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Fighting for the Chaplains:
Bishop Charles Leo Nelligan and the Creation
of the Canadian Chaplain Service
(Roman Catholic), 1939-1945'

Yves Yvon J. PELLETIER

Since his appointment as Canada’s principal chaplain (Roman Catholic) in
1939, Bishop Charles Leo Nelligan worked tirelessly to ensure that all Catholics
serving in Canada’s armed forces overseas and on the home front continued to
have access to the sacraments. By the fourth year of his mandate, ongoing
struggles to get his fellow bishops and provincials to nominate willing clerics for
military duties, along with the extensive hours and demanding workload, had
taken their physical and mental toll on Nelligan. In a letter to his childhood
friend, Archbishop James McGuigan, Nelligan wrote in mid-1943: “I find now
that the need [for chaplains] is so acute that we are almost approaching a state of
desperation.” This letter underscores one of the difficulties facing the Canadian
Chaplain Service (Roman Catholic) and its principal chaplain during the Second
World War.

As bishop for all Catholics serving in Canada’s military — an appointment
officially made by the Holy See but requiring recognition from the minister of
national defence — Nelligan was the representative of the Canadian Catholic
Church to the federal government. As Military Ordinary (or ‘Episcopus
Castrensis’), Nelligan was charged with coordinating wartime religious efforts,
approving the nomination of clerics to military positions, and ensuring chaplains
had access to soldiers and officers and were equipped with the tools they needed
to do their jobs properly. While Nelligan may have been the best choice to
become principal chaplain, his effectiveness was hampered by both bishopric
and military decisions. This article is a preliminary inquiry into the story of
Bishop Charles Leo Nelligan and his role as principal chaplain (Roman

! The author wishes to thank Assumption University for granting access to Bishop
Nelligan’s private papers, and Mélanie Brunet, James Trepanier, Boris Stipernitz and the
three anonymous CCHA Historical Studies reviewers for their comments.

2 Assumption University Archives (hereafter AUA), Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File
143, Bishop Nelligan to Archbishop McGuigan, 3 June 1943.
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Catholic) within the Army, one that required him to balance the personnel

contribution of the Catholic Church with the realities of military life in times of
3

war.

On 7 September 1939, Bishop Nelligan received an invitation from
Archbishop Forbes of Ottawa to attend a meeting of Ontario bishops in
Kitchener four days later, organized by Archbishops O’Brien, of Kingston, and
McGuigan, of Toronto, to discuss religious efforts following Canada’s
declaration of war.* Because of the short notice and the significant distance from
his Diocese (Pembroke), Nelligan was not able to attend.” Shortly after the
meeting, Forbes sent a telegram to Nelligan advising him that the apostolic
nuncio to Canada, Archbishop Ildebrando Antoniutti, supported by Ontario
bishops, had nominated him as principal chaplain. Forbes suggested that
Nelligan contact the minister of national defence, lan Alistair McKenzie, and the
minister of justice, Ernest Lapointe, to organize a meeting to discuss the
recognition of Nelligan’s nomination and to begin the planning process.

Although Nelligan writes about the “quite uncoveted (sic) appointment as
Ordinary of the Canada Army,” it is rather unlikely McGuigan would have
nominated or supported Nelligan’s appointment in his absence without having
discussed the matter beforehand.”” Archbishop McGuigan — undoubtedly the
leading voice among English-Canadian bishops — may have believed it
strategically beneficial to have his boyhood friend and lifelong confidant
became military ordinariate. Plus, McGuigan probably recognized that few
bishops would have wanted this office for themselves in addition to their regular
responsibilities. McGuigan had long acknowledged Nelligan’s “powers of
resistance in bearing up under double burden,” and assumed that adding the
responsibilities of the Ottawa-based chaplain service to his role as Bishop of
Pembroke would be no different.®

* Thomas Hamilton starts his doctoral thesis by describing Nelligan as an “clusive
figure.” See T. Hamilton, Padres Under Fire: A Study of the Canadian Chaplain Service
(Protestant and Roman Catholic) in the Second World War, PhD thesis, University of
Toronto, 2003, 12. In Canadian religious and military historiography, references to
Nelligan are limited.

