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ABSTRACT 

This study shows the importance of combat intelligence work to the success 

of Canadian Corps operations. To do this, the evolution of the intelligence service 

is described, along with those significant events that shaped and spawned this 

transition. The intelligence service grew fiom an understaffed and under 

appreciated component of staff work into one comprising thousands of members. 

Almost from the moment the Canadians arrived at the Eont they began improving 

their intelligence system. But it was the battles of 1915: Second Ypres, Festubert 

and Givenchy - that pushed through the first major changes. Command confbsion, 

ignorance, and Ioss of control marked Second Ypres and Festubert. On these 

occasions, the under trained Canadians met disciplined Germans, and paid a bloody 

price. At Givenchy the Canadians fared better thanks to more detailed planning. 

From these early experiences an enhanced appreciation for intelligence work 

emerged, along with an entirely new intelligence organization. From 19 15, the 

Canadians became aggressive intelligence gatherers, collecting and analyzing every 

possible scrap of information before launching assaults. As tactics, technology and 

firepower improved, so too did the intelligence organization, expanding to meet the 

altered circumstances. In doing so it enjoyed great success, compiling a 

tremendous amount of intelligence for commanders and planners. operational 

plans became so detailed and complex that battlefield confusion, luck, and chance 

were reduced, as prior calculation and mathematical precision helped commanders 

regain some control over events. Once operations opened up in 191 8, the Canadian 



Corps adjusted its intelligence system to meet the changing tactical environment, 

and the need for increased tactical and command flexibility. The intelligence 

service, however, was able to adapt, and so continued to grease the wheels of 

command by providing an abundance of information to planners. This helped the 

corps come to grips with its surroundings, allowing it to maintain pressure on the 

enemy. While intelligence work was not the only reason for the corps' battlefieId 

success, it was a principal element that cannot be ignored. 



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

A number of people have given me their time and assistance, and I owe them a debt 

of thanks. They have helped make this a far better history than it would have been 

otherwise, and are certainly not to blame for any errors that may remain. My thesis 

director, Professor Emeritus Sydney Wise, supported my idea and helped keep me 

focused- His comments, advice and encouragement always inspired me to keep plodding 

away. Likewise, comments made on drafts of some of my early chapters by Dr. Roger 

Sarty of the Canadian War Museum, and Professor John Ferris of the University of 

Calgary, kept me on the straight and narrow. Dr. Ferris also provided me with copies of 

some useful primary source material. Dr. Peter Jackson, formerly of Carleton University, 

but now living and teaching in Wales, also offered some valuable encouragement and 

advice early on. I also want to thank the staff of Carleton University's inter-library loans 

department; I had them searching all over North America and England for material for me. 

It was a rare occurrence when they could not locate my request. My thanks too, to the staff 

of the National Archives of Canada, they were always happy to assist me. Finally, I thank 

my family. Their support and encouragement helped me persevere. My thanks to all. 

Dan Jenkins 

Spring 1999 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Page 
. . .......................................................................... Acceptance Form 11 

... Abstract ...................................................................................... -111 

Ackno wledgernents .......................................................................... v 

........................................................................... Table of Contents vi 
. . ........................................... ............................... List of Tables .. v11 

... ............................................................................. List of Figures vlll 

List of Appendices .......................................................................... ix 

Chapter One . Introduction: The Intelligence Problem ................................. 1 

.............................................................. Chapter Two . Expectations 29 

Chapter Three . Early Intelligence Gathering ........................................... 57 

Chapter Four . Intelligence Awakening: 1 9 1 5 ................ ... ................ 94 

Chapter Five . Emerging Professionalism: August 19 15 . May 19 16 ............ 125 

................ .... Chapter Six . St . Eloi to Mount Sorrel: April . June 1916 .. 168 

. ........................... Chapter Seven . The Somme: August November 19 16 201 

Chapter Eight . Interlude: Winter 19 16 - 191 7 ..................................... 237 

Chapter Nine . Vimy Ridge and Hill 70: April . August 1 9 1 7 .................... 263 

Chapter Ten . Passchendaele: October . November 19 17 .......................... 302 

Chapter Eleven . The Emergence of Open Warfare: 

..... Spring and Summer 1918 ......................... ... 328 

Chapter Twelve . The 1 00 Days: August 8 to November 1 1, 1 9 1 8 ............... 356 

A Retrospect ............................................................................ 397 

Bibliography .............................................................................. 405 



LIST OF TABLES 

.......... Table 3.1. Visibility and Altitudes ... ........................... 72 

Table 5.1. Battery Intelligence Report .................... .... ............... 166 

..... ......................... Table 1 1 . 1 .  Canadian Intelligence Corps (France) .. 354 



LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 2.1. Prewar Intelligence Gathering During an Advance and in Close 
Proximity to an Enemy Force .................................................. 33 

Figure 2.2. Methods of Obtaining and Transmitting Information During the 
191 1 Tactical Exercise ...................................................... 44 

Figure 2.3. Brigade Intelligence Organization ....................................... 53 

Figure 3.1. Front Line Combat Intelligence Sources in the 1 st Cstllzldian 
Division. 191 5 .................... .. .................................... 60 

Figure 3.2. Battalion Intelligence Gathering and Security Screen as Practiced 
.............................................. by the 7th Battalion. March 19 16 89 

Figure 4.1. The Trench Raid ........................................................... 123 

Figure 5.1. Intelligence in the Canadian Corps. May 19 16 .................... ... 154 

Figure 8.1. Counter Battery Office Intelligence. 19 17 . 19 18 .................... 255 

Figure 9.1. 2nd Brigade's Communication Layout at Hill 70 .................... 293 

................ Figure 1 1.1 1 st Canadian Division Attack On Machine Gun Nest 335 

.......................... ............ Figure 1 1.2. Counter Mortar Intelligence ... 338 

Figure 12.1. 12th Brigade's Moving Observation Post in an Advance ........... 368 



LIST OF APPENDICES 

page 

Appendix One: Senior Corps Intelligence Officers, GS02(T)s ................... 4 4  



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: THE INTELLIGENCE PROBLEM 

The history of the First World War is still being written, with each year 

witnessing new publications that add to our understanding of the trench deadlock 

on the Western Front and the ultimate Allied victory. These studies have analyzed 

tactics, leadership, specific battles and the impact that new technologies had on the 

conduct of the war. However, one aspect of the First World War that is invariably 

overlooked or minimized is combat intelligence. In many accounts of the war it lies 

concealed somewhere in the background, its importance alluded to, sometimes 

openly discussed, but never i l l y  developed. Often, there is little or no attempt to 

explain where intelligence *Me fiorn, who collected it, or to what use it was put, 

even though intelligence thoroughly permeated all aspects of operational planning 

and, indeed, ail First World War combat. Sometimes it seems that information of 

importance to commanders just magically appears -- the location of German 

machine guns, for example. This study attempts to correct some of the imbalance 

by analyzing the role that combat intelligence played in the extraordinary battlefield 

success of the Canadian Corps and by revealing how the intelligence service was 

organized and operated on a day-to-day basis. What we will find is that the 

Canadian Corps' elite status owed a great deal to its successfid collection and 

application of battlefield intelligence. 

Intelligence is information processed into usable form. There are various 

types of intelligence: political, industrial, economic, technical and military, to name 

a few. Intelligence can be of a strategic nature or of tactical importance, and it can 



be gathered by both covert and overt means. In all cases the best results stem from 

information that is both timely and accurate. This study focuses on military 

intelligence at the battlefield level; that is, on tactical and operational intelligence. 

Strategic intelligence, except insofar as it impinges upon operational and tactical 

concerns, is not discussed in this study, as the Canadian Corps was a subordinate 

formation within the larger British Expeditionary Force (BEF) and not responsible 

for strategic intelligence. The corps, in other words, determined what the 

conditions were like in its own area of operations. It was concerned with questions 

such as: What are the current German troop dispositions? What German troops lay 

opposite the corps? Where are the German gun emplacements, machine-gun nests 

and trench mortars? What is the condition of the German wire? What activity is 

occurring immediately beyond the kont line trench? These and similar questions, 

along with some dabbling in counter espionage, were the main concerns of 

Canadian Corps intelligence. 

One of the diEticulties facing a researcher studying the influence of combat 

intelligence on the outcome of an operation is in trying to measure the impact of 

specific pieces of information on the overall event. Ceaainly the old adage that 

knowledge equals power holds true, but what knowledge, and how powerful was 

its effect? How can we measure the degree to which intelligence made a difference? 

In some cases the potential of timely intelligence is obvious, as was the case during 

the American Civil War of Major-General George B. McClellan, commander of the 

Union Army of the Potomac, being handed a document recovered by one of his 

reco~aissance parties that outlined the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia's 

strategic intentions before the Battle of Antietam. This document told McClellan 

that the Confederate army's commander, General Robert E. Lee, had divided his 

army into easily digestible portions. A previously timid McC1ella.n found renewed 

energy and steeled nerves. Unfortunately for the Union, McClellan faded to 



destroy Lee's army. His initial burst of energy ultimately gave way to his true 

indecisive and overly cautious character, which cost him and his army an enormous 

opportunity, and proves that intelligence by itself is not decisive. Much depends on 

how it is utilized. On the Western Front during the First World War, such 

intelligence coups were not common. More often than not, armies gained 

information on the enemy in bits and pieces over extended periods of time. A 

single patrol report, for instance, might state that a water filled ditch eight feet wide 

had been found near the enemy wire at a certain map reference. By itself this 

information may be of minor consequence, but when viewed alongside other such 

tidbits it could prove of enormous importance. 

In the Canadian Corps we can ascertain something of the value placed on 

intelligence work by field officers by following the development, evolution and use 

made of the intelligence organization, and by recovering what contemporaries had 

to say about the value of intelligence to their operations. The Canadian intelligence 

organization evolved f?om an understaffed, under trained, and underutilized force 

into a highly competent and professional body capable of gathering the most 

detailed information on enemy positions for commanders with an unquenchable 

thirst for knowledge. The amount of detail collected before any engagement bears 

witness to the value assigned to intelligence, as the intelligence organization tracked 

down for destruction every possible machine gun location, strong point, 

obsemation post, and gun emplacement. Contemporary commanders praised the 

intelligence received even before the intelligence service reached fi.dl maturity in 

191 8, as it helped them win battles. This is how we know that combat intelligence 

played an enormously important role during the Great War. 

However, there is more than just the timely and wise use of combat 

intelligence that makes for a successful operation. A wide array of ingredients are 

at play: the importance of terrain, weather, personality, tactics and strategic 



considerations all play their part. To claim that this or that piece of information 

made the diffkrence seems contemptuous of the entire mix that formed the whole. 

Brigadier-General David Henderson, the prewar British Army's preeminent 

authority on tactid intelligence, and the first commander of the Royal Flying 

Corps, had this to say about gauging the value of informatio~ 

The value of the [ inte l l igw advantage cannot be assessed 
accurately, even for historical cases; the difEculty and complexity of 
the art of war is due, in great measure, to the number and varying 
importance of the different factors which together produce success. 
The stmtegical or tactical skill of the commanders, the valour, 
discipline, and endurance of the troops, organisation, numbers, 
weapons, luck these also must be considered,, .Their relative 
importance can only be a matter of opinion.. .Yet so indirect is the 
influence of information, so much is its value overshadowed by the 
evident effect of strategical and tactical combinations, that students 
of war sometimes forget that such combinations are entirely 
dependent on information; and consider historical problems without 
regard to the amount of information available on either side, sti l l  less 
to the methods by which the information is acquired. Successful 
generals, too, are occasionally inclined to minimise the assistance 
they have received fkom good information, fearing that if they admit 
advantage In this respect, the influence of their own skill, or 
intuition, or genius, on the result, may be discounted; it is ody the 
unsuccessll general who emphasises the importance of the 
information which he did not get, and nobody pays much attention 
to the excuses of the man who failed.' 

For these reasons Henderson believed that the importance of infomation on 

operations was sometimes forgotten, and that peacetime armies often neglected the 

study of its acquisition and use. 

There is a plethora of secondary source material dealing with Canada in the 

First World War? However, unlike most of the major belligerents, Canada did not 

complete a cumprehensive official history of its militaxy contriiutions immediately 

following the close of hostilities. It has rested largely with Sir James Edmonds' 

1 David Henderson, The Art of Reconnaissance, 3rd. ed. (London: John Murray, 
1914), 1-3. 
Full a list of works consulted see the Bibliography beginning on page 405. 



various volumes of British official history, written over a thirty year time span 

following the war's end, to place the Canadian Corps' battlefield exploits into any 

kind of military context. come, Edmonds' concern did not lie solely with the 

actions of the Canadian Corps, as the Canadian Corps was just one of many British 

corps in operation by 19 18. As for inteIligence matters, Edmonds did not develop 

it as one of his themes. 

It was not until 1938 that Fortescue Duguid's Oficial History o f  the 

GzMdian Forces in the Great War. I914 - I919 appeared, and it remains 

incomplete. Only volume one, covering the period August 19 14 to September 

1915, plus one volume of appendices, was finished. Most of the war is missing 

from Duguid's accounq including the three years that the Canadian Corps existed. 

Coverage of the intelligence service is largely absent, although reference to the 

importance of intelligence is not neglected. 

A second official history, G. W. L. Nicholson's Canadian l3peditionary 

Force 1914 - 19 19 (1 962), covers the entire war in a single volume of 536 pages 

(not including notes, appendices and indices). Considering the scale of Canada's 

involvement, considerations of space forced Nicholson to Limit his inquiry. As 

with Duguid's history, Nicholson does mention the value of intelligmce to those 

operations where it played an obvious role. However, the routine activities of the 

intelligence service are not considered, nor is its role in Canadian battlefield 

successes I l l y  analyzed. 

In addition to Duguid's and Nicholson's official histories, there is S. F. 

Wise's Canadian Airmen and the First World War (1980). This is volume one of 

the official history of the Royal Canadian Air Force. Aerial reconnaissance was 

intimately connected with intelligence, being one of the most important methods for 

learning about conditions in and behind German lines. Wise's book sheds valuable 

light on liaison and cooperation between the Royal Flying Corps (Royal Air Force 



after April 1918) and ground troops, and about the importance of aerial 

reconnaissance in the success of British and Canadian arms. Wise's book, 

however, is not preoccupied with the actions of the Canadian Corps and its attached 

squadron(s), but with Canadian airmen wherever they served. 

The failure to tell in detail Canada's official story has left a historical 

vacuum. Works published in the 1920s and 1930s, although often highly 

informative, were produced by men too close in time to the events they were 

discussing. Theirs are not dispassionate histories. In many accounts the Canadian 

Corps and its members did no wrong; failings are due to those outside the corps, 

or were glossed over. Most scholarly research on the corps' activities is of recent 

origin; and to date there has been little effort to evaluate the effect of the Canadian 

combat intelligence gathering system on Canadian operations. 

There are several excellent general histories available dealing with the corps, 

its officers, and its evolution. They include: John Swettenham's To Seize the 

Victory: The Canadian Corps in WorZd War l(1965); D.J. Goodspeed's f ie  Road 

Past Vimy (1969); and any number of books by Daniel Dancocks, such as, Legacy 

of Valour. The Canadians at Passchemhele (1 986); Spearhead to Victory (1 9 87), 

and Welcome to FZanhs Fields (1989). In Nicholson's The Gunners of Canada 

(1967)' the importance of artillery intelligence is given coverage but the intelligence 

needs of the infantry are underdeveloped. Stephen Harris' Canadian Brass: The 

Making of a Professional Anny 1860 - 1939 (1 988)' Bill Rawling's Surviving 

Trench WMme: Technology andthe Canadian Cops, 1914 - 1918 (1992), and 

Shane Schreiber's Shock Anny of the British Empire: me Canadirm Corps in the 

Last 100 Days of the Great War (1997), go beyond the simple recounting of events. 

Harris explains the rise of Canadian military professionalism and its impact on 

military conduct. Although Harris does not deal specifically with combat 

intelligence, the evolution in professionalism that he describes is readily apparent in 



the Canadian approach to tactical intelligence- Rawling explains how the corps' 

success was a direct result of its ability to master and apply modern technology in 

innovative ways at the tactical level He touches upon intelligence, but it is not his 

main concern, so we do not always see it in operation. Schreiber's informative 

book, meanwhile, looks at Canadian offensive tactics, organization and command 

arrangements during the 100 Days Campaign (August - November 19 18) in order 

to explain why the Canadian Corps was the ideal instrument for spearheading the 

British Amy's final offensive. Intelligence is not developed as a major theme, 

although it is clear fiom Schreiber's account that Canadian set-piece assault plans 

were saturated with intelligence, and helped co~~r~litnders orchestrate the all-arms 

battle. The same is true of Ian B~own's  valuable article 'Not Glamorous, But 

Effective: The Canadian Corps and the Set-Piece Attack, 19 17 - 19 18," The 

Journal of MiZitaly History, 58.3 (July 1994), 421 - 444. Brown discusses the set- 

piece attack at the operational level, and shows how it was an effective war winning 

procedure. In all of these histories intelligence is referred to but, as it is not the 

principle focus of study, in only a cursory fashion. These works, however, help to 

build the context in which combat intelligence played itself out. 

Unit histories and biographies also help unmask the value of combat 

intelligence. By focusing on the accomplishments of specific individuals and 

commands these works often provide clues as to how intelligence worked in the 

field as opposed to how it worked in theory. Unit histories and biographies 

develop the human side of war, and recount the exploits of individuals, thus 

breathing life into the cold hard facts. Swettenham's biography of Andrew 

McNaughton (McNaughton, 1968), who in the First World War emerged as 

Canada's premier artillery officer, is one such case. It offers a good overview of 

McNaughton's contriiution to the development of m e r y  intelligence, and covers 

the value of artillery intelligence in general. Hugh Urquhart's Arrhur C m e :  T?ze 



Biography of a Great Canadan (1950), Dancocks' Sir Arthur Cume: A Biography 

(1985), and A.M.J. Hyatt's General Sir Arthur Cunie: A Military Biography 

(1987), are valuable for their insight into the mind of General Currie, the corps 

commander during the last year and a half of the war, as he developed his martial 

skill through his struggles with trench warfare. These biographies also speak to the 

force of M e ' s  personality on the development of the Canadian Corps and its 

concan with detail, and thus to intelligence as well. The same is true of Jeffery 

Williams' Byng of Vimy, General and Governor General ( 1  983). Lieutenant- 

General Sir Julian Byng was the corps commander before W e  and, like W e ,  

was a meticulous planner, and an important influence on the corps' development 

But again these books, due to the nature of their subject, only deal with intelligence 

in a limited way- 

Other works, and there are far too many to name here, are important for 

their contribution to our understanding of specific engagements. Battle studies can 

reveal how important intelligence was to a given encounter but, again, as 

intelligence is not normally the focus of such works, it is not always clear how the 

intelligence came about. In other words, conclusions reached by commanders who 

studied the available intelligence are given, but the enormous effort that went into 

acquiring the infomation in the first place is often lost to the reader. 

There are a number of books and articles that concentrate on British and 

Canadian tactical doctrine and development- Rawling's Surviving Trench Warfarey 

and Schreiber's Shock A m y  have been mentioned, and are must reads for their 

insights into the offensive capabilities of the Canadian Corps. Works by Tim 

Travers, such as his The Killing Ground (1 987), D.S. Graham's and S. Bidwell's 

Firepower: Bnntish A m y  Weapons and neories of War 1904 - 1945 (1 982), and 

Paddy Griffith's Battie Tactics of the Western Front.- the British Army's Art o f  

Attack 1916 - 1918 (1994), represent some of the latest scholarship regarding the 



British approach to combat. They help set the tactical stage on which intelligence 

operated by analyzing British military thinking both before and during the war. 

They also explore contemporary attitudes towards battle which, in turn, influenced 

the stature and development of battlefield intelligence organizations. 

Since none of the above works delve deeply into the nitty-gritty of 

intelligence gathering in the field, we are often left guessing as to the importance of 

intelligence on the outcome of given operations. One regularly reads, for example, 

that the Canadian Corps faced certain German regiments that were at half strength, 

tired, suffering fiom low morale, or awaiting reinforcemat- We are not always 

told if these details were hewn at the time, or if this is historical hindsight at work. 

At other times we are told that Canadian planners knew the locations of German 

artillery batteries and machine-gun nests, but how did the Canadians learn of these 

details? The Germans, after all, were not an enemy who intentionally advertised 

their strengths and weaknesses. The corps had to gather, interpret, sort, and 

incorporate this intelligence into its pla.mhg, all in the face of a hostile enemy. The 

fog of war was real, and the Canadian Corps had to navigate through it as best it 

could. 

Shedding light on how the fog was dissipated are several works that deal 

specifically with intelligence. Most are of the cloak and dagger variety with little to 

say about intelligence on the field of battle; however, those that do discuss combat 

intelligence are revealing, not necessarily for what they have to say about Canadian 

combat intelligence, but for their coverage of British developments and attitudes; 

factors that affected the Canadian Corps' own development. Michael Occleshaw's, 

Amour Against Fate: British Military Intelligence in the First World War ( 1  989), 

adds to our understanding of combat intelligence during the war. Occleshaw, 

however, does not focus solely on intelligence developments on the Western Front. 

Instead, he includes a study of intelligence developments in f i c a  and the Middle 



East, where entirely different intelligence environments existed. Furthermore, half 

his book is devoted to case studies involving international espionage - important 

studies in their own right, but of little value to a study of the development of combat 

intelligence in the Canadian Corps. John Ferris' studies of signals intelligence are 

excellent for that particular line of intelligence work; however, the responsibility 

for the collation and interpretation of signals intelligence resided, for the most part, 

at commands higher than corps. Christopher Andrew's Secret Service: Z%e 

Making of the Bn'ti3h Intelligence Community (1984), and T.G. Fergusson's, 

British Milt- Intelligence, 1870 - 1914: The Development of a Modern 

InteZZigence Organization ( 1  984), and Michael Handel' s, Intelligence and Military 

Operations ( 1  WO), and War, Strategy and Intelligence ( 1  989), among a number of 

others, outbe British ideas and intelligence practices in the years before 19 14. As 

the Canadian Militia mirrored the form and substance of British military methods, 

these works help place the Canadian approach to battlefield intelligence into the 

larger imperial context. 

Specific aspects of First World War battlefield intelligence are reviewed in a 

number of articles and major works written by participants in the war. Andrew 

McNaughton's post-war writings provide insight into the state of the art of artillery 

intelligence as it existed in 19 18, while John Inned book, Flash Spotters Md 

Sound Rangers (1935), offers excellent coverage of the evolution of flash spotting 

and sound ranging as techniques for locating Gexman artillery. H. Hesketh- 

Prichard's, Sniping in France, How the British A m y  Won the Sniping War in the 

Trenches, discusses the importance of sniping to the intelligence effort, while 

articles by C.N.F. Broad, and H. Winterbotham discuss artillery and survey work, 

and so describe how intelligence related to those two topics. AU of these accounts 

help us understand the growth and change within the various combat intelligence 

gathering bodies. Being specialized works, however, they cannot, and do not try 



to, cover the entire spectrum of the intelligence war effort With the exception of 

McNaughton's work, the Canadian Corps' experiences are generally not refmed 

to. 

There are two worthy books that deal entirely with Canadian intelligence 

matters. Major S.R. Elliot's Scarlet to Green, A History of IntelIgmce in the 

Canadian Amy 1903 - 1963 (1981), is one. However, since Elliot's book coXrers 

such a large period of time, his analysis of First World War intelligence receives 

only one short chapter. He presents a good, but brief, overview of the intelligence 

contribution to winning the war, but he does not show in any detailed way how the 

intelligence service grew and changed during the war. Neither does he cover the 

intelligence needs of the artillery. Only J. E. Hahn's, The InteZZigmce Senice 

Within 21re Canadiun Corps, 1914 - I918 (1 93 O), deals directly with the nuts and 

bolts of tactical intelligence gathering. Hahn's book reflects his experiences as an 

intelligence officer in the 4th Canadian Division, and is an excellent place to begin 

any research into the corps' intelligence sewice. He explains, in an uncritical 

manner, some of the corps' routine intelligence fimctions, organization and 

equipment requirements. He also presents the intelligence service in a vacuum, 

making little effort to analyze intelligence operations in conjunction with other 

operational arms. He omits for the most part any discussion of artillery 

intelligence, even though f?om late 1916 onwards combat intelligence focused 

largely on the needs of the aflery. He sticks mainly to infantry intelligence 

(although he does offer a brief discussion of aerial intelligence), showing how the 

intelligence service operated in divisions and lower commands. The evolution of 

combat intelligence within the corps is not covered. 

As this is the first modem study of Canadian combat intelligence during the 

First World War7 primary sources form the backbone of the analysis that follows. 

The National Archives of Canada holds the bulk of the primary documents on 



Canada's wartime contribution. By sifting through unit and formation documents 

and through the personal papers of men who served, one can retrieve a great deal 

about intelligence matters. Fortunately, a considerable corpus of such 

documentation survives. A list of material referred to is too ponderous to reproduce 

here, but references are assiduously noted in the text, 

What the primary and secondary sources reveal is that combat intelligence 

mattered, and was essential for winning the war. The detail contained in 

operational orders, the desire to know everything about the Gennan position from 

no man's land to beyond the deepest German defensive line, the increased 

complexity and specialization of intelligence organizations, and the search for new 

and improved techniques for collecting information, all attest to the value ultimately 

placed on the work of intelligence gatherers. By early 19 1 7, the Canadians excelled 

at intelligence work; 19 18 saw fiuther refinements. Their arrival at that state of 

proficiency was a long and at times costly process. But the victories of 19 17 and 

1918 would have been impossible had the practices and techniques of combat 

intelligence gathering remained at their prewar level of development Intelligence 

gathering underwent a sea change during the First World War as combatants 

adapted their prewar methods -- designed for open warfare -- to siege conditions. 

Gone, for instance, were the days of the wide ranging cavalry reconnaissance 

sweep. There were no J.E.B. Stuarts, of American Civil War fame, riding around 

an entire army during the Great War, nor was there an opportunity for such a ride, 

especially once the lines solidified into well constructed entrenchments towards the 

end of 1914. 

Time and again officers, including General Currie, who is arguably the 

greatest soldier Canada has ever produced, praised the intelligence received, and 

acknowledged its role in winning battles. Indeed, Currie seemed at times a slave to 

idormation, unwilling to commit troops until the last vestige of idionnation was 



wrung &om no man's land and the German positions opposite. For example, on 

April 4, 19 17, Brigadier-General Billy Griesbach, commander of the 1st Brigade, 

fell foul with General Currie, commanding the 1st Division, at a time when Currie 

was trying to put the h a 1  touches on his plan for taking Vimy Ridge. It is worth 

quoting Currie in 111. 

My orders regarding the capture of a German prisoner are evidently 
not clearly understood. I want a prisoner, not for curiosity's sake, 
nor to see what he looks like. I want to get from him Information 
that will be of some use to us in the preparation for the forthcoming 
operation, so naturally I want the prisoner before Zero ~ a y ?  

The plan [for a raid] submitted by the 2nd Battalion was puerile, in 
the first place because it involved the ernpIoyment of nothing but 
scouts, and for a Battalion Commander to send in, as a raiding 
party, the scouts of his battalion, shows that at least he has no 
expectation of the open warfare season commencing. 

In the second place, for a raid to succeed, there must be &cient 
weight to it. Also the chances of success are increased when the 
men dash in under a barrage. At the present time, you cannot sted 
in into the German trenches. This is not a game of hide and seek we 
are playing. 

I want you to tell your Battalion Commanders that, if they are not 
successfid tonight, you will order raids at three hour intervals, until 
they are successll. Tell them I want results and I want them now.4 

M e  was distressed by casualties and always sought to limit hem. His obvious 

anger and h t ra t ion  with the 1st Brigade reflected his belief that fidl knowledge 

beforehand led to fewer losses on the day of advance. 

The sources also show that a massive accumulation of pre-battie intelligence 

was vital for reducing the battlefield confusion caused when communications 

collapsed during active operations. Co~lll~lunications, of course, are vital for 

effective command and control; not as ends in themselves, but for transmitting 

3 During the war the date of an attack was usually referred to as 'Z' Day, or Zero 
Day, while the time of an attack was usually 'Z' Hour, or Zero Hour. 
' National Archives of Canada (NAC), Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 El5 
(Griesbach Papers) Vol. 3, File 18(B). Currie to Griesbach, April 4, 1917. 



infomation to and firom decision makers. During the First World War this flow 

was regularly disrupted due to the brittle nature of the communications systems then 

in use. During battles such breakdowns resulted in enormous confksion, 

something the Canadians experienced first hand at Second Ypres in April 19 15, and 

at the S t  Eloi Craters a year later- By 19 17, however, the pafeting of set-piece 

attacks mitigated the negative effects of lost communications. These attacks were 

meticulously planned to the finest detail and, therefore, required an extensive 

accumulation of intelligence prior to launching. The resulting timetable tactics that 

set-piece attacks engendered limited bataefield conkion (at least for those in 

charge), as responses to all conceivable contingencies and difficulties were 

calculated in advance of the attack In other words, set-piece attacks helped restore 

command and control functions to commanders who now made most of their 

critical judgments prior to the assault, and in the relative calm of normal trench 

warfne. Moreover, precision planning reduced luck and uncertainty, as artillery 

and infantry actions were prepared in advance. Now, shodd communications 

break down during an attack, as they surely would, the disruption in the flow of 

intelligence did not unduly impair the success of the larger plan, as all ranks knew 

their assigned tasks and objectives, and had practiced beforehand how to proceed. 

To be sure, intelligence collection continued during battle, but not so much for 

making crucial decisions, as for m o n i t o ~ g  the progress of pre-planned actions. 

And although such fine-tuning could stifle local initiative amongst junior officers 

and mer, (at least at first), it did prove to be a winning formula for the Canadian 

Corps. 

Meanwhile, the Canadian Corps' position in the larger British Army 

sometimes affected the utility of combat intelligence gathered by the front line 

troops. The fact that the Canadian command was subordinate to British authority 

meant that strategic and most operational planning decisions were made by the 



British. The Canadians, regardless of what their intelligence organization told 

them, did not always have the M o m  o f  action to alter British-made plans, 

particularly in the years before the Canadians earned their elite status- I f  the British 

ordered the Canadians to prepare an assault, that is what they did, even if 

intelligence reports suggested that such an assault was tantamount to suicide. The 

Canadians might object, and often did, but if a reprieve was not granted, they 

prepared their assault. This is not meant to be a criticism of army command 

structures, but it is important to remember that lower level formations were not 

always given much room to exercise independence of thought, be they Canadians 

or any other British formation, 

During the first few months that the Canadians were in the line in 19 15, this 

dilemma - local intelligence gathered by the Canadians versus the larger British 

plan - was not a problem. There were a number of reasons for this: first, the 

Canadians were itching for a fight, and were not about to let some water-filled ditch 

or uncut wire hold them back; second, the questioning of higher commands' 

decisions was fkowned upon in the British and all other armies. Those officers 

who complained that their troops were not ready, or faced impossiile situations, 

were bound to be sent home, or 'degummed' in the parlance of the day, as unfit to 

command, and without the necessary fighting spirit and will to win. Paradoxically, 

then, higher British command, while desirous of accurate intelligence, did not 

always chemfidly seek the opinions of subordinate commanders, nor opinions of 

those closer to the fiont lines.' Finally, the Canadian intelligence service was in 

such a poor state early on that it did not gather much information of value anyway, 

and certainly little that might jeopardize British planning. Not that the poor state of 

T.H.E. Travers, The Killing Ground. The British Army, the Western Front and 
the Emetgence of Modem Waflare, 1900 - 1918 (London: Men and Unwin, 
1990), 20-22. Paddy Griffith, Battle Tactics of the Western Front. The British 
Army's Art of Attack. I916 - 1918 (New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press, 1994), 7. 



the intelligence system was of great concern to the Canadians, for as Colonel 

Duguid, the official historian, noted after the war: "[Aln elaborate system of 

intelligence would have been useless and detailed information of little value" to 

 oops not trained or equipped to use it. "[Slo detailed information regarding the 

enemy's disposition was a matter of comparatively little interest to the fighting 

troops.'* 

Being a subordinate formation within the larger British Expeditionary Force 

meant that some of the Canadian Corps' intelligence came from the British. The 

BEF's General Headquarters (GHQ) had available to it numerous sources of 

intelligence: armies in the field, signals, allies, the m y ' s  secret service, and the 

foreign office's own secret service. GHQ was largely concerned with strategic and 

operational level intelligence, with its greatest interest being the German order of 

battle; that is to say, GHQ wanted to know the composition of the Gennan Army, 

how the constituent parts were grouped to fight under the various commands, and 

the combat reputations of those parts.' For example, GHQ wanted to know how 

many and which divisions made up particular German corps, what the artillery 

complement was in a division, what the battle history was of a given unit or 

formation, and an assessment of the different commanders' abilities. Knowing the 

order of battle allowed for a greater understanding of the enemy's capabilities and 

intentions. The number of divisions in a given sector was an indication of the 

number of Gexman batteries located there, as  each German division had a specific 

number of gus.  In turn, the disposition of the artillery was usually a clear measure 

of the enemy's aggressiveness. Much codd be surmised by the number, d i r e  

NAC, Record Group (R.G.) 24, Vol. 186 1, Folder 64. 'The Canadian 
Intelligence Service," by Colonel Duguici. 
' NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol- 16, Folder. Western Front, Orders 
and Instructions, 19 14 - 19 1 5. Lieutenant-General Robertson to 1 st Army' March 
15, 19 15. Michael OccIeshaw, A m o u r  Againrt Fate, British Military Intelligence 
in the First World War (London: Columbus Books Limited, 1989), 37-38. 



and range of German guns opposite, and by the exact direction they faced. 

