
Julia Drummond 
 

Julia Drummond moved to London in 1914 to be closer to her only child, Guy 
Melfort Drummond, who had joined the army.  Within three months, she 
connected with The Canadian Red Cross Society and opened the Information 
Department (later Bureau), Casualties and Prisoners, on February 11, 1915 – 
the day after the First Canadian Contingent landed in France.  She could not 
have known – but must have worried – that her only child would be killed just 
over two and a half months later in France, that her son’s brother-in-law would 
be killed two days later, and that a nephew would be using the Bureau’s 
services, after having been so seriously wounded at the Battle of Loos in the 
fall of 1915 that he had to spend six months in hospital and a further half year 
in a convalescent home. 
 
Did you know… ?  Julia Drummond advocated for and did something about 
soldiers’ welfare.  In addition to the Information Bureau, she started the Maple 
Leaf Club for Canadian soldiers, having identified a need for facilities to look 
after soldiers on leave leading … and keep them out of trouble! 

 

The Information Bureau’s goal was to collect and distribute information regarding Canadian personnel 
who were sick, wounded, missing or prisoners of war (POW). Before long, other women, many from 
Montreal and some from other countries, came to join Ms. Drummond’s efforts. This faithful band of 
women facilitated the transfer of information and packages between Canadian family members back 
home and their loved ones at the front, in POW camps in Europe, and in England in hospitals recovering 
or waiting to be shipped out. Others supported the efforts of the Information Bureau from abroad and 
it co-ordinated with like-minded organizations and supporters from Commonwealth countries and, 
later, the U.S. 
 
A book later written of the venture (The Canadian Red Cross Information Bureau during the Great War, 
as told by Iona K. Carr, one of the Bureau workers), should be required high school reading. It tells us 
just what women could accomplish – without technology, salaries or much other than some door-
opening by the man heading the Canadian Red Cross in London. The following quotes and information in 
this piece all are taken from this book to provide a sense of the huge effort of these ladies, and the 
tragedy, joy and sometimes amusing aspects of what they experienced over the five years the Bureau 
operated. 
 
• When a letter from the Bureau carried the bad news that a soldier in hospital had died, the Bureau 

sometimes still received letters of gratitude. 
"I had intended the enclosed dollar for tobacco for my son, but I find now he is among the slain. 
I desire you to accept it for the Soldiers' Tobacco Fund." The book’s author wrote of this letter: 
“There is a great dignity of pathos in this simple little letter.” 

 

• An English boy from Liverpool wrote to a Canadian soldier in a British hospital: 
"Dear Friend, I write you these few lines just telling you that I am very sorry to hear that you 
have been wounded and now are in hospital. Since you came to fight for us in England we have 
been safe.” 
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• A little English girl said: 
"You would have been safe in your own country only you were too brave so you 
came to help us when you knew we were in great trouble with the Germans." 

 

• Some letters managed to be both comic and sad at the same time. One Canadian child wrote 
to the Information Bureau on behalf of her class: 

"Dear Madam. We are sending you in this letter a M.O. [money order] for $4, and we 
want you to buy at the stores something nice for your wounded Canadian soldiers. 
We think two soldiers, but please choose lonely ones, and if you can from B.C. … A 
lady in Montreal told us that you knew the names of truly lonely soldiers. We don't 
know what wounded soldiers would like, but you will, so please help us to do our bit. 
– With love from all at our school.  Your little friend, I. L." 

 

• The importance of the Bureau Visitors is attested to many notes received by the 
Bureau: 

"I am writing not only for myself, but for six other Canadian soldiers who 
were at – [Voluntary Aid Detachment] Hospital with me. I have visited also – 
V.A.D. Hospital in –, Kent, and the boys there did express to me their 
appreciation of the gifts which were so freely given to us through your Red 
Cross Visitor, Mrs. H. She has been so wonderfully kind to all of us in visiting 
us and doing all in her power to make our stay in hospital cheery. Really, I 
cannot say too much for the way she treated we boys, who were perfect 
strangers to her, but as she said: ‘We were Canadians.' We all appreciated 
her visits so much, and I was detailed to tell you so." 

Some again were (unintentionally) funny! 
"The Red Cross is the soldier’s friend and is just making this war a pleasure 
for us." 

 
• A grateful recipient of a Bureau Comfort Bag with personal necessities returned this note of thanks: 

"Dear Red Cross Ladies, I really cannot find words to adequately express my 
thanks for the handsome present of a comfort bag which contains about all 
that a man could desire. Having said this, I am properly stuck for the right 
thing to say, but if I could express all I feel, this would be a poem of the 
highest order, and not a mere scrap of a note." 

 

• Julia Drummond also had a 'Comfort Fund' paid into by her friends, friends of the Red 
Cross, and loved ones of the men. She would draw from this fund for particular needs, 
for example, for "self-propelling chairs or bath chairs for totally disabled men, special 
boots, a tricycle, raincoats for blinded men, traveling rugs from a contributor in Hamilton 
for men from Hamilton, etc."  

 

• The author of the book also recounts: 
“One day eight or nine blinded Canadians came down to the packing room of the 
Department and spent a happy hour or two there, feeling their way among the 
stores of mufflers, sweaters, pipes, shirts, gum, candy—feeling, and happily 
choosing for themselves what pleased them. Their delight over playing at ‘shopping' 
for themselves was pathetic [in the sense of heartrending] to watch.” 