* Hamilton indicates that the call from McGuigan to all Ontario bishops resulted
from letters McGuigan had received from some of his parishioners enquiring as to how
the Canadian episcopate would respond to the religious needs of soldiers. See Hamilton,
Padres Under Fire, 63.

5 Nelligan was installed as bishop of Pembroke on 10 November 1937. It is not
entirely clear whether Nelligan participated in the 11 September 1939 meeting, as there is
a written report listing him as having attended, but his diary reports he was in Pembroke
on 10 September. Due to the distance between Kitchener and Pembroke, this author
concludes that Nelligan was not present at this meeting.

® AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 11 September
1939.

7 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 6, File 47, Nelligan to Mr. Ambrose O’Brien, 6
October 1939. Mr. O’Brien was a key financial contributor to the Diocese.

8 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 5, File 12, McGuigan to Nelligan, 25 February 1936.
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As for Nelligan, he seems to have accepted the nomination for King and
country. In a letter to the Radio League of St. Michael, Nelligan writes: “I gladly
accept any burden that the office may impose, as in the words of a song that was
much ir; vogue when I was a boy, ‘England expects that every man his duty will
obey.””

In addition to the close friendship between McGuigan and Nelligan, and the
apostolic nuncio’s endorsement, Nelligan had a long list of experiences that
seemed to amply prepare him for this position. Besides his ecclesiastical
responsibilities in Quebec and Ontario — the Diocese of Pembroke spans both
sides of the Ottawa River — Nelligan seems to have been the only current
Canadian Catholic bishop who had enlisted during the First World War, having
been conscripted for duties on the home front during his two-year teaching
contract in Saskatchewan.'® As the eighth youngest Catholic bishop in Canada —
he was 45 years old in 1939 — Nelligan would likely be able to endure the
physical demands of the job better than older bishops.'" Furthermore, his
residence in Pembroke offered him comparatively easy access to the National
Defence Headquarters in Ottawa. A bishop for only two years, Nelligan had
been the administrator of the Archdiocese of Edmonton for almost a decade
throughout the prolonged illness of New Brunswick-native Archbishop Henry
O’Leary, during which he gained significant managerial and leadership
experience.'” Fully bilingual after completing his undergraduate and graduate
degrees at the Grand Séminaire de Québec, he had a large network of friends
and contacts in the five provinces where he worked as a teacher and as a cleric:
Alberta, Saskatchewan, Ontario, Quebec and Prince Edward Island, his native
province. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s, Nelligan gained valuable lobbying
experience on questions relating to social reforms and

% AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 6, File 46, Nelligan to Rev. Charles Lamphier, 23
October 1939.

!0 Library and Archives Canada (hereafter LAC), Record Group (hereafter RG) 150,
Accession 1992-93/166, Vol. 7261-6. Also available online at
http://data2.archives.ca/cef/gpc012/547008a.gif, accessed on 1 June 2005. Nelligan
moved to Ponteix, Saskatchewan in January 1917 to teach grade school, only to be
conscripted to the Depot of the Saskatchewan Regiment on 10 July 1918. There is also
indication that he was a musketeer instructor while living in Prince Edward Island.
Nelligan is the only member of the Canadian episcopate at the time to have a First World
War military file. Accessed file online on 15 June, 2005,
http://www.collectionscanada.ca/archivianet/020106 e.html,

"' Bernard Daly, Remembering for Tomorrow: a History of the Canadian
Conference of Catholic Bishops, 1943-1993 (Ottawa: Canadian Conference of Catholic
Bishops, 1995), 206-207. Date of birth and date of appointment to the Canadian
episcopate taken from the www.catholic-hierarchy.org website, accessed on 15 June
2005.

12 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 5, File 11, Nelligan to Most Rev. Andrea Cassulo,
D.D., Apostolic Delegate to Canada and Newfoundland, 6 April 1936, which provides an
update on the prolonged illness of Archbishop O’Leary. In October 1930, Nelligan had
become a domestic prelate.
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political appointments at the provincial and federal levels."* Thus his network of
contacts across the country, his lobbying experience, his bilingualism, his
relative youth and his leadership skills were all strong assets Nelligan brought to
the office of military ordinary, a position that would ultimately challenge his
physical and mental stamina.

