. but we felt that from our heritage that

we should support a good cause. Treaties meant something then.
When a treaty was broken, we felt that we should do something

| about it. But, speaking personally, in the First WAr, everYbody

was goin¢ and we all were almost afraid we'd miss the show, that's
all. It wasn't any great soul searching decision as to whether

you should go to support England or whether we should fight Germany.

As far as I was concerned, I'd seen one fellow go. I was thinking,

"My God, this is going to be over before I get there." I was
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the senior member of the family with a widowed mother, I didn't
feel that I could go right away although she didn't in any way
oppose me going. But I didn't get away until 1916.

Mr. Specht: %hen C.0.T. formed, only a couple of months from

when the war started...I believe it was October 1914,

Mr. Letson: That's right.

Mr. Specht: Did you take part in that in any way?

Mr. Letson: Yes, I was in that. I toox my Certificate 'A' and

Certificate 'B'. We used to drill in a warehouse down on Drake
Street near CGranville. It was very difficult to drill because
there wer posts every 6 or 8 feet supporting the thing. Major
Logan was the Major then, I think and Wesbrooke was the Commanding
Officer. A lot of fellows went from that corps at various times,
to the Patricias when they were university grads. Then I was
interviewed to go to England to take a commission. The

British wanted Canadians to go over and take commissions. I
remember being interviewed by the Commanding Officer of the dis-
trict who was Col. Ogilvie. He said, "What corps would you like
to be assoclated with?" I said, "I'd like to go in the Royal
Horse Artillery." He was a gunner himself and he said,"Yes.

Have you any private means?" I said, "just the clothes I sat
in." He said, "You'll have a Hell of a time!" So I waited and
waited and nothing happened. So I enlisted. Meanwhile having
passed my examinations for officer, I was gazetted as an officer
in the Seaforths so I was a private soldier and an officer at

the same time....on paper. Then I became a Sergeant the next
day.

Mr. Specht: While you were at university, rather than enlist




1-1, p. 6

right away as a lot of your colleagues would have, you wanted
to definitely go ahead for an officer's standing.

Mr, Letson: Well I wasn't so concerned about that. It was
really the situation of the family at home, having two younger
sisters and a younger brother and I being the head of the family,
it was a bit difficult.

Mr. Specht: I see. Can you remember how the COTC first got
under way? Were students themselves involved in setting it up
or was is spearheaded more by faculty?

Mr. Letson: Well the C.0.T.C. had been set up some years
before the first war in various universities. I think it

was almost automatic. McGill had started and we were part of
McGill., I couldn't say who really sparkplugged the thing, I
don't know. I think it might have been Harry Logan and Wesbrooke
and Jordan. He was a professor of mathematics. Those are
officers I remember.

Mr. Specht: What do oyou recall of President Wesbrooke? Did
he have:military experience? overseas?

Mr., Letson: I don't think he did. He may have had C.0.T.C.

or something of that kind. Bill Gibson would know.

Mr. Specht: Dean Brock was Commanding Officer of the Western
Universities Battalion when it first started in 1916. You
joined it.

Mr. Letson: That's right. I joined it the first day that there
was enlistment, 16 of March 1916, I remember that day.

Mr. Specht: What was your rank when vou started?

Mr. Letson: I joined as a private and then in about a week I
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was made a Sergeant. Then I was Company SergeQ? Major until
I was commissioned.
Mr. Specht: Did you go to camp Hughes with the contingent?

Mr. Letson: Yes.

Mr. Specht: Was Camp Hughes an extention of the training you
received on campus?

Mr. Letson: Yes, in fact we had a batallion there, 1100 strong.

It was more serious military training than we'd had in the C.0.T.C.
Then I was sent to the School of Musketry on account of being

a rifle shot, in Ottawa. Just after I was commissioned, I

was sent there and then came back to Camp Hughes to join the
outfit just before we left for overseas.

Mr. Specht You went overseas with the batallion?

Mr., Letson: Yes.

Mr. Specht: Did you think it was a good idea to have all the

university people and professionals in one batallion?

