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Frank and the TUXIS boys  
of Prince Albert

Patrick Ashwin



“How is it that so many young men from a little 
town in Saskatchewan turned out so 

well and quite a few so successful?” 

The question was posed by the Venerable (i.e., retired) Archdea-
con the Rev. Robert MacRae, himself one of those success stories. 
It was directed at me, his boyhood friend.  As it happens, I believe 
that I have at least a substantial part of the answer.

The place was Prince Albert, the time was the mid-1940s of the 
last century.  Naturally, no single source can claim responsibility, 
but certainly one – and a major one at that – was 
a club for high school boys known as TUXIS.

TUXIS was a church-based curriculum for the 
training of senior boys. Its genius was two-fold: 
first, all aspects of young men’s development were 
considered equally important. Second, the role of 
the leader was absolutely crucial.  It began around 
1915, reached its peak in the ‘50s, then tailed off to 
insignificance as the churches lost their place of im-
portance in Canadian society.

But this is the story about the glory days of TUXIS and the 
man who brought it to life in our small town. Thus, it is my story 

too and those of my friends, for we were Frank’s TUXIS boys.
I was born in 1933, in the darkest of the dark years. The Depres-
sion hit western Canada particularly hard. Eight years before 
I was born, three of the major Canadian Protestant churches 
united.* Six years after I was born, World War II was declared.  
 
Our father went to work at the local Elementary Flight Training 
School supervising fabric sewing on damaged aircraft. My oldest 
brother joined the navy, the other stayed in university but took 
the mandatory Officers’ Training course. My mother attained and 
maintained a permanent state of anxiety.

I spent the war in another kind of uniform. In 
1942 I joined the Cubs and rose through the 

ranks until at 12, as the war was ending, I be-
came a Boy Scout and eventually a King Scout 

[like my brothers before me]. Two years into my 
scouting, shortly after Christmas, I met a man 
who had recently been transferred to our town 
from Saskatoon by the Bank of Montreal. Already 
an assistant scoutmaster for another local troop, 
he was making the rounds and checking things 

out. He introduced himself to me man to man, offer-
ing his left hand [as scouts will]. It took me a second to take in 

this move, but I managed his shake in time and in the right way. 

* From Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.The United Church of Canada (l’Église Unie du Canada) is Canada’s second largest church (after the Roman Catholic Church), and its largest 
Protestant denomination. About 250,000 people attend United Church services each Sunday, although some 2.8 million Canadians reported the United Church as their religious affilia-
tion in the country’s 2001 census. The United Church describes itself as having a presence in “all parts of Canada except rural Quebec”.The United Church of Canada was inaugurated 
at a massive worship service at Toronto’s Mutual Street Arena on June 10, 1925, and recognized and legitimated by Act of Parliament as well as provincial laws dealing with church 
property. It was the merger—negotiated and planned over more than twenty years—of three prominent Protestant denominations, the Presbyterians, the Methodists, and the 
Congregationalists. Also participating were a number of “local union churches” that had already been established in small towns in the rapidly developing Canadian west.
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This small, redheaded, freckle-faced, charismatic chain smoking 
bachelor banker and collector of Canadian stamps was E. Frank 
McPhail. He walked to work because he did not own or use a car 
– how strange in the prairies! He ate in restaurants – who did that 
except traveling salesmen or rich people? He took taxies if a meet-
ing was too far to walk and traveled by air in an era when hardly 
anyone thought of these as normal modes of transport. A staunch 
church goer, practically the first thing he did after settling into his 
furnished room on 9th Street was to volunteer as a Sunday school 
teacher.  He asked for the high school boys, since he really didn’t 
want boys any younger, but was persuaded otherwise for the per-
fectly good reason that there was no one else to take us. But take 
us he did, and often in winters to come he took a cab from a scout 
weekend in order to reach us in time to teach, then take a cab back 
– a ten-mile round trip.

