GRAMPA IN THE FIRST WAR - “CHAPTER” 3
8th Battalion Canadian Railway Troops 1916 - 1918

Grampa (Private John Aldworth West - Regimental #279533) signed up with the 218th
battalion shortly their formation, on April 17, of 1916. The regiment trained in Alberta
and did not leave for Europe until February of 1917. During their lengthy training period,
near Calgary, they were involved in anti-German riots in that city in October and again
in the following February, the reasons and details are not clear. On arrival, in England
the 218th was subsequently absorbed by the 8th Battalion, Canadian Railway troops.
Grandpa received an honorable discharge in April, 1918.

We don’t yet know much about this phase of his war activity, except to look
at the unique mission of the battalion which he served in. You may have noticed that on
several occasions, Grampa listed his trade as “machinist”. Although most of his later life
was involved with carpentry and construction, Grampa’s younger years, spent as a miller
in England, must have provided much practical knowledge of engineering and physics.
Much of the day to day activies of his battalion can be perused in the 1917 diaries of his
battalion, available on line. The following online article excerpts present a historical
view of the mission of the railway troops:

Early in the war, it slowly, very slowly, dawned on the British War Office that
some more efficient means than hauling by horses over muddy, shell-damaged roads had
to be devised to move the mountains of supplies needed at the front. The idea of specially-
constructed light railways now seemed to be a feasible answer. The idea caught on.

For twenty years before the war Canada had built more railways than any other part of
the British Empire, so it was only natural that Britain would think of Canada when the
idea of railways in the war zone was considered. On January 21, 1915 the British Army

Council sent word that it would be glad to have a corps of Canadian railwaymen. For several weeks prior to the opening of the attack (at Passchendaele) the weather had
been extremely bad, and the ground in the battle area was like a quagmire. Nevertheless, the Canadian Railway Troops had laid rails to within a short distance of the front
line. Then, as soon as the infantry advanced on that memorable Easter Monday, the railway battalions constructed new lines on the heels of the fighting men. Supplies and
ammunition were carried forward on standard and narrow-gauge lines, and the wounded were evacuated over them to the very doors of the field ambulance dressing stations
and the casualty clearing hospitals. It was the first time in the war that such work had been accomplished. Within a week of the opening of the campaign, trains were run-
ning to the top of Vimy Ridge, and by the end of April light railways were running forward to the British ration dumps which were now some distance ahead across the level

plain.

This was Grandpa’s involvement, as a support “Sapper” or engineer. His role was more like a medic, than a combat soldier in that he worked independently of the fighting
men, but a times, very much on the front line and in great danger. Such was the scene when he was gassed and according to the war diary of November 23, 1917 invalided
back to England to the CRT Depot Hospital in Purfleet (near London). Note that he is classified as “sick”, rather than “wounded” or “injured”, suggesting that types of casual-
ties were differentiated. Note also that many of the casualties listed on that date were “sick” also. We know that the Germans use mustard gas at the first battle of Passendale
(Oct.9-12), and Grandpa wasn’t hospitalized in England until 10 days later. This is consistent with what we now know about the longer term effects of gas injuries. Although

he lived into his nineties, Grandpa’s ongoing physical problems with gas injuries have mentioned many times in our family lore.
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18 Major Hanley, W.J. wlt& hm to Bcot:llnl n- 17—11—1‘? to 1-1!-1?
Lisut A.I.Strike
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