
Mr. H . F . G . Letson
August 13, 197 3

Interview

	

, Tape 1, Track 1 .

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

were born?

Mr. Letson : Sept . 26, 1896 .

2r . echt : You were born in Vancouver ?

Mr. Letson : Born in Vancouver, yes .

Mr . Specht : What part of the city?

son: Well, it was Oppenheimer Street which was name d

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, machinist s

and founders .

S

	

Where was the mill located ?

Mr. Letson : The shop was at the same location that it's a t

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 industrie s

in Vancouver .

	 Letson : Well, there were others . . . .Prior, McLennan, McFeely ,

and oh, there were quite a number because you see, Vancouve r

was burned down in 1885 and then the various industries starte d

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 .



1-1, p . 2

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 ?

etson : I attended what was called Vancouver then it was

called King Edward High School . I went there in 1909 .

Mr . Specht : You joined High School Cadets .

Letson: In 1910 or 1909, yes .

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

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

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 u s

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 experienc e

with rifle

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 whatsoever in my family . Except for

one uncle who had succeeded my father as manager when my fathe r

died in 1904 . That's manager of Letson 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 I 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

year 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 ?

r . Letson : Oh yes, became my father before me and all of hi s

family had been in it .

.	 Specht : You were only at U .B .C . one year and the war brok e

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 McGil l

but I also got the first Big Block letters from U .B .C . for rugby .

We won the championship for English rugby .

Mr.SpeThe war broke out in August 1914, I wonder if, a s

a student at the time, did you have any idea of internationa l

affairs . Were you very interested?

Mr . Letson : Oh, I was interested in it because I remember th e

Imperial order of the Daughters of the Empire, had an essay cam-
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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 hour and

a half and handed it in . The old principal who was Mathews ,

really burned me up . He said that all I came in there for wa s

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 somethin g

about it . But, speaking personally, in the First WAr, everybod y

was going and we all were almost afraid we'd miss the show, that' s

all . It wasn't any great soul searching decision as to whethe r

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 .O .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 took my Certificate 'A' and

Certificate 'B' . We used to drill in a warehouse down on Drak e

Street near Granville . It was very difficult to drill becaus e

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 di s -

trict who was Col . Ogilvie . He said, "What corps would you lik e

to be associated with?" I said, "I'd like to go in the Roya l

Horse Artillery ." He was a gunner himself and he said,"Yes .

Have you any private means?" I said, "just the clothes I sa t

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 office r

in the Seaforths so I was a private soldier and an officer a t

the same time . . . .on paper . Then I became a Sergeant the nex t

day .

Mr. Sep cht : While you were at university, rather than enlist
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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 go t

under way? Were students themselves involved in setting it u p

or was is spearheaded more by faculty?

Mr. Letson : Well the C .O .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 Wesbrook e

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 .O .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 jcined it the first day that ther e

was enlistment . 16 of March 1916, I remember that day .

Mr . Specht : What was your rank when you 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 Serge 'Major unti l

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 .O .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 th e

outfit just before we left for overseas .

Mr . Specht You went overseas with the batallion?

Mr . Letson : Yes .

Air . 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 .

I don't use that term in any derogatory sense . But it was a

poor thing and it wasn't done in this war, fortunately . Thi s

batallion was broken up for reinforcements as soon as we

arrived in England . . .in order to reinforce the batallions tha t

had just come out of the fighting in the Somme . Many of them

who should have been officers eventually and they were badl y

needed by 1918 were no longer with us . They were killed . C h

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 sensibl e

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 number . . . .196 . . .you see they couldn't reinforce that numbe r

so they broke them up . We weren't the only ones who wer e

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 commander . You commanded

a platoon .

Mr . Specht : A platoon of infantry?

Mr. Letson : A platoon of infantry yes .

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

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

Letson : 4th division . . .11th brigade . General

of Vancouver who just died last year, was the Brigadeer general

of the 11th brigade .

Mr . rpecht : Then you were positioned along the Vimy Ridge

front . Were you aware at the time of the Vimy Ridge assault?

Mr . Letson : No, no .

"r . Specht : You weren't informed ?

Mr. Letson : No .

Mr . Specht : You had undergone some training in preparation

for the actual battle .

`r.Letson : Not very much . They did before Vimy. . . .for the

big attack but I was out of it then . I was wounded on the

first of March and Vimy was the 8th and 9th of April .

Mr . 5pecht : What kind of action did you see on the front ?

