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Privates Vera Cartwright and Enid Powell lend contrast to the Nazi costumes ot bergeants 
Frank Schuster and Johnny Wayne and Captain Ralph Wickberg. Banville, France, 30 July 1944.
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“It Made Them Forget About 
the War For a Minute”

Canadian Army, Navy and Air Force 
Entertainment Units During the 

Second World War

Laurel

On  3 February  1944, w ounded C anad ian  
service personnel recuperating  in a British 

hosp ita l were delighted to h e a r  th a t  a concert 
party , p a rt  of the  C anad ian  Army Show, w as in 
the  a rea  an d  would be perform ing for p a tien ts  
th a t  evening. The variety show  w as extrem ely 
w ell-received; singing, d anc ing  an d  com edy 
rou tines  seem ed to be exactly w hat the  in jured  
needed to raise their spirits. After the show  was 
over, a m a n  in  a  w h e e lc h a ir  a p p ro a c h e d  
perform er Jam e s  C am eron and  exclaim ed “it 
w as so good to see th a t  -  p lease come back  
aga in .” The C apta in  in charge of th is  satisfied 
p a t i e n t  w ru n g  C a m e ro n ’s h a n d  a n d  
en thusiastically  declared “F irst C anad ian  show 
I’ve seen, M ajor-B rother, and  it w as like mail 
from hom e.”1 U nder consideration  here  is the 
developm ent and  function  of the  Second World 
War C anadian m ilitary en terta inm ent un its  tha t 
insp ired  su ch  com m ents.

The Army, Navy and Air Force each had  their 
own entertainm ent divisions, staffed by male and 
female military personnel who could sing, dance, 
a c t, ju g g le , p lay  m u s ic a l  in s t r u m e n ts  or 
otherwise am use. In performing for both  civilian 
an d  m ilitary aud iences, these  u n its  sough t to 
increase  m orale am ong troops a t hom e and  
o v e rse a s , e n c o u ra g e  re c ru itm e n t  in to  th e  
services an d  prom ote the w ar effort in general. 
While the  u n its  were, in the estim ation  of all 
involved parties, very successful in meeting these

Halladay

objectives, the  en te rta in m en t program  of the 
D e p a r tm e n t of N a tio n a l D efence h a d  two 
additional and  likely unintentional benefits. The 
show s provided a forum  in  w hich civilians and  
m ilitary personnel were exposed to each  o ther’s 
d iv e rg e n t w a r tim e  e x p e r ie n c e s , w ith  th e  
ex ch an g e  of c u ltu ra l  in fo rm a tio n  be tw een  
perform ers and  audience m em bers unifying the 
focus of bo th  groups and  becom ing a catalyst to 
ach ieve  to ta l m ob iliza tion  for w aging  w ar. 
F u r th e rm o re ,  th e  in v e s tm e n t  in  m ilita ry  
e n te r ta in m e n t u n i ts  re p re se n te d  a form  of 
governm ent subsidy  for the performing a rts  th a t 
h a d  long-term  dividends. C an ad ian  m ilitary 
funding  for the  a r ts  du ring  th is  period created  
not ju s t  a dem and for homegrown entertainm ent 
b u t a pool of skilled a rtis ts  who were well placed 
to m eet th a t dem and and  who inevitably sparked 
an  explosion in the developm ent of our national 
c u ltu re  in  the  p o stw ar years . For exam ple, 
com poser/arranger Robert Farnon, francophone 
s in g e r  R oger D o u c e t, a u th o r  E r ic  N icol, 
com edians Jo h n n y  Wayne and  F rank  S h u s te r  
an d  J a m e s  B ond’s M iss M oneypenny (Lois 
Maxwell) all got their a rtistic  tra in ing  in  the 
w artim e C a n a d ian  m ilitary . O ther v e te ran s  
becam e key creative sta ff of CBC radio  and  
television an d  the N ational Film Board, while 
m any of the ir com rades took their ta len ts  back  
to sm all com m unities across Canada, providing 
in s t r u c t io n  to  h u n d r e d s  of s tu d e n ts  a n d  
organizing local perform ances of all k inds.
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In one sense, C anadian troop en terta inm ent 
du ring  the  Second World War w as a  m odern  
m anifestation of a long national tradition. British 
an d  F rench  arm y an d  navy groups sta tioned  in 
C a n a d a  long before  th e  tw e n tie th  c e n tu ry  
developed garrison  th ea tre  th a t  served to exert 
influence over both  m ilitary personnel and  local 
populations. Literally playing out French-English 
conflict on the  stage in  the p roduction  of farces 
a n d  com ed ies, g a rr iso n  th e a tr ic a l  ac tiv ity  
increased  “in  periods of political or cu ltu ra l 
c ris is .. .[and was used] as  a  velvet-glove m ethod 
of cu ltu ral assertion .”2 G arrison thea tre  in tu rn  
provided a n  an teced en t for m orale-m anaging 
activities in the G reat War, w hen the C anadians 
becam e fam ous for the  well-received thea trics  
of g roups like the D um bells an d  the  P rincess 
Patricia’s Comedy Com pany who perform ed for 
f ro n t- lin e  tro o p s  a n d  c iv ilian  a u d ie n c e s .3 
Militaiy-derived entertainm ent m eant to counter 
poor morale was th u s  a  well-established practice 
by the  o u tb reak  of the  Second World War.

