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Take these men for your examples. Like them remember that 
prosperity can only be for the free and freedom is the sure 
possession of those alone who have the courage to defend it.

From Pericles’ Funeral Oration, 430 bc, inscribed on the 
Memorial Clock Tower at the University of Toronto

The word “regiment” denotes an old and valued insti-
tution in the armies of the Commonwealth that has 
proved its worth many times in the past. Regiments 
can sometimes be a bit stuffy, sometimes inefficient, 

but over the centuries they have grasped the hearts and souls 
of their soldiers and made them capable of deeds that, in retro-
spect, appear nearly incredible. This should not be surprising 
because in the final analysis, while soldiers may pay lip service 
to sovereign and nation, what they really fight for is the comrade 
on either side. A regiment is also a family: it provides a human 
context in the impersonal machine that is an army and it has 
the strengths and weaknesses of a family. It possesses its allotted 
share of heroes and rascals, dullards and sages as well as many 
soldiers simply trying to do their duty. It must always be remem-
bered that although regiments glorify their traditions, they do 
not glorify war because soldiers do not glorify war – what they 
respect and admire is courage and endurance and it is the regi-
ment that imparts these qualities to its members.

We have followed the story of the Royal Regiment of Can-
ada from its humble beginnings on a snowy December evening 
in 1861, when it was created in the gas-lit, smoky rooms of the 
Mechanics Institute in Toronto, to its 150th birthday in 2012. 
In doing so, we have met a great variety of men and women in 
uniform, for a regiment is always about people – if it has good 
people, it will be a good regiment but if does not, one hopes that 
there is someone in its ranks who can turn things around.

The Royal Regiment of Canada and its predecessor units 
have generally been fortunate in the people who served in 
them. Early in our story we met a young university student, 
anxious to do his bit, who marched off to war in 1866, carrying 
his weapons and a full load on a hot, humid summer day, wear-
ing tight, pinching civilian shoes. Near the end of the story, we 

are introduced to a young Afghanistan veteran, injured in body 
and spirit, who climbed painfully to the top of a mountain in 
the Himalayas, 20,305 feet high, to display the regimental flag 
at the summit. 

In between there have been many others. Consider the Roy-
als at Batoche in 1885. Grown impatient at the perceived dod-
dering of a British general, they disobeyed orders and mounted 
a bayonet charge that more or less ended the Northwest Rebel-
lion in a matter of minutes. And then there was the young bugle 
boy, too short to wade the Modder River in South Africa during 
the 1900 battle of Paardeberg, who had to be carried over by 
his comrades. We suffered with the Royals in the mud, blood 
and unmitigated horror of the Western Front in 1914-1918. We 
looked on as C and D Companies of the 3rd CEF Battalion, the 
Toronto Regiment – cut off, surrounded, outnumbered and out 
of ammunition at Ypres in 1915 – fought desperately until over-
run. We met an officer of the 58th CEF Battalion who, at Amiens 
in 1918, single-handedly attacked a German strong point armed 
only with a revolver. He woke up a few days later in hospital 
with eight wounds but he so inspired the men following him 
that they captured the enemy position. Let us recall the young 
platoon leader who, in the Depression of the 1930s, had to work 
out to the exact penny the cost of holding a platoon party, only 
to miscalculate and run out of gas while driving home. We wit-
nessed the destruction of one of the finest infantry battalions 
in the Second World War Canadian army on a wretched little 
beach near Dieppe. The Royals fought so hard on that terrible 
day that even their German opponents admired their courage. 
We watched as a company commander in Normandy in 1944 
gave the order, “The Royal Regiment of Canada will advance!” 
and then moved forward without looking back to see if his men 
were following him because he knew they would – and they did.

We suffered with the regiment as it tried to weather the “per-
fect storm” of Paul Hellyer, unification and budget cuts, which 
ended up meaning what it always means, and that is parading 
without pay. We looked on as Royals deployed in the Balkans 
in the 1990s gave their own rations to hungry children in an 
orphanage, disturbed by all those small graves on the institu-
tion’s grounds. In the last two decades, we watched as the Royals 
served around the world from the Balkans to Cambodia – but 
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Always Ready 

Proud soldiers. The Royals have always been fortunate in having strong leadership and a respect for tradition. Most of 

all, the regiment has had a multitude of excellent soldiers reflecting the diversity of Toronto. They maintain a number 

of traditions, including the wearing of the classic scarlet dress uniform. The regiment is seen here participating in the 

ceremonial parade to commemorate the bicentenary of the War of 1812. (RRC Museum)


