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"It Made Them Forget About 
the War For a Minute" 

Canadian Army, Navy and Air Force 
Entertainment Units During the 

Second World War 

Laurel Halladay 

On 3 February 1944, wounded Canadian 
service personnel recuperating in a British 

hospital were delighted to hear that a concert 
party, part of the Canadian Army Show, was in 
the area and would be performing for patients 
that evening. The variety show was extremely 
well-received; singing, dancing and comedy 
routines seemed to be exactly what the injured 
needed to raise their spirits. After the show was 
over, a man in a wheelchair approached 
performer James Cameron and exclaimed "it 
was so good to see that - please come back 
again." The Captain in charge of this satisfied 
pa t i en t wrung Cameron ' s h a n d and 
enthusiastically declared "First Canadian show 
I've seen, Major-Brother, and it was like mail 
from home."1 Under consideration here is the 
development and function of the Second World 
War Canadian military entertainment units that 
inspired such comments. 

The Army, Navy and Air Force each had their 
own entertainment divisions, staffed by male and 
female military personnel who could sing, dance, 
act, juggle, play musical ins t ruments or 
otherwise amuse. In performing for both civilian 
and military audiences, these units sought to 
increase morale among troops at home and 
overseas, encourage recruitment into the 
services and promote the war effort in general. 
While the units were, in the estimation of all 
involved parties, very successful in meeting these 

objectives, the entertainment program of the 
Department of National Defence had two 
additional and likely unintentional benefits. The 
shows provided a forum in which civilians and 
military personnel were exposed to each other's 
divergent wart ime experiences, with the 
exchange of cultural information between 
performers and audience members unifying the 
focus of both groups and becoming a catalyst to 
achieve total mobilization for waging war. 
Fur thermore , the investment in military 
entertainment units represented a form of 
government subsidy for the performing arts that 
had long-term dividends. Canadian military 
funding for the arts during this period created 
not just a demand for homegrown entertainment 
but a pool of skilled artists who were well placed 
to meet that demand and who inevitably sparked 
an explosion in the development of our national 
culture in the postwar years. For example, 
composer/arranger Robert Farnon, francophone 
singer Roger Doucet, au thor Eric Nicol, 
comedians Johnny Wayne and Frank Shuster 
and James Bond's Miss Moneypenny (Lois 
Maxwell) all got their artistic training in the 
wartime Canadian military. Other veterans 
became key creative staff of CBC radio and 
television and the National Film Board, while 
many of their comrades took their talents back 
to small communities across Canada, providing 
instruct ion to hundreds of s tuden t s and 
organizing local performances of all kinds. 
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In one sense, Canadian troop entertainment 
during the Second World War was a modern 
manifestation of a long national tradition. British 
and French army and navy groups stationed in 
Canada long before the twentieth century 
developed garrison theatre that served to exert 
influence over both military personnel and local 
populations. Literally playing out French-English 
conflict on the stage in the production of farces 
and comedies, garrison theatrical activity 
increased "in periods of political or cultural 
crisis...[and was used] as a velvet-glove method 
of cultural assertion."2 Garrison theatre in turn 
provided an antecedent for morale-managing 
activities in the Great War, when the Canadians 
became famous for the well-received theatrics 
of groups like the Dumbells and the Princess 
Patricia's Comedy Company who performed for 
front-line troops and civilian audiences.3 

Military-derived entertainment meant to counter 
poor morale was thus a well-established practice 
by the outbreak of the Second World War. 

Morale and Manpower 

Tie issue of poor morale arose not very long 
after Canada declared war in 1939, and 

increased in importance following the disasters 
at Hong Kong and Dieppe.4 Those two events 
provided the discouraged in both military and 
civilian circles with a point of reference for their 
critiques of the war effort. By early 1943, popular 
opinion held that the Canadian military had 
neglected to distinguish itself in the war, and 
that inactivity and failure was wreaking havoc 
with the mental health of all military personnel -
especially those posted overseas and along 
Canada's eastern coast.5 While there may have 
been little factual evidence that Canadian 
servicemen were breaking down under the strain 
of tedious home defence, disappointing results 
in the North Atlantic, and constant training in 
another country, Ottawa acknowledged that 
indeed poor civilian and military morale was to 
be expected in the future. The small-scale 
entertainment infrastructure set up in response 
to the pre-Sicily invasion period, including 
canteens, dance halls and civilian billeting, was 
a useful boost to morale but something more 
was needed - active combat. Leaders throughout 
the Canadian military structure were sensitive 
in varying degrees to pressure from the Canadian 
public and its government and it has been 
claimed that breakdown theories and the 
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demand that the Canadian military be given the 
opportunity for glory were the very reasons 
Canadians were sent to Sicily, an expectation that 
"a little bloodletting"6 would solve several 
problems at once.7 