Mr .	 Letson : Well /just saw the odd trench raid and shellin g

and then I was wounded on this attack . It was a disasterous

attack on the first of March . We used gas and although my

Coaanding Officer pleaded with them that we shouldn't go ove r

the top because the wind had changed . . . .but we went anyhow .

We were ordered to go . Of course the Germans were up on thei r

targets all ready course, for us . So we lost	 of our

officers we had 13 wounded and 11 killed . Of the 500 men there

were 300 I think that were wounded or killed .

Mr,	 Specht : What was the purpose of this raid?

ir . Letson : It was reconnaissance for the bier attack on the
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9th of April . We didn't know .

Mr . SPecht : Were you after information?

Mr . Letaon : That's right . Probing and finding out what the

defences were like . But we never got there .

Mr . Knecht: Were you wounded at that time ?

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

limited .

Mr . Secht : You received a military cross .

etson : Yes, for that action, yes .

Mr . necht : 'Where did you convalesce ?

Mr . Letson : well I was in France in hospital until th e end o f

May . When I was at Camberwell Creen which is a Briti3h

Hospital in Southeast London until December . When 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 '19 . I was discharged in 1919 ,

I think . . . .something like that . T was working with C .O .T .C .

at that time .

fir . Specht : As an instructor ?
ee_

Mr . Letson : I was adjutant .

Mr . Pecht : The adjutant of the C .O .T .C . contingent?

Letson : Yes, and I was still a student at the time . I

was the only one in my class so I headed the class alright !

I was the only degree student in mechanical engineering .

the professor would sit on one side of the table with his fee t

up anc his pipe and I'd sit on the other side . That was the

class .

Mr .Spech: Who was the professor?
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Letson :

	

Killam .

	

still alive . Laurence Killam. He

was President of the B . C . Pulp and Paper Company .

	 Specht : President Wesbrooke was 	

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

in 1918 .

Mr . Specht : Were you then adjutant .

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 degree in April 1919 . He died, I think in October

1918 .

Mr . Specht : When you got back from the war, were you concerne d

that the C .O .T .C . instruction was right up to date with wha t

was ;happening in Europe ?

Mr . Letson : No, I wasn't really because to become an efficien t

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 .O .T .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 .O .T .C . was at the time jus t

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 .

4r .	 Secht : Having to start up all of a sudden during th e

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

Mr . Letscall Well we did the best we could with what we had ,

that's all we had to do . It was scmewhat similar at the out -

eak of this war . We hadn't boots or clothing or a thing else .

y just weren't there . The money hadn't been voted between

World War I and World War II . The sane thing applied before

the outbreak of World War T .

Mr.Sitstt: Do you recall the reasons why the C .O .T .C . was

disbanded right after the war ?

Mr . Letson : 'ell, I would say that it was the feeling that

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

waste of time . There was a certain and logical ant

	

hy toward

anything military .

celecht : Was that because of the experience with World

War I? The heavy casualties ?

Mr . Letson :

	

can't really answer that question lc:cause I

don't know what promPted the powers that were in control .

ere were a lot of university people at that time who were

anti-militaristically inclined and had been all through .

not saying that in a derogatory sense . It was their religion

that they didn't want it that way and they were in power s o

they short sightedly said, "no more! "

Mr . Specht : When you finally made it to the front, was i t

anything like what you had imagin e

Mr. Letson ; Yes, I think it wa except that the mud was deeper

and

	

we re more uncomfortable . when you're up to your wais t

in mud for a week it's not much fun .

Mr . Specht : What were your personal feelings after the war
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about the Army and the C .O .T .C . ?

rr . Letaon : Well, I felt that we should continue to give rili -

tary training for two reasons . One, I think it's a good genera l

disciplinary training that is good for anybody whether they

ever go 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 cores you're disciplined and ready to do your part .

That's the way T felt about it .

Mr . Specht : You weren't in agreement with a lot of people

who said that World War I was the war to end all wars . You

weren't quite eo sure about that .

Latson : Tell no. And history has proven that to be correct .

I hope sincerely that there'll never be another war . Soldiers

don't want war . They're the ones who get it .

Air . Specht : Were you quite interested in military history ?

Mr.tetson : Yes, T was .

M	 Snecht : Bow did you develop the interest?

Mr.Letson : I don't know how I developed an interest . I was

interested in the history of the British Army . I hadn't had

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

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

that I recall in high school at all . I think everybody shoul d

have a knowledge of history . Various phases of history interest

different people . Some people are interested in ancient history .