Moreover, knowing the composition of the German Army, (i.e. the number of 

corps, divisions, brigades and regiments) permitted GHQ to follow individual 

formations and units across the fkont. By tracking troop movements and pIotting 

their positions, GHQ could project the locations of German offensive and defensive 

operations due to the extra troops stationed in a given area, or through the thinning 

of certain lines. Identifying enemy units and formations was thus the major 

concern of GHQ. As a result, much of the intelligence gathering effort in the lower 

commands focused on identifying German troops opposite. 

Furthennore, GHQ was interested in estimating the stamina of the German 

war machine and of the Gennan home front. Evaluations on the state of German 

troop morale were regularly undertaken through a study of captured letters and 

diaries written by German fkont line troops. Prisoner interrogations were especially 

usell for shedding light on this particular aspect of GHQ intelligence. British 

intelligence officers also studied the quantity and quality of captured German trench 

food stocks in an effort to leam something about German troop morale, for morale, 

to some extent, rests on adequate sustenance. GHQ also calculated the average age 

of Gennan prisoners of war (POWs) to determine the extent of available German 

manpower reserves. If, for example, the Germans were using 19 17 class recruits 

in 19 15, this would suggest that German manpower reserves were being used up 

faster than they could be replaced with men of military age. Such a turn of events 

would certainly be depressing to the German home firont, if not the troops in the 

line, as younger and younger boys were taken fkom hearth and home and sent to the 

mud encrusted kont line. 

GHQ had an interest in tactical intelligence as well. It regularly issued 

translations of Gexman documents outlining German tactical practices, and 

published its own tactical pamphlets. These were invaluable tools for lower level 



commands when planning offensive and defensive operations. GHQ intelligence 

also supplied evaluations on German attack methods, defensive techniques and 

signals. In a February 23, 19 15 memorandum, for instance, GHQ discussed the 

German propensity for swift counter attacks on any Allied gains, and counselled 

taking this f& into consiideration when planning offensives.' German documents 

describing lessons learned from recent fighting were also invaluable as guides for 

what to expect in the fituxe. Again, friendly troops could prepare accordingly. 

Progressing down the chain of command to army and corps headquarters, 

intelligence requirements shifted. By war's end, the British fielded five armies, all 

with intelligence interests similar to those of GHQ, but on a lesser scale. At the 

same time, armies want& to learn more about the tactical situation along their fronts 

than was of interest to GHQ. Corps, on the other hand, were principally concerned 

with tactical intelligence, but had some interest in the larger strategic and operational 

interpretations made by army command and GHQ. Corps printed for distriiution to 

lower formations and units a daily Intelligence S u m m a r y  of the previous day's 

more salient discoveries and activities, including: the location of German gun 

emplacements; the depth and strength of wire entanglements and dugouts; the 

location of German billeting areas and lines of approach; estimates on how long it 

would take German reinf~rcements to arrive at a given trench system, and where 

their likeiy arrival area would be. Such findings were of the utmost importance to 

planners. As well, corps and armies were keenly interested in knowing what was 

happening behind the German fiont lines so as to better predict German activity, 

locate German guns and, in the event of a breakthrough, to know what lay in the 

green fields beyond. 

Tactical dispositiams were the main concern of divisions, brigades and 

* NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 402 1, Folder 50, File 1 1. GHQ to Armies, February 
23, 1915. 



battalions. Where exactly are the German machine guns placed? Where exactly are 

their listening stations, observation posts and command centres? Planners wanted 

answers to these and similar questions before any assault plans were finalized, for 

only then was there any chance of a successful pIan being calculated and 

implemented. These commands, too, made every effort to learn the identity of the 

Gexman units opposite, as fkont line commanders wanted to know for themselves 

the reputations of those they faced. To varying degrees, divisions, brigades and 

battalions were also interested in what lay behind the enemy's fiont line trenches. 

The battalions' main concern, however, was in Ieaming about no man's land and 

the German fiont line trench system. Brigades had interests similar to battalions, 

but were also interested in knowing what lay M e r  to the rear. Divisions were 

interested in the front lines, but looked even further back than brigades into German 

rear areas for idonnation of concern to them. In effect, the closer a given 

command was to the front lines, the more detail that command sought on the 

German lines immediately across from them. The M e r  back a command lay, the 

more interest it had in areas further behind the Gennan front. 

It was the unbroken trench system that defined the war and determined the 

role intelligence would play. General histories of the war regularly point out that 

the wench lines barely altered over the four years of slaughter. In a strategic sense 

this may be true. At the tactical, trench level, stagnation did not occur. Constant 

shelling and digging, for example, continually transformed the landscape. 

Canadian soldiers who fought at Second Ypres in April 19 15, hardly recognized the 

battlefield when they returned to it in Apnl 19 1 6. By November 19 1 7, during the 

Third Battle of Ypres, the terrain had become wholly unrecognizable. Where 

woods and farms once stood there remained but a few bunt stumps and the 

occasional brick or stone. Physical fares  were obliterated under the weight of 

millions of d e r y  rounds, and their locations were known only because they were 



once marked on maps. Terrain features changed fkom one day to the next, and 

soldiers, even with maps in hand, often had no idea where they were. Defensive 

works, too, continually changed. Every day the Germans added new wire 

entanglements, strengthened and thickened those already in place, built dugouts, 

and shifted and camouflaged artillery emplacements, observation posts and unit 

headquarters. New and improved trenches were always under construction, saps 

dug, assault preparations made, and reliefs in the line undertaken. Each army 

experimented with and introduced new defensive methods. GHQ's call to identifv 

the constantly shuffled German units was itself a tremendous task that devoured 

enonnous time and effort. Commanders and men, to keep abreast of the incessant 

and rapid alterations to the ground and the enemy's position, required a well 

organized and efficient intelligence service. 

The close proximity of the opposing forces offered a unique opportunity for 

a tactical intelligence service. Since opposing forces lived within rifle shot of each 

other, commanders had to be ever vigilant and prepared to meet an enemy foray at 

any time. The closeness of the enemy also diminished reaction time, which meant 

that any indication of a .  attack, however slight, had to be discovered to avoid 

surprise and possible catastrophe. Thus there was no respite fiom active 

campaigning as in past wars, -.;hen fighting was limited to fair weather months. 

The enemy was always present, and he had to be studied to learn his habits; it was 

vital for survival to recognize when he was in an aggressive or defensive mode. To 

this end, various headquarters units compiled detailed reports on observations made 

of German activity seen and sounds heard. Such a close analysis of the enemy 

produced a mountain of information for headquarters personnel to digest, most of 

which appears inconsequential when considered separately. Intelligence 

Summaries, and patroI and observation reports, for example, are replete with 

references to seemingly meaningless infomation: Gexman parapet alter& 



Germans taIking in a particular trench or shell hole; a green flare over a certain 

sector; one enemy aircraft flying east to west at 10:30 a.m. over such-and-such a 

position. To trained and experienced intelligence personnel, this &ta helped build a 

repository of information on various sectors and the Geman activity therein. From 

such profiles, German intentions, resilience and resolve were surmised. The 

altered parapet might mean that gas cylinders were being readied for use, or that a 

German dugout or machine gun post was under construction. The men talking 

might reveal relaxed security on this part of the Geman line, and therefore an ideal 

spot for a Canadian raid. Intelligence officers would link the green flare to the 

activity that preceded or followed its hring to determine the meaning of some of the 

German signals. They would also track the aircraft's flight path to determine what 

the observer was observing, and to check how far behind k n d l y  lines the plane 

traveled. Knowing what the observer may have seen could alter friendly planning. 

Flight path patterns might point to a possfble German raid or attack on the sector in 

question. Determining how far behind friendly lines the plane traveled might show 

headquarters the depth of penetration the Germans expected to obtain, and the 

ultimate objective of the assault. Of course one aircraft, or one pile of lumber, or 

one flare was not conclusive evidence for formulating opinions of German 

intentions, but when amalgamated with the mass of other evidence collected, certain 

conclusions regarding enemy activity, habits and possible intentions, became 

clearer. 

The closeness of the opposing lines did not mean that intelligence gatherers 

found collecting information on the enemy easy. It was not simply a matter of 

looking over a trench wall and writing down all that was seen. Time and again 

soldiers' diaries refer to the emptiness of the battlefield. Rarely did one see a live 

German. For one thing, anyone popping their head up over the parapet for more 

than a couple of seconds, and in the same spot more than once, was liable to lose it 



to an enemy sniper. Moreover, one could not see everything that needed to be seen 

fkom Eendly lines at ground level even with the aid of a telescope or field glasses. 

An enormous effort was involved, and it became more complex as the war 

progressed. Techniques for unmasking enemy positions increased in complexity 

hand-in-hand with the enemy's efforts to conceal them. 

The advent of aerial observation and the closeness of the opposing lines 

increased the use of camouflage and deception during the war. The British Army, 

for example, placed d m y  soldiers in the trenches and manipulated them by 

ropes. It also used dummy sandbags, periscopes and sniper posts, and even built 

entire sections of dummy trenches. The artiUery used camouflaged netting and hid 

their guns under trees and in towns. Artificial gun £lashes helped deceive enemy 

flash-spotters. Fake gun emplacements, craters and tracks were also formed so as 

to trick aerial observers, and to deceive the photographic clerks examining the black 

and white images taken of the trenches. Prior to the Battle of Amiens in August 

19 18, the Canadians used bogus wireless traf£ic in an effort to deceive the Gennans 

about their location. To aid in the art of deception the British created a camouflage 

organization in March 1916, and even concealed its intent by giving it the 

innocuous sounding name "Special Works Park R.E." In 19 18, the Canadian 

Corps created its own camouflage officer to aid its deception efforts. The 

Germans, likewise, increased their concealment practices. Intelligence personnel 

were kept busy sifting through the false information to discover the truth about the 

opposing lines. Intelligence could also be used in more subtle ways to deceive the 

enemy. In the winter of 1915, for example, the Canadians used the tactical 

intelligence gathered on German positions against those same Germans. Suffering 

from a shortage of guns and ammunition, it was important for the Canadians to 

deceive the enemy as to the real state of their supply. By discovering the 

whereabouts of Gennan machine guns, strong points, dugouts, and communication 



trenches, and by plotting them on maps, gunners could more effectively target 

German positions. This was valuable information in itsee however, it had an 

added bonus in that ammunition could be more easily husbanded, as the artillery 

had specific targets and were not shooting at random. Additionally, the Canadians 

hoped that the Germans might be tricked into thinking that there was more AUied 

artillery in the sector than there actually was by the amount of destruction the guns 

inflicted, and by the speed of the retaliation? 

The strength of German defences themselves called for intimate and 

ongoing study. If assaults against a German position were to have any chance of 

success, the strengths and weahesses of those defences had to be discovered 

beforehand. The Canadians soon realized that intelligence officers, by steadfastly 

monitoring the German position, could create profiles of given sectors outlining 

their suspected weak spots. They could also note patterns in German defmive 

methods that codd be used to advantage. Knowing, among other things, where 

unit and formation boundaries ended, the usual time and frequency of troop relief, 

and the typical layout of a machine gun defence, aided AIlied planning, helped win 

objectives, and reduced casualties in those commands that took the tine to learn 

such details. Understanding friendly and enemy tactics was, therefore, another 

facet of successll intelligence work. Intelligence officers had to work hand-in- 

hand with the operations branch, and be current with improvements in the tactical 

deployment of both friendly and enemy troops. Knowledge of the overall plan was 

obligatory if needed information was to be gathered as part of an ongoing process. 
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Intelligence personnel had to understand enemy tactics in order to h o w  what to 

look for, when to look for it, and where to concentrate their efforts. 

Intelligence organizations, moreover, were only as good as those who 

staffed them. The Canadians were fortunate to have had commanders such as Byng 

and Currie who valued intelligence highly. The Canadians were also blessed with 

exceedingly proficient intelligence officers such as Lieutenants Colonel C.H. 

Mitchell, J.L.R Parsons, and W.R Bertram, to name just three of the many men 

who sewed as intelligence officers during the war. This is not to say there were no 

problems. Throughout the war, even while enormous progress was made in how 

intelligence operated in the Canadian Corps, there remained a few Line officers who 

seemed unable to get it in their heads that intelligence mattered, and that the leakage 

of information to the enemy was a real problem. In July 19 17, the 1st Canadian 

Division was still able to bemoan the poor intelligence reports it sometimes received 

fiom brigades, which were usually the result of inferior reports generated M e r  up 

the line. The complaint was that they lacked specificity and accurate detail.1° 

Earlier tbat year, in Febnrary, a notice by Lieutenant Colonel A.H. Bell, then in 

temporary command of the 6th Brigade, outlined the brigade's intelligence policy 

and felt the need to remind all ranks of the importance of intelligence to winning the 

war, and this after two years of bloodshed that had regularly identified the value of 

accurate and timely information. Point one on Bell's memorandum reads: 

[The] Importance of Intelligence Work is not M y  realized. It is a 
matter of supreme importance. This branch of Military Work is 
most interesting and particularly lends itself to the art of ingenuity, 
and offers a vast field of action for bold and skilfbl leaders of 
patrols, (includes all ranks) : Some Canadians are particularly suited 
to this work and Canadian Units, as a rule, render good service in 
this respect, but better work is needed and is possible.' 

- -- 

lo  NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 5. 1 st Canadian Division to 1 st 
Brigade, July 25, 1917. 
l 1  NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, V01. 4130, Folder 8, File 1. Lieutenant Colonel A.H. Bell 
to Units and to the staff captainO, February 18, 19 17. 



Currie would have agreed with Bell's assessment that intelligence work was 

sometimes undervalued and underutilized In his January 1917 report on the 

French attacks at Verdun, Curie stated that "I am quite certain that [Canadian] 

Company Commanders are not now paying that attention to the information that is 

available in t6e intelligence department, that is desirable."'* 

As such, intelligence and other oEcers regularly lectured both green and 

experienced troops on the need for intelligence, and the perils of information 

leakage - a problem that persisted to the end. Two examples should &ce in 

showing how simple it was for officers and men to surrender information to the 

enemy. Throughout the war, some officers carelessly entered carerlly concealed 

obsewation posts (OPs) during daylight hours in an effort to gain panoramic views 

of the battlefield. This often surrendered their location to German observers. The 

intelligence officer in the 6th Brigacie complained of this delinquency in March 

1916. 

It is a matter of constant complaint that men &om all LU& visit the 
Brigade observation posts in the rear of our line, exposing 
themselves to the enemy's view and thereby running the risk of 
disclosing the location of these O.P's. Good observation posts are 
difficult to find in the rear of our line and when one of the existing 
posts is discovered and sheled by the enemy, it is practically 
impossible to replace it with another as good.. .Brigade observers 
have orders to arrest or report any unauthorized persons who persist 
in visiting these observation posts during dayligbt13 

The 1st Division's "Organization of Intelligence Sections," issued on March 3 ,  

! 9 18 continued to complain about the loss of OPs due to officer carelessness, 

- - 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4163, Folder 12, File 10. 'Wotes on French Attacks, 
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"particularly.. .Officers who use the O.P.'s out of curiosity."14 Officers were also 

guilty of saying too much over telephones easily tapped into by the Germans. 

GHQ thought that leakage was so voIuminous that it ordered telephones removed 

entirely fiom trenches forward of battalion headquarters (except during active 

operations).'' Friendly listening post personnel modored telephones used behind 

this point and reported all infhctions to a higher authority that did not look 

favourably upon telephone misuse- Some officers continued to abuse the telephone 

system, however, and in the process surrendered valuable information to the 

~ e r m a n s . ' ~  One message, intercepted on May 30, 19 17, ran: 

Hello PD get the SM for me Can you give me some idea what 
it was? Can you give me any idea of how much wire you put out? 
Abut  a ComDanv fkontage. 250 yards. That all. Right. Very 
~ 0 0 d . l ~  

A rather innocent conversation, with the exception that it told any Germans listening 

in how much new wire they faced; and told them without their having to leave their 

trenches. It also told the Germans that a company frontage was about 250 yards 

wide. Knowing the width of a company frontage, and the size of a Canadian 

l 4  NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 5. "Organization of Intelligence 
Sections," March 3, 19 18. 
l 5  NAC, R.G. 9 IlI C3, Vol. 4143, Folder 8, File 3. 6th Brigade to Units, July 
29, 1917; R.G. 9 I11 C4, Vol. 4246, Folder 9, File 4. Notice by General Officer 
Commanding Royal Artillery, Canadian Corps, March 30, 191 7; R-G. 9 111 C3, 
Vol. 4163, Folder 10, FiIe 3. Totes  on Conference Held at Canadian Corps 
H.Q.," March 30, 19 1 7. Various instructions on the proper use of telephones in 
the forward area were issued well into 1918, and probably to the war's end. See 
R.G. 9 111 C4, Vol. 4334, Folder 7, File 7. Canadian Corps 'Lhstructions 
Governing the Use of Telephones in the Forward Area," February 2 ,  19 2 8, for 
example. 
ti NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, V01. 4041, Folder 1 7, File 1 1. 1st Canadian Brigade to 

Units, May 23, 1916. See also John Ferris' article titled 'The British Army and 
Signals Intelligence in the Field During the First World War," Intelligence and 
National Secun'ty 3.3 (October 1988): 23 - 48. 
l 7  NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vol. 3836, Folder 28, File 10: Listening Sets: I.T. 2nd 
Canadian Division, May 19 17. The underlining was done in red pencil, perhaps by 
the officer to whom the intercepted message was given. It is not known what 
reprimands, if any, were meted out for this breach of security. 



company (a relatively easy number to acquire), a quick calculation told the Germans 

how strongly the trenches in this sector were held- 

At other times, officers and men held onto intelligence until well past its 

usefbhess, another indicator that some individuals did not appreciate the full value 

of combat intelligence. In January 1 9 1 6, one officers' meeting concluded that the 

need for speedy transmission of information "is not yet sufficiently realized" Too 

often valuable information that should have been sent to the rear immediately was 

not reported until up to twenty-four hours after its discovery. The example given at 

the meeting concerned targets of opportunity that the heavy artillery might have 

engaged had they been promptly informed. The attendees concluded that many 

officers believed that it was sufEcient for the infomation to be submitted in time for 

publication in the daily Intelligence Summary (which might be issued well past the 

point where the information was of use to the gunners). This was difficult 

behaviour to eradicate." Nine months later, officers of the 6th Brigade noticed that 

captured documents were being unduly held on to by front line units, sometimes for 

four or five days. Oftentimes their usefulness was lost as a res~l t . '~  A similar 

problem concerned soldiers holding on to captured documents as souvenirs rather 

than handing then in for evaluation. 

We should not be overly distracted, however, by the difficulties the 

Canadians faced over the years when developing their intelligence system. The fact 

remains that most Canadian officers, fkom vay  early on, recognized the value of 

intelligence to operations. Almost immediately upon assuming control over their 

first section of trench in March 1915, the Canadians began to improve their 

intelligence service. Certainly they were unaware of the 111 array of problems they 

l 8  NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4137, Folder 2, File 10. Brigade major, 6th Brigade, 
to 28th Battalion, January 24, 19 16. 
l 9  NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 138, Folder 5, File 1 1. 6th Brigade to Units, 
September 20, 19 16. 



would face in a modern trench war, but they learned quickly that one way to 

overcome problems, or at least to decrease their severity, was to be informed. A f k  

the near disaster at Second Ypres in April 19 15, and the defeat at Festubert in May, 

the Canadians embarked on a path to victory that demanded fdl disclosure and the 

collection of all possible information on the German positions and the intervening 

no man's land, no matter how trivial it might first appear. As we will see in the 

following chapters, the rigid plans created from this information were, in fact, a 

form of liberation for commanders trying to retain control over the action, as they 

helped reduce battlefield confusion, chance and luck. Intelligence work became so 

important that by the end of 19 15 the Canadian Corps recognized it as a specialized 

task. Indeed, as early as August 19 15, the 2nd Canadian Division, then in training 

in England, and in response to lessons learned by the 1 a Canadian Division, began 

organizing battalion-level intelligence sections where none had previously existed?' 

The shock of trench warfare shook the Canadians into action, and illuminated the 

need for accurate and timely information. Over the next three years of fighting the 

Canadian intelligence system evolved to meet new and pressing needs, and 

changing tactical environments. In the process it contributed enormously to the 

Canadian Corps' battlefield success. 

20 NAC, R.G. 9 ID C3, Vol. 4143, Folder 8, File 8. "Organization and Training of 
Battalion Scouts. 2nd Canadian Division," n.d., likely July 19 15. See also 
Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary entries for 
June - August 1915. During this period Macintyre was appointed the 28th 
Battalion's hrst scout officer, and was responsible for organizing and training the 
intelligence section. 



CHAPTER TWO 

EXPECTATIONS 

When war came to Europe in 19 14, Britain and the various European &eat 

Powers expected a quick campaign, and a war of movement that would see the 

contest decided after two or three decisive engagements. The Canadians, being a 

part of the British Empire, and emulating British military practices, training and 

traditions, accepted the British view. Field intelLigence had an hiportant role to 

play in such a war, helping commanders locate opposing annies while they 

manoeuvred their own into advantageous positions fiom which to assail or meet an 

enemy thrust Strategic intelligence as to the general whereabouts of the enemy was 

traditionally collected by cavalry on long and wide ranging reconnaissance sweeps. 

These cavalry patrols gathered information on the direction that the enemy was 

moving and by what routes, estimated his strength, and a c c d a t e d  any other 

detail that might prove of value to the fiendly force commander. They also acted as 

a protective screen, blocking enemy efforts to discover truths about fiendly 

positions and movements. Upon receiving the cavalry's information the force 

commander made evaluations and decisions. Ideally, information arrived at 

headquarters in a fairly continuous and regular stream, thereby allowing 

commanders to command and control the situation as it unfolded, with each new bit 

of news helping to modify or reinforce decisions already made. 

By 19 12, the British Army's Field Service Regulations (FSR) recognized 

that an air service would LikeIy assist the cavalry in gathering long range 

intelligence. Air- it said, are "one of the most valuable means of obtlzining 



information" on behalf of commanders. However, the air service, then in its 

infancy, was not a replacement for traditional cavalry. The FSR stated: 

An efficient air service ... working in co-operation with the 
independent cavalry will be able to contribute much towards the 
success of a strategical reconnaissance even in face of a superior 
force of hostile cavaky; but in fog, wind, or darkness the air service 
can accomplish little or nothing, and it must be regarded as  
supplementing, and not as a substitute for, strategical 
reconnaissance by the independent cavalry. .' 

This was fair commentary on a new and relatively untested technology that 

obviously suffered a number of serious drawbacks. Locating enemy ground troops 

fiom the air, especially if concealed, was very difficult. The FSR suggested that 

aircraft approach the enemy Line fiom the rear, as the rear was less likely to be 

camouflaged, and less dangerous to airmen whose rearward approach might fool 

the enemy into believing that they were fYiendly a i r d  Communications fiom the 

air also limited the usefirlness of aerial observation, as the problem of air to ground 

communications had yet to be solved. This was not so much a problem for 

observers stationed on the sturdier and more roomy platforms of lighter than air 

ships (dirigiiles and kite balloons), where wireless, pigeons, light signals, or 

telephones could be employed to varying degrees of success, but for heavier than 

air ships (airplanes), whose communications to the ground had yet to be m y  

deve10ped.~ 

Ground troops collected the more local, tactical information. While on the 

move the main body threw out advanced and flanking guards that normdy 

consisted of elements from the three standard service arms: the infantry, the 

.' National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (R.G.) 24, Vol. 22,008. 
Field Service Regulations. Pmt I, @eratiom, I909 (reprinted with amendments, 
1912), Section 91, (FSR). 
NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,008. FSR, Section 95. 



artillery and the cavalry- Officers of the general staff often accompanied these 

advanced and flanking formations, and kept the force commander informed of 

developments along the front and flanks. The guards collected infomation as they 

advanced, and acted as security screens, giving warning to the main body of troops 

ifthe enemy struck. When at rest for extended periods, or at night, the advanced 

and flanking guards established outpost lines to guard the main force and protect it 

fkom surprise enemy assaults. The various outposts, in turn, arranged continuous 

picketing and patrolIing of the front. The outpost and picket line acted as an 

additional warning system, and tried to obtain information on any nearby enemy 

forces. This was accomplished by questioning the local population, intercepting 

enemy messengers, capturing documents and prisoners, and by infiltrating the 

enemy's defensive screen to directly view his position? 

If battle seemed imminent, the Eendly force commander sought special 

details on the enemy's tactical arrangement. He wanted information on the extent of 

the enemy's position, the location of any weak points, information on the terrain, 

especially those points which, if captured, would render the enemy's position 

untenable, and information on the best point from which to launch an attack. 

Details on the placement of fiendly troops were also sought, particularly when 

waging a defensive battle. This included information on the best line of defence, 

the flanks, the most effective artillery positions, points eom which the enemy could 

overturn a friendly position, probable locations of enemy artillery, and positions to 

be occupied in case of retreat.' Naturally, the quality of information collected 

depended very much on the vigour and attentiveness of those doing the gathering. 

Figure 2.1, "Prewar InteUigence Gathering During an Advance and in Close 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 22,008. FSR, Sections 75 - 89. 
NAC, R.G. 24, V01. 22,008. FSR, Section 96, 97, 98, 



Proximity to an Enany ~orce,"~ illustrates something of the intelligence gathering 

process required prior to actual fighting. 

During battle the collection of intelligence continued. Traditionally, unit and 

formation commanders, or their representatives, watched the action fiom some 

advantageous piece of ground, probably through field glasses or telescopes. The 

FSR recommended that corps and higher commanders not personally reconnoitre 

the field, but trust to reports by the cavalry and their staff officers. The problem 

with these commanders making their own reconnaissance was that they could not 

possibly observe the entire fiont, and "A personal reconnaissance which can only 

be partial may result in too much importance being attached to what has been seen at 

the expense of what has not been seen." Closer to the action the infantry and 

c2valry scouts continued to play a role. They attempted to patrol around the flanks 

and rear of the enemy's line in order to learn more about specific tactical 

dispositions and terrain features. Field manuals reminded intelligence gatherers that 

"The value of information depends to a great extent on the length of time that has 

elapsed since the events occmed," and asked them to send back intelligence 'kith 

the least possible delay.'" 

Obviously the British valued good tactical, combat intelligence. The FSR, 

19 12 edition, and the 19 14 Field Service Pocket Book (FSPB), the abbreviated 

version of the Field Service Regulations, were quite clear on the need for, and the 

value of, tactical information. The FSR reads: 

Timely information regarding the enemy's dispositions and the 
topographical features of the theatre of operations is an essential factor of 
success in war. Systematic ammgernents must always be made to ensure 
that every possible source of infomation is fully utilized, that all 
information received is immediately transmitted to the proper quarter, and 
that it is carefully sifted before any conclusions are formed. These 

Based on descriptions in the FSR. 
NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 22,008. FSR, Sections 93, 96, 97, 98. 
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are the duties of the general staff. ' 

Further, Brigadier-General David Henderson, the highly respected writer on tactical 

intelligence introduced in Chapter One, stated in his Art of Reconnaissance that: 

The acquisition of information about the enemy has always been 
considered one of the most important elements of success in war. A 
commander without information is Like a man blindfolded; he 
knows neither where to strike nor f?om what quarter to expect 
attack; he is unable to make a plan for himself, or to guard against 
the plan of the enemy.' 

Indeed, the FS. pointed out that %me spent in reconnaissance is seldom wasted," 

and advised that "unless the situation demands instant action, a commander of a 

division or of a smaller unit should never commit his troops to an engagement until 

he has made a personal survey of the ground before him.'" 

Before the war the intelligence gathering experts amongst the fighting troops 

(infantry scouts and cavalry) underwent special training that emphasized map work, 

sketching, steal* reading the enemy, report writing, basic signalling, and other 

reconnaissance skills. Many of these abilities, while transferable to siege warfare, 

were taught in anticipation of a war of movement, where targets were fleeting, and 

did not require the accumulation and storage of details that became characteristic of 

trench fighting. The idea was to collect accurate information quickly, and transmit 

it to the appropriate commanders for their immediate use. Every enemy machine- 

gun and gun emplacement need not be pinpointed on field maps and recorded for 

future reference. In quick changing situations tactical dispositions evolved quickly, 

with commanders on the scene dealing with events as they unfolded. The shelf-life 

' NAC, R.G. 24, V01. 22,008. FSR, Section 90. 
* David Henderson, The A n  of Reconmirsnnce, 3rd. ed. (London: John Murray, 
1914), 1. 
NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,008. FSR, Section 93. 



for most tactical intelligence was brief, so commanders need not store or bother 

higher authorities with such ephemeral detail.'O 

The prewar artillery did not undertake any special intelligence training. 

Training emphasized the need to get batteries into action quickly. Gunners in al l  

armies, including the British, trained to fire their guns over open sights at observed 

targets, and so indirect fire - with all the tactical intelligence elements such firing 

entailed - was not seriously considered." Training in firing f?om the map, and at 

night was largely neglected, as was counter battery intelligence work. The neglect 

of counter battery intelligence is somewhat surprising considering the known 

difEculties of locating guns camouflaged against aerial observers, and placed well 

back £iom the fiont line and out of sight to fiendly gunners similarly placed. 

Brigadier-General N.D. Findlay commented on this at a 19 12 meeting of the Royal 

United Services Institute: 

at the commencement of an offensive action.. .the enemy will almost 
certainly have his guns completely hidden behind cover. He will 
open fire upon our infantry and probably we shall not be able to 
locate his guns. At present we have no means of locating them, and 
we are told in the Training McuruaZ not to expend vast quantities of 
ammunition upon an objective which we do not see. What is very 
much wmted, therefore, is more practice in locating targets in 
concealed positions, and bringing fire to bear on them by means of 
observation ffom 

- 

' O  G.W.L Nicholson, The Gunners of CaMclcr A Hirtory of the Royal Regiment 
of Canadian Artillery, Vol. 1, 1534-1919 (Toronto: McCleUand & Stewart, 1 967), 
2 1 0; A.F. Brooke, "The Evolution of Artillery in the Great War, Part 11," Journal 
of the Royal Artillery 5 1.6 (January 1 925), 370; Bill Rawling, Surviving Trench 
Wa~ure. Technology and the Canadian Cops,  1914 - 1918 (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1992), 13 - 15. 
l 1  With indirect fire the gunners f i e  their batteries at targets they cannot see, using 
map references as a guide. 
I2 Commentary made by Brigadia-General N.D. Findlay on Major C.E.D 
Budworth's 'Training and Action Necessary To Further Co-operation Between 
Artillery and Infantry," Jountal of the Royal United Services Institute 57 (1 9 12), 
8 2. 



At most, artillery forward observation officers (FOOs), placed well ahead of the 

gun line, observed the fd of shot, located enemy batteries close enough to see, 

searched for targets of opportunity, and telephoned or signalled this information to 

the gunners finther to the rear. Despite the efforts of FOOS, however, when the 

various armies faced off in the First World War they did not normally engage each 

other's guns in a systematic manner - at least during the fkst half of the war -- for 

the simple reason that batteries on both sides went undetected. instead, the infantry 

received the brunt of the artillery pounding. 

