Percy Molson, that selfsame excellence

Percy Molson. (McCord Museum, accession number II-226375.0)
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n 1944, a former McGill University hockey player looked back on a game played forty years earlier.
Recalling a match with Queen’s University when he’d been McGill’s goalie, Frederick Tees wrote:
One amusing but characteristic incident occurred in the game played between Queen’s and McGill, where

George Richardson and Percy Molson . . . were the respective captains. The referee proceeded to put Molson
off for a heavy body check on Richardson, but the latter, picking himself up and seeing what was happening,
protested that the check was a fair one. The referee agreed and cancelled the penalty. Subsequently Molson was
given credit for a goal, but he pointed out to the referee that the puck had gone in off his arm and the goal was
disallowed.

Percy and George served in the Canadian infantry in the First World War. Both were regarded as exemplary men of principle, and both were killed in action, again as captains.
Percy was born in the resort community of Cacouna, Quebec, on August 14, 1880. The son of John Thomas and Jennie Baker Butler Molson, he was the great-great-grandson of John Molson, founder of the Molson brewing and business empire. The fifth of seven children, he was part of the Anglo-Protestant Montreal elite, and the inheritor of position, privilege, and wealth. He was educated at Montreal High School,
where he played a range of sports.
Percy went directly to McGill after high school, entering at 16. While John Thomas, his father, didn’t see
university as an option for his daughters, the four boys – Herbert, Kenneth, Percy, and Walter – were
expected to attend McGill and distinguish themselves.
Percy won every athletic award McGill had, and in his second, third, and fourth years was named the
university’s best all-round athlete, a unique achievement. In 1899, as an 18-year-old, he won gold medals
in the 100-yard dash and 880-yard race at the Championship of Canada, and the following year he set a
world record in the running long jump at the American Athletics Meet. He also excelled at rugby, racquet
sports, golf, cricket, billiards, and swimming, and at sixteen played at least one game with the Stanley
Cup-winning Montreal Victorias.
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Percy’s family around 1885. He is third from the left, seated in a small wicker chair.
Photo by Montreal’s Notman and Son Photographic Studio. (Courtesy Karen Molson.)

Festooned in croquet gear and miscellaneous objects
at the family home. (Courtesy Karen Molson.)
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Studying with his sister Evelyn. (Courtesy Karen Molson.)

In The Molsons: Their Lives & Times, 1780-2000, Karen Molson writes that Percy’s parents wanted him to
study law, “but he chose instead a business career, and after gaining his Bachelor of Arts he took a year of
Applied Science (later called Engineering).” Bernard Sandwell, in his privately-published The Molson
Family (1933), writes that Percy was elected president of his senior year:
This honor, according to the unanimous testimony of a great number of his fellow-students, was absolutely
unsought by the recipient, who had all of his family’s antipathy to electioneering politics, and was conferred
upon him purely as the result of his personal popularity and his obvious executive ability. One of his fellowstudents . . . has expressed the view that the quality in Percival Molson which most impressed itself upon the
under-graduate body was the profound simplicity and directness of his mind. “We felt,” says this observer,
“that there was not a devious thought nor a hidden or obscure motive in any of his actions and utterances.”
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At McGill, the university's top all-round athlete three years in a row.
(Courtesy Karen Molson.)

McGill’s Alumni Online Community states that Percy was a member of Alpha Psi Chapter of Zeta Psi
Fraternity. When he graduated in 1901, he was named to McGill’s Board of Governors, the youngest
member ever, and in due course chaired the Board’s Finance and Stadium Committees.
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In his room. (Courtesy Karen Molson.)

After McGill, Percy worked for the National Trust Company, starting as a clerk and reaching the position
of manager of Montreal’s main branch. Career was balanced by participation in several sports, including
hockey and track and field. Canada’s Sports Hall of Fame notes that in 1903, in addition to being the long
jump winner at the U.S. Outdoor Track and Field Championship, he won the 400 metre race at the
Canadian Championship, beating the great American runner Harry Hillman. He competed at the 1904
Olympics in St. Louis, was a member of the 1906 Quebec Rugby Football Union champions, and played
Canadian football. A charter member of the Canadian Football Hall of Fame, he was “regarded as a surehanded, brilliant running back and exceptional kicker,” playing for the Montreal Football Club from 1902
to 1906 and captaining the team for two of those years. After his playing days, he promoted amateur
football and in 1909 was named one of the original trustees of the Grey Cup. He was inducted into Canada’s Sports Hall of Fame in 1975, and in 1996 into McGill University’s Sports Hall of Fame.
Remarkably, he was never penalized for misconduct in any sport. As Herbert Molson said at the 1919
opening of the Percival Molson Memorial Stadium in Montreal, his brother really had believed that
sportsmanship was more important than winning or losing.
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Almost as remarkably, Percy found time for an astonishing range of clubs and associations. As a member
of at least a dozen organizations – from the Montreal Amateur Athletic Association to the Park Tobogganing Club and the Select Vestry at Montreal’s Christ Church Cathedral – he appears to have been
inexhaustible and in demand.
Then there was his social life. As a young man of means, social standing, and personal appeal, he spent a
lot of time golfing, playing tennis, yachting, and simply having fun with friends, one of whom was Talbot
Papineau. Great-grandson of Louis-Joseph Papineau (“la Patriote” of the Lower Canada Rebellion of
1837), Talbot grew up in Montreal and at Montebello, the Papineau family’s vast estate between Montreal
and Ottawa. Talbot threw huge parties at the estate’s manoir, and Karen Molson writes that Percy and his
siblings Walter and Mabel were Talbot’s guests at these “weekend fêtes.”
Taking part in the round of social, cultural, and recreational events, the young Molsons also relaxed at
family properties at Métis Beach and in the Laurentians. Métis Beach, on the fashionable south shore of
the St. Lawrence River north-east of Quebec City, was a summer resort; the Laurentians property, which
the family called Ivry, was close to home and a year-round retreat.
And so it went, rather sweetly it seems, until August 1914.