Mr. Letson: No, it was a poor idea but to be honest we weren't
thinking about that because all our friends were there., We were
very happy and had a very congenial group. We had a few outsiders.
T don't ugse that term in any derogatory sense. But it was a
poor thing and it wasn't done in this war, fortunately. This
batallion was broken up for reinforcements as soon as we

arrived in BEngland...in order to reinforce the batallions that
had just come out of the fighting in the Somme. Many of them
who should have been officers eventually and they were badly
needed by 1918 were no longer with us. They were killed. Ch
no, it was a poor idea. The British did the same thing. The

had the Post Office Rifles and various things like that. They
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should have been reserved for officer training.

Mr. Specht: So although the batallion was broken up and you
felt rather bad about it at the time it was probably a sensible
thing to do rather than to risk all the.....

Mr. Letson: Oh yes, well it wasn't that. All the batallions
were being broken up then all of them. They couldn't reinforce
our numbér....l96...you see they couldn't reinforce that number
so they broke them up. We weren't the only ones who were
broken up. Many many, many were broken up. I only had five
days in England. I was on five days arrival leave, which you got.
I was in Edinburough and I got a telegram to report back. I
was: in France two days later.

Mr. Specht: Who were you attatched to in France?

Mr. Letson: The 54th Kootenay Batallion.

Mr. Specht: Were you brought up to the front right ~away?

Mr. Letson: Yes, right to the front right away.

Mr. Specht: What sector?

Mr. Letson: Well it was just North of the Somme and they were
moving up into the Vimy Sector from the Somme. I joined them
down on the Somme.

Mr. Specht: What was your rank?

Mr. Letson: Lieutenant.

Mr. Specht: What were your duties ?

Mr. Letson: Well, I was a platoon cammander. You commanded

a platoon.

Mr. Specht: A platoon of infantry?

Mr. Letson: A platoon of infantry ves.

Mr. Specht: What kind of arms were in your platoon?
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Mr. Letson: We had rifles, Lewis quns...that's all.

Mr. Specht: The 54th...what division was that a part of?

Mr, letson: 4th division...llth brigade. General

of Vancouver who just died last year, was the Brigadeer Ceneral
of the llth brigade.

Mr. Specht: Then you were positioned along the Vimy Ridge
front. Were you aware at the time of the Vimy Ridge assault?
Mr. Letson: WNo, no.

Mr. Specht: You weren't informed?

Mr. Letson: No.

Mr. Specht: You had undergone some training in preparation

for the actual battle.

Mr. Letson: Yot very much. They did before Vimy....for the
big attack but T was out of it then. I was wounded on the
first of March and Vimy was the 8th and 9th of April.

Mr. Specht: What kind of action did you see on the front?

Mx., Letson: we11,r/just saw the odd trench raid and shelling
and then I was wounded on this attack. It was a disasterous
attack on the first of March. We used gas and although my
Commanding Officer pleaded with them that we shouldn't go over
the top because the wind had changed....but we went anyhow.

We were ordered to go. Of course the Cermans were up on their
targets all ready Q;ccurse, for us. So we lost ......of cur
officers we had 13 wounded and 1l killed. Of the 500 men there
were 300 I think that were wounded or killed.

Mr. Specht: What was the nurpose of this raid?

Mr. Letson: It was reconnaissance for the big attack on the

————-
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9th of 2pril. ¥e didn't know.

Mr. Specht: Were you after information?

My, Letson: That's right. Probing and finding out what the

defences were like. But we never got there.

Mr., Svecht: Were you wounded at that time?

o ot i s o

Mr. Letson: Yes, so my pericd of service in France was rather

i s S

limited.
Mr, Specht: You received a military cross.
Mr. Letson: Yes, for that action, yes.

R p——————

Yy, Specht: Where did you convalesce?

Mr, Letson: Well I was in France in hospital until t™e end of
May. Then I was at Camberwell Green which is a British
Hospital in Southeast London until Decermber. Then I came home
in a hospital ship and I went to the military hospital here.
Mr. Specht: Were you discharged from the services then?

Mr. Letson: T got home in early '18, T was discharged in 1919,
I think....socmething like that. T was working with C.0.T.C.

at that time.

Mr. Specht: 2s an instructor?

Mr. Letson: I was adjutant,

Mr. Specht: The adjutant of the C.0.T.C. contingent?

Mr. Letson: Yes, and I was still a student at the time. I
was the only one in my class so T headed the class alright!

