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MY GRANDFATHER’S WAR 
by Mark Chochla 
 
Walter Frank Shapton was my maternal grandfather. As a young boy, in the 1950s, I 

accompanied him to Remembrance Day ceremonies at the Fort William City Hall 

cenotaph. Together we would visit his buddies at the many grain elevators where he 

used to work.  In fact, we spent so much time together that, as a youngster, I thought 

my last name was Shapton. We talked about many things but he never talked about 

the First World War. 

 Born in late Victorian London, Walter emigrated to Fort William in 1908 

when he was 17. When he arrived his employer described him as a “plump, jolly-

looking lad.” When he arrived he worked at laboring jobs in the bush and on the 

docks. Always a positive and amiable fellow, his friends nicknamed him “Happy 

Shapton.” In 1911, he joined the local militia, the 96th Lake Superior Regiment. 

Physical labour and militia training transformed Walter from a plump boy into a 

5’11,” 175 pound young man who the militia declared to be in “good shape.”  

 When he joined the local militia Walter was following in the footsteps of his 

older brother, Samuel, who joined a London militia at the age of seven and would 

later join the Dorsetshire Regiment. Walter looked up to Sam who taught him how 

to defend himself from bullies in the schoolyard and alleys of Marylebone. There 

was no better teacher; Sam was lean, agile and effective with his fists. He would later 

become the light heavyweight-boxing champion of his regiment.  

 Sam joined his brother in Fort William in 1912. His hopes of finding work as 

a policeman were dashed as the country entered an economic recession. When the 

First World War began Sam had a patriot’s reaction to Germany’s aggression. He 

saw it as unfair and decided to join the action and right the wrong. Sam returned to 

England in September 1914 and joined the 1st Dorset Battalion.  

 Walter was not happy to see his brother leave but he understood why Sam 

thought it necessary. Walter continued his involvement with the 96th Regiment until 

recruitment for the 52nd Battalion, headquartered in Port Arthur, began in March 

1915. He joined and was made a Company Sergeant Major and assisted with the 
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basic training of recruits who were, by June, camped at Gresley Park (Current 

River).  

 On the morning of    August 1915, two hundred fifty men of the 52nd Battalion 

left Gresley Park with a swing in their step to the tune of “Tipperary.” They marched 

through Current River Park up Cumberland Street to the CPR depot. As baggage cars  

were loaded with equipment and stores, wives, sweethearts and friends gathered to 

form a large crowd. The bugle sounded, the men fell in and Sergeant Major Walter 

Shapton called roll and the troops boarded the train. Their journey would take them 

to Ottawa, St. John, New Brunswick and eventually England in December. However, 

my grandfather was ordered to travel with the 44th (Manitoba) Battalion in October 

1915. He reported to the training camp at Shorncliffe, Kent and took on the duties of 

Command Sergeant-Major for No. 1 Company. Six months later he became part of 

the Instructional Staff.  

 While on leave in London, Walter looked up his old employer, affectionately 

called, “Uncle Reg.”  “A big strapping fellow in Khaki, with three stripes on his arm,” 

is how “Uncle Reg” described my grandfather. He went on to write that his former 

warehouse boy “has come over with his company to fight our battles for freedom, 

honour and righteousness.”  

 Meanwhile Samuel Shapton’s regiment was dug in at the Somme that 

November. Sam was killed by a sniper’s bullet in a British trench on 28 November 

1915, eight months before the Battle of the Somme would claim one million lives. 

 News of Sam’s death travelled slowly. Walter, who was still training troops at 

Shorncliffe, did not hear the news until April 1916. He was devastated. Sam was the 

brother he looked up to, his childhood protector, and his hero. In his sorrow, 

frustration and anger, Walter questioned why he was stuck in England when the 

fight was across the channel. Walter insisted that he be sent to the front; he wanted 

to be useful and perhaps he wanted to avenge his brother’s death. His request was 

granted on two conditions: he would have to join the 15th Canadian Battalion and he 

would be demoted to the rank of private. It was agreed. Walter was struck off the 

52nd battalion and travelled to Rouen, France to join the 15th as a private. 



 3 

 His connection with the 15th battalion was short-lived. Walter was 

transferred back to the 52nd in the field on 30 July 1916. Due to recent casualties the 

battalion needed an instructor, skills Walter had. Within a month he was promoted 

to Corporal.  

 In autumn of 1916 the 52nd battalion was on the Vimy front replacing French 

troops. The relative quiet of the line, punctuated by occasional shelling and sniper 

fire, allowed the Canadians to carry out trench improvements. My grandfather was 

returning from one of these work parties on 1 November when he was struck by a 

piece of shrapnel that tore through the brim of his helmet and his right hand.  His 

mates got him to a nearby field medical station that could not cope with the wound. 

Walter was sent back to England where he endured a series of operations over the 

next eighteen months that resulted in the amputation of two fingers and the loss of 

considerable strength in the right hand.  

 Walter was discharged in the spring of 1918.  The man who stepped off the 

train in Fort William in 1918 and into the arms of his fiancé was not the Walter 

Shapton who left three years earlier. “Happy Shapton,” the exuberant, jovial and 

naïve young man was no more. He had seen too much, terror, death, pain and 

horror.  

 He suffered from some form of what we now call PTSD (post traumatic stress 

disorder). It certainly reared its ugly head during the Second World War when his 

son, Sam, joined the R.C.A.F. and saw action as a bomber pilot. All of those fears of 

the beast, the cold the mud and the longing for home came flooding back. 

 Walter’s lifelong struggle with this unrelenting war made him sensitive to the 

plight of fellow veterans. He spent a good deal of time visiting old soldiers at the 

Lakehead; those suffering war wounds and the aftermath of gas attacks. 

 Was the sacrifice worth it? My grandfather, who died in 1976, might have 

agreed with Harry Patch, the last British soldier of the Great War. He concluded: 

“Too many died. War is not worth one life … It is calculated and condensed slaughter 

of human beings. All these young lives lost in a war which ends across a table. What 

is the sense in that?”  
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 There is no glory in war. On Remembrance Day, my grandfather honoured 

those who died, but never glorified them. I will do the same. 

 

Sources: Material from the Shapton Family genealogist, Evelyn Morrisey, Ancestry .com, 

National Archives of Canada: Attestation and Discharge Papers, The Sunday Circle, 11 

December 1915. 

   

  

  

  

  

  

  