As far as I'm concerned I'm interested in history that goes bac k

about 200 years . That's enough for me . The men then were almos t

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 bein g

an engineer, you can't really be an authority on history becaus e

you haven't got the time to read it all .

Mr . Specht : You graduated in 1919 then you 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 everything

from Cheristry to Descriptive Ceometry to help out thos e

who were coming back from overseas and were having difficulties .

Being given their year in some subjects there's be little gaps .

I was to do my '

	

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 .

	

n after lectures in the evening were

my office hours .

End 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 192 3

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 unti l

the C .O .T .C . formed?

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

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 .

	pecht :

	

at 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 you have any associations with U .B .C . while

you were/1nthe 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 Regiment with a rank of Lieutenant

Colonel in l926 I think . Then when Col . Logan retired i n

1930 they asked me to give up that command and take it on . He

asked me to take it on .

Mr . Fpecht : Do you rcme her how the C .O .T .C . got started i n

1927, 1928 ?

Mr. Letson : I don't really know 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 .O .T .C .

	 . SRtcht : Ps a faculty memLer, do you remember supportin g

the idea yourself?

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

Mr . Seecht : Were you actively involved in any of the reorganization?

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

2criment so I had my hands full with that. I lent moral support .

Mr . Spesht : Do you recall any of the opposition to the U .B .C.

C .O .T .C . ?

lr . tam: Well, I don't recall specific instances but I know

that there was a feeling among certain people on the faculty .

I don't think Klinck -as in favour of it. re didn't say very

much . Buchanan, 7 don't think was in favour of it . I'm sure

he wasn't . But wed were able to overcom, as they say . . .(chuckles) .

Mr .	 Pecht : 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 camrus activiti s .

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

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

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

regulations for C .O .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 .

r . Specht : In the first year of their formation they used th e

Beatty Street Armoury, I believe, for their parades . Is that

correct?

etson: 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 .O .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 th e

university controls entirely . . . .whether they have or whethe r

they don't have a C .O .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 .O .T .C . would fill a nee d

that was felt in the militia ?

Mr . Letson : Yes, I felt that it was a very necessary thing t o

have university trained people who also had their military trainin g

to become potential officers in the militia . That was born ou t

by the great number of officers that came from the C .O .T .C .

into my regiment, the B . C . Regiment . Partly I suppose because
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I wee an ex-czar-reading officer . Such outstanding officers as

Worthington, who was the Commanding officer of the 3ritis h

Columbia aqi- ent in the Second World War and was killed a t

. He was an outstanding officer who had

graduated from w .P .C . Ceorge Okulitch	 and there were

a great number of them . Dave Verchere, Mr . Justice Verchere ,

I think he was C .O .T .C .

Mr . echt : Do you recall the steps of how you became Comranding

Officer?

fir .

	

son : Well, I was asked by Col . Logan and u`,c strict

Officer Commanding if I would take on cormend of the C .O .T .C .

and give up t

	

h Columbia -Pegi .ent . I still

	

1 nam e

months to go as Coreanding Officer . rut Col . Logan had to give

up and he asked

	

T, having h en an ex-r- er )er of the

C .O .T .C . , would take it on and I agreed .

Mr . sreoh : Did you want to?

Mr . Letson : Yes I did . I regretted not fulfilling my full

term as Commanding Officer of the D . C . Regirent but it was

only a matter of some months . I felt that it would 1 a nice

thing to do and it gave me an extended term of service . I

would have gone to the reserve of officers at the expiratio n

of my time as Commending Officer of the r . C . Pegirent .

So it worked very 'ell for everybody .

. SPecht : Prior to becoming Corr ending Officer you es.

give lectures to the students didn't you? You gave a series

of lectures on the callipoli Campaign?

Mr . Letson : No, that was when I was commanding officer .

Mr . Snecht :

	

as that an area that vou had studied and b cone	 ee_

	

_

quite interested in?
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Yr . Batson :

	

waa very interaated in it as I'd read a

lot about it . F1 stories of it in carman, Turkish, the Britis h

and

	

.of course all translations .

	

o f

slides made of it . ? .other thing was that in reading carpaigns

trying to !mar-a-

	

n you audience the difficultie s

encountered in roving from A to r, I suddenly realized that th e

calipoli Peninsula wasn't too far reroved in point of view of

distance and size frcn taking the university as the tip and going

up along througd . al;

	

and Purrard Inlet up to Port

,

	

That would be a certain s of on

. Coing up the Fraser on the oth e

rc

1pol i

was going up

this . So

slid ,

Yeody and it took

1 a grasp of what i.t waa . ¶Thereas if you'd said t

from. Fer

T* :a it didn't ar

	

That's where I was

	

a los in.

xnl.v raity to

houra . . ." The students immediately

ti

to Palair

	

, it

	

sn't mean a thing !