 
• A Bureau Hospital Visitor wrote to colleagues in the Newspaper Department with amusement 

regarding what happened when the papers arrived: 
"Thank you so much for the Canadian papers which came so promptly. The men were 
simply delighted with them. I had to laugh because my Canadian patients are usually a 
talkative lot, but for a whole morning I could hardly get a word out of them—they were 
simply buried behind their papers, and dead to the rest of the world." [the last clause could 
perhaps have been worded better!] 

 
For those who think it is only recently that men have been able to share their feelings, read this letter 
to Julia Drummond from a grateful soldier: 
 

“Dear Lady Drummond, 
 
Your very kind letter was only received by me yesterday, as I was evacuated from the Kitchener 
Hospital, Brighton, before your letter reached there… 
 
I am luckier than most of our Canadian officers in England given the fact that my mother is 
living over here, and I am now at home, otherwise I would have certainly taken advantage of 
your kind offer of a visit to one of the country houses which people have been so good as to 
put at your disposal. 
 
I cannot end this letter without telling you how sincerely and gratefully we people out at the 
front appreciate the kindness, the generosity and the devotion of the ladies in the Canadian 
Red Cross Society. 
 
No one who has not actually passed months of his life out at the front can possibly realize the 
inestimable value of what you are doing. I do not believe that men could carry on indefinitely 
out there if they were not stayed by the sense of support from home which is given to us – this 
sense of support I mean – by the gifts we so constantly receive, and the devoted care that is 
taken of us when we reach England wounded. 
 
The material alleviations which make our lot so much more bearable throughout the misery of 
night and day warfare are incalculable, but I have so often heard the sentiment expressed by men 
and officers alike out there that the game would hardly be within the compass of a man's 
endurance for any length of time if it was not for the encouragement and devotion of the women 
at the back of us at home.  
 
Some people have no real idea of what a vital part this part of home support plays in the 
morale of an army. Very few people seem to say it, and so I hope that you will pardon me for 
being one of the people who cannot help saying what all we men feel, and feel every day, out 
on the firing line, and when we come home wounded. 
 
Believe me, very truly yours, VERNON H. de B. POWELL, Capt., 13th Bty., C.F.A." 

 
Sadly, this man was killed in action within months of his writing this letter. 
 
Post Script: A variation on the model Julia Drummond created was reprised in Montreal during the 



Second World War by her niece Jean Bovey (who worked for Julia Drummond at the Information 
Bureau in the First World War; it was understood that her betrothed had been killed in the first war 
and she never married). Jean Bovey was Chairman of the Women’s Voluntary Service (Canadian 
Legion) Welcome Room. Also providing bunk rooms, the Welcome Room was a place in which the 
ladies of Montreal hosted soldiers and others who were part of the war effort going through 
Montreal’s CNR Central Station to European or other fronts, and when they (and sometimes war brides 
and children) came back home.  
 
Julia Drummond also was selected to represent Mother’s Love in the unique Warflowers 
exhibit.  Visit Warflowers.com or see the extract below:  

“I believe that a mother’s love has no limits.” 

Julia Drummond’s patriotic maternalism symbolizes the commitment of 

Canadian women to help those in need during wartime. Mothers were torn 

between encouraging their sons to go to war – and the possibility of their 

never coming home. 

Julia Drummond cared deeply for the plight of Canadian soldiers and 

established the Maple Leaf Club in London to be a gathering place during 

their battlefield leave. She created the Canadian Red Cross’ Information 

Bureau so that families could know the fate of their loved ones 
recuperating in overseas hospitals. Her son Guy was killed in 1915 at the 

Second Battle of Ypres. 

– Viveka Melki 
 

“Julia Drummond (1861-1942) 

In wartime, people do remarkable things. Few Canadians showed more commitment to the war effort than 

Julia Drummond. She had been a leader of social causes in Montreal and Canada for more than a decade 
when the war began. She was a committed campaigner to improve the society in which she lived. She had 

made the Montreal branch of the National Council of Women a powerful promoter of social change to 

improve the status of women. 

Tragedy struck when her son Guy was killed at Langemark in Belgium at the Second Battle of Ypres in 
April, 1915. He was 27 years old. He died trying to rally French colonial troops fleeing a strange green 

vapour, the first mustard gas attack of the war. They flooded the trenches occupied by Canadian soldiers 

under his command. Drummond tried to calm them in his near perfect French. Guy Drummond was 
described by a family friend as having everything, “charm, seductive looks, the gift for easy talk that 

presaged a great orator.” He was married just months before the outbreak of war but would not live to see 

the birth of his only child. His death contributed to a debate that raged in Quebec throughout the war over 

the use of French in the Canadian military. Drummond was fluently bilingual and had perfected his 
French by studying at the Sorbonne in Paris. The tragic circumstances of his death showcased how few 

officers in the Canadian army could command their troops in both English and French. 

Montreal society would have pardoned Julia Drummond if the death of her cherished son led her to 
withdraw from her causes and retreat into the privacy of mourning. Instead it seemed to drive her to do 

more and extend her philanthropy and organizational skills to serve as many Canadian soldiers as 

possible. She almost singlehandedly created the Maple Leaf Club for Canadian servicemen in England 
and worked tirelessly for the Canadian Red Cross to improve the lot of soldiers away from home. 

Wartime portraits show Julia Drummond to be weary and drawn. No wonder, because her inexhaustible 

energy was entirely devoted to the service of others.” 


