
“Serendipity”
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Why I go to:

• The Manotick Legion Norm Christie and the 77th Overseas Battalion 
Club Sunday Afternoon History Events

• Terry Hunter’s History on Film Nights

“The occurrence and 
development of events by 
chance in a happy or 
beneficial way.”

• Being in the right place, 
at the right time.

• Pulling on threads.

• Following breadcrumbs.



A Few of My Examples of Serendipity
(From This Year)

1. Palm Springs Air Museum (early Feb 2025)
• WW2 pilots talking about their combat experiences over Germany.

2. Planning Our Upcoming South Africa Visit
• Breaker Morant – The Boer War

3. “Rescued From Obscurity” Am I Done Yet?
• A follow-up to my presentation last November.

4. 80th Anniversary of the Liberation of the Netherlands
• “Adopt a Grave” – a Morris family example of a great Dutch / Canadian 

relationship.
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During our visit to Vegas and Palm Springs in February, we found out that the 
Palm Springs Air Museum had a special event involving some elderly WW2 
pilots who were going to talk about their combat experiences over Germany 
in WW2. You could not keep me away.
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P-51 Pilot Col. Joe Peterburs, USAAC (Ret) is 100 years old (born in 1925).

Joe told us how, in April 1945, he was escorting 450+ B-17s near Berlin, and was shot 
down by ground fire and had to bail out over Germany.  He was attacked by local 
German farmers, but was “saved” by a Luftwaffe pilot on a motorcycle. POW Joe was 
marched to Stalag III. He escaped and was picked up by a Russian Tank column.

Joe also told us he returned to New York in June 1945, right after the war ended, and 
got married. Despite his 49 combat missions and 269 combat hours, he told us he 
had to get his mother’s permission to get married since he was under 21 years of age!
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P-51 Pilot Col. Joe Peterburs, USAAC (Ret).

According to Joe’s Bio, in addition to his WW2 service, he also: 
• Flew 76 missions over North Korea, and was wounded.
• In 1954, participated in an Atomic bomb test in Nevada (in an observation trench).
• In 1955, ejected from a T-33 which was on fire.
• In the 1950’s, served in Newfoundland, then in NORAD Headquarters in the 1960’s.
• In 1967, served in Vietnam as staff operations manager.

In 1979, Joe retired after over 26 years of active military service.
• 2000 hours conventional. 2000 hours jet time.
• 125 Combat Missions. 407 Combat Hours in the P-51.
• Legion of Merit, DFC w/1olc, Bronze Star w/1olc, Purple Heart w/1olc, Air Medal 

w/7olc, POW Medal, …
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Flight Lieutenant Colin S. Bell DFC is 104 years old this year!

Colin is a Brit, and was a Mosquito pilot in the RAF. He survived 50 bombing raids over 

Germany. He also ferried newly built Mosquitos from Canada to the UK. 

Colin told us he met his future wife on a blind date. She asked him to marry her on the 

blind date. He wasn't ready. 4 blind dates later, he finally said yes! They married in 1943, 

and have many children, grand children and great-grandchildren.
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Joe and I discussing flying, and 
falling out of airplanes.

Joe “supervising” P-51 start, before a 
passenger flight.
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Mary and I are planning a trip to South Africa later this year:
• Experience the critters (wildlife), scenery (Victoria Falls), etc.

I knew virtually nothing about the Boer War, and was unaware of Canada’s 
involvement.

Discussions during the Breaker Morant History of Film Night have piqued my 
interest. I now have homework/research to do before our trip.
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“Rescued From Obscurity” - Am I Done Yet?

For context, here is a brief summary of some of the presentation I gave 
back on November 24.

Some of you may recall a presentation I gave back on November 24, 
regarding the WW1 and WW2 military story of various members of my family.

There is some new stuff (discovered this year)!



1. The Story Of Three (Half/Step) Brothers - My Uncles

KIA Dieppe 
August 19, 1942 

Age 26

KIA France 
July 1944

 Age 22

KIA Germany
March 8, 1945 

Age 19
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My Family – WW2 Perspective
Hagersville, Ontario

“Grampa Patton” “Gramma Patton”
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The Family

Family also included other siblings:
• One Weaver, Two Patton (mother Edith), Two Patton (mother Polly), Two Morris. 

