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‘A nation is a body of people who have done
great things together in the past and who expect
to do great things together in the future’

E H. Underhill
The Image of Confederation (1964)






Ninety years ago, Canadians defined who they were based
on their region, province, culture and ethnic communities. Our
national identity was little more than a vague notion. At that
time, when Canada was still carving out its place on the world
stage, our country was called to fight alongside the Allies during
the First World War. History would remember the victories and
courage of our soldiers, but if there was one battle that would
Jorge our national identity, it was the Battle of Vimy Ridge.

On Easter Monday 1917, the four divisions of the Canadian
Corps lined up together and seized a commanding German
position that bad proven to be too much for the French and
British. But victory had not come lightly: 3 500 Canadian
soldiers fell during that mission. The account later told by the
survivors was moving. They spoke of the bhorror, of course,
but also of the feeling that they bad achieved something of great
importance. Standing atop Vimy Ridge, looRing down in
victory over the Douai Plain, they knew that they were forever
bound to one another. When that terrible war ended, each
would return to their homes with a new awareness and a desire
to call themselves, more proudly than ever, Canadians.

On the 90" anniversary of the Battle of Vimy Ridge, we
bonour those men who fought so courageously for their country
in the name of freedom and justice.

Ry a

Michaélle Jean
November 2006
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Canada and the Battle of Vimy Ridge

The Dominion of Canada was just 50 years old in April 1917 when 100,000 of her 8
million citizens fought and won the Battle of Vimy Ridge.

It was the biggest Allied victory of the Great War to that point, but it was much more
than that. Brigadier-General Alexander Ross, commander of one of the four Canadian
divisions that stormed the Ridge, put it best:

“It was Canada from the Atlantic to the Pacific on parade,” he said. “I thought then that
in those few minutes I witnessed the birth of a nation.”

Indeed he did. Canada emerged as a nation that twice rose to the defence of the
homelands of her two founding peoples and became a powerful force for peace in the
world. To this day, Canada is a nation that never flinches from its duty to stand up for
freedom, democracy, human rights and the rule of law.

Our ancestors built a magnificent monument atop Vimy Ridge to immortalize this seminal
moment in our nation’s history. This year marks the 90™ anniversary of the battle, the
dedication of the completely refurbished monument, and the republication of this superb
book, Canada and the Battle of Vimy Ridge.

I invite all Canadians to honour the 3,598 brave souls who fell in that battle by reading
this book and someday, if possible, making a pilgrimage to the hallowed ground in
Northern France where modern Canada was born.

The Rt. Hon. Stephen Harper, P.C., M.P.
Prime Minister of Canada
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CHAPTER 1

PILGRIMS’ PROGRESS

In all his thirty-six years, Jack Harris had
never been a man to spend much time
with pen or pencil. His schooling had ended

at the age of fourteen and he had become

a bricklayer — a trade that, at the turn of the

nineteenth century, required few writing skills

beyond those necessary to sign for his pay.

Nor, in March 1917, as a mere private in the
(now permanently) dismounted 4th Canadian
Mounted Rifles was he privy to the counsels
of Sir Douglas Haig, the commander-in-chief
of the British Expeditionary Force in France.
Even the smaller-scale intentions of General
Sir Henry Horne, the commander of the British
First Army, with which the Canadian
Corps was serving, and Lieutenant-General
Sir Julian Byng, the English aristocrat
who commanded the Corps for the time
being, were quite beyond his ken. He
had not yet heard shots fired in anger, and
he could hardly have known that he was
about to participate in an apocalyptic battle.
One, it has since been argued (by better-
educated and more influential men than
Jack, who were also there) that played

a notable part in creating a Canadian identity.

All Private Harris knew was that he
would soon be going into the trenches for

the first time. Perhaps it was simply the

imminent prospect of killing or being killed
that led him to start a diary. He kept it
intermittently, in pencil (in a surprisingly
neat and trim hand) in a scrubby little
soldier’s notebook, eight centimetres by
thirteen, that he carried in the pocket

of his tunic; and a month after he began

it he would record how a very ordinary
man, who had been born and raised in the
English countryside and essentially still
thought of himself as an Englishman despite
seven years in Canada, helped to make
both military and Canadian history — and

all unwittingly make himself into a Canadian!

