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NO.  2  CONSTRUCTION   BATTALION 

 

The No. 2 Construction Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force, was the first and only Black 

battalion in Canadian military history, it was formed during the Firs: World War (1914-1913). The 

decision to organize a separate battalion was agreed to during a meeting of the Canadian Militia 

Department on April 16, 19l6, and subsequently approved by the War Office in Great Britain in 

earlv May, 1910. 

Blacks had endeavoured to serve their country in the war by enlisting; however, most were rejected 

by district recruiting and commanding officers who turned them away because of their so-called 

"unsuitabilitv" This rejection was not accepted complacently by the Black citizens of the nation. 

Bitter complaints were heard from Ontario, New Brunswick and Nova Scotia Eventually, a 

compromise was reached by the War Office and the Canadian Government to form a Black 

construction battalion led by white officers. 

The Battalion was formally authorized on Julv 3, 1916. as a unit of the Canadian Expeditionary 

Force Problems arose in finding a commander because of the racial composition of the battalion. 

Eventually, Lieutenant-Colonel Daniel H. Sutherland, of River John, Pictou County, agreed to 

accept the position of commanding officer. Recruitment for the unit took place throughout Canada, 

with Nova Scotia providing the largest group — a total of more than 300 recruits. Enlistments also 

came from the United States and the British West Indies. 

 

Headquarters for the battalion was first established at the Market Wharf in Pictou, Nova Scotia, 

and later relocated to Truro. Nova Scoria. Reverend William A. White of Truro was appointed 

chaplain and given the rank of honorary captain, becoming, reportedly, the only Black 

commissioned officer m the Canadian military at the time. 

A suggestion to dispatch the battalion on its own troopship without a naval escort was rejected 

and, subsequently, the 19 officers and 605 other ranks departed for England aboard the Southland 

on March 25, 1917, along with 3500 other troops. They arrived on May 20, 1917, in the Jura region 

of France and were employed in logging operations in the area as a component of the Canadian 

Forestry Corps. On December 4, 1918, they returned to England and arrived in Halifax in January, 

1919. 

The Battalion played a major role in the contribution of the Canadian Forestry Corps to the war 

efforts in Europe. The persistence and determination of these patriotic men to contribute to 

Canada's First World War endeavours in spite of continuous rejection is fittingly being 

commemorated by the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada and the Black Cultural 

Society' of Nova Scoria, with the cooperation of the Town of Pictou, at Market Wharf on July 10, 1993.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



THE BLACK 

CULTURAL 

SOCIETY OF 

NOVA SCOTIA 
 

 

The Black Cultural Society was formed following a Black Cultural Conference which convened 

in Halifax in 1976. The conference provided a forum for representatives from the province s 

black communities to snare ideas and to formulate proposals. Conference attendees decided to 

establish a Black Cultural Centre, which would house a Hall of Fame, an Arts and Crafts 

Workshop, a Library, a Learner Centre and other auxiliary services. The Centre officially 

opened in 1983, following an ambitious fundraising campaign which netted 51.2 million. 

Since then, the Centre has expanded its services. It is now a major tourist attraction and is the 

focus of cultural education and understanding in the Province. 

The Black Cultural Society of Nova Scotia would like to thank members of the Black Battalion 

Memorial Committee for their dedication in ensuring the commemoration and recognition of 

the No. 2 Construction Battalion: Calvin Ruck (Chair), Douglas Bauld, Florence Bauld. Henry 

Bishop. George Borden. Irvine Carvery. Francis Dorrington. Dons Evans, and Anne Simmons. 

 

No. 2 Construction Battalion, C.E.F. 
 

This Battalion reflected the strong determination of Black men to contribute to Canada's First 

World War effort despite discrimination. Although reluctant to accept Blacks into the armed 

forces, the Canadian military agreed in I916 to create a segregated non-combatant unit. 

Recruited from across Canada and the United States, these eager volunteers were based at Pictou 

and Truro before going; to Europe in 1917 They served primarily in the Canadian Forestry Corps 

in the Jura region of France where they laboured to supply much needed lumber for the front. 

