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The Battle of Hong Kong,
Forgotten and Remembered
C Force, Cultural Memory and Commemoration
ALEXANDRA MCKINNON
Abstract : This article considers how veterans of C Force and their
families have shaped Canadian cultural memory of the Battle of Hong
Kong and their engagement with memorial and material landscapes. In
considering bottom-up processes of commemoration, this article suggests
that the “forgotten battle” of Canadian service in the Second World War
has not been forgotten after all. Instead, Canadian cultural memory
of the battle reflects the enduring impact of individual experience in
shaping national narratives.

A

of the Battle of Hong Kong
approaches, Canadian cultural memory of the battle and its
aftermath has been influenced by both national commemoration
and individual experience. This article considers Canadian cultural
memory of the Battle of Hong Kong and the enduring influence of
individual experience in shaping national narratives. More specifically,
veterans’ records and memoirs provide a means of interrogating how
histories are shaped and how individual experiences of conflict and
commemoration impact perceptions of conflict in the public sphere.
Beginning on 8 December 1941, the Battle of Hong Kong would
be over by Christmas Day. Among the Allied forces involved were
1,975 Canadian personnel, better known as C Force. 554 would not
return to Canada, lost to the battle or the three years and eight
months spent in prisoner-of-war camps that followed.
For members of C Force, who had arrived in Hong Kong just
weeks before the battle began, liberation marked the beginning of
a struggle for recognition and restitution. The Battle of Hong Kong
s the eightieth anniversary
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was presented as a political failure and was separated from the heroic
narratives attributed to Canadian service in the European Theatre. In
the aftermath of the Second World War, Canadian cultural memory
of Hong Kong was shaped by the surviving members of C Force and
the loved ones of both those who returned and those who did not. In
the context of this article, “Hong Kong” refers both to the battle and
its aftermath; in most accounts, the battle is inseparable from the
captivity that followed.
This article considers the role of cultural memory in commemorative
processes and how veterans of C Force and their families have engaged
with memorial and material forms of commemoration, both in Canada
and in Hong Kong. As living memory of the Second World War
fades, cultural memory should be understood as something shaped
and reshaped in both public and private spheres. In Canada, cultural
memory of the Battle of Hong Kong was formed in an ambiguous
space between private memory and public consumption. The shaping
of cultural memory considered in this article presents a paradox: the
battle is remembered, in effect, as the “forgotten battle.”

cultural memory and commemoration
Cultural memory presents a framework through which the Canadian
experience of the Battle of Hong Kong, and the losses experienced,
can be better understood. This section considers the role of cultural
memory in broader commemorative processes. Examining personal
accounts as markers of memory reveals how evolving narratives
have positioned the Battle of Hong Kong as a “forgotten battle,”
challenging the application of the term in this context.
Individual memory of the Battle of Hong Kong will be lost
with those who experienced the conflict; it cannot exist beyond
the lifespan of the memory-bearer. Cultural memory, however,
is embedded in material records: in veterans’ accounts, in the
landscapes of Hong Kong and in the Hong Kong Memorial Wall in
Ottawa. Despite the apparent solidity of lieux de mémoire, these
spaces continue to evolve.

https://scholars.wlu.ca/cmh/vol30/iss2/2
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cultural memory
Memory studies have been a site of contestation and consideration
since Maurice Halbwachs distinguished between the “clearly
etched demarcations” of history and the “irregular and uncertain
boundaries” that constitute collective memory.1 Cultural memory
emerged at the forefront of historical discourse in the latter half of
the twentieth century, presenting memory in opposition to historical
consciousness. Memory is a record of resemblances, suggesting an
imagined continuity between the past and present.
Forms of mass memory suggest a process of exchange, rather
than the independent experience of individual memory. Jan Assmann
differentiated between communicative and cultural memory.
Communicative, or collective, memory relates to the every day and
the diffuse transmission of memories in everyday life. This is restricted
to the recent past, transferred through speech and experience to
subsequent generations, but limited by generational scope.2 Cultural
memory, however, is embodied in external objects: in memorials and
museums, in official holidays and national remembrances and in
the official histories written in the name of nations.3 Both collective
and cultural memory acknowledge the impact of the group on the
individual; the social group cannot be a neutral, passive force in the
conservation of memory.
Positioning Canadian commemoration of the Second World War
within the context of cultural memory reveals processes of remembering
and forgetting. Both are characteristic of modernity and contribute
to the formation of new identities.4 John Barnes describes forgetting
as structural amnesia and as integral to the foundation of cultural
memory.5 There remains a disjunction between bereaved families,
with their lived experience and often-painful memories of their loved
ones, and the emerging national narratives of the Second World War
1  
Maurice Halbwachs and Lewis A. Coser, On Collective Memory, The Heritage of
Sociology (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1992).
2  
Jan Assmann and John Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity,”
New German Critique 65 (1995): 125.
3  
Paul Connerton, “Cultural Memory,” in Handbook of Material Culture, ed.
Christopher Tilley et al. (London, UK: SAGE Publications Ltd, 2006), 315–24.
4  
Paul Connerton, How Societies Remember (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University
Press, 1989).
5  
John Barnes, “The Collection of Genealogies,” Rhodes-Livingstone Journal 5
(1947): 38–55.
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affirmed in official remembrances and professional histories. Penny
Summerfield suggests that the generation “remembering” the Second
World War extends beyond its temporal boundaries, a product of the
lingering impact of the conflict.6
Both remembering and forgetting are key elements in understanding
the value ascribed to objects; memory and identity are constructions,
rather than fixed things.7 Memory should be understood as a product
of active engagement with the past, retrieving and reinterpreting
earlier stories. Remembrance is not solely an internal process, but
rather shaped and reshaped by external factors such as objects, events
and other people. This allows for the possibility of remembering as
fundamental change, so that the very act of remembering reworks
the subject.8

hong kong and the second world war
In the aftermath of the Second World War, C Force was distinguished
from other accounts of service, including those also in the Pacific
Theatre. Veterans’ organisations and individuals articulated the
specific qualities of the battle: the tropical carnage of the Pacific,
the enduring battle for survival and the brutal scale of loss. In
Canada, these accounts contributed to narratives positioning the
action as a “forgotten battle,” incomprehensible within the heroic
narratives attributed to broader Canadian wartime service during
the war. Paradoxically, the qualities that distinguished the Battle of
Hong Kong also served to disconnect the action from other Canadian
wartime service, contributing to perceptions of Hong Kong as a
“forgotten battle.”