The Canadian Militia reflected British military training, organization and 

practices, as the Canadians I l l y  expected to fight alongside Britain in any future 

war as part of an imperial war effort. As such, the prewar Canadian Militia trained 

in the traditional manner using British manuals as guides. The average soldier 

recei.ved some scout training, but was not expected to be expert, Infantry and 

mounted scouts, being the reconnaissance specialists, practiced reconnoitring work 

and studied, among other things, map reading, message writing, field sketching, 

verbal and written reporting, moving across country, compass work, tracking and 

reconnaissance, visual training and concealment. ' According to one lecturer, 

scouts had to understand nature, possess sporting instincts, and see without being 

seen- When off duty they could hone their skills by tracking animals when walking 

in the country, and by memorizing items seen in storefront windows when strolling 

around town.14 Some officers believed that scouts were born, not made, and that 

training developed their natural skills. Non-natural scouts could still benefit fiom 

l3  NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 6526, Folder H.Q. 493-1-1. Major C.H. Mitchell to 
General Staff Officer, 2nd Division, November 1 0, 1 9 1 1. "Memo Re Training of 
Brigade Scouts." 
l 4  NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 29 E92 (Lawrence Hurt Sitwell Papers) Folder: 
'Capt;?in Sitwell Lecture, March 1909.' Lecture title: "A Scout is born - not made, 
but much that is lacking in birth may be made up for by carem training." Also, 
Dan Jenkins, "The Corps Of Guides, 1903 - 1 9 14," Gmadian Military History 5.2 
(A~tumn 1996), 88-98. 



W g ,  however, as Captain Lawrence Sitwell of the Canadians Corps of Guides 

lectured in 1909. This was not an opinion subscnied to by David Henderson; he 

thought the notion that scouts were born and not made was nonsense, and 

"confined to those who have had no experience in reconnaissance," Henderson 

believed that the qualities that made for a good scout were the same ones that made 

a good soldier. According to Henderson, the best scouts were "guided by a 

combination of courage and caution: both these qualities are essential, and the lack 

of either is fatal to efficiency." He added: "A timid scout is not of much use, but a 

dead scout is of no use at all, and a scout who is captured may be a danger."15 He 

believed several factors contributed to effective scouting: 

Concealment in advancing; the occupation of a good post of 
observation; recognition of a possible danger; prolonged scrutiny 
of the dangerous poinf and detection of the enemy; consideration of 
possible courses [of action], and the balancing of the value of the 
information against the risk of obtaining it; knowledge of the 
enemy's methods; and lastly, a definite plan.16 

All of these qualities remained vital in the trenches of the First World War. Captain 

G.B. McKean, a scout officer in the 14th Canadian Battalion during the war, felt 

that a "scout's honour is the most important thing of all." "If a scout isn't to be 

tnrsted," he said, ''then he's no good to me, and he will be no good to his 

commanding oEcer."' ' 
Knowing ones' job, however, did not mean one was necessarily proficient. 

In June 19 14, Canadian Militia field exercises at Nanaimo, British CoIumbia 

uncovered a number of scouting weaknesses. Post-exercise evaluations, while 

carell to note the enthusiasm of the scouts, pointed out that scouts had difficulty 

l 5  Henderson, The A n  of Reconnaissance, 75-76. 
l 6  Bid., 80-8 1. 
l 7  G.B. McKean, Scouting ZXn'ZIs (New York: The Macmillan Company, 19 lg), 
4. 



penetrating the terrain, collecting intelligence, and transmitting it to headquarters -- 
in essence, they were weak in all scouting functions. Moreover, they failed to post 

an outpost line in advance of the main body, and they tried to cover too much 

ground, so much so that in the end they missed a great deal, including entire river 

crossings. The commander of the 'Blue Force' felt that 

Scouting on the whole was not exceedingly good, the country was 
difficult and there seemed, with the exception of a few isolated 
cases, a fear of penetrating too fm fkom support, the thichess of the 
bush may in some cases answer for this. A fear also of being 
captured may also have some bearing on this. A want of initiative 
was, I think chiefly the fault. Officers in training their men in the 
kture might well take this subject of scouting up more closely.18 

Two days after this exercise commenced, the Archduke of the Austro-Hungarian 

Empire, dong with his wife, were assassinated. The Great War was little more 

than thirty days away, and the Canadian Militia's fiont line intelligence gatherers 

needed a great deal more work. 

Intelligence training in the prewar Canadian Militia &ered in other respects 

besides poor scout work. For starters, it had no experience with aerial 

reconnaissance and photography. Tbis is not surprising considering Canada did 

not have its own flying corps. Despite this shortcoming aerial reconnaissance was 

not unknown. lri a 19 1 1 report entitled "Aerial Navigation in Warfare," Captain 

C.H. Mitchell of the Canadian Corps of Guides, and who during the Great War 

rose to prominence in boh the Canadian Corps and the British Army as an 

intelligence officer, described his vision of the role of aircraft in warfare. 

Significantly, he saw it as a valuable tool for reconnaissance and antisubmarine 

NAC, M.G. 30 E84 (kckie Papers) Folder: Military Orders, 19 14. Major de 
Salis, Blue Force commander to Lieutenant-Colonel I.A. Hall, Chief Umpire, July 
4, 1914. 



work, and for spotting and directing artillery fire, among other things. He was also 

somewhat fbturistic when he predicted the development of helicopters. He wrote: 

There is no doubt that very shortly a vertical lifting 'heavier than air' 
machine will be brought out capable of standing stationary or 
hovering over any point; this will probably combine the horizontal 
speed properties of the aeroplane.19 

Nevertheless, and despite Mitchell's efforts and insights, the Canadian Militia 

entered the war without experience with air&. 

Unlike the British Axmy, the prewar Canadian Militia did have an organized 

field intelligence force -- the Corps of Guided0 The Corps of Guides was a 

mounted force in the mn-permanent Active Militia, formed in 1903 in response to 

lessons learned from fighting the Boers in South G c a .  It was designed to serve 

both a peace and wartime role. When on campaign it was meant to act as a combat 

inteUgence force for Canadian armies in the field, supplying commanders with 

tactical and operational intelligence. During peacetime it prepared for this 

eventuality and, perhaps most importantly, helped accumulate intelligence on 

Canada's potential military resources and enemies, in particular the United States. 

Officers without military experience were appointed to the corps on a provisional 

basis, and given one year to pass the corps' examinations, and obtain a subaltem 

certificate in one of the three combat arms. Likewise, officers with previous militia 

experience also had to pass these examinations, while officers with at least two 

years service in the regular British Army, or in a permanent force of one of the 

Empire's Dominions, had only to pass the equitation examination, unless their 

previous experience was in a mounted unit. As with all of Canada's peacetime 

military establishments, the Corps of Guides was starved of funds, staff and 

l9 NAC, R.G. 9 I1 C2, Vo1. 8: Militia Department, Military Intelligence: Corps of 
Guides. Report 1 1 : "Aerial Navigation in Warfare," by Captain C.H. Mitchell. 
20 The British M a  Army, however, had a field intelligence force. 



training, but was still able to provide an important service during the prewar years 

by providing its members with a background in field intelligence work that proved 

indispensable in the coming war? 

The annual Militia Reports, prepared by the Militia Department for the 

Government of Canada, regularly looked favourably on the Corps of Guides and its 

work The Militia Report for the year ending December 3 1, 1905, stated that %e 

duties of this corps are varied, and while only organized two years ago, excellent 

and useful work is being done by them in matters of surveying and furnishing 

valuable inf~nnation."~~ The 1909 MilitiQ Report was similarly definite in its 

praise. "Thanks are due to the officers of the Corps of Guides for the willing 

assistance they rendered during the year in collecting and communicating 

intelligence. The reports which they send in are always usel l ,  sometimes very 

~aluable.'"~ General Sir John French, the Inspector General in Britain, in his 19 10 

report on the state of the Canadian Militia was equally impressed. He wrote: ''I 

regard the establishment of the Corps of Guides as being a most valuable and useful 

adjunct to the staff. I think it is a principle which is capable of exten~ion."~~ 

Training, however, was minimal in the Corps of Guides. When it did 

occur, British cavalry manuals were followed, meaning the corps prepared for a 

traditional war of movement Training languished fkom the fact that the Corps of 

Guides met for just sixteen days per year to train as a unit (although individual 

training continued throughout the year). Moreover, until 19 12, there were no 

guides in the Corps of Guides, only officers. Guides were listed as present at 

'I NAC, R.G 9 II B3, Vo1. 66: General Orders. 1911, General Order No. 41. 
Also Jenkins, "The Corps of Guides," 88 - 98. 
22 Militia Report for the year 1905. 
23 Militia Report for the year ending March 3 1, 1 909. 
24 NAC, R.G. 9 II C2, Vol. 8: Militia Department, Military Intelligence-. Corps of 
Guides. Report 24. "Report by General Sir John French, GCB, GCVO, KCMG 
Lnspector General of the Imperial Forces Upon His Inspection of the Canadian 
Military Forces," 19 10. 



annual camps before this date, but in truth they were officers' grooms and 

Training for field command no doubt suffered which, ironically, may 

not have been such a bad thing in light of the type of fighting the Canadians 

experienced during the First World War. Guide officers going off to fight in the 

Great War would have understood basic intelligence principles, but would not have 

been encumbered by outmoded techniques? Of course, officers of the day did not 

likely see it that way, and Major E.T.P. Shewen, of the Corps of Guides 

detachment based in New B m w i c k ,  was one. In 1907 he wrote: 

I am very much in earnest about this matter. We have long been 
held up to ridicule, as being a regiment of officers without men. I 
can assure you, speaking as a civil engineer, it is impossible to do 
without men if you want to get any work accomplished. 

He further stated that: 

It is absurd to suppose that five officers, in a military district 
comprehending 28,000 square miles, could, in time of war, conduct 
an effective, local, intelligence service, that is to say, one that could 
fiunish infomation of an enemy's approach, open or disguised, by 
sea or land, It would be equally unreasonable to assume that in 
event of a crisis, men, picked up at a moment's notice, would prove 
efficient scouts ... or would be abte to satisfactorily perform the 
important duty of keeping a look-out, exercising judgment and 
giving notice, by wire, to the nearest officer commanding, if 
occasion requireded2' 

He made a valid criticism, but it took five more years to correct. 

By 19 12, even the normally supportive Mi[& Reports hinted that all was 

not right with the corps. That year, the need for high quality officers was 

discussed, and the observation made that "in no other branch does 'dead wood' so 

'' NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1.4256, File: MDl 512: Functions of the Corps of Guides. 
Folder 5- 1-2. See also the 1905 Militia Report. 
26 Dr. John Ferris to the author, July 29, 1 998. 
'' NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 6526, Folder: HQ 493-1-1: Training of Brigade and 
Regimental Scouts. Major E.T.P. Shewen to Major, January 23, 1907. 



materially mar efficiency as in the Corps of Guides." This was tempered by the 

statement that, 'kith very few exceptions," officers were cognizant of the 

"importance and highly technical cast of their duties-" There were also insinuations 

that ill-feeling towards the corps was brewing throughout the army. "Hitherto," the 

MiIitia Report reads, '5n the eyes of many, little or no thought has been given to 

[the corps'] value and responsibilities, consequently [the corps] has been looked 

upon as a comfortable refbge for such as desired rank and uniform without the 

attending sa~rifices.'"~ Furthermore, the 19 13 M i l h  Report expressed regret that 

Royal Military College graduates who joined the corps tended to "evade their 

obligation as to training, and for this reason a doubt is created as to whether such a 

desirable source can be counted upon to fill vacan~ies."'~ Early that same year 

Lieutenant Colonel George Paley, the officer administering the Guides, noticed that 

there was a 

tendency on the part of some members of the Corps to t b k  that 
officers intended for these appointments, will derive little benefit 
&om the nature of the training at camp, and that they should 
therefore be excused. This is very erroneous.. -[Such a position] 
would be to acknowledge that any civilian of good standing in his 
business or private profession would be equally suited, and 
consequently one of the strongest arguments for the maintenance of 
the Corps of Guides would be removed. 'O 

In other words, if officers did not need to train, then perhaps critics of the 

organization were correct in their assertion that a field intelligence organization was 

an unnecessary lwrury during peacetime. 

Even the corps' battlefield role and organization left many confused. Paley 

28 Militia Report for the year ending March 3 1, 19 12- 
29 Militia Report for the year ending March 3 1, 1 9 13. 
30 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 4256, File: MD 1 5 12: Functions of the Corps of Guides. 
Folder 5-1-2. Lieutenant Colonel George Paley to Officer Cornmanding First 
Division, January 3 0, 1 9 1 3. 



thought this was understandable since the corps did not fit into the "stereotyped 

organizations with which [commanders] are familiar." Since the corps contained no 

guides until 19 12, 'ho clear ideas ever appear to have been expressed as to the exact 

organization, training and employment in war of the rank and file." Paley felt the 

need to explain the unit's wartime role in a letter to the commanding officer of the 

1st Divisional Area. He wrote that "the Guides could be of service in the opening 

of a campaign in patrolling, scouting, and despatch riding, whilst, &om their local 

knowledge, they would come in particularly usefd for any independent 

recomaissance." If nothing else, they codd act "as expert despatch riders and for 

intercommunication purposes.. .a service the want of which is apparent in every 

campaign." Paley also thought that the Guides would probably 'prove of value in 

making rough sketches and plans required by the Staff, and in providing 

Intelligence Police," and in gathering "information under cover of the protection 

afforded by the troopers, especially so at first before the cavalry had developed 

much expertness in the art of scouting." Guides, he believed, could also watch 

friendly lines of approach and give early waming of enemy movements.) ' 
Figure 2.2 illustrates how the prewar Canadian Militia organized its 

information flow during its 19 1 1 tactical exercise held on Thstnksgiving Day. 

During the exercise two opposing divisions met in an encounter battle. An 

intelligence officer was on the staff of both forces, and collected, studied, collated, 

and disseminated information as it arrived at headquarters. They also arranged for 

any special reconnaissance patrols called for by the force commander. They helped 

validate reports, selected worthy objectives for investigation, and made 

arrangements to obtain any needed information. As such, they were supposed to be 

kept informed of the force commander's plans and  intention^.'^ During the exercise 

- -- 

' Ibid. 
32 Henderson, The Ar t  of Reconnaissance, 70-7 1, 16 1 - 162. 



Figure 2.2: Methods of Obtaininp and Transmitting information 
During the 1 9 1 1 Tactical Exercise 
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the cavalry and Infantry scouts - who were mounted on bicycles and motorcycles -- 
were 'The chief medium for obtaining information," Brigade scouts, under the 

control of officers of the Corps of Guides, were c'thrown out early.. .and.. .were 

able to remain much longer than the cavalry in front" gathering much needed 

information?' The dragoons attempted to locate the enemy's flanks, determine his 

strength, and the direction of their movement, and other similar operational and 

tactical details. And although Mitchell, one of the intelligence officers who took 

part, was not entirely satisfied with the scouts' performance, the experiences gained 

convinced militia headquarters of the need to raise a complement of scouts for the 

guide organization; the next year the Corps of Guides received its guides.34 

In spite of its problems, the Corps of Guides played a useful role during the 

prewar years, even though when war came in August 1914, the corps did not serve 

overseas. The BEF did not have a Guide organization, so the Canadian Corps of 

Guides was not required. Some 235 of the 499 members did, though, volunteer 

for the 1st Canadian Contingent. These men were distributed throughout the 

formation performing various staff hctions, including intelligence work. The 

1 lth Detachment of the Corps of Guides operating in British Columbia was the 

only unit placed on active duty, and it helped guard the coast.35 Although training 

in the Corps of Guides anticipated a war of movement, many of the skills taught 

were portable to the mud of Flanders. Indeed, by keeping the importance of 

battlefieId intelligence before the eyes of Canadian soldiers in the years prior to the 

war, the corps' existence may account for the Canadian penchant for intelligence 

33 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 6526, Folder H.Q. 493-1-1. Major C.H. Mitchell to 
General Staff Officer, 2nd Division, November 10, 19 1 1. 
34 NAC, R.G. 24, V01. 6526, Folder H.Q. 493-1-1. Captain Lawrence Hurt 
Sitwell, Assistant-Director of Military Intelligence, to Lieutenant Colonel George 
Paley, Officer Administering the Corps of Guides, November 23, 191 1. Also 
R.G. 9 I1 B3, Vol. 67: General Orders, I9I2, General Orders: 23 and 24. 
" S.R. Elliot, Scarlet to Green. A History of Intelligence in the Crmadian Army 
1903 - 1963 (Toronto: Canadian Intelligence and Security Association, 198 I), 22. 



during the war, and may explain why Canadian formations tended to ernpby more 

officers on intelligence duties than their British counterparts? 

When the Empire went to war in the summer of 19 14, the training that the 

Canadians of the 1st Contingent received differed little fiom prewar days. Lessons 

learned by the British at the front were slow to arrive in training camps, as the 

imperial troops were preoccupied with the Survival of their 'contemptii'ble little 

army.' Ceaainly the trenches were a novelty, but most believed that as soon as the 

trench Iines were broken in the next big push, normal manoeuvre warfare would 

resume. Training for open warfare continued unabated. Tactical exercises held by 

the Canadians when training in England during the fall and winter of 19 14 - 1 9 1 5, 

proceeded as if accurate and rapid firing guns, machine-guns, airplanes and 

trenches did not exist, or at least only played a limited role on the battlefield. Major 

Victor Odlum, the senior major in the 7th Canadian Battalion, remembered that the 

routine of the trenches in early 19 15 was 'W removed &om anything experienced 

in training camps in Canada or ~ngland.'"~ Instead of practicing the methods of 

trench warfkre, encounter battles were conducted? Prewar intelligence techniques, 

when practiced, were the order of the day." Training with aircraft for intelligence 

purposes was practically non-existent. In total, aerial observation was employed by 

36 See discussion beginning on page 47. Also, Arthur Currie, "Historical Resume 
of Canadian Corps Intelligence," in J.E. Hahn, me InteIZ@nce Senice Within the 
Caltadian Corps 19144918 (Toronto: Macmillan Company of Canada, Limited, 
1930), xv. 
37 NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: The Landing at St. 
Nazaire February-March 1 9 2 5. Odlum's monograph. 
-'' NAC, R.G. 9, Vol. 4056, Folder 32, File 2. See for example the Training 
Exercise Operation Order No. 2, by Lieutenant Colonel George Tuxford, 
commanding the Red Force, December 4, 1 9 14. The various unit war diaries also 
describe training conducted for open warfare. 
39 NAC, M.G. 30 E84 (R.G.E. Leckie Papers) Folder B: Reports and Orders 19 14 
- 19 16. Even in the summer of 1 9 15, exercises in encounter battles were normal, 
and trench training minimal. See M.G. 3 0 E24 1 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1 . 
Various diary entries, August and September 19 15; also, D.E. Macintyre, Cmada 
at Vimy (Peter Martin Associates Ltd., 1967), 1 1 - 15. 



only four batteries practicing their gunnery between January 2 1-28, 19 15:' The 

Canadians did not even fire their batteries until the end of January 19 15, and then 

o n .  fifty rounds (two weeks later they were in France). Artillerymen did not learn 

about the intelligence gathering techniques necessary for waging aench warfare, but 

concentrated on driving, equitation, ranging, fire discipline, entrenching and 

cam~uflaging.~' Captain Harry Crerar, who rose to prominence in the Second 

World War as commander of the Canadian Army, wrote that training in January 

19 15 consisted of "Grooming horses -- exercising horses -- inspecting horses -- 
thus our days go by.'*2 The artillery's combat role, and the part played by artillery 

intelligence, was ill-defined." 

Canadian divisional and infantry brigade establishments, however, did 

recognize the need for intelligence specialists. From their inception Canadian 

divisions and brigades differed from their British equivalents in that they possessed 

an extra officer specifically assigned to intelligence duties. British divisions, for 

example, had only one general staf f  officer, third grade (GS03); a Canadian 

division had two, one of whom, the GSO3 (I), the junior of the two, was assigned 

to intelligence work on a f id  time basis -- the 'I' standing for intelligence -- and 

was, theoretically, responsible for implementing the division's intelligence policy.44 

In a British division tactical intelligence was assigned to the GS03 as  well, but on a 

part-time basis; the British GS03 had "to do a fair share of operations work" 

besides, as remarked upon by Brigadier-General John Charteris, head of 

'O A Fortescue Duguid, Oficial History of llte Camdian Forces in rite Great Wm 
I914 - 1919, Vol. 1 (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1938), 132 - 133. 
4L Nicholson, Gunners, 204. 
'' NAC, M.G. 30 E 157 (Crerar Papers) Vol. 15. Diary entry January 16, 19 15. 
43 Nicholson, Gunners, 204, 209-2 10; J.A. Swettenham, McNaughton, Vol. I, 
I887 - 1939 (Toronto: Ryerson Press, l968), 37; Shelford Bidwell and Dominick 
Graham, Fire-Power. British Front line Weapons and Theories of War I904 - 
I945 (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1 982)' 19-20. 
44 Duguid, OflciaZ History, 147. In addition to the GS03s, each Canadian division 
also had two GS02s and a GSOl- 



intelligence at GHQ, in 1916P5 Similarly, British brigades had only one staff 

captain. Canadian brigades had two, one of whom was the staff  captain0 who, 

theoretically, oversaw brigade intelligence. In a British brigade intelligence fell to 

the brigade major, a man already burdened with a great many other d~ties.4~ 

General Currie, who during the war rose to command the Canadian Corps, thought 

that the e m  officers in Canadian formations strengthened the intelligence savice 

and "Yionned the basis of the success which attended the development of Intelligence 

generally throughout the Canadian ~ o r p s . ' ~ '  

In the 1st Csnanian Contingent the training of intelligence officers in their 

combat role was sporadic at best In 19 14 and early 19 1 5, for instance, the training 

received by Lt. Col. Mitchell, appointed in October 19 14 to the 1st Canadian 

Contingent as GS03(I), was limited by the fact that the contingent did not normally 

aain as a body. Instead, its component parts trained separately (companies for five 

weeks, battalions for twO and brigades for two). Moreover, rain fell on 89 of the 

123 days the 1st Contingent was in England, severely disrupting training programs. 

This meant that Mitchell had largely to invent his combat intelligence role h m  a 

theoretical standpoint, and fkom his prewar expaiences in the Canadian Corps of 

Guides. In a l l  probability he likely expected his combat role to follow the lines of 

the 19 11 Thanksgiving Day tactical exercise in which he acted as one of the 

opposing force's intelligence officers. 

While stationed in England in 19 14 and 19 15, however, Mitchell managed 

45 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4104, Folder 16, File 3. "'Lecture on Intelligence," by 
Brigadier-General J. Charteris, February 4, 19 16. 
46 Duguid, OflciaZ Hirrory, 148. NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, 
Folder 92. "LInstructions Regarding Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," October 1 9 1 5. 
This document admits intelligence was part-time in British commands. It reads in 
part: "In Brigades, and even Divisions, it is seldom possible to detail an officer of 
the General Staff for purely intelligence duties, but the collection and forwarding of 
intelligence will be a recognized part of one officer's duty on both staffs." 
47 Currie, 'EtIistorical Resume," xv. 



to keep himself occupied Reviewing tactical exercises and evaluating the 

performance of the scouts and cavalry as regards to their intelligence gathering 

capabilities was one area to which he no doubt applied himself. His prewar training 

in the Canadian Corps of Guides, after all, gave him some expertise in practical 

scout training and intelligence. Nothing in the records, however, shows what his 

observations, if any, may have been. He also probably obtained and distriiuted 

fiont line reports on the nature of the fighting. A series of publications entitled 

Notes From the Front offers an example. These, and other reports, contained 

practical information about trench fighting, tactics and other lessons learned by the 

British forces already engaged. Such information was invaluable for acquainting 

Canadian greenhorns with front line conditions, but little direct advice was given on 

the intelligence function. However, topics such as camouflage, artillery 

observation, enemy ruses and espionage were discussed, and surely aided Mitchell 

in his efforts to understand his field role. 

In addition, Mitchell, along with other officers and men, took part in 

lectures given by returning British officers. Lecturers spoke about the dS5culties 

of trench fighting, wire cutting, digging proper trenches, reliefs, offensive and 

defensive techniques employed at the front, reserves, concealmen< and a host of 

other topics. In the few lecture notes fiom early 19 1 5 discovered in the National 

Archives, there was liale focus on the 'how to's' of intelligence gathering; 

although one officer did state that he was '%hard at work training 'snipers' and 

Scouts" in his "spare time?" as "They are good value I think." Clearly, this was not 

a resounding endorsement of the need for skilled fkont line intelligence gatherers, 

but it was a s t a d s  One of Mitchell's own lectures dealt with the composition and 

NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Western Front, Orders 
and Instructions, 19 14 - 19 15. Lecture by Major-General McCraken, January 8, 
19 15. Also R.G. 9 II C3, Vol. 4217, Folder 7, File 19. 'motes From an Officer 
Commanding a British Regiment at the Front (A Very Practical C.O.)," February 3, 
1915. 



strength of the German Army, the quality of its fighting men, and the value of 

combat intelligence in general. His belief that willpower could overcome material 

considerations was typical of many officers of the day, as was his view that 

Gennan soldiers were mindless machines. He wrote: 

[The Germans possess] the greatest and most perfectly organized 
Axmy in the world; but battles are not won solely by numbers and 
organizattion, or material and discipline. Individual initiative, 
capacity to endure hardship, and detenniDafion to win through, are 
still required. 

German life and system is not designed to encourage individual 
effort, but to reduce soldiers to disciplined automatons. me] 
German Army is obedient to explicit rules, precise for al l  situations. 
But things do not always happen as planned and fiequenly go 
awry. The German soldier is d e n  at a loss to carry on. His nature 
and training are oppose to it, and the personal factor of initiative is 
wanting. 

It has been said that the Gennan Infantryman lacks the dash of the 
French, the doggedness of the ~ussian,-and the adaptability of the 
British.49 

This was an arrogance that would not last Stereotyping an opponent in this way is 

the enemy of good intelligence, as there is a danger to read information in light of 

the typecasting, and not necessarily for what it truly represents. 

Spy mania was rampant in the early days of the war, and it was one of 

Mitchell's tasks while in England to root out suspicious characters fiom the 

division's tanks. Many believed that Canada and the other British colonies offered 

ideal entry points for German sympathizers, nationals and spies to enlist in the 

British service and engage in subversion fiom within. Intelligence and other 

officers spent a great deal of time checking the backgrounds of volunteers who 

behaved strangely or had German sounding names. At this stage of the war the 

army was no place for eccentric or odd-acting individuals. The 5th Battalion diarist 

49 NAC, R.G. 9 III D3, Vol. 4823, 1st Division War Diary, January 1915, 
Appendix Seven. 'The Gerrnan Army," a lecture by C.H. Mitchell. 



noted on October 3 1, 1914, that the efforts of the intelligence officer reviewing the 

members of his battalion were well worth it. The intelligence officer's "principal 

duty has been in getting information regarding German suspects and spies," noted 

the diarist, "and fkom the information gathered, this appointment has been 

warranted, as there is no question that we have several men whose correspondence 

and actions are very suspicious.'ys0 Each contingent that arrived in England fiom 

Canada underwent the same kind of scrutiny. A November 19 15 memorandum 

stated: 

Every man alien born or of alien stock now in camp [in Englana or 
who may come in by any of the drafts fiom Canada, should. be listed 
and carefidly investigated. Most of them are of course quite 
innocent. 

To avoid raising suspicion against any particular individd, intelligence officers 

interviewed all such aliens, with each soldier told the reasons for the examination at 

the outset. They were also told that it was a routine procedure for detecting those 

who might prove disloyal, and that they were not under any special suspicion. 

'Zach man," in facf "should be dismissed [from the interview] feeling that he is 

quite £tee of sus~icion. If he be wrong he will be emboldened, and will be the 

easier dete~ted."~' 

Brigade inteIligence officers were similarly ill-prepared for their combat 

intelligence role, although all brigade intelligence officers in the 1 st Contingent had 

served with the Corps of Guides before the outbreak of hostilities. However, 

without battlefield experience to hang their training on it was very difficult for them 

NAC, R.G. 9 III D3, Vol. 49 16, 5th Battalion War Diary, October 3 1, 19 14. 
Similar coverage of suspicious characters can be found in M.G. 30 E6 1 (MltcheU 
Papers) Vol. 8, Folder 35; R.G. 24, Vol. 1840, Folder: GAQ 10-3 1, and R. G. 
24, Vol. 186 1, Folder 64. Cummin's Monographs WWI, 'Tnte~gence in the 
Field." 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 198, Folder 3, File 14. Headquarters, Canadian 
Troops, Bramshott Camp to 58th Battalion, November 26, 19 15. 



to appreciate the hardships they would face in the trenches. The uncertainty of their 

role was compounded by the organization structure of the brigade. As Figure 2.3 : 

"Brigade Intelligence Organization" illustrates, stafTcaptainsO served two masters: 

their brigades' brigade major and its senior staff captain. When performing 

administrative duties they reported to the senior staff captain; when acting in an 

intelligence capacity they reported to the brigade major, or the brigade commander if 

the information was urgent. They were also supposed to keep the divisional 

intelligence officer informed of developments in the brigade. Consequently, staff 

captaim(I) were only part-time intelligence officers, it obviously being believed that 

intelligence duties would not occupy their fidl attention. This was certainly an 

improvement over the British brigade organization in that the staff captains(I) gave 

each Canadian brigade an extra officer to help with the intelligence workload once it 

did finally arrive. The divided nature of the staff captains'(][) role in the brigade 

organization reflects to some degree just how valuable, or valueless, the army 

perceived their role to be. Staff captains(1) were paid less than the senior staff 

captains and, in 1916, after the value of combat intelligence had been clearIy 

demonstrated, this remained the case. 52 

Staff captains(I) received minimal training while stationed in England, and 

carried out a great deal of non-intelligence administrative work. It was a big job 

training and organizing a brigade from scratch, and both brigade staff captains were 

M y  employed with administrative tasks. In any event, there was little time or need 

for the employment of brigade inteUigence officers, with the exception of their 

aiding the divisional intelligence officer in his quest for undesirable elements in the 

*' NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 41 04, Folder 16, File 3. L,etter by Brigadier-General 
R. Rennie, commander of the 4th Brigade, recommending that the two staff 
captains in a brigade be paid the same, as the work load was equal, May 9,19 16. I 
did not learn if staff captainso received a pay raise. 



Fime 2.3 : Brigade Intelligence Organization5' 
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formaton. During the tactical exercises on Salisbury Plain in 19 14 and early 1 9 1 5, 

it was unclear what they were to do in their intelligence capacity. They had no stafT 

to help them, nor did they command any independent sources of informatZon. 

Brigade commanders, or their brigade majors, could just as easily receive and 

interpret reports £iom the kont as staff captainsO. They must have wondered if 

they were simply filling a redundant position. 

On the whole, it was easy for all concerned to neglect brigade intelligeace 

hctions. As a result, staff captainso became catch-all officers who likely had 

little idea what their first priority was -- intelligence or administrative wmrk. 

Captain Ross Napier, the staff captain0 for the 2nd Brigade, offers a case in point. 

While his brigade was in England he was responsible for numerous duties in 

addition to his intelligence role, which largely consisted of identifi.ing and 

investigating suspicious characters. At one time or another he acted as the brigade's 

duty officer, wrote and posted the brigade's daily orders, and dealt with varimus 

administrative problems. At times he had his hand in equipment procurement, 

ammunition supply, clothing matters, stores of aU kinds and sundry medical 

administrative details. In November 1 9 14, he reviewed the sanitary conditions of 

battalions in the brigade. Quoting from the medical officer's report, Napier 

informed battalion commanders that the 'Majority of tents contain refuse h m  

meals and are rarely cleaned." He noted how "Few of the Battalions have browns 

or rakes to clear them with." He complained that latrines were "imperfectly 

screened," that the surrounding ground was fouled and there was "a large amosmt 

of paper blowing about" In Decanber, he helped with the meningitis outbreak in 

camp, and the discharge of soldiers for miscunduct or medical reasons.54 With a l l  

these concerns facing him it is hard to see how he could have devoted much time to 

54 NAC, M.G. 30 E75 (Urquhart Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 3. Napier to unjits, 
November23, 1914; December3, 1914; December 28, 1914; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 
4056, Folder 32, File 10. 2nd Brigade to 5th and 6th Battalions, October 1, 1 9 14. 



his intelligence duties. Since there were only two weeks scheduled for brigade 

training to begin with - far too short a period to become proficient -- his 

understanding ofhis combat role could not possibly have been entirely clear in his 

mind, even with his prewar experience in the Corps of Guides. Also, as with 

Mitchell, rain interfered with his training. 

At the battalion level of command there were no intelligence officers per se. 