Morale and Manpower

T ie  issue  of poor m orale arose not very long 
after C anada  declared w ar in 1939, and  

increased  in  im portance following the d isasters  
a t Hong Kong an d  Dieppe.4 Those two events 
provided the  d iscouraged  in  bo th  m ilitary and  
civilian circles w ith a point of reference for their 
critiques of the w ar effort. By early 1943, popular 
opinion held th a t  the  C anad ian  m ilitary h ad  
neglected to d istingu ish  itself in the  war, and  
th a t  inactivity and  failure w as w reaking havoc 
w ith the m ental health  of all m ilitary personnel -  
especially  th o se  p o sted  overseas a n d  along 
C anada’s easte rn  coast.5 While there  m ay have 
b e e n  little  fac tu a l ev idence th a t  C a n a d ia n  
servicemen were breaking down under the stra in  
of ted ious hom e defence, d isappo in ting  resu lts  
in  the  North Atlantic, an d  c o n s ta n t tra in ing  in 
a n o th e r country , O ttaw a acknow ledged th a t 
indeed  poor civilian an d  m ilitary m orale w as to 
be expected  in  th e  fu tu re . The sm all-sca le  
en terta inm ent in frastructu re  set up  in response 
to the  p re-S icily  invasion  period , in c lud ing  
canteens, dance halls and  civilian billeting, was 
a usefu l boosl to m orale b u t som eth ing  more 
was needed -  active combat. Leaders th roughout 
the  C anad ian  m ilitary s tru c tu re  were sensitive 
in  varying degrees to pressure from the C anadian 
pub lic  an d  its governm ent an d  it h a s  been  
c la im ed  th a t  b re a k d o w n  th e o r ie s  a n d  th e  
22

dem and th a t the C anadian m ilitary be given the 
oppo rtun ity  for glory were the  very reaso n s  
Canadians were sent to Sicily, an  expectation that 
“a little  b lo o d le tt in g ”6 w ould  solve severa l 
problem s a t once.7

For the army, the exhaustion casualties th a t 
were created in the M editerranean theatre forced 
au thorities to rapidly upda te  their perception of 
the condition and they dealt with it.8 Exhaustion 
w as still widely th o ugh t to be a re su lt of lax 
discipline, w hich in  tu rn  w as a  direct re su lt of 
low  m o ra le ; by  1943  o rg a n iz e d  m il ita ry  
en te rta in m en t h a d  been  in stitu ted  to ease the 
morale problem  and  how it contributed to battle 
fatigue an d  o ther “discip linary  p rob lem s.” The 
n a tu re  of the  ba ttle  in Sicily an d  Italy -  high 
casua lty  figures, prolonged du ra tio n  an d  the 
resulting wastage rates -  struck  fear in the hearts 
of C anadian politicians and military officials and 
led to an  overall g rea ter stringency  in  h and ling  
e x h a u s t io n  c a s e s  w h e n  th e  s h o r ta g e  of 
m a n p o w e r  b e c a m e  m o s t  e x tre m e . T he  
con tribu tion  of ba ttle  exhaustion  to increased  
w astage ra te s  added  to the w ider m anpow er 
crisis facing the C anadian forces, a  serious point 
of con ten tion  on the  hom e front and  one th a t 
threatened to augm ent the already tense French- 
E n g lis h  f a c t io n a l is m  in  C a n a d a  v ia  th e  
conscrip tion  issue. In addition, the possibility  
of a c o m p a ra tiv e ly  s h o r t  c o n flic t  in  th e  
M editerranean and  E uropean  thea tres th rough  
a lim ited supp ly  of ran k  and  file soldiers, m ost 
specifically infan trym en, w as p u t in  jeopardy. 
O nce it w as  re g a rd e d  a s  fu n d a m e n ta l  to 
relaxation and recreation, government-instigated 
en tertainm ent, however naively conceptualized, 
became a panacea that, it was hoped, would have 
a n  a m e lio ra tin g  e ffec t a t  a ll lev e ls . T he 
en tertainm ent program  was th u s  rationalized by 
p lan n e rs  as  a usefu l political an d  m ilitary tool 
against battle exhaustion, disciplinary problems, 
s ta lls  in rec ru itm en t an d  poor m orale and  the 
negative consequences these conditions had  both 
overseas and  a t hom e.9

The first en te rta in m en t u n its  to be created  
and  b rough t u p  to full e s tab lishm en t figures 
during the Second World War were military staff 
b a n d s . B u ild ing  on  a tra d itio n  of m u sic a l 
accom panim ent for the arm ed forces, by late 
1940 C anadian  Army com m and had  formed ten 
m ilita ry  b a n d s  c o n s is t in g  of ro u g h ly  27 
m u s ic ia n s  a n d  one b a n d m a s te r  each . All 
m em bers were m ilitary  pe rsonne l who were
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Right: Johnny Wayne and 
Frank Shuster performing in 

a CBC radio broadcast of 
The Army Show, Ottawa, 21 

January 1944.

Below right: Portion of a 
script from a Canadian Army 

Show broadcast in 
December 1942.

m ustered  as bandsm en in either the Navy, Army 
or Air Force. W ith a strong  h o rn  section and  
sheet m usic in hand , these b ands performed for 
parades of all types, dances and  funerals, as well 
a s  a n u m b er of civilian engagem ents. Army 
bands traveled more extensively th an  either Navy 
or Air Force groups, th ro u g h o u t the  UK, Italy 
an d  E urope u n d e r h a rs h  conditions and  len t 
official m ilitary affairs dignity an d  pom p. On 
beaches, in bom bed-out s tree ts , an d  often on 
the road for years a t a time, bands like the Royal 
C an ad ian  O rdnance  C orps B and, the  Royal 
C anadian Arm oured Corp B and and  the 1st and 
2nd  C anad ian  Infantry Division b an d s  traveled 
ju s t  beh ind  the troops and  were th u s  on h an d  
for a n u m b er of significant events, su c h  as the 
m arch  p a s t of the entire 3 rd  C anad ian  Infantry 
Division in  U trecht, Holland on 6 J u n e  1945.10

For all th a t  troops apprecia ted  the  m ilitary 
bands, th is  k ind of en te rta inm en t did no t allow 
for la u g h te r  o r s in g -a lo n g  a n d  c o n tin u a lly  
rem inded  them  of th e  job  they  were in  the 
m ilitary to do. M ilitary b a n d s  were not, to any 
g rea t ex ten t, in fluenced  by m usica l tren d s , 
fu n c tio n in g  as  th ey  d id  to  p e rp e tu a te  the  
tim elessness of arm ed struggle and  the tradition 
of the  C anad ian  arm ed  forces. While hearing  
reg im ental songs an d  in stan tly  recognizable 
tu n e s  from  m ilitary b a n d s  w as stirring  to a

SM: Good morning, Gentlemen.
All: Good morning, Sergeant-Major.
SM: Is everybody happy, Gentlemen?
All: Ooooooh yes.
SM: Everyone feeling fit, Gentlemen?
All: Ooooooh yes.
SM: Alright men, now pay attention. I’ve just received a complaint

from the guard-house and I’m going to get the person 
responsible. The man who sneaked out of barracks last 
night and met the woman out of bounds will step forward.

