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Benchers’ Notes

of Newfoundland and Labrador

Patrick Shea, a member of the Law
Society of Upper Canada, is the driv-
ing force behind what he hopes will
become a pan-Canadian movement:
that in each of the Canadian
provinces there be a ceremony to call
to the Bar of their respective jurisdic-
tions those individuals who were
students-at-law in the immediate
pre-World War I period, but who left
their studies in order to enlist and
fight in the war in Europe, and who
were subsequently killed in the war.
This would be a posthumous or hon-
orary call, recognizing the contribu-
tion these individuals made, giving
up their life and prospective career in
the law in order to fight for King and
Country. There are more than 100 of
these students-at-law across Canada,
with 60 alone in Ontario. There is
only one from Newfoundland: Cecil
Bayly Clift. 

There were, however, three other stu-
dents-at-law who gave up prospec-
tive legal careers to partake in the
war effort. One was Harris Rendell
Oke, who was in the final year of his
articles when he joined the
Newfoundland Regiment in 1914. In
1915 he transferred to the Royal Scots
Regiment and following the war
joined the staff of the British Colonial
Office, serving in Nigeria and the
Gambia, in West Africa, until his
death in 1940. 

The second was William F. C.
Hutchings, the son of Charles
Hutchings, a member of the
Newfoundland Bar who later became
Chief of Police. A graduate of Mount
Allison University, Will Hutchings
was also in the midst of articles when
the war broke out. He received per-
mission to join the Newfoundland
Regiment, and like Harris Oke, was
one of the First Five Hundred or Blue
Puttees. He survived the war and
returned to St. John’s, where he

attempted to complete his articles
but was unable to do so, most likely
as a result of post-traumatic stress
disorder. 

The third was Janet Miller, the first
woman enrolled as a student-at-law
in Newfoundland, who left her stud-
ies to become a member of the
Voluntary Aid Detachment, a British-
based organization that trained
women to serve as nursing assistants
(nurses in all but name) in recupera-
tion hospitals in the United Kingdom
and in casualty hospitals in France
and Belgium. Miller served to the
end of the war, carrying on despite
the death of her husband, Eric Ayre,
whom she had married in June 1915,
at Beaumont Hamel on 01 July 1916.
When she returned from Europe
after the war ended she said she felt
too old, too tired and too far removed
to resume her legal studies.

There is one other individual who
can be added to this group of four:
John Clift, Cecil Bayly Clift’s younger
brother. He entered into articles with
E. S. Pinsent shortly after the war
ended but died before he could com-
plete them. His death resulted from
complications suffered from wounds
he had received in the war.

It is the intention of the Law Society
of Newfoundland and Labrador to
call these five former students at law
to the Bar of Newfoundland and
Labrador posthumously. By honour-
ing all five of these students-at-law in
this way we are recognizing the sac-
rifice that each of them made, putting
their careers as prospective members
of the legal profession on hold for
what they perceived as the greater
good. Since it was widely believed
that the war would be over within a
year, in all likelihood, each of them
planned to return and pick up where
they had left off or, in John Clift’s

case begin, their law studies. By
including Janet Miller in this group,
we would also be recognizing the
contribution that she made to the
entry of women into the legal profes-
sion in this province and the sacrifice
that she made by relinquishing her
long-held dream of becoming a
lawyer.

Special Call to the Bar ceremonies
have already been held by the Law
Society of Upper Canada and by
other Canadian jurisdictions. The one
for Newfoundland and Labrador will
take place in conjunction with the
regular Call to the Bar ceremony in
October 2016. It is hoped that mem-
bers of the families of these five indi-
viduals will be able to attend and be
part of this very special ceremony. In
that regard, any assistance members
of the Newfoundland and Labrador
Bar may be able to provide in identi-
fying family members of these men
and this woman will be greatly
appreciated.

In addition, as part of the Law
Society’s overall efforts to commemo-
rate the 100th anniversary of World
War I, a commemorative booklet in
which we highlight the military
exploits and legal careers of each of
the members of the Law Society who
were directly involved in World War
I, will be published. It will include
those members of the profession who
were members of the Bar and joined
up after war was declared, those who
completed articles and were called to
the Bar in the post-war period and
the five former students referred to
above. Each of these individuals has
a story to tell and the Law Society is
the appropriate body to tell their sto-
ries and make them known to the
wider public. Further details will
made available as definitive plans
take shape. ■
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