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By SUSAN de STEIN

He recalls the events, the people, the tragedies
and the emotions with a clarity that belies the 60
.years that have passed between then.and now. -

“Yes, 1 kept a diary against army regulations,
but it served a purpose, giving me all the details
necessary to put my personal story in ‘picture
form”, the author writes in the preface.:

. Containing some 150 pencil sketches  complete
with explanatory notes, A Canadian Soldier’s Diary
is Russell Rabjohn’s chronicle, his personal history .
of World War I. Compiled from original nofés and :
sketches, the soft cover book was published: for the
first time last month by CDM Business Services
Ltd. of Burlington. \ ‘
. The original diary was completed 50 years ago.
| m memories are all there, tucked in the .
pages of five small leather-bound diaries, written in -
the tight, neat handwriting of an 18 year-old, There
are more memories on the pages of a large hard-
cover sketchbook, memories of his three years as a
Canadian soldier fighting in The Great War. :
*The detailed drawings were sketched on hig
return to Canada — a project that occupied his
time for 10 years. Although he had five or six--
sketchbooks on the go during combat, most of those
sketches were given to officers and fellow soldiers, .

He worked . from his written notes and from !
memory. o

The scenes, he says, were not easily forgotten. -
“The sketches reflect perfectly the way it was. I
recall everything very vividly . . . it’s as clear as -
can he.” " ’

He sketched the war as he saw it — from cold
‘dark trenches, dank basements and muddy, .
casualty-strewn fields in war ravaged France and
Belgium. It's a warm and honest document about
war. ‘ .

Now approaching his = 80th™ birthday, -the,
Mississauga resident remembers the war today as
clearly as he did 50 years ago when he first
compiled his story. ‘ . o

A Sapper (Private) with the 123rd Battalion, 7th
Engineers (Royal Grenadiers), the young Rabjohn
jotted his observations on people, places; battles in
his diaries from the day he enlisted. - -

“But when I attempted to write my diaries into a |
book, I couldn’t do it. I have no writing abilities . . |
. but I could make drawings and footnotes.” ..

The title of his book is important, too. “This is a
Canadian book about Canadian soldiers,”:he says
with pride. ’ R

History teachers, writers and researchers  have,
for the most part, ignored the role of Canadians in
World War 1. ““There’s so very little mention of -
Canadians in history: When you read books on the
war thoroughly, you realize that we were .in.the :
action right from Vimy Ridge.” N ‘
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He remembers himself as an 18-year-old: em-
barking on the ocean-going voyage to the war: “At
18, 1 had no fear of war. I was only afraid of
going over on the boat”, he laughs now. “Onee. I-
had a foot on England, I knew I'd be:alright as far
as soldiering went.” Like others, there was no fear
of fighting for one’s country. . | o

The issue was clear cut. Britain-was sinking to
her knees. Canadians fought in the war. with. no
questions asked. - SR TREIEEE S

“You felt you were walking ‘into-a little dangér. -
But it didn’t worry you. We were with the same
gang. And I took action with my brother. Wé were '

in the same company.’’ . B : :
| An ever present feeling during those three years
'in action was loneliness. “If you could only come
‘home . . . we were homesick.” ' L
He recalls his first experiences digging trenches . |
near the front line. “I was given the job of digging .
a trench six feet long, six: feet deep; four feet wide,
The first time I was working witha pick, I hit
something soft . . . it was a German corpse. The |
fumes were incredible. I dug the trench in a dif-
ferent direction.” . _ _
He remembers what he calls “the most terrible
spot” in the world — a muddy, swamp-like field.
near Ypres. “It was just a sea of mud . .. .and 80
badly unprotected. The Germans would sand in 40
to-50 Gothas . . . our planes feared them. They'd
fly in so low you could see the pilot_reach-gver and
toss the bomb -out. You would stand.there afd
watch them coming . . . like a cloud.” '
He worked behind the front line. “We had nothing
to do with bayoneting or shooting”’- or hand-to-hand
fighting. In the 60 years since he fought, war, of
tourse, has changed. o
“There have been so many combats . . . everyone
has proved a failure. No one has come out_ahead.’,
«Today someone will ask ‘what can 1 do for the
‘glory of my country’ . . . there’s no part for thém
to do.” There was a large part to be played then,-
_His story is better told by his sketches, :
The writing, while factual and ynemotional, 18
poignant and real, often humorous: flESpite fituations

and siffroundings. The sketches make the baok.
Unider one sketch: “We leave Moroe and move on f
to Chmiblain Chatalain. This 18 quite a miging
country; ‘We were paid last night. so:itv Lyone |
maked-for the Estaminet, Poker, crown and a
are. the sport for the day, ‘till your nid s '
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. Berieath another: “June 4. Walking up the street I
j picked.'dp a youngster who had just blown his
! fingdrk.
by,g»‘t;ggdii(:tor, he found eight more in his- pocket,
. enoligh{ty blow three or four of us up”. ©
Bbadexth another sketch: “As Germans were so
oftén.uged to carry our wounded this became a
rathé ainusing incident. I heard this wounded chap
: ‘calllﬁé';npif water, so I handed him my water bottle,
- much<to the surprise of the Germans, as they tried
to migke ‘me understand he was one of their

“It 'wih-good to see little kids again.” ,

-And: offi Nov, 11: “As we walked through Mons,
ten™Qatisidlan golders lay dead. By mid morning
. everyliie of them was covered with flowers, while
g8 of clvilans passed by with tears in their

“Nov. 11: What a celebration! Thosisands

4, wine, beer, arm in arm marching fur-
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| small child. , REE
 Although he quit school at the age of 13, a school .

ff with a detinator. After being examined -

: 'gj{h a dra Wing Of two young. Freénch ;éhﬂdren;”

§°trying there best to do something for :
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/ther irto  Mons. Still wondering can it really “be
’5‘ tl‘ue.,_, . . o . .
" He'“has"'painted a picture of a war few know.

" much about. -His sketches tell the ‘human side. . -

Russell Rabjohn has been drawing since he was .
. . ' . . N /

‘principal pointed him on the road toward a.career

.-as a commercial artist. R
“I had no idea until the schoolmaster told me
that I could do something with artwork, 1 liked .my.
. legsdns in art at school and I seemed to havé mave.
‘suecess at it than others. But I had np ide& in:the
‘warld I could 'makQ;a job at it.” ‘ ,\
Y

With " the prixic;ilpgl;sk.help, he became - afi
prentice. at J.L.

where he worked for over four
there after the war.” 7 , .
In 1934, he established Rabjohn Illustrators Ltd.,

-which operated under his namé for 30 years,

ones ‘Engravinig Co. in Tl_‘orong
years: He returned -
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. ‘Although he gave up: the-busifiess 1§ gearsﬁéx'go,, ;

he  continued - working “on a.freélance basis -untjl
moving to. Mississauga 'six years-ago. He continued
working for, one particular -

May forced him into full retifémerty, = -

client until an illness in-

A Canadian Soldigr’s Diary is more than a book

or a:-set of illustrations. And while” the :diary
represgnts only ' three. years, of his Hife, it is “very
muchi'a reflection and a tribute ty the man, - -
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..ul’;/fll.sslisflat(njg'a Ru.lssell R@l’)john“‘h(')lds'the original sketehbook-diary that forms {he basi,é of his i*éééntly‘
published Canadian Soldier’s Diary. The soft cover book is available at the Fat Pig Boutique in the
Applewood Plaza, : ‘

(Staff photo by Fred Lack)