Sound: MARCHING FEET
SM: Company Halt...Now men, this usually calls for severe

punishment but since your Christmas leave passes are 
waiting for you at the Orderly Room, I'll let it go.

Johnny: Say Sergeant-Major...What’ll we do for money?
SM: Why, your army pay is sufficient.
Johnny: Is it?
SM: Of course, look at me. I get $12 for my first child, $12 for

my second child and $12 for my third child.
Johnny: How much do you get for your wife?
SM: I’ll take any reasonable offer.
Sound: DOOR SLAM
Frank: WelL.c’mon Johnny...let’s get our Christmas passes at the

Orderly Room. There’s a good looking CWAC girl over 
there.

Johnny: Oh...you haven’t got a chance, Frank. She’s got a fiance.
Frank: What’s the difference? As long as she isn't going steady...

Source: The Canadian Army Show Broadcast No. 2 on December 20, 
1942 from Montreal. Written by Sgts. Wayne and Shuster. RG 24, 
Volume 16670, volume 2, appendix 1, Canadian Army Show.
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serv icem an’s m orale, h o rn s  an d  d ru m s did not 
p re se n t the  full sp ec tru m  of en te rta in m en t to 
troops who no doub t w an ted  to relax, s it back  
a n d  be d is tra c te d  by d a n c ers , s in g ers  an d  
comedy routines th a t would allow them  even for 
a sh o rt tim e to forget w here they  were.

The rise in popularity  of the big b an d  sound  
in  the US h a d  changed  the ea r of C anad ian  
a u d ie n c e s  in  g e n e ra l, w ho  so o n  g rew  to 
appreciate greater the m usical layering of bands 
th a t included string instrum ents and  singers and 
allowed listeners to express them selves through 
the latest dance fads. Am erican cinem a was also 
m odifying the expectations aud iences h a d  for 
th e ir w artim e en te rta inm en t. Huge p roduction  
n um bers , newly in  vogue am ongst Hollywood 
stud ios, m ean t aud iences dem anded  visually 
stim ulating acts th a t could easily blend comedy, 
dance, m usic and  vocals with elaborate costum es 
and  props. C anad ian  Army, Navy and  Air Force 
en te rta in m en t u n its  h a d  the  ta sk  of satisfying 
these  m odern ta s te s  while increasing  m orale.

W hile m ilitary  b a n d s  were n o t the  light 
en te rta in m en t sough t by service personnel on 
m ost occasions because  they  did n o t allow for 
an  escap is t type of recreation , civilian groups 
seem ed too out of touch with the military to relate 
to them  in any way th rough  m usic. As civilians, 
th ey  w ere le s s  effective in  e n h a n c in g  th e

ex trem ely  im p o rta n t sp ir it  of c o m rad esh ip  
because  they  them selves were no t m em bers of 
the m ilitary team  and  th u s  were unfam iliar with 
service conditions an d  social tren d s  w ith in  the 
military. A lthough b an d s  like M art Kenney and  
H is W este rn  G e n tle m en  w ere in d ee d  very 
popu lar w ith civilian audiences an d  did a great 
deal of work for the  w ar effort th ro u g h  Victory 
Loan drives and  free en te rta in m en t for troops 
in  C anada ,11 they were not entirely engaging to 
m ilitary  pe rsonne l b ecau se  they  lacked any  
rela tion  to m ilitary life and  were strictly  dance 
bands, no t variety ac ts  of the  vaudevillian sort. 
The answ er then  was to form variety groups from 
the  ran k s  of each  service.

The three b ran ch es of the m ilitary each had  
th e ir  own e n te r ta in m e n t u n its  m ade u p  of 
perform ers draw n from  their own post-basic  
t r a in in g  p e rs o n n e l  b u t  th e ir  fo rm a tio n s , 
s tru c tu re  an d  life cycles were quite  varied for 
g ro u p s  th a t  h a d  fu n d a m e n ta lly  th e  sam e  
o p e ra tio n a l goa ls . W ith o u t e x cep tio n , th e  
p u rpose  of the  en te rta in m en t groups w as to 
increase m orale am ong the troops and  facilitate 
rec ru itm en t to the services. It also rep resen ted  
a  m eans by w hich the m ilitary could control 
service p e rso n n e l’s off-duty hours: m ilitary ­
generated  diversions m ean t servicem en could 
stay  on their bases and  be w atched over by their 
officers and  the m ilitary police.

Three CWACs applying makeup for a Canadian Army Show in France, August 1944.

The Canadian Army Shows

T ie  form ation of the  C anad ian  Army Show 
(CAS) occurred  b ecause  of the  perceived 

crisis in  m orale, b u t  took the form  th a t  it did 
partly  as a  response to Am erican efforts toward 
m ain ta in ing  the  m orale of m obilizing troops 
sou th  of the border. The A m ericans anticipated  
the  need  for su c h  a service before they had  
actually entered the war and, in February  1941, 
developed the  U nited Service O rganizations 
(USO) from  a n u m b e r  of n a tio n a l  c itizen  
com m ittees. With the success of su ch  show s as 
Irving B erlin’s “This is The Arm y,” C anad ian  
officials becam e convinced th a t the ir coun try  
required a parallel and  perm anent confederation 
of in te res ts  in troop welfare and  recru itm ent. 
P roposals for ju s t  su c h  an  en tity , one th a t 
eventually  included g roups like the  C anad ian  
Red Cross, the Im perial O rder of the D aughters 
of the Em pire and  the  C anad ian  Young M en’s 
C hristian  A ssociation as p a rt  of the  Auxiliary 
Services Section, were developed w ithin the w ar 
comm ittee of the cabinet in the sum m er of 1942 
and  forw arded for approval in October. At th a t 
time, the purpose of producing such  a show was 
clearly laid out; a touring  Broadway-type show  
an d  its  su b se q u e n t radio  b ro ad c a s ts  w ould 
becom e “a new  m edium  for recru iting” while 
increasing  public and  Army morale.