Battalion commanders, their senior majors, and company commanders acted as 

their own intelligence officers. Each battalion also had sixteen scouts and four scout 

non-commissioned officers (NCOs). These were divided evenly amongst the four 

companies in a battalion, meaning each company had four scouts and one scout 

NCO to assist in gathering information. Before proceeding to France, however, 

divisional headquarters instructed its battalions to have additional scouts trained as 

replacements for any who became casualties. Battalion scout officers, whose job it 

was to oversee battalion intelligence, did not exist at this time, although for training 

purposes battalions regularly withdrew their scouts from their companies and 

collected them together under an officer referred to as a scout officer. This was not 

a permanent position, though, as the scouts returned to their companies once the 

training sessions ended. Therefore, these officers should not be codhed with the 

scout officers introduced to battalions at the end of 1915, and who commanded 

battalion level intelligence sections whose sole duty centred on battalion 

intelligence. As for training, battalion scouts prepared for war as they always had. 

November 1914, for example, saw scouts fiom the 5th Battalion canying out 

physical training, semaphore signalling, sketching, message writing, distance 

judging, map reading, compass work, and night work. They also attended lectures 

that included the study of French and first aidss5 All in all, their training gave them 

some basic skills, but did not by any stretch fully prepare them for trench warfare. 

55 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4057, Folder 35, File 3. Training syllabuses. 



Non-scouts, for their part, Iearned little in the way of battlefield intelligence. 

Trench digging, physical fitness, musketry, and bayonet practice were the staples 

of infantry instruction The volume of information available and necessary in siege 

warfare was simply not anticipated in the encounter battles rehearsed by Canadian 

battalions training in England in 19 14 and 19 15. 

Redistically, when the 1 st Canadian Division arrived in France in February 

19 15, it did not possess an intelligence service manned by fully trained intelligence 

experts devoted to unearthing the enemy's tactical secrets. There were intelligence 

officers, but their roles were ill-defined; and there were scouts and cavalry, but 

they had not trained for trench warfare. With trench warfare the need for tactical 

intelligence was acute. The amount of information, and the detail demanded by 

commanders and their staffs, was unprecedented. The Canadians were unprepared 

for this quantitative and qualitative shift, and entered the war with an approach to 

intelligence anchored in nineteenth century and Boer War practices. The Canadians 

thought intelligence would be gathered in the tradition of past wars, and was a low 

priority in their training syllabuses. Indeed, the intelligence officer as he then 

existed occupied a position of little consequence. It is interesting to note that 

histories of Canada's military contribution invariably point out that British officers 

occupied what were considered the most important and senior staff appointments in 

the CEF; however, intelligence positions were not one of them, as Canadians could 

always fill these posts. 



CHAPTER THREE 

EARLY INTELLIGENCE GATHERING 

When the men of the 1st Canadian Division arrived in France they had little 

appreciation for the complexity of the intelligence demands that were about to be 

placed upon them by a modem, industrial, trench war. It was not long, however, 

before they realized that their training had not i l ly  prepared them for the exigencies 

of the Gront. In the previous chapter, for example, we saw how Major Victor 

Odlum of the 7th Battalion remembered his initiation into the trenches as being '%a 

removed fiom anything experienced in tmhing camps in Canada or England." 

Captain D.E. Macintyre, an officer in the 28th Battalion, when commenting on his 

first time in the Line in September 1915, said: 'The truth of the matter is that we 

hardly knew what to do with them [the scouts], as the employment of Scouts in 

trench warfare was a subject on which we could get little or no information in 

England. As for the whole Battalion not one of us had ever been in a trench before 

and knew nothing of the business." Private Donald Fraser, of the 3 1st Battalion, 

recalled in his diary-memoirs: 'When I think of it, our training was decidedly 

amateurish and impracti~al."~ Manoeuvre and encounter battles, for which the 

Canadians had trained, were no more. The opposing forces had settled down into 

National Archives of Canada (NAC), Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E300 (Odlum 
Papers) Vol- 16, Folder: The Landing at St. Nazaire Feb.-March 19 15. Odlum's 
monograph; M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Macintyre's Diary, 
September 25, 191 5; Private Fraser, The Journal of Private Fraser, OlMdirm 
Epeditionary Force, ed. R.H. Roy (Victoriq B.C.: Sono Nis Press, 1 985), 23; 
Fortescue Duguid, Oficial Wistory of B e  Canadian Forces in The Great War 1914 
- 1919, Vol. 1 (Ottawa: King's Printer, 1938), 176. 



siege warfare. Field intelligence was no longer a question of locating the enemy 

and determining the whereabouts of his flanks, one already knew, generally 

speaking, where these were. Intelligence was now concerned with establishing and 

tracking the German order of battley and with securing previously unimagined 

tactical detail on the enemy's position. Many of the methods used by intelligence 

gatherers to gain such intimacy, if not entirely new to warfare, were sometimes 

radically different in practice fkom what had been expected; and before the 

Canadians had a hope of defeating the Germans, they had to master these 

techniques. It was only then that they could build pro£iIes of the enemy lines, learn 

their nuances, and form plans to defeat them. 

The learning process began on February 17, 19 15, when soldiers firom the 

t st Canadian Division saw the Eront for the first time. The officers and men were 

attached to British divisions for one-on-one insauction in the techniques of trench 

warfare. "Every man, Erom company commander down to private, spent forty- 

eight hours with his opposite number for individual training - [it was] a thorough 

introduction to the mysteries of trench ~ar fa re . "~  O v a  a period of two weeks the 

entire division received its indoctrination. The infantry instruction included 

lectures, patrolling, listening post work, the study of enemy habits, sentry duty and 

various survival techniques. Platoons held their own section of trench under 

British guidan~e.~ Canadian intelligence officers, the divisional G S 0 3 0  and the 

* John Swettenham, Gnactr and the First World War (Ottawa: Canadian War 
Museum), 5-6, 

W.W. Murray, The Hkrov  of the 2nd Canadian Battalion (Earem Ontario 
Regiment) Gmodian Eyeditionary Force in the Great War, 1914 - 1918 (Ottawa- 
Mortimer Ltd., 1947), 24, 27. KC. Fetherstonhaugh, ed., The Royal MonaeaZ 
Regiment. 14th Banalion, C. E.F., I914 - 1925 (Montreal: The Gazette Printing 
Co. Limited, l927), 28. G.W.L. Nicholson, me Gunners of Canarib. A History 
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brigade staff captains(I), did not have clear equivalents in British commands with 

whom to train, but it seems likely that the Canadian GS030 hooked-up with the 

British GS03 to learn his intelligence role when that British officer was not 

discussing operational concerns with other Canadian staff officers. The staff 

captains(I) at brigade no doubt learned their administrative duties h m  British staff 

captains, and something of their intelligence role h m  British brigade majors, 

although nothing uncovered in the records v d e s  these assumptions, What does 

seem likely given the part-time nature of intelligence staff work in British 

formations is that tbe Canadian G S 0 3 0  and the Canadian staff captains@) received 

only limited instruction in their combat intelligence duties. Over the next several 

months the Canadians honed the British-taught techniques, so dearly learned during 

the previous autumn and winter. 

Figure 3.1, "Front-line Combat Intelligence Sources in the 1 st Canadian 

Division, Early 19 15," illustrates something of the extent of intelligence sources 

available to the Canadian command along its fiont. Notably absent fkom the figure 

is any indication of an intelligence role for cavalry. Mounted troops were, by and 

large, not empIoyed during trench warfare in their traditional capacity and, 

therefore, played a minimsl part in amassing knowledge on the German positions. 

The cavalry's day had ended. On the other hand, the inclusion in Figure 3.1 of an 

artillery and an aerial contriiution to intelligence collection recognizes their 

emergence as important sources. 

Trench warfare gave the artillery an opportunity to develop its own 

information sources independent of the infantry, the Royal Flying Corps (RFC), 

and the cavalry. Since guns now rested for weeks on end in the same spot, 

gunners now had the time to collect their own intelligence. Instead of being mere 

recipients of news acquired by others, the artillery became one of the suppliers, and 

there were a number of sources that the gunners controUed. Artillery obsemation 





posts (OPs) were one. These posts, constructed behind the front lines on 

commanding terrain, were an early and valued source of intelligence, and remained 

so throughout the war. OPs were occupied by officers, usually battery commanders 

or trusted subordinates, along with some signallers. Telephones normally 

connected them to the gunners, although earIy in the war there were occasions 

when the telephone Link was not made.4 Well positioned artiUery OPs offered 

W e r y  officers a wide view of the front, and granted observers the opportunity to 

search out targets in the rear of the enemy's kont line. Since trench warfare 

bestowed on the artillery the luxury of time, gunnery officers could now thoroughly 

reconnoitre a position from an OP and gain a more immediate feel for the infantry's 

position and determine how best to assist.' Opportunity targets could also be 

engaged, providing the observer reported their positions forthwith, something that 

did not always happed Infantry officers also visited these posts to survey the 

front, observe the ongoing siege, and to maintain regular contact with the gunners, 

thereby fostering mutual understanding and cooperation. 

Artillery patrols further augmented the infomation received at artillery 

headquarters. These were fact finding missions composed of an officer or two, 

accompanied by perhaps two or three men. They were used to reconnoitre the 

front, and to come to an understanding of the infantry's position and the general 

tactical situation. In some instances, early in the war, such patrols were the only 

NAC, Record Group (R.G.) 9 III C3, Vol. 4144, Folder 1, File 4. 3rd Division 
to artillery brigades, April 13, 19 1 8. It was pointed out in this letter that observing 
officers control the artillery fire for at least part of the time, and so should not be 
inexperienced or junior officers. Ideally, the battery commander himself was at the 
OP. The fact that telephone links were not always made reflected British 
expectations for a mobile war; they went to France with too little telephone cable. 
The shortage was made worse as the British Army increased in size. Much 
equipment was also lost in the retreat fiom Mons. 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 22,O 15. 'LNOtes From the Front, Part I," 19 14, page 17. 
'?\Totes From the Front, Part IQ" February 1915, page 27. 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vo1. 4098, Folder 43, File 1. Canadian Corps to divisions, 
July 18,1916. 



means by which the artillery could locate enemy and fiendly positions. At one 

point on April 22, 19 15, for example, during the Second Battle of Ypres, the 10th 

Battery found itself the only organized force remaining between the Germans and 

the town of St_ Julien after the Germans had swept away the other defenders. On 

that occasion the 10th Battery utilized patrols to confirm the presence of enemy 

troops supposedly operating nearby on its flanks. After codinning the veracity of 

these reports the battery commander reversed "'two of [his] guns, [and] opened fie 

on them [the Germans] at about 200 yds." A second patrol brought back word that 

the enemy had retireded7 

Forward observation officers (FOOs) were another early and trusted source 

of information for the artillery. This was because in 19 14 and 19 15, scientific 

gunnery practices had not yet progressed to a stage where accurate unobserved fire 

was possible.' The solidification of the lines and the range of modem weapons 

forced the artillery fiuther and further away from the fkont, and to points where 

enemy gun positions were typically out of the gunners' direct line of sight. 

Forward observation officers acting as the battery commanders' forward eyes 

monitored the fall of shot and called in corrections. They also notified the gunners 

of massing Gennan troops and other movements, and were a good source of 

tactical information. FOOs were usually subalterns who, along with signallers and 

other personnel working with them, occupied observation posts fonvard of the 

guns that gave them a direct view of the enemy line. Often these OPs were situated 

in the hfiantry trenches, sometimes they were in trees or buildings. Being artillery 

officers, FOOs knew what information the gunners required for accurate and timely 

shelling, and since they h e w  the gunners' language they h e w  how to report their 

NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 3, File 17. Commander of the 10th 
Battery t o  the 3rd Canadian Artillery Brigade, May 1 0, 19 1 5. 
' A.F. Brooke, "The Evolution of Artillery in the Great War, Part 11," Journal of 
the Roya2ArtrrtrlZery 51.6 (January 1925): 367,370. 



findings in an intelligr'ble way. They also supplied the infantry with information, 

thus forming an important intelligence conduit between the two service arms? One 

shortcoming, however, was their limited view of the Eont. FOOs could not see 

much beyond the enemy's front line positions, and sometimes missed a great deal. 

Even as late as October 1918, the commander of the 5th Field Artillery Brigade 

complained that FOOs fai led to notice large movements of enemy troops. The 

commander was ashamed that it was the infantry who informed the artillery of these 

targets, and regarded this as a slap in the face to unit pride. "It is not understood 

why the Infantry should tell us our job," he wrote. He attributed the FOOs' failure 

to the influx of inexperienced officers, and to the fact that FOOs '%have become 

slack." Needless to say, the commander did not want this to continue.1° A second 

limitation lay with communications. Enemy shelling easily severed telephone lines, 

cutting communications to the gunners (later in the war when wireless transmission 

was more widely available this was not such a problem, although wireless did not 

answer all the FOO and artillery needs). FOOs, being close to the action, might 

also become casualties, or incapacitated, and not be able to contaa their guns. 

Observed enemy targets might then go unscathed. Furthermore, when FOOs were 

absent fkom their OPs the infantry lost this link to their supporting guns, and the 

artillery lost this pair of eyes.'' Beginning with the Battle of Festubert in May 

19 15, however, FOOs began accompanying the infantry in the advance, helping to 

ensure that supporting guns had up to date information on the infantry's progress 

NAC, R-G. 24, Vol. 22,015. 'Votes From the Front, Part I," 1914, pages 7 and 
16; "Notes From the Front, Part II," 19 14, page 5. 'Votes From the Front, Part 
III," February 1915, page 28. 
lo NAC, R.G. 9 III C4, V01. 4299, Folder 5, File 4. Commander 5th Artillery 
Brigade to Batteries, October 3, 19 18. 
" This happened during the Second Battle of Ypres, when FOOs for the 5th and 
6th Batteries left the headquarters of the 5th Infantry Battalion and rejoined their 
guns, and never returned. See NAC, R-G. 9 Il? D3, Vol. 49 t 6. 5th Battalion War 
Diary, April 19 1 5. 



and needd2 FOOs were supposed to work closely with the infantry, and vice 

versa, and together "work out a system for taking on favourable targets as soon as 

they appear?' As such, throughout the war, FOOs remained a valued source of 

tactical information, although their value as a source of counter battery intelligence 

declined once more reliable sources, such as sound ranging, flash spotting, and 

aerial reconnaissance were developedL4 Where they remained useful though, was 

in correcting fire, and for calling down shot on enemy counter attacking forces and 

other targets of opportunity. 

Various other Liaison anmgements secured for the artillery information 

generated by the infantry- It was only through close liaison and cooperation that 

combat intelligence gathered by one a m  could be best put to use by the others. 

Telephones normally connected the artillery to the hfiantry, and it came to pass that 

ardllexy and infantry headquarters were placed in close proximity to each other 

whenever possible. Moreover, artillery officers often viewed the fiont fiom the 

infantry trenches, while the infantry did likewise from artillery posts . I 5  Artillery 

liaison officers 6 0 s )  working with the infantry also smoothed the exchange of 

information. A July 19 16 notice f?om the 1 lth Canadian Infantry Brigade to its 

subordinate units noted that close Laison was crucial to commanders in the field. It 

stated that artillery liaison officers should be stationed with all battalions then in the 

front line; that these LOs should live close to the battalion commanders, and 

prefaably "mess together." This was done in order to develop a better 

understanding of each other's difficulties and to "ensure the elimination of all 

12 Duguid, Oficial History, 487. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4098, Folder 43, File 1. 2nd Division to artillery 
brigades, July 18, 19 16. '* NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1 8 32, Folder GAQ. 8- 15e. "Organization and Procedure of 
Counter Battery Office Canadian Corps Artillery," January 25, 1919. 
l 5  NAC, M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary, October and December 
1915, and March 1916. 



friction and the reduction of queries that l ave  to be sent to Brigade] H.Q."'~ 

Likewise, in January 19 17, the 3rd Brigade noted that 

The Artillery Group Commander is very desirous that as many as 
possible of the officers of the two branches [infantry and artillery] 
get to h o w  each other, with a view to better understanding and 
closer co-operation in the future. E w h  Battalion in the line has with 
it an artillery Liaison Officer, who sleeps at Battalion 
Headquarters. . .They render daily Intelligence Reports to their 
Group Commander. There should b e  a fiee exchange of Intelligence 
and information obtained through either infantq or artillery 
S O U T C ~ S . ~  ' 

Liaison officers, in other words, acted as ''the 'forward ears' of the Commanders 

who [sent] them out and with whom they mm maintain close touch." It was their 

job to ensure the smooth exchange of infoamation between the infantry and their 

supporting guns, and to see that the infantry- were happy with the support received. 

And as one memorandum stated: "All LiarSon Oflcers must appreciate.. .that it is 

their duty and privilege to act as advisers om all Artillery matters to the [infantry] 

Commanders to whom they are attached." It went on to say "that the success of 

operations largely depends on the accuracy of information and the speed with which 

this information is passed to the Commanders in rear, and that they have unequalled 

opportunities of collecting idonnation" from the infantry. At the same time the 

infantry were reminded that "it takes two to form a liaison," and were to give their 

full assistance to the artillery liaison officerdB This meant that the various infantry 

commands, to get the most out of their supporting guns, had to share knowledge of 

front Line conditions with the LOs so that the LOs, in turn, could instmct the 

l6 NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) VoI. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline and 
Organization March 19 16 - April 19 18. 1 lth Brigade to Battalions, July 28, 19 16. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4076, Folder 2, File 2 1. 3rd Brigade to battalions, 
January 28, 1917. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 111 C4, Vol. 4248, Folder 13, File 9. "Duties of Observing 
Officers, F.O.O's., Liaison Officers and Forward Liaison Officers," April 2, 
1917. 



gunners as to the infantry's needs.19 Such close cooperation ensured that LOs 

remained a valued conduit for information exchange throughout the war. 

Corps cohesion and operational planning benefited fkom the sharing of 

intelligence. However, it took time to build a working relationship between the 

gunners and the infmtrytry The problem was that early in the war neither really 

understood the needs and limitations of the other. Liaison was almost non-existent 

in the prewar army, and old habits were hard to break once war came. According to 

the February 1915 Notes From the Front, infantrymen calling for artillery 

assistance sometimes gave vague reports. On one occasion an infantry NCO could 

not even supply his own location, yet he expected artillery assistance. The artillery 

required specific compass bearings, ranges, and map references, but the infantq 

did not always suppIy them. A description of the target was always useful, yet not 

always provided. Artillerymen also felt that the infantry called for unwarranted 

artillery suppodO This was especially the case in 19 15, when it must have seemed 

to the infantry that husbanding ammunition was more important than engaging the 

enemy. In fact, the preservation of ammunition (in short supply in 19 15) did at 

times come before the needs of the infantry, which tended to limit the value of 

intelligence received2 ' Andrew McNaughton wrote after the war 

In those early days the artillery situation was not such to 
inspire confidence in the minds of our infantry; picture to 
yourself the case of an infantry officer pointing out to a 
gunner the location of a nest of German machine guns which 
are worrying the men in the line. The gunner admits that it is 
a good target and that he would like to engage it, but -- "No 
munition." The retort of the infantryman was likely to be 
'What are you doing in the Great War anyway?" and the 

. - -. - . - - - 

l9 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4144, Folder 1, File 4. 3rd Divisional Artillery to 
artillery brigades, April 1 3, 1 9 1 8. 
20 NAC, R.G. 24 Vol. 22,O 15. "Notes From the Front, Part III," Feb. 19 15, page 
5. "Notes From the Front, Part IV," May 19 15, page 28. 
in 191 5, a severe shell shortage meant that gunners were sometimes limited to 

only three shells per day. 



result, if the gunner was a bit touchy, was to impair and 
discourage liaison?2 

Educating the infantry about the artillery's needs and limitations took time, and was 

an on-going process. The reverse was also true- In October 19 15, Lieutenant 

Colonel James Reynolds, commanding the Number One Artillery Group, noted that 

the infantry did not know what targets the artillery supporting them had registered 

their guns on. To remedy this, he instructed the gunners to tell battalions what 

targets they had registaed, and to advise the infantry when they were about to fire, 

especially when no forward observers were on duty.') 

During the war's first winter the British developed the SOS mission to aid 

artillery - infantry cooperation. Under the SOS system a responsible infantry 

officer in the front lines contacted the artillery for immediate fire support on some 

prearranged point if he felt his position unduly threatened. He did this over the 

telephone, or by firing flares or rockets, or by utilizing some other light signal. The 

artillery responded by firing a pre-planned artillery shoot- The SOS mission was 

supposed to be used only under urgent conditions, in response to German raids or 

assaults, but the artillery complained that the infantry relied too much on the SOS 

bombardment. All threatening movements seemed urgent to those on the receiving 

end. Nevertheless, the SOS system was used throughout the war, often to great 

22 A.G.L. McNaughton. "Development of Artillery in the Great War," Chmu&m 
Defence Quarterly 4 (1 929): 162. 
'-' NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4140, Folder 1, File 3. Letter by Lieutenant Colonel 
Reynolds, counter signed by the brigade major, 6th Brigade, and issued to the 3 1 st 
Battalion, October 19, 19 15. Registration is the process of determining the comect 
targeting information necessary for hitting a target in the future. It requires an 
observer to call in the necessary adjustments to the fall of shot if the gunners do not 
have a direct line of sight to the target for themselves. 
24 A.F. Brooke, 'The Evolution of Artillery in the Great War, Part V," J& of 
the Royal AdIIery 53.1 (April 1926): 79; NAC, R.G. 9 Ill C3, Vol. 4083, Folder 
2, File 5. "First Army Insactions For S.O.S. Signals," February 14, 19 17. 



Intelligence sharing benefited enormously fiom the Canadian command's 

decision to compile and issue a daily divisional Intelligence Summary. The 

Canadians' first summary was produced on March 12, 19 15, roughly one week 

after they first occupied a portion of trench under their own authority. It helped 

manage the information reaching divisional headquarters each day &om infintry 

brigades, the divisional artillery, and the corps to which the division was attached. 

According to General Arthur Currie, the 1st Canadian Division was one of the first 

divisions in the British Army to issued its own Intelligence ~ u m m a r y . ~ ~  The 

Intelligence Summary contained information on front line conditions across the 

Canadian fiont. The divisional intelligence officer issued it at the same time each 

day to lower level commands, to neighbouring divisions, and to corps 

headquarters. It began as  a one-page summary, printed on both sides of foolscap 

paper, and detailed the more salient information (mainly of a tactical nature) 

obtained by the division during the preceding twenty-four hour period. The 

Intelligence Summary was the Canadian command's first effort to inform 

systematically officers and select personnel of the more important discoveries made 

dong its front, and it allowed officers to keep their maps and notebooks up to date 

in a regular, daily, and systematic manner. Since Intelligence Summaries were 

dated they were easily filed for future reference? 

In addition to their immediate detail, Intelligence Summaries provided a 

tactical intelligence history of a given sector. By comparing one Intelligence 

Summary to the next over a period of days and weeks, intelligence and other 

officers discovered patterns and habits in German activity, while planned 

25 Arthur Currie, "Historical Resume of Canadian Corps Intelligence," in J.E. 
Hahn, The Intelligence Service Within the Canadian Corps 19144918 (Toronto: 
Macmillan Company of C d a ,  Limited, 1 93O), xvi. 
26 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4009, Folder 1 1, File 4. 1st Canadian Division 
Intelligence Summary issued on March 12, 19 15. 



offknsives and other movements became easier to detect. Without Intelligence 

Summaries it would have been far more dBicult to notice slight alterations in 

German activity, especially when changes occmed slowly over several days or 

weeks, during which time several fkiendly units might have rotated through that 

portion of the line. Most importantly, divisional Intelligence Summaries joined the 

otherwise divergent wmbat arms together by linking intelligence gathered by one to 

that collected by others. This helped build a cohesion amongst the Canadians that 

served them well in the years ahead. As one author pointed out, without 

Intelligence Summaries Yt would have been a very disjointed, disconnected wa?' 

One problem with Intelligence Summaries, though, was that at first not aLl 

divisions compiled them. This meant that when the Canadians entered a new sector, 

a systematic stockpiling of information might not be available fiom the division 

being relieved. The availability of army and corps summaries alleviated this 

shortcoming somewhat, but army and corps level summaries did not offer the same 

locd detail. Fortunately, many British divisions began preparing Intelligence 

Summaries by late 19 15, although this practice, at least at first, was optional.28 

The aerial services added another dimension to intelligence gathering. 

During the early battles of the war, in 1914, the RFC was more valuable for its 

2 7 Ferdinand Tuohy, The Secret Corps. A Tale of InfeIZigence On All Fronfi 
(London: Murray, 1920), 243. He makes the same point in IZe Crater of M m  
(London: William Heinemann Ltd., 1929), 99. 
'* NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 95. cCInsbructions for 
Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," March 19 16. One section in this document reads 
in such a way as to suggest that not all British divisions issued Intelligence 
Summaries (at least as late as Match 1916). For example: "If Divisional 
Summaries are issued, they also will be treated as confidential documents.. ." And 
later: "The same principles will apply to Divisional Summaries if issued;" In Vol. 
16, Folder. Western Front, Orders and Instructions, I9 14-19 15. 2nd Amy to 
Corps, September 29, 1 9 1 5, further evidence is presented. The letter reads in part: 
'The issue [of Intelligence Summaries] by the Corps appears to be preferable to the 
issue of one by each Division." 



stmtegic and operational intelligence applications than for its abdity to coIlect tactical 

details - although tactical work was not neglected- From the retreat from Mons 

through the Race to the Sea, for instance, the RFC kept the British high command 

informed on a day to day basis of the location of the Gennm armies, no small feat 

considering the puny size of the RFC at that time.2g Tactical reconnaissance came 

into its own once the Lines stabilized, as aerial. observers helped locate enemy 

infantry and battexy positions lying beyond ground observer Line of sight. The 

RFC, however, was not a panacea Pbr the BEF's intelligence needs, as it was 

constrained by the vagaries of weather, hours of daylight and the number of 

available aircraft- As most activity, including troop movement and trench repair, 

occmed at night or in overcast conditions, much valuable information escaped even 

the best aerial obswvers. Furthermore, the increased use of camouflage, and the 

fact that enemy gunners stopped fking when obsemation planes were overhead, 

added to the diEcdties of artillery spotting. It was also practically impossible to 

tell from the air if trains located behind enemy Lines were loading or unloading 

troops and supplies, and entirely impossible to tell if moving trains were fdl or 

empty. As early as March 19 15, the British 1 st Army counselled those under its 

command not to place their f ~ t h  in aerial intelligence alone, but to develop ground 

level methods." In 19 17 and 19 1 8, even with the great strides in aerial obsewation 

and photography, aerial reconnaissance did not supply all the details required on the 

29 S.F. Wise, Canadian Airmen and the Fitst World War. B e  W c i d  his to^^ of 
the Royal Canadian Air Force, Vol. I (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1980), 334 - 344. Mso J.F.C. Fuller, A Militmy History of the Warern World, 
Volume ID, From The American CiviZ War to the End of World War II ( 1  957, New 
York: Da Capo Press, ?), 280. According to Fuller, in 19 14 the RFC consisted of 
sixty-three planes, 165 officers, and 1,264 other ranks (a respectable number 
compared to other powers), but ended the war with 22,000 planes, of which 3,3 00 
were front Line aircraft, and 29 1,175 officers and men. 
30 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Westem Front, Orders 
and Instructions, 19 14 - 19 15. Lieutenant General W.R. Robertson, Chief of the 
General Staff, GHQ to 1 st Army, March 15, 19 15. 



enemy's position, and often only acted as confirmation for discoveries made by 

ground troops? Nevertheless, aerial reconnaissance was a powerful tool in the 

intelligence arsenal, one that became more potent as the war progressed. Indeed, 

intelligence collection, especially for counter battery purposes, would have suffered 

a severe setback had aircraft not been available. For example, Lieutenant Colonel 

Andrew McNaughton, the Canadian Corps7 first counter battery staff officer, 

estimated that k d e r  Position War conditions illy 30 per cent of the counter- 

battery information is supplied by the [air service] and in more mobile operations 

this proportion is much i~creased.'"~ One postwar assessment produced by the 

Counter Battery Office went so f a  as to say that "during open warfare.. .[air 

coverage]. . . is very often the only reliable source of [counter battery] idionnation, 

and the e f f d v e  neutralidng of hostile artillery f i e  at critical moments may depend 

almost entirely upon the work of the Corps Sq~adron.''~~ 

Despite such praise, it remained very difficult for aerial observers to discern 

objects on the ground, as  physical features appear quite different when viewed from 

above and when camouflaged Depending on the height of the observer, some 

features were not visible at all. Table 3.1, ''Vis1'biEty and Altitudes," reveals 

something of the limited vision affecting aerial observers. Remember too that in 

19 15 pilots, in addition to flying the plane, were trying to observe or photograph 

the ground, and were doing so while moving at fairly rapid speeds and sometimes 

3 1  NAC, R.G. 9 1II C2, Vol. 3988, Folder 3, File 12. Lecture bv an observer with 
the ~anadian Light ~ o & e  entitled "observation and Intelligence,;' post Vimy, 19 17 
or 1918. 
32 Major-General A.G.L. McNaughton, 'The Development of Artillery in the Great 
War," Canadian Defence QZKW&Y& (January 1929): 164. See also his "Counter 
Battery Work," C a n d i m  Defence Quarterly 3.4 (July 1926): 380 - 39 1. 
" NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1 832, Folder GAQ. 8- 1 5e. "Organization and Procedure of 
Counter Battery Office Canadian Corps Artillerf January 25, 19 19. A corps 
squadron was an RFC (later RAF) squadron attached to an army corps for close 
reconnaissance work, artillery spotting, and aerial photography (after March 19 1 6). 



Table 3.1 : Visibility and Altitudes34 

Altitude Phenomenon Visible to Aerial Observers in Good Light 

From 3,000 Feet 
- An attack could be followed. 
-- Bombing could be seen. 
- State of trenches could be reported on 

(i.e. condition after bombardment). 
- Some trench mortar emplacements visible. 
-- Tracks visible. 

From 2,500 Feet Men massed in trenches visible. 
Could sometimes determine if trenches were revetted or not. 

- Wire entandements could be seen, but not their condition. 
From 2,000 Feet - Sandbagging and overhead traverses visible. 

- Comparative width of trenches discemi'ble. 

From 1,500 Feet Dugout entrances, comparative depth of trenches and men 
aircraft (i-e. waving their helmets) were visibIe. 

From 1,000 Feet troops could be distinguished fiom those of the 
or Less 

34 NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 48. c ' ~ c t i o n s  for the Training of 
Divisions for Offensive Action," (S.S. 139,  Table 11, December 19 1 6 .  Issued by 
GHQ. Machine gun posts and trench mortar positions were always difficult to see 
in photographs, especially as the war progressed and a more open defence was 
employed. 



under fire." Their view of the ground was brief, and often blocked by the plane's 

wings, Aerial observation on behalf of the artillery had additional drawbacks. 

Once an enemy battery was located, there were few means of communicating the 

findings to the gunners without the aircraft having to land fist.  Wireless 

communication was new and cumbersome, with the equipment taking up so much 

room that there was no space for an observer. The message bag system, whereby 

pilots dropped messages at designated drop zones, was available, as was the clock 

code system used to inform the artillery of needed shelling corrections, but on the 

whole, air to ground communication throughout the first half of the war was 

primitive and ~nderdevelo~ed.'~ During the second half of the war, after wireless 

and other signal systems had impraved, the value of the airplane as an intelligence 

gathering tool dramatidy increased. 

All armies employed balloons for gathering intelligence, but balloons 

suffered from the shortcomings outlined for other aircraft. Balloons had the added 

disadvantage of being stationary, making them tempting targets for enemy planes. 

Captain James Belton's and Lieutenant E.G. Odell's 19 18 publication, Hunting the 

Hun clearly illustrates this drawback: 

A few bombs were dropped b y  the German pilot onto the Allied 
balloon] and the balloon took fire.. .The observation officer in the 
meantime had jumped out of the basket. He began to fall through 
space until his parachute opened. Then we witnessed a thrilling race 
as the burning balloon and the officer in his parachute began to 
descend to the ground, pursued by the Hun aviator who was using 
his machine gun on the unfortunate observation officer. Luckily the 
observation officer got safely to the ground.37 

'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 43 10, Folder 1, File 1. ''Hints. From the Point of 
View of an Airman, on Artillery Positions," 2nd Army, November 4, 1 9 1 5; R. G. 
9 111 C3, Vol. 4187, Folder 2, File 3. 'Notes on Course of R.F.C. School of 
Instruction for Other Arms." Also see S.F. Wise, Canadian Airmen, 343,346. 
36 Bill Rawling, Surviving Trench Wa$are. Technology and the Canadian Corps, 
I9144918 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1 992), 27. 
37 James Belton and E.G. Odell, Hunting the Hun. (New York: Appleton & 
Company, 1918), 161-162. 



