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The Quebec Tercentenary, 1908
Canada’s First National 

Military Pageant

Mark Reid

T ie Quebec Tercentenary celebrations 
of 1908 constituted one of the largest 

gatherings of military forces on Canadian 
soil before 1914, yet the  affair h a s  been 
largely eclipsed by the m om entous events 
of th e  F irs t  W orld War. T he re c e n t 
donation  to the C anad ian  War M useum  
of the scrapbooks of General Sir William 
O tter, how ever, have prov ided  som e 
inform ation on the  contem porary  view of the 
T e rc e n te n a ry  a s  se e n  th ro u g h  th e  eyes of 
C anad ian  jo u rn a lis ts . The 19 lea th er-b o u n d  
folios, covering h is en tire  m ilitary  career, were 
compiled by his loyal wife “Molly,” and  contain  a 
wealth of new spaper clippings, official program s 
and  invitations. Every scrap  an d  m em ento  h as  
been  neatly  trim m ed and  p as ted  before being

would be required to provide cerem onial 
“tone“ to the event.

Brigadier-General William D. Otter, 
CB assu m ed  the du ties of Chief of the 
General Staff on 1 April 1908 and  alm ost 
immediately began planning the military’s 
role in  the  T ercen tenary  celebrations. 
Unfortunately, the government had not yet 

made a firm comm itm ent beyond vague promises 
an d  exploratory an n o u n cem en ts  th a t  m ilitia 
tra in ing  m ight have to be sacrificed in  order to 
cover the cost of mobilising an  estim ated 30,000 
m en for the event. F u rthe r suggestions th a t the 
m en  them selves m ight be requ ired  to serve 
w ithout pay, in  addition  to having their u n it’s 
annual allotment reduced by 30 percent, met with

carefully identified in her clear long-hand script. angry sn u b s  from privates and  colonels alike.

T he o s te n s ib le  r e a s o n  for th e  Q uebec  
Tercentenary was to celebrate the anniversary of 
the arrival of Sam uel de Cham plain in 1608, b u t 
the  real incentive for the m ilitary and  civilian 
fe s tiv itie s  w as th e  p ro sp e c t  of w elcom ing  
dignitaries and  an  estim ated 150,000 visitors to 
a “g ran d  show ” of n a tio n a lis t  a n d  im peria l 
celebration. His Royal H ighness The Prince of 
Wales, la te r King George V, an d  Vice P residen t 
Fairbanks of the United S tates were am ongst the 
sen io r rep resen ta tives expected, along w ith an  
assem blage of British and  foreign w arships. The 
fo cu s  of th e  e v e n t w as  to  be  th e  offic ia l 
estab lishm ent of the Plains of A braham  and  the 
battlefield at Ste-Foye as national parks, a civilian 
effort th a t  provided the  ca ta lyst for Parliam ent 
to form the  National Battlefields Com m ission. 
An im pending federal election, no doubt, gave 
im petus to the governm ent’s investm ent and  it 
w as soon clear th a t  a large m ilitary  presence

The Ham ilton Spectator of 30 April launched  
an  o pen ing  salvo w ith  th e  h e a d lin e  “Local 
Regim ents May Not Be At Quebec C elebration.” 
W hat w ould la te r  be called an  investigative 
reporter visited the  arm ouries of the 13th and  
91st Regim ents and  wrote:

Military m en an d  o thers who have followed the 
course p u rsu ed  by the m ilitia departm en t a t 
Ottawa, say that, while the departm ent h as  long 
been no ted  for m ism anagem ent an d  b lunders, 
th is  is th e  w o rs t y e t....O n e  of th e  officers 
ch a rac te rise d  th e  reg u la tio n s as  a b o u t the 
nerviest th ing  the m ilitia d epartm en t h ad  yet 
perpe tra ted  on the militia.