Approved by the M inister of National Defense 
and  the Chief of the G eneral Staff, and  funded 
th rough  bo th  the  national governm ent an d  the 
National Recruiting Cam paign, the new concert

party  had  already begun to gather talented Army 
personnel and  p lanned  a national b roadcasting  
schedu le  by D ecem ber.12 The un it, by th en  a 
recognized section of National Defence and  part 
of the active force, w as com prised of 19 m ale 
dancers an d  singers, 24 female dancers and  
singers, 37 orchestra  m em bers and  a stage crew 
of 19 assem bled  u n d e r the nam e “The Army 
Show .” In M arch 1943, after abou t six  m on ths 
reh earsa l an d  organization a t Victoria T heater 
in  Toronto, the show  departed  for a C anad ian  
to u r by rail, tak ing  w ith it F rank  S h u s te r  and  
Jo h n n y  Wayne as w riters and  perform ers and  
singers Roger D oucet an d  Jim m ie Shields.

Officially organized u n d er the War Charities 
Act (with all p roceeds for the  welfare of the 
troops) and  u n d er the sponsorsh ip  of the “Army 
Show Fund,”13 this original group was eventually 
split into five sm aller lettered un its  (two m usical 
revues and  th ree  variety shows) of ab o u t 20 
m em bers each  th a t were sh ipped  to the U.K. in 
D e c e m b e r  1 9 4 3 . T h e re  th e y  jo in e d  fo u r  
C anad ian  Concert Parties (Army) th a t had  been 
fo rm e d  o n  th e  in i t ia t iv e  of m e m b e rs  of 
M cNaughton’s 1st C anadian Army in the Spring 
of 1942. With a quarte r million C anadian troops 
in  the UK in the m on ths preceding the invasion 
of Sicily, “The Tin H a ts ,” “The Kit B ags,” “The 
B andoliers” and  “The Forage C aps” struggled to 
keep up  w ith dem and  an d  as a brief rew ard for 
expanding  w hat began  as a se lf-en terta inm en t 
program , enjoyed g rea t au tonom y in term s of 
locations an d  m ateria l un til the arrival of CAS 
officials. W hile the  focus of e n te r ta in m e n t NAC PA 151171

Above: A scene from the Army Show on CBC Radio, 21 
January 1944, featuring singer Joan Dallas.

Right: Two members of the Kit Bags prepare for a show in
London, 30 March 1942.
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operations h ad  tu rn ed  to England by the fourth 
year of the  war, a sm all troupe rem ained  in 
C anada, the  “A bout Faces of 1944,” th a t, in 
add ition  to co n tin u a l touring , functioned  to 
funnel reinforcem ents overseas. The s ta n d a rd  
tou r of du ty  ro ta tion  for show s included  G reat 
Britain, France, Italy and  th en  back  to C anada. 
W hen posted  to e ither the  N orthw est E uropean  
T heatre  (NWET) or the M editerranean  theatre , 
C anad ian  Army Show s were often b ro u g h t up  
to slightly h igher e s tab lish m en t figures and  
a lw a y s  g iv en  n u m b e r e d  d e ta c h m e n t  
id en tifica tio n s  th a t  reflected  th e ir  overseas 
a ttach m en t to the  Auxiliary Services Section. 
Each group changed its name, nom inal roles and 
stage m ateria l after a  to u r an d  m ore th a n  40 
detachm ents were invented and  th en  disbanded 
in th is  m an n er by 1946.

Unlike the Navy an d  Air Force show s th a t 
ju s t  quietly stopped operating, the entertainm ent 
in fra s tru c tu re  of the  C anad ian  Army w ent ou t 
w ith a bang  after it becam e unden iab le  th a t the 
dem and  for show s w as approach ing  zero along 
w ith the  n u m b ers  of troops to be repatria ted . 
By O ctober 1945, m ost arm y show s, including 
those th a t had  been touring hospitals in England, 
h a d  been  d ism antled . Those en te rta in ers  who 
w ished to rem ain  in the  UK were posted  to the 
“R hythm  Rodeo,” a show  w hose over the top 
n a tu re  was a late answ er to the “Meet the Navy” 
show  in e laborate p roduction  num bers. B ased 
a t Pepper H arrow  in England, “R hythm  Rodeo” 
included  91 cast an d  crew m em bers, including 
29 m em bers of the  C anad ian  W omen’s Army 
Corps. C orrals an d  s tab les h a d  been  b u ilt to 
accom m odate  the  70-odd h o rse s  needed  to 
conduct the ten t show, sh ipped  from  n o rth e rn  
E ngland  by rail, while the  ca st reh earsed  for 
ab o u t n ine weeks, p reparing  for th e ir opening 
on 15 December. A m onth later, “Rhythm  Rodeo” 
h a d  folded up  its ten t an d  by M arch 1946, all 
live en te rta in m en t in the C anad ian  Army was 
d ispensed  with.

The Royal Canadian Air Force Shows

T ie  Royal C anadian  Air Force led the military 
in forming en terta inm ent u n its  and  m any of 

th e ir  su c ce sse s  a n d  fa ilu res w ere n o ted  by 
officials in the Army and  Navy. As airfields, bases 
a n d  F lig h t T ra in in g  S c h o o ls  (FTSs) w ere 
generally located in  m ore isolated  an d  rem ote

locations, the Air Force realized early on th a t an  
effort h a d  to be m ade to increase m orale by 
entertaining airm en who had  few available forms 
of recreation . By Ju ly  1942, a proposal to form 
e n te r ta in m e n t  g ro u p s  in  th e  v a r io u s  a ir  
com m and areas of C anada had  been  forwarded 
for action. In th a t  these  en te rta in m en t groups, 
com prised entirely of service personnel, were 
initially conceived as en te rta inm en t exclusively 
for a ir force personnel, the p rogram ’s original 
g o a ls  e m p h a s iz e d  d isc ip lin a ry  g o a ls  over 
rec ru itm e n t or m orale per se. C ertain ly  the 
program  sough t to bo lster service m orale and  
rec ru itm en t figures am ong civilians in  isolated 
a reas , b u t  RCAF officials m ost im p o rtan tly  
aspired to provide “desirable after-duty activities 
and  en terta inm ent.”14 Shows by and  for service 
personnel were seen  to be a morally correct way 
of d is trac tin g  a ir force p e rso n n e l from  less 
healthy forms of recreation. This im portant early 
goal of the  program  greatly affected the  choice 
of m ateria l th ro u g h o u t the d u ra tion  of the war. 
Shows were to be of a high m oral standard , and  
m any p a in s  were tak en  to p ro tect Air Force 
m em bers from racier program s.

