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REMEMBRANCE DAY SERVICES AT CENOTAPH, 1950. 
City Archives 

City Hall 
Vancouver, Canada 

23rd Oct. 1950. 

 

REMEMBRANCE DAY 
SERVICES 

AT CENOTAPH 
1950. 

 

Dear Mr. Sutherland: 

A change from “Buchan,” “O Canada,” to the “Weir” at the Cenotaph Remembrance Day 
services would meet with my strongest disapproval. These reasons are given: 

1. The Weir version arose from a competition sponsored by an American controlled monthly 
magazine whose American controlled editors were obligated to award a prize to someone, 
regardless of the suitability of what was submitted; a contest similar to our own local “Bob 
White” quiz. The impropriety of judges, associated with a foreign though friendly nation 
deciding what they thought interpreted Canadian national feeling is obvious. 

2. The Weir version is neither anthem nor hymn, but is a song. On account of the endless 
repetition of its words, it has been referred to by citizens of the United States as “gibberish.” 
Any Canadian national anthem should have the respect of foreign critics. 

3. A distinguished Vancouver soldier of high rank, and of service in both wars, commented upon 
the Weir version with the words, “Imagine asking a soldier to sing a dam thing like that.” The 
condemnation is founded on the fact that the more brave the soldier the more modest he is, 
and that it is repulsive to a brave soldier to loudly proclaim to a listening assemblage, 
repeating it over and over again, that he is “standing on guard.” He feels like a fool. 

4. Whilst in command of troops, I would not, personally, permit my command to suffer the 
indignity of singing what, among soldiers, is sneeringly referred to as “The Zombie’s Song,” a 
satirical reference to the “standing on guard,” which is what “Zombies,” in time of war, are 
accused of doing. And, if any of my command did, inadvertently, sing it, they would be 
reprimanded for unsoldierly conduct. 

ALTERNATIVELY 

The Buchan version was composed by Ewing Buchan, the president of the Vancouver 
Canadian Club, a club formed about 1908 to foster Canadian national spirit; he was also 
president, Vancouver Board of Trade. The Buchan family have been eminent Canadians in 
Ontario since 1834. General Lawrence Buchan, C.M.G., C.V.O., A.D.C., was second-in-
command of the Royal Canadian Regiment in the South African Campaign (Boer War), and was 
co-composer. It was to him that His late Majesty King George V made the celebrated remark, 
“What is the name of that magnificent tune?”, then without words, which led to the two Canadian 
born brothers composing the Buchan version. 

May I venture to remind you that I am a Canadian resident in Vancouver over fifty years; 
that I served over 30 years as a peace-time volunteer soldier in this city; that in war I commanded 
the first and second waves of the Capture of Regina Trench; that I was among the founders of the 
Vancouver Canadian Club in which my membership extends over 40 years. Further, that I 
suggested and organised the first Armistice Day Service in Vancouver, 1919, and have attended 
31 services since at all of which the Buchan version has been sung. 



Most sincerely 

   J.S. Matthews 

      Major, Retired 

Charles A. Sutherland, Esq., 
Mayor’s Secretary, 
City Hall,  
Vancouver. 

“O CANADA.” 
13th Nov. 1951 

“O Canada” 

Dear Mr. McAdam: 

Sunday was Remembrance Day, and, at the Cenotaph it poured with rain. My umbrella 
did not save me from a soaking. There were certain features which might be mentioned. For 
some extraordinary reason the troops paraded without overcoats. Why officers, year after year—
and some Nov. 11ths are cold—permit that sort of thing is beyond my comprehension. I have 
complained again and again but still they do it. I think the men want to show their medals. And the 
Girl Guides and Boy Scouts, and other organisations usually come ill prepared in that respect. 
Some gentlemen, including the Mayor, kept their hats off; the Mayor’s hair looked as though he 
had taken it from under the bathroom tap. I enclose you the programme. You will see that we use 
the Buchan version. Five or six thousand people sing it all together. 

I came home just in time to hear the Princess Elizabeth deliver, over the radio in N.S., her 
farewell speech to the people of Canada. Then a great chorus of beautiful voices sung “O 
CANADA”; it was magnificently rendered. But, what I heard was “O CANADA, stand on guard, on 
guard, stand on guard for thee.” You may be able to make head and tail of it, but it is another 
thing beyond my comprehension. 

We are supposed to have a Canadian flag. The British Columbia Govt. fly it over the 
Court House; the Dominion Government fly it over the Post Office, and down at Evans, Coleman 
Evans wharf one can see it on the stern of a British cargo tramp, or one of Capt. Cates’ tugs. 
Then, when the Princess comes, it suddenly vanishes; Union Jacks are everywhere—hardly a 
Canadian ensign to be seen—and the regiments she inspects carry a Union Jack as their color. 

My idea in placing these things before you is to point out that we still fly the Union Jack; 
we still stand at Britain’s side, even though those eastern chaps prefer to stand on guard. Wish 
they would stand on guard against the high cost of living. 

With best wishes, 

   Most sincerely, 

      J.S. Matthews 

W.A. McAdam Esq., C.M.G. 
British Columbia House 
London. 
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