For the army, the exhaustion casualties that 
were created in the Mediterranean theatre forced 
authorities to rapidly update their perception of 
the condition and they dealt with it.8 Exhaustion 
was still widely thought to be a result of lax 
discipline, which in turn was a direct result of 
low morale; by 1943 organized mili tary 
entertainment had been instituted to ease the 
morale problem and how it contributed to battle 
fatigue and other "disciplinary problems." The 
nature of the battle in Sicily and Italy - high 
casualty figures, prolonged duration and the 
resulting wastage rates - struck fear in the hearts 
of Canadian politicians and military officials and 
led to an overall greater stringency in handling 
exhaus t ion cases when the shor tage of 
manpower became most ext reme. The 
contribution of battle exhaustion to increased 
wastage rates added to the wider manpower 
crisis facing the Canadian forces, a serious point 
of contention on the home front and one that 
threatened to augment the already tense French-
English factionalism in Canada via the 
conscription issue. In addition, the possibility 
of a comparatively shor t conflict in the 
Mediterranean and European theatres through 
a limited supply of rank and file soldiers, most 
specifically infantrymen, was put in jeopardy. 
Once it was regarded as fundamental to 
relaxation and recreation, government-instigated 
entertainment, however naively conceptualized, 
became a panacea that, it was hoped, would have 
an ameliorat ing effect at all levels. The 
entertainment program was thus rationalized by 
planners as a useful political and military tool 
against battle exhaustion, disciplinary problems, 
stalls in recruitment and poor morale and the 
negative consequences these conditions had both 
overseas and at home.9 

The first entertainment units to be created 
and brought up to full establishment figures 
during the Second World War were military staff 
bands. Building on a tradition of musical 
accompaniment for the armed forces, by late 
1940 Canadian Army command had formed ten 
military bands consis t ing of roughly 27 
musicians and one bandmaster each. All 
members were military personnel who were 



mustered as bandsmen in either the Navy, Army 
or Air Force. With a strong horn section and 
sheet music in hand, these bands performed for 
parades of all types, dances and funerals, as well 
as a number of civilian engagements. Army 
bands traveled more extensively than either Navy 
or Air Force groups, throughout the UK, Italy 
and Europe under harsh conditions and lent 
official military affairs dignity and pomp. On 
beaches, in bombed-out streets, and often on 
the road for years at a time, bands like the Royal 
Canadian Ordnance Corps Band, the Royal 
Canadian Armoured Corp Band and the 1st and 
2nd Canadian Infantry Division bands traveled 
just behind the troops and were thus on hand 
for a number of significant events, such as the 
march past of the entire 3rd Canadian Infantry 
Division in Utrecht, Holland on 6 June 1945.10 

For all that troops appreciated the military 
bands, this kind of entertainment did not allow 
for laughter or sing-along and continually 
reminded them of the job they were in the 
military to do. Military bands were not, to any 
great extent, influenced by musical trends, 
functioning as they did to perpetuate the 
timelessness of armed struggle and the tradition 
of the Canadian armed forces. While hearing 
regimental songs and instantly recognizable 
tunes from military bands was stirring to a 
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serviceman's morale, horns and drums did not 
present the full spectrum of entertainment to 
troops who no doubt wanted to relax, sit back 
and be distracted by dancers, singers and 
comedy routines that would allow them even for 
a short time to forget where they were. 

The rise in popularity of the big band sound 
in the US had changed the ear of Canadian 
audiences in general , who soon grew to 
appreciate greater the musical layering of bands 
that included string instruments and singers and 
allowed listeners to express themselves through 
the latest dance fads. American cinema was also 
modifying the expectations audiences had for 
their wartime entertainment. Huge production 
numbers, newly in vogue amongst Hollywood 
studios, meant audiences demanded visually 
stimulating acts that could easily blend comedy, 
dance, music and vocals with elaborate costumes 
and props. Canadian Army, Navy and Air Force 
entertainment units had the task of satisfying 
these modern tastes while increasing morale. 

While military bands were not the light 
entertainment sought by service personnel on 
most occasions because they did not allow for 
an escapist type of recreation, civilian groups 
seemed too out of touch with the military to relate 
to them in any way through music. As civilians, 
they were less effective in enhancing the 

extremely important spirit of comradeship 
because they themselves were not members of 
the military team and thus were unfamiliar with 
service conditions and social trends within the 
military. Although bands like Mart Kenney and 
His Western Gentlemen were indeed very 
popular with civilian audiences and did a great 
deal of work for the war effort through Victory 
Loan drives and free entertainment for troops 
in Canada,' ' they were not entirely engaging to 
military personnel because they lacked any 
relation to military life and were strictly dance 
bands, not variety acts of the vaudevillian sort. 
The answer then was to form variety groups from 
the ranks of each service. 

