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integrated army. 

Their solution was to create a 

segregated battalion. On July 5, 

1916, over 600 Black men - about 

300 from Nova Scotia and another 

300 or so from the rest of Canada, 

the United States and the British 

West Indies - formed No. 2 

Construction Battalion, C.E.F. The 

all-Black construction unit, 

commanded by white officers, 
was designated to support the 

front lines on the Western Front 

in Europe. 

To recognize  and acknowledge 

we have been here  fighting for 

this country.  When the First 

World War broke out in 1914, 

Black Nova Scotians responded 

patriotically to the call to arms. 

Despite being ready and willing to 

serve overseas, and contrary to 

official government policy, they 

were told by most unit 

commanding officers "this is a 

white man's war." As a result, the 

vast majority of Black men were 

turned away to avoid an 

George Borden  

 

Retired Capt. George Borden says he was 

able to have a successful career in the Air 

Force because of the No. 2 Battalion. 

Captain George Borden served in the Royal 

Canadian Air Force (renamed Canadian 

Forces in 1968) from 1953-1985, retiring 

with the rank of Captain. George then 

served for 5 years as Executive Assistant to 

the province’s Ministry of Social Services, 

becoming the first Black in Nova Scotia to 

hold such a position. From 1988-91, he was 

the first provincial Literacy Coordinator for 

Blacks in Nova Scotia. 

 

When they were told 'This is not your war, this is a white man's war,' they were in effect being 

told 'This is not your country.  It’s amazing fighting for a country that forgot about you in those 

days. Are people now afraid to fight for their country? Why? Why not? 

 

 

Retired Capt. George Borden has spent the last year touring Canada and 

speaking about the No. 2 Construction Battalion.  

"Basically I represent the legacy," he said. "The fact that today, in the Canadian 

military, a black person can hold any position that they're capable of holding, 

and in that day you couldn't even get a position to hold a rifle." George is also a 

well-known poet and songwriter. He wrote the complete lyrics for The Easter 

Suite (1999), a cantata of 10 original gospel songs. His writings can be found in 

anthologies, journals, periodicals and documentaries. 

He knew more than a dozen of the men who served in the battalion. He said 

many of them considered themselves failures because of how they were 

treated when they returned to Canada. "They came back to the very same 

thing they left with. They were still not considered full citizens, they were still 

disrespected, they were not hired, they were unemployed." 

The quilt was display a New Beginnings Ministries  in 2016 during African 

Heritage Month.  
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The late Senator Calvin Ruck, is credited for bringing the battalion's 

untold story to the forefront when he wrote a book about their 

struggles. He held a number of positions within the Nova Scotia 

Association for the Advancement of Coloured People and was a member 

for most of his adult life. In the 1950s and 1960s, he organized 

campaigns against businesses in the Dartmouth area, including barber 

shops, which refused to serve black people. He worked with the Nova 

Scotia Human Rights Commission from 1981 to 1986. 

They faced racism and discrimination, and they had to fight a battle at 

home before they could represent Canada in the First World War. 

Now families of the so-called black battalion say the soldiers' struggles 

carry new relevance, given the state of the world today. 

Many black men were rejected from enlisting during the First World War 

because of the colour of their skin. 

In 1916, Canada allowed them to form the No. 2 Construction Battalion 

based in Pictou, N.S. It was Canada's first and only segregated military 

unit. Nearly half of the battalion's 600 members were from Nova Scotia.  

 

Senator Calvin Ruck  

AWARDS 

 Received diploma from the Maritime 

School of Social Work at Dalhousie 

University. The School of Social Work now 

awards a Calvin W. Ruck scholarship yearly. 

1992: Awarded the Governor General's 

Commemorative Medal in 1992 for his 

work in the community. 

1994: Named to the Order of Canada. 

Ruck published two books about Canada's 

No. 2 Construction Battalion, the only all-

black battalion to serve in World War I: 

• Canada's Black Battalion: No. 2 

Construction, 1916-1920 (ISBN 0-921201-

00-1) 

• The black battalion : 1916-1920 

: Canada's best kept military secret (ISBN 0-

920852-92-0) 
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Despite having defended Canada with courage and distinction during the 

American War of Independence, the War of 1812 and the Rebellions of 

1837, somehow the true bravery of African Canadians was not well 

known. Consequently, the efforts of many Black men to enlist when 

World War I broke out were rebuked. There were no separate Black units 

and Black individuals could enlist in battalions only at the discretion of 

commanding officers. They were told it was "a white man's war." 

 

As the war entered its third year, Canadian enlistment fell from 30 000 to 

6000 per month. A separate construction battalion was proposed and 

supported in order to increase the numbers. On July 5, 1916, military 

officials authorized the creation of No. 2 Construction Battalion with 

headquarters in Pictou, NS, under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel 

D.H. Sutherland. The unit's officers were White, with the exception of the 

battalion chaplain, Reverend William Andrew White. African Canadians 

enlisted from across the country and the United States. The battalion 

served with the Canadian Forestry Corps. Their role as a construction unit 

was to support the front lines, building roads and bridges and defusing 

land mines so advancing troops could move forward, and bringing out the 

wounded. No. 2 Construction Battalion was officially disbanded on 

September 15, 1920. 

 

BOOK REGARDING THE 

WARS 

 
Canada's Black Battalion: No. 2 
Construction, 1916-1920 
Read an online digitized copy of Calvin 
Ruck’s book Canada's Black Battalion: 
No. 2 Construction, 1916-1920. From 
the Our Roots website. 
 
Blacks also fought and died for 
Canada in Great Wars 
An article about Black Canadians who 
served in the British and Canadian 
Armed Forces. From the website for 
share. 
 
No. 2 Construction Battalion 
Monument 
A photo of the No. 2 Construction 
Battalion Monument in the Town of 
Pictou, Nova Scotia. 
 
Honour Before Glory  
An article about Honour Before Glory, 
a film devoted to Canada's one and 
only all-Black military battalion in the 
First World War, the No. 2 
Construction Battalion. By writer, 
actor, producer and director Anthony 
Sherwood. From Veterans Affairs 
Canada. 
 
Lest we forget 
This article focuses on the legacy of 
the No. 2 Construction Battalion. 
From Sway magazine. 
 
Honour Before Glory  
A review of Honour Before Glory, a 
film based on the diary of Reverend 
William H. White, Chaplain of the #2 
Construction Battalion in World War I. 
From the Manitoba Library 
Association website. 
 
Canadian Black History - An 
Interactive Experience  
Search for clues about Black Canadian 
history in this interactive online 
treasure hunt presented by 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada. 
 
A White Man's War 
Scroll down the page to see two 
letters about Black Canadians who 
tried to enlist in the military during 
World War I. From the Canadian 
Human Rights Commission website. 
 

[insert your logo here] 

Today, the dedicated service of First 
World War African Canadian veterans is 
remembered and celebrated as a 
cornerstone of the proud tradition of 
black military service in our country. 
 

LEST WE FORGET. 
 
 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