____________

One of the Molson family’s distinguishing characteristics is the steady and innovative industry that saved
it from fading away after two or three generations, as many wealthy, Anglo-Protestant Montreal families
did. Another is a keen sense of public duty. John H.R. Molson, known to the family as “Jackie,” was
patriarch to the fourth Molson generation in Canada. As he lay dying in 1897, he wrote:
We live in an age when possession of distinguished ancestry brings little but an obligation to more than ordinary service, and those alone have any right to pride in their forbears who use the talents and the position
which they have inherited for the good of their fellow men.
This sums up the Molson ethos of social responsibility, which, less than twenty years later, would be
tested in ways John H.R. could not have imagined.
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As Donald MacKay points out in The Square Mile: Merchant Princes of Montreal, Anglo-Protestant businessmen traditionally served in the militia, and most prominent families sent sons to the First World War.
The Molsons sent thirty, he writes, “of whom five were killed and thirteen wounded.”
Britain declared war on Germany on August 4, 1914. For most Canadians of British descent, the implications were clear, and Canada, as part of the British Empire, was drawn into the war on Britain’s behalf
without debate.
In September, Percy joined the McGill contingent of the Canadian Officers’ Training Corps and served in
the militia first as a lieutenant and later a captain. His principal achievement over the next few months, in
collaboration with his friend George McDonald, was to set up a system for the recruitment and training
of reinforcements for the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry. Because the PPCLI had been raised
privately – by Hamilton Gault, another McGill graduate – Colonel Sam Hughes, Canada’s Minister of
Militia and Defence, saw it as elitist and barred it from drawing on Canada’s regular forces for reinforcements. Looking for another way to support the Patricias, Percy and George approached Hughes for
permission to recruit, specifically for the PPCLI, McGill students, alumni, and professors, as well as
non-McGill men attracted to the special nature of the unit. Their initial training would take place at the
McGill campus, not with the regular troops. Hughes agreed.
The Student Union at McGill became the mobilization point for recruits from every Canadian university,
and the “University Companies Reinforcing PPCLI” was often referred to as the McGill Companies. Two
full companies were formed at the start, one with George in command and Percy as second in command.
Over the next year, 1,239 reinforcements were sent to the PPCLI in six companies. Most of these men
could have qualified for commissions in the regular army but elected instead to serve as enlisted men
with the Patricias. David J. Bercuson writes:
Many of the university men took a sort of perverse pride in not seeking to join the commissioned ranks
. . . and deliberately chose to fight shoulder to shoulder with working men, farmers, day labourers, and store
clerks. For them, the war was a crusade to save the world from German militarism and build a better and more
just society. Some thought it almost profane to use their class position or education to get a leg up on the men
with whom they would have to share the trenches. So the new PPCLI became a somewhat strange mix of warweary veterans, mostly working-class in origin, and fresh-faced, educated, young Canadians, most of whom
were men of means by the standards of 1915. By the end of the war, just over three-quarters of these university
recruits had been killed or wounded.
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In his post-war history of the regiment, Ralph Hodder-Williams, a former PPCLI lieutenant, wrote that
the men who organized the University Companies may well have saved the Patricias from extinction.
Percy left the militia and joined up in April 1915. His military attestation papers give his height as 6 feet,
1/2 inch, his religious denomination as Church of England, and his next of kin as his mother, Mrs. Jennie
B. Molson, 556 Pine Avenue West, Montreal.
Appended to his service record, Percy’s Last Will and Testament is an impressive and poignant doc ument. Signed June 28, 1915 before his lawyer Ronzo Heathcote Clerk (Percy’s first cousin and my maternal great-grandfather), it details his estate: the distribution of personal effects, the fate of “all automobiles
and attachments in connection therewith” (bequeathed to his sisters Lillias and Mabel), the discharge of a
large loan to a close friend, and generous legacies to, among others, the Montreal General Hospital, the
Shawbridge Boys Farm, and named friends, including George McDonald. Two sums are left to the Reverend Dr. Herbert Symonds, the first to the man himself, the second for his use “in his absolute discretion in
relieving cases of sickness or distress.” Percy’s four godchildren are remembered, and he ensures that
adequate provision would be made for “the support of my Cousin, Alice Erskine, during the remainder
of her life.” Most famously, he leaves a lot of money to McGill:
I give and bequeath unto the Royal Institution for the Advancement of Learning (McGill University), the sum
of seventy-five thousand dollars as a Special Legacy, to be applied towards the cost of the erection and of the
development of the Stadium at present being erected in the City of Montreal under the Supervision of a
Committee of Graduates of the said University and for the purpose of discharging a Loan made by the said
University in that connection.
The next day he sailed for England. Three months later, having reverted to the rank of lieutenant in order
to join the Patricias as soon as possible, he left England for France and reached his unit in the field.
Percy’s early letters home are messages of reassurance. Most are addressed to his mother and, though
meant to be shared with other members of the family, written with her in mind. They are intended, above
all, to set her mind at rest, and we learn as much from what they don’t say as what they do. In general,
they focus on harmless details and happy social encounters and turn to others’ lives and the well-being of
family and friends.
Percy’s writing isn’t colourful. It is chatty, affectionate, and on the whole mundane. He discusses letters
sent, letters received, the contents of parcels, the round of birthday and Christmas gifts for nephews and
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nieces, and, above all, the activities of friends and family at home or away at war. There is a profound
thoughtfulness in this, and a fundamental reticence. He reveals little about the dark side of his war, still
less his thoughts and feelings. The reader is left with the sense of a brave, kind, gentle, and ultimately
private man.
In some letters, it’s as though Percy meant the war to seem an extended social outing with the very best
of their set: “It is really astonishing the number of people here whom we know.”