When my mother announced at home that I’d finally be getting 
a Sunday school teacher, you could say that I was not impressed. 
The usual family routine for Sunday was that my mother and I 
only went, since my two brothers were living in Saskatoon and my 
father had yet to return to church after a prolonged absence. On 
this day I reported as usual to the church kitchen and there he was 
– the scoutmaster with the bright blue eyes. All I could think of at 
the time was, “How does my mother know all this stuff anyway?”
Our church was known as the “old Wesley,” but there was no “new” 
Wesley since it was the only United church in town. We met in 
its kitchen, sprawled all over tables, chairs, benches and counters 
– anything that offered support to lazy bodies – but Frank stood 
ramrod straight against the cupboard while he delivered lectures 
on every possible moral topic. He spoke without fail from notes 
typed onto 5½” x 8½” sheets, single spaced in blocks of red and 

black. As far as I could tell there was no continuity in his lessons, 
but we came to expect the occasional tear-jerker reference to his 
dying mother or the tragic death of his sweetheart, and more often 
to his miraculous recovery from rheumatic fever. From his lectures 
and example we learned that mothers and fathers are important 
and good, and all women – even girls – are to be honoured and 
respected.

I went to Sunday school all the way through High school, miss-
ing only when Scout duties took me to church parades at the local 
Anglican church.  Frank organized a mid-week group for boys in 
high school in the winter of 1947 when I was still in grade eight. 
This was the beginning of our TUXIS group, which were always 
called “Squares.” 

TUXIS is an acronym encapsulating the meaning and purpose of 
the organization. “T” stands for Training, “S” for Service.  The “X” 
in the centre is the first letter (Chai) in the Greek word for Christ.  
“U” and “I” are just that – You and I.  And so the acronym means:  
“You and I, Training for Service, with Christ in the centre and no 
one but Christ between us.”

Everyone in the Sunday school class had already been invited to 
join a kind of fraternity called the “Triple C”, for Clean Sports, 
Clean Health and Clean Relation-ships. It involved a pledge, a 
card, and a lapel button of interlocking “C”s. The TUXIS group 
was christened “The Triple C TUXIS Square”.

When we entered high school we were eligible for membership in 
TUXIS.  By Christmas of 1947 I had been voted into member-
ship.  That was a nerve wracking time, for one negative vote could 
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deny me entrance and how was I to know who might vote against 
me?  If I didn’t make it in, what would my mother think?
TUXIS was the invention of a small group of dedicated church 
professionals plus a sprinkling of pioneers from the YMCA and 
the Boys’ Brigade, all of whom wanted to put some joix-de-
vivre into helping solve the problems facing older boys 
in our religious, social, athletic and intellectual 
development. In particular, The YMCA 
developed a curriculum around those 
areas of development which was titled 
the CSET: The Canadian Standard 
Efficiency Test.  It proved to be a pow-
erful aid in the development of TUX-
IS.

And I can now say “our” because yes – as 
you knew from the beginning – at Christ-
mas of 1947 I was accepted.
TUXIS’ curriculum was summed up in one 
verse from Luke, chapter 2: “And Jesus in-
creased in wisdom, stature, and found favour 
with God and Man.” This had been the basis of 
a sermon heard by one of the founders at a con-
gress in Philadelphia, where Jesus was described a s 
“the Model Man” growing equally in the four sides or parts of his 
nature – spiritual, social, physical and intellectual. [It is worth 
noting that at this time, in the mainline Protestant churches, the 
manhood of Jesus was more in vogue than his divinity.] This sug-
gested, as Frank never tired of saying, a “four-square” approach to 
life, hence his appellation for our group.

TUXIS’ original organizational vehicle, known as “Boys Work 
Boards,” was developed in Ontario then adopted across the coun-
try. The age was set between 18 through 25, but during the war it 
slipped to 15-17 and finally simply covered high school, generally 

14-18. 
Of course we were growing boys, interested in sports 
and games. Frank’s response was varied. We played 
team sports like hockey and baseball, but he also 
wanted us to learn to box so every so often he put 
the gloves on us. And there were “gym nights” 
where we did tumbling. All these physical activi-
ties were aimed at building strength, endurance 
and skill. But the most exciting was participat-
ing in the National Athletic Contest, an event 
conducted countrywide annually. No, we 
didn’t meet the other teams: each group kept 
their scores and sent them to HQ, where a 
complex formula was applied to determine 
winners since there was such a variance in 
ages and group size. 