.af history . . .

"Can you

realize . But if T

	

, to you ,

Port Yo

	

on your flat feet in 10 hours? "

You'd say, f r
thank 7 can .

	

"It's impossible ." That

that .

	

ve you. a good

cticlly every phase of war .

Yr. (lid. you find the faci d

to baia:a, aart a_ a militia unit which obviously would . have been

well ega

Yr . Batson. : "a

	

curt

	

, were auite adequate . There

very good Instructor

Fe was there

e ly rcc ani aergeant .

force and could

	

cte all his
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. T could only devote my noon hour .

How were such instructors chosen?

oro chosen from the pnrnanont force ,

Pello3

	

had been out andtng non. commis . .ned officer ..T O

Would you '

	

ny choice?

Letson : Ho .. a.. a.

	

.

Fr .

	

ocht : Staff Sergeant Smith was I believe, was an in ~actor

during the entire

	

,. you were comranding officer . What

do you recall of him?

Mr .

	

tam : Wall

	

I very conscientious and int

c

	

He wanted to improYn his education by all rears , ....sible .

h s

	

lans

	

rtificate o5f oncation so

I h. 1od hIm

	

1 h as T could in that but. I found that sore

Wr .

wr .

of the p he had in doing arithmetic, long division and

cube root and thinga, I'd forgotton because I'd used a slide

rule so ruch . (chuckles) But , a –a

	

-cod ch

	

and he became

a Majcr T think, during the Second World War .

Wr .

	

Did you

	

p joint training

uni

!Tr . Letson : ne or two occasions ire able to join

in with

	

on non

	

trai n but not to

extent as I recall it .

Did you fin.d. it an ad, a,. ( 'eing con

	

f iD

	

cer

of C" . .o . because you had close connections with one

	

itia?

Did you find ways you could use the two together ?

Wr . Tantson : Clh

	

s, T think that applies . Wary such o because.

	

.a

	

_	

T knew all the mllitia officers and they took an in

	

i n

the corns .

	

always looking for good young officer



material and quite often some lad in the corps would say tha t

he'd like to get a commission . T'd say, "Well, what do you

want to go to? Do you want to go to the Seaforths or the Trish? "

could nut in a word for him and recommend him or otherwise .

Mr . Specht : You also succeeded in getting the Jericho Countr y

Club .

	

s that a military establishment at that time?

Mr . Letson : No, it wasn't a military establishment . The
e_ee__eeee

Jericho Country Club wasn't taken over until during the

war, during the '40's sometime .

: You were also ever interested in musketry. Did

you encourage that?

Letson : Oh yes, we had some very good shots in the C .O .T .C .

we used to go over to the Blair Rifle Range and shoot on Saturday

sometimes on Sunday .

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

Mr . Letson : very much so . it always has been and still it is .

I'm a life Covernor of the Dominion

	

Canada Rifle Association .

This will be the first annual competition, national cor

	

tion

which ended last Saturday that I haven't attended since th e

war .

1 . Specht : I noticed that in one of the Commanding Officer' s

reports of the early thirties there was a statement that ther e

was a need for a miniature rifle range .

Mr . Letson : Oh yes .

mr . Snecht : Did you eventually get something set up?

r . Letson : Yes, under the Arts building . We did it rather
ee__eee

surreptitiously . But it was all installed and steel plates pu t

so that no bullets could go into Buchanan's classroom . Be

was the Dean of Arts and there was no noise . . . .as a 22 doesn't
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make any noise . Ind we couldn't very well be shooting when there

were

	

use the fellows that wer shooting couldn' t

two lc .s it once . It was q uite ir-u :1ing . But finally

thoee who op:eo

	

it couldn't do anything about it because i t

Dean Brock's reaction

about it all the time .

talked to me rather roughly about it and I'm afraid T gave

as al ely don

77r .

	

you r

learned of this .

Mr . Leteon : Oh, Dean Brock

Mr .

	

et : I meant an Buchanan .

Mr . Letson : Oh, he really hit the roof I understand .	 ._eee
'Pa

just as co d

-e7!cht : One

cave it to o . . .which I can do .

e . oe reports also says that militi a

by 1932, '33

	

recognizing the C .O .T .C .