The 9th of April, 1917, found him
jammed together with several hundred of
his fellow-soldiers in a tunnel cut through
the chalk that underlay the south-western
slopes of Vimy Ridge.There were many
more men — thousands of them — waiting
in other tunnels and caves, all safe for the
moment against German shot and shell. They
were faced by other hazards, however.
Most of the thirteen tunnels, illlit by electric
lights strung along the rough walls, were
half a kilometre or more in length and only
a metre wide. Many of the occupants were
there all day and half the night, smoking,
sweating, eating cold food and drinking

lukewarm tea brought up in dixies, farting



and using barrels as toilets. Amazingly,
not one of them one seems to have
been asphyxiated, nor is there any account

of someone developing claustrophobia.

With time to think, what did Jack Harris
think about?

Easter Sunday

Very different to any other
I bave spent. Stay all day in tunnel,
waiting for morning & the advance.
Cannot put bere all I thought of that
day but felt I would come through
somehbow. Hope to spend next Easter
in a far better manner. Had mail from

Lou and kiddies — very acceptable.

The next morning, minutes before first
light, in snow and hail and rain, more
than twenty-five thousand Canadians — with
another ten thousand close behind — rose
out of their trenches and tunnels along
a seven-kilometre front and began to
trudge up Vimy Ridge behind an awesome
curtain of artillery fire mostly laid down
by Canadian guns and gunners. Harris was
among them, in the middle of the first
wave. When he found time to record the
next two eventful days his prose was

terse, flat and simple.

Left tunnel [at] 3:30 a.m. for
Jumping-off trench. Mud to knees
as usual. About 4:15 a.m. came the

order to go over. At the same time

Q)
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[a] terrible barrage from our artillery
opened up. Terrific — no other
word describes it. Walked over top
(too loaded to run). Lost track

of rest of section. Very little return
fire from Fritz. Shot at twice by
Fritz from mouth of dug-out. [He]
Missed. Threw bombs in after

bim & left him to A’ Co/mpany’s]
S/ergeant]-Major. Found rest of
party at Swichern [Zwischen] Trench.

All bad been more or less lost.

Everything going fine. Made
the objective in quick time and
then belped RCRs to dig in and
bold line. Were told relief would be
in at night, but no such luck.
Stayed in front line until Tuesday
midnight, then took back to
supports (Swichern). Lots of rain
and snow all the trip. Relieved
by 60th [Battalion] 8 p. m.

The attack did not go quite so easily
everywhere along the front, but by
that same Tuesday midnight Vimy Ridge,
a natural fortress held by the Germans
since October 1914, had fallen into Canadian
hands at an amazingly small cost in lives.
This was the greatest victory that the Entente
— the British and French alliance — had
yet achieved in nearly three years of fighting.
How did it come about? And why was it
so important in the evolution of Canadian

nationhood?
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Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry,
Jformed almost exclusively from former British
servicemen resident in Canada at the
outbreak of war (and many of them from
the west), leaves Ottawa’s Lansdowne
Park for Valcartier. [LAC PA 23278/

“The Girl I Left Behind Me.” Toronto’s Royal
Grenadiers mingle with [riends and family
as they march to Union Station to catch the
train to Valcartier. [LAC PA 5122]

When Britain was at war all the King’s subjects
were at war. Volunteers from the Files Hills
Indian Colony who joined Saskatcbewan’s
68th Battalion, together with members of

their families. [LAC PA 66815/



CANADA AT WAR

The causes of the First World War lie
beyond the scope of this book and have
been much disputed by historians, but it is
certain that they had nothing to do with
Canada. Nevertheless, when Great Britain
declared war on Germany and her Austro-
Hungarian ally in August 1914, Canada,
as a British colony sharing a British king,
found itself automatically at war, too.
Generally speaking, that was not an unpopular
circumstance in a simpler, more naive
world than that in which we live today.
Many people, particularly those of British
descent, welcomed the opportunity to stand
at Britain’s side in what they viewed as

a righteous cause.

Especially in western Canada there were
numbers of British-born men who still
thought of themselves primarily as Britons,
with all the privileges and responsibilities that
implied. Most of them enlisted as a matter
of course just as soon as they could get near
a recruiting station. And many young men
born in Canada were equally keen. In their
minds there flourished a rather romantic
conception of war as a sporting contest,

a sort of gigantic game in which some poor
devils — but not many — would undoubtedly
be killed or mutilated. They, of course, would

not be among the unfortunate few.
Others, in a stagnant economy (and an

era without any governmental social security)

simply saw soldiering as a better bet than

Q)
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unemployment and an empty belly. Native
people from all across the Dominion enlisted
readily at first, perhaps because in their
communities warriors had traditionally enjoyed
a prestige that modern young Indians found

it hard to acquire.The fighting on the Western
Front would bear little resemblance to the
kind of guerilla warfare that their forefathers
had excelled at, but they could hardly know
that at the time.

