
Private Gilbert Hirst (1886- 1918). 

58th  Battalion Canadian Infantry Regiment. 

‘We marched, and saw a company of Canadians, 

   Their coats weighed eighty pounds at least, we saw them 
   Faces infinitely grimed in, with almost dead hands 
   Bent, slouching downwards to billets comfortless and dim. 
   Cave  dwellers last of tribes they seemed  . . . 
   Sasketchewan, Ontario, Jack London ran in  
   My own mind; what in others?  These men who finely 
   Perhaps had chosen danger for reckless and fine, 
   Fate had sent for suffering and dwelling obscenely 
   Vermin-eaten, fed beastly, in vile ditches meanly.’ 

 
Ivor Gurney:  ‘Canadians’. 

  

Gilbert Hirst was born in Dewsbury on December 12th 1886. His parents were William Henry 

and Mary Elizabeth. William’s occupation on the baptism register was shown as a ‘clogger’. 

In terms of the censuses the family seem to disappear from view for the next few years. 

However, they do appear in a baptism register for 1894 when the third son, Charles William 



was born. William Henry is then shown as a ‘master clogger’. Only in 1911 do the family re 

appear on the official censuses. 

By 1911 Mary Elizabeth Hirst was a 51 year old widow with three sons, Albert Ellis Hirst 

and Gilbert who was now twenty four years old. Charles, who was seventeen completed the 

family. The family were still living at the same address where they were living when Gilbert 

was born, 39 Wellington Road Dewsbury Gilbert’s mother Mary Elizabeth had taken over the 

running of the boot and shoe and clog making firm that she and her husband had built up by 

1911. Albert and Charles, Gilbert’s brothers were both engaged in the shoe trade at this time. 

Gilbert was shown to be working as a shop assistant in the cycle and motor trade. 

We next see Gilbert Hirst on the passenger manifest for the ship ‘SS Merion’, which plied the 

route between Liverpool and Philadelphia before the war. The passenger list shows Gilbert 

Hirst and his Dewsbury address, but his profession thereon was stated as ‘engineer’. He 

arrived in Philadelphia on May 15th 1911, no doubt seeking to live there for good. His 

sponsor on the passenger list was one Clem Haigh. Gilbert was later to marry Florence 

Haigh, though when is not known. 

SS Merion was an ocean liner built in 1902 for the American Line, a subsidiary line of the 

International Mercantile Marine (IMM). She also sailed for the Red Star Line and the 

Dominion Line—both subsidiary lines of IMM—during her passenger career. After the 

outbreak of World War I she was bought by the British Admiralty and converted to serve as a 

decoy resembling the Royal Navy battlecruiser HMS Tiger. In May 1915, while posing as 

Tiger in the Aegean Sea, Merion was sunk by the German submarine SM UB-8. 

On 29th May 1915, the German submarine UB-8 apparently tempted by the prospect of 

sinking a British battlecruiser, allowed five loaded transports to sail past before launching a 

torpedo attack on Merion. One torpedo from UB-8 struck the liner and exploded, sending 

some of the "cement and stones" used as ballast into the air. Despite being severely 

overloaded, Merion did not immediately sink, remaining afloat more than 24 hours before 

finally succumbing to the attack on 31 May. There are no reports of any deaths during 

Merion's sinking. Even the ship that took Gilbert Hirst did its bit for the war effort some four 

years later. 

At some stage after arriving in America on the Merion Gilbert Hirst went to live in Newark, 

New Jersey. It was here that he was included in the American Draft Papers for call up to the 

army. His papers still survive, although they are very hard to read. America went to war on 

April 6th 1917, and Gilbert’s call up registration is dated June 1917. However, he was not 

called up for the American army because he travelled across the border to Canada to join the 

Canadian army before the Americans could draft him into their own army. 

Gilbert may well have seen patriotic posters urging the many British subjects who had gone 

to America in the early 1900’s to enlist in the British or Canadian army. This poster urged 

Britons to go to the British Recruiting mission at 280 Broadway, at the rear of City Hall 

Square to enlist. 



 

Posters used by recruiting officers in the USA. 

Gilbert signed his attestation papers in Canada in July 1917. His address at the time was 

given as 192 New Street, Newark, New Jersey. He gave his profession as an ‘air brake 

inspector’. His next of kin was shown as his wife Florence Hirst, who it is believed was 

previously Florence Haigh, but no record of the marriage can been found. 

Gilbert’s medical examination tells us a little about him. He was a very small man, even for 

the times, standing only at 5’2 1/2 inches. His age was give as 30 years and 8 months. He was 

noted as having a medium complexion and brown eyes and had a mole on his back. 

