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Kenneth Foyster - A Great War Internee 
By Michael Foyster Richardson 

Kenneth Basil Foyster was born in 1880; one of nine offspring of The Reverend George 
Foyster, Rector of All Saints’ Church in Hastings, and his wife Adelaide. The children grew up in 
comfortable but disciplined surroundings and the boys were educated at prestigious public 
schools1 where they boarded. 

In 1894, Kenneth was dispatched to Marlborough College 
in Wiltshire. On leaving, he attended an agricultural college, 
worked on a farm then changed direction to become a mining 
engineer. By 1911, he was seeking engineering work in 
Canada, then part of the British Empire, ultimately on 
Vancouver Island, British Columbia, which was then a large 
mining centre.  

Unfortunately, there was no work to be had, so in the 
middle of 1914, Kenneth joined the local militia, the 88th 
Regiment (Victoria Fusiliers), that had been called up to deal 
with a miners’ strike. In view of the impending war, Kenneth 
spent some time on guard duty on the coast.  

Canada, having offered Great Britain wartime assistance, 
was required to raise a fighting division which its small peace-
time army simply did not have. The government completed this 
task by creating out of virtually nothing a huge camp at Valcartier in the Quebec woods, where 
some 25,000 new soldiers were trained, becoming the 1st Canadian Division. 

Among many others of his militia regiment, Kenneth volunteered for war duty and passed 
through Valcartier emerging as a private soldier in the 7th Canadian Infantry Battalion (1st British 
Columbia). A massive armada ferried the new division to England and Salisbury Plain where 
additional training and preparation was conducted in appallingly wet weather. Nevertheless, by 
February 1916 they were inspected by the King, given their ammunition and departed for the 
Western Front. 

Arriving in France, the Canadians made their way forward and, via a number of training and 
operational sites, found themselves in the Ypres Salient, a projection of territory to the east of 
Ypres which was being severely threatened on all sides by huge numbers of German troops. These 
attacked the Salient in April 1916 in what become known as the Second Battle of Ypres, notable 
for the German use of chlorine gas against French forces, and the northern part of the line was 
being forced to withdraw. The Canadian Division was flung into the gap and conducted a ferocious 
defence against waves of infantry that were backed by masses of artillery, Kenneth’s battalion 
fighting determinedly at St. Julien and on the Gravenstafel Ridge. Though severely depleted by 
casualties, the Canadians held the line and saved the day, but during the two days of fighting, they 
had taken over 6,000 casualties, one man in every three, of whom more than 2,000 died. 

																																																													
1 In England, a ‘public’ school is in fact a private establishment for which fees are paid. 
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Eventually, Kenneth was shot through his arm and, weak from loss of blood, made his way 
to a nearby farm where he and other wounded men were captured by the advancing Germans on 
26th April. The prisoners were moved by train to the east and, as he was wounded, Kenneth spent 
some time in a hospital at near Cassel, but was then conveyed to a prisoner of war camp in 
Göttingen, Lower Saxony. Conditions in the camp were severe, deprived and prisoners were 
obliged to join work ‘Arbeit’ parties under dangerous and arduous conditions, but matters 

improved somewhat when parcels from 
home started to arrive. It was a cosmopolitan 
place, housing British, French, Belgian, and 
Russian prisoners, the latter having been 
captured on the Eastern Front where Russia 
was fighting German and Austro-Hungarian 
forces.  

Kenneth’s wound was only slowly 
healing and he was still weak, but it was a 
blessing in disguise. He was excused the 
dreaded Arbeit and it took him on another 
adventure with a more satisfactory outcome.  

At that time, an agreement had been 
reached between the Allies and Germany to 

exchange severely wounded prisoners of war. French and German casualties were being 
exchanged via transportation provided by the Swiss Red Cross. In late 1915, Britain and Belgium 
sought a similar arrangement and this was achieved, usually via neutral Holland, but only for the 
most severely sick and wounded. The Red Cross advised that the Swiss Government might offer 
to hold as internees those prisoners from either side that were less severely wounded or unwell. 
This proposal suited the Swiss as in addition to consolidating Switzerland’s neutrality, the 
prospect of filling holiday hotels, emptied by the war and with persons whose governments would 
foot the bill, was an attractive one. 

Kenneth heard of this in the spring of 1916 and shortly after, a number of inspections were 
held to select suitable candidates for the internment scheme. His wound still unhealed, Kenneth 
was short-listed early on, but delays and disappointments were to follow and he remained in 
Göttingen until, passing a final medical board, he left there in June. His party travelled by train to 
another holding camp at Mannheim. Here he was to wait until August when the party was allowed 
to go on to Switzerland. Cheering loudly, they crossed the border and headed to Berne, then 
Lauterbrunnen and, via a steep funicular railway, to the holiday resort of Mürren, one of many 
towns that hosted the Allied internees. Here, there were a number of hotels in which some 400 
British and Canadian servicemen were billeted. Kenneth had been worried that his steadily 
improving arm might take him off the programme, but it had done its bit and now rapidly healed. 

Though no longer prisoners, and now in receipt of pay, the new Mürren inhabitants were still 
internees, governed by Swiss and military law, and prevented by the agreement between the 
combatants from leaving until the war’s end. 
At least 11 hotels were used to accommodate 
the internees and Kenneth found himself first 
in The Regina Hotel and later in the 
Alpenruh. 