Despite a casual and often bungled
recruiting process, and haphazard mobilization
marked by the energetic but eccentric style
of Minister of Militia (and enthusiastic amateur
soldier) Sam Hughes, the First Contingent of
a Canadian Expeditionary Force was in England
by mid-October,* thirty thousand strong but
with mostly inexperienced officers and men only
half-trained in the barest fundamentals of
soldiering. They spent a wet and muddy winter
on Salisbury Plain, learning simple military
skills but never dreaming that their experience
with Wiltshire mud would serve them in such

good stead in Flanders and Picardy.

With them were fifty of the one hundred
‘graduates of almost every hospital training
school in Canada ... among whom were some
French Canadians’, according to Lieutenant
(Nursing Sister) Mabel Clint of Montreal,

hurriedly commissioned into the Army Medical

* Joining the convoy off St.John’s was a ship carrying
537 officers and men of the Newfoundland Regiment
who were not part of the CEE Newfoundland, not yet
part of Canada, sent its own little expeditionary force,
one battalion strong.

OF Viugy.
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The First Contingent crossing
the Atlantic. [LAC PA 22731]

Arriving at Plymouth. A British officer watching
them disembark thought that the Canadians would

be fine “if their officers could be all shot.”
[LAC PA 22708]

Nursing sisters from the francophone
Canadian General Hospital that served the
French army. [DND PMR 87-465]



Service ‘for the duration of the war’. Most

of the other fifty went with the first Canadian
Expeditionary Force unit to reach France,
crossing the Channel on 8 November 1914, to
help with British casualties until the arrival
of the 1st Division and the onset of the Second
Battle of Ypres brought them compatriots

to treat.”

It was not quite so easy to recruit another
twenty thousand men for a Second Contingent,
the last of whom arrived in England in June
1915.‘The most enthusiastic centres were in
the West and Winnipeg, Regina, Edmonton,
Calgary, could have raised thousands where
hundreds were required, recorded the
Canadian Annual Review for 1914, ‘Parts
of Ontario and Quebec seemed slow in
their response; New Brunswick raised a
Regiment after weeks of work and many
public meetings and Nova Scotia did

the same’

For French Canadians, particularly
Quebeckers, part of the problem was
language. Although the pre-war militia
was pragmatically bilingual in Quebec
(and Ottawa paid lip service, at least,
to the concept of a French-speaking militia)
the initial Canadian Expeditionary Force
was an exclusively anglophone institution.
Recruiting officers everywhere, even in

Quebec, were all too often unilingual

* By the end of the war, 2,400 more nurses would have
served overseas.

Q)
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English-speakers, cronies of Sam Hughes,
and one way or another there was
very little encouragement for unilingual

francophones to enlist.

There were prominent French Canadians
most anxious to see their community play
a full part, however; and as early as 10 September
La Presse, Montreal’s leading French-language
paper, had reported on their approach to
Ottawa with the idea of forming a two thousand-
strong francophone regiment. That would
have meant two battalions, but some patriotic
citizens were even thinking in terms of

four battalions, or a francophone brigade.

La Presse noted that French Canadian
members of the Conservative administration
in Ottawa, as well as Sir Wilfrid Laurier,
leader of the opposition Liberals, supported
the proposal. Both La Presse itself (linked
to Laurier) and La Patrie (financed by
Conservative businessman Hugh Graham)
backed the idea. Indeed, there was a
surprising degree of agreement throughout
the francophone media.An ad boc
committee, half-Liberal and half-Conservative,
that included the Premier of Quebec,

Sir Lomer Gouin, the mayor of Montreal,
Médéric Martin, and a variety of senators,
judges and influential journalists, pressed

for the creation of a French-speaking force.

