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Chapter 2 

Getting Established 

 
Canadian Engineer 

Cap Badge (6FESMA) 

 

 

Larsons Dance Pavilion - 

The units first drill hall was Larsons Dance Pavilion, on the northeast corner of Chesterfield Avenue and 

West Esplanade, just west of the North Vancouver Hotel. It was a small one-story wood frame structure surrounded 

by large grass covered fields. It was also next to one of the few licensed establishments in the area, which met with 

the enthusiastic approval of both officers and men, And within a short walk of the ferry terminal at the foot of 

Lonsdale Street. Here the unit would spend the next three years while their new drill hall, was built in Mahon Park. 
 

Engineer Training at Larson Dance Pavilion in 1913 (6FESMA) 
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First Parades 

The first public function for the Unit was on September 14th 1912 when Lynn Valley Park in North Vancouver 

was opened. It was a beautiful sunny day. The local press considered it highly appropriate that this should be the 

first public appearance of the company as the park was named after Sapper John Lynn of the Royal Engineers. Lynn 

came to British Columbia with Colonel Moody’ engineer detachment in 1858 and at the end of their deployment 

were given the option to return to England or take their release in Canada. Lynn decided to stay and became one of 

the first Europeans to settle in North Vancouver. 

The next public appearance of the newly-formed Company was at a garrison review held in Stanley Park on 

September 19th 1912 where, as the only representatives of the senior corps, they headed the March Past and were 

inspected by Canada’s Governor General His Royal Highness the Duke of Connaught. 

The Unit now had some parade experience, but they were still untrained both as soldiers and as engineers. 
 

 

 

 
 

1912 Garrison Review in Stanley Park (6FESMA) 

 

 

 

 

 
Lt NR Robertson 

(6FESMA) 

Capt J Cosgrove (6FESMA) 

 

            CQMS J Chapman (6FESMA) 

Pre-War Daily Pay Rates for Canadian Militia 

Major $4.00 

Captain $3.00 

Lieutenants $1.50 to $2.00 

Officers were expected to pay for their own uniforms and weapons and to turn over part of their pay to the unit fund. 

CSM $1.60 
Sergeants $1.05 to $1.20 

Corporals $0.90 to $1.05 

Sappers $0.80 to $0.90 

In comparison a qualified civilian plumber or electrician made $4.00 a day. 
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The Soldiers of the 6th Learn About Horses. 

In 1913 the newly formed company ran its first 

Equitation course in the Horse Show Building at the 

corner of Georgia Street and Chilco Street, in 

Vancouver. Captain J.E. Ward, formerly of the 2nd 

Dragoon Guards (Queen Bays), was the Riding 

Master. It had its moments. 
“Dear M- 

I am attending a school of equitation in 

connection with the Engineers, and am endeavoring 

to learn the noble art of horse riding. I have learnt a 

variety of other things as well. 

We assembled at the Horse Show Building for 

the first ride on March 14th, and formed up in single 

rank, feeling very expectant, in our new breeches and 

leggings. Some of the novices had the courage – or 
audacity – to wear spurs. 

After a few words from the instructor, we broke 

off, and made a rush for the horses, which varied 

considerably in colour, shape, size and alas! 

disposition. After some trouble, we each had a horse, 

and by means of persuasion, brute force or ignorance 

got him into the ring. 

Now to get on a horse. M-, you grasp the animal 

gently but firmly by the scruff of the neck and the 

saddle with one hand and the reins with the other. 
 

 

You then put the left leg over the saddle, endeavoring 

to face the direction you think the animal will 

ultimately go. 

After many efforts, we were all in position, but 

scattered about the place. Then we were directed how 

to make him advance and retard. 

At first the horses seemed to go astern best; 

finally they were more or less in line, and were 

ordered to walk, which we did or rather the horses 

did.   They followed each other round and round   the 

ring, while we got sundry advice regarding our 

deportment, the way to sit, the position for knees etc. 

We were also told we looked like sacks of wheat, 

lumps of mutton and so on. 