Despite Nelligan’s impressive professional career, his nomination was not
as “agreeable” to French-Canadian bishops as Ontario bishops had thought."* In
fact, the nomination of McGuigan’s close friend to this office may have
strengthened the perceived long-standing friction between Cardinal Villeneuve
of Quebec City and the cardinal-to-be, Archbishop McGuigan."” In addition,
Villeneuve knew that McGuigan’s strong endorsement of Nelligan would
probably be supported by the growing number of Maritime-born bishops in
English Canada, including Archbishops Duke of Vancouver and Sinnott of
Winnipeg.'® Additionally, Cardinal Villeneuve would have also recognized the
difficulty of publicly opposing Nelligan’s appointment. Thus Villeneuve
obtained a concession from the apostolic nuncio: that a Francophone vicar-
general be appointed to assist Nelligan in matters dealing with French-Canadian
military personnel and chaplains.'” Villeneuve also provided the apostolic
nuncio with a list of Francophone vicar-general candidates he would find
acceptable. The decision was also made to appoint an Anglophone vicar-general,
although there was no military provision at the time for two

13 There is a significant amount of correspondence between Nelligan and a variety of
elected officials in Quebec City, Edmonton, Toronto and Ottawa. For example, AUA,
Nelligan Fonds, Box 5, File 23, Nelligan to Premier Maurice Duplessis, 17 October 1938,
regarding the sale of alcohol on Sunday, even during mass. In Alberta and Ontario,
Nelligan lobbied for changes in school financing. In Ottawa, he lobbied for the
appointment of Catholics to the positions of Senator and Lieutenant-Governor.

'* AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 11 September
1939: “the apostolic delegate wished me to become principal chaplain —

French bishops would no doubt be agreeable.” The Holy See confirmed Nelligan’s
appointment on 22 September 1939. See Nelligan’s diary entry for 22 September 1939.
The official papal decree, no. 264/40, was received in January 1940.

'3 Peter T. McGuigan, “Cardinal James McGuigan: Tormented Prince of the
Church,” MA thesis, St. Mary’s University (Halifax, Nova Scotia), August 1995, 257, fn.
26.

' Mark McGowan develops the idea of the influence of Maritime-born clerics in
Western Canadian sees in “The Maritime Region and the Building of a Canadian Church:
The Case of the Diocese of Antigonish after Confederation,” CCHA Historical Studies,
Vol. 70, 2004, 48-70.

'7 Department of National Defence (hereafter DND), Directorate of History and
Heritage (hereafter DHH), File 76/109, Cardinal Villeneuve to the apostolic nuncio,
Archbishop Ildebrando Antoniutti, 27 September 1939. Despite this initial tension, the
Nelligan Fonds does contain many letters between Villeneuve and Nelligan relating to
religious and military matters, indicating that they were able to work together. See also
AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 22 September 1939.
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Assistant Principal Chaplains (Roman Catholic). While the responsibilities of
both vicars-general were not structured along linguistic lines, in the end this
compromise allowed the Canadian Chaplain Service (Roman Catholic) to move
on.

At the time of his selection as bishop of Canada’s military personnel,
Nelligan was also aware of some of the challenges the Canadian Chaplain
Service had faced during the First World War. In a 6 October 1939 letter,
Nelligan wrote: “I realize that (becoming Military Ordinary) will mean a great
deal of work and perhaps of worry, but it gives us the opportunity of organizing
the Catholic Chaplaincy Service from the very beginning of the war and not
towards the end as in the last war. Unfortunately all the chaplains in the Great
War were not like Monsignor French and Father Murray.” '* By his statement,
Nelligan was aware of the negative impact that the organization of a single,
multi-denominational chaplain service late in the war had had on the military
personnel. In fact, without a proper Chaplain Service at the start of the First
World War, the appointment of chaplains was slow, leaving many regiments
without spiritual ministration." In addition, the appointment of senior chaplains
had rested on political or family contacts, rather than performance, once again
reducing the Service’s effectiveness.”’ Finally, the Department of Militia’s
reluctance to separate Canada’s two largest denominations ensured continuous
conflicts between Catholics and Protestants, French-Canadians and English-
Canacgans, resulting in the Canadian Chaplain Service being disbanded in
1921.