In 19 17, McNaughton was himself caught in a balloon that was the target of a .  

enemy gun. For an entire evening German artillery tried to knock the balloon out 

of the sky, while McNaughton and his companion, protected by nothing but a 

wicker basket, rode out the storm." The immobility of balloons also restricted 

their ability to keep pace with the advance during the more mobile phase of the war, 

in 19 18, reducing their utility even M e r .  

Aaial photography, in its infancy in 19 15, was not an antidote to the ills 

plaguing aerial observers. Cameras capable of taking clear pictures fiom a moving 

plane were largely unknown, only beginning to be used in about February 19 15. At 

that time, Brigadier-General John Charteris, the chief intelligence officer for the 

British 1st Anny, gave his lukewarm endorsement to aerial photography, and 

slighted the work of aerial observers in the process: 

We have just started this method of recomaissance [aerial 
photography], which will I think develop into something very 
important. At present it is a very necessary check on the 
exaggerated reports and the imagination of air observers . 
Photographs cannot lie -- most air observers do, probably 
unconsciously, though i am not so sure that it is all uncons~ious.'~ 

At the Battle of Loos, in September 19 15, many photographs were b l u e d  and of 

poor quality. Even at the S o m e ,  a year later, photographs were still not fully 

reliable.40 This did not stop the British f?om intensely photographing specific 

sections of line for planning and mapping purposes, as was done for the area 

38 The harrowing story is retold in John Swettenham's McNaughton. Voi. I. 
1887-1939 (Toronto: The Ryerson Press, l968), 103- 106. Besides airplanes, 
corps squadrons had two Kite Balloon Sections each with one balloon. 
'' John Charteris, At G.H.Q. (London: Cassell and Company, Ltd., 193 I), 77. 
'* Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, Command on the Western Front: The Military 
Career of Sir Henry Rawlinson, 1914-1918 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 1992), 
110, 163. 



around Neuve Chapelle in the days leading up to the British assault in March 19 1 5. 

By October 19 15, when photographs had become much more plentiful and reliable, 

the French Army was urging they be studied "in the most detailed manner possible, 

with the object of giving the Staff all the necessary information for it to draw up its 

operation orders and of giving the troops all the information which wiU fkditate 

their rapid arrival at their objective with the smallest possible 10~s. '~ '  Moreover, 

photographs provided an historical record of given areas that allowed a comparative 

analysis be made fiom one day or week to the next; anything out of the ordinary 

was soon discovered. But even with the great strides in aerial photography, the 1 st 

Canadian Division could write in Jauuary 19 18 that 

The disposition of the enemy forces is ascertained largely fkom the 
examination of prisoners, [while] the enemy defences can only be 
accurately hewn by constant and careful [ground] observation. 
Aeroplane photographs provide considerable idormation but are 
necessarily confirmatory [sic] only of the Intelligence Reports [of 
others] .'* 

Furthermore, the skills essential for interpreting photographs took time to develop 

and disseminate throughout the m y .  As a result, early photographs generally 

revealed little tactical information beyond the location of the two sides trench 

systemd3 It was also important that "the ground covered by the photograph be 

reasonably well known" beforehand, for maximum advantage to be gained from 

4 1  NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Western Front, Orders 
and Instructions, 19 14 - 191 5. 'Wotes Regarding the Interpretation of Aeroplane 
Photographs," translated fiom the French, October 20, 1 9 1 5. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 5. 1st Division to 1st Brigade, 
Januaw 10, 1918, 
43 James Edmonds, preface to Military Operations, France and Belgium, 1915, 
(London: His Majesty's Stationary Office, 1927), Vol. I, vii; Michael Occleshaw, 
Amour  Against Fate. Brihh Military Intelligence in the First World War (London: 
Columbus Books, l989), 60-65. 



photographs (proving again that aerial intelligence was not an intelligence 

Moreover, in 19 15 there were still too few aerial photographs available for a wide 

distribution. There were exceptions, of course, but divisions were about as far 

down the chain of command that photographs reached in any regular way. 

Battalions, and even brigades, seldom received aerial photographs, as Captain 

Macintyre, scout officer for the 28th Battalion attests. In November 19 1 5, without 

photographs of the fiont, he had "to map all our trenches and all the features of No 

Man's Land by surveying it piece by piece with the Scouts at night with a luminous 

compass and pacing or crawling the distan~es.'~' In April 19 16, after a year in the 

trenches, Canadians still complained that aerial photographs were an intelligence 

source rarely seen at brigade and battalion headquarters, let alone at company and 

platoon levels of Nevertheless, during the second half of the war, 

photographs became a pow& intelligence tool, and when the fighting ended in 

Novexnber 1918, over half a million photographs had been taken by the Royal 

Flying Corps (the Royal Air Force fiorn April 1, 19 18) for intelligence purposes." 

The problems plaguing the early development of aerial recomaissance and 

photography were not of immediate concern to the 1st Canadian Division. Until 

September 1 9 1 5, the Canadians, apart fkom their artillery, had little direct contact 

with the Royal Flying Corps. It was rare for a division to have a squadron attached 

to it, except on a temporary basis for special assignments. Until early 19 16, the 

-- 

44 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4088, Folder 16, File 2. Lecture Outline on "Notes 
Regarding the Interpretation of Aeroplane Photographs," July 1 9 1 6. 
45 NAC, M.G. 30 E24 1 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary entry November 1 1, 
1915. 
'6 NAC, R.G. 9 III  C3, Vol. 4140, Folder 10, File 2. 2nd Division to 6th 
Brigade, February 20, 19 16; Vol. 4 13 1, Folder 9, File 5. 6th Brigade's staff 
captain0 to UILits, April 1 1, 1916; M.G. 30 El48 (Agar Adamson Papers) Vol. 3, 
Folder: War Letters -- January 19 16. Adamson, who was serving in the PPCLI, 
seems to be describing to his wife in a letter dated January 25, 19 16, his f k t  
P p s e  of an aerial photogaph. 

OccPeshaw, Amour Against Fate, 60-65. 



normal procedure was for armies, rather than smaller foxmations, to order close 

reconnaissance of the enemy line, as armies had a larger perspective of the front, 

could better coordinate limited aerial resources, and could thus maximize the use of 

aerial m d a n c e  as an intelligence tool. Corps and divisions could, however, 

make special requests for photographs of specific areas. '' 
However valuable early aerial surveillance may have been, ground level 

reconnaissance continued to play a prominent role in the acquisition of tactical 

combat intelligence. Some believed that the infantry supplied the bulk of all 

intelligence gathered, and that actual contact on the ground was the "surest method 

of iden-g the enemy.'A9 Personal reconnaissances by officers were a valuable 

method of intelligence gathering. Because commanding officers could not see for 

themselves the entire fiont their commands occupied, staff and other officers, 

including intelligence officers, regularly went forward to collect information and 

view events on the commander's behalf. The better officers, of course, took a 

natural interest in studying the enemy to learn something of their weaknesses, 

habits and threats. Reco~oitring the fiont lines provided these officers with an 

understanding of conditions not always clear in situation reports, but it was risky 

work. Lieutenant Colonel W.F.R. Hart-McHarg, the commander of the 7th 

Battalion, was killed at Second Ypres (Apnl 1915) while on one such 

reconnaissance, as was Major-General MS. Mercer, commander of the 3rd 

Canadian Division, at Mount Sorrel in June 19 16. 

'* NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, File Folder 92. "Systems of 
Carrying Out Air Reconnaissance," issued by GHQ, April 19 15; Also Vol. 1 6, 
Folder: Western Front, Orders and Instructions, 1914 - 1915. Totes  on 
Intelligence Duties - Second Army," August 19 1 5. 
49 Tuohy, The Secret COTS, 235. NAC, M.G. 30 E l  17 (Parsons Papers) Vol. 4, 
Folder 23. '2ecture by Major J.L.R. Parsons. General S m ,  2nd. Canadian 
Division," August 7, 19 17. 



Infantry patrols, employed throughout the war, were another indispensable 

method for gathering intelligence. As one British brigade's Trench Standing Orders 

pointed out: 

The best security against attack is active patrolling and constant 
observation of the enemy's line, so that he cannot undertake any 
new work without steps being taken to prevent its advance. The 
enemy's wire will be constantly patrolled to ensure that he has cut 
no gaps in it with a view to launching an attack. Patrols will also 
fiequendy visit our wire to ensure that it is efficients0 

The 2nd A m y  wrote that "superiority in patrolling must be established [over the 

Germans] before any minor operation can be attempted." The same could be said 

of major operations." Dominating the ground made intelligence gathering easier, 

as patrolmen worked the ground until they were thoroughly familiar with the 

terrahs2 Patrols also helped "clear up situations about which some doubt exists.'753 

1)llring the earlier battles of the war, patrols were sometimes the only means 

available to commanders for keeping pace with unfolding events. 

danger at every step. Many soldiers were killed or wounded after unexpectedly 

walking into an enemy patrol or ambush." The terror of being caught in a German 

searchlight or Bare was ever present, as Captain G.B. McKean of the 14th Battalion 

remembered- "As the Light broke and fell 1 felt myself to be assuming gigantic 

NAC, M.G. 30 E54 (Phelan Papers) Folder 3. Trench Standing Orders, 
November 1915. 

NAC, R.G. 9 HI C3, Vol. 4 1 16, Folder 4, File 9. "Lessons Drawn from the 
Various Minor Operations carried out by the 2nd Army up to the 9th February 
1916." 
52 NAC, R.G. 9 In C3, Vol. 4095, Folder 36, File 3. "Employment of Scouts and 
Snipers in Trench Warfare))' 1916; M.G. 30 E50 (Jones Papers) Folder 3: 
Lectures: Canadian Corps Officers' School, 19 16. "A Suggested Programme For 
Training Scouts." 
53 NAC, R.G. 9 III D3, Vol. 4870.2nd Brigade War Diary, April 16, 19 15. '' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1.4063, Folder 13, File 3. Reports by Scout Anderson 
and Sergeant F.H. Honey describing a patrol on the night of November 27, 1 9 1 7, 
on which the officer leading the patrol was killed, is an example. 



proportions; I felt as if the eyes of the whole Gaman Army were being riveted 

upon me and a thousand rifles were levelled at me!"" It took men with steeled 

nerves to do patrol work well. One officer remembered the darkness: '?t was so 

dark that I stepped on one of our sentries lying in a Listening Post. He could not 

tell who I was and cursed me for a clumsy fool and remarked that I would probably 

walk right into the Gaman 

The jitters affected everyone on patrol, enemy troops included. During one 

Canadian patrol, a scout crawling near the German lines caught his foot in some 

wire, which then rattled. The Germans, thinking a raid was in progress, opened 

with machine gun and artillery £ire. The Canadian patrol made a hasty retreat but 

the German shelling distressed the Canadian trench garrison who thought the 

returning Canadians were a Gaman raiding party. Canadian shells began to rain 

down on the unfortunate patrol now caught between two angry armies. Taking 

refuge in a shell-hole the patrol waited out the exchange. The whole line was ablaze 

'because a scout caught his foot in some wire!"57 

Patrols, gathering information of an inmemental nature, rarely discovered 

major secrets about German defences. Evexythmg observed, heard, and 

encountered while on patrol had to be reported in order for battalion and other 

commanders to build up a pool of knowledge on a given sector. Patrols also helped 

pin-point for destruction individual German machine-gun nests, trench mortars, 

listening posts, dugouts, sniper posts, observation posts, strong points, command 

stations, and many other tactical features. They also secured information by 

recovering German shell fragments, equipment, maps and documents fkom no 

55 G.B. McKean, Scouting ThriNs (New York: The Macmilan Company, 19 lg), 
20. 
56 NAC, M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary-memoir entry November 
1, 1915. 
57 McKean, Scouting Thrills, 69-70. 



man's land, and by capturing prisoners of war. From these sources intelligence 

officers identified German units and passed this information on to higher authorities 

so that GHQ could follow the German order of battle. Company and battalion 

commanders noted tactical information of use to themselves in notebooks and on 

maps, and then passed it on to brigades and divisions for their consumption. 

Patrol work was a difficult task, and one that took time to develop. Until 

the summer of 1 9 1 5, patrol work in the L st Canadian Division was unsystematically 

carried out. The problem was that company commanders were responsible for 

organizing their own patrols. They did this as best they could, but throughout 

much of 1915, company commanders bore the principal burden for gathering 

intelligence along the front, even though they were weighed down with other 

pressing concerns. Oftentimes they neglected patrolling, observation, and listening 

post duties while trench repairs and other work was carried out. Coordinating 

intelligence gathering missions with neighbouring commands proved equally 

difficult, as neighbouring company officers were similarly pressed for time. 

Companies without highly motivated and well organized officers were bound to 

suffer an information gap. In the end, patrol work was often an ad hoc endeavour, 

and one that did not achieve maximum results. One officer thought it was only 

about July 1915, 'Wile the Canadian Division was in this part of the line 

ploegsteert Wood] that they mattalions] commenced to systematically patrol NO 

Mans Land [sic] putting down on to large scale maps all the information" 

collected58 Towards the end of 19 15, once divisions instructed their battalions to 

organize intelligence sections, patrol work improved even more, for then there was 

an organization of scouts dedicated to patrolling and observation work available to 

 battalion^.^^ 

58 NAC, M.G. 30 E236 (Villiers Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 7. Diary, July 19 15. 
59 See Chapter Five, page 126 for a discussion on the development of battalion 
intelligence sections. 



During daylight hours patrolling no man's land largely ceased and p m d  

observers took over. Company commanders were responsible for posting trench 

observers, but had little time to give their attention to the task. The result was 

often a disorganized, amateurish and unsystematic arrangement for observing the 

enemy's lined0 By October 1 9 1 5, the British 2nd Army, to which the Canadians 

were then attached, made reference to the infantry's poor observation work, and 

complained that h n t  line observers collected too little information. The 2nd Amy 

attributed this 'Yo the small number of trained observers who are available and to the 

fact that the necessity for continuous observation of the whole of the enemy's fiont 

fines is not always realized? The 2nd Army fiuther stated that: 

It has perhaps not been sufficiently recognized that the 
reconnaissance work of scouts and patrols, which plays so 
important a part in active operations must during stationary warfare 
be largely supplemented by a system of continuous observation 
fiom fixed stations. If the battalion scouts are trained as intelligence 
observers as  well as for the patrol work they already carry out in 
h n t  of the trenches, it will be possible to obtain use l l  information 
by this means. Scouts will have to be trained, for instance, to 
recognize the various kinds of equipment and uniforms worn by the 
enemy, and to report their observations intelligently. For this 
purpose they will have to be provided with the necessary glasses, 
telescopes and periscopes.6' 

The 2nd Army called for a "chain of permanent observation stations" carellly 

situated to give maximum coverage of the German position from well concealed 

vantage points. It recommended there be at least two posts per battalion frontage, 

although the ideal number depended on the nature of the ground being held. 

Regardless of the number of posts, they were not to interfere with d e r y  OPs, 

60 NAC, M.G. 30 E6, (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Western Front, Orders 
and Instructions, 19 14 - 19 15. I st Division to 1st Brigade, March 8, 19 15. Also 
letter fkom the 2nd British Corps to Divisions, July 16, 19 15; R.G. 9 III C3, 4 13 L 
Folder 1 1, File 1. Macintyre, s ta f f  captain(I), 6th Brigade, to units, April 23, 19 16. 
NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. Amendments to the 

October 1 9 15 '?nstructions Regarding Intelligence Duties, 2nd Amy-" 



and were in fact independent of them. The 2nd Amy also advised that OP 

locations be plotted on maps that clearly showed what terrain they overlooked, and 

what ground was out of sight. Aircraft were then used to observe such dead 

ground. By early 19 16, the Canadians had adopted these suggestions, and from 

then on infantry observation posts were a regular feature of the Canadian 

intelligence effort6' 

To be most effective, observation posts had to be well concealed, 

constructed and equipped. The need for concealment is obvious, as a located OP 

was a destroyed OP. By the end of the war permanent observation posts, if not 

built in haste, were usually spacious enough for at least two observers and their 

equipment, plus room for the additional influx of officers that normally occmed 

during active operations. OPs were, as  a rule, carefdly situated to achieve the 

widest and deepest view of the German lines possible, but there was no fixed 

establishment in either personnel or equipment Certain staples were always 

supposed to be on hand: maps, field glasses, a telescope with director board for 

taking rapid and accurate bearings, a telephone, compasses, photographs and 

mosaics of the area under view (at least fiom 19 I 6  onwards), and a luminous watch 

for night work. Often observers and others complained that the needed equipment 

was unavailable, and shortages continued throughout the w d 3  

Snipers also made observations. Snipers, working the same ground day 

after day, worked in pairs, one man observing, one man £iring. At h t  the British 

and Canadians did not recognize these sniper - observer teams for their intelligence 

gathering potential. This was likely due to the fhct mat early in the war, certaidy 

when the Canadians first arrived, sniping did not exist in any organized fashiod4 

- - -- 

a Ibid. 
63 Currie, Wistoricai Resume," xxii. 
64 H. Hesketh-Prichard, Sniping in France. How the Briiish A m y  Won the 
Sneing War in the Trenches (Reprint, USA: Lancer Militaria, 1 993), 13- 14. 



But as sniping matured and became a regular feature of trench warfare, the 

importance of sniper teams to intelligence became obvious. They watched the &ont 

lines caremy for any sign of Geman movernenf and became intimately familiar 

with the enemy position. Since the sniper - observer teams were often amongst the 

h t  to notice any changes or alterations made to enemy trenches, see reliefs taking 

place, and detect changes in enemy habits, they made ideal intelligence gatherers. 

Once the lines stabilized towards the end of 1 9 14, men in listening posts 

(LPs) were employed to gather intelligence. Listening post work was a regular 

feature of trench routine by the time the 1st Canadian Division arrived in France in 

February 19 15, but its importance declined over the years as mechanical listening 

sets came into uses6' All 'other ranks' took their turn in an LP. Typically, LPs 

contained teams of two or three infmtrymen who laid out in no man's land, often 

beyond fiiendly wire, in a ditch, shell-hole, or behind a stump or some other form 

of cover. Major Agar Adamson of the Princess Patricia's Canadian Light Infantry 

(PPCLI) recorded in March 1 9 1 5 that: 

[Men on LP duty] often just lie out in the open and take the chance 
of not being spotted when [Geman] flares go up. Sometimes they 
dig a hole in the ground the size of a man lying down and cover it 
over with muddy sacking. If properly done and the man remains 
quiet they are hard to detect unless a flare drops right upon them and 
continues to flare, as they ofken do? 

Since the work was so exacting, men on LP duty worked in one or two hour 

shifts." They listened to enemy activity and reported on the sounds emanating 

65 Occleshaw, Amour Against Fate, 1 18. Wireless trafiic analysis, for instance, 
revealed a great deal about the enemy order of battle and troop dispositions -- 
information not readily secured through other means. See John Fenis, ''The British 
Army and Signals Intelligence in the Field During the First World War," 
IntelZigence and National Security 3 -3 (October 1 98 8): 23 - 48, for greater detail. 
66 Agar Adamson, Letters of Agar  Adamson, ed. N.M. Christie (Nepean, Ontario: 
CEF Books, 1997), 38. From a letter dated March 10, 19 15. 

Belton and Odell, Hunting the Hun, 133. 



fiom the German trenches, such as moving transport, railways, banging and 

hammering. German-speaking soldiers also listened to conversations and to the 

various accents spoken by German troops to try and determine the unit's ethnic 

mix. This last point was sometimes revealing of a unit's fighting spirit. In 

addition, LPs acted as an early warning system in much the same way as prewar 

picket posts. Soldiers in listening posts were often the first men to see and feel a 

Geman assault or foray, and were expected to sound the alarm.68 Company 

commanders were responsible for establishing listening posts along the company 

fiont, in addition to the myriad other duties they pdormed. 

Listening post work was another fightening and '%q risky" activity. 

Captain McKean remembered listening post detail as being "the most detestable" job 

"of all the unpopular duties that fell to the lot of the suffering Tommy." "It was a 

dirty, dangerous job, and thoroughly disliked. The miseries of it on a cold wet 

night can easily be imagined." He noted that "Sometimes a little wire was strung 

out in front as protection against attack, but more often the post was ~nprotected.'"~ 

Many LPs simply disappeared along with the men in them, victims of 

bombardments or stealthy G m a n  patrols.70 In the early morning hours (5 a.m.) 

of December 23, 1915, for example, two men kom the 14th Battalion went out on 

listening post detail. Fifteen minutes later they signalled 'AU Correct' by pulling 

once on the tug line that co~ecte-d them to the sentry on duty in the trench. 

"Immediately afterwards" three shots were &ed. The sentry pulled on the wire but 

got no answer. Two men went out to investigate and found one man dead, and no 

NAC, M.G. 30 El49 (Adamson Papers) Vol. 2, Folder: War Letters - March 
19 15. Adamson to Mabel, March 10, 19 15, offers an example. 
69 McKean, Scouting ZJzrills, 1 8- 19- 

Rawling, Surviving Trench WurfZare, 50. 



trace of the other?' 

LPs were a very imperfect source of intelligence, especially where enemy 

mining activity was concerned. Fear of being blown sky high from below caused 

imaginations to run wild. Nothing could be more lonely than lying in the mud in 

the dead of night between the opposing lines. Not surprisingly, many false mining 

reports were made. If headquarters suspected enemy mining, however, they 

detailed special LPs, patrols and sentries in an effort to confirm or refbte the claim. 

Upon investigation by intelligence and tunneling officers most mining noises were 

explained away as normal trench activity such as German riveting, sentries 

stamping heir feet, rats scurrying about, fiogs croaking, running water, wind 

flapping waterproof sheeting, flies buzzing at the bottom of a hole, or the wind 

whistling over empty tins and jars discarded into no man's land. On occasion a 

man's own heavy breathing or the beat of his heart were mistaken for the sounds of 

enemy mining. Very occasionally mining was actually discovered, although 

sometimes it was f? iendl~ .~~  No doubt the tug-line that connected the LP to the 

trenches offered some reassurance to those lying out in no man's land, but feelings 

of isolation must have persisted.73 

Intelligence and other officers also tapped sentries for infomation, but not 

71 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3866, Folder 102, File 1. 3rd Brigade to 1st 
Division, December 23, 19 1 5. The only connection between men on LP duty and 
other fEendly forces was a tug wire that reached back some 50 to 125 yards to the 
sentries on duty in the trenches. Every few minutes the men in the Liitening post 
pulled once on the cord to let the sentry know that they were okay. Two pulls had a 
different meaning, such as 'Geman relief taking place;' three pulls might mean 
'We've seen something in front and are hanging on;' while four tugs on the cord 
might mean 'We're coming in.' See M.G. 30 E 60 (Matthews Papers) Vol. 6, 
Folder 20. 
72 NAC, M.G. 30 E3OO (Odlum's Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Devices -- 
Offensive, 19 15 - 19 16. 2nd Army to Canadian Corps, May 20, 19 16; McKean, 
Scouting Thrills, 46; Ferdinand Tuohy, The Battle of Brains (London: William 
Heinemam Ltd., 1930), 17 1. 
73 See also M.G. 30 E 300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Raids, February 19 16 
- June 19 1 7. ''Listening Posts and Patrols," n.d. 



normally for tactical details on the enemy's defences. The sentries' job was to 

watch for enemy surprise assaults, raids and other threatening moves, and sound 

the alarm. Gathering other forms of intelligence was a distraction to these very 

important tasks. Besides sentries, since they had no special training in observation 

and reporting, often submitted vague and inaccurate reports." Additionally, 

sentries did not necessarily work the same section of trench day after day; nor were 

the same individuals inevitably used from one day to the next, For best results, 

observers had to view the same section of enemy line for days and weeks on end to 

become intimately familiar with all its subtleties. Constant rotation meant sentries 

were never £idly familiar with the German lines. Moreover, sentry work was 

sometimes only half-heartedly carried out, and not taken seriously. In September 

19 17, for example, the 1 st Brigade found some sentries ifl-trained in their basic 

duties, and lacking periscopes. The brigade discovered, upon further investigation, 

that they had been 'Snstructed not to show themselves over the parapet with the 

result that they were useless for their job .'y75 The next year, in February 1 9 1 8, the 

1st Division felt the need to remind all units that 'The safety of the whole Divisional 

Front lies in [the sentries'] hands," and that too often the day-time sentries lingered 

"about in the Support and Reserve Lines" reading books, "etc. etc." The divisional 

commander called for "extreme vigilance," and expected his officers to take a more 

"serious view of their responsibilities regarding Sentr ie~."~~ Proper instruction, 

74 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4187, Folder 2, File 3. 'lecture on intelligence. For 
Regimental Officers and non-Commissioned Officers." In Belton and Odell, 
Hunting the Hun, 135- 138, we are told that sentries had well protected look-out 
posts, -ad were supplied with periscopes whenever possible: Fraser, Private 
Fraser, 34. See October 1, 191 5 entry. 
75 NAC, M.G. 30 El5  (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 3, File 16(A). 1st Brigade to 
battalions, September 6, 19 17. 
76 NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 1883, Folder 5, File 8. 1st Division to subordinates, 
February 19, 19 18. In July 19 17, the 1st Brigade had similar concerns after the 
Germans, in broad daylight, "carried off one of our men." The commander noted 
that in the b e  any similar occurrence would be investigated, and if neglect was 
found the person responsible would be punished as an example to others. See R. G. 



though, did not necessarily eliminate false alarms. Captain Macintyre noted that 'lt 

is strange how an alarm wil l  spread down the line at night- Some sentry sees a h e  

of fence posts in No Mans' Land - after a while they appear to move in the mist so 

he fires and shouts the alarm. The firing spreads and soon extends over a mile of 

the 

Other non-intelligence personnel supplied information as well. Every man 

in the line, and every officer who peered through a periscope or over a trench wall, 

was a potential source of information. If soldiers in a given trench garrison heard 

or saw something out of the ordinary, officers checked their stories. After all, any 

information, regardless of its source, might prove valuable. In an effort to improve 

the quality of intelligence gathered by ordinary infantry, GHQ, in March 19 15, 

issued a pocket card (S.S.381) on the "Collection of Infomatiori Regarding the 

Enemy," and reissued it in October 19 1 5. This card, which each officer received, 

outlined methods for identifying enemy units, and offered other intelligence tips, 

such as the location of hidden pockets in German tunics, and the location of 

regimental numbers on various pieces of equipment and clothing, all of which GHQ 

used to build the Gennan order of battle." 

Ideally, patrols, observers, sniper teams, listening post men, sentries, and 

others worked in unison, codkmh~g and verifying reports, and guarding against 

surprise. This, no doubt, gave the men in the trenches some degree of comfort; 

9 III C4, Vol. 4332, Folder 3, File 25, 1 st Brigade to subordinate commands, July 
18. 1917. 
" NAC, M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary entry September 29, 
19 15. Another example can be found in McKean, Scouting 22n'lls, 13- 14. 
78 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. ''btructions 
Regarding Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," October 19 15. R.G. 24, Vol. 22,000. 
Pocket Card, S.S. 38 1; R.G. 24, Vol. 1861, Folder 64. W3092 Pocket Card. 
The War Office also issued "Instructions on the Collection and Transmission of 
Intelligence by Troops" in September 19 15, which said much the same thing, R. G. 
24, Vol. 220 1 1. 



lmowing that a watch was kept, they could catch some much needed rest." Figure 

3.2, "Battalion Intelligence Gathering and Security Screens as Practiced by the 7th 

Battalion, March 19 16," illustrates how this interconnectedness was to operate in 

practice. As shown in the figure, patrols (marked as Dl and D2) occupied the 

forward-most positions. These parties traversed no man's land on fact-finding 

missions, and acted as security screens for fiiendly trench garrisons and work 

parties. Operating just behiad the patrols, but u d y  outside fiendly wire, were 

the listening posts (represented as A1 - A4). Like patrols, listening post work was 

normally conducted at night. Further back were trench observers and sentries who 

kept watch during the day and night. It was imperative that these front line 

information gatherers be vigilant to avoid tragedy- An inquiry into a successfd 

German raid against the 54th Battalion during the night of January 1, 1918, 

concluded that 'Zistening ~ o s t s  were not well  laced with reference to ground. and 

were far too close in," and that "Moving patrols did not go out earlv enoueh." 

Moreover, the NCO at the threatened sector told the sentries to get under cover 

when the German bombardment commenced, leaving nobody to watch the enemy. 

Leadership was obviously lacking. The report, while elaborating on these and 

other lessons, made it clear that the various elements in the fiont Line intelligence 

gathering system were intenelated. 

Information was also supplied by commands relieved in the h e .  When a 

relief was conducted properly incoming commands learned a great deal of helpfid 

information fiom the outgoing troops concerning conditions along the fkont. About 

twenty-four hours before the main body of troops entered the trenches, officers 

fiom the relieving force met with officers f?om the out-going command to arrange 

the relief, look things over first hand, receive up-to-date maps and photographs if 

79 NAC, M.G. 30 El49 (Adamson Papers) Vol. 2, Folder War Letters -- March 
19 15. Adamson to Mabel, March 10, 19 15. 



Fi-me 3.2: Battalion Intellirrence Gathering - and Securitv Screen 
as Practiced bv the 7th Battalion. March 1 9 1 680 

Legend: 
A1 - 4. LP Line. Nine men per post on three man shifts, and placed in or behind 

obstacles (shell hoIes, ditches, walls). Distance out: 75 - 125 yards. 
B1 - 4. Trench sentries, each with a relief that sleeps by him, connected to LP by 

cord or telephone wire. Wire connected to alarm to attract sentry's attention. 
C1 - 4. Trenches or ditches used in extreme light or in local conditions where 

posts fiuther forward are inadvisable. Also used by support groups or on nights 
that extra observers are required- 
* W 1 - 3. Lateral tug wires. 

D 1 - 2. Patrols. Only one goes out at a time. AU posts informed. AU advanced 
patrolling performed by regular scouts. 
B1- Al; B2 - A2; B3 - A3; B4 - A4. Tug lines from LPs to sentries. 

Based on Lt. Colonel Odlurn's diagram in NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) 
Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline - March 19 16 - April 19 1 8. 7th Battdion to 2nd 
Brigade, March 8, 19 16. 



available, and my other information of value. This other information included: 

All information of value such as the name of the opposing force, 
whether they are Prussian, Saxon or Bavarians, the whereabouts of 
their machine guns and if there was much activity shown on the part 
of the enemy, [and a] description of their S.O.S. signal, if known, 
is passed on to the relieving force." 

Incoming officers also noted the number of men needed to hold the line, the 

availability of shelter accommodation, medical arrangements, the defensive work 

underway and proposed, the condition of wire entanglements and general defences, 

the enemy's habits and sniper activity, the location of the garrison's water supply, 

and any specific dangerous points. Incoming o£3icers also had to learn what 

artillery support was on hand, the location and means of communications available, 

the lines of advance used in counter attacks, the number and location of Listening 

posts, and other similar details.82 There was, in effect, a lot to absorb during the 

very brief period in which the hand-over took place, and compiling intelligence was 

only one of the many concerns of incoming officers. For example, during the relief 

of the French 1 1 th Division prior to the Battle of Second Ypres, Major H.H. 