Then that awful order ‘Trot!’ Worse luck the 

horses knew and did it. Oh! How we bumped up and 

down, first on the neck and then on his tail; a rush 

through the air and then on the ground. And ever the 

gentle encouragement of the instructor, ‘Work at it, 

work at it. Don’t think you are in an armchair’ No! 

Very few of us did think so, it was more like a ride 

during an earthquake or a switchback railway. 

One evening some little girls had just finished 

their lesson and they waited to see us. They certainly 

got a treat. The remarks they made were both polite 

and pointed. 

However, we do much better now. There are 

about twenty of us and I wish you could see us. The 

majority ride very well and we are taking up the 

mounted drill. 

Give the engineers a call when you come back. I 

remain 

Yours Sincerely 

W.H. Gray” 

 

On 15 August 1914 Regimental Number 74 Corporal 

W.H. Gray was mobilized for the Canadian 

Expeditionary Forces. On 17 September 1914 he was 

demobilized, and stayed behind, serving on the 

Training Centre Staff in North Vancouver. 

 

Within two years many of the other graduates would 

have a chance to perfect their horsemanship in 

Europe. 

 

Aviation Section 

 

In 1913 the 6th submitted proposals to 

establish an Aviation Section. For, although an 

Aviation Battalion existed in the Royal Engineers, 

Canada did not have a similar unit. However, the 

idea, was turned down by the Minister of Militia, the 

Honourable Sam Hughes. Hughes had a low opinion 

of military aviation and considered aircraft to be little 

more than expensive toys. 

As such, when Canada entered the war in 

1914 it did so without aircraft. The Aviation 

Battalion, Royal Engineers eventually became the 

Royal Flying Corps and later the Royal Air Force. 

Even without its own air corps, thousands of 

Canadians still served with units of the Royal Flying 

Corps and Royal Naval Air Service during the war. 
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Initial Training of the Unit in 1913 

In early 1913 the Company started its engineer 

training. A six-week course in field drill engineering 

and infantry drill was held in Larson’s Pavilion. 

Major A.B. Carey, the Commanding Royal Canadian 

Engineer, of Military District Number 11 supervised 

the training and under his direction things progressed 

smoothly. 
 

 

 

 

From the 6 Field Company Canadian 

Engineers Annual January 1914 
 

 
 
 

Manual of Field Engineering 1911 
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July 1st 1913 – Dominion Day 
 

6 Field Company at Larsons Pavilion in 1913 (6 FESMA) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Single Lock 

Bridge and 

Cask Piers – 

(Manual of 

Field 

Engineering 

1911) 
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First Operation - The Nanaimo Coal Strike of 1913 

A few months after their initial training, the Company was called out for active duty. On August 15, 1913, 6th 

Field Company with other Vancouver and Victoria militia units, went to Nanaimo, B.C. The federal government had 

activated the militia at the request of the province to help the civil authorities restore order. 

The coal mines around Nanaimo had been shut down for months. The miners were striking over the unsafe 

working conditions in the mines. In the previous few years numerous men had died in an unending series of 

accidents. As the summer progressed the situation between the strikers and mine owners got ugly. In mid-August 

riots and gunfire broke out. Shots were fired between the police and the strikers. One man was killed and others 

were injured. Homes, office buildings, stores and automobiles were burned. Women and children fled the area. The 

provincial and local police couldn't control the situation. The militia was called out. Within hours, troops arrived, 

first by rail from Victoria and then by ship from Vancouver. 

The 6 Field Company detachment of 21 N.C.O.s and men, under the command of Capt J. Eades Ward and Lt 

John R. Cosgrove, boarded the S.S. Princess Patricia, in Vancouver. With them were the Seaforth Highlanders and 

the Duke of Connaught’s Own Rifles. They arrived on the morning of August 16th  joining the troops from Victoria. 

The presence of the militia’s improvised armoured train, armed soldiers, artillery, and a machine gun quickly 
quieted the situation. 