I was the only degree student in mechanical engineering. £&o
the professor would sit on one side of the tabhle with his feet
up and his pipe and I'd sit on the other side, That was the

class.

Mr. Specht: Who was the professor?
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Mr., Letson: Killam. He's still alive., Laurence Killam., He
was President of the B. C. Pulp and Paper Company.

Mr. Specht: President Wesbrooke was.......

Mr. Letson: No, he died just before the Armistice. He died

in 1918.

Mr. Specht: Were you then adijutant.

Mr. Letson: Yes, I was adjutant when he was there. He was still
alive. I was the first graduate in Mechanical Engineering.

I took my deéree in April 1919. He died, I think in October
1918.

"Mr. Specht: When you got back from the war, were you concerned
that the C.0,T.C. instruction was right up to date with what
was ‘happening in Europe?

Mr. Letson: WNo, T wasn't really because to become an efficient
officer and soldier there's a lot of preliminary work. The
A.B.C.s of it which are fundamental to all branches of the service.
And they're as fundamental today as they were in the Peninsula
War really. That's all you can get in the C.0.7T.C. with your
other duties. You can't really get out in the field. We didn't
have any field exercises or anything of that kind.

Mr. Specht: So you thought that C.0.T.C. was at the time just
giving a person the rudiments and background.

Mr, Letson: That's right.

Mr. Specht: Plus his technical courses through the university.
Mr. Letson: That's right. Of course it's improved a lot now
but that's all we had there at Fairview at that time.

Mr. Specht: Having to start up all of a sudden during the

war, wasn't it quite a problem getting facilities arranged,
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proper equipment and starting the whole organization?

Mr. Letson: Well we 414 the best we could with what we had,

that's all we had to do. It was somewhat similar at the out-
break of this war. We hadn't boots or clothing or a thing else.
They just weren't there. The money hadn't been vot~d between
World War I and World War II. The same thing applied before
the outbreak of World War I.

Mr. Specht: Do you recall the reasons why the C.0.7.C. was
disbanded right after the war?

Mr, lLetson: %ell, I would say that it was the feeling that

there'd never be another war and therefore it would be a

waste of time. There was a certain and logical antipathy toward
anything military.

Mr. Specht: Was that because of the experience with World

War I? The heavy casualties?

Mr. Letson: T can't reaily answer that cquestion because X
don't know what prompted the powers that were in control.

There were a lot of university peonle at that time who were
anti-militaristically inclined and had been all through. I'm
not saying that in a derogatory sense. It was their religion
that they didn't want it that wayv and they were in power so
they short sightedly said, "no more!l"

Mr. Specht: When you finally made it to the front, was it
anvthing like what vou had imagined?

Mr. Letson: Yes, I think it was except that the mud was deeper
and we were more uncomfortable. When you're up to your waist
in mud for a week it's not much fun.

Mr, Specht: What were vour nersonal feelings after the war




1"1' po 13

about the Army and the C.0.T.C.?

Mr. Letson: Well, I felt that we should continue to give mili-
tary training for two reasons. One, I think it's a good general
disciplinary training that is cood for anybody whether they

ever gqo to battle....and we hope they never will. It's not

that you're training for war. You're training so that if a

war ever comes vou're disciplined and ready to do your nart.
That's the way T felt about it.

Mr. Specht: You weren't in agreerment with a lot of preople

who said that World War I was the war to end all wars. You
weren't quite so sure about that.

Mr. Letson: Well no. 2nd history has proven that to be correct.
I hope sincerely that there'll never be ancther war. Soldiers
don't want war. Theyv're the ones who get it.

Mr. Specht: Were you quite interested in military ‘history?

My, letson: Yes, T was,
¥r. Specht: How did you develon the interest?

Mr, Letson: I don't know how I developed an interest. I was
interested in the history of the British Rrmy. I hadn't had

too much history at either high school or public scheeol. We

got a little at public school but I didn't have any history

that I recall in high school at all. T think everybody should
have a knowledge of history. Various phases of history interest
different paople. Some people are interested in ancient histery.
As far as I'm concerned I'm interested in history that goes back
about 200 vears. That's enough for me. The men then were almost

as they are now. They're like our grandfathers and great grand-

fathers. But when you get way, way back it's awfully hard to
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.figure reactions of the people to the Babylonian days or some-
thing like that. But that's only my personal thing. My history
has been concentrated on that as much as possible but being

an engineer, you can't really be an authority on history because
you haven't got the time to read it all.

