
Sapper Charles Alexander McKinlay©  
Regimental number: 1039757 
3rd Battalion, Canadian Railway Troops  
 
born: 16 February 1875 - died: 8 June 1918 
 
Sapper Charles Alexander McKinlay was born on 16 February 1875 in Orillia, Ontario.1 Both his 
parents were born in Ontario—his father, Duncan, the son of Duncan and Sarah McKinlay,2 in June 
1838,3 and his mother, Mary (nee Millard), daughter of Mordecai and Martha Millard,4 in about 
1844.5 On 29 April 1861, Duncan married Mary in Newmarket, East Gwillimsbury Township, just 
over 50 kilometres north of Toronto, Ontario.6 They had nine children: Duncan E. (born on 6 
October 1862),7 Emily Ann (born in 1865),8 Nelson (born in 1867),9 Janet (born in 1868, but died in 
1870 and was buried in Saint Andrews and Saint James Cemetery, Orillia),10 Colin (born on 28 
March 1870, but died at the age of 19 and was buried with his sister),11 James (born in 1873),12 
Charles, Mordecai (born on 15 July 1876)13 and Mary (born in 1879).14 
 
In 1881, this Presbyterian family was living in Orillia, where Duncan was a wagon maker.15 Ten 
years later, Charles and the family were still in Orillia16 but no information was found to indicate 
where Charles was living after that. His mother had probably moved to the United States in the 
early part of the 20th century because, in 1903, she was living at 25 Beulah Street in San Francisco, 
California.17 She is shown as being a widow; however, his father Duncan was still alive. In 1911, his 
father was living with his niece, Mary, and her husband, Nelson Irwin,18 in Warminster, just a few 
miles from Orillia.19  
 
By 1915, Mary had moved to 2628 Santa Clara Avenue in Alameda, near Oakland, California20 and 
she was living there when Charles enlisted in the Canadian Expeditionary Force on 28 September 
1916 in Vancouver.21 At the time, he was a trainman, living in Fulton Rooms in Vancouver. He was 
5’ 8¼” tall and had a dark complexion with brown eyes and hair. He had perhaps had a hard life as a 
trainman because when he enlisted, at the age of 40, he had scars on right thigh and right foot, both 
his knee caps were scarred and his left index finger was missing.  
 
Charles sailed from Halifax on 15 December 1915, arriving in Liverpool on 28 December. He went 
to France on 22 March 1917 with the 3rd Battalion of the Canadian Railway Troops. In mid-April 
1917, he had some minor health issues—an infected toe and inflamed bunions—but he rejoined his 
unit on 29 April. On 24 October 1917, he was admonished for being “absent without leave from 
12.15 p.m. 24.10.17 until 8.15 p.m. 24.10.17” while on active service. For this infraction, he forfeited 
one day’s pay.  
 
In March 1918, he had two weeks leave in the United Kingdom, returning to his unit on 30 March. 
At the end of May 1918, the 3rd Battalion was in Barlin, about 25 kilometres from Lens, in northern 
France. In the first five months of the year, the battalion maintained over 645 miles of track for the 
troops. Each month, an average of 215 Other Ranks (ORs) were involved in rail construction and 
over 520 in maintenance.22  
 
The 3rd Battalion’s “C” Company had reported heavy shelling on their lines on 31 May. The 
following day, one OR from that company was dangerously wounded at La Bourse. Perhaps this was 
Charles. Only one OR in the battalion died of his wounds in June.23 Charles was admitted to No. 1 
Canadian Casualty Clearing Station on 1 June with gunshot wounds to his back. On 3 June, he was 
listed as “dangerously ill.” By 6 June his condition had worsened. He died on 8 June and was buried 



the same day in Pernes Military Cemetery (Plot 2, Row F, Grave No. 33) with the Canadian chaplain 
R. K. Lambert presiding.24  
 
The Pernes British Military Cemetery was only set up in April 1918 when No. 1 and No. 4 CCCSs 
came to Pernes, driven back by the German advance.25 In June 1918, over 4,000 soldiers were 
admitted to No. 1 CCCS.26 There were 82 deaths that month.  
 
Charles’ brother James, who was living in the Sunnyside Apartments at 2420 Central Avenue in 
Alameda, was his next of kin and was notified of his death by letter from the chaplain. 27  
 
Charles was awarded posthumously the British War Medal 
(for service overseas between 1914 and 1918) and the Victory 
Medal (for service in an operational theatre). He is 
remembered on the Canadian Virtual War Memorial and in the 
Canadian First World War Book of Remembrance housed in the 
Peace Tower on Parliament Hill in Ottawa.28  
 
Immediately after the war, Charles’ mother was living at 3855 
Clark Street in Alameda with her daughter Mary and Mary’s 
husband, William Sawtell.29 Sometime after that, she moved to 
3453 Balch Avenue in Fresno, California.30 In 1930, she was 
living at 625 Palm Avenue in Fresno, still with Mary and her 
family.31  
 
Charles’ father Duncan died of senile decay at the age of 83. He 
died on 31 July 1921, at the House of Refuge in Orillia.32 
Houses of Refuge were establish in Ontario after 1903 to 
house the “destitute, feeble-minded, paupers, aged and 
infirm.”33 Duncan was probably buried in Saint Andrews and 
Saint James Cemetery in Orillia—the same cemetery in which 
his two children, Janet and Colin, were buried.34 It is not 
known where Charles’s mother died, but she died in 1933 and 
was remembered on the same gravestone as her husband and 
children in Saint Andrews and Saint James Cemetery.35 
 
Two of Charles’ siblings moved to the United States. His eldest brother Duncan married Nannie V. 
Hendley in 1885 in Sonoma, California,36 and led an illustrious life in the States. 
 

[He] moved to California in the 1880's. In 1892 he became a lawyer and by 1905 was 
appointed a United States attorney in San Francisco. In 1905, he was elected to the United 
States House of Representatives representing California's 2nd District until 1911. Also in 
1905, the newly elected congressman would be part of then Secretary of War William Taft's 
trip to Japan. A close supporter of later President Taft, he was appointed surveyor of customs 
in San Francisco by the president in 1911.37 

 
He died on 30 December 1914 in Alameda.38  
 
Little is known about Charles’ other brothers. Nelson died in 1915.39 It is not known when James 
died. His younger brother Mordecai died in Warminster on 17 January 1904, at the age of 28, of 
accidental poisoning.40  

McKinlay gravestone, Saint Andrews 
and Saint James Cemetery, Orillia 
Source: Findagrave 



 
At the age of 19, Charles’ eldest sister Emily married George Paton, a machinist on 19 September 
1883 in Orillia.41 In 1921, she and George were living in Hamilton, Ontario, with their daughter 
Marion.42 Emily died on 6 March 1931 in Toronto at the age of 66.43  
 
Charles’ younger sister Mary married William H. Sawtell in December 189944 and, in 1901, she was 
living with her husband and her sister’s son, James Paton,45 in Toronto.46 The following year, she 
and William, a paint manufacturer, went to Fresno, California. They returned to Canada in 1933.47 
Mary died in 1973 in Orillia.48 
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