“Grampa Patton” “Gramma Patton” “Grampa Morris”
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New Stuff!
“Serendipity” - While cleaning up my notes and files after my presentation, I happened to 
notice on Ancestry.ca that my biological Grandma Polly (Patton / Morris / Atherton) had a 
brother, Thomas Atherton. So Thomas would be my biological Great-Uncle.
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Even though there was no specific WW1 military reference in his Ancestry 
record, the Death Fact quickly made me curious, given the date and the 
reference to a location in France. 



Searched, and Found Military Records
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• Thomas Atherton 
• Born in U.K. 1891. Came to Canada when a young boy.
• I found two Attestation Papers??

• First – Enlisted November 1914.
• March 1915 - Discharged “Undesirable”



Searched, and Found Military Records
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• Thomas Atherton 

• I quickly (and incorrectly) jumped to conclusions:
• Deemed “undesirable”

(why not “unsuitable?” “unacceptable?”)
• Character flaw(s)?
• And what about married to Mrs. Mary Atherton – that was 

my grandmother’s name (his sister?). Fraud?

• But after some research on the term “undesirable” in WW1 
context, I saw some were rejected because they did not meet 
physical requirements (health, size, etc.) at the time.

• Over time, physical requirements were relaxed due to shortage of 
soldiers.
• Not unlike what the Canadian Military has done recently?



Searched, and Found Military Records
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• Thomas Atherton 
• Second attestation papers - Enlisted again in 1916. Accepted.
• 21st Battalion, 28 March 1918.



Searched, and Found Military Records
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• Thomas Atherton 

• 28 Aug 1918 - “Dangerously Wounded. GSW Head”
• But not clear Where? What battle?

• 29 Aug 1918 – “Died of Wounds.” “Killed in Action.”
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Another Family WW1 Military Member 
“Rescued From Obscurity”

“Grampa Patton” “Gramma Patton”

Thomas Atherton
(Gramma Patton’s brother)
(my biological great-uncle)



Am I Done Yet?

23

• Thomas Atherton 

• But Where? What Battle?

• Some very recent digging led me to more information on the 21st Battalion:
• 4th Brigade, 2nd Canadian Division.
• “Serendipity” (Google search (“21st Battalion Canada August 28 1918”)), 

led me to:

“A Canadian Conscript Goes to War – August 1918: Old Myths Re-examined” 
(WLU Canadian Military History 18, 1 (2009)).

• The story of Private Hilaire Dennis, 18th Battalion (4th Brigade).
• 18th Battalion fought alongside Thomas’ 21st Battalion.

• Contains a very detailed account of The Battle of the Scarpe 
• 26-28 August 1918.

• Both Thomas Atherton and Hilaire Dennis were badly wounded on 28 
August 1918 (Thomas died the next day).

• Not only does this article contain a detailed account of the battle, it also 
contains details of the treatment and evacuation of the wounded.



Am I Done Yet?
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Thomas Atherton

• And also to recall Norm Christie’s documentary from December 29 Legion 
History event:

– The Great War Tour Ep.8: The Wounded.
• Hard to imagine young Canadians, including my family members, 

experiencing that. I found it hard to watch. More so now that I know about 
Thomas Atherton.

• Thomas’ story leads me to recall October 27 Legion presentation by Michel 
Gravel:
• “Recent commemorations honouring the CEF battlefields along the 

Arras-Cambrai road…”

“Serendipity” - The Manotick Legion Norm Christie and the 77th Overseas Battalion 
Club Sunday Afternoon History Events.



Am I Done Yet?
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28 August, 4th Brigade fought near Wancourt, East of Arras (Sensee River).

• Arras-Cambrai Road 

• 4th Brigade “had suffered severe losses during the previous 2 days, 
and were essentially a spent force.”
• “worst decision Curry would make during the “Hundred Days.”

• Hilaire Dennis describes finishing his rum ration and preparing to “go 
over the top.”

• Hilaire then describes being badly wounded, and spending 8 hours in 
a shell hole while the battle continued around him.



Am I Done Yet?
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Recall Norm Christie – The Great War Tour Ep.8: The Wounded.