Mr. Specht: You graduated in 1919 then vou went to London

University and did a ph.D.

Mr. Letson: That's right. Well I went in 1919 then I went as
an instructor for two years at U.B.C. There I taught evervthing
from Chemistry to Descriptive Ceometry to help out those

who were coming back from overseas and were having difficulties.
Peing given their vear in some subjects there's be little gaps.
I was to do my best to tutor them. That's really what it was.

I tutored them in the hours that they weren't at lectures.

My hours were rather strange. Before lectures in the morning
and at noon hour. Then after lectures in the evening were

my office hours.

nd of track I
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Interview , Tape 1, Track 2.
Mr. Specht: You went to London University and got a Ph.D. in
Engineering....

Mr, Letson: Yes- and I came back in October 1923

Mr, Specht:...and you were on the U.B.C. campus....

Mr, Letson:....as an assistant professor of mechanical engineering.

Mr. Specht: Did you have associations with the militia until

the C.0.T.C. formed?

Mr. Letson: I had continuous.... I was on leave from the militia

when I went to England during that time. I was able to shoot
at Bisley a couple of times there during that time, 1922-1923.

Mr., Specht: Which unit were you attached to?

Mr, Letson: British Columbia Regiment.

Mr. Smecht: What rank did you have?

Mr. Letson: I was a Captain on reorganization and at that time

I was a Major.
Mr. Specht: Where was your headquarters?
Mr. Letson: In the Beatty Street Armouries.

Mr. Specht: Were you considering a career in the military at

this time?

Mr. Letson: No, I was always an engineer.

Mr. Specht: Did yvou have any associations with U.B.C. while
you were/inthe B.C. Regiment?

Mr, Letson: I was President of the Alumni Association in 1921,
I think. So of course I kept in touch. Well, you say when I
was with the B. C. Regiment...you see I came back in 1923.
And I was with the B. C. Regiment right along while I was a

professor at the university. Then I became Commanding Officer
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of the British Columbia Pegiment with a rank of Lieutenant
Colonel in 1926, I think., Then when Col. lLogan retired in
1930 they asked me to give up that command and take it on. He
asked me to take it on.

Mr, Specht: Do you remermber how the C.0.T.C. got started in
1927, 19282

Mr. Letson: I don't really knew how it got started. I think
Col. Logan was one of the instigators of it and DEan Brock and
the rest of them felt that we should again reorganize the
c.0.T.C.

Mr. Specht: 2s a faculty member, do vou remember supporting
the idea yourself?

Mr. LEtson: Oh yes, very much so, very strongly.

Mr. Specht: Were yvou actively involved in anvy of the reorganization?

Mr. Letson: Well no, because I was then commanding the B. C.

PEgiment so I had my hands full with that. I lent moral support.
Mr. Specht: Do you recall any of the opposition to the U.B.C.
c.0,.T.C.?

Mr. Letson: Well, I don't recall specific instances but I know
that there was a feeling among certain people on the faculty.

T don't think Xlinck was in favour of it. ¥e didn't say very
rmuch. Buchanan, T don't thirk was in favour of it. I'm sure

he wasn't., But wey were able to overcome, as they say...(chuckles).
Mr. Specht: One of the fears expressed was that if they set up

a military establishment on campus that it would start on to
influence some of the campus activities.

Mr. Letson: Well, it never interfered. Nobody ever asked anybody

to join it. It wasn't compulsory.
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Mr. Specht: rThey set up a committee...

Mr. Letson: Yes, there's always a committee. That was in the

regulations for C.0.T.C. All universities have a military com-
mittee.

Mr. Specht: That committee could act as an intermediary between
the military interests and those of the academics on campus.

Mr. Letson: There was never any conflict between them.

Mr, Specht: In the first year of their formation they used the
Beatty Street Armoury, I believe, for their parades. Is that
correat?

Mr. Letson: I don't remember.

Mr. Specht: From your point of view as a Commanding Officer

of one of the local units, I'm wondering to what extent you
co-operated with the C.0.T.C.