The three branches of the military each had 
their own entertainment units made up of 
performers drawn from their own post-basic 
t ra ining personnel bu t their formations, 
structure and life cycles were quite varied for 
groups that had fundamentally the same 
operational goals. Without exception, the 
purpose of the entertainment groups was to 
increase morale among the troops and facilitate 
recruitment to the services. It also represented 
a means by which the military could control 
service personnel's off-duty hours: military-
generated diversions meant servicemen could 
stay on their bases and be watched over by their 
officers and the military police. 

Three CWACs applying makeup for a Canadian Army Show in France, August 1944. 



The Canadian Army Shows 

Tie formation of the Canadian Army Show 
(CAS) occurred because of the perceived 

crisis in morale, but took the form that it did 
partly as a response to American efforts toward 
maintaining the morale of mobilizing troops 
south of the border. The Americans anticipated 
the need for such a service before they had 
actually entered the war and, in February 1941, 
developed the United Service Organizations 
(USO) from a number of national citizen 
committees. With the success of such shows as 
Irving Berlin's "This is The Army," Canadian 
officials became convinced that their country 
required a parallel and permanent confederation 
of interests in troop welfare and recruitment. 
Proposals for just such an entity, one that 
eventually included groups like the Canadian 
Red Cross, the Imperial Order of the Daughters 
of the Empire and the Canadian Young Men's 
Christian Association as part of the Auxiliary 
Services Section, were developed within the war 
committee of the cabinet in the summer of 1942 
and forwarded for approval in October. At that 
time, the purpose of producing such a show was 
clearly laid out; a touring Broadway-type show 
and its subsequent radio broadcasts would 
become "a new medium for recruiting" while 
increasing public and Army morale. 

Approved by the Minister of National Defense 
and the Chief of the General Staff, and funded 
through both the national government and the 
National Recruiting Campaign, the new concert 

Above: A scene from the Army Show on CBC Radio, 21 
January 1944, featuring singer Joan Dallas. 

Right: Two members of the Kit Bags prepare for a show in 
London, 30 March 1942. 

party had already begun to gather talented Army 
personnel and planned a national broadcasting 
schedule by December.12 The unit, by then a 
recognized section of National Defence and part 
of the active force, was comprised of 19 male 
dancers and singers, 24 female dancers and 
singers, 37 orchestra members and a stage crew 
of 19 assembled under the name "The Army 
Show." In March 1943, after about six months 
rehearsal and organization at Victoria Theater 
in Toronto, the show departed for a Canadian 
tour by rail, taking with it Frank Shuster and 
Johnny Wayne as writers and performers and 
singers Roger Doucet and Jimmie Shields. 

Officially organized under the War Charities 
Act (with all proceeds for the welfare of the 
troops) and under the sponsorship of the "Army 
Show Fund,"13 this original group was eventually 
split into five smaller lettered units (two musical 
revues and three variety shows) of about 20 
members each that were shipped to the U.K. in 
December 1943. There they joined four 
Canadian Concert Parties (Army) that had been 
formed on the ini t iat ive of member s of 
McNaughton's 1st Canadian Army in the Spring 
of 1942. With a quarter million Canadian troops 
in the UK in the months preceding the invasion 
of Sicily, "The Tin Hats," "The Kit Bags," "The 
Bandoliers" and "The Forage Caps" struggled to 
keep up with demand and as a brief reward for 
expanding what began as a self-entertainment 
program, enjoyed great autonomy in terms of 
locations and material until the arrival of CAS 
officials. While the focus of entertainment NAC PA 15117 



operations had turned to England by the fourth 
year of the war, a small troupe remained in 
Canada, the "About Faces of 1944," that, in 
addition to continual touring, functioned to 
funnel reinforcements overseas. The standard 
tour of duty rotation for shows included Great 
Britain, France, Italy and then back to Canada. 
When posted to either the Northwest European 
Theatre (NWET) or the Mediterranean theatre, 
Canadian Army Shows were often brought up 
to slightly higher establishment figures and 
always given n u m b e r e d d e t a c h m e n t 
identifications that reflected their overseas 
attachment to the Auxiliary Services Section. 
Each group changed its name, nominal roles and 
stage material after a tour and more than 40 
detachments were invented and then disbanded 
in this manner by 1946. 

Unlike the Navy and Air Force shows that 
just quietly stopped operating, the entertainment 
infrastructure of the Canadian Army went out 
with a bang after it became undeniable that the 
demand for shows was approaching zero along 
with the numbers of troops to be repatriated. 
By October 1945, most army shows, including 
those that had been touring hospitals in England, 
had been dismantled. Those entertainers who 
wished to remain in the UK were posted to the 
"Rhythm Rodeo," a show whose over the top 
nature was a late answer to the "Meet the Navy" 
show in elaborate production numbers. Based 
at Pepper Harrow in England, "Rhythm Rodeo" 
included 91 cast and crew members, including 
29 members of the Canadian Women's Army 
Corps. Corrals and stables had been built to 
accommodate the 70-odd horses needed to 
conduct the tent show, shipped from northern 
England by rail, while the cast rehearsed for 
about nine weeks, preparing for their opening 
on 15 December. A month later, "Rhythm Rodeo" 
had folded up its tent and by March 1946, all 
live entertainment in the Canadian Army was 
dispensed with. 