In addition to fellowship with brother officers at the front, some of whom his family knew and trusted,
there was the company of familiar women in England: his sister Evelyn and his friend Nell Mackenzie
had left Canada to be closer to their husbands serving overseas. Subsequent leaves in England meant
golf, fine dining, the theatre, motoring trips, and an endless round of socializing. Just like home before
the war.
In mid-October, Percy wrote from the training camp in Shorncliffe, Kent:
Six of us are to go forward to the Princess Pats in the course of the next few days and can you imagine anything nicer? Our four Montreal officers are all going out together, a thing we never expected. . . . I hear our
boys are still in a quiet spot and have had very few casualties, so don’t worry. We will be happy all together
and everything will come out all right.
Five days later, “Somewhere in France”:
We do not know exactly how we are to be placed, but I fancy we will each be put in charge of a platoon. There
are now 8 University Company officers here including ourselves, and with Hamilton Gault and Talbot
Papineau we will make quite a Montreal family party.
And two months later: “The men certainly are splendid,” and Christmas was “a very jolly time and a
splendid dinner.”
Best of all from Jennie Molson’s point of view, in late 1915 Percy and Herbert wrote that the PPCLI and
Herbert’s 42nd Battalion (Royal Highlanders of Canada) were to be “brigaded” with two other battalions
to form the 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade in the Canadian 3rd Division. Soon these units, and therefore
her sons, would be closer.
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Several days after sending Jennie this happy news, Percy wrote again, but this time in anger. A fellow
officer, someone his mother knew or knew of, had, in Percy’s view, let his men down through selfinterest and a sense of personal grievance. “There is such a thing,” Percy wrote, “as learning to take
things as they come and not complaining but continuing to play the game until the whistle blows.” A rare
instance of ill humour in his letters home.
In January 1916, he had his first tour in the trenches. He’d enjoyed it very much, he wrote his mother,
though the mud was very bad. He and his old friend and fellow-officer, Philip Mackenzie (Nell’s husband), were about to go on leave, and he looked forward to seeing “hosts of friends everywhere in
London.” Later he wrote that they’d had “a lovely trip across the channel.”
In March, after another tour in the trenches, he came closer to candour. He’d just visited a fine old church
and cathedral:
In both, R.C. services were being held, and it was wonderfully strange and beautiful after the rough experiences of the last month or so to stand and listen to the fine organ and the chants and responses. The whole day in
fact has been a most enjoyable change from the mud and discomfort of the past few weeks.
Later that month, attached temporarily to a tunneling company, he wrote that the men were a fine lot, but
he felt cut off from his own battalion. Three weeks after that, in a letter to his sister Evelyn, he wrote
something similar after saying that it was nice to get “all the news of the kiddies.” Still with the tunneling
company, he said he had “a rather uncomfortable feeling of being away from the battalion when I should
be with it.”
In another letter that month, he wrote Mr. Rundle, a senior colleague at the National Trust, saying that
after the war the company “will be ready and equipped to take a hand in helping people solve their new
problems.” And to his mother, whose birthday was coming up: “We will have many happy birthday parties to spend at home after the war.”
In late May he wrote his mother that he’d seen a lot of Herbert, who seemed very well. “Just at present I
am up to the neck with company and regimental duties. I am acting as machine gun officer whilst our
regular one is on leave. This does not mean that I know anything about the guns, but an officer is needed
to look after the men, and keep things going while we are out in rest.” And later: “Things seem fairly
quiet, so don’t worry. We are getting along all right, and should continue to do so.”
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A week later, on the morning of June 2, the Battle of Mount Sorrel (Sanctuary Wood) began, the Germans
attacking Canadian units in the Ypres Salient with heavy artillery and detonated mines. The PPCLI, in the
front line at the time, suffered particularly heavy casualties. Referring to its No. 2 Company – led by
Capt. Hugh Niven and four platoon leaders, including Percy – Hodder-Williams wrote:
While casualties among the men during the morning bombardment were surprisingly light, all the officers
were hit by noon. . . . The right trench became untenable as the bombardment increased, but Lieutenants
P. Molson and W.E.C. Irwin with great coolness withdrew their men to the left trench, which . . . was held all
through the day and proved a very valuable position from which to enfilade the Germans advancing on the
right. When the Germans came over, the right half-company under these officers held them in a short sharp
fight, and Lieutenant Irwin counter-attacked with a party of bombers so effectively that the enemy advance in
this direction was demoralized. Irwin fell badly wounded in both legs, but Molson continued to lead “a desperate and successful resistance to German attacks.” He in his turn was painfully wounded in the face, and
the command fell for many hours to N.C.O.’s.
Percy was unable to get out to a dressing station until after dark. The rifle bullet that struck him had
entered his left cheek and exited his right, sparing his teeth but breaking both jaws, damaging his tongue,
and “splintering the bone a bit on the exit side.” Though he was able to walk out, he was, as his
commanding officer said, dangerously wounded. His jaws were wired at No. 7 Stationary Hospital in
Boulogne, where he stayed for close to two weeks before being moved to the Queen Alexandra Military
Hospital for Officers in London. His first letter home – written on June 8 from Boulogne – was typically
comforting and upbeat:
. . . I am rather an awkward mess for a few weeks but after that I believe will be as good as new. It has not been
very pleasant but might have been so very much worse. I am really very lucky. I am having lots of fun just
now devising means and ways to eat, talk & sleep. I have such a lot of friends here it is very awkward to be
unable to talk to others.
He hoped, he said, that his mother hadn’t had an anxious time and, since of course she had, wouldn’t
worry any more. He reassured her by saying that the PPCLI would be out of the line for a while, and that
Herbert had been only slightly wounded on June 2, not enough to force him to leave the front. It’s true
that Herbert’s wound, though painful, had seemed relatively minor at the time, but it turned out to be
even more dangerous than Percy’s. Struck in the back of the head by a piece of shrapnel, Herbert had