The Black Battalion was disbanded in 1920.



Black Cultural Centre for Nova Scotia 

-To . • a museum -library complex * 

FROM:    Black Battalion Memorial Committee 

DATE:    May 20, 1993 

No. 2 Construction Battalion (Black) C.E.F., is unique 

Canadian Military History and it came into existence, because 

many Black volunteers, were experiencing difficulty in joining 

the Canadian Armed Forces. Some were bluntly informed that, 

"this is a white man's war". A segregated - labour battalion was 

considered the most viable solution to resolving the issue. 

The Battalion was authorized on July 5th, 1916,under the 

command of Lieutenant Colonel D.H. Sutherland of River John, Pictou 

County, Nova Scotia. The Chaplain was Honorary -Captain Rev. 

William A.White of Truro, who in 1919 "became the pastor of the 

Cornwallis Street Baptist Church in Halifax, (Rev. White is 

reported "to have been the only Black commissioned officer in ' the 

British Forces during World War I.) 

The Headquarters was first located a the Market Wharf in 

Pictou, Nova Scotia and later transferred to Truro, Nova Scotia. 

Recruiting for the Battalion was carried out in all provinces, 

wherever Black population was located. Nova Scotia provided the 

largest single group with approximately 300 men volunteering for 

service in the Battalion. 

Approximately 165 Black Americans enlisted in the Canadian 

Army for service with No. 2 Construction Battalion. 

The unit consisting of 19 officers and 605 others ranks, 

proceeded overseas from Halifax, on the S.S. Southland on March 

28th, 1917, arriving at Liverpool, England on April 8th. The unit 

sailed during the worst period in the history of submarine warfare, 

as more ships were sunk between April 1st and April 8th, than at 

any time during the war. 

As a matter of fact, a high ranking officer suggested that to 

avoid offending the sensitivity of other troops, that the Black 

Battalion be sent overseas on a separate ship, without a naval 

escort . 
 

 
Black Battalion cont'd page2 

The suggestion was rejected by the Royal Navy. 



Following a snort stay in England, the unit proceeded to France where it was attached 
to the Canadian Forestry Corps, until the war ended in November 19 IS. 

The officers and men were commended for their valuable and faithful service while 
attacked for duty and discipline, to the Forestry Corps. 

The unit was disbanded on September 15, 1920 by General Order No. 149. 

Since October, 1987, the Black Cultural Centre for Nova Scotia, with the co-
operation and support of the Town of Pictou has pursued efforts to acquire National recognition 
for the Unit. 

In August 1991, the Town of Pictou declared the Market Wharf a local historic property, 
because of its association with Canada's first and only Black Battalion. 

In May 1992, the Historic Sites and Monuments Board of Canada, acting on a documented 
submission from the Black Battalion Memorial Committee recommended to the Federal 
Government that the Wharf be designated as a National Historic Site. 

The government on December 11, 1992 announced the acceptance of the 
recommendation. 

A monument and a plaque will be unveiled in a public ceremony on the site on Saturday, 
July 10, 1993, commencing with a brief parade at 10:30 a.m. 
Financial donations towards the expenses of this long overdue recognition (77 years) will be 

appreciated. Cheques should be made payable to the Black Cultural Centre (Pictou Project). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
CANADA'S BLACK BATTALION 

On April 16, 1916 at a meeting of the militia council with the  Prime Minister Sir Robert  

Borden presiding, the decision was made to form e black labor battalion headquartered In 

Nova Scotia, subject to the approval  of the  British  command.  That approval was received 

three weeks later. The No. 2 Construction Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force  (the first 

 

Calvin W. Ruck  R.S.W. Chair, 
Memorial Committee 



and only Black Battalion in Canadian Military History)  was  formed. The Battalion was 

headquartered on Pictou's Market Wharf and In 1993 an historical landmark was unveiled 

in Pictou to commemorate the Battalion. Borden, a Nova Scotian, took a personal Interest In 

the newly created battalion and played a hands-on role In establishing ins unit.  It was he 

who suggested a fellow Nova Scotian, Lt. Col. Daniel H. Sutherland, as a potential 

commander. On July 5, 1916, one day after Sutherland agreed to accept the position, the 

official authorization of the No. 2 Construction Battalion was formally announced. 