Sim ilar u n re s t was voiced th roughou t the press 
of e a ste rn  C anada  w here com m anding officers 
of local regim ents privately voiced their concerns 
over the governm ent’s parsim ony. A deputation  
of officers from  Toronto, who also claim ed to
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M aidens o f  N ew  F rance rest 
before a n  H istorical P ageant.

represent the views of the Montreal garrison, met 
with the M inister of Militia, Sir Frederick Borden, 
on 11 May, while the London Advertiser reported 
tha t plans were now being “subjected to extensive 
a lte ra tions in  the direction of red u c tio n .” Two 
days later it was announced th a t militia sum m er 
training would proceed as usual, b u t th a t a mere 
5 ,0 0 0  t ro o p s  w o u ld  be  f in a n c e d  by  th e  
D epartm ent to participate  in  the  Tercentenary. 
Borden cited the Battlefields Com m ission as 
being responsible for m aking a rrangem en ts for 
the  troops a t Q uebec an d  fu rth e r clouded the 
issue with reference to the difficulty in  obtaining 
specia l tra in s  d u rin g  th e  p eak  im m igration  
season. As a compromise solution it was a failure, 
and  Colonel Sam  H ughes b e ra ted  the  M inister 
w ith  in flam m atory  q u es tio n s  in  the  H ouse. 
T o ro n to ’s Mail a n d  Em pire  tru m p e te d  “NO 
MUSTER OF CANADA’S ARMY ON QUEBEC 
BATTLEFIELDS,” while the  Halifax H erald’s 
head line of 19 May w as “E x travagan t As To 
G ra fte rs  B u t P a rs im o n io u s  As To A G rea t 
N ational D em onstra tion .” R eaders of the  la tte r 
w ere rem in d ed  th a t  “Now, everybody m u s t 
recognize, in  the  light of custom  an d  existing 
fashions, tha t the military display m ust be looked 
to as the prim e feature of all su ch  celebrations.”

Inevitably, a whirlwind of p ro test arose from 
th e  B attle fie lds C om m ission , T e rce n ten a ry

organisers, the Opposition, local businessm en , 
speculators, and  m ilitiam en who all saw  “their” 
event dwindling into a cheap  little affair. U nder 
su ch  p ressu re  the Government caved in, and  on 
3 J u n e  an n o u n ced  th a t  a to tal of 12,000 m en 
would be despatched  to Quebec. W ithin a week 
G en e ra l O tte r  a n d  h is  S ta ff  h a d  p re p a re d  
m o v e m e n t o rd e rs , a n d  s k e tc h e d  o u t  th e  
enorm ous logistical requirem ents of the greatly 
increased  force. The recently-form ed C anad ian  
Army Service Corps would bear the b ru n t of this 
burden, and  m em bers began to arrive in Quebec 
in early July  to prepare three separate camp sites, 
p itch  ten ts, and  build  field kitchens.

In the  end  m ore th a n  13,000 C an ad ian  
troops, includ ing  1,500 reg u la rs  an d  Royal 
M ilitary College cadets, began  to arrive by tra in  
on 19 Ju ly . In som e cases the  d ep a rtu re  from 
their home towns had  resembled a wartime send- 
off, a n d  th e  T o ro n to  N e w s  r e p o r te d  th a t  
“University Avenue was choked with people” who 
h a d  ga thered  to w atch  575 m en of the Q ueen’s 
Own Rifles, 350 of the Royal G renadiers, and  
350  from  the  4 8 th  H igh landers  m arc h  off. 
R eporters s tre tched  the b o unds of hyperbole to 
describe the “delirious grandeur” of the occasion, 
the  m anly  bearing , an d  s te rn  m ien of th e ir 
departing  soldiers.

On arrival in  Quebec City the  m en were 
billeted according to their home province and  the 
largest corps, from Ontario, occupied ten t lines 
a t Savard  Park. U nits from Quebec an d  the 
M aritim es stayed  across the St. Lawrence a t 
Levis, while a m ore central location was allotted 
to the Perm anent Force troops a t Salaberry Park.

T he  O ffic ia l D aily  P ro g ra m m e  of th e  
T ercen ten ary , p a s te d  in  O tte r’s sc rapbook , 
d escrib ed  th e  full range  of e n te r ta in m e n ts  
p repared  for visitors, an d  it m ay be well to note 
a t th is  po in t th a t  the  T ercen tenary  w as n o t an  
exclusively m ilitaiy event. The first day, Sunday, 
19 Ju ly  began with C hurch services th roughout 
the city, followed by a cerem ony a t the foot of 
Cham plain’s s ta tue  by m em bers of L ’Association 
C a th o liq u e  d e  la  J e u n e s s e  C a n a d ie n n e  
F ra n ca ise  w ho w ere , in  th e  w o rd s of th e  
Program m e, “a body of young m en sp rung  from 
the sam e hardy  and  refined race as C ham plain  
h im se lf’ who honoured  his m em ory by reciting 
his “works and virtues.” Visitors were also invited

to view the  four ba ttle sh ip s  an d  two cru isers  of 
the Royal Navy, as well as the o ther capital ships 
of the French and  United S tates navies.