In light of the First World War chaplain experience, the Ontario bishops,
affirming “their very earnest desire to provide adequate chaplain service for the
spiritual and moral welfare of the Catholic men already volunteering for service
at home or overseas,” requested of the prime minister the creation of a separate
but equal chaplain service. Moreover, they asked that the federal government
accept only priests who had been approved by the bishop of the diocese in which
they exercised their sacred ministry.” Thus, the biggest challenges faced during
the First World War were being addressed straight out. As the Canadian
Catholic Church’s representative, Nelligan set out to lobby for a separate
Catholic chaplain service. In order to succeed, Nelligan needed immediate
access to ministers like Norman Rogers, the new minister of national defence
and Charles Gaven (Chubby) Power, postmaster general and a strong Roman

13 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 6, File 47, Nelligan to Mr. Ambrose O’Brien, 6
October 1939.

' Duff Crerar, Padres in No Man’s Land: Canadian Chaplains during the Great
War (Montreal & Kingston, McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1995), 221.

20 Albert Fowler, Peacetime Padres: Canadian Protestant Military Chaplains, 1945-
1995 (St. Catharines, ON: Vanwell Publishing Ltd, 1996), 14.

*' LAC, Order-in-Council, PC no. 1921-2002.

22 DND, DHH, File 76/109, Bishop Ryan of Hamilton to Prime Minister Mackenzie
King, 16 September 1939.
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Catholic voice in cabinet with a life-long interest in defence issues.®
Strategically, Nelligan began by calling an old friend from his Alberta days, the
member of Parliament for Edmonton-West, James Angus MacKinnon, who was
a member of the cabinet since his January 1939 appointment as minister without
portfolio. Their friendship dated back to the early 1930s when Nelligan lobbied
the prime minister for a Senate appointment for MacKinnon. For his part,
MacKinnon urged minister of justice Ernest Lapointe, on behalf of Nelligan, to
overlook an “unlicensed” lottery to raise funds for St. Joseph’s Basilica in
Edmonton.**

Two days after sending a telegraph to MacKinnon, Nelligan and his friend
sat down with Chubby Power to discuss the chaplain service. At the end of the
meeting, Power indicated that he would speak to Rogers about the creation of a
distinct Catholic chaplain service. At the same time, to help ensure the desired
response, Nelligan wrote to Lieutenant-Colonel Henri DesRosiers, acting deputy
minister of militia (later Army) since early September 1939, to solicit the
support of this Roman Catholic originally from Quebec City.”® A second
meeting took place on 28 September attended by Rogers, one of his senior
military advisors, General Walker, Nelligan and Power. Initially, Rogers
demonstrated a preference for the organizational structure used during the Great
War. However, Nelligan made it clear that this would not do, as “the Cardinal,
Archbishops and bishops (sic) want the Catholic Service separate.”® For his
part, General Walker “felt that it could be done and asked for three or four days
to work out the details.””” Walker also provided assurances that no chaplain
would be appointed before the organizational structure of the chaplain service
was decided. On 3 October, General Walker reported that separate but equal
chaplain structures, each headed by a senior chaplain, would be workable for the
military, and the minister accepted the request.”®

Upon receiving this information, Nelligan wrote to Archbishop Antoniutti
to share the news: the Canadian episcopate had succeeded in modifying the
organizational structure of the chaplain service for the benefit of all Catholic
soldiers and officers. Rogers confirmed the appointment of Anglican Bishop
George Anderson Wells (of the diocese of Cariboo, British Colombia,) as
principal chaplain (Protestant) as well as that of Nelligan during a meeting with
journalists on 11 October 1939. In his statement, the minister informed
Canadians that the chaplain services would be “controlled by the adjutant-

2 LAC, William Lyon Mackenzie King papers, MG 26J, Series 13, Diary entry for
10 June 1940. Available online at http://king.collectionscanada.ca, accessed on 20 June
2005.

