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HEaring babies while holed up in the Italian 
countryside shortly before his death, Private 
Alfred Yantz, 28, told his mother in a letter 

that it was the closest to home he had felt in a long time.
Elsewhere in the same country, having already been 

badly wounded once in an earlier battle, 24-year-old 
Lance Corporal Stanley Tschirhart would die in one of 
the bloodiest episodes of the Second World War after 
requesting to fight alongside his twin brother.

Later, some 1,000 km away in the Netherlands, 
stretcher bearer Private Francis Gehl, 27, whose name 
was remembered by the children of men he saved, 
sacrificed his own life to help liberate a country whose 
citizens were starving to death.

The three men, who were among 45,400 Canadians 
who died in the war, were all sons of Maryhill, having 
attended St. Boniface Catholic Church.

They would have been known by almost everyone in 
a village that paid a proportionally steeper price for our 
freedom than Canada at large.

“They went off to war because they were all farm boys 
who wanted to see the world,” said Maryhill Historical 
Society archivist Diane Strickler, who noted that the 
trio would have also felt a tremendous sense of patriotic 
duty.

She said the men had barely travelled beyond Waterloo 
Region before the war began in September 1939.

Yet, by the end of February 1945, when the last of the 
three died, all of them had been involved in battles in 
several countries across the Atlantic that would help the 
Allies defeat the Nazis.

They would never return to Maryhill, a village the 
men would have known as New Germany – derived from 
where many of its then 500 residents’ ancestors origi-
nated, including theirs – but whose name was changed 
during what would prove to be the most destructive war 
in history.

by JULIAN GAVAGHAN

FROM 
FARM BOYS
TO FALLING
IN BATTLE
How three of Maryhill’s sons 
paid the highest possible price 
for our freedom by being among 
the 45,400 Canadians to die in 
the Second World War

“IF WE COME HOME, 
WE WILL HAVE A LOT 
TO BE PROUD OF.”

Yantz, the son of William Yantz and Elsa Devitt, was 
the first to perish.

He was killed in action in Molise, central Italy on Nov. 
3, 1943 after having also fought with the 1st Battalion 
Highland Light Infantry in the North African desert and 
in the invasion of Sicily.

The private died during a brutal war of attrition 
against a determined German defence of Italy, which 
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill had incorrectly 
thought would be the “soft underbelly of Europe,” but 
instead claimed the lives of nearly 155,000 Allied soldiers 
and wounded more than 225,000 others.

In a letter, received by his mother shortly before his 
death, Yantz, who began his active service in June 1940, 
told her that, “If we come home, we will have a lot to be 
proud of.”

At the time of writing, he was camped near an Italian 
farmhouse amid the sound of cooing and crying babies, 
which the young soldier had said made him feel as close 
to home as he had the whole war.

Yantz had seven siblings, including a younger brother, 
Gunner Harry Yantz, who at the time was serving with 
Canadian forces in England, having first sailed across 
the Atlantic in July 1943.

The private, who received the 1939–1945 Italy Star, 
the Canadian Volunteer Service Medal with clasp and 
Defence Medal 1939-45, is buried at the Moro River Cana-
dian War Cemetery in Italy.

Soldier Edward Wilkie (above) returns to Canada after losing three limbs in the Netherlands in 
November 1944. His life was saved by Private Francis Gehl, a stretcher bearer who fell in battle 
three months later. Gehl was among three Maryhill men who died in the Second World War.
The other two were Lance Corporal Stanley Tschirhart and Private Alfred Yantz. Submitted
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Tschirhart, the next of the Maryhill trio to die, lost his 
life in the same country, but fell 280 km further north 
at Coriano Ridge on Sept. 6, 1944, as the hard-fought 
campaign along the mountainous Italian peninsula 
continued.

The lance corporal, who lost his sergeant’s stripes after 
choosing to transfer from the 1st Tank Regiment to the 
Royal Canadian Regiment so that he could serve along-
side his twin brother Private Stuart Tschirhart, had been 
wounded by shrapnel in Sicily in August 1943, a month 
after the invasion of that island.

But, after several months in a North African hospital, 
he returned to some of the fiercest fighting of the whole 
war, as the Allies’ 1.5 million men, which also included 
thousands of Polish exiles and Free French soldiers, 
battled to break through German Field Marshal Albert 
Kesselring’s forbidding Gothic Line in the north of the 
Italian mainland.

The campaign was being led by the American 5th 
Army and British 8th Army.

The latter, a multinational force nicknamed the Desert 
Rats following its North African exploits, included seven 
British and four Commonwealth divisions, with 26,000 
Canadians, like Tschirhart, among them.

