Frontier Kid - Searching for Aubrey Cosens VC

by 

Angus Scully

The announcement on May 22, 1945, that Aubrey Cosens of Latchford had been posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross created a sensation across Northern Ontario.  The story dominated the front page of the North Bay Nugget that day, which later attributed to Aubrey, the spirit of the North, “a spirit that enables men to perform noble deeds spontaneously and without regard for their personal safety. It has been said that, “…the North does something to a man’ - something fine and generous and loyal - and this has been proven time and again.” When the Nugget interviewed Aubrey’s father Charlie Cosens, he said, “I knew he would be a good soldier, but it’s hard for me to realize that he won the Victoria Cross. I still think of him as a kid. He was just eighteen when he left home.”
A kid indeed, by any peacetime standards. But in 1945, Aubrey was a twenty-three-year-old platoon sergeant and had been in constant combat action with the Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada for nearly seven months. In winning the VC on a wet, cold and dark winter morning at Mooshof Germany on February 26, 1945, Aubrey killed twenty of the enemy and captured twenty more, while leading the four survivors of his platoon in an attack on formidable Nazi paratroopers.
  He was considered an old man by the teenagers of his platoon and admired as a natural leader by all who knew him.
 His sergeant major, Bill Ives, said of Aubrey, “He was just more caring about other people than he was of himself.”
 He seems to have been an extraordinary young man. After Mooshof was taken and secured, Aubrey was killed by a sniper while on his way to report to his company commander. A million Canadians served in uniform in the Second World War and over 40 000 were killed. Only sixteen were awarded the VC.

The people of northeastern Ontario are familiar with the name of this hero, even if the details are receding with older generations. Most have travelled over the Sergeant Aubrey Cosens VC Memorial Bridge which carries Highway 11 over the Montreal River at Latchford. Long time residents of the town of Temagami, and cottagers on the lake remember that for twenty years a boat named after him was a central part of the Temagami holiday experience for thousands of Canadians and Americans. The boat was known locally as just “The Aubrey,” and what he had done to win the VC was largely forgotten. I wondered what it was that shaped the kid who became a hero. Was it the spirit of the North? Was there not a family, a school, a crowd of friends that had also shaped this kid from the northern Ontario frontier? Were there clues in his background that might shed light on the origins of his bravery? Would it be possible to find out so many long years after his death? Published facts about his life before the army are few, and in my first few readings of sources I found contradictions about where he was born, where he grew up, how he joined the Army, and even where he died. But as so often happens when doing research in smaller communities, I also found very helpful and informed people. Some of his extended family and neighbours from the Northern Ontario frontier of the 1920s and 1930s are still with us. From them new information about this remarkable hero emerged. 

Searching for Aubrey’s past began with news articles from 1945. Reporters had interviewed Aubrey’s father and foster mother, revealing some of Aubrey’s early life. But it was interviews with people still alive in northeastern Ontario that really opened up the story. Lorne Fleece, a North Bay historian and retired archivist of the Ontario Northland Rail Road was able to direct me to Nancy Richards of North Bay and to Gerry and Betty Dowdall of Temagami. When Gerry was a boy in the 1920's, he helped look after the young Aubrey. Nancy Richards was able to provide a fountain of family information about Aubrey in the 1920's and 1930's.  She also referred me to Cecil Holmes of North Bay who had worked with Aubrey before they volunteered to fight. I also found Ed Garreau of Latchford who played pool with Aubrey in Latchford before the war and Bill Adams of Brampton Ontario who was driving the tank that Aubrey rode on during the Mooshof attack. Don Cosens, a distant relative was able to provide interesting and new material on the Cosens family.  Peter Simundson of the Queen’s Own Rifles Museum in Toronto kindly provided copies of military records related to Aubrey. In searching for Aubrey, the trail was not yet cold.

Most of the brief biographies that accompany the story of Aubrey winning of the VC state he was born in Latchford, Ontario.  Family stories and news accounts from May 1945 say he was probably born in Cayuga, in southern Ontario.




 Certainly, Cayuga and Haldimand County claim him as their own.
 When Charles Cosens joined the Army in 1915 at age 22, he stated that he was born in Haldimand County, son of Edward Cosens. His occupation was farmer.
 When Charlie returned from overseas, he married, but little is known about his wife, Yvonne Jean. Their only son Aubrey was born on May 21, 1921. In 1922, Charlie got a job as a section hand with the Temiskaming and Northern Ontario Railway (T&NO). He moved his young family north to Porquis Junction, an isolated railway stop named for the rail lines to Porcupine and Iroquois Falls
. The family lived next to the tracks in a rail car that was fitted out as a house.
 Today this sounds a bit rough, but easily moveable housing was common for rail crews and families. 