2 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 5, File 14, J.A. MacKinnon, MP to Nelligan, 1 March
1937; MacKinnon to Nelligan, 16 March 1937.

25 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 22 September
1939.

> bid.

27 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Nelligan to McGuigan, 30 September 1939.

2 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 3 October
1939.
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general” and would be functioning by the end of the month. More importantly,
Rogers declared that the “importance of the [chaplains’] work among the troops
is fully recognized,” and that only chaplains appointed by the various religious
denominations would be able to serve in the chaplain service.” For Ontario
bishops, Rogers’ announcement represented his public acceptance of their
recommendations. Bishops Nelligan and Wells thus headed to Ottawa to assume
their official duties as principal chaplains, with the honourary military rank of
Lieutenant-Colonel.”’

Like all other senior officers, Nelligan was facing the enormous challenge
of preparing for times of war without knowing two key facts: the overall number
of soldiers to be mobilized and the duration of the conflict. In addition, the
disbandment of the chaplain service after the First World War greatly
diminished the institutional memory of key policies and practices.”’ Not
surprisingly, Nelligan turned to First World War chaplains, especially those who
distinguished themselves through their valour and zeal and who were both able
and willing to serve, to take on key roles in the chaplain service as vicars-
general in Ottawa and senior chaplains in the eleven military districts. Writing to
one of these chaplains, Nelligan stressed the crucial role they would play in
establishing the Catholic chaplain service: “I am afraid that a rather sad mistake
has been made in appointing me as ‘Episcopus Castrensis’ but I feel sure at the
same time with the aid of military chaplains like yourself we will be able to
organize an efficient chaplain service.”* For his Francophone vicar-general
nominee, Nelligan turned to those recommended to the apostolic nuncio by
Cardinal Villeneuve.”” After conferring with Quebec bishops, especially
Archbishop Gauthier of Montreal, Nelligan settled on Father Jules Georges Coté
of Quebec City.** For his English-speaking vicar-general, Nelligan reviewed the
candidates suggested by Archbishop McGuigan following a discussion at the
Ontario bishops’ conference on 10 October 1939.%° Before officially heading to

* Toronto Star, 12 October 1939, 8.

3% While not opposed to separate but equal chaplain service, it does not seem that the
Protestant Churches assisted directly with this lobbying. See T. Hamilton, Padres Under
Fire, 38-79; and George Anderson Wells, The Fighting Bishop (Toronto: Cardwell
House, 1971), 393-406.

' LAC, Order-in-Council, PC no. 1921-2002.

32 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 6, File 67, Nelligan to Father John Knox, Toronto, 30
September 1939.

3 See AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 6, File 46, McGuigan to Nelligan, 28 September
1939, where he indicated that he was following up on a request from the apostolic
delegate. See DND, DHH, File 76/109, Villeneuve to apostolic delegate, 27 September
1939.

3% Coté was a First World War chaplain, having enlisted in August 1918. See LAC,
RG 150, Box 2031, File 43, First World War military file for Jules Georges Coté,
http://data2.archives.ca/cef/gat1/063702a.gif, accessed on 15 June 2005.

33 AUA, Nelligan Fond, Box 6, File 46, Nelligan to McGuigan, 30 September 1939.
Among these experienced chaplains to head military districts, Nelligan appointed Father
John Robert O’Gorman of Timmins; Father Ronald Cameron MacGillivray of Sydney
(born in 1885); Father Charles Edmond Chartier of Sherbrooke; and Father John Knox of
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Ottawa, Nelligan publicly announced his final choice — Father Thomas J.
McCarthy of Sarnia — on 24 October.*