The Royal Canadian Air Force Shows 

Tie Royal Canadian Air Force led the military 
in forming entertainment units and many of 

their successes and failures were noted by 
officials in the Army and Navy. As airfields, bases 
and Flight Training Schools (FTSs) were 
generally located in more isolated and remote 
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locations, the Air Force realized early on that an 
effort had to be made to increase morale by 
entertaining airmen who had few available forms 
of recreation. By July 1942, a proposal to form 
enter ta inment groups in the various air 
command areas of Canada had been forwarded 
for action. In that these entertainment groups, 
comprised entirely of service personnel, were 
initially conceived as entertainment exclusively 
for air force personnel, the program's original 
goals emphasized disciplinary goals over 
recruitment or morale per se. Certainly the 
program sought to bolster service morale and 
recruitment figures among civilians in isolated 
areas, but RCAF officials most importantly 
aspired to provide "desirable after-duty activities 
and entertainment."14 Shows by and for service 
personnel were seen to be a morally correct way 
of distracting air force personnel from less 
healthy forms of recreation. This important early 
goal of the program greatly affected the choice 
of material throughout the duration of the war. 
Shows were to be of a high moral standard, and 
many pains were taken to protect Air Force 
members from racier programs. 

Development of the entertainment groups in 
the RCAF first involved the commanding officer 
in each training command completing a survey 
of talent in their area. Those undergoing training 
in aircrew or ground crew categories were not 
eligible to be involved in this recruitment until 
they had completed their basic training regime. 
In this way, detailed lists of skilled performers, 
both of amateur and professional backgrounds, 
were forwarded to AFHQ in Ottawa. Eventually 
enough ta lent was found to develop, in 
succession, a traveling entertainment group 
(deemed a "major show") in each training 
command, along with more sporadic formations 
of "minor shows." "Minor shows" were minor 
only in size (usually involving less than 10 people 
in total), for their purpose was to fill the gaps in 
entertainment between appearances of the 
"major shows" which had much larger areas to 
cover. They were also responsible for stimulating 
self-entertainment in each area (like setting up 
regular quiz programs and amateur hours in 
which participation was encouraged with the 
offer of prize money) and conducting radio 
broadcasts that were thought to increase 
recruitment figures. The radio program in the 
RCAF got its start in Alberta where the oil 
industry made the broadcast of commercial free 



Corporal Henry Singer, the versatile musician who 
wrote most of the hit show, "Blackouts of 1943." 

Fran Dowie of the "Blackouts" performs for recovering 
servicemen in an English hospital in 1945. 

shows possible,15 an arrangement that was 
eventually mimicked all over the country. 

Entertainment groups were established in 
all Commands in an attempt to ensure a more 
equitable distribution of entertainment and were 
regionally suited for administrative purposes in 
the early years.16 An entertainment group first 
toured their own training command area and 
then proceeded to tour other commands 
throughout Canada before proceeding overseas, 
where they were placed under the guidance of 
the Air Force's Entertainment Services Section. 
The first RCAF musical revue to travel widely 
was "The Blackouts of 1943," seen by some 
70,000 service personnel as No. 1 Entertainment 
Group attached to No.4 Training Command 
(Alberta). RCAF HQ Overseas had made 
provisions for the attachment of entertainment 
units to that location by July 1943 and this group 
of 33 headed to England for a premiere at the 
London Comedy Theatre in January 1944 under 
the name "The Blackouts." The "All Clear" show 
followed that act with a cast of 34.17 Shortly a 
few quite small all-male groups and one all-girl 
revue of six or seven members were formed that 
toured extensively in each Air Command area of 
Canada, often making use of trucks, station 
wagons and military planes to t ranspor t 
personnel and equipment. For national tours, 
all were administratively attached to RCAF 
Station Rockcliffe in Ottawa instead of their 
regional training command areas and given 
Entertainment Group numbers. It was widely 

thought that the RCAF showed the best spirit in 
entertaining the troops and had not been 
uneconomica l or va inglor ious in the i r 
opera t ions . At t imes, these shows were 
presented to domestic POW camps, the only 
service of the three to venture into these venues. 
The smaller troupe sizes of RCAF shows were 
also ideal for touring Britain's bases and 
hospitals. RCAF groups did not tour in Italy or 
the Northwest European theatre as Air Force 
personnel were concentrated in England. The 
first in, the RCAF were also the first to downsize 
their entertainment units. By October 1945, all 
RCAF entertainers in Canada had been released 
from service while only 69 performers remained 
overseas, awaiting repatriation in England.18 