 

6 Field Company detachment at the Nanaimo coal strike (NVMA) 

The engineers of the 6th FC spent the first few days helping the police and infantry in both search and arrest 

operations, and in rescuing and relocating refugees. Their first operational engineer task was to inspect a wooden 

railway trestle between Nanaimo and South Wellington. The armoured train halted and the engineers dismounted. 

After a detailed inspection to ensure it had not been tampered with it was determined that it was safe to cross. The 

next day another engineer detachment proceeded to Extension. 

 

“Shortly after 1 o’clock the same day (Monday)... we proceeded to Stark’s Crossing…There we detrained and 

marched to Extension, a distance of about five miles. 

On arrival headquarters were made at one of the stores, which the rioters had wrecked. Later picquets were 

posted in prominent positions so that every part of the mining town could be watched, and patrols were sent out for 

the purpose of locating refugees who had taken to the forest to escape harm from the rioters. This was a task, for it 

rained day and night. However, the morning brought smiles to our faces, and after partaking of an early breakfast, 

every nook and corner, where there was any likelihood of refugees, was searched. 

When the Officer Commanding had seen that we had done all we could, he chartered several conveyances to 

enable the women and children to ride while the Company and Seaforths formed into guards, marching back to the 

railroad, where a special train conveyed the women and children to Nanaimo”. 
from the 6 Field Company Canadian Engineers Annual January 1914 
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Later when things stabilized the Sappers made the militia base camp at the Nanaimo rail yard more comfortable 

and improving the Nanaimo Rifle Ranges. A week after the first unit members arrived, 12 more men joined then to 

bring the 6 Field detachment up to 35 all ranks. In all, many spend over two weeks in Nanaimo. On the 29th of August 

it was decided that Engineer support was no longer required for the operation and that the 6th could return to North 

Vancouver. It was now time for the 6th to attend its first training camp.  The decision was made by the Colonel 

Commanding Military District 11 that the 6th  would start their engineer training upon returning from Nanaimo. There 

were two reasons for this. First, he felt that if there was a week or two break many of the soldiers might not return for 

the camp. Second, the weather normally turned bad in mid-September and the presence of heavy rains could have an 

adverse impact on training. So, two days after returning from Nanaimo the 6th was back under canvas. 

 
First Field Exercise - 1913 

The 6th joined the 3rd Fortress Company Royal Canadian Engineers on the waterfront in North Vancouver 

between Bewicke and Mackay Avenues for their training. This would be the first of only two engineer concentrations 

in BC before the start of WWI. The other would be in Vernon BC in the summer of 1914. 

Mornings were spent attending lectures and the afternoons doing practical work. During the first two weeks of 

September the 6th Field Company and 3rd Fortress Company built a 70-foot trestle bridge, laid 80 feet of roadway, 
reinforced an old shack to create a blockhouse and constructed wire entanglements, complete with alarms. They also 

conducted basic radio training using two wireless sets operated by Cpl W.H. Gray and Lance Cpl E. Carre. In the  last 

week of training, they blew up logs with 9 oz gun cotton primers using electrical initiation. On Friday Sept 12th 1913 

the 6th Field Company struck camp. The 3rd Fortress Company, being a permanent force unit, stayed in camp  for a 

further two weeks.  Many members of 6 Field had now been on continuous duty for four weeks. 
 

First bridge built by 6 Field Company (6 FESMA) Engineers in camp in North Vancouver 1913 (NVMA) 

 
Vernon Camp – Summer 1914 

Over the winter of 1913-14 evening training 

continued as usual. That summer they travelled by 

train and joined the rest of B.C.s militia in a 

summer camp in Vernon. A few weeks later they 

were at war. 

 

 
6 Field Company at the Vernon Camp in 

1914 (6 FESMA) 



9 
 

LIEUTENANT COLONEL JAMES PEMBERTON FELL O.B.E. (1872-1960) 

J.P. Fell was born in Staffordshire England in 1872 and educated at Harrow. It 

was at Harrow where his life-long interest in the military emerged. There he joined the 

Yorkshire Artillery Regiment Territorial Army rising to the rank of Captain. 