11

ignored the pain and led his battalion to the front line to reinforce what was left of the PPCLI. According
to Lieutenant Royal Ewing, one of his platoon commanders, Herbert did “wonderful work.”
On June 16, Percy wrote his mother again, stressing that “from the time I got down to the Dressing Station until now I have been surrounded with kind, willing friends, all eager to do what they could for me.”
Nell visited the hospital every day, bringing, among other things, new pyjamas and a dressing gown.
Later that month it became clear that Herbert had a fractured skull and, because bone fragments were
close to the brain, needed surgery. On July 1, Percy wrote that the operation had been a success, that
Herbert would have to rest up for a while, and that he, Percy, was now “quite comfortable and happy.”
He was more concerned about “poor little Nell,” who daily expected Philip on leave and was daily
disappointed. Then, before adding in a postscript that he’d been promoted to captain:
I spent a splendid day out at Amersham with Nell and her father & mother. I took Stuart Forbes, one of our
wounded officers, out with me. We had lunch at the Golf Club and sat around or strolled about, and it was a
great treat. I am to repeat from time to time, and when stronger take up golf. . . . I received a letter from
George McDonald today, dated the 28th. Leave has been stopped, so Philip will be delayed in coming over.
By mid-July, Philip, ill with trench fever, was still expected daily. A week or two later, Percy and Herbert
received their medical leaves and sailed for Canada to begin the next stage of their recovery. In late
August, writing his brother Kenneth from Métis Beach, Percy said that he and Herbert were doing well,
but it was taking a long time for his jaws to open up and he was still on soft foods.
In fact, his recovery was slow, and his medical leave was extended twice. Resolved to rejoin the Patricias
as soon as possible, he resented the prolonged rehabilitation. We know from a letter written by Major
Gault – who had lost a leg at Mount Sorrel but was still with the 3rd Division – that he urged Percy to
return for the battalion’s sake, but little urging was necessary.
It wasn’t until late March 1917 that he was able to leave for England, and the following month that he
was passed fit for active service. Herbert, who had healed faster, was by then a staff officer in England.
He’d been awarded the Military Cross for his courage at Mount Sorrel and was impatient to return to the
42nd, but his administrative skills were considered invaluable and he was assigned to staff duties. Philip
Mackenzie also received the M.C. for bravery at Mount Sorrel, and Percy received his in June 1917,
around the time he returned to the front.

12

Characteristically, he played down the medal, telling his mother that he probably received it “because
they thought I would be disgraced if I remained the only officer of the 2nd University Coy. who did not
get it. We all have it now except poor Hagarty who was killed on June 2nd 1916.” And: “I have had a
number of very nice cable grams etc in connection with my M.C. They make me feel rather rotten when I
think how many real ones there are.” And to his brother Walter: “My M.C. is rather ridiculous as I did
nothing at all, and lots of others have done a great deal & have nothing.” Shortly after Percy’s death,
however, Walter said that his brother had been “happy & satisfied” with the decoration.
In August 1917, responding to the family’s criticism of the Medical Board for having passed Percy fit for
active service, Herbert wrote their mother from London:
As far as the Medical Board was concerned, the only question raised was whether Percy could keep up his
strength. As Sir Francis Farmer [Percy’s London doctor] had said “Yes” and Percy, after drilling hard for 3
weeks, felt splendid, they of course passed him as being fit, which was what he wanted. . . . Percy wouldn’t
consider anything but going back to his old battalion. They wanted him, of course, and short of applying force,
he could not be kept here.
Surely more aware of his mortality than he’d been in 1915, Percy had written a long codicil to his will,
signing it on March 22, again before Ronzo Clerk and shortly before his second departure for England.
Like the will itself, the codicil is beautifully written and generous. Noting that one of his earlier beneficiaries, Dalzell Browne, had been killed in action since the original will, Percy directed that the $10,000
bequeathed his dead friend be considered cancelled. Instead:
I give and bequeath to Philip Mackenzie . . . a Special Legacy of Fifteen Thousand Dollars, and this Legacy
shall be in addition to the Twenty Thousand Dollars mentioned in Paragraph Fifth of my said Will, . . .
Moreover:
I give and bequeath to the said Philip Mackenzie and to George C. McDonald, of the City of Montreal, and the
survivor of them, the sum of Five Thousand Dollars, which said sum I desire them to use in relieving cases
which they know would meet with my sympathy and approval in connection with the University Companies
C.E.F. and the P.P.C.L.I.
Philip survived the war. So did George, though badly wounded.
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On May 18, Percy, now with a reserve battalion in Sussex, wrote Evelyn. Explaining that his commanding
officer, Colonel Agar Adamson, had requested him, he said he might be rejoining the PPCLI in the next
few weeks. Eleven days later, on his way to France, he wrote his mother:
We leave in a few hours and I should be back with the battalion in a few days. They are at present out in rest,
and likely to remain so for another week. Charlie Stewart & George Little are with me. We have had quite a
time in London during the last week. Our C.O. Colonel Adamson is back from France for a week’s leave and
Hammy Gault, George McDonald etc. also being there, we had quite a reunion. . . . Talbot Papineau is rejoining the battalion and there is a chance of Hammy coming out even if only “attached” at first, so you will see
that we will be quite a family party again.
By the time Gault reached the PPCLI in June, Percy and Talbot – the latter returned from staff duties –
were there to meet him.
Percy’s final letters are a good source of how he felt that month. He wrote that he and his friends had
played golf on their way back to the battalion: “Does that not seem very extraordinary? Golf in France in
wartime?” He was happy to see old friends in the PPCLI and the 42nd and was playing sports again
(“kicking the ball like a 2 year old”). On June 25, he wrote Walter: “They are after me to get out and run
in the officer’s race in Divisional Sports to take place in about a week. I do not know whether they are
trying to get me back to ‘Blighty’ through an athletic channel. [To safety in England, in other words, with
a disabling injury.] I am feeling first rate & my jaw condition continues to improve.” He now commanded
No. 2 Company, and Walter received several letters from him. Percy, he said, “seemed so pleased to have
taken up the work again.”
On June 26, Percy wrote Walter’s mother-in-law that they’d been having a quiet time since he rejoined the
battalion. That must have changed. On July 5, Talbot wrote Walter: “I visited Percy in his dug-out yesterday late afternoon. He was in good heart and spirits despite the fact that he had been in rather an
unpleasant spot.”
Several hours later, he was dead.