The Royal Canadian Navy Show 

In contrast to the other services, there was only 
one major naval production and rather than 

fluctuating quite drastically in establishment 
numbers, it steadily grew until its disbandment 
in 1946. The Navy was the last of the three 
services to p roduce widely-seen t roop 
entertainment and had, in the early years, relied 
on the services of other military revues and 
volunteer and civilian shows like the all-girl 
employee group the Eaton's Masquers and the 
very popular Lifebuoy Follies Revue. At times, 
service organizations like the Salvation Army 
formed and fully sponsored non-military groups 
such as the Red Shield Concert Party to entertain 
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Naval personnel.19 Navy officials began in 194320 

to direct most of their attention to establishing 
one large show from their own ranks that would 
provide for the "entertainment of naval, army 
and air force personnel on active service, 
promotion of recruiting (and the) maintenance 
of public morale and good will."21 Following the 
Army's lead, in mid-1943, a small naval concert 
party called the "HCMS Bytown" had been 
formed. The "Bytown" show had the same spirit 
as "Meet the Navy" eventually would. It 
showcased "25 delightful Wrens (the dancing 
'Curvettes') who looked as though they'd never 
seen a uniform, so trim and light of foot they 
were"22 and introduced the song "The Boy in the 
Bell-Bottomed Trousers." Its cast, including 
eventual show favorites like singer Oscar Natzke 
and dancers Allan Lund and Blanche Harris 
(later Lund), was absorbed to form the nucleus 
of the much bigger production "Meet the Navy." 
"Meet the Navy" featured 38 Wrens and 41 male 
performers along with 27 musicians and many 
more in technical positions for a show that was 
said to combine "the saltiness of the sea, the 
freshness of Canadian youth and the precision 
of Broadway." They did two tours of Canada in 
a special Canadian Pacific Railway train after 
their premiere in September 1943, including 
smaller break-off shows for hospitals and Victory 
Loan drives, playing to a domestic audience 
totaling some half a million people.23 Profits 
made from civilian audiences went to the 
Canadian Naval Service Benevolent Trust Fund, 

Top left: Chorus line rehersal 
for the "Meet the Navy" show, 
Ottawa, 27 August 1943. 

Above left: The chorus line of 
the "Meet the Navy" show in 
1943. 

Left: Blanche and Allan Lund 
(right) speak with Noel 
Coward (left) at the London 
premier of the Navy Show, 
February 1945. 



a donation that totaled just under $300,000 by 
October 1946.24 After receiving rave reviews in 
Canada, the group then proceeded overseas for 
shows in Scotland and England in October 1944 
under the auspices of Britain's Entertainments 
National Service Association (ENSA) with all 
profits placed in the King George Fund for 
Sailors. Although the Army and Air Force had 
organized their own overseas tours , the 
Canadian Navy deemed ENSA's assistance as 
unavoidable and pu t them in charge of 
coordinating tours in the UK's larger cities and 
through the largest concentrations of Allied 
forces on the continent. With ENSA's help, "Meet 
the Navy" traveled through France, Holland, 
Belgium and Germany in the summer and fall 
of 1945. 

"Meet the Navy" continued to grow to a cast 
and crew of just under 200 and enjoyed a great 
deal of media a t ten t ion tha t eventually 
culminated in a British feature film. It only 
contracted in size in late 1946 after most of its 
members had applied for discharge and the 
demand for the show had decreased. Total 
audience figures for the show's three-year run 
are estimated at one and a half million service 
personnel and civilians.25 

The Nature of Government 
Financial Backing 

Tie establishment of entertainment troupes 
within the military necessitated detailed and 

special financial arrangements with all parties 
attempting to balance the need for entertainment 
with the need for responsible and prudent 
expenditure of public funds. The arrangements 
finally made for tours of Canada reflected an 
efficacious combination of cost recovery, profit 
and charitable contributions that left no cause 
for debate or negative criticism among the 
public. In their infancy, all three services very 
vocally reported that no public funds were to be 
used in the operation of the troupes, but in 
reality all "borrowed" capi ta l from the 
Department of National Defence. The Army Show 
was allotted $7,000 to get started while the Navy 
Show budge ted for $100 ,000 to cover 
transportation expenses during their Canadian 
tours. Both shows were able to pay these loans 
back from civilian door revenues (whether they 
actually did or not is unclear), and the domestic 

