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Remembering is an Obligation

By Sheila Ascroft

“I think I speak for a fair number of serving and ex-military folks that are so impressed by the recent – within the last decade – increased attention paid to Remembrance Day,” says Lewis MacKenzie, Major General (ret.). 

“The meaning of Remembrance Day is different for a soldier than for a civilian. We all know people either who have been seriously injured or killed in carrying out military duty. It reminds us of the scale of carnage in the past, although we only have three First World War veterans left. I mean that’s how far the memory goes back, pretty soon it will be Second World War.”

World-renowned for his work as a peacekeeper, especially in the former Yugoslavia, Mr. MacKenzie say he was delighted by the Royal Canadian Legion effort to have two minutes of silence at 11 a.m. on Remembrance Day, and for the return of the unknown soldier.

More attention to sacrifices

“What we have today are CEOs and people with money who are prepared to support projects like the Juno Beach Centre because their grandparents went ashore at Normandy or Sicily or wherever. As a result, there are more funds available and I think more attention is being paid to the sacrifices. And reinforcing this now – no matter what you think about Afghanistan – is that there are very few Canadians who don’t support their military. So there is a bit of a synergy coming about here and I would be surprised that this November the attendance wasn’t bigger than previous years.”

As someone who served in Canada’s armed forces for 36 years, he sees Remembrance Day as “not just the appreciation of non-military paying their respects to the military, but also as the only time of the year that all the old soldiers and the young soldiers get together. Veterans of Korea and World War Two rub shoulders with veterans of the Gulf War and  probably some from Afghanistan. It’s really a gathering day too. I feel guilty if I can’t make a ceremony – it’s a soldier’s obligation.” 

Remembrance week projects

Another thing that he finds encouraging are the brown envelopes from schools. “They say ‘this is what we’re planning to do for Remembrance Week and what do you think of the program?’ My answer is: ‘Remembrance Week? We used to have a hard time getting a Remembrance minute, so anything you do is outstanding.’ They are actually acknowledging and bringing vets in on The Memory Project and having them speak to kids from Grade one to 12. That’s additional attention being paid to our military history.” 

He says he is further heartened by the response of immigrant Canadians. “I’m the honorary grand marshal of the Warriors’ Day Parade in Toronto for the last five years. Where I stand in a jeep and wave at the crowd going to the Exhibition while there are a couple of thousands folks behind me marching to a ceremony. I’m blown away by the number of new Canadians along the parade route who are clapping and cheering. It’s really obvious that the new Canada, the immigrant Canada, some of whom escaped from countries to get away from the military, tend to accept that the Canadian military is more trustworthy and gladly give them support.” 

“Complacency is a luxury in this country. It’s something we might complain and be hard on ourselves about, but it’s a real luxury that you can be complacent and get away with it,” says the recent Order of Canada member. 

“I don’t have a Web site for my business, Major General Enterprises, but I do use the Internet. Every morning I read the Canadian Forces College Spotlight on Military News and International Affairs. The Web site is required reading because it gives me an update on what I need to know.”

Interview conducted September 2006.

To find out more, visit: 

Remembrance Day

http://www.warmuseum.ca/cwm/remember/remembranceday_e.html
Royal Canadian Legion

http://www.legion.ca/asp/docs/home/home_e.asp
The Memory Project

http://www.thememoryproject.com/index.asp
Tomb of the Unknown Soldier

http://www.vac-acc.gc.ca/general/sub.cfm?source=Memorials/tomb
National Military Cemetery of the Canadian Forces

http://www.forces.gc.ca/hr/nmc-cmn/engraph/about_e.asp
Memorials to Canadians’ Achievements and Sacrifices

http://www.vac-acc.gc.ca/general/sub.cfm?source=memorials
Juno Beach Centre

http://www.junobeach.org/
Spotlight on Military News and International Affairs

http://www.cfc.forces.gc.ca/spotnews_e.html