Representatives met formally with Prime
Minister Sir Robert Borden on 28 September

to put their case, and Borden took the

OF Viugy.
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Practising for Flanders! Dinner time on
Salisbury Plain. [LAC PA 5032/

The 22nd Battalion at St Jean, Quebec,
preparing to go overseas. [LAC PA 4912]

German troops secure on Vimy Ridge,
autumn 1914. [DND PMR 91-014/



opportunity to thank Dr. Arthur Mignault of
Montreal who had offered $50,000 (a much
greater sum then than now) towards the cost
of such a force.Three weeks later a Cabinet
order authorized the formation of specifically
French-speaking units although, as in the

rest of Canada, recruiting did not live up to
expectations. Only enough volunteers

came forward to establish one battalion.
Numbered as the 22nd Battalion, CEE it
became part of the Second Contingent — the
precursor of today’s Royal 22e Régiment

du Canada, or (in unofficial English) the

‘Van Doos’.

No wonder that recruiting was becoming
more difficult. The carefree and romantic
had mostly gone off with the First Contingent
and the unemployed were finding jobs in
an economy that was beginning to expand.
Beyond that, the harsh and painful reality of
modern war was now recognizable in the
reports of war correspondents appearing in
the newspapers. By November 1914 an
initially mobile Western Front had solidified
into trench lines that stretched from the
Swiss Alps to the North Sea.There were no
flanks left to be turned on the low-lying
Flanders plain and the terrible triad of
artillery, machine-guns and barbed wire made
frontal attacks prohibitively expensive at
a time when tanks were not even on the
drawing board. By the end of 1914, after
five months of fighting, each side had lost
more than three-quarters of a million

men killed, wounded or captured.

Q)
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THE CANADIANS IN FRANCE

Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry,
a battalion recruited almost entirely from
British Army veterans® and therefore requiring
less training, reached France (as part of a
British division) in December 1914.The
1st Division followed in February, in a welter
of confusion. Private Alexander Sinclair had

something to say about that in his diary.

There’s an expectant stir in
camp this morning, and there’s
more bustle, and sans doute
the usual confusion — the word
‘confusion’ has become synonymous
with ‘Canadian contingent’; and
Just recently I bave beard it referred
to as the ‘comedian contingent ...

But there’s excuse, and to spare, for
we are expected to leave this

afternoon ... for France.

The divison arrived in time to play a very
minor part in the battle of Neuve Chapelle,
where it incurred only a hundred casualties.
Tunes of glory could still echo briefly in
young mens’ ears but only six weeks later
came the Second Battle of Ypres, when
the Canadians found themselves in the midst
of the fighting and the Germans employed
poison gas — chlorine — for the first time

on the Western Front.

* At the instigation of Hamilton Gault, a Montreal
businessman, who had provided $100,000 towards
its cost.
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Lieutenant-General E.A.H. Alderson, the
British general officer first selected to
command the Canadians. He had had
Canadians under his command in

the South African War, fifteen years earlier.
[LAC PA 168103]

No 3 Casualty Clearing Station, July 1916.
Primitive by today’s standards, but better
than anything before it. [LAC PA 104/

Clumsy and uncomfortable but
generally effective, an anti-gas box
respirator of the kind eventually
introduced in August 19106.

[LAC PA 928]




Gas warfare had been prohibited
by the Hague Convention of 1899,
which all the major protagonists had
signed, but that prohibition had not
been re-affirmed in the 1907 Convention.
Nevertheless, the Entente troops had
no gas masks or anti-gas training. “We had
been warned some days before that an
attack would probably be made by the
Germans with gas, wrote Major Victor
Odlum of the 7th Battalion, ‘and we were
told to take necessary precautions [but]
we could not visualize an attack with
gas ... and we did not know what were
the necesary precautions. And no one

could tell us’

French colonial troops on the Canadians’
left, exposed to the worst of it, panicked
and fled on 22 April 1915.The Canadians
held firm, pulling back the left of their
line to hold the shoulder of the gap and
then moving up their reserve brigade to
join British troops in bringing the enemy

to a stop three kilometres short of Ypres.

Forty-eight hours later a second gas attack
fell directly upon the 1st Division. Major H.H.
Matthews, commanding a company of the
8th Battalion, which bore the brunt of the attack,
recounted what he saw and felt in a letter

written shortly after the battle.
The wall of vapour appeared to

me to be at least fifteeen feet in beight,

white on top, the remainder being

Q)
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of a greenish-yellow colour. Although
the breeze was of the slightest, it
advanced with great rapidity and was

on us in less than three minutes.

