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In April 1916 Robert Hazelton of Todmordon, Canada caused uproar when he stated
that the vast majority of men rejected for service in Toronto were “degenerate,
defective...diseased, depraved, deformed...[and]...illiterate...immigrant swine” whose
parentage consisted of foreign sailors and “dock prostitutes™.! Although the 62-year-old
was later dragged from his house and beaten by an irate mob for his comments,
Hazelton was expressing a belief held by more than a few Canadians regarding the
character of men rejected for service.” Nor was this belief simply articulated to Canada.
Social commentators in Great Britain and the United States also expressed similar ideas.
Indeed, men rejected for military service became a central foundation for many
eugenicists and social reformers’ demands for changes to government social and health
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policies.

Given their impact on their societies it is of interest few historians have actually
examined rejected volunteers as a group. Great War historians have primarily engaged
with the question of disability by focusing on men maimed, mentally or physically, as a
result of combat and societal reactions to these individuals, rather than those disabled by

the medical examiner declaring them “unfit”.* When historians have examined the
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issue of the “unfit” recruits they have generally done so through the lens of Great War
recruiting practices and the manpower shortages of the latter stages of the war, seldom
stopping to consider these men’s experiences either singly or a group.” Much the same
can be said in relation to historians of disability. When examining the relationship
between warfare and disability, disability researchers have primarily focussed their
attention on the role disabled veterans played in changing public perceptions of
disability and growth of the disability rights movement.® Those researchers who have
investigated army medical examinations during the Great War have done so primarily in
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relation to the eugenics movement.

With the above in mind this paper aims to contribute to an understanding of rejected
men by sketching a general picture of men turn away as unfit to serve by the Canadian
authorities in 1914. Using a database constructed from the enlistment records of over
3000 men rejected for service at Canada’s Valcartier Mobilisation Camp between
August and September 1914 as its foundation, it reveals that far from being the dysgenic
horrors many would later paint them to be; most rejected men were virtually
indistinguishable from their accepted colleagues. Generally speaking, these individuals
were of the same height, age, physical build and social backgrounds as those who
boarded the troopships for England in October 1914. In the majority of cases rejected
men’s disqualifying impairments were either invisible or incomprehensible to the
general public. Indeed, many men were rejected for reasons that were not considered

disabling by civilians.

As well as offering a glimpse at the character of rejected volunteers — including
some individuals’ prewar life experiences — this prosopographic study provides a new
foundation upon which to examine the characteristics of, and the interrelationships
between, civilian, military and medical constructions of combat fitness. It also presents

a point of departure for a consideration of how the military definitions of (in)ability are
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formed and evolve according to circumstance. Many of the men rejected at Valcartier
in 1914, would later serve in either Canada’s or an allied country’s armed forces due to
the changing (lowering) of military medical requirements as the war continued and

combatant countries experienced manpower crises.