Mr. Letson: Well, we co-operated as much as we could. But there
wasn't very much that we could do. It's a matter that the
university controls entirely....whether they have or whether

they don't have a C.0.T.C.

Mr. Specht: How about the use of Army facilities?

Mr. Letson: Oh well, we naturally co-operated in that respect.
Mr. Specht: Did you think that the C.0.T.C. would fill a need
that was felt in the militia?

Mr., Letson: Yes, I felt that it was a very necessary thing to
havé university trained people who also had their military training
to become potential officers in the militia. That was born out
by the great number of officers that came from the C.O.T.C.

inte my regiment, the B. C. Regiment. Partly I suppose because
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I was an ex-commanding officer. Such outstanding officers as
Worthington, who was the Commanding officer of the British
Columbia Pegiment in the Second World War and was killed at

. He was an outstanding officer who had
graduated from U'.R.C, Ceorge Ckulitch.....and thera were
a great number of them. Dave Verchere, Vr. Justice Verchere,
T think he was C.0.7T.C.
Mr, Specht: Do you recall the steps of how you became Commanding
Officer?
Mr, Letson: Well, I was asked by Col. Logan and the District
Officer Commanding if I would take on command of the (,0.7.C.
and give up the Rritish Columbia Pegiment. T still had some
months to go as Cormmanding Officer. But Ccl. Logan had to give
up and he asked me if I, having been an ex-rember of the
c.0.7.C., , would take it on and I agreed.
%r.‘Snggggz npid vou want to?
ﬁﬁg;égﬁﬁgﬁ’ Yes T did. T regretted not fulfilling my fuil
term as Commanding Officer of the B. C. Regiment hut it was
only a matter of some months., I felt that it would ! a nice
thing to do and it gave me an extended term of service. T
would have gone to the reserve of cofficers at the expiration
of my time as Commanding 0fficer of the B. C. Negiment.
So it worked very well for everybody.
give lectures to the students didn't vou? Vou gave a series
of lectures on the Callinoli Carpaign?
"r., Letson: Yo, that was when T was commanding officer.
Mr. Specht: Was that an ‘area that vou had studied and become

quite interested in?
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Yr, Letson: Well, I was very interested in it as I'd read a
lot about it. VYistories of it in Cerman, Turkish, the British

and the Trench....of course all translationa. T had a lot of

]

lides made of i1t. Inother thing was that in reading campaigns
and trying to impress on vou audience the difficulties
encountered in moving from A to T, I suddenly realized that the
Galipeli Peninsula wasn't teo far rermoved in point of view of
distance and size frem taking the university as the tip and going
up along through Talse Creek and Purrard Inlet up to Port

Moodr That would be a certain spot on the Calipoli

Peninsula. CGoing up the Fraser on the other side was going up
toward the Pospherus, I made a big map that showed this. So
when vou said, "They had to rarch from the university to

Port Moody and it took them 10 hours..." The students immediately
had a grasn of what it was. vhereas i€ vou'd said that thev

had to go from Fellas Bar to Ralair Line, it deéesn’'t mean a thing!
To me it didn't anywav. That's where T was alwavs lost in
studving history....just to realize. Put if T szav to vou,

"Can vou make it to Tort Moudv on vour flat feat in 10 hours?”
You'd say, "I think T can." or "Tt's impossihle.® That was the

'

prime reazon that T chosa that. Tt gave vou a good example

of nractically every vhase of war.

Yr. Specht: Tow did vou find the facilities at U.P.C. compared

to being part of a militia unit which obvicusly weuld have been

well cauined.

»

LA 3
Yr, Letgon: 7

S T,

11, T thought thev were cuite adecuate. Theare

D

was a verv ceod instructor and lie

44

acted as orderly rcom sercgeant.

He was there frem the permanent force and ecould devote all his
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time to it. T ccould only devote mv noon hour.

Mr. Specht: How were such instructors chosen?

Mr. ILetson: Well, they were chosen from the permanent force,

o o 5 M

Pellows who had been outstanding non commissicned officers.

Mr., Specht: Would vou have had any choice?

ORI, -V

Mr. Letson: Yo,

i o A Al . .

Mr. Specht: Staff Sergeant Smith was T believe, was an instxuctor
during the entire time that you were comrmanding officer. What
de you recall of him?