Following their appointments as principal chaplains, Nelligan felt that he
was always one step behind Wells, who brought his First World War experience
as a chaplain with the Canadian Expeditionary Forces to this new position.’’
Nelligan had to rely on other chaplains, like Father John Robert O’Gorman of
Timmins, to navigate the bourgeoning bureaucracy of the National Defence
Headquarters: “I find [Father O’Gorman’s] experience most useful, especially in
connection with different points in military routine which sometimes seems
unnecessarily complicated.”® While Wells was leading the actual organization
of the separate chaplain services and the creation of training camps for clerics,
Nelligan was still busy recruiting chaplains. This task was made more
complicated since Nelligan had to correspond with each of the 44 Canadian sees
and the provincials of each religious order. Wells’ task of recruiting Protestant
clerics was greatly simplified through chaplain committees of the four Protestant
denominations. In response to Nelligan’s first letter, Bishop Joseph Ryan of
Hamilton offered advice about accepting those who seemed a bit too anxious to
serve, fearing they were “having trouble in their Diocese.” Ryan feared that
accepting such candidates without fully investigating their motivation for
wanting to sign up could have a negative impact on the military chaplain
service.”” The Redemptorist provincial, the Very Reverend James Fuller, C.Ss.R.
offered to “[help] out in the supplying of Chaplains for the military units in
Ontario.”* Bishop Frangois-Xavier Ross, from the Diocese of Gaspé, told
Nelligan that he could not identify clerics willing to serve overseas because the
diocese lacked the sufficient number of priests for its own proper operations.”'
This mixed reaction to Nelligan’s initial call was a foretaste of the challenges he
would continue to face as the need for chaplains grew larger and larger.

In considering eligible priests for the chaplain service, both principal

Toronto (born in 1879). DND, DHH, File 113.7 (D1), Chaplain Services: Notes and
documents on Canadian Chaplain Services, 1939-1943, Confidential Report of the first
year of the war, no date.

3 The Toronto Star, 25 October 1939, 4. When McCarthy was sent overseas to
accompany the First Canadian Infantry Division, he was replaced by Rev. R.C.
MacGillivray from Sydney, NS.

37 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 24 October
1939. Nelligan wrote that Wells arrived to their first meeting accompanied by an orderly,
and had access to a stenographer when needed. Nelligan had not yet secured either.

3% AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 5, File 85, Nelligan to Father O’Neil, 24 March 1940.

3 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 22 September
1939.

40 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 6, File 47, Nelligan to Fuller, 2 October 1939.

4L AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 6, File 50, Bishop Frangois-Xavier Ross to Nelligan,
24 October 1939.
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chaplains agreed that age and religious experience were important factors. Thus,
Nelligan and Wells initially targeted priests between 30 and 50 years of age with
at least three years of ministerial experience following their ordination.* Wells
and Nelligan accepted the nomination of all First World War veterans under the
age of 65.% After his first visit overseas in 1941, Nelligan became convinced
that chaplains older than 60 years should be sent back to Canada because of the
physically demanding work and tiring schedules. He reported this conclusion to
the adjutant-general.* In making this recommendation, Nelligan could only
hope that a bishop welcoming back a chaplain to his diocese would immediately
recommend a younger priest to take his place within the chaplain service. As it
turned out, this was not always the case. To his dismay, the adjutant-general’s
final wording forced into retirement all officers over 60 years of age, and “in
spite of our vigorous protests, it seems that no exception will be made in the
case of Chaplains,” even for service in Canada.*

The increasing number of soldiers and the need to replace military chaplains
older than 60 years of age led Nelligan to continue pressuring bishops and
provincials to second more interested clerics. Many bishops hesitated in letting
more of their priests sign up for military service, fearing that they would not be
able to serve the needs of their own diocese. From Nelligan’s former diocese of
Edmonton, Bishop John McDonald wrote in August 1941: “I feel sure you do
not expect any more from here in the near future. About twenty asked me for
permission to enlist since the war started, and my answer in every case, apart
from the first five, was they were free to enlist provided they had some one to
take their place here. [...] But as soon as anyone can be spared I shall let them
20.”** To make matters worse, McDonald advised him in January 1942 that he
would be asking for the demobilization of Monsignor William Carleton, whose
services were needed in the diocese.*” From the Archdiocese of Winnipeg

“2 DND, Archives of the Chaplain School at Canadian Forces Base Borden, RG II,
Box 6, File 43, published booklet “Instructions for the Canadian Chaplain Service,
Canadian Active Service Force,” (Ottawa, J. O. Patenaude, 1939), 5. By 1944, chaplains
under 40 were being sought. See LAC, RG 24, Vol. 12,459, File “Organization and
Administration-Chaplain Service, Brief Report from principal chaplain overseas,” 19
May 1944.