Our Triple “C” TUXIS Square group won three 
times in the four years I was a member, but it wasn’t just be-

cause I was there: we took group honours something like six times 
in ten years. We were from Prince Albert, after all – a town full of 
top-grade runners, jumpers and throwers!

The TUXIS founders knew it was equally important to lift us up 
the area of social relations. Their attitudes were quite Canadian 
at that time, formed by the British public school system with its 
emphasis on rigorous attendance standards and sports activities, 
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but based in high public and private morality. To meet this end 
we really livened up “old Wesley”: we had parties with the girls, 
sponsored tea socials, parents’ nights and variety shows, as well 
as an annual Father-and-Son banquet.  Since organized activities 
were new territory to most of us, it was almost always Frank who 
provided the ideas, and we did the work. We learned how to run 
meetings properly and efficiently.  Program ideas were pumped 
in through discussion and decision.  Money was raised to finance 
various ventures. 

So much for the spiritual, social and athletic sides of our nature…
there was still the curious side, the learning aspect, without which 
nobody is complete.  We met in the “old Wesley” church choir room 
every Friday, at 7:30 pm and heard more interesting lectures from 
Frank, but guest speakers made regular appearances to tell us all 
about what it was like in the wide world. The curriculum called for 
a regular regimen of sex education, since the men who developed it 
were under no illusions that this subject was taught properly, if at 
all, in either the boys’ homes or schools.  And so, every year, Frank 
sent home a letter to our parents requesting permission to allow us 
to sit in on the sex-ed sessions.  As far as I know, no parent refused.  
So our choir room rocked with laughter or went silent as a tomb as 
we grappled with the mysterious and compelling subject of human 
sexual development and behaviour. 

We slowly acquired a rounded development.

The last and highest element of TUXIS was the Older Boys Par-
liament, which met in Regina every year at the Christmas break.  
Frank groomed a contingent to attend once elected by us. Ron 
Smith, already president of the Student Activities Association at 

our high school and president of our TUXIS group, was elected 
Premier of the 1948 session of Parliament.  Ken Hodgins and Bill 
Brown were named to the cabinet of their years at Parliament.  Bob 
MacRae, Doug  Hill, Graydon Gould,  Bill Crook, Jim Mooney, 
Jim Spooner and Jack Cooper would also attend Parliament in 
various capacities.  So would Bill Sykes and Doug Sagi. 
Attending the Parliament was my great ambition, but I didn’t 
make it as a TUXIS boy. It happened only afterwards. I’d made 
it to university in 1951: I joined the undergrad association of St. 
Andrew’s College, which sponsored a delegate to the TUXIS Par-
liament and I was selected. It turned out to be an exciting three 
years: first as a cabinet minister, then as Premier, last as Leader of 
the Opposition.

The lasting influence of that Parliament was made manifest in our 
weekly meetings, for it was there that the rules of order came to 
be used as a means of making decisions.  This was particularly the 
case with the development of a constitution and by-laws, which we 
debated with strict adherence to Parliamentary procedure. All of 
this was under Frank’s tutelage, but none of it helped us discern 
what Frank did in his day job.

None of us ever worked up the nerve to ask him directly, “What 
do you do all day at the bank?” Our answer was, “Nothing!” Every 
time one of us showed up he had time to chat. How was that pos-
sible? However, one of us actually also became a banker – and even 
President and Chair of the Board of the Royal Bank. Allan Taylor 
was finally able to supply me with an answer:

“In those days the bank branches each had a set of Rules which de-
scribed every employee’s job in detail. Employees were required to 
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know their own job plus the relevant aspects of any other person’s 
job. The so-called Rule Book could be used for training and was 
always subject to alteration. Frank was very likely the guy who kept 
the Rules – today he would be called a ‘systems manager’, but then 
more likely he was an ‘efficiency expert’.”

Frank maintained a rich relational network with all of his boys 
and their families, where he was often a welcome guest. He had 
a genius for treating everyone with whom he came in contact as 
a special person. More, he always arrived on time for his dinner 
dates and never overstayed his welcome – which taught all of us 
boys respect for our hosts.