	

an excellent source

of officers . Did you built up a lot of c idence and credibility

in C .O .T .C . T

*a. . Lett;

	

Oh,

	

think so. We were always rece-anding chap s

for c r esione when they graduated . To had such fellows as

Volkoff who was one of my foreign legion along with Ceorg e

okulitch . Volkoff took the hiheet marks that have ever been

made at U .B .C .

	

won a scholars-ip and he had no money what

ever but he said that he'd had two years at St . e trsburg

University, he wouldn't accept it . It should go to the n b

fellow	 which is pretty wonderful . Volkoff then ' car the

head atomic scientist in Canada .

Mr . ceecht . Who were there in what you call you foreign legion?
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Mr . Batson : 1e11, they were these Russians . There was George

Okulitch and his brother and Volkoff and a couple of others .

e were all white

	

-cans who

	

o over and c,-

	

U .B .C .

Russia durin g the revolut

, and worked their way across . They were al l

, 4 forgot about that for a couple

y€ )rs„ They

	

two years in it . . ard that -aybo by t

called it! em r-y! foreign legion . But that inn't i . crtant . I

figured

	

ning

	

goia g

oo badly al-:oat it .

g oon as they could .

h

	

aorn ' ,xrryaucratic prob

	

though ,

coal

	

nou'd have to account for

	

Pal'?

and we were putting

t any pay . ,

it waa '. to legal . it was jurt

	

e supposed

hold citizenship nor- hich they didn't do . They got then

all frr d

. aa :'.an ury . That

s udorn_ at U .B .C .

Mr .

	

oat : Wouldn't they have to be Canadian c

in tL -.O .T .C . ?

Mr . Iatson :

you t.7- nk

	

amain

	

value

	

university

	

ffic ors as opposed to an o icer

	

through

ilitary colleges?ranks

	

Letaon : '7cll, that's a hard one . a- only

	

it

is t"

	

would

	

77 in any field, science or

	

n

or a business— . .a r asonable education is no hand-a

	

to any -

body in

	

no

	

cn
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Mr . )ocht : in what way did you think the C .O .T .C . could bes t

serve the armed forc e

Mr. 7pecht : From yeur own war co rtences

	

ad

ssons did. you want to see the officer det gain ?

Mr .

	

t

	

:

	

11, the first one was to

	

, o know le T. ; of

the Tic ,ants of military training . But primarily that they' d

the nooess ry discipline and realize what a factor goo d

d

right

	

the top . Fo giv e

	

you must be prapsaa to tak e

them .

"r . 000bto You

	

t' c

	

_odincl officer during the v

	

years

of tl

	

fir' s si

	

r

	

(

this affoot the C .0 . 7 .C . very rol

Mr . Letoon : lot very much becaus xoody jr .

	

the money tb o l were goi w c ; to jet out

	

it .

	

ro o-ding most of cur y, as I r osll it . . .I'm

	

ing

tfl y we'd have an :rmco t

Trnd. World

	

c7T

	

ong we had a considerabl fun d

the start

	

fund as T roc'

	

it, alt.houcgh I wasn' t

. . . .for t

	

' uilding of toe new Armoury .

"r .

	

oto T

	

if the militia unit s

is in all

	

of military . . . .from ' bottom

cut back . Did

the C .,7'1. .o .t .

that in the event of al e'rg

ndwere ready to go into more advan .

son : T'm

	

eking o f tho r?ld C .0 .7 .C . I thooc'

, giving

	

training

had

	

outs as thorn

officers .

Mr . Letson : Yo s there were .

	

, ; officer

-e same demand for

was kept
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at a higher level .

	

s officers and .on commissioned officer s

for very few . So we were sort of a unit of all chiefs an d

very fow Indians .

,.:7sr. In 1934, 1935 the a very strong ant !

rov,s s'

	

n

	

ss . Bo you have any recall ecti

	

r f that ?

-tson :	 _sss_

	

really . T can recall I cc r . M^y

	

the

Canadian Risley team in 134 and I wa in r'gland . There wa s

a certain feeling . There always ha

	

one in various - , rs

sssing on ' they can get a group together .

Stu sants like sverytody else have to have something to do . . .

if it's pre C . .T .C . that's fine, if it's snti-C .O .T .C . that' s

with

	

too . As long as they've got some cause . .

it's pro o r

Bo you think that

	

ss affected t =ale

of the corps ?

ss : I don't think it c f. sted it very much . . . .st all .

! .Ir .

	

t : How did

	

:,carp s I:, in the rifle

	

tions ?