Development of the en terta inm ent groups in 
the RCAF first involved the com m anding officer 
in  each  tra in ing  com m and com pleting a survey 
of talen t in their area. Those undergoing training 
in  aircrew  or ground  crew categories were no t 
eligible to be involved in th is  rec ru itm en t un til 
they h ad  com pleted their basic train ing  regime. 
In th is  way, detailed lists of skilled perform ers, 
bo th  of am ateu r and  professional backgrounds, 
were forw arded to AFHQ in O ttawa. Eventually  
e n o u g h  ta l e n t  w a s  fo u n d  to  d ev e lo p , in  
succession , a traveling en te rta in m en t group 
(deem ed  a “m ajo r sh o w ”) in  e a ch  tra in in g  
com m and, along with more sporadic form ations 
of “m inor show s.” “M inor show s” were m inor 
only in size (usually involving less th an  10 people 
in  total), for their purpose w as to fill the gaps in 
e n te r ta in m e n t be tw een  a p p e a ra n c e s  of the  
“m ajor show s” w hich had  m uch  larger a reas  to 
cover. They were also responsible for stim ulating 
se lf-en terta inm ent in  each  a rea  (like setting  up  
regu lar quiz program s an d  a m a teu r h o u rs  in 
w hich partic ipa tion  w as encouraged  w ith the 
offer of prize m oney) a n d  co n d u c tin g  rad io  
b ro a d c a s ts  th a t  w ere th o u g h t  to  in c re a se  
rec ru itm en t figures. The radio program  in the 
RCAF got its  s ta r t  in  A lberta w here the  oil 
industry  m ade the b roadcast of comm ercial free

26

Corporal Henry Singer, the versatile musician who 
wrote most of the hit show, “Blackouts of 1943."

show s p o ss ib le ,15 a n  a rran g em en t th a t  w as 
eventually m im icked all over the country.

E n te rta in m en t groups were estab lished  in 
all C om m ands in  an  a ttem p t to en su re  a more 
equitable distribution of entertainm ent and  were 
regionally su ited  for adm inistrative pu rposes in 
the early y ea rs .16 An en te rta in m en t group first 
tou red  the ir own tra in ing  com m and area  and  
th e n  p ro c e e d e d  to  to u r  o th e r  c o m m a n d s  
throughout C anada before proceeding overseas, 
where they  were p laced u n d e r the  guidance of 
the Air Force’s E n terta inm en t Services Section. 
The first RCAF m usical revue to travel widely 
w as “The B lackouts of 1943,” seen  by som e 
70,000 service personnel as No. 1 E ntertainm ent 
G roup a tta ch e d  to No.4 T rain ing  C om m and 
(A lberta). RCAF HQ O v e rse a s  h a d  m ad e  
provisions for the a ttach m en t of en te rta inm en t 
units to th a t location by Ju ly  1943 and this group 
of 33 headed  to E ngland  for a prem iere a t the 
London Comedy Theatre in Ja n u a ry  1944 under 
the nam e “The B lackouts.” The “All Clear” show 
followed th a t  ac t w ith a ca st of 3 4 .17 Shortly  a 
few quite sm all all-m ale groups an d  one all-girl 
revue of six or seven m em bers were formed th a t 
toured extensively in each Air Com m and area of 
C anada, often m aking use  of tru ck s , s ta tion  
w ag o n s  a n d  m ilita ry  p la n e s  to  t r a n s p o r t  
personnel and  equipm ent. For na tiona l tours, 
all were adm in istra tive ly  a tta c h e d  to RCAF 
S ta tion  Rockcliffe in O ttaw a in stead  of their 
regional tra in in g  com m and a reas  an d  given 
E n te rta in m en t G roup num bers. It w as widely

Fran Dowie of the “Blackouts” performs for recovering 
servicemen in an English hospital in 1945.

thought th a t the RCAF showed the best spirit in 
e n te r ta in in g  th e  tro o p s  a n d  h a d  n o t b een  
u n e c o n o m ic a l  o r  v a in g lo r io u s  in  t h e i r  
o p e ra t io n s .  At t im e s , th e s e  sh o w s  w ere  
p resen ted  to dom estic POW cam ps, the  only 
service of the three to venture into these venues. 
The sm aller troupe sizes of RCAF show s were 
a lso  idea l for to u r in g  B r i ta in ’s b a s e s  a n d  
hosp ita ls. RCAF groups did no t to u r  in Italy or 
the  N orthw est E u ro p ean  th ea tre  as  Air Force 
personnel were concen tra ted  in England. The 
first in, the RCAF were also the first to downsize 
their en te rta inm en t un its . By October 1945, all 
RCAF enterta iners in C anada had  been released 
from service while only 69 perform ers rem ained 
overseas, aw aiting repatria tion  in  E ng land .18