Monday, 20 Ju ly  saw  the first appearance of 
a s m a ll  a rm y  of r e - e n a c to r s  d r e s s e d  as  
inhabitants of New France. M ounted Heralds and 
Men-of-the-Watch clattered throughout the city to 
sound  their trum pets  and  announce the nam es 
of recently-arrived dignitaries or the events of the 
day. Tourists were encouraged to see the m il i ta ry  
cam ps around  the city and  were a ssu red  th a t it 
w ould be “an  in te resting  sigh t to w atch  the 
erection of the vast camp which will be necessary 
to accom m odate su ch  a force."

ten  days. The first perform ance was given on 21 
Ju ly  on the Plains of A braham  itself, and  tickets 
to the G rand S tan d  cost $1.00, $1.50  or $2.00. 
These theatrical confections purported to present 
the story of New France through  a  succession of 
parades and tableaux vivantes but, in reality, gave 
over 4 ,000  well-to-do locals the opportun ity  to 
adopt 17th cen tury  dress and  participate in the 
f e s t iv i t ie s .  T he  s t r e e t s  of th e  c ity  w ere  
c o n s e q u e n tly  a b la z e  w ith  co lo u r, f u r th e r  
enlivened w ith the uniform s of m ilitiam en ben t 
on seeing the sights, and  the feathered finery of 
sw arthy  Lower Town in h ab itan ts  who h ad  been 
recruited  to play “savages.”

Tuesday, 21 Ju ly  w itnessed the arrival of the 
“Official G u ests  of the  N a tio n ,” a n  eclectic 
gathering of peers, politicians and representatives 
or descen d an ts  of the fam ilies of C ham plain, 
G eneral Wolfe, G eneral M ontcalm , G eneral de 
Levis, S ir Guy C arleton, an d  a h o s t of o ther 
C anad ian  h istorical figures. G uards of H onour 
an d  artillery  sa lu te s  were, for the  m ost part, 
provided by perm anen t force soldiers who were 
encam ped close to the city’s centre, and had  had  
m ore tim e to prepare  their cam p.

One of the highlights of the Tercentenary was 
the  series of h istorical p agean ts  w hich were 
perform ed th ro u g h o u t the  city during  the  next

Earlier th a t day, Field M arshal Lord Roberts, 
who earlier h a d  com m anded the C anad ians in 
the S ou th  African War, and  in  1904 h a d  retired  
as the la s t com m ander-in -ch ief of the  B ritish 
arm y, in spected  the m en of the Q ueen’s Own 
Rifles, of w hom  he w as H onourary  Colonel, on 
the grounds of West Savard Camp. On the sam e 
day G eneral O tter m ade an  inspection  to u r of 
Savard  an d  Levis cam ps and, according to one 
newspaper, “.. .did not receive a single complaint,” 
a rem arkab le  accom plishm ent considering the 
circum stances and  personalities.

W ednesday, 22 Ju ly  w itnessed the arrival of 
His Royal H ighness The Prince of Wales aboard  
HMS Indomitable, and  am idst a flurry of artillery

T w o v iew s  o f  C a n ad ian  Militia m arching through th e  decora ted  
s tr e e ts  o f  Q uebec on  their return fr o m  a  rehearsal.
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s a lu te s  a n d  a c c o m p a n y in g  p om p  he  w as 
conducted  to the Citadel by a  m oun ted  escort. 
The militia un its  gave restricted  leave to m any of 
their m em bers b u t their b ands were in constan t 
dem and to “discourse sw eet m usic .”

T hursday , 23 Ju ly  was sp en t indulging the 
Edw ardian penchan t for oratory with The Prince 
of Wales re tu rn ing  naval visits, receiving a Civic 
Address of Welcome from the Mayor, and listening 
to speeches from foreign represen tatives. The 
M ontreal G azette  reported  th a t  “the  cerem ony 
.. .was ra th e r  m arred  by the leng th  of som e of 
the addresses, Hon. Adelard Turgeon, who spoke 
as representing  C anada, being the w orst sinner 
in this respect.” During the afternoon over 16,000 
C anad ian  soldiers an d  visiting sailors staged  a 
re h e a rsa l  for th e  n e x t d a y ’s g ra n d  review. 
Afterwards, they m arched through the streets of 
Quebec, providing a show  for those  who were 
unab le  to a ttend  the actual parade. The evening 
closed with a  State D inner a t the Citadel followed 
by a “G rand Illum ination and  Firew orks” by the 
c o m b in e d  f le e ts  in  th e  h a r b o u r  a n d  a 
pyrotechnical display at Levis. Royal appreciation 
of General O tter’s service to the British Em pire, 
in  bo th  C anada an d  S o u th  Africa, w as m arked  
w hen he w as m ade a C om panion of the  Royal 
Victorian O rder th a t evening.