____________

14

We could say that Percy was killed by war. Or by a set of values and a sense of duty. The immediate
cause was a German mortar shell lobbed over the line, almost randomly, the night of July 4-5 as he and
one of his subalterns, Lieutenant Donald MacLean, inspected a platoon on the outskirts of Avion. They
and at least one other man were killed, Percy from concussion, instantly and without a mark.
Because this platoon had been temporarily attached to the 42nd Battalion, Percy was killed within the
42nd’s lines, and it was Royal Highlanders who found him. In fact, it was men from “B” Company, the
unit Herbert had brought to France and with which he served until Mount Sorrel.
Gault wrote to Herbert two days later:
My Dear Herbert:
You will have received [the] wire giving you the sad news of dear old Percy’s death. He was doing the night
rounds of his posts and was standing in the street of a suburb . . . with one of his Officers and two runners
when a Trench Mortar came out of the night and got the four of them. Percy and his Subaltern were killed instantly and also one of the runners. Today we buried them in the Military Burial Ground at Villers au Bois
Station. The R.C.R. Padre conducted the service with our Padre (McCarthy the R.C.). . . . We are all more
deeply grieved than words can say. Percy had had his company since his return to France, and needless to say
was doing splendidly with it.
I shall ever regret having urged the needs of the Battalion upon him, for had he not returned to the Regiment
he would have been spared to the Canada of the future and to his friends to whom he meant so much.
Several weeks later, Herbert wrote his mother that he was sending a photo of Percy’s grave. “Since this
was taken,” Herbert said, “the grave has been sodded & planted by loving friends.”
The cemetery itself is lovely. The country around Villers au Bois is flat but attractive, and the eye is
drawn to the low hills of Artois not far away. Like all cemeteries maintained by the Commonwealth War
Graves Commission, Villers au Bois is beautifully and respectfully cared for.
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The cemetery at Villers au Bois, France. (Photo by the author.)

Since the early 1920s, each grave has had a permanent stone marker, even when the identity of the
remains could not be confirmed. Percy and Donald’s headstones stand side-by-side with that of Private
O.H. Bulmer, the runner. Officers and non-officers had lived, fought, and died together. Now they were
buried together.
In 1917, of course, there were no stone markers. It was all white wooden crosses. Someone wrote on
Percy’s: “A Gentleman.” It was saved and is in the Molson vault at Mount Royal Cemetery in Montreal.
Agar Adamson, the PPCLI’s commanding officer for much of the war, led a colourful life but is remembered principally for his almost daily letters from the front to his wife, Mabel Cawthra Adamson. On July
4, 1917, he wrote Mabel a long letter from a Corps Rest Station. He included a tale about Percy intended
to show that “poor simple old P.” had “too gentle a nature,” that he was a bit unworldly, innocent, even
naïve. The extraordinary thing, however, is Adamson’s preface to the tale:
. . . this [story] is pretty and sweet and shows what a beautiful nature even a man may have. You remember P.
who was shot through the jaw at Ypres a year ago, he is a great sportsman with the mind of a child with infinite sight. We would probably find a halo constantly around his head.
A rifle company captain with the mind of a child with infinite sight.
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The next day, July 5:
I sent you a story about Molson yesterday. I have now had a D.R.L.S. [a signal] from the Division telling me
that he and MacLean were both killed yesterday with one shell. . . . The former was one of the richest men of
his age in Montreal, with an extraordinary sense of honour.
In McGill University at War, R.C. Fetherstonhaugh writes that when Percy rejoined the PPCLI in 1917, he
was welcomed, “in the words of the Patricia’s history, as ‘a fine fighting officer and administrator of great
experience.’” “An officer and man peculiarly admired and beloved,” the history went on, he was, in
Gault’s words, “the coming man in the Regiment.”
In the 1980s, retired Brigadier-General James de Lalanne, who had served in Percy’s company, said that
“as soon as you met Percy Molson, you couldn’t help but love the man.” When another soldier from that
company learned of Percy’s death, “he broke down and wept.”
Reading what others thought of him, it’s tempting to see Percy as a twentieth century descendant of
Chaucer’s parfit gentil knight. And then there’s that other Percival, the Sir Percival of Arthurian legend.
Simple, naïve, even foolish when young, he’s ultimately heroic and supremely capable while remaining
pure at heart. Like the other knights of the Round Table, he swears an oath of chivalry, and like any good
knight he’ll stand by his oath and live by the code that comes with it.