The forces had already paid a steep price to reach the 
Germans’ last major line of defence in Italy, including 
55,000 casualties alone in the four-month Battle of 
Monte Cassino, which was an effort to seize a strategic 
hill that was the site of a sixth-century abbey and lay 
in the path of the Italian capital, which was eventually 
captured on June 4, 1944.

Now, they would have to pay an even costlier one in 
order to breach the Gothic Line, a series of more than 
2,000 machine gun nests, casements, bunkers and artil-
lery positions that the Germans had used 15,000 slave 
labourers to build.

To do so took nearly seven months of fighting, begin-
ning on Aug. 25, 1944, the same day Paris was liberated 
by Allied troops who had landed in northern France just 
80 days earlier.

Tschirhart died just 12 days into the Allied pincer 
assault on Rimini, which British commander Lieu-
tenant-General Oliver Leese described as “one of the 
hardest battles of the 8th Army.”

Tschirhart, one of the five children of Simon Tschir-
hart and Tecla Bitschy, was initially reported as missing 
in action as his comrades attempted to liberate the port 
city 240 km from Rome.

At the time, his mother thought that he must have 
been captured by the German forces, who took over 
Italy after their Italian Axis partners had capitulated in 
September 1943.

Those he saved included Edward Wilkie, whose son 
recalled Gehl’s heroism on the Canadian government’s 
Virtual War Memorial website, which details all those who 
died.

“Dad encountered two German land mines outside 
of Nijmegen on Friday, November 13th, 1944, “ said the 
younger Wilkie.

“Private Francis William Gehl, found Dad later that 
night and pulled him to safety. 

“As a result, Dad lost his right forearm, his right leg 
above the knee and his left leg below the knee. He married 
my Mom Helen Wendell and raised four boys.”

Wilkie added: “Growing up, we heard the name Fran-
cis Gehl many times. He was the person responsible for 
saving Dad’s life.”

Leading the liberation of the Netherlands is rightfully 
considered one of Canada’s proudest achievements.

More than 300,000 Dutch people did not survive the 
war, including 22,000 civilians who starved to death, 
mostly during the Hunger Winter towards the end of 
almost five years of German occupation.

Canadian soldiers were often forced to fight from canal 
to canal and house to house in difficult conditions, espe-
cially in cities like Arnhem.

Amid this, Canadian forces air-dropped food into the 
starving towns and cities amid fears that the Germans, in 
desperation, would breach the dykes and flood the low-ly-
ing country.

This heroism was quickly recognized by both Allied 
commanders from other nations and, most of all, by the 
citizens of the Netherlands themselves.

During this time, many Dutch people painted, “Thank 
you, Canadians!” on their rooftops.

In addition to leading the liberation, which was only 
completed on May 3, 1945 – three days before Germany’s 
unconditional surrender to end the war – Canada, during 
the conflict, was home to the exiled Dutch royal family, 
which continues to send 10,000 tulip bulbs to Ottawa each 
year as a colourful act of gratitude and remembrance.

In the Netherlands, the reminders of the sacrifice come 
in the more sombre form thousands of graves, including 
that of Gehl, who is buried at Groesbeek Canadian War 
Cemetery, near Nijmegen.

“HE WAS THE PERSON 
RESPONSIBLE FOR 
SAVING DAD'S LIFE.”

“I JUST HAVE A HUNCH 
HE IS A PRISONER”

On Sept. 25, 1944, more than 40,000 Allied paratroop-
ers landed behind enemy lines as part of Operation 
Market Garden in a surprise bid to outflank the Germans.

However, after a counterattack, they failed to establish 
a bridgehead on the Lower Rhine River and so the battle 
turned into a hard-fought slog across land, with Cana-
dian troops spearheading an eight-month liberation 
effort in which 7,600 of its soldiers died.

Among them was Gehl, a stretcher bearer with the 
Essex Scottish Regiment who perished while saving 
the lives of others attempting to cross the river again on 
February 20.

“I just have a hunch he is a prisoner,” she told the 
Waterloo Region Record in its Sept. 19, 1944 edition.

By October 11 of that year, the same newspaper 
reported that Tschirhart, a former student at St. Boniface 
Catholic School in Maryhill, had been killed in action 
more than a month earlier.

The torturous fighting in Italy helped the Allies to 
learn several lessons when it came to D-Day and the 
largest seaborne invasion in history with the Normandy 
landings in France on June 6, 1944.

Yet, while that attack was comparatively simpler, save 
for the costly beach assaults and then exiting the hilly 
Cotentin peninsula in the first month, the liberation 
effort in the Netherlands would prove altogether more 
difficult, despite its flat terrain.
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