Penny Summerfield, “‘The Long Ago War Looms Large in My Life’: Men, Women
and the Cultural Memory of the Second World War, a Mass-Observation Study,” in
British Cultural Memory and the Second World War, ed. Lucy Noakes and Juliette
Pattinson (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014).
7  
Catherine Moriarty, “Private Grief and Public Remembrance: British First World
War Memorials,” in War and Memory in the Twentieth Century, ed. Martin Evans
and Kenneth Lunn (Oxford, Oxfordshire: Berg, 1997).
8  
Halbwachs and Coser, On Collective Memory.
6  
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The decision to send C Force to Hong Kong was presented as a
blemish on the Canadian wartime record.9 The Hong Kong Veterans’
Association (HKVA), created shortly after the war, came into existence
with the intention of promoting “social welfare and friendship among
veterans and their dependents” and “legislation for the physical well
being of all members of all C Force or allied personnel who were
imprisoned by Japan 1941 – 45.”10 With the “additional burdens” of
memories formed in violence,11 veterans’ organisations have suggested
that the experience of the Battle of Hong Kong was so inhumane as
to be incomprehensible even in the broader context of the Second
World War.
Despite the more than 8,000 Canadians who had seen service
in the Pacific Theatre, survivors of C Force returned to a nation
preoccupied with the war in Europe. C Force had fought a different
enemy under different conditions, ending in an enduring struggle
for survival. The physical and metaphorical distance of the battle
from other Canadian service made it difficult to articulate individual
experience, particularly in the public sphere. The Blue Bell, Bell
Canada’s magazine, ran an article in January 1946 on Signalman
Joseph Verreault, who had served with the Royal Canadian Corps
of Signals at Hong Kong. Titled “Four Years in Jap Prison Camps,”
the author wrote, “We’re happy to report that he appears to be
fully recovered from his long ordeal.”12 According to Signalman
William Allister, “[t]here was no awareness that we might act or feel
differently” in the aftermath of captivity.13
In cultural memory, mnemonic triggers construct a mythic, shared
sense of the past.14 In the context of Canadian commemoration of the
Second World War, this includes “veterans’ reunions, Remembrance
9  
See, for example, Brereton Greenhous, ‘C’ Force to Hong Kong: A Canadian
Catastrophe, 1941-1945 (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 1997); and Ted Ferguson,
Desperate Siege: The Battle of Hong Kong, 1st ed (Toronto: Doubleday Canada,
1980).
10  
A formal constitution was ratified on 20 August 1965. “Our Roots – The Hong
Kong Veterans’ Association, ” Hong Kong Veterans Commemorative Association,
c.2003, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.hkvca.ca/aboutus/hkvahist.php.
11  
Paul Antze and Michael Lambek, ed., Tense Past: Cultural Essays in Trauma and
Memory (New York: Routledge, 1996), viii.
12  
H. G. Owen, “Four Years in Jap Prisoner of War Camps,” The Blue Bell,
January 1946.
13  
William Allister, Where Life and Death Hold Hands (Toronto: Stoddart,
1989), 209.
14  
Assmann and Czaplicka, “Collective Memory and Cultural Identity.”
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Day ceremonies, government-sponsored art, the school curriculum,
and, more recently, in documentaries and museum exhibits.”15 While
the Battle of Hong Kong is now included in the Juno Beach Centre’s
account of Canadian mobilisation, the immediate aftermath of the
Second World War served as a point of disjunction between Hong
Kong and the broader Canadian experience. In a national context,
the Battle of Hong Kong represented a failure: not necessarily in the
individual service of C Force, but in the actions of the Canadian
government in sending it to an indefensible position. Rather than
national memorials, early commemorative processes for Hong Kong
were the product of individual experience and the HKVA.
As a result, cultural memory of the Battle of Hong Kong in Canada
was not shaped on a national level. Instead, it emerged through
individual and communal processes: in the HKVA (succeeded by the
Hong Kong Veterans Commemorative Association, or HKVCA), in
pilgrimages, in reunions and in storytelling. These processes shaped
the belated inclusion of Hong Kong in national commemorations and
the construction of the Hong Kong Memorial Wall in 2009. Rites
and rituals of remembrance are a means of engaging with the distant
dead, reaffirming connections with the experience of Hong Kong
despite spatial and temporal distance.16

battles, forgotten and remembered
As the Battle of Hong Kong shifts closer to the periphery of living
memory, processes of remembering and forgetting have firmly
positioned it as the “forgotten battle” in official and vernacular forms
of commemoration. In the context of cultural memory, the memorial
and material elements of commemoration become increasingly
important as time passes, shaped by both the living and the dead.
In its disjunction with the heroic narratives ascribed to Canadian
service in Europe, the features that distinguished the Battle of
Hong Kong have also contributed to perceptions of the action as the
“forgotten battle.”