Mr. Leison: Well he was a very conscilentious and interested

chap. FHe wanted to improve his education by all means possible.
He wanted to take his First Class Certificate of Fducation so

T helred him as much as T could in that but T found that some
of the nroblems he had in doing arithretic, long division and
cube root and things, I'd forgotton bhecause T'd used a slide
rule so rmuch. (chuckles) But he was a good chap and he hecame
a Mador T think, Jduring the Second World “ar.

Yr. Specut: Did vou ever set up joint training exercises with
militia units?

Mr. ILetson: VYes, on one or two occasions we were able to join
in with them on sorme of thelr training hut not to any great

recall i+,

Did you find it an advantace being cormmanding officer

of C.0.7.0. because you had close connectiorz with the rmilitia?
pid vou find wavs vou could use the two together?

"r. Letson: Oh ves, T think that applies. Verv much so hecause

e —— - 3

I ¥new all the militia officers and thev tool an intereast in

the corps. Thev were always looking for cood voung officer
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material and quite often some lad in the corpg would say that
he'd like to get a commission. 7T'd say, "Well, what do vou
want to go to? Do you want to go to the Seaforths or the Irish?"
T could nut in a word for him and recommend him or otherwise.

Mr. Specht: You also succeeded in getting the Jericho Country
Club. Was that a military establishment at that time?

Mr. Letson: %Yo, it wasn't a military establishment. The
Jericho Country Club wasn't taken over until during the

war, during the '40's sometime.

Mr, Specht: You were also ever interested in musketry. Did

vou encourage that?

Mr. Letson: Oh yes, we had some very good shots in the C.0.T.C.
e used to go over to the Blair Rifle Pance and shoot on Saturday
sometimes on Sunday.

Mr. Specht: This was a strong nersonal interest of yours?

Mr. Letson: Very much so. It always has been and still it is.
T'm a life Governor of the Dominion of Canada Rifle RAssociation.
mhis will be the first annual competition, national competition
which ended last Saturday that I haven't attended since the

war.

Mr. Specht: I noticed that in one of the Commanding Officer's
reports of the early thirties there was a statement that there
was a need for a miniature rifle range.

Mr. Letson: Oh ves.

Mr. Swecht: Did you eventually get something set up?
Mr. Letson: Yes, under the Arts building. W%e did it rather
surreptitiously. But it was all installed and steel plates put
so that no bhullets could go into Buchanan's classroom. He

was the Dean of Arts and there was no noise....as a 22 doesn't
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make any noise. 2And we couldn't very well be shooting when there
were classes on because the fellows that were shooting couldn't
e in two nlaces at once. It was cuite armusing. But finally
those who opposed it couldn't do anything about it because it
was already done!

Yr, Specht: Do you remember Dean Brock's reaction when he

learned of this.

Mr. Letson: ©Oh, Dean Brock knew about it 2ll the time,

Mr. Specht: I meané Dean Buchanan.

Mr. Letson: O©Oh, he really hit the rocf I understand. Ie

talked to me rather roughly about it and I'm afraid I gave it
back just as good as he cave it to me....which I can do.

Mr. Specht: One of the C.0. reports also says that nilitia

by 1932, '33 was recocnizing the C.2.T.C. as an excellent source
of officers. Did vou bullt up a lot of confidence and credibility
in C.O0.T.C.7

Mr, Letson: Oh, I think so. We were always recomrmending chaps
for commissions when they graduated. %e had such fellows as
Volkoff who was one of my foreign legion along with Ceorge
Okulitch. Volkoff took the highest marks that have ever been
made at U.B.C. Ue won a scholarsi.ip and he had no money what
ever but he said that he'd had two vears at St. Petersburg
University, he wouldn't accent it. Tt should go to the next
fellow,.....which is pretty wonderful. Volkoff then hecame the

head atomic scientist in Canada.

My, Specht: Who were there in what you call vou foreign legion?
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Yr. Letson: "ell, they were these Russians, There was Ceorge
Ckulitch and his brother and Volkoff and a couple of others.
They were all white Russians who carme over and came to U.B.C,
Mr, Specht: They left Pussla during the revolution?

Yr. Letson: Yes, and worked their way across. They were all
brilliant students at U.B.C.