1t is impossible for me to
give a real idea of the terror and
borror spread among us all by
this filthy loathsome pestilence. It
was not, 1 think, the fear of death
or anything supernatural, but the
great dread that we could not
stand the fearful suffocating sensation
sufficiently to be each in our proper
places and able to resist to the
uttermost the attack which we felt

sure must follow.

Matthews’ fears were unfounded.
When the attack began Victor Odlum
noticed ‘a strange new smell.... A
queer brownish-yellow haze was blowing
in from the north. Our eyes smarted.
Breathing became unpleasant and throats
raw.... Some fell and choked, and writhed
and frothed on the ground.... It was the gas’
But there was no panic as men with wet
cloths wrapped about their noses and
mouths* — urine was better than water,
they found! — gave ground slowly, inflicting

heavy casualties on the enemy. A private

* Smoke helmets — chemically impregnated bags
with transparent celluloid windows, to be worn over
the head — were issued two months later. The first
‘small box respirators’, or proper gas masks, were not
introduced until August 1916.
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General Alderson decorates an unknown
Canadian lance-corporal (and grenadier,
by bis arm badge) in the aftermath of
Second Ypres. Behind the corporal, others
wait their turn. [DND DHist-1]

Dr. Jobn McCrae, for whom the poppies blew in
Flanders fields and who died of pneumonia
in 1918. [DND CF66-473/

A German trench wrecked

by artillery fire, July 1916. On
the ground, close by the body
of a German soldier, bis water
bottle, mess tin, and looted
back-pack. [LAC PA 128/




in the British Army’s Seaforth Highlanders,
who arrived on the scene the next day,
recalled how his section ‘stopped at a ditch

at a first aid clearing station.

There were about two to three
bundred men lying in that ditch. Some
were clawing at their throats. Their
brass buttons were green. Their bodies
were swelled. Some of them were
still alive. They were not wearing their
belts or equipment and we thought
they were Germans. One inquisitive
Jellow turned a dead man over. He
saw a brass clip bearing the name
CANADA on the corpse’s shoulder
and exclaimed ‘These are Canadians!'...
Some of the Canadians were still
writhing on the ground, their tongues

banging out....

Then we reached the front
line Canadian trenches. There were

no trenches left.

German gas supplies were exhausted
for the moment, but the battle went on in
a more conventional fashion. Before it
was over the Canadians had lost nearly
a third of their number — six thousand men
killed, wounded, gassed, or taken prisoner out
of an authorized strength of sixteen thousand,
five hundred. Compare that figure with the
three hundred and forty Canadians killed or
wounded in two years of South African

fighting only fifteen years earlier. War had

Q)
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become unbelievably more destructive: and
the fact was not lost on either the men
in the field or on potential recruits and their

families back in Canada.

Major John McCrae, the medical officer
of a Canadian artillery brigade, knew
personally many of the men he tended
at Ypres and in the dying stages of the
battle — no pun intended — lost a very
close friend, Lieutenant Alexis Helmer,
who was killed by a German shell that
exploded at his feet. The next day, between
dealing with batches of wounded, Dr. McCrae
scribbled some verses on a handy scrap

of paper.

In Flanders fields the poppies blow
Between the crosses, row on rouw,
That mark our place; and in the sky
The larks, still bravely singing, fly

Scarce beard amidst the guns below.

We are the Dead. Short days ago
We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow),
Loved, and were loved, and
now we lie
In Flanders fields.

Take up our quarrel with the foe:
To you from failing bhands we throw
The torch, be yours to bhold it bigh.
If ye break faith with us who die
We shall not sleep, though
poppies grow
In Flanders fields.
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Sir Richard Turner, VC. Brave men do not
necessarily make good generals. [LAC PA 7941]

<=»

Sir Julian Byng. [LAC PA 1356]

With his pear-shaped body (and an unmilitary hand
in bis pocket) Artbur Currie — here guiding Canadian
senators near the front in 1916 — never much looked
like a soldier; but he was probably the finest general
Canada bas yet produced. [LAC PA 237]



Second Ypres was merely a harbinger
of things to come. In the first weeks of
the war, before the trench stalemate had
been established, the Germans had lunged
forward and occupied most of Belgium and
much of north-eastern France.Then, as the
front settled down, they had given up small
amounts of territory when expedient, in
order to establish strong positions on the
most advantageous ground. Anxious to recover
both their territory and their reputations,
puzzled French generals (and, of course, their
British and Belgian peers) struggled to find
a way to prise the Germans out of those
positions, but topography and technology
almost always defeated them. Their
attempts to adjust their conventional
theories of war to current realities

were curiously inept.