The article then goes on to describe the medical evacuation of the wounded that day.
• Treatment at a Regimental Aid Post (RAP) behind Vis-en-Artois, and a temporary 

Advance Dressing Station (ADS) in the ruins of a nearby factory.
• From the ADS, moved by stretcher to a “loading post” west of Vis-en-Artois.
• Then travelled via “motor ambulance” to No. 5 Canadian Field Ambulance, the 

Division’s Main Dressing Station (MDS) located at Achicourt, 12 kms behind the 
lines.

• After wound dressing, moved by lorry from Arras to the first Clearing Station about 
30 miles behind the front line (No. 57 Casualty Clearing Station (CCS) located at 
Mingoval, which handled all seriously wounded men from 2nd Division).
• Here the wounded would undergo preliminary surgery to remove as many 

bullet fragments as possible, and irrigation to help prevent infection.
• Within 24 hours, transfer (via 20 Ambulance Train) to No. 4 General Hospital at 

Camiers.

Unfortunately for Thomas Atherton, his next stop would be the Terlincthun British 
Cemetery in Wimille France.



Am I Done Yet?
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Am I Done Yet?
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So now I am motivated to learn more about specific dates and places in the 
Canadian role in WW1:

William Weaver (78th Battalion)
• KIA December 30, 1916. Age 30.

• “Front line trenches at Vimy Ridge.” 
• Villers Au Bois, 10 km from Vimy. A few months before Vimy.

• Buried at Cabaret-Rouge British Cemetery, Pas de Calais, France.

Dan Patton (160th Battalion)
• Wounded in action (gunshot wound to arm) August 13, 1918. Age 33.

• Amiens, France.
• Lived to 1985 (age 94).

Thomas Atherton (21st Battalion)
• Wounded August 28, 1918 (died a day later). Age 27.
• Battle of the Scarpe. Arras-Cambrai Road, Sensee River
• Buried in Terlincthun, Pas-de-Calais, France.



Am I Done Yet?
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• William Weaver (KIA 30 December 1916, Villers Au Bois, near Vimy).
• Green pins.

• Dan Patton (Wounded in Amiens (13 August 1918).
• Blue pin.

• Thomas Atherton (KIA 30 August 1918, Wancourt, East of Arras).
• Red pins.



Back To Thomas Atherton – “Possible Marriage Records?”
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Am I Done Yet?
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• Thomas Atherton
• Military records identify “Mrs. Mary Atherton”, living in St. 

Catherines Ontario, as his wife (now widow).
• Unable to find her on Ancestry.
• But did on search of Newspapers.com

• Never remarried.
• Lived to 103!
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Mary Atherton’s story leads me to recall Heather MacQuarrie’s presentation 
from the December 29 Sunday Afternoon Legion History Event:
• Singled Out: Untold Story of How TWO MILLION Women Survived 

Without Men After WW1.

Which leads me to reflect on the impact of war on the wartime women in my family.
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Edith Emily Liberty / Weaver / Patton

Arguably the most tragic figure in the whole family story
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The Family WW2 Matriarch, and “Silver Cross Mother”

“Gramma Patton”
Mary Jane (Polly) Atherton / Morris / Patton
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• Edith Emily Patton / Weaver / Liberty
• Lost her first husband in WW1.
• Remarried.
• Passed away between WW1 and WW2.
• Lost two biological sons in WW2 

• (one from her first husband, one from her second).

• “Gramma Patton” (Mary Patton / Morris / Atherton)
• Lost her brother in WW1.
• Lost one biological son, and two step-sons in WW2.

• Mary Calder Atherton / Munro
• After a very brief marriage, lost her first husband in WW1.
• Lived to 103. Never remarried. No children.

Recall, last month’s Sunday History Event 
led to an interesting discussion:
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Second Edition - The Final Chapter?

“Canada Remembers” Facebook – Remembrance Day 2017:

Master Corporal Byron Greff was the last Canadian to die in Canada’s 
mission in Afghanistan (October 29, 2011).

He was 28 years old. His wife was 26. They had two children, 6 years old 
and 2 weeks old.

https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/

https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/
https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/
https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/
https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/
https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/
https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/
https://legionmagazine.com/byron-greffs-wedding-ring/


Am I Done Yet?
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• Giving back:
• Update Ancestry.ca for Thomas Atherton, and Mary Atherton.
• Update my “Rescued From Obscurity” book.

