
Who Were the Rejected Volunteers of the
Canadian Expeditionary Force?

The Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) played a vital role in Canada's
participation during World War I, but not everyone who volunteered was accepted
to serve. These rejected volunteers have often been overlooked in historical
narratives, overshadowed by the heroic stories of those who made it to the front
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lines. However, their stories are equally important and provide valuable insights
into the recruitment process, the challenges faced by potential volunteers, and
the impact of rejection on individuals and communities.

The Selection Process: A Glimpse into the Past

When war was declared in August 1914, many young Canadians rushed to enlist,
driven by a sense of patriotism and a desire to serve their country. However, the
CEF had strict enlistment criteria, and not everyone met the physical, medical, or
educational requirements.
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Canadian Expeditionary Force recruitment poster

One of the reasons for rejected volunteers was the physical standards set by the
military. Height, weight, and overall fitness played a significant role in determining
a candidate's suitability for active service. Additionally, medical examinations
often discovered underlying health issues or disabilities that rendered individuals
unfit for combat. These physical standards and medical examinations were
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essential to ensure the strength and effectiveness of the CEF, but they led to
many disappointed hopefuls being turned away.

Disappointment and Its Consequences

Being rejected from the CEF had profound effects on the lives of these
volunteers. Many experienced feelings of shame, guilt, or inadequacy, as societal
pressures fueled the belief that serving in the military was a duty and an honor.
Rejection often resulted in individuals being stigmatized within their communities,
creating a sense of exclusion and isolation.

A rejected volunteer from the CEF during WWI
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Moreover, the rejection of potential volunteers also affected their families and
loved ones. The perception that a family member was unfit for military service
could lead to speculation about their loyalty or patriotism. Many families faced
social discrimination and ostracization, making it even more difficult for the
rejected volunteers to cope with their situation.

Legacy and Historical Significance

While the stories of the rejected volunteers of the CEF have often been
marginalized, recent studies have shed light on their experiences, offering a more
comprehensive understanding of Canadian military history during World War I.
These stories provide invaluable insights into the pressures of war and society's
expectations, revealing the complexities surrounding recruitment and service
during times of conflict.



Remembering the forgotten heroes of war

In retrospect, understanding the struggles faced by rejected volunteers
showcases the diversity of experiences and challenges faced by those who
sought to serve. Their stories form an integral part of Canada's military heritage,
representing resilience, determination, and resilience in the face of adversity.

Remembering Those Who Were Denied

Today, efforts are being made to honor the rejected volunteers of the CEF and
ensure their stories are not forgotten. Commemorative plaques, memorial events,
and educational programs aim to shed light on this overlooked aspect of
Canada's military history. By recognizing and remembering these individuals,
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their sacrifice and resilience are acknowledged, contributing to a more inclusive
and nuanced understanding of the war.

Remembering the fallen heroes

The rejected volunteers of the Canadian Expeditionary Force may have been
denied the opportunity to serve on the front lines, but their stories hold immense
significance in understanding the wider context of war and the impact of rejection
on individuals and communities. By exploring their experiences and challenges,
we gain a deeper appreciation for the sacrifices made by all those who sought to
serve their country, whether accepted or not.
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Unwanted Warriors uncovers the history of Canada’s first casualties of the Great
War – men who tried to enlist but were deemed “unfit for service.” What impact
did military exclusion have on these men? Nic Clarke looks for answers in the
service files of 3,400 rejected volunteers and explores the mechanics of the
medical examination, the physical and psychological qualities that the authorities
believed made a fighting man, and how evaluations changed as the war dragged
on. In the process, he exposes the deleterious effects that socially constructed
norms about health and fitness had on individual men and Canadian society
during the First World War.
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