tours were so well received that they helped 
finance overseas forays. The Air Force varied in 
this somewhat because their income from ticket 
receipts was quite low compared to the Army 
and Navy. The Air Force often played in more 
sequestered areas, separated from civilian 
populations in some cases, and never charged 
American personnel, who made up a good 
portion of the audience here in Canada, to see 
the show. AFHQ handled budgeting and, before 
production, each show submitted a cost analysis 
that had to be approved before the show was 
able to tour. Most Air Force productions cost 
about $1,500 to get established, a figure that 
included costumes, scenery, lights and public 
address systems, with a few hundred dollars a 
year for upkeep on the shows in operation which 
the DND covered.26 National Defence likely took 
on this cost expecting that with such small shows 
and the impossibility of them heading into Italy 
or Europe, future costs could be kept relatively 
low. The Air Force shows put any profits back 
into AFHQ to pay off these loans and were not 
associated with any charity, except that they often 
allowed auxiliary organizations to accept 
donations before the show. Like other units 
within the military, health and dental care 
(including cosmetic work that was viewed as 
essential to a favorable stage appearance), wages 
and room and board were provided by DND and 
all other expendi tures were reviewed by 
department accountants, subject to periodic 
audits. 

While donations from corporate interests 
and the government-supplied startup costs 
enabled the shows to begin touring domestically, 
after arrival overseas, money and financial 
bureaucracy troubles soon plagued the shows 
of the Army and Air Force. Away from Canada, 
the shows no longer had access to civilian ticket 
money in any great amount as they only 
periodically charged British, Italian and 
European populat ions to see the shows, 
operating as they did on a servicemen first seated 
policy. This reduced cash flow meant that 
personnel in charge of the shows were forced to 
send pleas to both overseas and domestic 
Defence headquarters for funds to reequip worn 
out or stolen equipment, a process that took 
extended periods of time and often hampered 
the quality of the show. Officers in charge of the 
units or the relevant Auxiliary Services Officer 
often had some money for small purchases 
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(which was useful only when the goods needed 
were actually available for sale) but larger 
expenditures were delayed or on occasion, 
refused outright. Faced with a policy of financial 
restraint, both the Canadian government and the 
financial committees of the shows which held 
capital in Canada were unfamiliar with the 
conditions entertainers performed in overseas 
and were often reluctant to release funds for 
what they viewed to be questionable purchases. 
They were perhaps too stingy, even considering 
that the money allotted for refitting would 
decrease the amount later given to charity or re-
funneled back into the DND. Shoes, for example, 
that had been danced in for two years of two 
shows a day, six days a week needed to be 
replaced but government bean counters often 
pointed to the original shipping inventories that 
claimed everyone already had a pair of shoes. 
Purchases of make-up, stockings and feminine 
hygiene products were subject to the most 
intense scrutiny, as all three services viewed 
these items as personal and unnecessary to the 
operation of the groups. In the worst situation, 
DND was initially reluctant to purchase musical 
instruments for its personnel and several 
entertainers were forced to use their own 
equipment that DND paid a very small rent on 
and provided insurance for.27 After years of 
touring, the instruments invariably wore out, 
were lost or stolen in transit. Replacements 
overseas were especially hard to get. While 
Canadian entertainers routinely "liberated" 
instruments from civilian populations, this was 
not an ideal source for new equipment and no 
doubt encouraged civilians to steal from the 
shows, which they did often in every theatre of 
the war. Everything from chocolate to public 
address systems, t rucks to bell-bottomed 

trousers and harmonicas were lifted by thieves 
overseas. While some items were eventually 
recovered, loss of equipment usually meant the 
show concerned had to change certain stage 
numbers permanently. 

The Material 

Satirization was the prime ingredient in all 
comedic sketches performed. Military life 

was mocked in the shows of all three services in 
basically the same way, via a "Joe" character that 
represented the serviceman who gets the job 
nobody wants. "You'll Get Used to It," possibly 
the most famous song done by military 
entertainers and the one that seems to have 
survived the most vibrantly within the memories 
of audiences of the period, had a sad sack figure 
in overalls describing the rigors of life in the Navy 
but managing to convey the idea that any number 
of hardships can be tolerated after one gets used 
to them. The RCAF had an equivalent number 
in each touring group, such as the "Blackouts of 
1943" song "Why Am I Always Joe?," which was 
basically a lament from the airman who was 
eternally on the business end of a mop or 
stationed at the sink washing dishes. The one 
rough rule of thumb in the satire of military life 
was that only the highest-ranking officers in the 
military were likely to be featured in a mean or 
malicious manner, most often as buffoons with 
puffed out chests. Unlike during the Great War, 
naming these officers or incorporating the names 
of officers in the audience was strongly 
discouraged as it was seen to undermine the 
authority of those same officers and because not 
naming them was a comedic technique that 
functioned to let the audience assign those 

characteristics to whomever they wished. 
Further, officers were never brought on 
stage to be made fun of. Everyone else was 
fair game and it was recommended that 
writers "take a few digs at the M.T [motor 
transport], equipment, pay accounts, fire 
department or service police and you have 
a skit which will undoubtedly appeal to 
the personnel."28 

