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PAUL WILSON: Ruth still writes, 100 years after Dad went off to war 
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FRANK 

Family photo
Ruth Miller writes a poem for her father every Remembrance Day, and it appears in the paper with this photo.
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GUNNERS 

Family photo
Frank Mason, right, was tall, lean and strong and got chosen for Hamilton's 86th Machine Gun Battalion.
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CHILDREN 

ChildrensHomes.org.uk
When they shipped Frank Mason to Canada at age 13, first stop was the National Children's Home in Hamilton, on Main East at Gage Park.
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SISTERS 

Family photo
Frank Mason darned his daughters' socks and shined their shoes. From left: Ruth Miller, Florence Gamble and Sylvia Luckanuck, pictured three years ago.
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CRUTCHES 

Family photo
He lost his leg in battle, but Frank Mason figured there was still plenty in life to sing about.
Hamilton Spectator 

By Paul Wilson 

Ruth Miller writes a poem for her father every year. Then she takes it to The Spectator, along with her dad's photo, and has the paper run it on Remembrance Day. 

She has been doing this a long time. This year, however, will be a little different. 

Ruth is 86, and a few weeks ago she had a stroke. She's making a nice recovery, but isn't up to gathering her thoughts for a poem just yet. So tomorrow she'll be repurposing one from decades ago. 

Frank Mason died on Nov. 17, 1977, age 83. Ruth's poem is a lovely tribute to her father, but he deserves more than a few verses. 

Frank was an orphan who, through his early teens, had to eat and sleep in a chicken coop. He went on to become a soldier, a singer, a scrapper, an amputee, a family man. 

He was born in London in 1894. There were at least 11 children in the family. His father was a postman and a drinker. His mother died when Frank was just a toddler. 

The four youngest children were sent to the National Children's Home. As Frank told it, life was not so bad there. They had to read the Bible a lot, but also got to sing. 

At 13, Frank was sent to the National Children's Home Canadian branch, in a large brick home on Main East, steps from where the Gage Park Children's Museum stands today. The boy was soon assigned to a middle-aged couple without children, who had a small farm on the Millgrove Sideroad. 

Frank was not allowed in their house. His home was that chicken coop. He slept there, ate his meals there. He worked 12 hours a day, seven days a week. 

He endured several years of that. But salvation was just across the road. Roland Cummins had a farm there, and he and his wife Carrie hired Frank. They treated him like family, gave him a bedroom in the house right beside their own younger boys. 

In 1914, the First World War began. Frank signed on the next year. He was tall, lean and strong and got chosen for Hamilton's new 86th Machine Gun Battalion. 

Frank fought at Ypres, Vimy Ridge and then at Passchendaele, where the battle raged in the rain, men drowning in the mud, Germans shooting from the high ground. There Frank was wounded in the right leg. 

He had one operation after another. The gangrene continued to spread. Each time they chopped off more. In the end, his right leg was gone within five inches of his hip. 

Frank came home with an artificial leg, began working again at the farm owned by the Cummins and married their niece, Estelle Mitchell. Frank ended up buying the farm where he had been so mistreated. Perhaps there was satisfaction in that. 

He raised three daughters there — Florence, Ruth, Sylvia. His wife's health was not good, and Frank cooked and darned the socks. Saturday nights, he shined the girls' shoes for church. 

They would hear him out in the orchard, picking pears and singing at the top of his lungs. But they also sometimes heard him in the night, crying out from the pain in that stump. 

Ruth Miller's cousin Ray Cummins, a retired U of T forensic science prof who loves a good mystery, has spent many hours tracking down the story of Frank and the family in England that he left behind. Ruth is grateful for that. 

Not long ago, she was able to visit the place where her father was born. "I can't tell you what it meant to stand in front of that house," she says. 

She has one regret. Her father had been promised a medal after Passchendaele. It never happened. 

The military forgot her father, but she won't. She vows that next year there will be a brand new poem. 

Paul Wilson’s column appears Tuesdays in the Go section.

PaulWilson.Hamilton@gmail.com 

Twitter: @PaulWilsonInHam

Paul Wilson appears Tuesdays in the GO section. 