't4r .

	

Ion : Very well indeed . Worthington was pos . Eble . .s s

the oststanding rifle shot we had .

vr .

	

How would you desor! the six

	

. . .your feelings

. . i f

ths

	

r, '' with d f 9 _notion in

ut hoing Corms

	

Officer?

ssjulioed but I think the morale wa s

:'c _:l lent , th

co_

	

aid of f

put it by the iniv

s e for 4-vC .

	

'R

t o the

second World War . I

a for

	

I sever felt that as a corps, we wer e

anything but a band of brothers-

- .1chts was there lots of c
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Yr . Let on : Yes .

I forget the exact parade stre n

each other pretty well . 7,s .

	

being students , they

-

	

in different faculties . nut in

	

hey r III grouped

-oz.7e+

	

. it had the advanta e too . . . se

	

a any group of 4 0

or 5C C C

	

C T

	

, 1

	

faculties, it was a good thing

aver

	

morale o A` of view .

quickly in

A(a way it goes . . . .which

, there'll neve r

on to looking

	

again

sin- I hope th s t we don't have to

hen

	

gain . . .not that 1''d1l affec t

"'then did you decide who would be your sin e

nq Officer?

n : Well, when T was )7)oimtod t o

: It would he a ve

	

m ll unit at this t

no you have the

would sr's?. it varied frog about 40 to 70 .

of a the

	

Y"lew

tilTle T. U7T C ''rou'te

Mr .

	

-; on :

nosition to the C .O .

p 31's .

Tetson : Yes, but that' s

natu 11 . a war a we say ,

Chen

	

m things

)f course, he c mnn

Yr .

	

_ht, Did you sta

T had

	

_

Cordon Chru

	

e'k ove r

g the war re

internation,

	

1

	

s
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Wi

	

Do You

	

,er, did you think that anothe r

war

	

aoming in .' late '30'a?

e Mr.

	

Yes,

	

T id . It all Pointed that way from 1934 on .

did you view yr . C"

mlaa

	

I had ' -ling that

a have"

would have

we did

	

19 .

a lon tia

	

T' m

did the

	

,t he could . . . .c

	

he

of military .

	

ary, did you have

would be conduc t

n

	

1**,1 .

	

Cattle' T had

course and had taken _lit _ 1

couraca h* ore that to be eligible .

apoe

	

_oau e

	

.

the air

	

rrt S .

'

	

SPa ,.

	

So up until

	

given during the war there

really the eauiprent to

	

n peoPle well .

. LEtson : No, there

	

. . . .using broomsticks instead o f

guns, you know .

T have an o men

	

on that laoause it ' very

war then or if the 1ermans had

rearm . T w

w a then ,

. nut on ther

one to

we

ing happen .

n t

With your !

aoma

	

out '

he fa tour &

Mr . Letson : Yes, a co_~

advanced

ali s

n was going to play a leadia—

	

a . . . .automati ,

that pondered it at all reaV

	

that . . .but

'1pons .

just didn' t

money . We didiY't have



1-2, p . 14

: sr . Specht : You were the B . C . advisor to the Board of National

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

war ?

Mr .

	

taon :

	

that was a board that was set up by the ministe r

of

	

_anal ben' _a, Ian c eezie who

	

einister at that

tir e	 repro

	

tative of the 7 y

	

roroe .

c chris

	

the regular army as ocanissars because

w

	

a body joined to

	

with no responsibility except

to the minister .

	

ad oral meetings and

	

e ;everal re-

ons . It was really militiA reconme ' ions to the

permenent force .

	

chief of the

	

,ral

	

o f

wouli .

	

Locate

	

rtain policies and we avoce.ted c._rte

	

cues .

Scretin they

	

in a

	

and

	

ren a .

So, T think it was a wo

	

ile

	

rcise .

Mr . ,Snecht : A lse in 1939 when war hroke out you were commande r

of the Fraser Va.

	

_e ce, for a while .

n : !ell, it was called Vancouver 7,

	

Defences . That

ned all the,

	

Valley area . . . .the vulnereble points

north as 'Pork Island . Tle manned that fro:

	

lery

ttery here .

you

:anadiaa litigetion in eo

an : Wei t'-e) role there wee large l ne of gettin g

eo

	

the

in tir

unless it bee

	

lane l su

	

to
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So the great thing was, at that instance to get coast guns . . .

Wa had no artillery on this col.

	

t ct the

	

of

an de Fuca and. that sort of thini . Sc I was very buy on

that .

End of Track II