The Germans had learned to dig deep
shelters, where their machine-gunners
could take cover while the artillery barrage
passed over them, and still pop up to lay
curtains of interlocking fire across the front
of the attacking infantry. They erected
impenetrable tangles of barbed wire, criss-
crossing No-man’s-land, that funnelled
their enemies into killing zones. But time
after time, following ever-heavier artillery
bombardments that chewed up the ground
over which their soldiers must advance
(and gave the Germans good warning of
the attack to come) the Entente generals

launched their men into infernos of fire.

Each time they failed, they modified
their tactics — but only very slightly and
always along the simplistic lines of more
men and more guns.The Germans reacted
by digging more and deeper shelters, often
with concrete cover, to protect themselves.
With greater numbers and more high-
explosives, communication and control was
becoming a major problem at every level
of command, for telephone wire took time to
lay and was easily cut by shellfire, while
radio communication, although technically
feasible, could not yet meet the practical
demands of the battlefield.

Wiser generals might have toyed with
the possibilities of dispersion, infiltration, or
surprise — or simply decided to stand on the
defensive until such time as some original
thinking or new technology could give them
a better chance of success. In England,
thoughtful men were now thinking in terms
of caterpillar-tracked, armed and armoured
motor vehicles — landships — to lead the
assault. But all the generals in France seemed
trapped in their own conventional thinking
and their men suffered as a result.

Canadian officers lacked the professional
background to challenge that thinking and,
obediently, the 1st Division was flung against
the enemy wire at Aubers Ridge in May 1915,
at Festubert that same month, and again at
Loos in September and October. Week by week,

the casualty lists grew longer.

OF Viugy.

390@



British Prime Minister David Lloyd George (calttily,
but accurately) described Sir Douglas Haig as
“brilliant to the tops of his boots.” [DND DHist-4/

The S8th Battalion, CEF, commanded
by Lieutenant-Colonel (later
Major-General) Louis Lipselt, marches

I f past Stonebenge soon after its arrival
in England in 1914. [LAC PA 117875]

-

Volunteers from the Yukon, leaving

Dawson City. They never quite
got to Berlin but they did belp to win

the war. [LAC PA 4984/




A CANADIAN CORPS

A 2nd Canadian Division formed from
the Second Contingent arrived in France in
September 1915. Command of it was given
to a Canadian militia officer and Quebec
businessman, Major-General Richard Turner,
a Victoria Cross winner of the South African
War who had formerly commanded the
1st Division’s 3rd Brigade.The two divisions
were then combined to form a Canadian
Corps under British Lieutenant-General
E.A.H.Alderson who was promoted from

commanding the 1st Division.

Taking Alderson’s old place was another
Canadian militia officer who had been
leading the 1st Brigade.The ungainly,
pear-shaped body and lugubrious features
of Major-General Arthur Currie, a Vancouver
Island realtor who had fallen on hard
times before the war and been saved from
financial ruin by mobilization, were not
militarily inspiring but appearances were

to prove deceptive.

St. Eloi, in April 1916, when the untried
2nd Division was put in to hold a piece of
ground taken by the British but made quite
unrecognizable in the process by an enormously
liberal use of high explosive and too much
rain, was a disaster. A lack of aerial reconnaissance
and poor staff work left the Canadians
believing that they held some gigantic mine
craters that were actually still in German

hands. It took a week — an expensive, painful
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week — to get the situation sorted out, and
afterwards Alderson asked Turner to join him
in putting in an adverse report on one of
the latter’s brigadiers. Turner refused and
Alderson then proposed replacing Turner
as well, only to have his request denied by
Haig who was unwilling to annoy Ottawa

by sacking two senior Canadians.

Instead, Alderson was the one to go,
‘kicked upstairs’ to be Inspector-General of
the Canadians in England, and command
of the Corps passed to the Honourable
Sir Julian Byng, eighth child of the Earl of
Stafford, a long-service British regular
who had commanded a British corps for
the past three months. “Why am I sent
to the Canadians? I don’t know a Canadian,
Byng responded to the congratulations
of a friend. “Why this stunt?... However,
there it is. I am ordered to these people
and will do my best. Byng’s appointment
roughly coincided with the arrival of the
3rd Division, commanded (because Sam
Hughes disliked and distrusted all
Permanent Force officers) by a Toronto

lawyer, Major-General Malcolm Mercer.

