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Celebrating our 115th Anniversary

1910 - 2025
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+ Happy New YearWish 4

"May the coming ysar be a tapestry of success,
laughter, and cherished moments, weaving together
the threads of shored experiences and newfound

aspirotions, Hoppy New Year Mate.”
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Woodstock Ingersoll Echo

June 21, 2024

Route to the Past - Ingersoll Resident Marched Into
History

SCOTT GILLIES

Cangribusor

Quick question. Can you name the old-
est, independent, continually performing
pipe band in Canada? If vou answered the
Ingersoll Pipe Band, you would be cor-
rect! Much of their storied past is thanks
to the organizational efforts of their very
first pipe major — Tom Johnston.

The Ingersoll Pipe Band 15 one of the
few bands not associated with any branch
of the military service, although 1ts histo-
ry and its first members were proud ser-
vicemen.

As famed Scottish bard Fobbie Burns
wrote all those years ago, "0 why the
deuce should I repine, And be an ill
foreboder? I'm twenty-three, and five
feet nine, T'll go and be a sodger!” Well,
Thomas Gordon Johnston was only 18
and five feet six, when he enlisted with
the King's Own Scottish Borderers
1893. Records indicate that Johnston was
a member of the KOSB from that date un-
til 1913 howewer, by the latter date he was
living and working in Ingersoll.

As the story is told, a group of Scots-
men came to Ingersoll to work primanly
for the Noxon Company. They boarded
with their cousin, James Vance, who was
plant manager for this farm implement
mamufacturer. They brought their bag-
pipes and were often heard practicing.
Cousin Vance encouraged them to form a
band, with the added understanding that
Noxons would sponsor it. They agreed
to such terms although they recogmized
that they needed a leader so they wrote to
their friend in Dumfries Scotland, which
went something hike this: “Tom, will ye
no pack up your wife and four bairns and
come to Canada? Come to Ingersoll and
be our Pipe Major. We will find vou a
place to live; we will find you a job. Nay
bother!™ And that 1s precisely what Tom
Johnston did. This fermer Pipe Major of

the Kings Own Scottish Borders, along
with his wife Eliza, their sons John and
Thomas and three danghters Agnes. Kate
and Mary moved to Ingersoll and found
living quarters on King Street West. A
third son, Gordon, was born after their
arrival.

The Noxon Pipe Band was formed in
1910 and socon became ambassadors for
the town. Under Tom's guidance the small
Ingersoll Pipe Band grew in members and
reputation across southwestern Ontario.

Two years after the Great War began,
local recruiting officers were looking to
fill the ranks of the 168th Battalion Ox-
ford’s Own. Every one of the bandsmen
enlisted including Johnston and his son
John; William Collinz, brothers John and
Jamie Little, James Vance Jr., James Can-
dlish and Gordon Cline. When the 168th
shipped out in October of 1916, the ma-
jority of the troops and the band were sent
to the 21st Battalion, an Eastern Ontano
based regiment which was continually
seeing heavy action on the fromt lines.
Young Cline was himself killed 1n action
within a year of departing Oxford Coun-

ty.

168th Battalion Pipe Major Johnston
was not zent to the 21st. Instead, he was
taken on strength by different regiments.
Perhaps his age was a factor. When he
enlisted in 1916, he stated that his birth
year was 1879 making him 37 however
his gravestone has the year 1875 which
would have meant that Tom was actual-
Iy 41. This was not unheard of One of
his former bandsmen in Scotland was 60
when he died from wounds suffered while
playing members of the KOSB “over the
top”.
In the summer of 1918, Sergeant John-
ston was appointed Pipe Major of the 42nd
Battalion. Royal Highlanders of Canada
— members of the famed Black Watch of
Canada. A photograph from their regi-
mental history shows Tom posing in the

TOM JOH'\TST D!\, ll}-D PM 1915

{CONTREBUTED PHOTC)

centre of group of pipers and drummers,
very much the elder statesman amongst
the others but the twinkle in his eye hints
at the good nature of the man

On the mormng of November 1lth
1918, the 42nd Battalion captured the city
of Mons Belgium, location of the first bat-
tle of the Great War which had been lost
by the Black Watch and other members
of the British Expeditionary Force. On
this occasion, it was the Canadian Black
Watch that had won the battle — the final
battle of the war. At 0700 hours, accord-
ng to regimental histery, the band played
itself through the streets. In other words,
Pipe Major Thomas Gordon Johnston

of Ingersoll, decided that the pipe band
should wake up the citizens to let them
know that the Canadians were in town
and that the war would end in four hours®
time. Three different photographs taken
that morning show the streets filled with
jubilant Belgians welcoming the Canadi-
ans. In the front right corner of the ranks
can be seen PM Johnston. One hundred
years later, Canadian volunteers re-enact-
ed this same scene.

Tom Johnston was demobilized in 1919
and returned te Ingersoll on March 7th
He resumed his profession as a tinsmith
and plumber - apt employment for a piper!
Occasionally work meant that he and his
family had to move to London and Wind-
sor, but most of his remaining years were
spent in Ingersoll leading lus beloved
pipe band until his retirement in 1935.

In 1938 he suffered a stroke which near-
Iy incapacitated him. He was a guest of
honour when the King and Queen stopped
in Ingersoll on June 7, 1939, and he was
able to enjoy his birthday on June 24th
but he succumbed to his illness days later
His funeral was conducted from his home
at 178 Frances Street by Eev. Dr. Turner
of 5t. Paul's Presbytenian Church to the
Ingersoll Fural Cemetery. Fellow mem-
bers of the Black Watch performed their
duty as pall bearers while Ingersoll pip-
ers Bill Collins and John Little played the
lament. As Johnston's casket was lowered
into the grave, servicemen covered it with
their poppies in tnbute to a life well Iived.

A few years ago. a presentation was
made to Ingersoll Town Council urging
them to consider naming a new set of
streets in honour of Pipe Major Johnston,
m keeping with the tradition of remem-
bering those who have paid the supreme
sacrifice. In this case, “Tom Johmston
Way' would lead into ‘Mons Court’ so
that forever and ever he would be recog-
mized for his herole actions on that final
day of the Great War.
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https://www.facebook.com/304701609/videos/pcb.10101636172711618/1228621985766394
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Late Night Shopping

THE LIGHTS s

o
Thursday, November 20" PB’s Fries

Downtown Ingersoll Hot Chocolate
Starting at 6:45pm [ PPYRPINTN
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*” Aylmer ~ Sat. Nov. 22nd @ 2pm =
St. Thomas ~ Sat. Nov. 22nd @ 6pm
Port Stanley ~ Fri. Nov. 28th @ 7pm
- West Lorne ~ Sat. Nov. 29th @ 6pm
\*=*Springfield ~ Sat. Dec. 6th @ 1pm %=t
Dutton ~ Sat. Dec. 6th @ 5:30pm
Port Burwell ~ Sat. Dec. 6th @ 6:00pm
Fingal ~ Sun. Dec. 7th @ 2pm
® Belmont ~ Sun. Dec. 7th @ 6pm =
Straffordville ~ Sat. Dec. 13th @ 10:30am

For more details visit
elgintourism.ca
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