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John Louis Gauthier was born on Aug. 28, 1925 to French-Canadian parents,
John Alfred Gauthier (1896-1983) and Clara Carriere (1900-1978) living in the
Town of Renfrew, Ontario. The family also comprised James (1929-1941);
Margaret (1932 died as an enfant); Blanche (1933-present) and Thomas (1937present). Mr. Gauthier worked at the factory of the Renfrew Electric and
Refrigeration Company.
Jackie, as he was affectionately known, attended Roman Catholic elementary
school and spent two years at Renfrew Collegiate Institute. After leaving high
school, he went to work as a bench hand at the same factory as his father. In the
summers, he was also a well-liked counsellor at the church youth camp in Lake
Clear near Eganville, Ontario.
Both his sister, Blanche, and brother, Thomas, recall Jackie’s comments when he
decided to sign up for military at the age of 18 years old. “He told our mother
that ‘Mom, if I don’t come back, you can walk down Main Street (in Renfrew) and
hold your head high‘,” said Blanche. “In those days, men who didn’t volunteer to
go overseas to war were called ‘zombies‘.”
It was a common term of ridicule during the Second World War; Canadians were
embroiled in debates about conscription or compulsory overseas military service.
Many men had volunteered to go but others avoided enlistment. By mid-1943,
the government was under pressure to force men to fight in Europe and the Far
East.
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Jackie Gauthier had enlisted on Oct. 13, 1943 in Kingston, Ontario. He obtained
extensive training for infantry duties and attended army camps in Charlottetown,
P.E.I.; Windsor N.S.; Cornwall, Ontario and Ipperwash, Ontario. He got varied
instruction in the use of rifles and machine guns as well as artillery. His
classification at one point was a gunner but later became rifleman.

Jackie Gauthier
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His training officers gave good reports on Jackie’s performance describing him as
“a hard worker” who made “good progress in his training despite his small
stature.” At the time, Jackie stood 5 feet 3 ½ inches and weighed 111 pounds.

Tommy, at right, got out of school in their hometown
Renfrew so the seven-year-old boy could go to a
matinee movie with big brother Jackie.

2

As part of a 30-man reconnaissance patrol on Nov. 21, 1944, Private Jackie
Gauthier was moving through a field with his infantry platoon of the Algonquin
Regiment, close to the town of Waalwijk, the Netherlands. They had covered the
same ground three times that night without encountering trouble.
Then tragedy struck.
Explosions shook the ground of the flatlands. Nine men were killed and 12 others
wounded as the soldiers stepped on deadly mines buried by the enemy. Private
Gauthier was among the dead on that field, south of the Maas River.

“And still the nightmare was not over, for the wounded had to be carried by hand
out over the dikes, almost four thousand yards, to where wheeled vehicles could
be brought,” reported Major G. L. Cassidy in the regimental history book,
Warpath: The Story of the Algonquin Regiment 1939-1945.

In the Algonquin Regiment’s daily war diary records, it is stated that the next day
a small party of men “went out on to the flats to bury five of the dead who had
been left there. They were fired on by the enemy and had to return before the
job was completed.”

Map showing Waalwijk from Warpath: The story of the Algonquin Regiment 1939-1945.
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In a June 19, 1945, letter to his family, the Canadian military command advised
that Private Gauthier was buried in a temporary grave at Drunen in North
Brabant, the Netherlands. His remains were exhumed in 1946 and moved to the
Canadian War Cemetery outside Groesbeek. His burial reference is XVII. D. 8.

Jackie Gauthier’s comrade-at-arms, who were killed in this same incident, are
also buried at Groesbeek -- Sgt. G. M. Boppre, Cpl L. T. Creelman, L/Cpl. B.A.
Asplund, Pte. S. Clark, Pte. R. J. Evison and Pte. R. N. Poole. Two others, Pte. J.
B. Carruthers and Pte. F. W. Jackman are buried at Bergen-op-Zoom Canadian
War Cemetery.
******************

On Oct. 5, 1944, he was shipped overseas to the United Kingdom as “a
reinforcement” for an infantry regiment. A month later, he was taken on strength
by the Algonquin Regiment and sent on Nov. 4 to Belgium and the Netherlands.
Arriving likely in the newly-opened port of Antwerp, Private joined up with the
Algonquins which had suffered heavy casualties in the Battle of the Scheldt so
the unit needed replacement soldiers to continue fighting the German troops
occupying the Dutch towns and villages. Only 17 days later, Private Jackie
Gauthier was killed in the minefield not far from Waalwijk.