The gravestone in France. (Photo by the author.)
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____________

Affluent Canadians in 1917 were familiar with letters of condolence and skilled in their composition, but
there’s a rawness in the letters Percy’s family received. There’s nothing practiced or formulaic in Gault’s
letter to Herbert, quoted above, or in Talbot’s letter to Walter:
I know you will be anxious to hear about poor old Percy. He was killed last night while in the front line but he
was mercifully spared all pain and disfigurement. . . . I don’t think we ever had an officer more universally
liked and respected. He was truly without fear and without reproach. I have never known him to say or do
anything which would not have satisfied the highest standards of thought and conduct.
It is in Philip and Nell’s letters, however, that the loss and distress are most obvious. On July 9, in a letter
to Kenneth, Philip, who had been invalided home the year before, wrote:
I have just received Creighton’s telegram – an hour after our little girl was born – telling me of Percy’s death
and the whole damned world is upside down. Of course, I could try to express my sympathy to you in a hundred ways, but what is the use and why should I – for I have lost the truest friend a man ever had. It hurts to
think of Mrs. Molson. Forgive this, but I cannot realize that our dear old Mole is gone.
And to Mabel, the sister whose love and bereavement were greatest:
Dear Miss Molson,
I have written a very short note to Mrs. Molson and another to Kenneth . . . and now I am writing to you.
God knows what for, perhaps because I am selfish enough to want to shift some of my burden on to you. I must
talk to someone. My heart is sore and with it a feeling of rage – that will last until the end of time. The real
feeling of loss, I suppose, will come later when I realize fully that I am not again to see the truest man I have
ever known and who made up for years practically the whole of my life . . . I may tell you, and I think you will
believe, that I would, if possible, express my love for him by changing places with him now so that he might be
given back to his family and friends.
Advised by Nell’s doctor not to tell her of Percy’s death, Philip kept it to himself for two weeks. When he
did tell her, she wrote Mabel:
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My dear,
Philip only told me last night. I think he felt that we both loved the old Mole so greatly that the shock might
upset me and therefore the baby & the doctor advised him to wait until I was stronger. . . . The Mole was so
much to us both. So much more I think than most people realized, that I think we can understand in a small
measure what you are going through.
On June 12, Percy had written Philip. The letter began My Dear Sploot. It included the lines “Please give
my best to Nell. I am not writing to her as this letter & all my letters are for you both” and ended with:
And now for the present
Au revoir
Yours as ever
Mole
Philip and Nell had planned, if they had a boy, to name their son Percival. Soon after their daughter’s
birth, and before Nell knew Percy was dead, Philip suggested they name her Percival in any case and call
her Percy. Percival Molson Mackenzie, later Percy Ritchie, became a respected artist and lived until 2004.

____________

In part because of the money Percy left McGill to repay the bank loan needed to build Graduates’ Stadium (as it was first known), it was renamed Percival Molson Memorial Stadium and dedicated to Percy
when it opened in October 1919. According to Bernard Sandwell, McGill had needed another $60,000 to
complete construction, but that was raised “from friends and admirers of the deceased officer.” Renovated and expanded over the decades, Molson Stadium serves as, among other things, the home of the
Canadian Football League’s Montreal Alouettes and is a major source of income for the university.
The stadium is Percy’s most famous legacy, but he left behind as well his reputation as an exemplary figure and “symbol of his age.” Almost mythical, he stood for all that was best in the era’s “gentle obsolescent breed of heroes.” In 1938, George McDonald wrote: “After graduation it was my lot to work closely
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with Percy in business affairs, in graduate activities and later in the war. I think the word ‘gentleman’
was made for him and I know of none more gallant.”
So much of Percy’s legacy rests in what he meant to others. “Let us look upon his death as an inspiration,” Herbert wrote his mother shortly after Percy died, “and while mourning him not give way to
unavailing regrets but remain steadfast, doing our duty as we see it, and carry on.” In keeping with
Percy’s inspiration and the family’s conviction that it had an obligation to more than ordinary service,
many of Percy’s descendants did just that. Their belief in duty, sustained by the “tremendous pluck and
fortitude” that Philip saw in the “lines laid down by the House of Molson,” ensured that the family’s
sense of social responsibility did not end with Percy’s generation.
There will always be unusually fine, unselfish, and principled men and women, but it’s hard not to worry
that people like Percy are dated, passé in more than style and manners. In “The Municipal Gallery Revisited,” W.B. Yeats reflected on a portrait of his friend Lady Gregory (“all that pride and that humility”)
and mourned not only her passing but the thought that the future might not see someone of her quality:
And I am in despair that time may bring
Approved patterns of women or of men
But not that selfsame excellence again.
Percy and his generation were influenced by an approved pattern, an ethos or characteristic spirit of selflessness, humility, altruism, and integrity. Things have changed, and the code of duty and modesty Percy
took for granted is out of fashion. But things of enduring value do endure. They’re preserved in memory
and myth, in stories and a persistent sense of loss. Under pressure, we recall the best of what’s been left
behind.
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Sources and supplementary material

First, I am indebted to Karen Molson, author of The Molsons: Their Lives & Times, among other works,
for her kindness in showing me Molson family letters from the First World War, and for her generous
permission to quote from them. I am also extremely grateful for her critical reading of this article about
her great-great uncle, her sharing of Molson family photographs, and her support throughout my writing
Three Soldiers and the Ethos of Service, from which this article was adapted.

____________

(cover photograph:)
This photo of Percy Molson was taken by the photographers Wm. Notman & Son in Montreal, probably
in 1915 before Percy went overseas the first time. (Source: The McCord Museum in Montreal, accession
number: II-226375.0.)