Mr. Specht: Wouldn't they have to be Canadian citizens to b

in the C.0.,7.C.7

Mr. Letson: Yes, but T somehow forgot about that for a couple

of ve \rg. They had two years in it...and that's maybe why I
called them my foreign legion. But that isn't important., I
figured that they got theilr training and nobody was geoing to

rap my knuckles too bhadly about it.

Mr. Specht: Yonldn't that mean some hureaucratic nroblems though,
because vou'd have to account for their pay?

“Yr, Letson: Well, the pay was all funded anyhow and we were putting
the nav away to build the 2rmoury. Thoy didn't get any pav..

Tt was quite legal., Tt was just the fact that they were supposed
to hold citizenship parers hich they didn't do. They got thenm

as soon as they could.

Mr. Specht: What do vou think is the main value of university
educated officers 23 copposed to an cofficer vho goes through

the ranks or through military colleges?

Mr. Letscn: Well, that's a hard one, The only point about it

i ol i

iz that it would apply in any field, science or a profession
or a business....a reasonahle a2ducation is no handican to any-

body in anvy profession
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Mr. Specht: In what way did you think the C.0.T.C. could best

eI S

sarve the armed fcrceﬁ?

Yr, Letson: I'm speaking of the old C,0.7.C. T thought the

best way it ceould serve was by giving them training well, so
that in the event of an erergency, they had their bhasic training
and were ready to oo into more advanced training immediately.
r. Specht: Trom vour own war experiences what values and
lessons did vou want to see the officer cadets gain?

Yr. Letson: vell, the first one was to have some knowledge of
the 1 @iments of militarv training. But primarily that they'd
get the necessary discirline and realize what a factor good
dizcipline it is in all aspects of military....from the hottom
right to the top. To give orders you must be prepared to take
thenm.

Mr. Specht: You were commanding officer during the worst years
of the depression when military spending was cut bhack. ©Did
this affect the C.0.7T.C. very much?

Yr. Letion: Yot very much hecause nobody joined the C.0.T.C.

at that tirme for the monevy " hey were going to get out of it.

Te were fundine west of our pay, as T reeall it...I'm speaking
of the cadets...in the hope that somaday we'd have an Armoury
hen the second Yorld Yar came along we had a considerahle fund

s

which was the starting fund as T recall it, althouch T wasn't

here thea....for the building of the new “rroury.
Yr. frecht: T vas wondering if the militia units themselves
had real budget cuts as there was still the same derand for

offlcers.

Mr. Letson: Yes, there were. The officer was kept
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at a higher level. We had officers and non commissioned officers
for verv few. 8o ve were sort of a unit of all chiefs and

very few Indisns.

“'r, Specht: Tn 1234, 1935 there was a very strong anti-war

i A sl

movemant on camrus. Do you have any reccollection of that?

“r. Tetson: I don't really. I can recall T commanded the

Canadian Bisley team in 1234 and T was in Ffnoland. There was
a certain feeling. There alwavs has Leen one in variéus vears
dermending on who's there...i1f they can get a grour together.
Students like evervhody else hae to have somathing to do...
if it's pro C.A.T.C. that's fine, 1f it's anti-C.H.7.C. that's

seems fine with them tco. 23 long as thev've got some cause..

- ot

whether it's nro or against.

Mr. Specht: Do vou think that would have affected the merale

s s . ok s s et

of the corps?

¥y, Tetson: T don't think it affected it wery much....at all.

Jir. Specht: TVew @id the corps do in the rifle comnetitions?

B

Mr. Letson: Very well indeed. Worthington was npossible..as

il SNOUIUS .

the outstanding rifle gshot we had,

“r. Specht: Tow would vou describe the six years....your feelings

about lteing Cormanding Officer?

%

£
o
i

“Yr. Letson: T may bhe prejudiced but I think the morale
excellent, the work that was put in by the individuals to the
corns paid off for Canada and for themselvaes. M oreat many of

them zerved with distinction in the scceond Yorld War., Tt vas

’J
e

5

a hap time for re. T never felt that as a corps, ve were

i

anvthing but a band of brothers.

v

Mr. Specht: Was there lots of comeradeshin?

——— o - —-—;.
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Yr., Letson: Yes.

s e

¥Mr. Svecht: It would be a very small unit at this time....

navbe 50 cadets?