Matthews, a company commander in the 8th Battalion, along with other officers, 

entered the lines early in order "to get some idea of the line we should each have to 

hold later on, and also to enable us to m g e  the details for the relief" Assuming 

the language barriers were minimal, these officers learned fkm their French 

counterparts the intricacies of that particdar trench system. Not a great deal of time 

- 

" Belton and Odell, Hunting the Hun, 132. 
82 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4098, Folder 42, File 1. "Notes Bearing on 
Battalions Relieving One Another in the Trenches," September 19 15; Vol. 4056, 
Folder 32, File 6. "Canadian Corps Trench Standing Orders," July 19 16 reprint of 
October 19 15 order, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,015. 'Wotes From the Front, Part N," 
May 1915, pages 8-9. 



was available for doing this, however, for after marching in the officers ate and 

then caught a few hours sleep. ''During the afternoon we examined the trench and 

position of the enemy as well as we could with glasses," This seems to have been 

the extent of their 

In the forward-most trenches the relieved force passed information to the 

incoming troops by word of mouth and by reference to any available maps of the 

German lines. The quality of maps, of course, might vary from one relief to the 

next and, indeed, even within the same relief, At Second Ypres, the commander of 

the 15th Battalion believed the French handed over excellent However 

Colonel W.W. Murray, in his book on the history of the 2nd Battalion, judged the 

maps handed over by the French to be of poor quality and scarce; some officers, he 

says, did withoutgS Headquarters fiuther removed fiom the eont learnt a great deal 

fiom written records and photographs kept by the relieved force, although 

conversations with out-going officers were no doubt valuable. Indeed, after the 

Battle of Festubert (May 19 19,  the 2nd Brigade wrote: "Officers of relieving units 

should be here [at the fkont] early so as to see [the] situation and have it explained to 

them before dark,"86 

Sometimes relieving officers did not have the standard twenty-four hours to 

conduct the relief. On September 25, 1 9 1 5, the 28th Battalion went to the front 

with one hours notice. The relieved battalion gave what information it couId on the 

sector "which was not much, as they had only been in the line one day 

[themselves]. They also gave [the 28th Banalion] one soiled and partly tom map of 

83 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1820, Folder 5-10. Report by Major H.H. Matthews. 
" J.A. Currie, "The Red Watch" With the F i m  Canadian Division in Flandss 
(Toronto: McClelland, Goodchild & Stewart, 19 1 6), 204. 
85 Murray, 2nd Canadian Battalion, 36. 
NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 1883, Folder 5, File 8. 'Warrative of Events Festubert 

Action 19th. to 26th. May, 19 15," 2nd Canadian Infmtry Brigade. 



the area which had the German line marked on it but not ours. This was the only 

map they kd" The scout officer noted: 

Our move had been so hurried that there had been no time to send 
the usual advance party up to look over the line. We hardly knew 
where the German trenches were nor how much distance lay 
between them and us, all we could hope for was a quiet night [so 
that] in the morning we could get our bearings:' 

It was difficult to fight a war with such a paucity of information. It took time for 

officers and men to fhiliarize and orient themselves when entering the lines, 

especially when entering an unfamiliar section of trench, and so the relief was a 

very important procedure. 

If incoming officers met with uncooperative or uncoordinated commands, 

the flow of information on a given section of lines could be equally limited. In 

September 19 15, the relief of the 35th British Brigade by the Canadians was one 

that did not yield much information- Captain Paul Villiers, of the 3rd Brigade, 

recorded 

how very difficult it was to make arrangements [for the relief] as the 
Brigadier of the 35th Brigade] would not give his Brigade Major 
any information. The consequence was that our Brigade Major was 
quite unable to make any arrangements, and all had to be delayed t i l  
[sic] their General could be got atgg 

Not all reliefs, then, were as informative as they might have been. If the relieved 

force forgot some important piece of information, the incoming troops had to learn 

about it al l  over again. The value of information gained in a relief all depended 

upon the diligence of those being relieved and the thoroughness of those going in. 

g7 NAC, M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papas) Vol. 1. Diary entry, September 25, 
1915. " NAC, M.G. 30 E236 (Villiers Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 7. D i q  entry, September 
26, 1915. This is also interesting commentary on the role of the staff captain0 
during a relief at this stage in the war - he is not mentioned. 



Slack units and formations might not have much to offer, as Major Adamson 

complained in March 1916: "none of the H.Q. officers [of the relieved battalion] 

could give us any information about the trenches, none of the trenches has any 

parados or wire in f?~nt."*~ The Canadians learned through bitter experience the 

value of a good relief The disasters at Second Ypres in April 19 15, Festubert in 

May, and St. Eloi in April 19 16 can all be partly attriiuted to poor relief procedure. 

Trench experience helped the Canadians hone the intelligence gathering 

skills taught them by the British. In 19 15, the Canadians also learned how the 

various sources of trench intelligence were interconnected. This was an important 

lesson, for it was only after they had mastered the basic trench intelligence 

techniques that they began to use intelligence to their advantage. Although such 

procedures as patrol work, observation work, and sniping were at first 

unorganized, the Canadians did manage to generate and collect tactical details. 

However, there was room to improve. In the meantime, the divisional Intelligence 

Summary helped the Canadians organize and control the information that did come 

in, and provided commanders and staff with a base of knowledge on which to build 

plans. Moreover, InteUigence Summaries acted as an effective link between the 

various combat arms, and this made common goals more easily attainable. 

Intelligence and Intelligence Summaries, in other words, pulled the various parts of 

the corps together for the bett-ent of the whole. As most histories of the 

Canadian Corps acknowledge, this cohesion was one of the principal factors in the 

corps' combat success. 

89 NAC, M.G. 30 El49 (Adamson Papers) Vol. 4, Folder. War letters, March 
19 16. Adamson to Mabel, March 5, 19 16. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

INTELLIGENCE AWAKEMNG: 19 1 5 

On March 3, 19 15, when the Canadians first occupied a portion of trench 

under their own responsibility, they had yet to realize the depth and incessant nature 

of intelligence work. It was only through experience in the field that these aspects 

were revealed, much as it was only by living the trench experience and conducting 

operations for themselves that they came to understand trench warfare. What they 

Ieamed during their first year in the lines was that intelligence was indispensable to 

planning, and that battlefield failure often stemmed fiom ignorance. Important, too, 

was their discovery that the communication system, so vital for transmitting 

information, was very hgi le  in the combat zone, and when it broke down during 

active operations, as it regularly did, command and control was exceedingly 

difficult. Without news fiom the fkont, commanders further to the rear were left in 

the dark, and so could not effectively intewene and shape the fighting. This 

resulted in confusing battles where luck and chance held far too much sway. To 

avoid such an uncontrolled and uncertain environment the Canadians came to the 

realization that they had to amass as much information on the enemy as they could 

prior to assaulting. From this information Canadian pIanners prepared extensive, 

finely-tuned, and detailed plans whose execution reduced battlefield confbsion and 

the reliance on good fortune when commuuications collapsed. From this 

awakening onwards, the desire to be M y  informed permeated all Canadian 

planning, and drove them to learn everythg possible about the enemy, the terrain, 



and their assigned objectives. Like so much else, though, this lesson had to be 

learned through the hard hand of war. 

The Canadians who arrived in France in early 19 15 were a zealous lot, and 

craved a fight. Such a martial spirit is an amactive quality for soldiers to possess 

but, in the Canadians' case, it also blinded them to some of the realities of modern 

trench warfare and the use of intelligence. At the Battle of Neuve Chapelle, 

beginning March 10, 19 15, Canadian ardour cancefled out any concern they might 

have harboured over their lack of preparation. Although in the end the Canadians 

did not fight in this battle, they were catainly willing to do so, despite being 

unprepared and ignorant of the German defence. Canadian involvement at Neuve 

ChapeIle began on March seventh, when the 4th British Corps informed the 

Canadians of their role in the upcoming battle- The Canadians were to prepare a 

demonstration in order to deceive the Germans as to the location of the real (British) 

attack, occupy heir attention, and hold them on the Canadian front so that they 

could not reinforce the actual threatened sector.' On the ninth, Major-General 

E.A.H. Alderson, the division commander, warned subordinate commands to be 

ready to launch assaults the next day should the British effort meet with success? 

The Canadian division had about forty-eight hours to prepare for a possible assault 

that the British had been planning since February sixth. Yet they raised no 

objections. Quite the opposite occwed, as  all ranks were imbued with the fighting 

spirit and a desire to show their mettle. It did not matter to the Canadians that they 

did not know what their objectives were for such an assault The division, through 

Operation Order No. 5, told the 3rd Canadian Brigade, for example, that "it is 

impossible to say at present what will be the objective of this Division should it be 

ForteScue Duguid, OflciuZ History of The Canadian Forces in The Great W m  
1914 - 1919, Chronology, Appendices, and Maps (Ottawa: King's Printer, l938), 
Vol. 1, appendix No. 284. 

Ibid., No. 285. 



ordered to assume the offensive," although the likely point of contact was 

described. "Mou [the brigade commander] should therefore caremy recomoiee 

the ground with a view to massing two battalions along the RUE DU BOIS, or 

nearer-" Divisional headquarters further advised the brigade to warn battalion 

commanders occupying the area 

to look carefilly at the ground between them and the enemy's 
trenches. It should be considered best how our own wire could be 
traversed, how grenade detachments can best be utilized, how 
covering fire can be directed and how the enemy's trenches when 
taken can be held and strengthened.' 

None of this was bad advice in itself, but all of it should have been carried out long 

before the assault was to commence, and as a matter of routine upon entering a new 

sector. The Canadians had been in the line for a week, and Alderson's note 

suggests that the Canadians had not reconnoitled their front, nor compiled an 

intelligence profile of the G m a n  positions and the intervening terrain. In fact, 

company commanders only received field telescopes on the day of the attack, 

indicating that no detailed observation of the enemy position by officers charged 

with making any called-for assault had previously occ~rred.~ It was only after the 

instructions to study the ground were issued that, as the official history points out, 

"scouts reco~oitred the area immediately in fiont where they found a water-filled 

ditch eight feet wide and four deep, which would be a serious obstacle to be 

crossed in the hrst rush."5 Had the Canadians attacked in this location German 

' Ibid., No. 286. 
National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (R.G.) 9 III D3, Vol. 49 1 8. 

Eighth BattaIion War Diary, March 19 15. At first telescopes were issued only to 
signallers, and so observers had to borrow them. H. Hesketh-Prichard, Sniping in 
France. How the British Army Won the Sniping War in the Trenches (Reprint, 
USA: Lancer Militaria, 1993), 5. 

Fortescue Duguid, m c i a l  History of B e  CaMdian Forces in The Great Wm 
1914 - 1919 (Ottawa: f i g ' s  Printer, 1938), Vol. 1, 190. 



machine guns most M y  would have inflicted serious losses on the advancing 

troops, who at this point in the war still advanced in fairly tight waves. Yet the 

revelation of the water-filled ditch did not alter any Canadian plans. As events 

turned out, the British assault was not successfbl enough to warrant a Canadian 

advance, which was a good thing for the Canadians. Indeed, the diarist for the 

14th Battalion noted that any Canadian attack at Neuve Chapelle 'tvould have been 

a difficult operation unless the Germans opposite us  were attacked on their flank, as 

the wire in fkont of the German trenches had not been shelled, and was uncut-'" 

The next month, April 19 15, the Canadians fought their h t  major battle. 

At Second Ypres the Canadians were the targets of a German poison gas attack that 

severely tested their fighting capabilities. While the troops proved brave enough, 

the Canadians' intelligence system failed utterly to discover the German plans, even 

though the evidence pointing to an attack, when viewed today, seems 

overwhelming. The result was a near disaster for the Canadian command, one that 

was only averted by Canadian tenacity? and the quick suppoa of British troops 

rushed to the scene. Unfortunately9 some 6,000 Canadian c d t i e s  occurred. 

Contributing to the debacle was the near total collapse of the communications 

system. For the most part, news dealing with events forward of battalion simply 

did not make it back to rear area commanders. The intensity of the German assault 

prevented runners fiom penetrating the fire zone, obscured flag and lamp signals 

with dust and smoke, and severed telephone lines at the outset. Controlling the 

action proved well-nigh impossible. 

On April fourteenth, eight days prior to the German offensive, the 

Canadians learned fiom the British 5th Corps of the possibility of a German gas 

attack. The next day the corps informed the 1st Canadian Division that it was 'hot 

ti NAC, R.G. 9 III D3, Vol. 4922. Fourteenth Battalion War Diary, March 10, 
1915. 



possible to test its [the report of a possible poison gas attack] credibility but certain 

facts tend to corroborate it. The Corps Commander directs that all precautions are 

to be taken which would be taken if its credi'bility were established." Some of the 

clues offered as proof of a possible attack included reports that the Germans had 

brought up additional reinforcements and artillery. The corps' note ended with a 

warning that '?t is possible that the attack may be postponed, if the wind is not 

favourable, so as to blow the gases over our trenches.'" Other warnings arrived at 

the British and French headquarters. A German deserter taken by the French on the 

thirteenth gave the details of the proposed attack, although the story of a second 

deserter captured by the French a few days l a .  offered contrary information. 

This, along with the RFC's failure to observe any inordinate German activity, and 

the failure of the German assault to materialize when first expected (during the night 

of April 15- 16), relaxed the vigdance of Allied commanders. The warning that the 

Germans required a favourable wind -- something that did not occur on the original 

assault date -- was forgotten. By April twenty-second, the British had switched 

their attention to another portion of the line.* 

The Canadians, taking their cue fiom their British superiors, also stopped 

worrying about a German poison gas attack However, the Canadians must accept 

their share of the blame for misreading the evidence. Canadian reports to the 

British 5th Corps presented a mixed, if not a confusing, picture of the actual fiont 

' NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 4 Folder 1 7. 
British V Corps to 1 st Canadian Division, April 15, 19 15. 
' A number of books describe in greater detail the various warning signs that were 
lmown by the Allies. See for example: Duguid's, Oficial History, 2 12-220; 
G.W.L. Nicholson, Oflcial Histoly of the Canadian A m y  in the First World War. 
Canadian Expeditionary Force I g I 4 I g I 9  (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, l962), 60-6 1 ; 
Daniel Dancocks, Welcome To Flanders Fields (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart 
hc., 1989), 153-1 55; George Cassar's, Beyond Courage. The Canadians at the 
Second Battle of Ypres (Canada: Oberon Press, l985), 58-63; and J. McWilliams 
and R.J. Steel's, Gas! The Battle for Ypres, 1915 (St. Catherine's, Ont.: Vanwell 
Publishing Limited, 1985), 1 1-20. 



line situation. Between April sixteenth and twenty-second, for example, the 

Canadians descriied a number of suspicious occmences and activities, Front line 

units reported heavy German transport, drums and rail tmEc behind the Gennan 

lines, along with sightings of a German observation balloon actively reconnoitring 

the Allied position. Otha reports claimed Gennan shells landing on Canadian 

positions on the nineteenth emitted 'Yuma of an asphyxiating nature," with others 

still saying the situation was normal, unchanged or quiet9 The Canadians passed 

these mixed messages on to the British for assessment, where their inconclusive 

nature must have relieved British decision-makers of some of their anxiety, while 

reassuring them that a German assault was not in the immediate o£Ex~g.~~ 

How the Canadians determined what was n o d  German shelling is not 

entirely clear, as they were new to the Ypres sector, and had only completed their 

relief of the French on the seventeenth (the relief began on the fourteenth). Later in 

the war, when shelling maps and other intelligence reports, logs and lists were 

available and handed over to incoming troops, such a determination would have 

been a relatively simple one to make.' ' Shelling maps, for instance, were later used 

to record the landing site of each German shell fired. It was then just a matter of 

reviewing the maps and other lists for several of the past weeks to see a visual 

representation of German bombardment patterns. Such an elaborate hacking 

system did not exist in April 19 15, so determining what was normal shelling wouId 

have been more difficult. In their defence, however, the Canadians were told by 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 D3, Vol. 4823. 1st Canadian Division War Diary, Apd 1915; 
also 2nd Brigade War Diary, April 19 15. The 2nd Canadian Brigade recorded on 
the nineteenth and the twenty-first that heavy shelling occurred on some portions of 
the line, and that on the twentieth, German artillery had searched out Allied 
howitzer emplacements. On the nineteenth, sounds of German work parties driving 
stakes for wire entanglements were heard. Yet at the same time the situation was 
said to be normal or unchanged. 
lo NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4009, Folder 1 1, File 4. The divisional Intelligence 
Summary for April 18th offers a case in point. 
' ' By September 19 15, the Canadians were counting shells landing in their sector, 
NAC, M.G. 30 E236 (Villiers Papers) Vol. I, Folder 2. 



the outgoing French command that Ypres was a quiet sector, and so the Canadians 

may have mistaken the intensified German shelling for n o d ,  or at least, non- 

threatening fire. l2  

A report by Captain Rae of the 16th Battalion on April twentieth should 

have raised a few eyebrows. After the war Rae claims to have reported seeing an 

altered appearance to the Geman parapets. 

On going into the line I made a close study of the German trenches 
on my front, and on the morning of the 20th I noticed a very 
surprising change in the appearance of the German parapet, The 
whole top appeared to have been pulled about and altered, and there 
were various openings in it unlike anything I had ever seen before. 
I was so impressed with this that I sent in a special report to the 
battalion commander. ' 

Rae seems to be describing apertures cut in the German trenches to afford easy 

egress for assaulting troops, or perhaps fissures in which to lay gas cylinders. 

Unfortunately what, if any, action was taken by the Canadians is unknown. The 

report was supposedly investigated, although neither the report nor any mention of 

its consequences could be found in the records. Whether Rae's concern over the 

altered appearance of the trenches was passed on to the incoming command during 

the battalion's relief is also mhown.  However, Lieutenant Colonel LA. Currie, 

the commander of the 15th Battalion, says he personally inspected the trenches on 

the night of the twenty-first, but does not mention any strange appearance to the 

German parapets. l 4  

To be sue, the Canadians were trench neophytes in April 19 15, and this no 

l 2  Duguid, Oficial HiStory, 204- The French stated that the battalions holding the 
line had suffered fewer than thirty casualties since Christmas. 
l 3  NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 2680, Folder 2, File HQC49 50-Vol. 2. W. Rae to 
Duguid, June 29, 1926. 
l 4  NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4077, Folder 3, File 7. Entry in Army Book 152 for 
April 29, 191 5; also in R.G. 24, Vol. 1822, File GAQ-5-29. Lieutenant Colonel 
Currie to the 3rd Brigade, May 6, 1 9 15. 



doubt helps explain why they did not s e e  the evidence of a German assault for what 

it was. Victor Odlum, the senior major in the 7th Battalion, wrote after the war that 

he saw little that could be interpreted as an offensive threat. Odlum remembered 

that German activity simply did not suggest that an attack was pending. He recalled 

that 

The enemy made no attempt Ito interfere whilst the British were 
taking over the new fiont, and appeared to be devoting his efforts to 
strengthening his line; his wire entanglement grew every nighf and 
every morning his parapets showed fiesh signs of having been 
thickened. He sent out few patrols, and those few were 
unenterprising. " 

Captain Paul VilLiers, then the 3rd Brigade's machine gun officer, agreed. He 

wrote in his diary - memoir: 'There were signs of unusual activity during the 

proceeding [sic] days, but these were not interpreted as indicating anything 

uflusual.'" 

The condition of the French trenches that the Canadians took over 

contributed to the Canadians' poor overall intelligence pdormance. Defensive 

methods practiced by the French and British differed enormously. The French did 

not pack their fiont trenches with men the  way the British did. In fact, the French 

barely used trenches at all. Instead, they employed a more open defence that 

utilized the 111 fire-power of their famous 75 millimeter field guns. The 

Canadians, after assuming control of the lines, had to rebuild the trenches to meet 

British standards, and this required a tremendous number of man-hours. 

Moreover, the surroundings were littered with all manner of filth and decaying 

bodies left unburied since 19 14, and t h i s  too had to be cleaned up." As a result, 

IS NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papeas) Vol. 16, Folder: The Battle of Ypres, 
April 19 15. This is fkom his unpublished post war monograph, chapter 7, page 5. 
L6 NAC, M.G. 30 E236 (Villiers Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 7. Diary, April 1915. 
l 7  NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 1820 Folder 5-1 0. Repoa by Major H.H. Matthews; 
Nicholson, Oflciul History, 56-57. 



most ofthe Canadian effort in the days and nights prior to the German assault went 

into correcting the trench defences. As Major H.H. Matthews, an officer in the 8th 

Battalion, observed: 'Ml the men except those on actual sentry [duty] were busily 

employed each night on working and fhtigue parties improving the defences, 

carrying in food, water and ammunition, and getting out a few wounded men."18 

Without an organized battalion level intelligence section devoted to 111-time 

intelligence work, there were simply too few men available after the working parties 

were organized to conduct a systematic surveillance of the German Lines and the 

intervening ground Intelligence work, of course, did occur, but company 

commanders, the officers responsible for organizing patrols, observation and 

listening posts, had too much else to do, and too few men to do it with, to ensure 

that intelligence collection received its proper attention. 

When the German assault came on April twenty-second, it was a total 

surprise. The French Army, to the Canadians' left, disintegrated when the chlorine 

gas cloud drifted over its position, opening up a 4,000 metre gap in the AUied lines. 

The 3rd Canadian Brigade had to extend its left flank to plug the hole. After severe 

fighting they, along with the British reinforcements rushed to the scene, stemmed 

the German tide. Two days later the 2nd Canadian Brigade felt the fbll weight of 

the next German gas attack. Chlorine gas and German artillery f i e  smothered the 

forward Canadian positions, cutting most of their communications within the first 

fifteen minutes of the assault. Commanders fkom battalion back to division were 

thrown into the dark The embryonic intelligence service tried to shine light on the 

subject, but was overwhelmed. Reports fiom Axmy headquarters and neighbouring 

British and French commands arrived at divisional headquarters, but they could not 

clarifj. the tactical situation up the Line. Not even aerial observation was of much 

help to the division, even though the battle saw one of the first occasions where 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1820, File 5-10. Major H.H. Matthews to Lt. Col. Lipsett. 



aircraft reported on ground action. Unfortunately, the observer following the 

fighting mistook some German troops for British, and so gave incorrect news to the 

imperial and Canadian troops on the scene.19 With word £iom the fkont unable to 

reach divisional headquarters, General Alderson, rather than sit passively waiting 

for news to come to him, sent forward staff officers to collect whatever news they 

could muster. The double staffs of the Canadian division (for example, two 

GS02s, and two GS03s) eased the burden of these officers, as they could work in 

shifts, and around the clock. Lieutenant Colonel C.H. Mitchell, the divisional 

intelligence officer, worked almost non stop, and was regularly seen at the front 

visiting brigades and battalions in the line." From the information he collected he 

prepared a series of situation maps that showed the positions of the opposing 

armies at different times throughout the action? But in the end his efforts, while 

valuable and valiant, could not dissipate the shroud of fog covering divisional 

command -- a fog that forced Alderson to make decisions witbout adequate 

information." ArtiUery support also suffered because the gunners were unsure of 

the location of fiendly troops. 

Meanwhile, staffcaptains(I) played only a minor intelligence role during the 

battle. In the 3rd Brigade the bulk of the intelligence work, as a perusal of the field 

messages demonstrates, was handled by the brigade major and the brigade 

commander, not the staff captaino. The staff captain(I), though, did make a 

l9 S.F. Wise, Canadian Airmen and the Fimt World War, The O&iial History of 
rhe Royal CMadian Air Force Vol. I (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
198O), 346. An inauspicious beginning for the use of aerial observation. As Wise 
writes: "Such misfortunes did nothing to develop staff confidence in airmen as 
reporters of the ground battle." 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 2680, Folder 2. File HQ C - 49 50 - Vol. 2. Mitchell to 
Duguid, June 12, 1926. 
21 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 18. Various situation maps, timed 
and dated: April 22nd, 4 and 10 p.m., A p d  23rd, 3 and 7 a.m., April 24th 9 
a.m., April 25th 4 am., noon, April 26th 9 am., April 27th 6 a.m. 
22 Duguid, Oficial History, 4 14 - 4 1 7. 



number of reconnaissance patrols to determine the location of new positions, and 

acted as  a guide on the night of April twenty-second for counter attacking forces 

trying to reach their assembly areas. Later in the battle he was evacuated wounded, 

but before that time he also wried messages to the 2nd Brigade. And while the 

staff captain0) may have made a worthy contribution, none of his tasks were really 

any different fiom those of other officers, and none required special intelligence 

skill. The brigade staffcaptain(I) was merely one officer among several, all trying 

to ascertain the conditions along the fiont so as to keep the commanding officer 

informed. 

The 2nd Brigade's staff captainO, Captain Ross Napier, played an almost 

non-existent intelligence role. Other than conducting a reconnaissance during the 

evening of April twenty-second, he spent most of the battle at the brigade's rear 

area administrative headquarters rather than at the advanced headquarters where 

most of the action and brigade decision making occurred. Brigadier-General Arthur 

Currie and his brigade major received and handled the brigade's combat intelligence 

during the fighting. AAer his brigade major was wounded, Currie acted as his own 

intelligence officer very much in the tradition of nineteenth century commanders. 

On the twenty-third, for example, he visited every OP in his brigade area to see for 

himself what ground to hold, and to see how events were uafolding along his front. 

This style of command fitted Currie's disposition, for he was an officer who liked 

being M y  informed, and to see things first hand. He received reports, made 

evaluations on the spot, and undertook personal reconnaissances. Meanwhile, 

Napier remained in the rear headquarters, even after most of the 2nd Brigade's staff 

stationed in the foremost headquarters became casualties. But then, as Napier 

himself explained: "There was neither time nor opportunity for [the] replacement 

[of these officer casualties] and we mapier and CIark, the senior staff captain] had 

to assume all and every duty that came to hand- Of necessity we were separated, 



Clark being with the ~rigadier.'"~ It is interesting commen- on the value 

attached to the brigade staff captain0 when the administrative staff captain goes 

forward with the commander while the intelligence staff captain handles 

administrative functions in the rear, especially in a battle as conhed as Second 

Ypres. 

Having an intelligence officer in a rear area headquarters may have had 

some advantages. The rear HQ might have acted as an information conduit for 

messages and intelligence received fiom across the front, and beyond the 2nd 

Brigade's command area, Napier might then have kept Currie informed of the 

changing situation fiom a broader perspective. However, Napier appears not to 

have been utilized in this capacity either. In the rear headquarters he was out of 

touch with events along the front, and was of no value as an intelligence officer. Of 

an admittedly small sample of just thirty-six field messages that are either addressed 

to, or signed by, Napier between April 22-30, 19 15, only a handfid concern tactical 

intelligence matterd4 Two deal with reinforcements, eighteen with casualty 

figures, seven focus on the actual situation and plans of the brigade, one on an 

expected German attack, six on equipment, rations and ammunition concerns, one 

was a note of thanks, and one with the brigade's relief. Individuals seeking 

information about the brigade's situation did not ask Napier, they asked Napier to 

contact Currie. In any case, Napier was in no position to answer queries regarding 

the front, as he was out of the information loop. A message to Currie f?om Napier 

on April twenty-fourth at I630 hours demonstrates that he could not even give an 

23 WiEid Bovey, "Sir Arthw Currie: The Corps Commander," The Legionav, 
July 1934): 5-7. Here Bovey is quoting Napier. 

54 NAC, M.G. 30 E74 (Urquhaa Papers) Vol. 1 Folder 3: Field Messages, 2nd 
Brigade, April - May 19 15. The small number of field messages addressed to, or 
written by, Napier may itself be proof that he played a minor role in the brigade. 
Interestingly, in Duguid's Appendices there are no messages addressed to or by 
Napier. 



inquiring officer details of a proposed counter attack involving his own brigade. 

Napier asked Currie: 

Can you advise at what hour counter attack is to take place this 
evening for infbrmation of O.C. of troops which are here to support 
you AAA OC 3rd Canadian Artillery Brigade sends following 
message AAA Begins 'Can you give me any idea of the situation 
AAA We are carrying on shelling C 1 1 -6 and C 12A AAA Is this safe 
for our troops[?] AAA Can you tell me mything of the line or likely 
attack please.' AAA ends AAA Please instruct as to reply AAA? 

Napier was an out of touch intelligence officer. It is interesting to observe that 

when Mitchell visited the fkont in search of Momation during the battle he did not 

mention visiting Napier or any other staff captain@. He does mention visiting 

Cusrie and Brigadier-General Richard Turner, the brigade commanders, and Garnet 

Hughes, the 3rd Brigade's brigade major. 

Forward of battalion all was pandemonium. Lieutenant Colonel George 

Tuxford, commanding the 5th Battalion, recalled after the war that conditions in 

ftont of his battalion were chaotic. Handfuls "of disorganized men, sticking it out, 

having practically no orders, out of touch, and not knowing anything about the 

situation, nor laowing what to do or where to go7' hung on in desperate 

 condition^.'^ Other battalions suffered a similar fate, as battalion commanders had 

little idea of events surrounding them. Commanders sent out patrols and scouts to 

learn the situation, but their efforts were often hampered by German fire. 

Sometimes patrols failed to locate anything, and at other times simply disappeared 

without a trace?' Battalion officers seeking news also went forward, including the 

2i NAC, M.G. 30 E74 vrquhart Papers) Vol. 1 Folder 3: Field Messages, 2nd 
Brigade, April - May 1915. To O.C. 2nd Brigade 4.30 p.m. April 24. 
*' NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 2680, Folder 2, File HQ C - 49 50 - Vol. 2. Tuxford to 
Duguid, July 19, 1926. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4077, Folder 3, File 8. Company report, 15th 
Battalion. M.G. 30 E 300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 2 6, Folder: No. 1 Company, 7th 
Battalion, April 22-26, 19 15. 



7th Battalion's commander, Lieutenant Colonel W.F.R. Hart-McHarg who was 

killed in the attempt, In the interim, it took hours for runners and signallers to get 

their messages through, if they got through at all. Simply put, the Canadians were 

caught unprepared for such a catastrophic collapse in heir col~llll~cadons system, 

and were without means to circumvent it. The result was that the intelligence 

necessary for command and control purposes was often unavailable to those who 

required it, or was obsolete and of doubtfd quality by the time it arrived. 

By the time the Canadians entered the fighting around Festubert in May, 

they were battle hardened troops. At Festubert they were on the offensive, and 

were no longer quite so willing to assault entrenchments without £irst thoroughly 

investigating and studying them beforehand. On at least two occasions, Canadian 

brigade commanders sought attack postponements in order to more exhaustively 

reconnoitre the enemy lines. Both times they were rebuffed by a divisional 

headquarters anxious to carry out its assigned orders. The official historian 

described Festubert as '?he most unsatisfactory engagement of the 1st Canadian 

Division in the war," and not just because the Canadian assaults ultimately failed, 

and at a cost of 2,468 casualties.28 The Canadians lacked specifics on their 

objectives and knew little about the Gexman positions and the intervening terrain. 

An assault by the 3rd Canadian Brigade on the eighteenth was stopped dead in its 

tracks by previously undisclosed machine g u d 9  On the twentieth the brigade 

attacked once more. Its objective was an orchard and an unidentified position 

marked M. 10. on trench maps. Prior to the assault a reconnaissance by Lieutenant 

Colonel W.R. Marshall, commander of the 15th Battalion, discovered ''tall uncut 

wire covering the German position." Turner, the brigade commander, upon 

hearing this sought postponement of the attack, as the wire was certain to cause 

28 Duguid Oficial History, 498. 
'' Nicholson, Oflcial History, 98. 



failure- Divisional command, however, informed Turner that the orders to attack 

remained. D.J. Goodspeed, in his book The Road Past Vimy, blames higher 

British command for this order, stating: "The Canadian Division was peremptorily 

ordered to attack once more in broad daylight.'"0 In fbLl view of German machine 

gunners, men fiom the 3rd Brigade left their trenches and crossed the open fields 

towards their objective. On the right the attack fell short by about 100 yards; on 

the left, after securing the orchard, the troops discovered that M. 10 was in fact a 

fortified house containing machine guns and surrounded by wire. There the assault 

failed. The brigade suffered around 250 casualties in assaulting unidentified 

positions over strange ground? Intelligence that warned of potential disaster had 

been disregarded in favour of proceeding with the larger plan. 

A separate attack was launched by the 20d Brigade on the twentieth. Its 

objective was KS., a position that Brigadier-General Currie could not identify even 

after personally viewing the ground from an artillery obsmation post. Divisional 

headquarters told him that K.5. was a strong point, but of what nature nobody 

could say.'2 He asked for a day's delay in order to more thoroughly study the 

situation, but he too was told by division that the attack would proceed as  ordered. 

After the war he wrote that he "protested on the grounds of huflicient time for 

reconnaissance and preparation. I now h o w  better than ever that I was right, but 

still I was ordered to make the attack."33 In fact, the brigade's after action report 

says that no reco~aissance was made.14 The 2nd Brigade's assault failed, as did 

'O D.J. Goodspeed, The Road P a t  Vimy. The CiTnadian Corps 1914 - 1918 
(Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, l969), 43. 