• Further check out WLU Canadian Military History.
• Interesting, I had already previously found another WLU Canadian 

Military History article and included it in my First Edition (2010) of 
“Rescued From Obscurity.”
• “Back Door to War” A Canadian Infantryman at Hochwald and 

Xanten, February-March 1945, by Hugh McVicar.
• This article provided very detailed information about the 

battle and the day my Uncle Ken was KIA.
• What else is in the WLU CMH?
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80th Anniversary of the Liberation of the Netherlands

Earlier this May, most of us were following the 80th Anniversary of the Dutch 
Liberation ceremonies, including the Liberation of the Netherlands ceremony 
here at the Manotick Legion on May 4.

Watching the ceremonies in the Netherlands, and listening to participants at the 
Manotick Legion ceremony like Allan Haan, I was struck by how close the Dutch 
and Canadians are still bound by those events 80 + years ago. 

This led me to go back and look at the special relationship my own family had 
with a special person in the Netherlands.

“Adopt a Grave”  
A Morris family example of a great Dutch / Canadian relationship.
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My uncle, Ken Morris, served with the Essex Scottish Regiment, which was based 
in the Nijmegen / Groesbeek area from November 1944 to early 1945, when the 
Regiment moved forward into Germany. 

Ken was killed in action on March 8, 1945. He was 19 years old. 

Ken was initially buried where he fell, in Xanten Germany. Ken was later reinterred 
in Groesbeek Canadian War Cemetery in the Netherlands.

“Adopt a Grave”  
A Morris family example of a great Dutch / Canadian relationship.
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In 1947, when Groesbeek was officially opened, a young boy named Geert 
(Gerard, Gerry) Arts, who lived in Nijmegen, “adopted” Ken’s grave. 

Geert was 12 years old. 

He made contact with my Grandmother through official Canadian military 
channels. That started a long-standing exchange of letters and Christmas cards 
with our family - first with my Grandmother, then my Aunt (Ken’s sister), then my 
father (Ken’s brother), and finally with me (Ken’s nephew). 

Happily I have the original copies of the letters and many of the cards from Gerry. 
Many are in Dutch, as Gerry spoke very little English.

“Adopt a Grave”  
A Morris family example of a great Dutch / Canadian relationship.
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In May 1997, my brother and I took our Dad (then 75 years old) to the Netherlands 
to visit Uncle Ken’s grave in Groesbeek. 

We took part in the May 4,5 Remembrance / Liberation Day observances, including 
the Silent March from Groesbeek town hall to the cemetery. Huge crowds. 

We also met with Gerry Arts and his family. This was the first time our families met 
in person. Very special.

• This was almost exactly 50 years after Gerry adopted Uncle Ken’s grave.

“Adopt a Grave”  
A Morris family example of a great Dutch / Canadian relationship.
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In May 2015, my wife and I travelled to the Netherlands for the 70th Remembrance / 
Liberation ceremonies. 

Like this year’s 80th celebrations, the crowds and the atmosphere were incredible. 

We met with the Arts family again, both at the cemetery and at their apartment in 
Nijmegen. 

There I gave Gerry a copy of the book I wrote about my Uncle Ken, entitled 
“Rescued From Obscurity.” Gerry gave us a copy of a book about Nijmegen, which I 
still possess.

“Adopt a Grave”  
A Morris family example of a great Dutch / Canadian relationship.
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It appears that Gerry passed away in 2021, as the last card we received from him 
was at Christmas 2020. Gerry was age 12 in 1947, so he would have been 86 in 
2021. 

What a privilege it has been for me and my family to maintain such a long-standing 
relationship with someone from the Netherlands who adopted and took care of my 
Uncle Ken’s grave in Groesbeek.

“Adopt a Grave”  
A Morris family example of a great Dutch / Canadian relationship.
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A 9 year old Dutch girl adopted a British soldier’s grave in the CWGC Arnhem 
Oosterbeek War Cemetery (“Airborne Cemetery”). Continued for 75 years, until 
she passed away in 2020.

Another “Adopt a Grave” Example  
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Netherlands American Cemetery (Margraten Netherlands) is the only American 
military cemetery in the Netherlands. 8301 graves. Each grave is adopted by a local 
Dutch family. There is a queue of 300 waiting to adopt a grave. 

Another “Adopt a Grave” Example  



“Serendipity”

The Manotick Legion 
Norm Christie and the 77th Overseas Battalion Club

Sunday Afternoon History Events
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