Likewise, all shows presented their 
female cast in the same way. While the 
women's divisions of the Canadian military 
constantly attempted to reassure the 
public that the military participation of 



women would not compromise their femininity, 
military shows presented a version of femininity 
that had a distinct sexual edge to it and actually 
served to reinforce the commonly held idea that 
servicewomen had compromised their moral 
decorum by joining up.29 All-female dancing 
chorus lines were an extremely popular number 
in all three services' shows, the successful 
synchronicity of movement revealing both a great 
deal of rehearsal and of leg for service personnel 
aud iences . Other sk i t s showed women 
contributing to the war effort from the comfort 
of their kitchens, participating in on-stage beauty 
pageants or performing in bathing suits. One 
particular Canadian Army Show, written by 
Sergeants Frank Shuster and Johnny Wayne, 
had the Canadian Women's Army Corps 
representative say "The CWAC are here to release 

men for more active duty. I am here so that one 
man can get into action," to which Frank replies 
"Here I am, babe!"30 Finally, military shows 
always had bits concerning personalities in the 
Axis and the battle against them. Hitler, of 
course, was the primary target but Mussolini and 
the entire Japanese race came up often during 
comedic sketches, sometimes all at once: 

Vernon: I suppose you want some flowers? 

More: Yes. We want you to plant some 
Hitler Stinkweed, some Mussolini 
Mustardplant and some Hirohito 
Poison Ivy. 

Vernon: You'll never win any prizes with that 
combination. 

More: Why not? They'll be the three biggest 
smellers of 1943.31 

Right: Army Show in 
progress before an 

audience of 2nd 
Canadian Infantry 

Division, Esquelbecq, 
Belgium, September 

1944. 

Below left: Senior 
CWAC officer, Lieutenant 

Verity Sweeny assists 
with the Alice blue gown 

of singer Mary Leonard in 
England, 21 June 1945. 

Below right: Three cow 
girls' in the Western finale 

of the Canadian Army 
Show "Invasion Revue," 
Banville, France, 27 July 

1944. 



The numbers performed by Canadian troop 
entertainers provided the Allied forces, and by 
dint their home populations, with the last 
popular, though tongue-in-cheek, heroic 
expression of war. By employing elements of 
vaudeville, cabaret and burlesque styles, the 
stage material of entertainment troupes mocked 
military life, played on the presence of women 
in the military and incorporated current events. 

In the Show 

Enter ta inment personnel faced several 
problems in touring, not the least of which 

was the strain of living in close company with 
other members of the show for months on end. 
Fortunately, while there were several incidences 
of verbal squabbles and personality conflicts 
between cast mates, there are only a few tales of 
actual physical violence. Aside from conflicts 
between troupe members, the poor morale of 
one or two members often quickly worked to 
lower the mental attitudes of others in the group 
and to this end, a great deal of effort went into 
discouraging grumbling, largely through 
recreational opportunities. Small scale mutinies, 
expressed in rather innocuous ways, were not 
u n c o m m o n and mil i tary officials soon 
discovered that if an entertainer wanted out of 
the show to remuster back into the regular 
service, the best thing to do was to let him or 
her go as soon as a replacement could be found. 
This obviously was a more complicated process 
when overseas. The weather and its effect on 
transportation was also a continuous problem. 
Harsh winter conditions in particular meant 
scheduled show dates were missed and 
equipment damaged. In addition, rains in both 
northern Canada and on the east coast flooded 
roads and threatened military installations. 

Touring in Canada could be tough but the 
hardships at home were nothing compared to 
the challenges that touring overseas presented. 
After r u n n i n g the gaun t l e t of phys ica l 
examinations, inoculations and the like, both 
prior to departure and upon arrival in England, 
and picking up weapons and extra kit from the 
Quartermaster's store, performers conducted 
tours in the UK via often misguided, lost and 
sometimes deadly army vehicle convoys for up 
to two months before the shows were returned 
to base for refitting. This refitting was essential 

before groups headed to the Mediterranean, 
most commonly after the collapse of the Hitler 
Line in May of 1944, or the continent, the first 
group arriving in France 40 days after the D-Day 
invasions. The freedom of movement of female 
personnel was restricted overseas and all groups 
followed very closely the Canadian formations' 
progress against the Germans in Northwest 
Europe, witnessing war violence up close as a 
matter of routine. Illness, drowning, land mines 
and bombings were particular hazards to 
overseas performances. Given tha t most 
entertainers had already been in the military for 
years without an extended leave by the time they 
arrived overseas, disciplinary problems, 
especially drunkenness but also marriage 
without permission and pregnancy, increased 
exponentially. 