Cecilia Louise Morgan, Commemorating Canada: History, Heritage, and Memory,
1850s-1990s (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 96.
16  
Annette Becker, “Memory Gaps: Maurice Halbwachs, Memory and the Great
War,” Journal of European Studies 35, 1 (March 2005): 102–13.
15  
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As with other Second World War narratives, accounts concerning
C Force have asserted a specificity to the experience.17 Particularly
from the fiftieth anniversary onwards, Canadian authors have often
attributed specific dimensions of chaos and comradeship to the
Canadian experience in Hong Kong, although accounts by veterans
dispute narratives that position C Force as a doomed unit.18 There is
a common element of tragedy in the historical literature. In 1980, Ted
Ferguson articulated common assumptions regarding C Force: “The
Hong Kong expedition was a shameful tragedy. Nearly two thousand
Canadian soldiers, poorly trained and badly equipped, were sent to
help defend an outpost that Winston Churchill had already written
off as expendable.”19
C Force is not alone on the periphery of Canadian commemoration.
Processes of commemoration are directed not only by those
with direct experience of a conflict, but those left to imagine the
experience—the families and friends affected by the aftermath. In the
context of the Second World War, a proliferation of scholarship has
considered these imperfect refractions of the past. Personal narratives
have been shaped not only by individual experience, but through
familial involvement.20 Cecilia Morgan notes the work of members
of marginalised groups, whose wartime contributions were otherwise
unrecognised, to “make their histories visible” and ensure “official
recognition of their sacrifice from the Canadian government and,
by extension, the Canadian public.”21 Processes of remembrance and
recollection helped transmit the intensity of the war experience to
family members without direct involvement in the conflict.22
Cultural memory provides a means of situating the Battle of
Hong Kong within both broader Canadian commemoration of the
Second World War and individual experience. For many of the
subjects of this research, memory and history are mutable concepts.
In the framework of official histories, history is seen as something
T. G. Ashplant, Graham Dawson and Michael Roper, ed., The Politics of War
Memory and Commemoration (London: Routledge, 2000), 19.
18  
Greenhous, ‘C’ Force to Hong Kong; and Michael Palmer, Dark Side of the Sun:
George Palmer and Canadian POWs in Hong Kong and the Omine Camp (Ottawa:
Borealis Press, 2009), 13.
19  
Ferguson, Desperate Siege, viii.
20  
Lucy Noakes and Juliette Pattinson, ed., British Cultural Memory and the Second
World War (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2014).
21  
Morgan, Commemorating Canada, 104.
22  
Ashplant, Dawson and Roper, The Politics of War Memory and Commemoration, 19.
17  
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permanent, a perpetual representation in a broader historical
narrative.23 The events of the past are given meaning and ascribed
value through their inclusion in the historical record. For families
living with the ghosts of Hong Kong, memory was something less
ordered—it was the experiences conjured by the material culture that
surrounded them and by their lived experience of the period.

hong kong in historical writing
The processes that shaped Canadian commemoration of the Battle
of Hong Kong function as an attestation of agency for members of
C Force and their families. These experiences are encoded in various
mediums and reflect the lingering impact of conflict. This section
considers historical memoirs associated with C Force, complicating
national narratives through the experience of individual service.
While various works have considered the use of historical memoirs
as historical sources, including accounts from the Pacific Theatre,24
records from members of C Force reveal the specific qualities of their
experience. As an extension of the postwar struggle for compensation,
these accounts act as an attestation of individual experience, both
for veterans and their loved ones.

written records
Publications by veterans of C Force and their descendants reveal
multiple interpretations of the Battle of Hong Kong and a process of
memory-making that has sought to articulate the lingering impact of
the conflict. These published accounts represent a fraction of those
who served with C Force. Not all veterans returned from Hong Kong.
Not all shared their stories and many died early deaths due to lasting

J. M. Winter, Remembering War: The Great War between Memory and History in
the Twentieth Century (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2006).
24  
See, for example, Frances Houghton, The Veterans’ Tale: British Military
Memoirs of the Second World War (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2020);
Lizzie Oliver, Prisoners of the Sumatra Railway: Narratives of History and Memory
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019); and Frances Houghton, “’To the Kwai and
Back’: Myth, Memory and Memoirs of the ‘Death Railway’ 1942–1943,” Journal of
War & Culture Studies 7, 3 (August 2014): 223–35.
23  
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trauma from their experiences.25 The stories that have been shared,
however, reveal how cultural memory of the Battle of Hong Kong has
been shaped on an individual and communal level.
Among the hundreds who served with C Force, the HKVCA
records and archives fragments of their lives. Personal accounts reflect
familial and communal involvement in shaping personal narratives.
Thirty-four personal accounts have been saved on HKVCA’s website,
which are often informal interviews conducted by family members. At
least thirteen accounts are in print. These are glimpses of experience,
ranging from semi-structured interviews with professional historians
to accounts from family members and high school students writing for
their local school paper. Accounts are drawn from diaries, interviews
and memoirs. For at least one veteran, Rifleman Vincent Calder, this
includes a handwritten account only uncovered after his death.26 For
most, however, families were left to glean meaning in absences.
Most published accounts emerged between 1989 and 2014,
a testament to the extended period of silence before the Battle of
Hong Kong re-entered the public sphere. Family members acted as
interpreters for some veterans. At least eight published books were
written in conjunction with family members who had no direct
experience of the battle, but who had lived with its consequences. This
includes two accounts that were edited and published posthumously.
Among published accounts, two distinct groups of veterans
appear as authors. There are the individual veterans who chose to
publish these books, distanced by time from their experience.27 Then
there are the accounts in which the memoir functions as posthumous
testimony. These memoirs were published after the death of the
author, with the account itself preserved by descendants attempting
to reckon with the wartime experiences of a loved one. Accounts
by Sergeant (Sgt.) Léo Bérard and Lieutenant (Lieut.) Leonard