Mürren found itself populated by not 
only the internees, but a disparate host of 
characters who appeared to participate in the 
community’s activities. The initial Senior 
British Officer was Colonel Francis Neish of 
The Gordon Highlanders, who had been 
captured in August 1914 during the German 
advance through Holland and France. He was 
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assisted by Major Harold Charley of the Royal Irish Rifles, who started to instigate a host of 
classes and activities for the soldiers: training tailors; boot makers; carpenters; hairdressers; watch 
repairers and printers, and there were classes in motoring; blacksmithing; woodcarving; French; 
Spanish; German and Russian. By 1917, Charley was Officer-in-Charge for Technical Instruction 
for servicemen interned in Switzerland, then Commissioner British Red Cross Society Switzerland 
in 1918.  

The Commandant de Place, was the Swiss Captain Llopart who was also the doctor. A number 
of churchmen came and went, serving both the Church of England and Roman Catholic internees, 
and Kenneth particularly lauded Canon Woodward of Southwark Cathedral who spent time at 
Mürren. In June 1916, the eminent dentist Joseph Woods arrived to tend to the men’s teeth. Also 
present were Mr. and Mrs. Arnold Lunn, a local skiing enthusiast who later became prominent in 
the skiing world, founding the Ski Club of Great Britain and the Alpine Ski Club, and held many 
exceptional international skiing appointments including Chairman of the International Downhill 
Ski Racing Committee. Another newcomer was a Mr. Hobday who was Secretary of the YMCA2 
in Switzerland. 

As this diverse band set about its business, the major challenge was to fill the time with 
interesting and stimulating diversions, and the internees threw themselves into a host of these with 
gusto. As well as religious observance and the activities initiated by Major Charley, there was a 
thriving theatrical group, benefiting from a few internees who were professional actors, debating 
societies and the YMCA building became a social hub. The internees started a newspaper, the 
‘British International Mürren’.  

The daily routine was relatively undemanding. The men wore new uniforms, were paid 12 
Francs a month by the Swiss Authorities and in addition, money was sent to the internees by their 
families. Several expeditions were mounted to nearby towns and beauty spots. Naturally, 
Christmas, Easter, Empire Day and the King’s Birthday were celebrated with enthusiasm and as 
well as setting up suitable entertainments, the food and drink on these occasions were of high 
quality. 

In October 1916, Kenneth was in for an agreeable surprise. Relations were now allowed to 
visit the internees from Great Britain and one day he was astonished to behold his married sister 
Ada who had travelled by ship and train to see him. He had no idea she was coming. She had a 
pleasant 10-day stay and thereafter, visitors started to turn up in numbers, eventually including 
fiancées, and weddings became a recurrent activity. 

Kenneth and his associates soldiered steadily on, the cast of colourful characters who found 
their way there ebbed and flowed, and the close confinement caused occasional rifts and conflict. 
Kenneth helped in setting up the frequent prisoners’ concerts and also became a film projectionist 
in the newly instituted cinema. He also worked with a Sergeant Scott to electrify the two Mürren 
churches and a brass plaque was placed in each to record the event. The one in the Roman Catholic 
church is still there. 

During the winter months, some traditional winter sports were established, but these seem to 
have been far from universal. Indeed, Kenneth and his friends were sometimes required to clear 
snow from the skating rink and toboggan run which, as they did not use them, caused some 
dismay. A number of the men did, however, learn to ski. 

Around this time, the internees started to hear things about repatriation and a large party left 
Mürren in August 1917. However, in 1918, the first cases of Spanish influenza, known as the 
grippe occurred; a world-wide pandemic that proved fatal in many cases. As the year drew on and 
the war ended, several of the internees succumbed to this illness; a rather pathetic end for those 
who had endured combat, wounding and years of confinement. Kenneth played a part in helping 
during this time by keeping facilities going and escorting the bodies who died of the grippe down 
the mountain for burial. 

As the war ended, so the internees left for home. As he was helping out, Kenneth, who had 
been in the first party to arrive, was in the last to leave. He travelled by train to Le Havre, a ship 

																																																													
2 Young Men's Christian Association. 
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for Southampton, and went by train to London. He re-joined his Canadian battalion, much changed 
after years of warfare, at Seaford Camp in Sussex and after much delay, the 400 men of the 7th 
Battalion marched out of camp in April 1919, entrained for Liverpool and crossed the Atlantic for 
home. Their train journey to Vancouver was swift and efficient and the returnees were met by 
huge crowds, bands and speeches. They marched through the city and were demobilised, Kenneth 
returning once more to Victoria.  

In late 1919, Kenneth married and also became a building company partner. In 1925, he 
established a small school for boys in Vancouver at which he was Headmaster and it seems he 
taught in some capacity until retirement. He remained fiercely proud of his time in uniform, 
attending military parades, dinners and reunions. 

Kenneth died in May 1963 aged 82, his wife having predeceased him. They had no children. 
 

�       �       �       �       � 
 
Kenneth Foyster is the author’s great-uncle. The author is preparing Kenneth’s comprehensive 
Great War memoires for possible publication. 
 
© Michael Foyster Richardson. 

 

 