In the Audience 

By all reports, military audiences were widely 
appreciative of Army, Navy and Air Force 

shows and were very glad to see them, especially 
overseas. Due to the fact that entertainers took 
the audiences' minds off their troubles, service 
personnel seemed to have valued the shows so 
m u c h they concluded t h a t pu t t i ng on 
performances overseas was a different but 
important contribution to the war effort. Frank 
Shuster recalled: 

They were so overjoyed to see us and hear 
somebody talk about Toronto or Montreal, you 
know. Once you were over there, you were in a 
different world and It was a lousy world. And 
we came over and our stuff was mostly about 
reminding them of Toronto or whatever and 
Canada and we never heard a bad word, they 
loved the shows. We did a lot of good and we felt 
good doing them because the guys would come 
over and say Thanks a lot,' that it made them 
forget the war for a minute...everybody had a 
job to do (and) there was no gripping 'well, you 
guys, put on a uniform.' We were in uniform 
anyway and we had our rifles with us. . .32 

Canadian troops were the first priority audience, 
regardless of what branch of the military they 
were attached to - there was rarely any hesitation 
in one service's show playing for another service. 
It was thought that the service designation was 
of less importance than the fact that the 
e n t e r t a i n m e n t was Canad ian in origin. 
Specifically, Canadian entertainment was 
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French civilians and Canadian servicemen take in a Canadian Army Show in Normandy, Fall 1944. 

August 1945. The feeling that their work was 
finished became even stronger then and as there 
was no talk about entering the Pacific, this 
sentiment went unchecked. By the late spring 
of 1946, all three services had disbanded their 
entertainment groups. 

deemed the most beneficial for the morale of 
Canadian servicemen, homesick and starved for 
positive reminders of home. Canadian military 
personnel in hospitals most vocally agreed with 
this opinion. 

The immediate pre-demobilization period 
saw an increased demand for entertainment in 
all services. In response, the entertainment 
infrastructure started to gear up with new 
recruitment and in the production of new 
material. Canadian Army Show officials, for 
example, rightly predicted that the demand for 
entertainment overseas would peak in late June 
1945 and planned to turn out five shows a month 
during that summer. Consistent with the opinion 
of most other Canadian military personnel, 
entertainers really felt their war had ended in 
the first week of May 1945 with the surrender 
of Germany. Entertainment units had supplied 
much of the music for VE-Day celebrations 
overseas and in Canada and marked the day as 
the end of their formal service in the military, if 
only psychologically. Though the great majority 
were required to stay on up to a year and a half 
longer to ease the stress involved in processing 
the repatriations of Canadian military personnel, 
many performers had given all their available 
energy to the cause in the preceding years. The 
Canadian Army Show war diaries were especially 
vocal concerning the surrender of Japan in 

Not once during the operation of the Second 
World War entertainment units did a Canadian 
official publicly express doubts or second 
thoughts about the usefulness of staged 
recreation, a sure sign that, at the time, the 
shows were perceived to have achieved their 
goals. It is undeniable that they increased civilian 
and military morale, assisted in recruitment, 
likely helped lower exhaustion casualties, and 
provided DND-approved diversions for troops 
in Canada, England, Italy and Northwest 
Europe . 3 3 While the true extent of this 
achievement is not quantifiable in terms of 
statistics on morale (its impact cannot be 
numerically demarcated from other types of 
recreation), historians agree that morale was and 
is a key variable in military discipline and 
voluntary civilian enl is tments . Given the 
relatively low cost of developing an entertainment 
infrastructure within the three services as a 
public re la t ions s trategy, any degree of 
improvement in morale justified its existence. 
In today's context, it seems rather hard to believe 
that the political climate during the Second 
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World War not only allowed the formation of 
entertainment units within the military but 
actually encouraged it. The relationship between 
mil i tary e n t e r t a i n m e n t u n i t s and the 
conscription issue aside, the seriousness of the 
conflict, especially after Hong Kong and Dieppe, 
made entertainment concerns an unlikely 
priority, indeed an important, nationally-
orchestrated response to overall poor morale. 
However, it is and was obvious that the poor state 
of morale among service personnel by 1942 put 
the quality of Canada's contribution to the Allied 
cause and thus its place in the Commonwealth's 
political and economic family in jeopardy. In 
essence, the formation of an armed forces-wide 
entertainment program meant that military 
officials acknowledged the connection between 
low morale, disciplinary problems, battle 
exhaustion, recreation and the quality of 
performance in the field. The existence of 
entertainment units in the Canadian military in 
this period provides evidence that the federal 
government generally - and the Department of 
National Defence specifically - were able to think 
holistically about these issues and, in order to 
affect positive change, went outside their 
traditional realm of influence to support the 
development of Canadian arts and culture during 
wartime. 
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