In 1926 tragedy struck - Yvonne had cancer. Charlie worked long hours in shifts, so the neighbours helped. Sid Dowdall worked with Charlie and lived next to the Cosens. His wife Laura helped feed and clothe little Aubrey and for months was practically his mother, with Aubrey often sleeping at the Dowdall's. Young Gerry Dowdall helped look after little Aubrey and today describes him as having been on the go all the time, and a bit of a loner.
 In this remote, tight knit community where people naturally helped each other, the Cosens family did not face their crisis alone. When Yvonne was near death in April 1926, John Richards, Charlie’s section foreman and neighbour, with two of his sons John and Ray, went on a thirty-kilometer journey by horse and sled to fetch the closest doctor, Dr. O’Day, of Connaught
.  Nancy Richards of North Bay told the story of her grandfather and uncles with pride and wonder, but, despite this heroic journey, Yvonne Cosens died. Charlie, known as the strong silent type and a good hard-working man, faced raising a small boy alone in a remote village on Ontario’s mining and lumber frontier.

If community as well as family helps shape character, then Aubrey was shaped by a community that in effect became his extended family. The only connection between small northern communities like Porquis Junction and the rest of Canada was the railway and its telegraph and telephone services. The railway workers themselves formed a string of small settlements, as each section of the rail line was cared for by a section foreman and a work crew.
 Each isolated section was centered on the foreman’s house, and together, the workers and their families faced life on the frontier.
 Road access to northern Ontario towns did not come until the Ferguson Highway, now Highway 11, connected North Bay to the Tri-Towns of Cobalt, Haileybury, and New Liskeard in 1927, and it was not paved until 1937.
 But that road was well south of Porquis Junction and Timmins. In this isolated frontier, Aubrey Cosens eventually lived in Timmins and Latchford as well as Porquis, and in series of railway camps. All contributed to his character; all helped educate him and provide the northern spirit.

In Porquis Junction, Dorothy Smith was another neighbour and wife of a railway man. She had no children but took in Aubrey and became his foster mother. Under her care Aubrey attended grade one in Porquis and when she and her husband moved to Timmins, Aubrey went with them, attending Mattagami Public School.
 In Porquis, the Richards and Dowdall boys were Aubrey’s playmates. The Smiths, the Richards, and the Dowdalls were friends and indeed functioned as an extended family.
 Today Nancy Richards fondly describes Dorothy Smith as a combination of a less exaggerated Mrs. Naugatuck from the TV series Maude, and of a milder version of the late Jack Webster, west coast broadcaster.
 In an interview in 1979, Mrs. Smith revealed something of the young Aubrey who once was attacked by five older boys. He knocked three of them down, she said, and frightened the others away. She also said his ambition as a boy was to be a doctor.
 Under the Smith’s care, Aubrey played hockey with the Timmins Police Amateur Athletics Association and for the Frood Mines team.
 Aubrey loved all sports and, as with so many Canadians, the discipline and teamwork of hockey shaped him as a young man. Charlie visited the Smiths and Aubrey in Timmins, but Mrs. Smith was Aubrey’s mother - she raised him.
If Aubrey was shaped by his extended family, community, and teammates, he was also shaped by work. As so many did during the Depression, he left school at age 16, and because Charlie, Bill Smith and John Richards all worked for the railway, was able to get seasonal work in a maintenance gang. Employment records from the T&NO show that Aubrey started working at Moose River Crossing as an extra section hand in 1937 at the age of 16, earning 34.2 cents per hour.
 He worked regularly in 1938 at Moose River Crossing and South Porcupine for 38 cents an hour. After a winter layoff Aubrey was at work through the summer and fall of 1939, getting an increase to 41 cents an hour. He was laid off in December 1939, his last job being snow clearing for 49 cents an hour. The work was always as a seasonal labourer, and family stories say that in winter, he and friends would make extra money cutting and selling firewood.
 When not working with a section gang, Aubrey lived with the Smiths or with his father who had been transferred by the T&NO to Latchford. Ed Garreau remembers Aubrey in Latchford as a skinny, fair haired kid who, like most youngsters of the time, was too busy working to take advantage of camping and fishing in the nearby Temagami wilderness.
 Cecil Holmes of North Bay worked with Aubrey on the maintenance gang in 1940 and describes the young Aubrey as big, husky, easygoing and carefree.
 Whichever of the two memories actually fits the young Aubrey, in reality, his experience was the backbreaking work of railway maintenance, carried on in heat, rain, and cold, surrounded by clouds of bugs in spring and summer. The maintenance gangs lived in railway car bunkhouses or tents, far from the luxuries of home or big towns. The hard work in the wilderness and the companionship of fellow railway workers further shaped the character of Aubrey.