Duguid, O W a l  History, 473 -474. 
32 Goodspeed, The Road Past Vimy, 44. Goodspeed says that K.5. was actually 
"a nmow sector of the enemy line with no distinguishing feature of its own." 
33 Hugh M. Urquhart, Arrhur Cumie. i%e Biography of a Great Omadian 
(Toronto: J.M. Dent & Sons (Canada) Limited, 1950), 106-107. 
34 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1883, Folder 5, File 8. 'Warrative of Event. Festubert 
Action 19th. to 26th. May, 19 15. 2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade." 



the one the next day. The Canadians did not take KS. until May twenty-fourth, 

after a pause was finally granted by the 1st Army to allow for a thorough 

recomaissance of the position by oEcers of the 2nd Canadian Brigade. Plans for 

the capture of K.5 were based on these reconnaissances and other earlier 

ob~ervations.'~ Currie's request on May twentieth for a deferment to allow time for 

a more thorough study of the latest intelligence was vindicated- An attack on the 

twenty-fifth to clear another section of trench by Seely's Detachment -- cavalrymen 

who volunteered to serve as infantry -- also ended in failure- Seely's Detachment 

reported that it had cleared i t .  assigned trenches; however, its assessment was 

incorrect. 'Being completely unfamiliar with the ground, and having totally 

inaccurate maps, they had lost their way and had actually worked their way along 

the wrong trench!'736 

Poor communications added to the Canadians' difficulties. This hindered 

the flow of intelligence, and affected command and control. However, General 

Alderson, in an effort to avoid the confbsion that attended the Canadian efforts at 

Second Ypres, prearranged to have staff officers move forward with the assaulting 

troops to monitor the fighting fkom some safe distance. By actively seeking news 

this way Alderson fieed himself, to a degree, fiom a reliance on the word of 

officers and men burdened with the actual fighting?' Also accompanying the 

infmtry were FOOs who went forward to help control the artiUery fire, and to 

ensure that the infantry were not without d a y  support when they needed it. 

Through these means the Canadian command tried to keep abreast of the situation in 

'' Duguid, Oncial History, 475-480'485-488. 
36 John Marteinson, "Entry Into the Great War 191 4 - 19 15," Chapter 5 in We 
Stand On Guard. An Illustrated Hktory of the Ciuzadih Army, eds. Marteinson et 
al. (Toronto: Ovale Publications, 1 W2), 120. 
" It was only natural that Mitchell was one of these officers. See Duguid's 
Appendices, number 784. The whereabouts of brigade staff captains0 during this 
battle could not be determined, and were not discussed in the sources reviewed. 



order to retain some control over the 

The appallingly inaccurate maps used by the Canadians at Festubext made a 

bad situation worse. The problem was that at the war's outset the British did not 

possess detailed, up to date maps of northern France and Belgium. A 1/80,000 

scale French map was available, as was a 1/100,000 scale map of Belgium and 

northern France. Both were years out of date and inaccurate. Some features, such 

as crossroads and churches, were only plotted to within fifty yards of their actual 

positions. This would have been only a minor concern in open warfare, but for 

trench warfare, with its all-consuming need for detail, it was entirely indficient. 

Unfortunately, until such a time as British surveyors could map the fiont for 

themselves, old French and Belgian maps and surveys had to suffice. To meet the 

need for large scale maps, French and Belgian maps were simply enlarged to 

1/40,000, or some other scale. The process compounded inaccuracies, sometimes 

by as much as 450 yards.3g At a time when an infantry assault could barely manage 

a 450 yard advance, an error of this magnitude could be devastating. It was these 

enlarged, error-filled maps that the Canadians used at Festubert. Rendering the 

maps more useless was the fact that in the process of enlargement the maps were 

printed upside down, with North at the bottom and East on the left. Map 

coordinates were also reversed fkom standard practice. The artillery, already 

hampered by out of date gunnery practices, could not easily compensate for map 

anomalies. Moreover, the same map symbol represented different features, so 

exact objectives were not always clear to attacking troops. As we have seen, some 

positions were simply labeled KS., or some other alpha-numeric code, without any 

38 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1 8 83, Folder 5, File 8. 'Warrative of Events Festubert 
Action 19th. to 26th. May, 19 15. 2nd Canadian Infmtry Brigade." General Currie 
complained that FOOs did not go far enough forward, and so could not effectively 
redirect fiiendly shell fire that Ianded on his brigade. 
'' JefEey S. Murray, "'British-Canadian Military Cartography on the Western 
Front, 1914 - 1918," Archivaria, 26 (Summer 1988), 52-65. 



description. The Canadians tried correcting the maps with overlays drawn firom 

aerial photographs, but these just added to the confusion. The overlays did not fit 

correctly, and some features appeared twice. Captain Villiers wrote that "These 

maps did more to muddle young officers, and old ones too, than anything else," 

and one is hard pressed to disagree!' 

The intelligence problems mnf?onting a subordinate command are also 

demonstrated at Festubert. T h e  Anny Commander [General Sir Douglas Haig] 

was insistent thaf whatever the obstacles, forward progress must speedily be 

made."" Goodspeed argues that the Canadians' failure to take their objectives 

"called down Sir Douglas Haig's wrath on May twenty-second and which led to his 

ordering yet £kther attackdAz Haig was schooled in a prewar army that viewed 

the capture of ground as the mark of success. With such an outlook combat 

intelligence took a back seat, as bull-headedness and the determination to see the job 

through were seen as keys to victory. Problems simply had to be overcome. 

Telling lower level commands to overcome difficulties ceaainly bestowed a fair 

degree of initiative on those commands; unfortunately, restrictive and arbitrary 

timetables set by higher commands, and the unwillingness of these commands to 

put off assaults when the need for intelligence was acute, or when intelligence 

suggested a postponement might be wise, rendered such initiative moot. 

Despite all the problems encountered at Festubert, it was a .  important battle 

in the Canadians' development. It was an example of what not to do. In the hture, 

the Canadians paid great attention to detail. The collection and study of infomation 

on the enemy line became a Canadian priority. Pre-planning helped reduce 

40 NAC, M.G. 30 E236 (Villiers Papers) Vol. 4. Diary, May 1915. S.R. Elliot, 
Scarlet to Green. A History of Intelligence in the Canadian Army 1903 - 1963 
(Toronto: Canadian Intelligence and Security Association, 198 1 ), 27. 
4' Duguid, qfficial History, 48 1. 
42 Goodspeed, Road Past Vimy, 45. 



battlefield confusion and Ioss of control, for then commanders could make most of 

their crucial decisions in the relative calm of nonnal trench warfare, instead of 

during the heat of battle- The thorough study of intelligence also ensured that fewer 

unforeseen obstacles were encountered during an offensive. Precision planning, 

too, meant that a complete breakdown in offensive ation was less likely to occur 

should communications fail on the day of truth, as officers and men h e w  in 

advance what was expected of them. 

At Givenchy, S n  June, the Canadians put these ideas into practice. 

Thorough study was the rule, and as poor weather postponed the assault several 

times, the Canadians were blessed with more time for preparation then they first 

expected. This, no doubt, pleased General Currie, who had earlier sought a 

deferment in the assault date to allow for a more thorough reconnaissance. As at 

Festubert, however, division denied Currie's request, and in the process he "got 

rapped over the knuckles" for a~king.4~ 

The Canadians used the time wisely to gather and study intelligence and the 

ground over which they would assault. To ensure that the Festubert map fiasco did 

not repeat itself, " e v q  Platoon Commander and all Staffs fkom Battalion 

rearward," wrote Currie after the war, "had copies of a panorama sketch of the 

battle ground and objectiives made by an Intelligence OEcer from a house situated 

in the centre of the village.'*4 Three eighteen-pounder field guns, concealed in and 

near the front line trenches, were available to deal with any undiscovered or 

unscathed German positions encumbering the advance. Rubber wheels on gun- 

carriages and limbers muffled the sound of rumbling wheels over the cobblestone 

streets. When weather permitted, the RFC extensively photographed the area for 

Canadian planners. These photographs were of enormous help for unravelling the 

" Urquhart, CuMe, 106- 107. 
44 Currie, cYIistorical Resume," xvii; Elliot, Scarlet to Green, 27-28. 



secrets of the Gaman lines." Patrols and photographs revealed the locations of 

front Line German machine gun nests, which the gunners then targeted for 

destruction on the day of attack The Germans' use of various coloured sandbags 

(blue, red, purple, white) added to the Canadians' difficulties in identiwg and 

ranging positions, but the Canadians persevered? No detail seemed too small. 

The 4th British Corps, under whom the Canadians were then serving, wrote to the 

Canadians: 

The air photographs and large scale maps now available admit of the 
plan of operation being worked out in very great detail previous to 
the attack, and under present conditions in which communication is 
so diff?cult, it is essential that this should be done by the 
Commanders concerned who must satisfl themselves that every 
detail has been considered. 

All officers must study the ground in fiont of our trenches and mark 
on their maps the enemy's wire and all obstacles, keeping the map 
up to date. It is of particular importance to obtain information of the 
enemy's maxims [i.e., machine guns]! Maxims and wire are 
usually the greatest difficulties encountered in an ad~ance.~' 

The result of all this study was an informed assault force, one that could proceed as 

scheduled, even if its officers were lost to enemy action. The official history 

records, for example, that on June fifteenth, men from the I st Brigade's 1st 

Battalion, packed and waiting in assembly trenches, were shelled with the lost of 

three officers killed and several wounded; yet, ''there was no serious confbsion or 

delay: the leading company.. .dashed across No Man's Land promptly at 6.0 1 

p.m., followed a few minutes afterwards by [a second company], and as 

[previously] instructed they went straight through to the German second line.'*8 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 1 1, Folder 15, File 9. I st Army to IV Corps, June 
19, 1915. 
46 Goodspeed, Road Past Vimy, 49. 
" NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odium Papers) Vol. 23, Folder: 'Attack,' operation 
orders, 19 15. IV Corps to 1st Canadian Division, June 7, 19 15. 
48 Duguid, O&ial his to^^, 5 13 - 5 14. 



The progress of the attack was monitored by staff  who, with their 

signallers, kept division command informed. At the same time, FOOs followed and 

accompanied the advance, and called for both artillery support and any necessary 

corrections. To mark their advance for observers, men in the assaulting units 

carried blue flags.'' Through these means the Canadians, slowly but surely, were 

working out a system for wrying information during a battle fkom the sharp edge 

to commanders in the rear. 

Eventually, however, the Canadian attack faltered. The Germans had been 

expecting it. Canadian wire cutting bombardments in the days and hours leading up 

to the advance had clearly demarcated for the Germans the boundaries of the 

impending blow. The increased intensity of Canadian shelling just prior to the 

onslaught told the Germans that the moment of truth had come. There was no 

surprise. A mine explosion detonated by the British complicated the assault in 

unexpected ways. Moreover, Canadian planners did not entirely understand 

German defensive tactics. British and Canadian planners regarded f?ont line 

obstacles and trenches as the most important artillery targets, so the bulk of fiendly 

artillery f ie  was allotted to these positions. Meantime, the Germans had placed 

Iarge numbers of machine guns and supporting troops in a secondary line of 

defence, out of harm's way. Gaman counter attacking forces formed up 

unmolested, and they inflicted a devastating assault before the Canadians had 

regrouped and consolidated their gains. The Germans recaptured a l l  their ground. 

Nor was Gexman artiUery especially targeted; and being unmolested it inflicted 

considerable casualties on the Canadians in their assembly areas and as they 

49 Duguid's WciaZ Hisrow, 5 17, does not identify the "Canadian staff oficer" 
who was reporting on the battle's progress. It may have been Lieutenant Colonel 
Mitchell in a repeat performance of his role at Festubert. Also, both the official 
history and the primary sources are silent on the whereabouts of the 1st Brigade's 
staff captain(I) during this engagement. 
SO Goodspeed, Road Past Vimy, 5 1. 



advanced across no man's land. During the German counter attack no Canadian 

SOS mission was called, saving the German counter attacking forces fkom Allied 

guns." Despite the Canadian defeat, however, lessons were learned, perhaps the 

most important being the Canadians' recognition that intelligence, and thorough 

planning based on that intelligence, was crucial to success. Rather than seeing their 

defeat at Givenchy as an intelligence failing, the Canadians took heart fiom their 

near success and became convinced that more intelligence, more study, and more 

planning was required in the future. The planning that went into the Givenchy 

offensive, therefore, ushered in a new era for Canadian combat intelligence 

gathering. As the official history notes: Canadian planning at Givenchy was "in 

many respects the prototype in miniature of successll major engagements later 

fought by the Canadian C~rps.'"~ 

After Givenchy it is not surprising to see the Canadians being even more 

aggressive in collecting intelligence. It was in this enhanced and favourable 

intelligence environment that the Canadian Corps introduced the trench raid to its 

members. Raiding was a proactive intelligence gathering activity, designed to 

secure intelligence by force of arms. The Canadians were not the first to use raids 

on the Western Front, but their first trench raid, launched in November, was larger, 

more detailed, and more successfuI than any raid that had gone before. It became 

the archetype for all future Canadian raids. Specifically, the raid's success resulted 

&om close Liaison between the infantry and the artillery, carefd training, detailed 

orders, and "the thoroughness with which the enemy's position had been scouted in 

advance."53 

The raiders had three main goals: to secure intelligence by capturing 

5 1 Duguid, Oficial History, 5 1 1-5 13, 520-52 1. Nicholson, Oflcial History, 106. 
S2 Duguid, OficiaZ History, 502-52 1 .  
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prisoners and searching and sketching the enemy's trenches and dugouts; to force 

the Germans to bring up their reserves so that the artillery might inflict casualties 

among them; and to lower German morale through hit and run tactics. Men from 

the 7th and 5th Battalions performed the task. The operation was an enormous 

success, despite the 5th Battalion's inability to enter the German trenches. The 7th 

Battalion more than made up for the 5th Battalion's setback: its raiders breached the 

enemy's trenches, surprised the garrison and inflicted considerable damage, killing 

and wounding approximately thirty ~emans."  Twelve prisoners were captured 

from whom valuable information was gained on German relief policy, routes of 

approach, rear area activity, trench garrisons, defensive layouts, machine gun 

emplacements, LPs, patrol policy, and morale." Also captured were some of the 

German new-style rubber gas-masks, a significant intelligence coup. Moreover, 

the raiders learned something of German trench construction techniques, 

information that was valuable in determining how best to destroy them. This 

intelligence bonanza cost one man accidentally killed, and another slightly 

wounded. 

Ironically, raids for the purpose of gaining infoxmation on an enemy 

position demanded a tremendous amount of intelligence prior to their launch. This 

was because raids, although termed minor operations, were really small scale set- 

- -  
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piece battles requiring a well orchestrated plan.56 The need for, and carefbl study 

of, information on German habits and defensive layouts was crucial for success, 

and for ensuring minimal losses to assaulting troops. Ground troops needed a fbll 

understanding of the German position, as they could not simply enter and wander 

about German trenches at will. Preparations for the November 1915 raid, for 

instance, began ten days earlier. Brigadier-General L.J. Lipsetf commander of the 

2nd Brigade, wrote: "For success of such an operation it seems essential that the 

ground should [be] well scouted; that the men should know the ground and should 

thoroughly understand and fiquently rehearse the part they have to play." This 

echoed the opinion of Lieutenant Colonel Victor Odum, commander of the 7th 

Battalion, when he reported that "The success of the enterprise was due to carefid 

scouting, extending over weeks of time; and to careful preparatio~~"~' The 

Canadian Corps, writing in August 19 1 6, agreed with the principle of extensive 

scouting, stating that 'The first essential for successll raids is superiority in 

pa t rohg  NO MAN'S LAND." Constant patrolling gave the men confidence 

working in fiont of the wire and accustomed them '30 the 'feel' of the enemy, his 

56 A £dl scale set-piece attack was an elaborately constructed and closely timed 
attack that saw the infantry advance to pre-assigned objectives under cover of a 
violent and precisely timed rolling artillery barrage, and after or during a period of 
intense counter battery fire. Upon reaching their goals the infantry rapidly 
consolidated the captured terrain in order to meet the anticipated Gennan counter 
attack. 
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h n t  line defences and his habits.'"' Bold patrolling helped drive in enemy patrols, 

LPs, and others that might jeopardize the raid, and made the task of intelligence 

gathering easier. On at least one occasion prior to the November 1915 raid, 

Lieutenant H.H. Owen of the 7th Battalion (the officer who largely planned the 7th 

Battalion's part in the raids9), with a party of scouts, actually "climbed the enemy 

parapet" for a look inside. Consequently, as Odlum noted, 7th Battalion planners 

'knew every foot of ground fiom our own trench to the inside of the enemy 

trenches." It was important for scouts to thoroughly know the t& for it was 

their task to guide assaulting troops to their objectives during the raid. Meanwhile, 

all ranks studied the details of the plan and their part in it. They also familiarized 

themselves with the actual terrain they had to cross, and did so by either walking 

over it at night, or observing it fkom behind the lines during the day. Constant 

observation of the enemy was necessary, right up to the moment the raid was 

launched, in order to ensure that conditions had not changed. In this regard, scouts 

went out on the night of a raid to cut the German wire and to check that all was in 

order!' 
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continuously, a distinct superiority in patrols in NO MAN'S LAND." It added that 
dominating no mads land reduced enemy morale. For example, due to Canadian 
aggressiveness, prisoners stated that no man amongst their units had volunteered 
for patrol work in over a month. See R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4098, Folder 42, File 3. 
2nd Division to Canadian Corps regarding "Deductions fiom Recent Minor 
Operations," February 3, 19 1 6. 
59 T.V. Scudamore, A Short History of the 7th Batfalion, CEF (Vancouver: 
Anderson and Odlum, l93O), 15. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III D3, Vo1. 4826, 1st Division War Diary, November 1915, 
Appendix 17. ''Report on Minor Operations" carried out by 7th Battalion. Owen 
did not lead the raid, that honour belonged to Lt. W.D. Holmes. See also R.G. 9 
III C3, Vol. 4098, Folder 42, File 3. 2nd Division to Canadian Corps regarding 
"Deductions from Recent Minor Operations," February 3, 19 16. 



The raiders also required pre-raid intelligence for selecting training grounds. 

The 7th Battalion commented on this in its report to the 1 st Canadian Division after 

the November 19 15 raid. 

A field was found where the natural configuration lent itself easily to 
adaptation to resemble the enemy trenches; a ditch served for the 
DOUVE river, a path for the MESSINES road; another ditch for 
the enemy wire trench; and a succession of stakes for the PETITE 
DOUM: foa. Other trenches were turned to make the plan 
corn~lete.~ ' 

The artillery supporting the raid required pre-raid intelligence too. Gunnery 

officers attended the infantry's planning sessions, for instance, in order to form 

joint plans. In an effort to deceive the enemy as to the real location of the raid, the 

artillery, in the hours leading up to the launch-time, shelled several different wire 

locations along the German front. The gunners also shelled and harassed the 

German fiont lines and communication trenches. Fire f?om trench mortars and 

machine guns added to the din of battle and, it was hoped, to German confusion!2 

While pre-raid intelligence did not guarantee a successful raid, lack of 

intelligence could greatly hinder an operation. A deficiency in intelligence led 

directly to the failure of the 5th Battalion to break into the German lines during the 

Douve Riva raid. Assaulting troops stumbled on to a previously undiscovered 

water-filled ditch that blocked their path. Rendering 

wire entanglement placed at the bottom of the ditch. 

the raiders had to content themselves with lobbing a 

passage more hazardous was a 

Crossing it was impossible, so 

few grenades into the German 

- - - - - -- 

6' NAC, R.G. 9 III D3, Vol. 4826, 1st Division War Diary, November 19 15, 
Appendix 17. "Report on Minor ~p&tions," 7th Battalion. 
62 NAC, R.G. 9 ID D3, Vol. 4826, Lst Division War Diary, November 1915, 
Appendix 17. "Canadian Corps Report on Enterprise at la Petite Douve by 2nd 
Canadian Infantry Brigade, November 1 7, 19 15." Bill Rawling, Surviving Trench 
War$are, Technology and the Canadian Corps, 1914-1918 (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1992), 48. 



trench and making a hasty re t red3  

The next big Canadian raid after November 1915 occurred on the night of 

January 30-3 1, 19 1 6, and is important from an inteIligence point of view for a 

number of innovations adopted. Unlike the raid along the Douve River in 

November, the January raiders benefited fiom the study of airplane photographs 

taken specifically with the raid in mind. Captain D.E. Macintyre, the 28th 

Battalion's scout officer, used these photographs to draw an enlarged map of the 

area for planning purposes. The Canadians also constructed a model of the area to 

be raided, which the assaulting troops used to rehearse their roles- This was not the 

k t  time that the Canadians had built a model of the enemy position; during the 

summer of 19 15, the Canadian Motor Machine Brigade had produced a plaster 

relief map of the front and discovered through a study of this model that the 

Germans could use indirect machine gun fire on the Canadian lines. The Canadians 

also learned that they could do the same to the Germand4 As for the January raid, 

Macintyre used the maps and photographs of the area as guides for laying out, in 

white tape, 

an exact duplicate of that part of the enemy trenches we were to 
enter. This was on ground that somewhat resembled the actual 
ground to be covered. We practiced our approach carefblly by day 
and then by night, crawling the exact distance to be coveredO6' 

One other innovation was the compilation of an intelligence file filled with 

information on the area to be raided. This was a project of Captain Harry Jukes, 

63 NAC, R.G. 9 III Dl, Vol. 4676, Folder 3, File 7. Summary of Operations, 
Canadian Corps, November 15-22, 191 5; R.G. 24, Vol. 1825, Folder GAQ 5-66. 
General Lipsett to "My dear General," November 20, 19 15. Nicholson, Oflcial 
H~S~OQJ, 123 - 125. 
64 Larry Worthington, Amid the Guns Below: The Story of the Canadh Corps 
1914-1919) (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, l965), 36. 

NAC, M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary entry for January 30, 
1 9 1 6. This entry was actually written on February 3, 1 9 1 6, and backdated. 



the staff captaino) for the 6th Brigade. The file was an information package given 

to afl raiders for their study and use. It contained minutiae on how to conduct minor 

operations, a description of the enemy's trench, the ways and means of blocking a 

communication trench, notes on German equipment, methods for discovering the 

whereabouts of German machine guns, a description of German habits especially 

regarding sentries, a map of all known German machine gun posts, a description 

and historical summary of the Gennan unit opposite, and notes on what to say if 

captured. Brigadier-General H.D.B. Ketchen, commander of the 6th Brigade, 

noted that "This file was of great assistance to all ranks and gave many hints which 

were experimented on." Similar files became a regular feature of future Canadian 

raid planning, and they expanded to include daily patrol reports, photographs, 

artillery observation reports, POW statements, and other intelligence bearing on the 

raid. Other changes worth mentioning fiom the November raid included the 

blackening of skin rather than the use of veils to hide faces, and the use of 

flashlights for searching enemy positions. The removal of all identifying papers 

and equipment that rattled and jingled was a necessary precaution, and to help 

suppress coughing the men used cough lozenges. Luminous watches were, of 

course, turned face down? 

Raiding became a standard Canadian tactic for securing intelligence. 

Between November 1, 19 16 and April 1, 191 7, the Canadian Corps launched 

sixty- Forty-eight of these raids managed to enter the German trenches, and a total 

of 338 prisoners taken.67 Some brigades ordered each battalion to conduct at least 

66 NAC, M.G. 30 E5 (Bovey Papers) Vol. 5, Folder 47. Report by Brigadier 
General Ketchen on the raid carried out on January 3 0-3 1, 1 9 16, written February 
3, 19 16; M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Raids, February 1916 - 
June 1917. 
67 NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 1826, Folder GAQ 5-89: Raids -- Canadian Corps. 
Summary of Raids, November 1, 19 16 to April 1,19 17. 



one raid per trench tour.68 In December 19 17, General Currie, then the corps 
* commander, wanted "raids to be freely carried out" as a means to secure 

* 
identifications of enemy troops. This was not an order for indiscrunmate raiding 

though. Currie wanted each raid c a r e y  planned, with usem and specific 

objectives and a reasonable chance of success!g Certainly raids often cost men 

their lives, but the intelligence gained was usually worth the effort, for as 

Nicholson says in his Gunners of Canada, the intelligence gathered saved many 

casualties on the day of advance. This was why in the nights leading up to the 

Canadian assault on Vimy Ridge in 19 17, the Canadian Corps conducted nighly 

raids against the German line.70 

Figure 4.1, 'The Trench Raid," shows how raiders penetrated the enemy 

lines on their fact finding missions, and illustrates something of the role played by 

scouts and other raiders. The importance of communications is also evident from 

the diagram, as signallers accompanying raids established telephone co~ections 

between the raiders and their home trench for passing on information and news for 

command and control purposes - an enormous undertaking considering that raiders 

remained in the enemy lines for only briefperiods, up to a maximum of about forty- 

five minutes.' ' 
By the end of 19 15, the Canadians knew the value of combat intelligence 

first hand. By the time of the Givenchy fighting, they saw that launching attacks in 

ignorance of the opposing lines and the intervening terrain was folly. From then on 

NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline and 
Organization March 19 16 - April 19 1 8. l lth Brigade to Battalions, January 6, 
1917. 
69 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vo1.4063, Folder 14, File 3. December 7, 19 17. 
70 G.W.L. Nicholson, me Gunners of Canodn A Hktory of the Royal Regiment 
of Canadian Artillery, Vol. I ,  I534 - 1919 (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, l967), 
275; Nicholson, Oflcial History, 25 1. 

Most raids were over fm faster than that. During the raid carried out on the night 
of January 3013 1, 19 16, for example, the men were instructed to get out after eight 
minutes. 



Figure 4.1 : The Trench Raid72 
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they set out to learn all they could about the ground and defences they had to attack 

or defend. The Canadians saw information as the key to planning, and Generals 

Turner's and Currie's desire to postpone assaults reflected this growing awareness. 

The need to know the strength, weahess and position of the enemy, while a 

seemingly obvious prerequisite to victory, had to be relearned for trench warfare. 

Canadian battle experience also showed that confusion and the loss of control were 

normal conditions facing commanders in a war where communications were 

unreliabIe. But as Givenchy also showed, prior planning could reduce such 

disorder, and retum to commanders some semblance of control. Developing 

winning plans, however, required a great deal of information on the enemy 

position. It was only natural, then, that the raid emerged fkom the Canadians' 

newfound inquisitiveness and thirst for news. The tight scheduling and detailed 

battle arrangements necessary for successful raiding reinforced, in turn, the idea 

that confusion and luck could be reduced by thorough preparation. The amount of 

information such pre-calculation demanded, however, was far in excess of what the 

Canadians' limited intelligence organization could produce. A new organization 

was required. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

EMERGING PROFESSIONALISM: AUGUST 1915 - MAY 19 16 

The year 1915 was an important one in the development of the Canadian 

combat intelligence service. In September the Canadian Corps was formed when 

the 2nd Canadian Division arrived in France, doubling the size of the Canadian 

commitment. Battle experience also helped transform what were citizen soldiers and 

part-time militia officers into professionals - a process described in Stephen Harris' 

Canadihn Bras.  Part of this professionalization was the growing appreciation for 

how battlefield intelligence and detailed planning reduced battlefield Sction, 

confusion, chance and uncertainty. Calculating movements in advance took much 

of the guesswork out of operations. In the process, as the importance of 

intelligence to such planning became clear, the prestige of even the lowliest 

inteIligence gatherer increased, while intelligence officers, once relatively 

unimportant, now made a positive impact on the course of events. Commanders 

and planners began placing great stock in the work of intelligence personnel, 

ultimately arriving at a point where the corps would not move forward until every 

possible scrap of inteIligence was collected beforehand. But before the Canadians 

arrived at this point, they required a new intelligence organization. 

The caUs for change began in earnest in the summer of 19 15. Canadian 

trench experience had revealed shortcomings in battalion level intelligence 

gathering. Patrols and observation work in particular were not as productive as 

they might have been. A corrective was offered by Lieutenant H.H. Owen of the 

7th Canadiau Battalion. Owen was an officer whose leadership ability was 



recognized by no less a figure than General Currie. Early in July 1915, Owen 

called for the creation of battalion inteIligence sections devoted to fU-time 

intelligence gathering; and although he may not have been the &st to do so, his 

letter to his battalion commander makes the case well. He wrote: 

During our recent trench duty one was continually impressed by the 
unusually favourable conditions on our immediate front for the 
pursuance of patrol and information scouting, both offensive and 
defensive, and listening patrols etc. As you [the banalion 
commander] are M y  aware the prevalent system of Company 
outpost work has not been a huge success; but on the contrary has 
r d t e d  in a considerable amount of overlapping and mcertaiflty on 
the part of the Company Commanders, both as to the position of 
their neighbouring patrols and to the nature of the ground to be 
covered by their own scouts. Further the passing and repassing of 
warning orders down the line about patrols, orders which often run 
on for long distances beyond the points they could possibly affect, 
has led to a great deal of possibly unnecessary confusion and 
uncertainty: The Company Commanders owing to their already 
pressing duties are not at liierty to pay a great deal of attention to the 
choosing of scouting grounds, the collection of data secured and the 
improvement of listening posts and their safe guarding against 
accidents. 

There are other minor points which are unnecessary to enumerate, 
but all of which I think would be helped to a marked extent if the 
Battalion outpost work were placed under the direct supervision of 
one officer, who with a picked section of scouts could carry on the 
work with a definite objective for all companies as well as actively 
cooperating with the Battalion snipers in their duties.' 

National Archives of Canada (NAC), Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E300 (Odlurn 
Papers) Vol. 1 6, Folder: Intelligence Summaries, Reports, Messages and Signals 
July 1 9 1 5. Lieutenant H.H. Owen to the 7th Battalion commander, July 3, 1 9 1 5. 
Owen was killed on January 3 0, 19 16. In a letter dated December 1 9 1 5, General 
Currie wrote to Owen's father (who was a chaplain in the 2nd Division): 'Your 
son is one in whom I put great trust, and I look forward to his rapid promotion if he 
is spared. I could not say anything better, could I, and mean it." On January 3 1, 
19 16, the day after Owen's death, Currie again wrote to Owen's father: '=is loss 
to us is irreparable," and noted that his battalion was second to none in 
reconnaissance work. '7 can assure you," Currie went on to say, ''that the 
influence of his many soldierly qualities will be lasting, not only in his Battalion but 
in this Division." These references can be found in a booklet in M.G. 30 E300 
(Odlum Papers) Vol. 24. 'Tn Memorian. Lieutenant Harold Heber Owen." At the 
time Owen was kilIed his father was burying men who had died in a raid the night 
before. See D.E. Macintyre's Canada ai Vimy (Toronto: Peter Martin Associates, 
Ltd., l967), 3 1. 



Clearly, in Owen's view, patrol work and fiont Line intelligence gathering in 

general, left much to be desired, but with centralized control many of the failings 

could be comected. 

Others were drawing the same conclusion. In July the 2nd Canadian 

Division, then in training in England, decided to institute battalion scout sections in 

all of its battalions in response to lessons learned by the 1st ~ivision? The 1st 

Canadian Division instituted a similar reorganization over the next several months.) 

However, it took time to make the necessary changes, so it was not until about May 

1916 that all battalions in the corps had organized scout sections for handling 

baaalion intelligence needs? Immediately upon appointing a battalion scout officer, 

the 14th Battalion's patrolling improved, as did its control of no man's land. The 

13th Battalion witnessed a similar improvement; no doubt other Canadian 

battalions did l i ke~ i se .~  

These unofficial Scout sections had no fixed establishment; a turn of events 

that probably helps explain why some Canadian battalions were slow to adopt 

NAC, Record Group (R.G.) 9 III C3, Vol. 4143, Folder 8, File 8. "Organization 
and Training of Battalion Scouts. 2nd Canadian Division," n-d., likely July 19 15. 

British battalions did not institute battalion scout sections at this time. They did 
have them in place, however, by the time they fought the Somme battles in 19 16. 
See Macintyre, Canada At Vimy, 1 1. 

NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline and 
Organization March 1 9 16 - April 19 1 8. 2nd Canadian Brigade to Battalions, March 
29, 1916; M.G. 30 E60 @fatthews Papers) Vol. 5, Folder 18. 8th Battalion to 
2nd Brigade staff captain@), April 1 1, 19 16; R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4 138, Folder 5, 
File 1 1. Staff Captain Jukes, 6th Brigade to 28th Battalion, January 4, 19 16. The 
same document can be found in Vol. 41 30, but is addressed to the 27th Battalion; 
Vol. 4140, Folder 10, File 13. Second Division to 6th Brigade, February 14, 
19 16. As late as March 6, 19 16, the 2nd Brigade could ask its battalions if "any 
special organization for Snipers and Observers" had been organized, and if so what 
that organization was. Obviously at this point in the war battalions decided for 
themselves the make-up and complement of their intelligence sections, with little 
input fiom above. See KG. 9 I l l  C3, Vol. 4057, Folder 35, File 3.2nd Brigade to 
battalions, March 6, 19 16. 
' F.C. Fetherstonhaugh, The Royal Montreal Regiment, 14th Banalion. C. E. F.. 
191 4-1 925 (Montreak Privately printed, l925), 73-74; Paul Hutchison, CcutadQI 's 
Black Watch (Montreal: The Black Watch of Canada, l962), 78. 



them, Even their nomenclature varied fkom command to command. In some 

battalions - the 7th  for example -- scout officers were referred to as 

reconnaissance officers (at least early on)? More often, scout officers were called 

intelligence officers, although the two designations were used interchangeably. The 

scout section was also referred to by various names: the intelligence section, the 

scout section or as the battalion scouts. Without a set establishment the size of 

scout sections also varied considerably from one battalion to another. Scout 

sections contained anywhere from sixteen to forty and more men plus scout 

officers, although in late 19 15 the standard scout section had about sixteen scouts 

and two to four scout NCOs, all under a scout officer who was either a lieutenant or 

a captain.' Even so, in May 19 16, the 4th Brigade reported that the 18th Battalion 

had one scout officer and seven trained scouts available, the 19th Battalion had one 

officer and twenty-four scouts, the 20th Battalion had one officer and forty-one 

scouts, while the 2 1 st Battalion had one officer and twenty-one trained scouts. 