Stephen Winter, “Administrative Justice and Canada’s Hong Kong Veterans,” in
Transitional Justice in Established Democracies (London: Palgrave Macmillan UK,
2014), 128–53.
26  
Vincent A. Calder, “A Guest of the Emperor: Vince Calder’s Account,” Hong
Kong Veterans Commemorative Association, before 1974, accessed 7 April 2021,
http://www.hkvca.ca/historical/accounts/Vince%20Calder/index.php.
27  
See, for example, Allister, Where Life and Death Hold Hands; and George S.
MacDonell, One Soldier’s Story, 1939-1945: From the Fall of Hong Kong to the
Defeat of the Japanese (Toronto: Dundurn Press, 2002).
25  
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Corrigan were both published posthumously.28 Corrigan’s account
of the prisoner-of-war camps was annotated by his daughters, who
attempted to reconcile their father’s experiences with the man they
had known. According to his daughter Gladys, “[w]e always thought
he was so crabby, but in retrospect he was a very unhealthy man with
lots of pain and discomfort.”29 She linked this “pain and discomfort”
directly to his experiences as a prisoner of war.

the impact of trauma
Historical memoirs associated with C Force suggest a separation from
broader commemorations of Canadian service. Their contents imply
that even their fellow soldiers could not understand the scope of
their experience nor the trauma of their particular experience within
the Pacific Theatre. This is reflected in a culture of commemoration
akin to the Anzac legend, centred on comradeship and loyalty, rather
than victorious conquest. These accounts speak to the divergent
cultural memory of Hong Kong, positioning the experiences of C
Force as both exceptional and unimaginable.
The impact of the Battle of Hong Kong manifested in different
ways, but permanently marked the survivors of C Force on an
individual level. In considering the lingering impact of captivity,
historian Jonathan Vance refers to V-J Day as “only a temporary
respite from [C Force’s] suffering.”30 William Allister recalled that
“[his] only desire was to crawl into a hole like a groundhog and
close out the human race” in the face of a dinner party hosted by a
wealthy cousin in Winnipeg.31 “Would anyone guess at the staggering
changes?” Allister continued. “No, it was all hidden. I would be an
interloper, an alien from another planet wearing an Earth-mask.”32
Meanwhile, at the Gordon Head prisoner-of-war centre in Victoria,

Léo Paul Bérard, 17 Days until Christmas (Barrie, Ont.: L. P. Bérard, 1997);
and Leonard B. Corrigan and Gladys Corrigan, The Diary of Lieut. Leonard B.
Corrigan, Winnipeg Grenadiers, C Force: Prisoner-of-War in Hong Kong, 1941-1945
(Baltimore, ON: Frei Press, 2008).
29  
Corrigan and Corrigan, The Diary of Lieut. Leonard B. Corrigan, 429.
30  
Jonathan F. Vance, Objects of Concern: Canadian Prisoners of War through the
Twentieth Century (Vancouver: UBC Press, 1994), 5.
31  
Allister, Where Life and Death Hold Hands, 209.
32  
Allister, Where Life and Death Hold Hands, 299.
28  
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Sgt. George MacDonell wrote, “We found out we were celebrities.
Everyone, it seemed, wanted to shake our hands and welcome us
home. Merchants refused payment for our purchases and all meals
in the local restaurants were free to those who wore the Hong Kong
shoulder patch.”33
Accounts articulated the trauma of this experience and the
lingering presence of Hong Kong in their postwar lives. Rifleman
Kenneth Cambon wrote that, “for many years after I returned to
Canada, all my dreams, even the most pleasant ones, always had a
Japanese guard overlooking the action.”34 In an account published
posthumously, Sgt. Léo Bérard articulated the lingering impact of
his wartime service: “I attribute [severe depression] directly to the
Hong Kong expedition and the terrors we all suffered afterwards
as prisoners. Luckily, I recovered, but to this day the worst of the
memories won’t subside. It’s just that with the passage of time, they
don’t hurt quite as much anymore.”35
Published accounts further reflect the tension between individual
experience and national identity. MacDonell returned to Canada
determined that he would “never again take [his] priceless Canadian
citizenship for granted, and never would [he] cease to be proud to be
a Canadian.”36 However, writing decades after the war, he reflected
upon his postwar experience: “Very seldom have I lived through a
day in the last 60 years entirely free of the tragedy of Hong Kong and
the seemingly unnecessary deaths of so many of those young men.
Again and again, I have lived through the horror of those four years
in my dreams.”37
Firsthand accounts often contest assumptions of victimhood
and instead suggest the agency of individual servicemen within
(and beyond) the limited training they received prior to arrival in
Hong Kong. Private (Pte.) Harry Atkinson, for example, referred
to an account of the Battle of Hong Kong written by a Canadian
historian as “hogwash.”38 These accounts also suggest a different

MacDonell, One Soldier’s Story, 157.
Kenneth Cambon, Guest of Hirohito (Vancouver: PW Press, 1990), 122.
35  
Bérard, 17 Days until Christmas, 200.
36  
MacDonell, One Soldier’s Story, 163.
37  
MacDonell, One Soldier’s Story, 183.
38  
“Entrevue - Harry Atkinson - Interview,” 1997, Hong Kong Veterans
Commemorative Association, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.hkvca.ca/
historical/accounts/HarryAtkinson1.php.
33  
34  
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understanding of the limits of the conflict. Liberation provides a clear
ending for some, while others linger in the ambiguity of the postcaptivity experience.
The diverse experiences of veterans were marked by the apparent
inability of the Canadian public to understand what they had endured.
Cambon wrote that “in some ways [the years since his return] were
harder on [him] than the years in prison camp.”39 Corporal (Cpl.)
George Palmer, however, was more optimistic, writing that “defeat
and success is a matter of perspective.”40 “[Captivity] certainly injured
my physical health,” Palmer continued, “but I am not too sure about
mentally. I’ve always been an optimistic fellow… I always had hope.”41

changing interpretations
The emergence of memoirs suggests engagement with processes
of cultural memory and commemoration, situating individual
experience within broader communities. Postwar accounts from
veterans serve to articulate the separation between C Force and
other Canadian commemoration as well as complicating traditional
narratives of abandonment and betrayal ascribed to the Canadian
experience in Hong Kong. These publications reflect a small segment
of C Force. There is a self-selection in publication and in the decision
to share their stories. Some accounts are from major publishing
houses,42 while many are self-published.43 All serve as an attestation
of experience and an attempt to negotiate the experience of Hong
Kong on their own terms.
As Hong Kong recedes into the historical horizon, published
accounts become increasingly important in understanding how the
experience of Hong Kong has been shaped and reshaped over the
past three quarters of a century. Accounts published in association
with family members often articulate the broader dimensions of the

