
Lieutenant John Andrew Dow Elder©  
Regimental number: – 
38th Battalion (Eastern Ontario Regiment), Canadian Infantry 

 
born: 12 August 1894 – died: 30 October 1918 
 
Lieutenant John Andrew Dow Elder was the eldest of the three sons of Reverend John Elder and his 
wife, Janet (née Baird). Born in Rutherglen, Scotland, a lowlands town not far from Glasgow, on 12 
August 1894,1 he was closely followed by a brother, Dougald, born in 1896.2 The Elder family had 
moved to Pulteneytown in the very north of Scotland by the time that John started school in 1901.3 
John's youngest brother, Arthur, was born in 1904.4 When John was 13 the family sailed on the SS 
Athenia from Glasgow,5 bound for Montreal, Quebec, Canada, with their ultimate destination being 
Toronto, Ontario. Whether they stayed in Toronto for any time is unknown because by 1911 the 
family was established near London, Ontario.6 
 
When he enlisted on 8 May 1916, John was a student at McMaster University, then located in 
Toronto (it moved to Hamilton, Ontario, in 1930).7 It is possible that the timing of John's enlistment 
was influenced by the fact that Dougald had enlisted as a private in January. John, however, because 
of previous training as a member of the Canadian Officer Training Corps (COTC), was appointed a 
lieutenant. Though Dougald enlisted with the 135th (Middlesex) Battalion, he joined John in the 
147th (Grey) Battalion, based in Owen Sound, in time to sail with him from Halifax, Nova Scotia, on 
the SS Olympic (sister ship to the Titanic) on 13 November 1916. Together, the Elder boys arrived in 
England a week later. 
 
Once in England, John was posted to the 38th (Eastern Ontario) Battalion, joining them in the field 
on New Year's Eve. The 38th Battalion, 4th Canadian Division, had arrived in France in August 
1916, moving immediately to a forward position on the southern end of the Ypres salient in 
Belgium.8 By the time John joined the battalion it was already at Vimy, north of Arras, France.9 In 
January and February 1917, he took aerial contact, grenade and platoon commanders' courses. 
Back with the battalion, though he would not have appreciated it at the time, John was part of what 
would be considered by many as the moment that Canada came of age: the attack on Vimy Ridge of 

9–12 April 1917. 
 
He was granted his first leave (10 days) at the end of July 
1917 and two weeks in December.  
 
When not on leave, John was with the battalion as it moved 
up and down the Western Front. The battalion took part in 
routine patrols, small sorties and major battles. During the 
battle for Passchendaele, Belgium (30 October 1917), John 
was the 38th's Signalling Officer. The following month he 
was the "Officer-in-Charge of Brigade Signallers" for a period 
of unknown duration, the battalion's war dairy for 28 
November simply noting that "Mr. Elder" had returned. At 
the beginning of August 1918, John was granted 14 days 
leave to England. After he returned, the battalion took part 
in the Battle of the Drocourt–Quéant Line10, 11 which forced 
the Germans to a defensive position behind the Hindenburg 
Line. Late in September, the battalion moved forward to be 
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part of the battle for the Canal-du-Nord, specifically to capture 
the high ground of Bourlon Wood.12, 13 After a respite behind 
Arras, the battalion was dispatched past Denain to Rouvignies on 
23 October and to the front line at La Sentinelle on 28 October.14 
The next day, on the outskirts of Valenciennes, John was shot in 
the hip. He was transported to No.1 Canadian Casualty Clearing 
Station at Auberchicourt, about 25 km behind the battle line, 
where he succumbed to his wound on 30 October.15 The 38th 
Battalion was relieved at Onnaing east of Valenciennes on 6 
November and did not return to the field again before the 
Armistice.16 
 
John was buried in the Emerchicourt Communal Cemetery near 
Denain on 31 October 1918.17 His remains were later removed to 
the Douai British Cemetery (Grave G 20), 24 km northeast of 
Arras.18 He was awarded the Military Cross posthumously for 
action during the assault on Cambrai. The citation given to his 
parents read: "During operations in the vicinity of Bourlon 
between Sept. 27th and Oct. 2nd, 1918, he as battalion signalling 
officer personally superintended the upkeep of communications under heavy shell and machine 
gun fire. The communication in the battalion was maintained throughout the entire operation in a 
most satisfactory manner, which made possible several quick changes in disposition necessary 
owing to enemy counter attack. He showed great gallantry and energy throughout."19 
 
John's brother Dougald survived the war. Though arriving in England at the same time as John, 
Dougald did not join the 38th Battalion in France until July 1917, after six months with the 8th 
Canadian Reserve Battalion in England. His time with the 38th was very short as he suffered an 
acute pleurisy attack a month later. Because his illness was subsequently diagnosed as a chronic 
condition, after six months convalescence, Dougald was transferred to the Paymaster Corps and 
other duties in England for the remainder of the war. He married Violette Emily Braid in the spring 
of 191920 and was discharged in England at the end of November. Dougald and Violette had a 
daughter, Joan, in the spring of 1920.21 They remained in the London area, although they seem to 
have separated sometime between 1938, when they last appear together on a voters list,22and 
1939, when Dougald is living by himself. 23 He remained in England until at least 1965.24 Dougald 
passed away in 1986 and was buried in the Mount Pleasant Cemetery in London, Ontario,25 with his 
and John's parents, who both died in 1942.26, 27 Violette Elder died in London in 1977.28  
 
John's youngest brother, Arthur, became a teacher; he married Agnes Myrtle Foster in London, 
Ontario in 1933.29 They appear to have had at least one child, a son, Arthur John Roy, born in 
1937.30 Agnes passed away on 21 September 198331 and Arthur on Christmas Eve 1990.32 Both are 
buried in the same cemetery as Arthur's parents and his brother. 
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