In 1897 he immigrated to North Vancouver joining the North Vancouver Land 

and Improvement Company where he helped manage the Lonsdale Estates plus plan and 

lay out what is now the City of North Vancouver. Fell Avenue is named after him. 

In 1905 he was commissioned in the Canadian militia. Then in 1910 the citizens 

committee form a North Vancouver militia unit asked him to become the new unit’s first 

Commanding Officer. On 11 February 1911 when 6 Field Company Canadian Engineers 

was established Major J.P. Fell was appointed to command. 

For the next two years he helped prepare the unit for war. In August 1914 he led 

the first of North Vancouver’s engineer contingent overseas. He commanded the 1st and 

7th Field Companies of the Canadian Engineers on the Western Front and had his horse 

shot out from under him at the 2nd Battle of Ypres. Upon completion of his battlefield 
tours, he was transferred to the Canadian Engineer Training Depot in England where he 
was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel and assumed command of the depot.  

In 1919 he returned to North Vancouver and resumed his business activities with the North Vancouver 

Land and Improvement Company, becoming a active and vocal member of the community. 

In 1920 he was awarded the Order of the British Empire in recognition of his war services. Between 1921 

and 1926 he served as the CRE for British Columbia's 11 Military District. Upon retiring from the militia, he 

became the first Honourary Lieutenant Colonel of 6 Field Company and from 1946 to 1960 the Honourary Colonel 

of 7 Field Engineer Regiment. At this time, he received the Canadian Forces Decoration, with two clasps, in 

recognition of over 50 years of service. 

J.P. Fell was one of the founders of the BC Corps of Commissionaires and served as its chairman from 

1931 to 1954. He was also provincial chairman of the National Canadian War Services Fund in 1941 and the 

president of the Vancouver chapter of the Canadian Club in 1946. 
J.P. Fell passed away on the 5th of January 1960 in Vancouver. 

 
COMPANY SERGEANT MAJOR JOSEPH GILL (1879-1939) 

Joseph Gill was born in St. Helen’s Lancashire U.K. on July 4th, 1879 and 

spent the first 32 years of his life in England. He was lightly built, 5’9” tall with black 

hair and a dark complexion. 

Before moving to Canada he served part-time in Britain’s Territorial Army, 

joining the Lancashire Fortress Engineers, Royal Engineers in 1896. He was 19 years 

old. At 24 he was a Company Sergeant Major, a position he held for 6 more years. He 

later served five years as the Company Sergeant Major of the West Lancashire Field 

Company, Royal Engineers. 

In 1911 he left England and immigrated to North Vancouver. By 1913 he was 

working as a carpenter, married and the Company Sergeant Major of 6 Field Company 

Canadian Engineers. Although a volunteer for overseas service Major Fell decided. to 

keep him in North Vancouver as the Sergeant Major in the Engineer Training Depot. 

As such, he spent his war in North Vancouver preparing over 3000 men for overseas 

service. 

At war’s end he returned to his family, carpentry and part-time service with the 6th. By 1933 he was 54 

years old and had served 21 years as the 6th’s Company Sergeant Major. On the 22nd of November 1933 he left 6 

Field Company to become the Acting Regimental Sergeant Major of 11 Militia District Engineers. By the time he 
retired a few years later he had been a Sergeant Major for over 30 years. 

Joseph passed away on August 19th 1939 in North Vancouver in his 60th year. He was survived by his wife 

Ethel, a daughter, his son Cecil (who also served as a Sergeant Major of the 6th) and three grandchildren. Within a 

week his beloved 6th was activated for the Second World War. 
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Major John Rober Cosgrove (1885-1976), D.S.O, M.C., M.E.I.C. John was born in 

Ireland, and educated at the Belfast Royal Academy and the Glasgow and West of 

Scotland Technical College. In 1896, he joined the First Droghen Company, Boys' 

Brigade, and later spent three years with the Fifth Volunteer Battalion Highland Light 

Infantry. 