Private Gauthier wrote a letter back home, postmarked Nov. 23, 1944, from
“somewhere in Holland.” He remarked that “…I finally got over here” to the war
front. He also was struck by how “poor” the Dutch people were since they had
endured Nazi occupation for four years -- “they have money all-right but no
clothes, no food.” The residents are “very friendly people” who invited the
Canadian soldiers into their homes.
Nowhere was this special affinity more evident in the relationship with the
residents of Waalwijk which was liberated by Canadian army units on Oct. 30,
1944. It was also this large town where the Algonquin Regiment was billeted by
the hospitable civilians so grateful for regaining their freedom after the Nazi
tyranny.

When the Algonquins pulled out of Waalwijk to move into Germany, they
received “a touching tribute by the townsfolk” from Joep Naninck, the acting
Waalwijk burgomaster in a speech on Nov. 25, 1944. He paid homage to the
Canadians who had laid down their lives in the recent weeks. Private Gauthier
was among them.

“We are … fully aware that our security at the moment depends on your
readiness of sacrificing, if necessary, the dearest thing a man possesses on
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earth: your life. Those of your comrades, who are buried here, have given proof
of that readiness. We shall never be able fully enough to express our sincere and
deep-felt respect and thankfulness for these heroes because it is not in the
power of man to compensate for the loss of life. We can only thank and honour
the dead in you, the living,” stated Mr. Naninck’s tribute which is reproduced in
the Algonquins’ regimental history book.

Mr. Naninck promised that “we shall see to it that their
graves are worthily kept…” and that townsfolk “shall put
these flowers on the graves of these heroes…” Over the
decades, future Dutch generations have followed this
tradition by going to the war cemeteries and placing
spring flowers on the individual graves. It occurs each
year on May 4, the Commemoration of the Dead, which
is the Remembrance Day in the Netherlands.

Joep Naninck

Life story and photos contributed by Kurt Johnson.

Life story made available for Faces To Graves, with courtesy of Kurt Johnson.

Source: Library and Archives Canada
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Like many Canadians making similar pilgrimages over the decades, Jackie’s
siblings, Blanche Szendrey of Sudbury, Ontario and Thomas Gauthier of Grimsby,
Ontario, have travelled to the Netherlands to pay tribute to their brother and visit
his gravesite at the Groesbeek cemetery.

During their 1993 trip, Blanche and her husband, John Szendrey, were affected
by the experience of walking through the cemetery which contains 2,619 graves,
mostly of Canadians.
“I touched Mom’s rosary to Jackie’s stone and read the reading from the Feast
[of] St. Francis of Assisi… A wonderful feeling of peace came over me as I walked
there. I left satisfied and at rest,” she wrote years later in a Renfrew Mercury
article.
The inscription on the tombstone was suggested by their mother, Clara Gauthier.
It reads: “I gave my life To keep you free. My soul still lives So pray for me.”
On his 1985 trip to Holland, Thomas Gauthier and his wife, Norma, were
impressed by the special relationship between the Dutch people and Canadians.
In a newspaper clipping (below), Thomas tells the story of a missing wreath and
the generosity of a railway employee.

Renfrew Mercury.

In the Renfrew Mercury feature article, Blanche Szendrey noted that “no matter
what age, one never gets over losing a brother.” She recalled how in 1944 there
had been a mix-up when the Canadian military sent the telegram to notify the
family about the death.
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“When we received [the news] a few days before Christmas, that Jackie had
been killed. Like many others we clutched at straws trying to tell ourselves that it
was a mistake. When Jackie signed up, his serial number was C122558, or so we
thought. The telegram read C122588. So Daddy went by train to Ottawa ((95
kilometres from Renfrew) and he came home to say there had been a mix-up
with the numbers.” Blanche wrote. It was a sad Christmas for the grieving
Gauthier family.

Her brother, Thomas Gauthier, also wrote about the impact of Jackie’s death
when his letter to the editor was published in the Toronto Star on May 5, 1985.

Toronto Star May 5, 1985.

7

Jim O’Kane and Jackie Gauthier August 1944.
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Cemetery find May 2015.
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