Borden's interest and association with the development process led to the acquiring of a 

commanding officer, a crucial factor in the battalion   becoming   a   reality. 

Another event of both national and International significance occurred when Canadian and 

American officials co-operated to permit the recruitment of blacks In the United States 

while that country  was  still  neutral,  one  hundred  and sixty-eight  blacks crossed the 

border to bolster the ranks of the battalion - no doubt another  first   in   Canadian   military  

history.  

The unique status of the battalion In terms of historical significance can be further 

measured by the authority granted to COL Sutherland with respect to reporting.  He was 

authorized to communicate directly with the militia council in Ottawa, thereby bypassing the 

normal channel of command In Halifax. The Chaplain, Hon. Capt. Rev. William A. White, 

was the first black commissioned officer in the Canadian Armed Forces. The war diary of 

the battalion indicates he was the only black officer in the British Forces during the war. 

Rev   White was honored by his alma mater, Acadia University, with an Honorary Doctor of 

Divinity Degree. At his death in September, 1936, the Halifax papers lauded his service to 

King and country.  Indications are that he was the first Black man to be awarded an 

honorary degree In Canada. After arriving   in   England. In April   1917, the battalion was   

relegated to the status of labor company, because It was under-strength.  The company was 

assignee to the Canadian Forestry Corps. The men and toys  (some were only 15 and 16 years 

old) carried out their tasks 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

willingly and without question  Canada and the British  Empire  were in  mortal danger, and as 

in previous wars. They were prepared to serve in any capacity.  With the strength, fortitude and 

patience inherited from generations of oppression, they endured and they prevailed. 

The black unit was disbanded with almost unseemly haste soon after the armistice was 

announce, however they were commended by the commanding officer of the Forestry Corps 

for their valuable and faithful service. The unit returned to Canada in January 1919. In the 

Halifax's Camp Hi!! Cemetery, we see. headstones bearing the names of departed No. 2 

veterans such as Cpl. George W. Tolliver, 1932; Pte. Harry Turner, 1941; Pte John Lambert, 



1917; Pte. Henry Bundy, 1950, Cpl. William Kellum, 1921 and Charles William Jackson, 

1921, among others. 

Efforts to make Canadians in general aware of the contribution of blacks during the First 

World War began In 1982 with a reunion of surviving veterans of the Battalion and other 

unite. The reunion, sponsored by the Black Cultural Centre, led to the publication of two 

books on the history of the Battalion. The Centre followed up the above initiatives. By 

requesting that the federal government officially recognize the Black Battalion for service to 

King and country, in a news release dated Dec. 11, 1992, the Government of Canada 

formally recognized the Black Battalion. On July 10, 1993, at t he market Wharf in Pictou, 

the site of the Battalion's original headquarters, a granite monument and an interpretive panel 

were unveiled in commemoration of Canada's first and only Black Battalion. The ceremony 

was sponsored and supported by Parks Canada, the Historic Sites and Monuments Board, the 

Town of Pictou, the Pictou Waterfront Development Corporation, ACGA and the Black 

Cultural Centre for Nova Scotia.  

One Pictou Canada official indicated that the Pictou ceremony attracted more viewers 

than any similar event. The number in attendance has been estimated to be in the range of 

1,000. At the invitation of Pictou Mayor Lawrence Leblanc, The Black Cultural Centre 

organizes an annual ceremony at the Pictou site on the second Saturday in July, Plans are 

under way by the Black Cultural Centre for a gala evening on Saturday, July 13, 1996 to 

celebrate the 80th anniversary of Canada's first and only Black Battalion, the No   2 

Construction Battalion, C.E.F. 
 