Alderson had been more acceptable to the
Canadians than many British officers might
have been, but Byng’s cheerful informality really
won them over. A senior medical officer,
Andrew McPhail, waiting for the new corps
commander to inspect his hospital, was surprised
to find that instead of arriving on horseback,

all pomp and ceremony, with mounted troopers
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to clear the way and an aide de camp and a
couple of orderlies trotting behind, ‘he came
into the horse lines through a hedge, jumping
the ditch as unaffectedly as a farmer would
come on a neighbour’s place to look at his
crops... this is a soldier — large, strong, lithe,

with worn boots and frayed puttees.’

Soon the Canadians were happily referring
to themselves as ‘the Byng boys. Even Douglas
Haig — not the most perspicacious of men —
noticed the difference. At the end of July he wrote
to the king about a visit he had just made to the
Canadian Corps headquarters, where ‘I found a
greatly improved atmosphere there since he
[Byng] assumed command. Before there was
always a certain amount of jealousy and friction

between the several Canadian divisions.

Byng’s ideas and reforms would take
time to develop, promulgate and implement,
however. At Mount Sorrel, in June 1916, he
drove the Canadians forward relentlessly, in the
now traditional fashion, as they took another
three thousand casualties in a week merely to
restore the status quo after a surprise German
attack that cost the 1st and newly-arrived
3rd Divisions six thousand officers and men,
including General Mercer who was reconnoitring
his front line at the time.The 4th CMRs, where
Mercer was when the blow fell, lost 89% of its

strength in four days.

Mercer’s command was given to
Major-General Louis Lipsett, formerly of the

1st Division’s 2nd Brigade, a British officer

who had been serving in Canada at the
outbreak of war and had volunteered

to stay with the CEE The 4th Division, under
command of yet another militia officer,
Major-General David Watson (who owned
the Quebec Chronicle) would join the
Corps in August. Meanwhile, Ottawa was
settling on a (too low) figure of five thousand
replacements a month to maintain the sixty
thousand men in the front line that the Cabinet
concluded were needed to buy a place for

Canada in Imperial war councils.

At least another forty thousand were
needed to support them, organizing and delivering
supplies, policing rear areas, servicing base
hospitals, or clerking at divisional and corps
headquarters. More still were needed in
England and Canada to administer the training
and replacement pipelines. Altogether, Ottawa
thought, it might be necessary to muster half
a million men — and Borden pledged his
government to do just that on 1 January 1916.
It was the impact of that announcement that
led Jack Harris — a middle-aged man by the
standards of the day, with the welfare of a wife
and two children to consider — to the recruiting
booth on the last day of January. His wife never

spoke to him for two weeks after that!

A CANADIAN IDENTITY

In Canada a steady flow of recruits was
passing through the initial training depots,
as it had done since the outbreak of war.

These men came from every corner of the



country and the sociological and cultural
impact of their coming together was quite
unprecedented in Canada’s brief history.
Although units — both battalions and
brigades — had initially been organized
on local and regional bases, military
expedience soon mixed them up both

as individuals and units. It is a point

worth expanding upon.

Canada had been cobbled together
for purely pragmatic — and often none too
moral — reasons.Those who confederated
in 1867 did so for political or economic
advantage, their common decision-making
bolstered by two things: British determination
to withdraw the garrisons from their
North American colonies, and a belief that,
in unity, there would be better prospects
of thwarting any possibility of American
annexation. Since 1841 (at the behest of
London) Quebec and Ontario had been
one province, and Canada East only favoured
confederation in order to escape the
tightening (and potentially suffocating)
embrace of Canada West. After Rupert’s
Land (subsequently the prairie provinces)
was purchased from the Hudson’s Bay
Company in 1869, British Columbia was
bribed with the promise of a railway
in 1871 and Prince Edward Island with
the payment of its debts in 1873.

Any sense of commonality or community
was noticeably lacking in this Dominion
of Canada. Five-and-a-half thousand kilometres
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of largely empty space lay between Halifax
and Victoria. The Maritimes were cut off
from Quebec by the northern spur of an
Appalachian mountain