Cambon, Guest of Hirohito, 101.
Palmer, Dark Side of the Sun, 13.
41  
Palmer, Dark Side of the Sun, 136.
42  
For example, Kenneth G. Baird and Harvelyn Baird McInnis, Letters to Harvelyn:
From Japanese POW Camps: A Canadian Soldier’s Letters to His Young Daughter
during World War II, 1st ed. (Toronto: HarperCollins, 2002).
43  
This includes a substantial proportion of interviews published on the HKVCA
website.
39  
40  
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experience of C Force: the lingering post-captivity experience and the
enduring struggle for recognition. Recent publications have considered
the impact of the Second World War on extended families, including
family members born in the postwar period.44 These accounts each
represent a singular moment in time.
The varied structures of these memoirs provide a means of
understanding how perceptions of Hong Kong have shifted in its
aftermath. For some veterans, writing functioned as a meditation on
their experience, detailing their return home, and for some a return
to the former battlefields. MacDonell’s account explored his lingering
feelings of survivor’s guilt: “I tried to forget by avoiding anything to
do with the Hong Kong Veterans Association … I began to realize that
I had developed a deep-seated unconscious feeling of guilt because
so many had died and I had lived.”45 For others, their accounts were
structured by the Battle of Hong Kong itself and imprisonment. These
accounts end with liberation, giving their narratives a precise ending.
The Battle of Hong Kong as it has been interpreted by Canadian
veterans is not an overwhelming failure on the periphery of the
Pacific Theatre, but an experience of endurance and comradeship
amidst unimaginable circumstances. For descendants of C Force,
these experiences remained unimaginable: survival among the killing
fields of Hong Kong, the deprivation of prisoner-of-war camps and
the alienation of returning to a nation preoccupied with what had
essentially been another war.

memorial landscapes
In written accounts, the Battle of Hong Kong is refracted through
landscapes both real and imagined. In Hong Kong, the physical
marks of the battle and its aftermath have been subsumed by
development beyond the Commonwealth War Graves Commission
(CWGC) cemeteries and vestiges of the battlefield that remain in
the heights above the city. Historical memoirs and veterans’ accounts

See, for example, Margaret Dennis Owen, The Home Front: Hopscotch and
Heartache While Daddy Was at War (Winnipeg: Heartland Associates, 2011); and
Mark Sakamoto, Forgiveness: A Gift from My Grandparents (New York: Harper
Perennial, 2015).
45  
MacDonell, One Soldier’s Story, 186.
44  
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reveal active engagement with imagined landscapes, as visitors
imagined spaces as they stood in 1941. Recommended sites listed
by the HKVCA serve as a record of absences, recording housing
developments where prisoner-of-war camps once stood and tourist
beaches where Canadian soldiers were once bayoneted in the sand.46
With the recent addition of commemorative plaques, these sites of
memory exist at the intersection of official and vernacular cultures;
the idea of a memorial as a lieu de mémoire is both literal and
figurative.
The 2009 opening of the Hong Kong Memorial Wall in
Ottawa emerged as an attestation of loss and a structured form of
remembrance. It stands as a testament to members of C Force, but
also to the broader experiences of memory and loss that have shaped
cultural memory of the conflict.

cemeteries as cultural memory
The earliest memorials to C Force are in the headstones of the
war dead, scattered across cemeteries in Hong Kong and Japan,
concentrated from the sites where they fell. In Hong Kong, the
CWGC commemorates more than 6,500 casualties of the two world
wars, including 422 members of C Force. The cemetery structures of
the CWGC are repeated across the former battlefields of the world
wars, creating an iconography of remembrance. Various accounts
have considered the role of the landscape in shaping commemorative
processes.47 In the context of the Battle of Hong Kong, the landscape
functions as a record of absences.
In the aftermath of the Second World War, physical distance
separated the living from the dead; for Canadians, Hong Kong served
as the domain of war dead. Despite the apparent permanence of
CWGC sites, the cemeteries continued to change in the aftermath
of the war. Vernacular headstones were replaced by stone. The
Canadian dead in Sai Wan War Cemetery in Hong Kong were
concentrated from Argyle Street Cemetery, which has since been

“Planning a Hong Kong Visit?” Hong Kong Veterans Commemorative Association,
last updated 13 March 2021, https://www.hkvca.ca/hkvisit/index.php.
47  
Sam Edwards, Allies in Memory: World War II and the Politics of Transatlantic
Commemoration, c.1941-2001 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015).
46  
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lost, and Stanley Military Cemetery. Other Allied prisoners of war
were reburied in Sai Wan War Cemetery from sites in Taiwan, the
Philippines and mainland China. In these spaces, the survivors are
absent. Inscriptions on headstones, however, acted and continue to
act as a point of connection for bereaved families situated on the
other side of the world.
Headstone inscriptions represent a segment of war dead: those
with known graves whose bereaved families had the opportunity and
the inclination to choose an inscription. This includes eighty-two dead
from the Winnipeg Grenadiers and ninety-eight dead from the Royal
Rifles. Some inscriptions articulate a desire for a spiritual reunion in
death, while many reference locations, symbolically returning the dead
to their distant homes. Inscriptions serve as a point of connection for
loved ones by instructing passing visitors and enshrining personal
attestations of loss. At Sai Wan War Cemetery, the bereaved family
of Lieut. Orville Watson McKillop identified their distant home and
themselves:
Son of
Dougald and Jessie McKillop
Of Portage La Prairie,
Manitoba, Canada 48