(page 1:)
The story of the McGill-Queen’s game points to the code of conduct Percy shared with George Richardson. The source of the quote from Frederick J. Tees is Shirley E. Woods, Jr.’s The Molson Saga (1983),
p. 236. Woods says that the quoted passage was drawn from an article about Percy published in the
McGill News in 1944.
There is a brief summary of George Richardson’s life and death at the Canadian Hockey Hall of Fame
website. After the war, his family funded the building of the George Richardson Memorial Stadium at
Queen’s University in his memory. (Source: Queen’s Encyclopedia.)
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The source of Percy’s birth information is Karen Molson’s exceptional family biography, The Molsons:
Their Lives & Times, 1780-2000 (Firefly Books Ltd, 2001). Karen’s book introduced me to Percy and was
the genesis of Three Soldiers. She is the author of several other works, including the superb Hartland de
Montarville Molson: Man of Honour (Firefly, 2006) and the novel The Company of Crows (Linda Leith Publishing, 2016).
Information about Percy’s brief involvement with the Montreal Victorias is drawn from various sources,
including the McGill University online alumni site.
Percy’s athletic record as an undergraduate is covered in The Molsons and elsewhere. See especially
Woods, p. 236, and Percy’s sports résumé, also on this site, for a summary of his athletic achievements
and involvements.
On the subject of higher education and the girls in Percy’s family, Karen notes that Naomi, John Thomas’s
“gifted second daughter,” was not allowed to attend post-secondary courses. (The Molsons, p. 287.) She
points out, however, that Evelyn, the youngest daughter, was later allowed to enroll, John Thomas eventually reconciled to the issue of girls and university.

(pages 3-4:)
As noted, my source for stating that Percy was president of his senior year is Bernard Sandwell’s The Molson Family, 1933. About Percy’s fraternity membership, see the McGill University online alumni site. The
AOC (Alumni Online Community) states that Percy left a house to his fraternity, though there’s no mention of this in his 1915 will or his 1917 codicil.
The AOC is one of my sources for Percy’s role with McGill’s Board of Governors.

(page 5:)
The Molsons, as well as Scotiabank’s webpage about the National Trust Company, provided the information about Percy and the National Trust. See Scotiabank.
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For further information about Percy’s record as an athlete, see especially Canada’s Sports Hall of Fame
(CSHF), the Canadian Football Hall of Fame (CFHF), McGill University websites, and The Molsons. As for
the inauguration of Percival Molson Memorial Stadium and Herbert’s remarks, see Woods, p. 236.

(page 6):
The Molsons details Percy’s many directorships, some sports-related, others not, and notes that he was
never penalized in a game.
Louis-Joseph Papineau and John Molson helped found the Montreal Mechanics Institute. For further information about the early history of the Institute, now known as the Atwater Library and Computing
Centre, see the Mechanics Institute website.
Montreal’s Anglo-Scottish elite is detailed in at least two absorbing books: The Square Mile: Merchant
Princes of Montreal (Donald MacKay, 1987) and Margaret W. Westley’s Remembrance of Grandeur: The Anglo-Protestant Elite of Montreal, 1900-1950, published in 1990. Westley writes: “The Molsons owned Molson
Brewing Company; but early in their history they had become involved in banking, shipbuilding, and
shipping; indeed, for two hundred years they had interests in almost every aspect of Montreal business
life.” (p. 18)
The Molsons was my source about the properties at Métis Beach and Ivry. See pp. 304 and 314-15.
The passage from John H.R. Molson’s deathbed letter is found in MacKay’s The Square Mile, pp. 160-61.
See Westley’s Remembrance of Grandeur (especially p. 289 and pp. 294-95) about the Molson family and its
continued vitality.
The Oxford English Dictionary gives two definitions of ethos. The first relates to ancient Greek rhetoric and
art, the second to “the characteristic spirit of a people, community, culture, or era” or “the moral or practical code by which a person lives.” The second definition fits the spirit of service and duty in Percy’s
family and culture, as well as the code of behaviour he personified. The sense of ethos as both spirit and
code is intended throughout this article.
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(pages 7-8:)
The Molsons covers Percy’s joining the Canadian Officers’ Training Corps at McGill and helping to raise a
“university company” to reinforce the Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry (p. 317). Other sources
are: Jeffery Williams (Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry, 1972), David J. Bercuson (The Patricias: The
Proud History of a Fighting Regiment, 2001), R.C. Fetherstonhaugh (McGill University at War: 1914-1918,
1939-1945, published in 1947), and Woods. The last is the source of the statement that Sam Hughes saw
the PPCLI as elitist (p. 216).
Hodder-Williams’s remark about the men who organized the University Companies was made in The
Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry 1914-1919, his history of the PPCLI in the First World War, published in 1923.

(pages 9-10:)
Bercuson was my principal source about the brigading of Percy’s PPCLI and Herbert’s 42nd Battalion.
The other battalions making up the four-battalion brigade were the Royal Canadian Regiment (RCR) and
the 49th Battalion (the Loyal Edmonton Regiment).
The Brigade was commanded by Brigadier General A.C. Macdonnell. See Soldier for his times, note 31, for
more on the bold, magnificent, eccentric, and larger-than-life Macdonnell, later commander of Canada’s
1st Division.
In 1918, Percy’s younger brother Walter served with the 42nd, but by then Percy was dead and Herbert
had left the brigade, very much against his will, to serve as a senior staff officer.

(pages 11-12:)
About Percy’s part in the Battle of Mount Sorrel, see especially Hodder-Williams, pp. 116-17. On p. 221 of
The Molson Saga, Woods quotes the division commander’s report on the battle. Herbert is praised “for
efficient services and capable direction of operations,” as is Percy, who, “although wounded in the head,”
“refused to leave the line, and remained with his company throughout the action.”
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As for Percy’s facial wound, I have quoted Agar Adamson (Percy’s commanding officer) in a letter to his
wife, June 4, 1916. I have also relied on The Molsons, Woods, and various personal letters to summarize
the seriousness of this wound, and the same materials for Herbert’s conduct on June 2 and his own
wound. The source of the quote from Royal Ewing is a letter he wrote his brother a week after the battle.
It was saved by the Molson family and kept with the letters Percy and Herbert sent home.
Woods writes that when Percy returned to Montreal, he was interviewed by a reporter from The Gazette.
The reporter’s prose – Woods quotes part of the interview – is trite, gushy, and for Percy almost certainly
embarrassing: “Capt. Molson, with characteristic modesty, recounted the experiences of his battalion, . . .
paying tribute to his superior officers, and the bravery of the man in the ranks, but never once telling of
his own experiences. . . . He in every instance gave the credit to someone else, and getting away from the
tragic side of the war, told of many humorous happenings in the firing line.” (See pp. 221-22.)
The August 27, 1916 letter from Little Métis Beach is quoted in The Molsons.