Gilbert Hirst signed his Canadian army enlistment papers on July 31st 1917. His final test 

before joining up was to be inspected and this was done on August 16th 1917. The unit 

signifying he was okay to join up was the 110th Irish Regiment, not the actual regiment he 

was posted to later, but one he was to fight side by side with in France. He was soon posted to 

the 58th Battalion of the Canadian Infantry Regiment. 

The 58th Battalion, Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF), was authorized on 20 April 1915 

and embarked for Great Britain on 22nd November 1915. It disembarked in France on 22nd 

February 1916, where it fought as part of the 9th Infantry Brigade, 3rd Canadian Division in 

France and Flanders until the end of the war. The battalion was disbanded on 15th September 

1920. With training and then embarkation for France. Gilbert Hirst would probably have 

joined his regiment in France in late 1917. 

Kevin Shackleton has written the battalion history in the book, "Second to None”. This book 

is sub titled as: ‘The Fighting 58th Battalion of the Canadian Expeditionary Force’. His 

book gives details of the attack on Cambrai by the Canadians at the end of September 1918. It 

was during this battle that Gilbert Hirst was to lose his life. 

 

 



 

Kevin Shackleton’s book on the 58
th

 Battalion CEF. 

As the First World War was coming to its end the Canadian Divisions were asked to 

participate in a last effort to move the Germans out of Cambrai. General Currie set the 

regiments the task of capturing a bridgehead over the Canal d’ Escaut, North of the town of 

Cambrai. The attack was to begin on October 1st, but there were skirmishes and casualties for 

the Canadians in the days leading up to the attack. 

On September 29th 1918 the 58th Battalion completed the clearing of the Marcoing Line and 

made contact with the Royal Naval Division on the far bank of the canal. Later that day they 

and the 116th, along with the 57th Battalion CEF, were on the outskirts of Cambrai. On that 

day nineteen other ranks were killed along with one officer of the battalion. On the 30th 

September the 58th were relieved in the line near Cambrai by the British 57th Division, but 

they still suffered casualties that day, with over a dozen other ranks being killed. 

The War Diary for the 58th records that on October 1st 1918 the 58th Battalion CEF went back 

into the line, to their attack positions at 6am. They were to be the reserves for the attack of 

the 9th Brigade to the north of Cambrai towards Pont d’ Aire and the L’Escaut canal. The 9th 

Brigade had the task of taking the high ground east of the village of Tilloy and at first the 43rd 

and the 52nd Battalions had some success, capturing 350 German prisoners in taking the 

ground. 

At this point the 116th Irish Regiment and the 58th Battalion CEF passed through the lines of 

the 43rd and 52nd and attacked down the slope towards the canal and Pont d’ Aire. There was 

very little cover and the Germans were seemingly well entrenched in the position. The 

attacking troops were struck by very heavy machine gun and artillery fire which was coming 

from the woods on the far side of the canal near Morenchies. Shackleton’s book notes that a 

diarist recorded that the attack had failed to reach its objectives largely because:  



“Trained Boche machine gunners and snipers accounted for a great number of our men 

and the use of forward sections of artillery by the Boche was turned to great account”. 

It was the artillery fire which was to cause the death of Private Gilbert Hirst on October 1st 

1918, near the village of Tilloy les Cambrai. A Canadian War Grave registration form 

explains how he was to meet his end: 

“Killed in Action – During an attack on Pont d’Aire near Tilloy on the morning of 

October 1st 1918 and while taking cover in a shell hole he was instantly killed by a 

fragment from an enemy shell which exploded nearby”. 

The battalion war diary records that only four other ranks were to be killed in the attack on 

October 1st 1918. However, research later showed that more than forty men from the 58th 

Battalion alone were killed by enemy snipers, machine guns and artillery. 

Private Gilbert Hirst, latterly of Dewsbury and Batley Grammar School, and then of Newark, 

New Jersey and the 58th Canadian Infantry Battalion, is buried in a grave in Canada 

Cemetery, near Cambrai les Tilloy. The December 1918 edition of the Batley Grammar 

School magazine noted his death, along with several others. 

His wife Florence was still recorded on Newark City directories in 1920, along with the name 

of Lucy Haigh, her mother, it may be that she stayed in America after Gilbert’s death. 

Gilbert had probably been on the Western Front for less than a year, and it is certainly a point 

of reflection that had he waited for his draft call up for the American army he may well have 

not been called at all, or at least, his future could well have been different. His decision to 

join the Canadians was to decide his own fate it seems. 

 

The Canadian Cemetery at Tilloy Les Cambrai. 