Pte. David Chaboyer’s headstone reads only “St.Laurent, Manitoba,
Canada.”49 References to distant homes and familial separation
reappear at Yokohama War Cemetery in Japan. The headstone
inscription for Cpl. Keith Ingalls is an attestation of parental
bereavement:
Only son of Volney R. & Marion H. Ingalls
Cowansville, Quebec, Canada50

“Lieutenant Orville Watson McKillop: War Casualty Details,” Commonwealth
War Graves Commission, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/
find-war-dead/casualty-details/2221278/orville-watson-mckillop/.
49  
“Private David Chaboyer: War Casualty Details,” Commonwealth War Graves
Commission, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-wardead/casualty-details/2207741/david%20chaboyer/.
50  
“Corporal Keith Ingalls: War Casualty Details,” Commonwealth War Graves
Commission, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-wardead/casualty-details/2208221/keith-ingalls/.
48  
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For the family of Rifleman Emile Mazerolle, their chosen inscription
connected him to his childhood home:
Birthplace, Peter’s Mills
Kent Co., New Brunswick, Canada51

Headstone inscriptions are the clearest attestation of familial
involvement in memory and memorialisation of the world wars,
etching individual experience in stone.
In later years, returning to the sites served as an act of
remembrance for both veterans and their families. For Kenneth
Cambon, Sai Wan War Cemetery served to solidify his connection to
other members of C Force, both living and dead. In the cemetery, he
ascribed significance to the location of the Canadian dead. Cambon
wrote that “the Canadians are all together in the lower half [of
the cemetery]. Together in death … something denied our force in
battle.”52 In visiting each grave individually, Cambon connected his
personal experience to the men buried below. “I can see their faces
as I remember them, young, laughing, full with the flush of youth,”
Cambon recalled, “… and the understanding of ‘They shall not grow
old …’ takes on a deeper meaning.”53
For some visitors, the sites functioned as a moment of
understanding, as the experience of an “unspeakable” past intersected
with the present.54 Visiting during a 1975 pilgrimage with her father,
Gladys Corrigan wrote that, for her father, “names on the tombstones
seem to evoke memories not produced by word or the printed page.”55
In an account transcribed by his son, Pte. William Bell described the
1966 pilgrimage and articulated the distance between the living and
the dead:
The most difficult part of the trip was visiting the grave of my
brother, Gordon, at the Yokohama War Cemetery. I knew I would
probably never travel again to Japan to see it again. […] I was not

“Rifleman Emile Mazerolle: War Casualty Details,” Commonwealth War Graves
Commission, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-wardead/casualty-details/2815780/emile-mazerolle/.
52  
Cambon, Guest of Hirohito, 121.
53  
Cambon. Guest of Hirohito, 121.
54  
Antze and Lambek, Tense Past, viii.
55  
Corrigan and Corrigan, The Diary of Lieut. Leonard B. Corrigan, 449.
51  
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able to fulfill my mother’s wish to bring my younger brother Gordon
back home safely. 56

The inscription chosen by their parents remained:
He is marching with his comrades
Somewhere on the road ahead57

For veterans writing about the war, there remained an emphasis
on the divide between the dead and the living, who were “those
fortunate enough to make it back to Canada.”58 Some veterans
suggested that the horrific experiences of C Force, and the lack of
postwar recognition, served to transcend that separation. In his
diary, published posthumously, Bérard included a nominal roll, with
an asterisk marking those who died between October 1941 and 17
August 1945. “Many have died since,” he wrote, “and this list is not
meant to ignore those who have passed on since that date. They,
too, bore the wounds of captivity, and carried them to the grave.”59
In his writings, Cambon struggled to “do justice to [his] comrades,
dead and alive,” with particular reference to those who “never really
escaped from those dreadful years” and were marred by physical
or emotional scars.60 The war dead of C Force considered in these
accounts extend beyond the boundaries of Hong Kong: in cemeteries
carrying the dead of prisoner-of-war camps in Japan and, with
postwar deaths, in cemeteries across Canada.

memorials and memory in hong kong
Although the cemeteries remain ostensibly unchanged since their
development at the end of the war, the Battle of Hong Kong as it

William Bell, “After the War,” in “William Bell’s Story,” Hong Kong Veterans
Commemorative Association, 25 April 2006, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.
hkvca.ca/williambell/chapter12.php.
57  
“Private Gordon Bell: War Casualty Details,” Commonwealth War Graves
Commission, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.cwgc.org/find-records/find-wardead/casualty-details/2207609/gordon-bell/.
58  
Cambon, Guest of Hirohito, vi.
59  
Bérard, 17 Days until Christmas, 207.
60  
Cambon, Guest of Hirohito, vi, 117.
56  
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was experienced remains only in imagined landscapes. The majority
of the battlefields and prisoner-of-war camps have been subsumed
by development, while the cemeteries that once overlooked the
ocean are now overshadowed by high-rise developments. A memorial
pilgrimage in 1966 challenges assumptions positioning Hong Kong as
the “forgotten battle,” while individual accounts detail the impact
of absences within commemorative landscapes. Despite the 1966
pilgrimage, Hong Kong remained subsumed by a narrative focus on
Canadian service in Europe during the Second World War; rather
than national pilgrimages, many veterans returned with family units.
Twenty-five years after the Battle of Hong Kong, a 1966
pilgrimage organised by the HKVA marked the first major return to
Hong Kong. The visit included fifty surviving members of C Force,
including twenty-two members of the military who had remained in
service. The 1966 pilgrimage served to return veterans and families
to the landscape. This marked a point of connection between C Force
and broader Canadian commemorative processes; the Government
of Canada contingent included Brigadier-General John Crawford,
a veteran of C Force and then-Deputy Minister for Health.61 The
experiences of C Force, however, were positioned within a broader
federal commemorative mandate in the Pacific Theatre, subsumed
by the Canadian war dead of the Korean War. Despite the 1966
pilgrimage, the battlefields of C Force were not embedded in Canadian
iconography of the Second World War to the same extent as the
battlefields of Europe which were distinguished by the clear heroic
narratives attributable to service on, for example, the beaches of
Normandy and the established connection to the former battlefields
of the Great War. Instead, most accounts of veterans’ return to Hong
Kong focused on individual and familial experience.
In returning to Hong Kong, many veterans found the landscape
unrecognisable. Writing of his return to Hong Kong in 1989, Cambon
said, “[t]he Star Ferries remained as a reassuring contact with the
past, but there was little else to remind me of 1941.”62 Cambon’s
daughter also visited Niigata in Japan, where Cambon had been
held as a prisoner of war for the final two years of the conflict.