(pages 13-15:)
Percy’s remarks about his M.C. are in two June 1917 letters to his mother. Walter’s comment about
Percy’s reaction to the medal is in a letter to Jennie dated July 13, a week after his brother’s death.
In Jeffery Williams’s First in the Field: Gault of the Patricia’s, the author states that Percy and Talbot welcomed Gault back to the PPCLI in June 1917, and that Major Charlie Stewart – a great character and
future PPCLI commanding officer – was also there.
Talbot’s letter to Walter, July 5, 1917, is cited in The Molsons.
In a letter to his mother, written July 10, Herbert said that “B” Co.’s Topp, a loyal and true friend, “felt
dreadfully at this blow.” A lieutenant-colonel by the end of the war, C. Beresford Topp wrote a history of
the 42nd. Sandwell is my other source re Colonel Topp.
The letter in which Gault regrets urging Percy to return to the PPCLI is cited in The Molsons.
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(pages 16-17:)
In Vimy: Canada’s Memorial to a Generation, Jacqueline Hucker and Julian Smith note that the Imperial War
Graves Commission (later the Commonwealth War Graves Commission) was established in 1917 by Britain and her allies “to ensure that every serviceman was given a proper burial. The Commission interpreted its role broadly and adopted a policy guaranteeing that individuals would be treated equally in death,
with each honoured as a hero in a collectivity of heroism. Servicemen would be buried where they fell
and with their comrades; their graves would be marked with identical, permanent headstones; and, importantly, no distinction would be made on account of rank or title.” (p. 69)
In an excellent article on Vimy, Michael Valpy writes that the First World War introduced war memorials, as distinct from victory monuments. Again, the dead, whether officers or enlisted men, received the
same treatment and were buried together in France or Belgium, “thus breaking the tradition of the British
upper classes who previously had brought the bodies of their officer sons and husbands home to be buried in family plots.” Valpy writes that Canada pushed hard for this approach and cites Jacqueline
Hucker’s pragmatic explanation: “It was a practical problem for Canada. It could not bring all those dead
soldiers back.” (The Globe and Mail, April 7, 2007.)
The Molsons describes Percy’s wooden cross, as does Woods.
The source of Adamson’s letters is the 1997 volume Letters of Agar Adamson, 1914-1919, pp. 293-94.
Adamson survived the war but was unable to settle back into civilian life and died in 1929.
See McGill University at War about Percy’s return to the regiment. The source of Gault’s statement that
Percy was “the coming man in the Regiment” is Woods, p. 224. De Lalanne’s remarks are cited in the
same work, as is the former enlisted man’s reaction to Percy’s death.

(pages 18-20:)
The source of the letters from Talbot, Philip, and Nell is The Molsons.
In a letter dated August 19, 1917, Herbert wrote his mother: “I haven’t written to dear little Mabel yet but
will do so, shortly. How she misses Percy! More probably than any of us as he was her favourite brother
and they were so fond of each other.” To Mabel later that month: “I realize very fully that the sad blow
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has hit you harder than the rest of us.” Percy, Herbert acknowledges, had been her “best beloved brother.” (The Molsons, pp. 331-32.)
Karen Molson writes that Mabel changed after Percy’s death: “It was as though a shadow had passed
over her countenance and stayed there.” (The Molsons, p. 332.)
See p. 333 of The Molsons with respect to Percival Molson Mackenzie. See, too, Jeffery Williams’s First in
the Field for an appealing account of 18-year-old Percy Mackenzie visiting Gault and his wife at their
estate in England over the 1935 Christmas holidays. For additional information on the adult Percy Ritchie
(née Mackenzie) and her art, the following is helpful: Penticton Art Gallery.
About Molson Stadium, then and now, see Sandwell, Woods, McGill’s AOC site re Percy (Percival Molson), and the site for Canada’s Sports Hall of Fame: CSHF. The Hall of Fame is the source of the phrase
“symbol of his age.”
The expression “gentle obsolescent breed of heroes” is from “Aristocrats,” a Second World War poem by
Keith Douglas. Serving in North Africa in 1943, Douglas, a young British officer, reflected on his public
school officer-contemporaries:
Peter was unfortunately killed by an 88;
it took his leg away, he died in the ambulance.
I saw him crawling on the sand, he said
It’s most unfair, they’ve shot my foot off.
How can I live among this gentle
obsolescent breed of heroes, and not weep?
Unicorns, almost,
for they are fading into two legends
in which their stupidity and chivalry
are celebrated.
With their “famous unconcern,” he wrote, they seemed both fool and hero.
George McDonald is quoted in The Molsons, p. 378.
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About Percy’s legacy, Karen Molson writes in both The Molsons and Hartland de Montarville Molson that
the young Hartland inherited his Uncle Percy’s bloodstone ring. He wore it the rest of his life, but since it
contained traces of Flanders mud he never had it cleaned. For Hartland, who became a Second World
War fighter pilot and later a long-serving member of the Canadian Senate, duty was critical in everything
he did. Karen writes that he “cherished his memories of Percy, who had been, according to Percy’s sister
Evelyn, ‘too sweet for words with children.’” (See especially The Molsons, p. 374, and Hartland, pp. 65-66.)
In his July 29, 1917 letter to Kenneth, Philip wrote about the family’s coming to terms with Percy’s death:
“The rest of the family are following along those lines laid down by the House of Molson – they are
showing tremendous pluck and fortitude.”

© 2016 John Burge

28