The Royal Canadian Navy Show

In  con trast to the other services, there was only 
one m ajor naval p roduction  an d  ra th e r  th a n  

fluc tuating  quite  d rastically  in es tab lishm en t 
num bers, it steadily grew un til its d isbandm ent 
in  1946. The Navy w as the la s t of the th ree  
s e rv ic e s  to  p r o d u c e  w id e ly - s e e n  tro o p  
en terta inm ent and  had, in the early years, relied 
on th e  services of o ther m ilitary  revues and  
vo lunteer an d  civilian show s like the  all-girl 
employee g roup the  E a to n ’s M asquers an d  the 
very po p u lar Lifebuoy Follies Revue. At tim es, 
service organizations like the Salvation Army 
formed and  fully sponsored non-m ilitary groups 
such  as the Red Shield Concert Party to entertain
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Naval personnel.19 Navy officials began in 194320 
to direct m ost of th e ir a tten tio n  to estab lish ing  
one large show from their own ranks th a t would 
provide for the  “en te rta in m en t of naval, arm y 
a n d  a ir  force p e rso n n e l on  active serv ice, 
prom otion of recru iting  (and the) m ain tenance  
of public m orale and  good will.”21 Following the 
Army’s lead, in m id -1943, a  sm all naval concert 
p a rty  called  th e  “HCMS B yto w n  h a d  been  
formed. The “B ytow n’ show h ad  the sam e spirit 
a s  “M eet th e  N avy” e v e n tu a lly  w o u ld . It 
show cased “25 delightful W rens (the dancing  
‘C urvettes’) who looked as though  they ’d never 
seen  a uniform , so trim  an d  light of foot they 
were”22 and  introduced the song “The Boy in the 
Bell-Bottom ed T ro u se rs .” Its cast, including  
eventual show favorites like singer Oscar Natzke 
and  dancers  Allan Lund an d  B lanche H arris 
(later Lund), w as absorbed  to form the  nuc leus 
of the m uch  bigger production  “Meet the Navy.” 
“Meet the Navy” featured 38 W rens and  41 male 
perform ers along w ith 27 m usic ians an d  m any 
more in  technical positions for a  show  th a t was 
sa id  to com bine “the  sa ltiness  of the  sea, the 
freshness  of C anad ian  youth  and  the precision 
of Broadw ay.” They did two to u rs  of C anada in 
a special C anad ian  Pacific Railway tra in  after 
their prem iere in  Septem ber 1943, including 
sm aller break-off shows for hospitals and Victory 
Loan drives, playing to a dom estic audience 
totaling som e ha lf a  m illion people.23 Profits 
m ade  from  civ ilian  a u d ie n c e s  w en t to th e  
C anadian Naval Service Benevolent T rust Fund,

■ i

Top left: Chorus line rehersal 
for the “Meet the Navy” show, 
Ottawa, 27 August 1943.

Above left: The chorus line o 
the “Meet the Navy” show in 
1943.

Left: Blanche and Allan Lund 
(right) speak with Noel 
Coward (left) at the London 
premier of the Navy Show, 
February 1945.

a donation  th a t totaled  ju s t  u n d e r $300 ,000  by 
O ctober 1946.24 After receiving rave reviews in 
C anada, the group th en  proceeded overseas for 
shows in Scotland and  England in October 1944 
u n d er the ausp ices of B rita in’s E n terta inm en ts 
N ational Service A ssociation (ENSA) w ith all 
p ro fits  p laced  in  the  King George F u n d  for 
Sailors. A lthough the  Army an d  Air Force had  
o rg a n iz e d  th e i r  ow n o v e rs e a s  to u r s ,  th e  
C anad ian  Navy deem ed ENSA’s assis tan ce  as 
u n a v o id a b le  a n d  p u t  th e m  in  c h a rg e  of 
coordinating to u rs  in  the  UK’s larger cities and  
th ro u g h  the  largest con cen tra tio n s  of Allied 
forces on the continent. With ENSA’s help, “Meet 
the Navy” traveled th rough  France, Holland, 
Belgium and  G erm any in the  sum m er an d  fall 
of 1945.

“Meet the Navy” con tinued  to grow to a cast 
and  crew of ju s t  u n d er 200 an d  enjoyed a  great 
d e a l of m e d ia  a t t e n t io n  t h a t  e v e n tu a lly  
cu lm inated  in  a B ritish  fea tu re  film. It only 
con tracted  in size in  late 1946 after m ost of its 
m em bers h ad  applied for d ischarge and  the 
d em and  for the  show  h a d  d ecreased . Total 
audience figures for the  show ’s th ree-year ru n  
are estim ated  a t one and  a ha lf million service 
personnel and  civilians.25

The Nature of Governm ent 
Financial Backing

Tae es tab lishm en t of en te rta in m en t troupes 
within the military necessitated detailed and 

special financial a rrangem en ts  w ith all parties  
attem pting to balance the need for entertainm ent 
w ith  th e  need  for resp o n sib le  a n d  p ru d e n t 
expenditure of public funds. The a rrangem ents 
finally m ade for to u rs  of C anada  reflected an  
efficacious com bination of cost recovery, profit 
and  charitab le  con tribu tions th a t left no cause  
for d eb a te  or negative critic ism  am ong  the  
public. In their infancy, all th ree  services very 
vocally reported th a t no public funds were to be 
u sed  in  the  operation  of the  troupes, b u t  in 
r e a l i ty  a ll “b o r ro w e d ” c a p i t a l  fro m  th e  
Departm ent of National Defence. The Army Show 
was allotted $7,000 to get s ta rted  while the Navy 
S h o w  b u d g e te d  fo r $ 1 0 0 ,0 0 0  to  c o v e r 
transporta tion  expenses during their C anadian  
tours. Both show s were able to pay these  loans 
back  from civilian door revenues (w hether they 
actually  did or no t is unclear), and  the dom estic

to u rs  were so well received th a t  they  helped 
finance overseas forays. The Air Force varied in 
th is som ew hat because their incom e from ticket 
receip ts w as qu ite  low com pared to the  Army 
and  Navy. The Air Force often played in m ore 
se q u e s te re d  a re a s , s e p a ra te d  from  civilian 
popu lations in som e cases, and  never charged 
A m erican  p e rso n n e l, w ho m ade u p  a good 
portion  of the  aud ience here  in C anada, to see 
the show. AFHQ handled  budgeting and, before 
production, each show subm itted a cost analysis 
th a t  h a d  to be approved before the  show  w as 
able to tour. M ost Air Force p roductions cost 
ab o u t $1 ,500  to get estab lished , a figure th a t 
included  costum es, scenery, lights an d  public 
ad d ress  system s, w ith a few h u n d red  dollars a 
year for upkeep on the shows in operation which 
the DND covered.26 National Defence likely took 
on this cost expecting th a t with such  small shows 
an d  the im possibility of them  head ing  into Italy 
or Europe, fu tu re  costs could be kep t relatively 
low. The Air Force show s p u t any profits back  
into AFHQ to pay off these  loans an d  were no t 
associated with any charity, except that they often 
allow ed  a u x ilia ry  o rg a n iz a tio n s  to  a c c e p t 
donations before the  show. Like o ther u n its  
w ith in  the  m ilitary , h e a lth  a n d  d e n ta l care  
(including cosm etic work th a t w as viewed as 
essential to a favorable stage appearance), wages 
and  room and  board  were provided by DND and 
all o th e r  e x p e n d itu re s  w ere  rev iew ed  by  
d ep artm en t acco u n tan ts , sub jec t to periodic 
audits.