4 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, personal diary of Bishop Nelligan, entry for 31 October
1939.

4 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 143, “Report of the Principal Chaplain’s (RC)
Overseas Visit, October 17, 1940 — January 17, 1941 to the Adjutant-General.”

S AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 160, Nelligan to all bishops, no date. The
content of this letter suggests that it was probably sent out in August-September 1942.

46 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 7, File 115, Archbishop John Hugh McDonald to
Nelligan, 11 August 1941.

T AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 138, McDonald to Nelligan, 9 January 1942.
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in April 1942, Archbishop Arthur Sinnott understood Nelligan’s dilemma. “My
answer is that we must look after the spiritual welfare of our men in the armed
forces, no matter what the sacrifice. I am going to give you another priest,”
wrote Sinnott.*® In light of so few favourable responses, Nelligan politely
pressured Sinnott for more: “You have already shown yourself most generous,
but as explained in my circular letter we are in constant need of chaplains to
keep pace with the continued expansion in the three branches of the Service.”*

With Canada’s military increasing in size following the National Resources
Mobilization Act of 1941, and its 1942 amendment that allowed conscription for
service overseas, it was getting rather impossible for the Canadian Chaplain
Service (Roman Catholic) to meet its military target of one chaplain for every
500 Catholic soldiers, a more challenging target than the Protestants’ one
chaplain per 1,000 soldiers. In addition, the religious needs of navy and air force
personnel were receiving more attention. In February 1943, Nelligan and Wells
were also given official responsibility for the chaplain service needs of navy and
air force personnel. With the increased level of responsibility came promotions
to the rank of Honourary Brigadier as well as the titles of Chaplain of the Fleet
and Director of Chaplain Services.”

With the limited number of Catholic military chaplains and the growing size
of the armed forces, Nelligan had no choice but to issue another desperate
request for his colleagues’ support. In contrast with earlier, more suggestive
recruitment letters, by the fall of 1942 and throughout 1943, Nelligan’s language
became unusually direct, placing the success of the Canadian Chaplain Service
(Roman Catholic) squarely in the hands of all bishops and provincials. For
example, in September 1942, Nelligan wrote candidly:

we have now reached such a critical stage, that unless every Diocese and
every Religious Community (or Province) can release one more priest for
appointment to the Chaplain Service, it will be quite impossible for me to
continue the administration of the Chaplain Service in any effective way. [
am simply your representative, and I can do my work just to the degree that
you furnish me with the necessary number of Chaplains.’'

While it may have seemed to some that Nelligan was evoking a crisis every
few months, the latest reports included with the letter showed the severity of the
situation, both overseas and in Canada. Nelligan concluded this letter to all
bishops and provincials by saying: “You can readily see, therefore, how
absolutely necessary it is for us to procure at least fifty new

B AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 145, Archbishop Arthur Alfred Sinnott to
Nelligan, 4 April 1942.

% AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 145, Nelligan to Sinnott, 11 April 1942.

50 LAC, RG 150, Box 7261, File 6, Military personnel file of H/Brigadier Charles
Leo Nelligan, HQ File 203-N-12, 40-00747 M. On 8 August 1940, Nelligan had been
promoted to the rank of H/Colonel (RO 685, September 21, 1940).

SLAUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 140, Nelligan to all bishops, no date.
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Chaplains in the immediate future, if we do wish our Service personnel to
receive adequate spiritual ministration.” Further insisting on the urgency of the
problem, he “[confided] this matter to [their] sympathetic consideration in the
hope that a remedy will be found for the present alarming situation.””* However,
it is not clear if bishops and provincials were ignoring Nelligan’s pleas because
of their own administrative needs or for ideological reasons.