“Hong Kong, Korea, Japan – Canada Remembers,” Canadian Veterans News
4, 10 (December 1966), accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.hkvca.ca/submissions/
newspapers/1966_pilgrimage/1966_pilgrimage.html.
62  
Cambon, Guest of Hirohito, 120.
61  
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Civic authorities insisted that there had never been a prisoner-ofwar camp on the site, until Cambon began a writing campaign to
the Mayor of Niigata.63 Other survivors of C Force experienced their
return to Japan differently. Allister revisited a prisoner-of-war camp
in Kawasaki in 1983 and was shocked by the resemblance to his
wartime memories:
and suddenly there it was – God! – same damn entrance – same tracks
– unaltered! There it stood, bridging the road, that portal to hell that
swallowed us up each day and spat out our remains at sundown.64

For others, the imagined landscapes of the conflict retained a
connection between 1941 and the present day. Lori Atkinson Smith,
whose father and uncle had both served with C Force, articulated
a point of connection between her father’s wartime experiences and
her own experience in Hong Kong:
Something happened to me in Hong Kong. Something that still lives
within me, I felt connected with THE spirits – dad’s, his brother’s,
many others, who have been in Hong Kong and Japan since the day
they died defending Hong Kong. That something will always be a part
of me.65

Her father, Pte. Harry Atkinson, joined her on the trip. Her uncle,
Lance Corporal Ronald Atkinson, had died in hospital in 1943 and
was buried at Sai Wan War Cemetery.
The recommended sites for visitors listed by the HKVCA record
absences in the landscape. The former Sham Shui Po Camp housed
Vietnamese refugees between 1979 and 1981 and was subsequently
redeveloped as a public park in November 1983.66 A bordering street,
Camp Street, reveals its previous use. The Hong Kong Prisoners of
War Association planted several commemorative trees on 26 August

Cambon, Guest of Hirohito, 119.
Allister, Where Life and Death Hold Hands, 2.
65  
“Individual Report: H41687 Harold ATKINSON,” Hong Kong Veterans
Commemorative Association, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.hkvca.ca/
cforcedata/indivreport/indivdetailed.php?regtno=H41687.
66  
“Canadians in Hong Kong,” Veterans Affairs Canada, last modified 8 July 2021,
http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/history/second-world-war/canadianshong-kong.
63  
64  
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1989, with two maple trees specifically representing the Canadian
contingent added on 5 December 1991 by the HKVA. These
commemorative efforts, however, are only visible to those who already
know the story. Without knowledge of Sham Shui Po prisoner-of-war
camp, the commemorative trees are merely part of the landscape,
overshadowed by playground equipment and a public swimming pool.
For Argyle Street Camp, where officers were housed, nothing marks
its former role. It stood approximately where the Hong Kong Eye
Hospital is situated today.
Beyond the cemeteries, memorials to C Force in Hong Kong
are limited. In December 2005, the Consulate General of Canada
installed three permanent plaques in Hong Kong at “strategic sites of
action,” reflecting an apparently increasing Canadian interest in the
Battle of Hong Kong.67 The plaques function, however, as affirmation
rather than information; they exist for those who were already aware
of the battle. Two are located on a historical trail, at Lawson’s Bunker
and Jardine’s Lookout, while a third is situated at the Gunpowder
Factory at the Museum of Coastal Defence. Each is dedicated to a
different component of C Force—Brigade Headquarters, the Winnipeg
Grenadiers and the Royal Rifles respectively.
Modern landscapes belie the actions that occurred on these sites.
Half of Lawson’s Bunker, the site of Brigadier John K. Lawson’s last
stand, was demolished to make way for a gas station, while squatters
have repeatedly overrun the remnants. As of a site visit made in
2016, the ruins of the bunker are filled with rubbish.68 The location
of the bunker and its current condition stand in stark contrast to the
action that occurred here. The plaque at Jardine’s Lookout is further
isolated, removed from the trail itself. A fourth plaque is located
on the grounds of St. Stephen’s College. The school, the site of a
massacre of wounded British and Canadian soldiers, is inaccessible
to the general public.69
Cultural memory presents a conscious structure of the past,
creating an assumed historicity. A monument functions as an “object
“Canadians in Hong Kong,” Veterans Affairs Canada.
The author made several visits to the site in June and July 2016, hiking the Wong
Nai Chung Gap Trail.
69  
The St. Stephen’s College Heritage Trail offers a docent service for “schools
and non-profit-making organizations.” “Docent Service,” St. Stephen’s College
Heritage Trail, accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.ssc.edu.hk/links/ssctrail/
eng/docent.html.
67  
68  
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taken out of history, by history,” creating a mnemonic record of the
past.70 Monuments are neither past nor present, but a space of ritual
creating the appearance of permanence. In Hong Kong, memorial
sites of the Battle of Hong Kong create a promise of perpetuity; the
remnants of the battlefield itself, however, have eroded with time.