The cu lm ination  of the C anad ian  M ilitia’s 
participation in the Quebec Tercentenary was the 
G rand Naval an d  M ilitary Review held  on the 
P lains of A braham  on Friday, 24 Ju ly . Since 
before dawn, troops had  m arched or been ferried 
to the site and  the grand s tan d  and  surrounding

area  were packed  w ith expectan t civilians. The 
scale an d  colour of the occasion can  only be 
im agined by m odern readers, whose experience 
of m ilitary pom p is generally lim ited to sm aller 
a n d  m ore d ra b  affairs.A  re p o rte r  from  the  
Toronto Globe described  the occasion in  term s 
th a t  would gladden the h ea rt of a m ore m odern 
proponent of federalism. “That pa s t b itternesses 
are forgotten, an d  th a t the two races in  C anada 
and the great neighbouring republic intend to go 
on together in peace, seem ed to be the lessons of 
today’s m am m oth spectacle.”

The troops arrived on the Plains of A braham  
th roughout the m orning and  were m arshalled to 
th e ir positions by m oun ted  staff officers and  
guides. To help preven t troops succum bing  to 
the extrem e heat, w ater ca rts  were discreetly  
placed behind the infantry and  medical orderlies 
stood ready to remove any casualties. The Prince 
of Wales arrived a t 10:30 am  and, accom panied 
by Lord R oberts, in sp ec ted  the  long line of 
scarlet, blue, an d  green. Prophetically, the first 
b a n d  s tru c k  up  “O, C an ad a ,” b u t it w ould be 
m any decades, an d  two world w ars, before it 
w ould achieve official s ta tu s  as  the national 
anthem . Upon retu rn ing  to the reviewing stand , 
the Prince dism ounted and shook hands with Sir 
Wilfrid Laurier, Lady Laurier, S ir F rederick  
Borden, Lord S tra th co n a  and  several o thers  
before presen ting  a cheque w ith the words:

It affords me the g reatest p leasu re to h an d  over 
to your Excellency, the represen tative of the 
C row n in  C a n a d a , th e  su m  of $ 4 5 0 ,0 0 0  
w hich .. .has been en tru sted  to me, in  order th a t 
the historic battiefields of Quebec, on w hich the

The illuminated f le e t  o ff Quebec. NAC PA 23830

Right:  C anadian Highlanders 
give an “E yes Right" on 24  
Ju ly  1908.

B e l o w  r i g h t :  B r itish  b lu e ­
ja c k e ts  in sennet ha ts march 
p a s t  a t the Grand Naval and  
Military Review.

two con tend ing  races won 
equal and imperishable glory, 
m ay  be a c q u ire d  for th e  
people of the Dom inion....

T h e  P r in c e  th e n  
rem o u n ted  h is  ho rse  an d  
took h is post a t the sa lu ting  o 
poin t to observe the  m arch  gj 
p a s t  a n d  take  the  sa lu te , gj 
French sailors from the Leon Q 
G a m b e tta  a n d  A d m ir a l  5 
A ube  led the  p a ra d e  an d  
were followed by a contingent of sailors and  
m arines from the  USS New H am pshire. Led by 
th e i r  m o u n te d  o fficers , th e  R oyal N avy’s 
con tribu tion  included six-pounder guns pulled 
by the m en themselves. One reporter was moved 
to w rite “One h a s  som e hesitancy  in  m aking 
com parisons a t su c h  a tim e, b u t  it m ay be 
perm itted to say, w ithout giving offence, th a t the 
B ritish  sailors seem ed to be m ore solid, deeper 
of chest, broader across the shoulders th an  those 
of other nations here.” A spontaneous cheer arose 
from the crowd as the naval contingents m arched 
off, leaving the field clear for the C anadians.