While donations from corporate in te rests  
an d  the  g o vernm en t-supp lied  s ta r tu p  costs 
enabled the shows to begin touring domestically, 
a fte r a rrival overseas, m oney a n d  financia l 
b u reau cracy  troub les soon p lagued  the  show s 
of the  Army an d  Air Force. Away from  C anada, 
the shows no longer had  access to civilian ticket 
m oney  in  an y  g re a t a m o u n t  a s  th e y  only  
p e r io d ic a lly  c h a rg e d  B r i t is h , I ta l ia n  a n d  
E u ro p e a n  p o p u la t io n s  to  see  th e  sh o w s, 
operating as they did on a servicemen first seated 
policy. T h is red u ced  c a sh  flow m ea n t th a t  
personnel in  charge of the show s were forced to 
se n d  p leas  to b o th  overseas  a n d  dom estic  
Defence headquarters  for funds to reequip worn 
ou t or sto len  equipm ent, a p rocess th a t  took 
ex tended  periods of tim e an d  often ham pered  
the quality  of the show. Officers in  charge of the 
u n its  or the  relevan t Auxiliary Services Officer 
often h a d  som e m oney for sm all p u rc h a se s
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(which w as usefu l only w hen the  goods needed 
w ere a c tu a lly  availab le  for sale) b u t  larger 
e x p e n d itu re s  w ere delayed  or on occasion , 
refused outright. Faced with a policy of financial 
restraint, both the C anadian government and  the 
financial com m ittees of the  show s w hich held 
cap ita l in  C an ad a  were un fam ilia r w ith  the  
conditions en te rta in ers  perform ed in  overseas 
an d  were often re lu c ta n t to release  funds for 
w hat they viewed to be questionable purchases. 
They were perhaps too stingy, even considering 
th a t  th e  m oney a llo tted  for re fittin g  w ould  
decrease the am ount later given to charity  or re- 
funneled back into the DND. Shoes, for example, 
th a t  h a d  been  danced  in  for two years of two 
show s a  day, six days a w eek needed  to be 
replaced b u t governm ent bean  coun ters  often 
pointed to the original shipping inventories th a t 
claim ed everyone a lready  h a d  a p a ir  of shoes. 
P u rchases  of m ake-up, stockings and  feminine 
hygiene p ro d u c ts  w ere su b je c t to the  m ost 
in tense  scru tiny , as all th ree  services viewed 
these item s as personal and  u nnecessa ry  to the 
operation  of the groups. In the  w orst s itua tion , 
DND w as initially re luctan t to pu rchase  m usical 
in s t ru m e n ts  for i ts  p e rso n n e l a n d  severa l 
e n te r ta in e r s  w ere fo rced  to  u se  th e ir  own 
equ ipm ent th a t  DND paid  a very sm all ren t on 
an d  provided in su ra n c e  for.27 After years  of 
touring, the  in s tru m e n ts  invariably wore out, 
were lost or sto len  in tran s it. R eplacem ents 
overseas were especially  h a rd  to get. While 
C a n a d ian  e n te r ta in e rs  ro u tin e ly  “lib e ra te d ” 
in stru m en ts  from civilian populations, th is was 
no t an  ideal source for new  equ ipm ent and  no 
doub t encouraged  civilians to stea l from  the 
show s, w hich they  did often in  every th ea tre  of 
the war. Everything from chocolate to public 
a d d re s s  sy s te m s , t ru c k s  to b e ll-b o tto m e d

You’ll get used to it, you’ll get used to It 

Motto Vino, Quanta Costa, you’ll get used to it 

You get a panoramic view, lots of mutton in your stew 

Mepacrine and margarine, dysentery to make you lean 

It’s wonderful, it ’s marvelous, dehydrated spuds and carrots you'll adore 

You gotta get used to it, and when you’re used to it 

You will find that you are lining up for more

tro u se rs  and  harm on icas were lifted by thieves 
overseas. While som e item s were eventually  
recovered, loss of equipm ent usually  m ean t the 
show  concerned h ad  to change certa in  stage 
num bers perm anently.

The Material

Satirization  w as the prim e ingredien t in  all 
com edic ske tches perform ed. M ilitary life 

w as m ocked in the shows of all three services in 
basically the sam e way, via a “Joe” character th a t 
rep resen ted  the servicem an who gets the  job 
nobody w ants. “You’ll Get Used to It,” possibly 
th e  m o s t fa m o u s  so n g  d o n e  by  m ilita ry  
en te rta in ers  an d  the  one th a t  seem s to have 
survived the m ost vibrantly w ithin the memories 
of audiences of the period, h ad  a  sad  sack  figure 
in overalls describing the rigors of life in the Navy 
b u t m anaging to convey the idea tha t any num ber 
of hardsh ips can be tolerated after one gets used  
to them . The RCAF h ad  an  equivalent n u m b er 
in each touring group, such  as the “Blackouts of 
1943” song “Why Am I Always Jo e? ,” which was 
basically  a lam en t from the a irm an  who was 
e te rn a lly  on th e  b u s in e s s  end  of a  m op or 
s ta tioned  a t the  sink  w ashing  d ishes. The one 
rough rule of th u m b  in the satire  of m ilitary life 
was th a t only the h ighest-ranking officers in the 
m ilitary were likely to be fea tu red  in  a m ean  or 
m alicious m anner, m ost often as buffoons w ith 
puffed out chests. Unlike during the G reat War, 
nam ing these officers or incorporating the nam es 
of o ffice rs  in  th e  a u d ie n c e  w as  s tro n g ly  
d iscouraged  as it w as seen  to underm ine  the 
authority  of those sam e officers and  because not 
nam ing  them  w as a comedic techn ique th a t 
functioned  to let th e  aud ience  assign  those 

