
Sapper Edward Boyer©  
Regimental number: 2009040 
12th Battalion, Canadian Engineers 
  
born: February 1873–died: 12 October 1918 
 
Although Sapper Edward Boyer’s enlistment papers for the Canadian Expeditionary Force state that 
he was born on 2 February 1876, they are probably not correct.1 When he enlisted on 8 May 1918, 
this would have made him 42 years old. He was, in fact, born in 18732 (perhaps on 2 February), 
making him 45 years old at enlistment—at the upper age limit for military service in World War I.3 
He likely took three years off his age to ensure that he would be accepted—after all, he had come all 
the way from Pennsylvania in the United States to serve with the Canadian troops. The 
Commonwealth War Graves Commission records correctly identify him as being 45 at his death in 
1918.4 
  
When the United States joined the Great War in April 1917, it had a regular army much smaller than 
most European nations. The Selective Service Act of 1917 required all males between the ages of 21 
and 30 to register for potential military service, which would have excluded Edward from the draft. 
This may explain why he chose to enlist with the Canadian forces, in spite of the fact that the 
Americans had joined the war effort. The Act was amended in August 1918 to include men from 18 
to 45,5 but by then Edward had already enlisted in the CEF.  
 
In 1918, Edward and his wife Martha (née George)6 were living in St. Clair, Pennsylvania,7 with 
their two children—Jack, also known as John, (born in Australia in about 1908)8 and Mary (born in 
St. Clair on 10 April 1911).9 Edward and Martha married in about 190610 and the family came to the 
United States from Wales, arriving in New York on 16 February 1910; their previous permanent 
home had been Australia.11 Having been a coal miner earlier in his life,12 Edward was now a pipe 
fitter.13 However, when he enlisted eight years later, he described himself as a tunneller—making 
him well-experienced to serve with the Canadian Engineers. 
 
Edward served for 12 years in the 69th Welsh Regiment before he left Wales, and this may have 
contributed to his desire to serve in the Great War. He was 5’ 6½” tall with a medium complexion, 
hazel eyes and grey hair when he enlisted in the CEF in Toronto. When he came to Canada to enlist 
in May 1918 he could not have imagined that the war would be over just six months later.  
 
He arrived in England on 15 July 1918 and went to the Canadian military camp at Seaford. He went 
to France in mid-September and joined the 12th Battalion of the Canadian Engineers on 28 
September. The battalion was near Bourlon—just 10 kilometres west of Cambrai in northern 
France—and he was one of 79 Other Ranks (non-officers) joining the battalion as reinforcements.14 
Just three days later he was taken to No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing Station15 suffering from 
pneumonia. He battled the pneumonia and pleurisy for 11 days but died on 12 October. He was 
buried the next day in Duisans British Military Cemetery (Plot 7, Row B, Grave 64) with the 
Canadian chaplain A. D. Reid presiding.16 On the day he died, his battalion celebrated its first 
battalion dinner since the formation of the unit, complete with the brigade band and guests from 
other units.17   
 
Even though he had only been at the Front for three days, his death was described as being “due to 
service in the field.”18  
 



The chaplain sent a letter to notify his wife of his death,19 and she later had the following inscription 
included on his gravestone:  
 

BELOVED FATHER TRUE AND KIND 
NO FRIEND LIKE YOU 

ON EARTH WE'LL FIND20 
 
By 1920, Edward’s wife and children had moved to St Louis, Missouri.21 When she received his two 
medals—the British War Medal (for service overseas between 1914 and 1918) and the Victory 
Medal (for service in an operational theatre)—she was living at 3715 Lee Avenue in St. Louis. At 
one point, she also appears to have lived at 3932 North 25th Street in St. Louis.22 It is not known 
what happened to Edward’s daughter Mary after 1920. In 1930, his wife and son were still living in 
St Louis, where Jack was working as a clerk for a newspaper. Ten years later, they were on the same 
street and Jack was a salesman. It is not clear where either of them lived after that, or when they 
died.  
 
Little is known about Edward’s family in Wales after the war. He was the son of Mary Boyer and her 
husband George.23 Mary (née Lewis) was born in Crickhowell, Wales, in 184324 and married George 
Boyer, a man about 30 years her senior, in 1862.25  
 
George was born in St Margaret’s, Leicestershire, and had served for nearly 23 years in the 19th 
Regiment of Foot, which eventually became the Green Howards (Alexandra, Princess of Wales's 
Own Yorkshire Regiment). He served abroad for over seven years—including in the Mediterranean, 
the West Indies and Turkey. He joined in 1835 and, when he was discharged in January 1857, he 
was a colour sergeant and was appointed to the permanent staff of the militia.26  
 
It is not known where George was living when he married Mary five years later. The couple had two 
sons—Thomas (born in 1862)27 and William (born in 1870)28—before Edward’s birth in 1873. All 
were born in Crickhowell, Wales. In 1871, Mary and her first two sons were living with her mother, 
Rachel Williams, and her stepfather, William Williams, in Llanelly.29 George was not with them. It is 
also not known where Mary, George or their 8-year-old son Edward were ten years later, when 
their eldest two sons were still living with her parents.30 By 1891, Mary was a widow and she and 
three boys were still living with her mother, who was also widowed.31  
 
Mary and her son Thomas, who was then a collier, were living together in 1901.32 Edward’s other 
brother William, also a coal miner, had married and was living with his wife, Mary Hannah, and 
their son, Daniel, in Llanelly.33 Mary and Thomas was still living together in 1911,34 but Mary likely 
died in 1917,35 so never knew about the death of her son. Nothing is known about what became of 
Edward’s brothers.   
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