The picture that emerges of Aubrey is an athletic, hardworking kid, raised by good people in isolated communities in a beautiful but harsh environment. He was surrounded by people who helped each other, in several northern Ontario lumbering and mining towns. His upbringing was not the “usual” family of two parents and children, but he was, in fact, part of a large loving family. And when war came, he did just what tens of thousands of other Canadian kids did. He volunteered. 

The catalyst for joining up seems to have been news of the British defeat and retreat from the beaches of Dunkirk in June 1940. Cecil Holmes remembers that he and Aubrey had been working on the Rouyn branch of the T&NO and heard about Dunkirk when they went to Kirkland Lake for a payday dinner and bought a newspaper. Cecil says Aubrey later came into the car where they were sleeping and said they were needed in Europe. He had just turned 19. The boys didn’t go to work the next day but took the train down to North Bay, then Sudbury, to try to get into the RCAF. Cecil was accepted but says Aubrey was turned away as he had forgotten his school papers.
 Aubrey returned home and told Mrs. Smith of his attempt to join up. In a later interview with the Sault Star, Dorothy Smith described her reaction. She said to him, “You’re just 18 (sic).You don’t really have to go now.” He replied, “No. But I don’t want to be conscripted.”
 Railway employment records show that he worked that summer and fall in Porcupine and Porquis Junction.
 Then on November 12, 1940, perhaps because he had been laid off by the Railway on October 22, Aubrey went south again, this time to Toronto, where he enlisted in the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders of Canada.
 Aubrey’s life on the frontier had come to an end.

The Argylls then became his new family, and the Army transformed the kid from Northern Ontario into a highly trained and respected NCO. We can only imagine the delight and amazement of Aubrey when the Argylls were sent to Jamaica in 1941 and remained there on garrison duty through 1943.
 There is one interesting entry in Aubrey’s military record that shows he had typical amounts of Canadian independence and initiative. On January 4, 1943, in Jamaica he was sentenced to five days confined to barracks for being absent without leave from 2254 hours December 31 to 0600 hours on January 1.
 Good for the kid.

The Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders returned to Canada in 1943.   We know that Aubrey went to the United Kingdom with the Argylls in 1943, was promoted to Corporal, was sent to the Army School of Physical Training, transferred  to the Third Canadian Infantry Reinforcement Unit, and from there to the Queen’s Own Rifles of Canada in Normandy in late July, 1944.
  From then on he was in the forefront of ferocious combat through the Battle of Falaise, the battles to liberate Boulogne and Calais, the clearing of the Breskens pocket, and the winter line on the Maas River. He wrote to Mrs. Smith and to Jewel Parmenter of Montreal, a girl he had known since Porquis Junction. Mrs. Smith said that he was not a regular writer. When he was promoted to sergeant in November, he wrote to Jewel Parmenter, “So it’s sergeant now and what a lot of work there is to do and do I ever have a lot of dirt flung at me from all angles. But I’ll beat it if it kills me. If I get grey hairs, you can guess the reason. The word responsibility is a big one in the army. I have learned that.”
 In February 1945, in his last letter to Jewel, he said, “I am acting sergeant major now which is more or less a lot of responsibility, but I can do it.”
 The kid had become a man. He was admired for his strength and energetic activity. He was considered a natural leader by all who knew him, and he was ready and waiting for the German paratroopers at Mooshof. In the days just before the attack he organized a sports meet and then proceeded to win the races himself.

When Aubrey was killed, the Army officially notified Charlie, Aubrey’s only listed next of kin. When Lt. Colonel Steve Lett, commanding officer of the Queen’s Own found out that Dorothy Smith was his foster mother he wrote her a long letter in April 1945.  “As his mother you can be very proud of him,” he said. “It was a magnificent effort and a great credit to himself, the regiment and to you.”
 In 1979 Mrs. Smith had moved to Sault Ste. Marie, where members of the Royal Canadian Legion found out about her role in Aubrey’s life and arranged for her to be given the Memorial Cross, awarded to mothers of soldiers killed during the war.

My search for Aubrey is not finished, but what I have found so far shows that the kid from the mining and lumber frontier of Northern Ontario represents all that was and is best in ordinary young Canadians. He was the product of a loving family, a close knit and helping community, of one room schools, and hockey teams, and railway maintenance gangs. He was the product of army training and character building, and his leadership and bravery at Mooshof were testimony to them.
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