characteris tics  to whom ever they wished. 
F urther, officers were never b ro u g h t on 
stage to be m ade fun of. Everyone else was 
fair gam e an d  it w as recom m ended th a t 
w riters “take a few digs a t the M.T. [motor 
transport], equipm ent, pay accounts, fire 
departm ent or service police and  you have 
a  sk it w hich will undoub ted ly  appeal to 
the personnel.”28

You’ll be so whacky, you’ll be glad when we have won this ruddy war.

To keep stage material fresh and relevant, old stand-bys were modified 
to better suit the circumstances of any particular audience. Pte. 
Weinzweig wrote these new verses of the famous WWII song for troops 
stationed in Italy. The original, copyrighted in Canada in 1942, featured 
words by Victor Gordon and music by Freddy Grant.

Source: June 28, 1944. No. 1 Detachment Canadian Army 
Show “Mixed Fun” war diary, volume 2. RG 24, Volume 16671, 

3rd Detachment, 1 Canadian Army Show, 21 Army Group,

Likew ise, all show s p re s e n te d  th e ir  
female ca s t in  the  sam e way. While the 
wom en’s divisions of the C anadian military 
c o n s ta n tly  a tte m p te d  to r e a s s u re  the  
public  th a t the  m ilitary partic ipa tion  of

wom en would not com prom ise their femininity, 
m ilitary shows presented  a version of femininity 
th a t had  a distinct sexual edge to it and  actually 
served to reinforce the commonly held idea th a t 
servicew om en h a d  com prom ised their m oral 
decorum  by jo in ing  u p .29 All-female dancing 
chorus lines were an  extremely popular num ber 
in all th ree  se rv ices’ show s, th e  su ccessfu l 
synchronicity of movement revealing both a great 
deal of rehearsal and  of leg for service personnel 
a u d ie n c e s .  O th e r  s k i t s  s h o w e d  w o m e n  
con tribu ting  to the  w ar effort from the  comfort 
of their kitchens, participating in on-stage beauty 
p agean ts  or perform ing in  b a th in g  su its . One 
p a rticu la r  C anad ian  Army Show, w ritten  by 
S ergean ts F rank  S h u s te r  an d  Jo h n n y  Wayne, 
h a d  th e  C a n a d ia n  W om en’s A rm y C o rp s  
representative

Right: Army Show in 
progress before an 

audience of 2nd 
Canadian Infantry 

Division, Esquelbecq, 
Belgium, September 

1944.

Below left: Senior 
CWAC officer, Lieutenant 

Verity Sweeny assists 
with the Alice blue gown

of singer Mary Leonard in ▼ Photo by H.D. Robinson, NAC PA 150924 A Photo by Ken Bell, NAC PA 141070 ▼ Photo by Ken Bell, NAC PA 132837
England, 21 June 1945.

Below right: Three ‘cow 
girls’ in the Western finale 

of the Canadian Army 
Show “Invasion Revue,” 

Banville, France, 27 July 
1944.

m en for m ore active duty. I am  here so th a t one 
m an  can  get into action ,” to which F rank  replies 
“H ere I am , b ab e!”30 Finally, m ilitary  show s 
always h ad  b its  concerning personalities in the 
Axis a n d  th e  b a ttle  ag a in s t them . Hitler, of 
course, was the prim ary target b u t M ussolini and 
the  en tire  J a p a n e se  race cam e u p  often during  
comedic sketches, som etim es all a t once:

Vernon: I su p p o se  you  w a n t so m e  flow ers?

M ore: Yes. We w a n t you  to  p la n t som e
H itler S tlnkw eed , som e M usso lin i 
M u s ta rd p la n t a n d  som e H irohito  
Poison Ivy.

Vernon: You'll n ev er w in  a n y  prizes w ith  th a t
com bination .

More: W hy n o t?  T hey’ll be  th e  th re e  b iggest 
sm e lle rs  of 1 9 4 3 .31
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World War no t only allowed the  form ation of 
e n te r ta in m e n t u n its  w ith in  the  m ilitary  b u t 
actually encouraged it. The relationship between 
m il i ta ry  e n te r t a i n m e n t  u n i t s  a n d  th e  
conscription issue aside, the se riousness of the 
conflict, especially after Hong Kong and  Dieppe, 
m ade  e n te r ta in m e n t  c o n c e rn s  a n  u n lik e ly  
p rio rity , in d ee d  a n  im p o r ta n t , n a tio n a lly -  
o rch estra ted  response  to overall poor m orale. 
However, it is and was obvious th a t the poor state 
of m orale am ong service personnel by 1942 p u t 
the quality of C anada’s contribution to the Allied 
cause and  th u s  its place in the Com m onwealth’s 
political an d  econom ic family in  jeopardy . In 
essence, the form ation of an  arm ed  forces-wide 
e n te r ta in m e n t p rogram  m ea n t th a t  m ilitary  
officials acknow ledged the connection  betw een 
low m o ra le , d isc ip lin a ry  p ro b le m s, b a tt le  
e x h a u s tio n , re c re a tio n  a n d  th e  q u a lity  of 
p e rfo rm an ce  in  th e  field. The ex is ten ce  of 
en terta inm ent u n its  in the C anadian  m ilitary in 
th is  period provides evidence th a t  the  federal 
governm ent generally -  an d  th e  D epartm en t of 
National Defence specifically -  were able to th ink 
holistically  ab o u t these  issu es  and , in  order to 
affect positive  ch an g e , w en t o u ts id e  th e ir  
trad itional realm  of influence to su p p o rt the 
development of Canadian arts  and culture during 
wartim e.
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