By 1943, news from Canada’s dioceses was far from encouraging for
Nelligan and the Canadian Chaplain Service (Roman Catholic). Reports about
the lack of chaplains, both Catholic and Protestant, even began to appear in
Canadian newspapers, indicating that each Catholic chaplain was responsible for
1,000 men, or double the intended rate.”® These reports notwithstanding, most
Roman Catholic bishops and provincials felt they could not contribute more
priests to the war effort. For example, Archbishop Richard O’Brien of Kingston
indicated, “This diocese has done its part fairly well. [...] We are just now pretty
well handicapped for men.”>* Archbishop William Duke of Vancouver a few
months later stated that his diocese “would be glad indeed to help you if it were
possible.””® Toronto’s Archbishop, on the other hand, sent a personal letter to
those twenty-six priests in his archdiocese who had been ordained between 1924
and 1934 and asked for volunteers. Of these, twenty declined, four responded
favourably and two indicated they would enlist if instructed by the Archbishop
to do 50.7® As another strategy to ease the need for chaplains on the home front,
Nelligan offered to bishops and provincials access to a wartime faculty, granted
by the Holy See in December 1941, that allowed military chaplains the privilege
of saying a third Mass on Sunday, as long as the third mass was said for military
personnel on the home front.”” By vesting this faculty to “civilian” priests who
could play a greater role on the home front, Nelligan had hoped to send more of
his chaplains, currently based in Canada, to positions overseas. However, it is
impossible to determine if extending this wartime faculty to “civilian” priests
alleviated some of the pressures for more chaplains in Canada.

As a result of such disappointing recruitment efforts, Nelligan could

> Ibid.

33 Globe and Mail, 21 June 1943, 7, “Forces lack chaplains: Movement overseas
leaves Canada short.”

4 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 145, Archbishop Richard O’Brien to Nelligan,
19 February 1943.

3 AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 159, Archbishop William Duke to Nelligan, 17 July
1943.

%6 Hamilton, Padre Under Fire, 167.

57 This faculty was requested from the Holy See by Nelligan through the Apostolic
Nuncio in September 1941. See LAC, RG 24, Vol. 15,629, war diary of Lt.-Col. M. C.
O’Neill, 27 September 1941. News from the Holy See was received in December. See
LAC, RG 24, Vol. 15,628, war diary of Principal Chaplain (RC), December 1941. An
example of Nelligan offering use of this faculty to “civilian” priests, see AUA, Nelligan
Fonds, Box 8, File 159, Nelligan to Bishop Francis Carroll of Calgary, 23 January 1943.
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only force the hand of one bishop to give up more priests: himself. In a March
1943 letter to his diocesan administrator, Rev. W. P. Breen, Nelligan wrote:
“The need for chaplains is so great at the moment that it may be necessary for
me to give another priest from Pembroke Diocese to the Service. It will not
occasion more than a slight temporary embarrassment however, as our two
fourth-year seminarians will be ordained during the month of May.”*® It seems
clear that Nelligan was taking an administrative risk by appointing more clerics
from his diocese to the chaplain service. Earlier in the war, he sent a letter to
Cardinal Villeneuve asking for a sickly priest who would be able to work one
day a week in his Diocese. In particular, he promoted the religious needs of the
Dionne Quintuplets, residents of Nelligan’s Diocese of Pembroke, as a possible
means of attracting older clerics to his diocese and thus freeing up more of his
own, younger priests.>

According to a memorandum dated 6 May 1950 from the director of War
Service Records, the overall number of Roman Catholic military chaplains
appointed during the Second World War was 293.%° Of these, the nominal roll
recorded that 166 had served overseas.”' The following tables provide the total
number of Catholic military chaplains reported by diocese in comparison to the
number of secular priests per diocese (table 1) and the number of chaplains
representing religious orders (table 2).°* The three most populous Catholic
archdioceses in Canada-Montreal, Quebec City and Toronto — were the largest
diocesan contributors of clerics to the war effort, with 17, 14 and 13 clerics,
respectively.” As far as Quebec City was

¥ AUA, Nelligan Fonds, Box 8, File 153, Nelligan to Rev. W.P. Breen,
administrator of the Diocese of Pembr