For the next hour, the  m ilitary  forces of 
C anada rode and  m arched  p a s t the  reviewing 
s tan d  under the critical eye of num erous British 
and  foreign m ilitary experts. W hilst the uneven 
g round  did little to im prove th e ir  drill, they 
perform ed well, an d  no u n tow ard  acciden ts  
occurred. Lord Roberts drew enthusiastic  cheers 
w hen he detached  him self from  the P rince’s ”  
en tourage twice in  order to m arch  p a s t w ith ^ 
reg im ents of w hich he w as H onourary  Colonel, gj 
the Royal Canadian Artillery and the Queen’s Own o 
R if le s . S p e c ta to r s  a p p la u d e d  th e  s m a ll  a 
detachm ent of Royal North West M ounted Police, 
an d  the  London Daily Telegraph  of 25 Ju ly  
referred  to them  as “...a  sp lend id  corps, who 
seem ed a lm ost as popu lar as  the b lu e jack e ts .” 
Jo u rn a lis ts  excelled them selves in  com posing 
p aean s  of praise  for the assem blage, and  rivers

of ink  were expended to p raise  the  event as  the 
epitom e of im perial solidarity. In all fairness, 
there  can  be little doub t th a t the m ajority  of 
p a rtic ip a n ts , d re sse d  in  u n ifo rm s v irtua lly  
id e n tic a l  to  th o s e  of B r itis h  tro o p s , saw  
them selves in  su c h  a light b u t the  p resence of
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scarlet-coated  soldiers celebrating New France 
a n d  its  ev en tua l m ilitary  defea t m u s t have 
a roused  a sense  of irony in  a  few spectators.

W hen the las t troops h a d  m arched  off the 
field a final piece of th ea trica l p an ach e  was 
delivered w hen two batteries of artillery galloped 
across the  en tire  frontage of the  crowd, th en  
tu rn e d  abou t to d isappear in  a  cloud of d u s t 
am idst the  delighted roar of a crowd th a t  had  
spontaneously  risen  to its collective feet.

A lthough the  T e rcen ten a ry  ce leb ra tio n s  
continued for several more days, the troops were 
hu rried ly  re tu rn ed  to their hom es in  order to 
p rev e n t an y  fu r th e r  ex pense . The T oron to  
reg im ents re tu rn ed  to their city by the  next 
afternoon, after a 17-hour tra in  ride, while troops 
from fu rther w est passed  th rough  w ith barely a 
pause  to change locomotives.

To m any participants the Tercentenary m ust 
have  seem ed  like a  b r ie f  b r ig h t  in te r lu d e  
cu lm inating  in a single g rand  spectacle. A few 
souven irs like pho tographs or exchanged cap 
badges were b rought back  as m em entoes of the 
occasion, b u t there  w as little else tangible to 
rem ind  m en of the celebrations. The legacy of 
the  Q uebec T ercentenary , however, can  still be 
d iscerned even after nearly a century. It was the 
first te s t  of the  new  su p p o rt services of the 
C anad ian  m ilitary and, w ithout exception, they 
performed well. The General Staff h ad  mobilised 
an d  tran sp o rted  the equivalent of a division on 
rem arkab ly  sh o rt notice, while the  C anad ian  
Army Service Corps su s ta in ed  the  entire  force, 
providing a pound  and  a ha lf of fresh-baked  
b re a d  to e a ch  m a n  every  day , a  q u a n ti ty  
am oun ting  to 56 tons. In addition, 90 tons of 
m eat, ten  tons of bacon, 35 tons  of vegetables, 
six tons of cheese and m any other foodstuffs were

prepared and delivered to different cam ps during 
the  celebrations. The Medical services en su red  
th a t  th ere  were no fata lities, except for the  
accidental drow ning of Private S tevenson of the 
9 0 th  W innipeg R egim ent n e a r  St. C harles. 
Perhaps m ost im portant of all was the realization 
th a t  it gave all pa rtic ip an ts , of belonging to a 
n a tiona l arm y th a t  could, an d  did, m eet the 
requ irem en t of the  m om ent, m odest though  it 
m ay have been. Soldiers thrive on regim ental 
allegiance, b u t the experience of a sh a red  event 
like the  T ercen tenary  b ro u g h t o u t the b es t in 
co m p etitio n  a n d  m u tu a l  re sp e c t. It cou ld , 
perhaps, be argued tha t the success of the Quebec 
T e r c e n te n a r y  in  1 9 0 8  w a s  a n  e s s e n t ia l  
p relim inary  exercise for the achievem ents a t 
V alcartier a  m ere six years later, which, h a d  it 
failed, would have had  far-reaching consequences 
for the  coun try  an d  its su b seq u e n t sense  of 
identity.
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