His first civilian job was with Messrs. Sir Robert McAlpine and Sons, Railway 

Dock and Public Works Contractors. He worked with them until 1908 in order to 

complete his civil engineer apprenticeship. He was eventually placed in charge of the 

construction of the Waterford and Rosslare Railway and the Rosslare Harbour 

Reclamation Wall 

In 1909, he moved to British Columbia where he worked as a Lands Surveys 

and Resident Engineer at Essondale, B.C. and as a surveyor in New Westminster.   Later 

that year he was made the Engineer for North Vancouver, where he worked on local surveys, highway location, 

land-clearing, bridge building, road building, wharf construction and water works installations. He directed the 

location of Marine Drive, Indian River Drive, and Keith Road deviation, as well as laid out the District's parks. 

Soon after he moved to North Vancouver, Cosgrove was followed to Canada by his brother and mother. 

John built a house for his mother in North Vancouver. It was there he met his future wife Sarah Francis Radcliff. 

In 1912, he joined Six Field Company. With the outbreak of war, Cosgrove went with the first draft to 

Valcartier Quebec. There he joined 1 Field Company of the First Canadian Division. They then sailed to England. 

He was posted to Flanders in 1915. After the second battle of Yypres, Cosgrove was awarded the Military Cross. By 

1917, he was a Captain and had been transferred to the Canadian Railway Troops. He then took part in the Battle of 

Messines Ridge, the third Battle of Ypres, and the Battle of Passchendale. By the end of the war, he was a Major and 

had been awarded the Distinguished Service Order. 

Upon returning from the War, Cosgrove resumed his position as the Engineer of North Vancouver. In 1920, 

he became the Logging Engineer and Assistant Forest Superintendent of the Capilano Timber Company. He was 

also a Licensed Inspector for the Pacific Lumber Inspection Bureau for British Columbia. 

In 1923, Cosgrove left North Vancouver and became the City Engineer and Manager in Trail, B.C. From 

1923 to 1925, he worked as the B.C. Lumber Trade Commissioner in Toronto, Ontario, on behalf of the B.C. 

government and timber industry. In 1925 he returned to the UK and until 1935 was the Officer in Charge for the 

Section of Timber Utilization of the Forest Products Research Laboratory. At this time, his wife and son moved 

from North Vancouver to England. In 1935, Cosgrove was made the Joint Director and Market Development Officer 

of the Colonial Forest Resources and Development Department of the Colonial Office 

From 1946 to 1954, Cosgrove worked with the War Graves Commission as Clerk of Works. He retired in 

1954, dying in England in February 1976. 

 

Cpl Richard Dickinson M.M. (1894-1918) 

Born in New Westminster Richard Dickinson attended the first recruiting parade 

and joined the 6th on May 7th, 1912. He then served part-time with the 6th while 
working as a sailor aboard the harbour ferry. 

In August 1914 he went overseas with the 1st Field Company of the first 
contingent. While waiting to deploy to France he married Beatrice Milner from 

Yorkshire England on 23rd January 1915. By early 1915 he was in France where he 

was gassed and wounded on June 6, 1915. He was one of the first unit members 
decorated for bravery, receiving the Military Medal in November of 1916. In April 

1917 he was promoted to corporal and was again wounded by shrapnel. 

After leaving the hospital he was posted to the Seaford Engineer School in 

England, as an Acting Sergeant instructor. Bored with the routine work he got into 
trouble, was charged and reverted to the rank of Corporal. He volunteered to return to 

the front. In France he rejoined the 1st Field Company where he was severely gassed 

on July 27, 1918. A month later, on September 3rd, he died of bullet wounds from a 
German machine gun at the junction of the Arras and Cambrai Roads in L’Esperance, 

His wife Beatrice later moved to Canada and settled near Richard’s family in North Vancouver. In 1927 she 

married John Thomas, a tugboat operator, with members of the Dickinson family acting as witnesses to her new 

marriage. She passed away in 1964. 