Yr, TLetson: VYes, T forget the exact parade strength at that
time., I suppcse vou're richt., Do veu have the figures,

Mr. Specht: Vas, T would savy it varied from about 40 to 70.

RGPS G —-——

Mr. Letson: So it wasn't like a unit of a thousand. We kaew
cach other nretty well. Iside from being students, they

woere in differont faculties. Rut in this thev were all grouped
toget her. It had the advantage too...same as any group of 40
or 50 coming from all differeant faculties, it was a good thing
from a university morale noint of view.

at
X .

Srecht: Onnosition to the C.N.T.C. faded very quickly in

the late 30's.

Yr. Tetseon: Yes, but +hat's alwavs the way it goes....vhich

is natural, Have a war and we sav, "Well, there'll never

e another ona.” ™hen when things start on to locking had again
wve waksa up and start again., T hope that we don't have to

waken up again...not that 1:'11 affect me but...

Mr. Specht: Yhen did vou decide who would be your successor

a3 Comranding 0fficer?

r. Letson: Well, when I was appointed to command the 1l4th

Tnfantyy Drigade in Necember of 1936, T had to recormmend some-
hody to Tollew me. So I recommended Cordon Shrum. Pe took over
then and of courze, he cormanded during the war pericd,

r. Specht: Did vou start on to view international Jdevelovments
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with some alarm? Do vou remember, did vou think that another
war was coming in the late '30's?
¥r. Letscen: Yes, I did. Tt all pointed that way from 1924 on.

T suppose I had a faeling that gomething was cgoing to hapren.

Mr. Specht Vow did vou view Mr. Chamberlain's appeasement

policies?
Mr, Letson: Well, T have an open mind on that because it's very

well to condemn the man for appeasement., But on the other

hand he gained some time to rearm. I wonder if we'd cone to

war then or if the Cermans had gone to war then, vhether we

would have been able to withstand the pressure....as well as

we d4id in 1239, That's a ruestion theat wont ke answered for

a long time, T'm not in a vosition to know. But T think he

did the hest he ccould....and he gained sorme tine,

¥r. Specht: WWith your hobby of military history, did vou have
some ideasz about the way that warfare would be conducted in

the fr*ture?

Mr. Letson: VYes, a certain amount because I had taken the
advanced militia staff course and had taken militia staff

courses bhefore that to he elicible. e all realized that mechani-
zation was coing to plavy a leading role....autormatic weapons.
2nvhody that pondered it at all reallzed that...but we just didn't
have the weapons because thev all cost money. We didrn't have

the air planes....didn't have the trucks.

Mr. Snecht: So un until and even durinc the war there wasn't
really the equiprent to train neonle well.

Mr. LEtson: o, there wasn't....using broomsticks instead of

USSR

quns, vou know.
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Mr. Specht: You were the B. C. advisor to the Board of llational

Defence on militia matters, weren't you...even before the

war?

Yr. Letson: Yes, that was a beard that was set up by the minister
of Mational Defence, TIan McKenzie who was the minister at that
time.....representative of the Zrmy the Havy and the Air Torce.

Wa were christened by the regular army as conmissars because

we were a body joined to ~ether with no responsilbility except

to the minister. We had several meetings and made several re-
commendations. It was really militia recommendations to the
permanent force. The chief of the general staff in Ottawa

would advocate certain policies and we advocated certa.n policies,
Sometimes they wvere in agreement and sometimes they weren't,

So, T think it was a worthwhile zxercise.

¥r. Specht: Also in 1939 when war broke out you were commander

of the Fraser Valley defence, for a while,

Mr. Letson: Well, it was called Vancouver frea Defences. That

included all the Praser Valley area....the vulnerable points
as far north as Vork Island. %We manned that from the artillery
battery here.

¥y, Specht: Then you were appointed military attache to the

Canadian litigation in Washington. 'that was vour role in
Washington?

Mr. Letson: Well, the role there was largely one cf getting
ecuipent. 78 vou know, under the Zmerican statutes, you can't

purchase nilitarv eculprment in tire of war or in time of peace

unless it has been declared surplus  to reguirements..or cbsolete.
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So the areat thing was, at that instance to get coast guns...
Wa had no artillerv on this coast to nrotect the Straits of
Juan de Tuca and that sort of thing., €o T was very husy on

that,

rnd of Track XI