the hong kong memorial wall
As physical remnants disappear from the battlefields of Hong Kong,
the construction of the Hong Kong Memorial Wall serves as a lieu de
mémoire at the intersection of official and vernacular cultures. Rather
than a product of federal funding, the Hong Kong Memorial Wall
was created through individual donations. In this sense, the Hong
Kong Memorial Wall is both private and public: a public attestation
of service and sacrifice and a private memorial in recognition of
individual experience. It acts as a space for individual reflection and
public commemoration.
Opening on the anniversary of V-J Day 2009, the Hong Kong
Memorial Wall was presented as the definitive representation of the
battle: a memorial for both the dead and the living, the past and
the present. The Memorial Wall positions the names of war dead
and survivors together. The majority of C Force had predeceased
the opening of the memorial. By 2009, eighty-eight veterans were
left alive, twenty-four of whom were able to attend the opening
ceremony.71 With declining numbers of living veterans, the memorial
remains a traditional commemorative site, linked to the same feeling
of connection found by veterans visiting the cemeteries in Hong Kong.
The act of naming on the Hong Kong Memorial Wall is a
particularly important consideration. Rather than presenting the
members of C Force as a monolith, the compilation of individual
names allows for individual mourning at this site. Each member of
C Force is named individually, with 1,976 names inscribed in the
stone of the memorial. Emphasising the vernacular nature of the
Michael Rowlands and Christopher Tilley, “Monuments and Memorials,” in
Handbook of Material Culture, ed. Christopher Tilley et al. (London, UK: SAGE
Publications Ltd, 2006), 500.
71  
“Minister Unveils Memorial Wall Honouring Veterans of the Battle of Hong
Kong,” Department of Veterans Affairs, 15 August 2009, https://web.archive.org/
web/20140811082917/http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/news/viewrelease/811.
70  
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The Hong Kong Memorial Wall. [Author’s photo]

site, a Newfoundland dog named Gander is also included among the
names of Royal Rifles. The naming of the living and the dead is an
attempt to articulate the experiences of survivors in the enduring
struggle for recognition, particularly those who had not lived to see
the completion of the memorial.
The stone of the memorial creates an assumed historicity, serving
as a collective demand for recognition. Rifleman Philip Doddridge,
then president of the HKVA, attended the ceremony, explaining its
significance:
Until this stone disintegrates and returns to dust, we will be remembered.
May we all from our place in the hereafter be able to look down on this
monument and say: “My name is written there; I am remembered.”72

For families connected to C Force, the commemorative purpose of the
Memorial Wall was apparent. Ian Englehart attended the opening

Sharon Adams, “Granite Memorial Recalls Hong Kong Sacrifices,” Legion
Magazine, 3 November 2009.

72  
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with his family and articulated its connection to both his uncle, who
had died during the conflict, and his late father, who had survived:
My dad is buried in Cambelton New Brunswick and I do not get down
there very often to visit his grave as I live in Ottawa. Now I can go to
the Memorial wall any time I want to and have a visit with him. It
brought me great pleasure and pride to be able to touch his name on the
wall. I also have a great uncle, Rupert Englehart that died there, and
his name is beside my dad’s which … I also enjoyed seeing.73

For Leon Sokalski, whose father had died in captivity, the memorial
served as a permanent representation of his father, who is buried
in Sai Wan War Cemetery. In an interview at the opening of the
memorial, Sokalski said,
I was only eight years old when he left and I was about 12 when he died
in the prison camp. His name will be remembered forever on the stone.
It’s something my sister and my late brother, we always wondered how
he would be remembered.74

The construction of the Hong Kong Memorial Wall has served to
return the impact of the Battle of Hong Kong to a Canadian context.
The Memorial Wall serves as acknowledgement of the living and the
dead, positioning the heights of Hong Kong within the Canadian
capital. The reflective surface is reminiscent of the United States
Vietnam Veterans Memorial, another tribute to the “forgotten” dead,
while the carved mountains on top of the Memorial Wall function as
a physical connection to the landscapes of Hong Kong.
In its position on the edges of the Rideau River, the Memorial
Wall connects Hong Kong to a pantheon of “forgotten” battles. By
setting the memorial in the centre of Ottawa, diverse narratives are
interwoven, despite the geographical separation of members of C
Force across Canada.75 It occupies land near tributes to the dead of
CANLOAN and the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion. The Hong Kong
“Memorial Wall – Tributes,” Hong Kong Veterans Commemorative Association,
accessed 7 April 2021, https://www.hkvca.ca/Memorial%20Wall/tributes.php.
74  
Mia Rabson, “Hong Kong Veterans Honoured: Emotional Day as Memorial Wall
Unveiled,” Winnipeg Free Press, 16 August 2009.
75  
Brian S. Osborne, “Landscapes, Memory, Monuments, and Commemoration:
Putting Identity in Its Place,” Canadian Ethnic Studies 33, 3 (2001): 39-77.
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Memorial Wall and the Mackenzie-Papineau Battalion Memorial
reflect processes of remembering and forgetting. Both memorials have
the names of the (then) living and dead intermingled and reflect
corners of Canadian history fought through terrible odds and heavy
losses. The memorial serves to create an overarching narrative of C
Force, emphasising unity of service despite individual experience.

conclusion
Considering the processes of “making” history suggests that
Hong Kong has not been forgotten after all. The processes that
shaped Canadian cultural memory of the battle and its aftermath
are different than the heroic narratives ascribed to the European
Theatre, but memory of the Battle of Hong Kong has endured,
overshadowing other Canadian service in the Pacific. Both bereaved
families and veterans have helped shape Canadian cultural memory
of the Battle of Hong Kong, complicating traditional interpretations
of Hong Kong as the “forgotten battle” of Canadian service in the
Second World War.
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