Private Alexander Shields®
Regimental number: 1042790
38th Battalion, Canadian Infantry

born: 1 March 1897-died: 18 October 1918

Almost all the Canadian soldiers who died at No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing Station and whose
deaths were recorded in the chaplains’ journal were born in the United Kingdom. Many had only
been in Canada for a few years before enlisting to return to the UK to serve in the Great War.
Private Alexander Shields was one of the few born in Canada, as were both his parents.

Alexander was the son of Austin Shields, born on 18 May 1870 in Fitzroy, Ontario,! just to the west
of Ottawa. His mother, Mary Cole, was born on 26 March 1874 in nearby Horton, in the county of
Renfrew, Ontario.2 They married on 9 July 1894 in Ottawa, Ontario.3 Their first child, William John,
was born on 18 April 1895 in Renfrew* and Alexander was born two years later, on 1 March 1897,
also in Renfrew.> Sadly, their mother died of tuberculosis on 22 April 1897 —Iless than two months
after Alexander’s birth.é

In 1901, Austin was a labourer and the family was living in Horton Township in Renfrew County.”
Austin did not remarry for ten years. On 27 August 1907, he married Mary Jane Inglis, 13 years his
junior, in Renfrew. Over the next 19 years, they had six children:

e Austin Lincoln, who was born on 24 June 1908, married Ethel Dowd in 1929 and died on 28
October 19898

e Elmer James, who was born on 8 May 1914, married Gladys Grace Tucker, died on 13
September 1977 and was buried in Thompson Hill Cemetery in Renfrew?

e Mabel Marion, who was born in 1917, but died of pneumonia on 15 October 1918, aged 18
months10

e Evelyn Mary, who was born in the spring of 1921,11 married Stan Hoffman and died in 200012

e (Cameron, who was born on 21 August 1922, married Alvira G. Thompson, died on 4 September
1985 and is buried in Rosebank Cemetery in Renfrew County13

e Florence Elizabeth, who was born in 1925, married Ivan Andrew Kippen and died in 2004 in
Arnprior, Ontario#

In 1911, the family was living in Lavant Township, where Austin was a plasterer.15

Alexander volunteered for military service and enlisted in the Canadian Expeditionary Force in
Renfrew on 10 January 1917, just a month and a half before his 20th birthday.¢ Nonetheless, he
reported his birthdate as 1 March 1896, which would have made him already 20 years of age. He
presumably thought he was more likely to be accepted if he made himself a year older—yet, he was
already over the age of 18 and eligible to serve. He was a labourer, 5’ 6%” tall and had a ruddy
complexion, blue eyes and brown hair.

He left from Halifax and arrived in England on 14 May 1917 on SS Megantic. He remained in
England until 19 January 1918, when he joined the 38th Battalion and went to France. His time on
the Front was not long.

In mid-October 1918, the 38th Battalion was stationed in Haute-Avesnes, 15 minutes northwest of
Arras in northern France.!” The days leading up to the day that Alexander was admitted to No. 12



Canadian Field Ambulance were quiet for the battalion—filled with rest, inspections, training and a
football match—as it prepared to go into the line. The day before the battalion marched off to
Agnez-lés-Duisans and then Sauchy Lestrée, Alexander was admitted to No. 12 CFA with pyrexia
[fever] of unknown origin. By the time he was admitted to No. 1 Canadian Casualty Clearing Station
on 14 October, he had been diagnosed with pneumonia. He survived four days but died on 18
October. He was buried on 20 October in Duisans British Military Cemetery (Plot 8, Row B, Grave 6)
with the Canadian chaplain A. D. Reid presiding.18

This cemetery is located in Etrun, near Arras, France, and the first burials in the cemetery took
place in March 1917.19 No. 1 CCCS arrived in Duisans at the beginning of September 1918 and was
stationed near Duisans for two months. As a result of the serious and urgent nature of the cases
admitted to No. 1 CCCS, the death rate was high in October: a total of 83 deaths occurred during the
month.20

His family would have received a letter from the chaplain after his death.2! When Alexander signed
a will in February 1917, he left everything to his uncle—his father’s brother—and after he was
awarded posthumously the British War Medal (for service overseas between 1914 and 1918) and
the Victory Medal (for service in an operational theatre), these medals were also sent to his uncle,
although the plaque and scroll went to his father.

Alexander’s eldest brother William also enlisted to serve in the Great War, but it was not to be. He
was a farmer living in Granum, Alberta, when he enlisted (regimental number 523275) in Calgary
on 11 May 1916, with the intention of joining the Army Medical Corps. He arrived in England in
December of that year and, by February 1917, he was in the Shorncliffe Military Hospital with
influenza. He was discharged in May, but stayed on at the hospital working as an orderly. In July he
was admitted to the Lord Derby War Hospital in Warrington, Cheshire, in a semi-stupor condition
and “... could only answer questions slowly and with difficulty, diagnosed mental deficiency and
transferred here, for mental observation.” This was a mental hospital and he was later diagnosed
with “dementia,” but described as follows “... he is dull and considerably below par poor education.
... Has had poor social advantages. He is simple childish but good natured and easily pleased.”

In October 1917 he was invalided back to Canada on the hospital ship HS Araguaya. On arrival, he
was taken to the Ontario Military Convalescent Hospital in Cobourg, Ontario—a mental health
facility. He was discharged in January 1918, not having ever served in the CEF. Eight months later
he married Eleanor Susan Roberts on 19 August in Renfrew. He died on 8 April 1969 in Renfrew.

Alexander’s father died on 11 March 1951, at the age of 80, and was buried in Thompson Hill
Cemetery in Renfrew County.22 Alexander’s stepmother died 28 years later on 13 November

1979.23
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