Frank was transferred to Regina in 1955 and was for many years 
the Chief Lone Scout of our province, an appointment which suited 
well his talents and interests. He continued to stay in touch with 
many of the boys, visiting and sending cards, which in my case he 
always signed “Skipper Frank,” the title he used as a Scouter. He 
died in March 1984.

Over the years, as I moved through various careers, I kept two 
group photographs from TUXIS days in Prince Albert, usually 
tacked up on an office wall. I often wondered what had happened 
to my friends.  Where were they?  What had they made of their 
lives?   What did they remember of their days in TUXIS?
In late spring of 2003 I decided to find out, and this turned into 
quite the adventure!

The first move was to recruit an old high school friend, Ann Mc-
Intyre, Toombs, as a willing collaborator and research associate.  
Second, I persuaded our home town daily paper, the Prince Albert 

Herald, to do a story on Frank and the “boys”, and to print the two 
group photos alongside.  The headline was:
 
DO YOU KNOW THESE MEN?
Contact Ann or Patrick….

Our initial base was the forty faces in my two photographs and 
the dozen or so guys we knew had been in the club but not in the 
pictures. But our first response was not from a TUXIS boy but an 
email from one of Frank’s former Scouts, Bob Mascho.  Next came 
a call from Bob Clark, a retired farmer whose name had escaped 
us.  Then letters and calls came to both of us that led to more pic-
tures and 50 new names. 

About that point we decided to write a memoir of the group, com-
plete with biographies and reminiscences, once we tracked them all 
down. For example, all I knew about one of the faces in the photo-
graph, Ken Hodgins, was that he had become a doctor.  So I asked 
my daughter-in –law to look him up in her medical directory – and 
there he was.  Ken was happy to find several others for me, and also 
read one of the early manuscripts.

I made it my business to personally interview Allan Taylor, who 
had joined the Royal Bank after graduation from high school and 
risen to become President and Chairman of the Board.  He’d kept 
in touch with a number of the boys, many of whom had also be-
come bankers. 

And so it went, finding the boys now become men, and finding 
that some of those men had carved out some fame for themselves.
Let me introduce you to Doug Hill. Before the current Harry Pot-
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ter phenomenon, Doug was far and away the most popular author 
in the genre of children’s science fiction and fantasy in England.  
He is popular in Canada too, but it is not common knowledge that 
he is a native of Prince Albert and a former member of TUXIS. So 
now that secret is out!

Bob MacRae, the venerable Anglican Archdeacon, had been the 
rector of St. John the Divine in Victoria BC for 21 years. He gained 
international recognition when he kick-started the campaign 
against providing Nestlé’s milk products to third-world countries. 
Graydon Gould is now an actor. After training in England, he 
starred as George Keeley in the CBC series Forest Rangers and can 
also still be caught on Emmerdale, High Chapparal and Mission Im-
possible.
Bob, Allan, Ken, Doug and Graydon all credit their TUXIS days 
and the leadership of Frank McPhail as major character building 
influences, alongside families and the church. Many others we con-
tacted echoed similar thoughts, others who are successful leaders 
in their fields, active in their communities and in their churches.  
For the most part they married well, had children and grandchil-
dren, and are enjoying the fruits of their labours in retirement.  
Collectively they lived and worked in every Canadian province and 
territory, and in several foreign countries as well.
Now the memoir is complete and going soon to print. It includes 
a section on the origins of the TUXIS movement, a section on 
Frank himself, and a short biographical sketch of each of the 100 
members up to 1956.
You can’t find a TUXIS group in Canada anymore.  There are 
plenty of teenage boys, but if they have any sort of church affiliation 
it might be some kind of co-ed group for junior high. What’s hap-
pened is a huge demographic shift in this country, leaving churches 

and schools empty that were once filled to the brim. And, like a lot 
of things, TUXIS was an idea that suited its time and place, and 
that time is gone.  Fifty years ago it was the right idea, the right 
leader, and the right boys that made it work.
Those fifty years have for the majority of Frank’s boys been suc-
cessful and happy years. Collectively I like to think we are the story 
of Canada in the second half of the twentieth century. We recall 
those TUXIS days fondly, and none has ever forgotten the blue-
eyed, highly energized little man with the clenched grin who will 
always be regarded as our leader and friend.
Frank, wherever you are now, this is for you. Thanks for every-
thing.
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