Consequently, the 4th Brigade feared that its intelligence effort lacked "cohesion" 

and "maximum efficiency," and so asked that all battalions try to conform to a 

standard establishment within the b~igade.~ The lack of a set establishment was a 

problem the 7th Battalion noted, too, as early as March 19 16. At that time the 

commander of the battalion, wrote: "The greatest difficulty in operating this 

[intelligence] system arose for a long time fkom the divergent methods used by the 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4057, Folder 35, File 3. 7th Battalion to 2nd Brigade, 
March 8, 1916. 
' NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 35, File 159. 25th Battalion 
"Supplementary Orders," October 27, 19 15. This order called for sixteen NCOs 
and men to form the scout section. The 50th Battalion likewise called for sixteen 
men, four NCOs, one scout sergeant, and one officer commanding the section (see 
R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4217, Folder 7, File 9. ''Appendix A, Battalion Scouts 
Organization," January 21, 1916). 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 41 1 1, Folder 3 9, File 3. 4th Brigade to battalions, 
May 29, 19 1 6. See also a note to 2nd Division fkom the 4th Brigade, dated May 
27, 19 1 6, located in the same file. 



relieving banalion? In August 19 16, the 1 st Canadian Division recommended its 

own establishment, saying that all battalions should have one scout officer, four 

scout NCOs, and sixteen scouts, for a total of twenty-one meal0 In January 19 17, 

the corps informed its divisions that it hesitated to Iay down a hard and fast 

establishment until such a time that the corps had gained more experience with 

battalion intelligence sections. The corps advised each division to adopt its own 

establishment as they saw fit, so as to have divisional uniformity." It was not until 

early 19 18 that the Canadian Corps settled on a corps-wide standard for battalion 

intelligence sections comprised of eight snipers, eight observers, eight scouts, one 

NCO, and two officers.12 But with casualties and transfers, the size of battalion 

intelligence sections always varied from one unit to another- 

Beginning in late 19 15, battalions began incorporating snipers into their 

intelligence sections, a practice that soon became the norm. The 7th Battalion found 

that placing snipers under the scout officer increased their effectiveness and added 

to the intelligence efficiency of the unit. It also proved a corrective to what 

previously had "been desultory and aimless" sniper reports. The 6th Brigade agreed 

that by placing snipers in the scout section and having them "working under a 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4057, Folder 35, File 3. 7th Battalion to 2nd Brigade, 
March 8, 19 16. 
lo  NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder: Intelligence Corps 
Instructions (2). "Instructions Regarding Intelligence. 1 st Canadian Division," 
August 5, 1916. 
l 1  NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3864, Folder 99, File 3. Corps to divisions, January 
1917. 

See Chapter Eleven for W e r  details on the 19 18 reorganization. Until that time 
unit establishments varied. For example, at least one battalion, as late as January 
1918, did not place scouts in its intelligence section. The 4th Battalion's 
commander wrote: "I do not at aLl agree with scouts being included in the Battalion 
Intelligence Section as I have found that making the actual patrolling a Company 
matter, brings far better results. Dt also] economizes in man power." See R.G. 9 
111 C3, Vol. 4044, Folder 4, File 4. 4th Battalion to 1st Brigade, January 16, 
19 18. Also, Vol. 4224, Folder 6, File 13. 12th Brigade to 4th Division regarding 
the organization of brigade and battalion intelligence sections, January 17,19 1 8. 



systematized plan" their efficiency improved. It soon came to be a scout officer 

responsibility to place snipers in the best available sniper posts, and oversee their 

Regardless of the number off scouts ultimately decided upon, they were 

always in addition to those employed by companies. The creation of battalion scout 

sections in no way relieved company commanders of their responsibility for 

safeguarding their front and gathering intelligence. The scout officer simply helped 

coordinate the intelligence effort. Companies continued to maintain up to four 

scouts of their own, plus a number- of company snipers.14 In some cases the 

battalion and company scouts were rotated to presenre a uniform scouting 

proficiency across the board, "so t k t  t5d.I co-operation and a nucleus of specially 

trained men could be built up."lS This was not the normal practice, however, as the 

scout section required a cohesion and esprit de cops that was difEcult to achieve if 

scouts were transient It was not unccommon, though, for scout officers to utilize 

company scouts when required, or f o ~  company officers to ask for the assistance of 

battalion scouts for special tasks.16 Indeed, close cooperation between battalion 

scout officers and company cornmamders was vital for efficient patrolling and 

observation work. To this end, scout officers attended the daily company 

commander conferences in order to &lp set the day's intelligence goals, to ensure 

that the fiont was properly attended to ,  and to see that effort was not wasted on 

l 3  See NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline 
and Organization, March 19 16 - April 19 18. 7th Battalion to 2nd Brigade, March 
8, 19 16; and R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 413  8, Folder 5, File 1 1. Captain Jukes, staff 
captain@), 6th Brigade to 28th Battalimn, January 4, 1 9 1 6. 
l 4  NAC, M.G. 30 E239 (Hilliam Papers) Folder. Hilliam Papers: Field Messages 
1 9 15, 1 9 1 7. Battalion commander to company commanders, October 8, 1 9 1 5. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 41 39 ,  Folder 5, File 1 1. Captain Jukes, staff 
captain(I), 6th Brigade to 28th Battalicon, January 4, 19 16. 
l6 NAC, M.G. 30 E239 (Hilliam Papers) Folder: Hilliam Papers: Field Messages 
19 15, 19 17. Battalion commander tro company commanders, October 8, 1915; 
M.G. 30 E300 (Mum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline and 
Organization, March 19 16 - April 19 L 8.2nd Brigade to Units, March 29, 19 16. 



redundant missions. Smut oEcers set the battalion's patrol policy, and saw to it 

that patrols had definite tasks to perform so that men did not just aimlessly wander 

about no man's land in search of some undefined infomation-l7 

The establishment of battalion scout sections was evidence that intelligence 

was now a specialized task, requiring specialized personnel. Only the best men 

were placed in scout sections, and were treated accordingly. In one 19 16 lecture on 

the "Organization and System of Training Scouts and Patrols For Trench Warfare," 

the lecturer noted that "along with the Grenadiers," scouts are "the bravest men in 

the Battalioa" They were struck off other duties such as  work parties and parades, 

and "as far as possible" were relieved '%om all Regimental Employ, such as 

Guards, Picquets, Fatigues, etc., etc." Assigning them e m  duties only tired them 

out unnecessarily, reducing their 'keenness and desire to excel."18 When they were 

not working in the lines they were training. Those individuals with low skill levels, 

or who displayed nervousness, returned to their companies as regular infantry or as 

company  scout^.'^ Scouts were encouraged by their officers to think of themselves 

as elite troops so that they would "go over the parapet when required to, with 

confidence and with a lmowledge that they are trained scouts."20 

NAC, M.G. 30 E3OO (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder. Trench Discipline and 
Organization, March 19 16 - April 19 18. 2nd Brigade to Units, March 29, 19 16; 
M.G. 30 E50 (Jones Papers) Folder 3: Lectures: Canadian Corps Officers School. 
"Organization and System of Training Scouts and Patrols For Trench Warfare," 
1916; R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4130, Folder 8, File f .  Captain Jukes to the 27th 
Battalion, January 4, 1 9 1 6; R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 4246, Folder 1 0, File 2. Canadian 
Corps to 2nd Division, December 15, 19 16. In this document scout officers are 
also advised to work closely with FOOs and LOs to ensure maximum advantage 
was obtained fkom the supporting guns. 
l 8  NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4143, Folder 8, File 8. Captain Jukes, staff 
captaino, to 29th Battalion regarding the "Organization and Training of Scouts," 
August 3, 1915; M.G. 30 E50 (Jones Papers) Folder 3: Lectures: Canadian 
Corps Officers School. 'COrganization and System of Training Scouts and Patrols 
For Trench Warfare," 19 16. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4041, Folder 17, File 8. An assessment of scouts 
and snipers in the 3rd Battalion, October 10, 19 15. 
'O NAC, M.G. 30 E50 (Jones Papers) Folder 3: Lectures: Canadian Corps 
Officers School. "Organization and System of Training Scouts and Patrols For 
Trench Warfare," 19 16. 



Their elite status, and the vital nature of their work, was apparent in a 

number of lectures given by officers of the Canadian Corps in 19 16. According to 

one lecturer: "Our own operations are largely dependent on intelligence))' with 

every "small, trivial, scrap of intelligence" having the potential for "far reaching 

effect'y21 Major J.L.R. Parsons, the GS020  in the 2nd Division, noted that 

''Prigades] and Divisions may move on what the Scouts tell them.. .When you 

[scout4 come back @om patrols] and tell us the situation ahead we shall either stay 

or go ahead according to the information you give us."22 Further, as one battalion 

commander pointed out: '?t must be borne in mind that a Scout's duty is to gain 

information so that use can be made of it by the Troops for whom he is Scouting, 

and Not to fieht when on Reconnoitring ~x~editions. '"~ This was a heavy 

responsibility, and one that demonstrates the value now attached to intelligence, and 

to the lowliest intelligence gatherer. Beginning in September 19 16, to ensure that 

they were not mistaken for common 'other ranks,' scouts wore a special identifjriTlg 

badge." 

The elite status accorded scout sections was partly attributable to the fact that 

the men in the unit were a picked lot. The commander of the 25th Battalion stated 

this principle clearly in October 19 15, when he said that the battalion scout officer 

will be allowed to choose his men.. .and if he wants more men fiom 
one Company than another, he can have them by applying through 
the C.O. He must have 16 N.C.O.'s and men for [intelligence] 
work, and he must always bear in mind that to get good scouting 

NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Voi. 14, Folder 92. 'COutline of Lectures 
on Intelligence," Canadian Corps, July 19 16. 
22 NAC, M.G. 30 El 17 (Parsons Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 23. '2ecture by Major 
J.L.R. Parsons. General St&, 2nd. Canadian Division," August 7, 19 16. 
I 3  NAC, M.G. 30 E239 (Hilliam Papers) Folder: Field Messages 19 15, 19 17. 
Battalion commander, 5th Battalion, to company commanders, October 8, 1 9 1 5. 
24 NAC, R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 4334, Folder 7, File 5. 1st Canadian Division to the 
1st' 2nd and 3rd Infantry Brigades, September 5, 1916. AU specialists had 
distinguishing shoulder badges. The scouts' patch was worn one inch below the 
divisional patch and was shaped Eke a fancy arrowhead pointing upwards, and was 
about three and one half inches tall. 



and reconnaissance, his men must be the very best obtainable. He 
may require an officer [to assist hiln] £?om time to time, and he may 
always have them? 

The message was unmistakable; scouts were the best men in the outfit, and they 

were encouraged to think of themselves that way. One memorandum stated: '"Too 

much emphasis cannot be placed on the necessity for carem selection of men for 

this important work, a work arduous as it is honourable and 

Fearlessness, discretion, intelligence, craftiness and speed were the qualities of a 

good scout. And as one lecturer stated: 'Wo man can be considered a trained scout 

until he has been proved under f i e  and in the face of the enemy.'"' In this vein, 

Lieutenant Colonel Odlum wrote that 'Men who 'see things' are a curse instead of a 

blessing.''2s Parsons thought that "The man who smokes too much and drinks too 

much is not fit to be entrusted with the work of a Sc~ut.'"~ They had to be elite 

troops, for as the commander of the 5th Battalion noted: Scouts "must always 

remember they are the Eyes of the Force. Only Correct information given by them 

enables [commanding] officers to win Battles. Incomct information causes 

~iisaster."'~ To maintain eEciency, officers constantly assessed the scouts, and in 

25 NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 35, File 159. 25th Battalion 
"Supplementary Orders,'' October 27, 19 15; Similar references are found in M. G. 
30 E 1 17 (Parsons Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 23. "Lecture by Major J.L.R. Parsons, 
2nd Canadian Division," August 7, 19 16; M.G. 30 E24 1 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 
1. Diary entry August 3, 1915. 
26 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 42 17, Folder 7, File 9. "Appendix A: Battalion 
Scouts Organization," January 2 1,19 16. 
" NAC, M.G 30 E50 (Jones Papers) Folder 3: Lectures: Canadian Corps 
Officers School. "Organization and System of Training Scouts and Patrols For 
Trench Warfare." 1 9 1 6. 
28 NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline and 
Organization, h4arch 19 16 - Apnl 19 18. 7th Battalion to 2nd Brigade, March 8, 
1916. 
29 NAC, M.G. 30 E 1 17 (Parsons Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 23. 'lecture by Major 
J.L.R. Parsons, 2nd. Canadian Division," August 7, 19 16. 
'O NAC, M.G. 30 E239 (HXham Papers) Folder: Field Messages 19 15, 19 17. 
Battalion commander, 5th Battalion, to company commanders, October 8, 19 15. 



October 19 15, "quite a few men" asked to be transfmed back to their companies 

fkom the scout section, implying that scouting was no easy chore." 

The scouts' specialized tasks included patrol work and making observations 

of the enemy's fiont from OPs that they constructed under the direction of the scout 

officer. They worked in shifts around the clock - during the day eight acted as 

observers, while at night eight worked on patrols. OPs were usually built behind 

the fiont lines, but positions in the forward trenches were not ~ncommon?~ 

Telescopes and field glasses were essential, although equipment shortages were 

common."' The 2nd Brigade informed its LU& that the scouts' principal duties 

will be to obtain an accurate bowledge of the enemy's front line 
defences and the intervening ground, to obtain any information 
especially desired by the Battalion Commander, to assist or screen 
working parties as may be considered necessary, and to help on 
patrols to the complete domination of No Man's  and.'^ 

Prior to an attack they ensured that the enemy's wire was cut, while during a battle 

they carried out special recomaissance missions, "and in other ways [were] 

immediately available for carrying out the wishes of the Brigade or Battalion 

~ommanders ."" They helped guide troops to their objectives, sometimes acted as 

runners, liaised with neighbowing commands and assisted the signallers in their 

'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4041, Folder 17, File 8. Assessing scouts in the 3rd 
Battalion, October 10, 19 15. 
32 NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline and 
Organization, March 19 16 - April 19 18.2nd Brigade to Units, March 29, 19 16 
33  NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 41 1 1, Folder 39, File 3. Officer commanding 21st 
Battalion to brigade major, 4th Brigade, May 3 1, 19 1 6. In response: Staff captain, 
4th Brigade to 21st Battalion, June 2, 19 16. Even as late as January 19 18, 
telescopes used by intelligence sections were borrowed fiom the signal service, 
making it extra =cult to find replacements. See R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4025, 
Folder 7, File 5. 1st Division to 1 st Brigade, January 10, 19 18. 
34 NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder: Trench Discipline and 
Organization, March 19 16 - April 19 18.2nd Brigade to Units, March 29, 19 16. '' NAC, M.G. 30 E50 (Jones Papers) Folder 3: Lectures: Canadian Corps 
Officers School. "Organization and System of Training Scouts and Patrols For 
Trench Warfare," 1 9 16. 



efforts to maintain communications to the rear. Perhaps most importantly, scouts 

monitored the progress of assaults on behalf of battalion commanders, thereby 

restoring to those officers some, albeit limited, control over the battlefield through 

the information they sent back? Once assaulting troops reached their objectives, 

scouts patrolled the kont of the newly captured line to search for the enemy's latest 

lo cation. 

But even as attitudes shifted, and there was wide agreement that scouts were 

"to be treated in every way as specialists," there were still occasions in which the 

value of the scouting function seemed under-appreciated. In February 19 16, the 

2nd Canadian Division was disappointed that some battalions still fkittered away 

their scouts. According to the division's calculations, sixty percent of all scout 

casualties occurred while scouts performed non-scouting duties. The division was 

adamant that this practice be stopped, as scouts "cannot be easily replaced."" The 

misunderstanding of the value of battalion scouts was also seen in the attitude of 

some company commanders who believed that the scout section stripped them of 

their best men.38 However, as scout sections proved their value all objections were 

eventually overcome. The staff captain0 of the 6th Brigade pointed out in A u w t  

19 15 that "Officers Commanding Battalions wil l  realize that men withdrawn from 

Companies to act as Scouts are not lost to the Company as they go to make up the 

general efficiency of the Unit as a whole."39 

Brigade intelligence underwent its own metamorphosis during the later part 

of 19 15 and into early 19 16. The enormous intelligence demands generated by 

36 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 41 11, Folder 39, File 3. T2epox-t on the Organization 
and Duties of the Scout Section Employed by the 20th Canadian Infantry 
Battalion," May 23, 19 16. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4140, Folder 10, File 13. Second Division to 6th 
Brigade, February 14, 19 16. 
'* NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4111, Folder 39, File 3. 21st Battalion to 4th 
Brigade, May 3 1, 19 16. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4143, Folder 8, File 8. Captain Jukes, staff 
captain(I), 6th Brigade to 29th Battalion, August 3, 19 15. 



trench warfare, and the obvious need for better intelligence at the brigade level of 

command, rescued the intelligence role of brigade staff  captains@) h m  obscurity. 

By early 1 9 1 6, their i l l -dehd role was completely reversed. They now had their 

own scouts to command, and had become for all  intents and purposes, 111-time 

intelligence officedo Typically, staff captainso supervised brigade intelligence 

sections composed of four scout NCOs and between eight to twelve scouts." 

These men were seconded to brigades by subordinate battalions, usually two men 

and one NCO f?om each battalion. Occasionally battalion officers objected to 

parting with well trained scouts; but as one brigade major noted: "the success of a 

battalion may at some time depend upon the accuracy of observation of Brigade 

Observers," and so battalions did not really lose the senice of these men." The 

creation of brigade intelligence sections under staff captains(1) restored to brigade 

commanders some control over the battlefield, as brigade commanders now had 

their own independent source of information. This was important during battles, as  

brigadiers no longer had to wait for word of conditions at the fiont fiom others who 

were beyond their immediate control. Staff captainso, with their teams of scouts, 

40 A.W. Currie, '"Historical Resume of Canadian Corps Intelligence," in J.E. Hahn 
The Intelligence Service Within the Canadian Corps, 19 14 - 19 18 (Toronto: The 
Macmillan Company of Canada, Limited, 1930), xviii. Also Appendix W: 
"Organization of Divisional Staff," found in the Report of the Ministry. Overseas 
Military Forces of Canada, I918 (London, 19 19), 29 1, interestingly shows brigade 
stafTcaptainsO reporting solely to the brigade major by the war's end, and not the 
senior staff captain. 

It was found that eight observers were wflicient to man two brigade OPs. The 
four extra scouts, in addition to easing the duties of brigade observers, acted as a 
battalion reserve for those battalions suffering severe scout casualties. The extra 
men ensured that observation did not stop. See Hahn, The InteIIigence Service, 89 
-90. British brigades adopted a similar organization. Anthony Clayton, in his book 
Forearmed: A History of die Intelligence Colps (London: Brassey's m) Ltd., 
1993), 30, says that they started doing so in 19 1% However, the British were 
using brigade observers at least as early as August 19 16. See R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 
4043, Folder 2, File 6. "Notes on Intelligence in the Somme Operations," by 
Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell, August L 6, I 9 16. 
42 NAC, R G  9 III C3, Vo1.4039, Folder 10, File 1 1. Brigade major, 1st Brigade 
to the 3rd Battalion, August 20, 19 16. 



monitored ations and fed a continuous stream of up-to-date information to 

commanders throughout. Brigade intelligence sections also amassed a tremendous 

amount of information before assaults for theirs and other command usage. Thanks 

to brigade intelligence sections, brigade commanders had their sight partially 

returned, a faculty lost to them with the advent of trench warfare when officers 

were forced to live underground or far from the front 

hteIligence responsibilities demanded that staff captains@) be in close and 

regular contact with battalion scout officers whose efforts they dlrecrted. This 

allowed them to keep abreast of the front line situation, and to learn the abilities of 

their brigades' various scout officers. Not being strangers to the Eonf staff 

captains@) helped battalion scout ofEcers position and equip observation ~ ~ o s t s ,  and 

made personal reconnaissances of the fiont. Moreover, they advised baittaliom on 

what special information higher command sought, supervised the updating of 

brigade maps, and took an active part in the training of battalion irntelligence 

officers, scouts, snipers and observers. They attended planning sessions to learn 

the intelligence needs of brigade planners, and were consequently Mly aware of 

brigade intentions -- a far cry fiom Second Ypres. At the same time, they kept 

divisional intelligence informed of intelligence developments in the brigade area 

through reports and personal contact. Maintaking touch with artillery OPs, FOOs, 

and neighbouring staff captains (with whom they compared methods and notes) 

also formed part of their duty. S t a f f  captains(I) organized and implemented their 

brigades' observation work and arranged the layout of the OPs (sometimes referred 

to as intelligence posts to distinguish them fiom the artillery's OPs), arnd helped 

select targets for the artiUery. Finally, they compiled daily brigade htefigence 



SummariesP3 In short, staff captainso ensured that all the information required, 

be it on no man's land, or the enemy's wire, new work, habits, defences and rear 

areas was actually collected by fiont line units, and in a timely and effective 

manner. 

The scouts the staf f  captains0 commanded did not go on patrols or perform 

fatigue duties. Instead, they were used primarily 'Tor distant observation" both 

prior to and during an advance, and "for such other special duties as may be 

assigned to them by the Brigadier." "mhe special task of Brigade Observers," as 

defined by the 2nd Division, was 'Yo observe enemy movements and works in rear 

of the German front line parapet, and as they are located on the most commanding 

ground available and provided with the necessary instruments, they should 

specialize in this particular duty, since this field is not open to the rest of the 

Infantry.'* Brigade scouts built their own observation posts on commanding 

terrain behind the fiont lines. And because brigade OPs were stationary, semi- 

permanent and possessed a clear view of the fiont, they were the principal tactical 

intelligence OPs in the Canadian Corps? During the final year of the war, two 

German speaking brigade observers, trained by divisional intelligence officers, 

helped process POWs captured by the division.46 

43 NAC, M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 24, Folder Trench Discipline and 
Organization, March 19 16 - April 19 18. "Organization and Duties of Brigade and 
Battalion Scouts, I st Canadian Division," 2nd Brigade to Units, March 29, 19 16; 
M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary entry March 9, 19 16. Patrol 
reports often accompanied battalion and brigade Intelligence Summaries. 
44 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 105, Folder 19, File 3. Second Canadian Division 
to Brigades, May 19, 19 16. 
45 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 wtchel l  Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. c60utlines of Lectures 
on Intelligence," Canadian Corps, July 19 16; M.G. 30 E300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 
24, Folder: Trench Discipline and Organization, March 1916 - April 19 18. 
"Organization and Duties of Brigade and Battalion Scouts, 1 st Canadian Division," 
2nd Brigade to Units, March 29, 19 1 6. Divisional OPs were not the principal OPs 
because divisions did not maintain permanent posts. 
46 Hahn, The Intelligence Service, 9 1 - 92. These brigade scouts did not carry out 
an intensive examination, but were limited in their work to extracting information of 
immediate tactical concern. Also, R.G. 9 El C3, Vol. 4224, Folder 6, File 13. 4th 
Division to subordinates, January 22, 1 9 1 8. 



Further evidence that brigade level intelligence, and intelligence in general, 

had matured and improved in the eyes of commanders was the 2nd Division's 

November 1915 decision to institute a policy whereby brigade observers, on a 

monthly basis, submitted a report that presented their opinions on what they saw. 

Normally, of course, observers submitted daily observation reports without 

interpretation. However, as the 2nd Division noted: 

It is probable that mgade] observers have certain ideas in 
connection with the movements, works and habits of the 
enemy ... which they have not been able to support defkitely by 
sufficient evidence but which may be of interest and importance, 
should the opinions of several observers in different parts of the 
Divisional fkont point toward the same conclusion. 

It is hoped that as [much] scope as possible will be allowed the 
observers in these particular reports? 

This was an ackuowledgment by officers that obsmers (normally NCOs and other 

ranks) living near and observing the front day after day came to understand the 

Germans in ways that rear echelon personnel and decision makers -- not 

accustomed to dealing with the enemy in such a continuous and intimate way -- 

could not. With these reports the prestige of even the meanest intelligence gatherer 

had grown. 

Divisional intelligence, too, was not unaffected when the Canadian Corps 

rearranged its intelligence organization during the second half of 19 15. Intelligence 

work now carried sufficient weight that the senior divisional intelligence position in 

a Canadian division was raised from GS03 to GS02. The corps explained the 

need for the increased stature in a note to the 4th Division in 1 9 1 7. The senior 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4135, Folder 22, File 4. Staff Captain Jukes, 6th 
Brigade to 27th Battalion, November 23, 19 15; Vol. 4 1 05, Folder 19, File 3 . 
Second Division to 4th Brigade, February 27, 191 6.  See also Vol. 4088, Folder 
16, File 2. 'Notes on Daily Intelligence Reports," October 25, 19 15. Opinions of 
observes are requested. 



intelligence officer in a division, the corps stated, 'tnust be sufficiently senior and 

sufficiently experienced to ensure that commanders of various units will place 

reliance on his deductions and suggestions." Broadly speaking, the GS020 at 

division devised and implemented the division's intelligence policy. This included 

overseeing the preparation of the division's daily Intelligence Summary, and 

ensuring that obsenation posts throughout the division were properly coordinated 

so as to ensure maximum coverage of the enemy lines. Moreover, he was 'b 

collect and distribute all infomation regarding the enemy's dispositions and 

defences opposite his Division.. .and.. .ensure that such information is brought to 

the attention of the ann which can make the most use of it" The GS020 was also 

responsible for Liaison between the infmtry and its supporting arms down to 

battalions. "[T]he guiding principle throughout being that the Infantry through the 

General Staff are to state the work they require done, the method by which the task 

is to be completed being left to the supporting arms (Artillery, Trench Mortars, 

Machine Guns)." He readied all reports and maps cooceming both friendly and 

enemy defences and wire entanglements, and was to "have a thorough lmowledge 

of both our own and the enemy's tactics," while being i l l y  cognizant of the 

capabilities and limitations of all supporting arms.'8 

Assisting the GSOZ(1) was a divisional G S 0 3 0 .  His tasks included 

preparing the daily divisional Intelligence Summary, seeing that log books, maps 

and photographs were studied and kept up to date, and generally supporting the 

** NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, V01. 4224, Folder 6, File 13. Canadian Corps to 4th 
Division, December 26, 19 17. British divisions continued with the GS03 as the 
senior divisional intelligence officer, and then only on a part-time basis; R.G. 9 LII 
C3, Vol. 4 104, Folder 16, File 3. "Lecture on Intelligence," by Brigadier-General 
5. Charteris, to Second Staff College Course at GHQ, February 4, 1916; M.G. 30 
E60 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. "Instructions Regarding Intelligence 
Duties, 2nd Army," October 1915, has more discussion on intelligence in British 
formations. 



Gs02(I)P9 He, too, had to be fully conversant with Allied and enemy tactics, and 

be able to recognize changes in enemy habits. Further, the GS030 met daily with 

various brigade, battalion, and artillery p e r s o ~ e l  so as to better understand their 

needs, capabilities and limitations, and to foster a closer working relationship 

amongst all parties. He checked that the various OPs dotting the divisional ~ o n t  

were properly situated to give maximum coverage, and that they were adequately 

supplied. His presence was an enormous help to the division's senior intelligence 

officer, who until the reorganization was on his own. A number of clerks were 

also on hand by war's end: three draftsmen, one air photo clerk, and two other 

clerkdo 

Unlike brigades and battalions, divisions did not develop their own 

divisional intelligence sections for scouting and observation purposes. There were 

occasions, though, when divisional commanders did control temporary observers 

manning temporary divisional OPs. In the summer of 19 15, for example, the 1st 

Canadian Division used temporary divisional observers to watch specific areas of 

fkont for specific purposes. Once the job was complete, the divisional observation 

post was disbanded.'' Similar arrangements were made by divisions throughout 

the war where the terrain warranted?' In addition, divisional commanders had the 

49 NAC, M.G. 30 E60 (Matthews Papers) Vol. 7, Folder 25: Miscellaneous 1914 - 
19 19. "General Staff -- 1 st Canadian Division," no date. For a description of log 
books see page 159. 

Hahn, The Intelligence Service, 1 14; S .R Elliot, Scarlet to Green. A History of 
Intelligence in the Canadian Army 1903 - 1963 (Toronto: Canadian Intelligence and 
Security Association, 198 I), 22. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III D3, Vol. 4825. Appendix 19 in the 1st Division's War Diary, 
July 1915. 
52 In April 1918, there was talk of forming permanent divisional observation 
sections consisting of one NCO and twelve men under the divisional intelligence 
officer. See NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 4. 1 Division to 
Brigades, April 10, 19 18. I could not find any evidence to show that the Canadians 
ever adopted this idea- In fact, their July 19 1 8 "Intelligence Instructions Canadian 
Corps" -- a publication outlining corps intelligence policy -- is silent on the issue. 
Likewise, divisional observation sections are not mentioned in Hahn' s, The 
Intelligence Sewice. However, GHQ's November 191 8 edition of S.S. 135, "The 



use of staff officers, and could reconnoitre the line for themselves should they 

desire a more direct view. However, the bulk of their news came fiom others 

whom they did not immediately control. Divisions, in other words, acted more as 

intelligence clearing houses, rearranging arid compiling infomation for themselves 

and others, than as generators of raw data. 

With the creation of the Canadian Corps in September 1915, planning 

increased in complexity as a whole new level of command was added to the 

Canadian Expeditionary Force's structure. The addition of a corps headquarters 

also added another layer to the Canadian combat intelligence effort. At the time of 

its formation the corps was subordinated to the British 2nd h y ,  and so received 

its initial instruction on corps level intelligence duties f5om that British command. 

In August, the 2nd Army released its ''Notes on Intelligence Duties -- 2nd Army" 

(Intelligence Notes), outlining the intelligence policy to be followed by those under 

its command. The Canadian Corps received a copy of these instmctions, thus 

gaining a ready made intelligence policy. The 'Tntelligence Notes" placed corps 

level intelligence M y  into the larger context of British combat intelligence by 

defining corps intelligence responsibilities. The "Intelligence Notes" stated: 

The general principle of intelligence work is that Corps are 
responsible only for the collection of intelligence while the b y  is 
responsible for collation. The essential is that all information 
collected by Corps should reach Axmy Headquarters as quicklv as 
possible. No time, therefore, should be wasted at Corps 
Headquarters in attempting to piece information together, but, on the 
other hand, before forwarding intelligence to Army Headquarters, 
Corps must satisfy themselves that the information is reliable and 
not merely a report forwarded by some inexperienced obsercrer. It is 

Division in the Attack," states: "A divisional observation section plays a very 
important part during an action . . .", suggesting that at least some British divisions 
utilized divisional intelligence sections. The 'Report on Communications 4th 
Canadian Division 26-9- 18 to 2- 10- 18," mentions a divisional OP, but does not say 
if it was manned by a divisional intelligence section. See R.G. 9 III B1, Vol. 
2279, Folder: 0-2-30 (Vol. 23). It is probable that some British divisions used 
intelligence sections and Canadian divisions did not; after ail, intelligence systems 
were not set in stone. 



for this purpose, amongst others, that Officers of the Intelligence 
Corps are attached to Corps Headquarted3 

An updated version of 'TnteIligence Notes" entitled "Instructions Regarding 

Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," issued in October added: "Corps.. .will, however, 

collate as well as collect certain information regarding the area in their immediate 

fiont," meaning each corps, including the Canadian Corps, in addition to keeping 

army command informed, was responsible for gathering and interpreting tactical 

intelligence of concern to itself? 

Part of the corps' accumulation of tactical detail came fkom prisoner 

interrogations. The examination of prisoners (POWs) was an extremely important 

task as  prisoners were one of the chief sources of tactical information for troops in 

physical contact with the enemy.'' Prisoners often revealed the timing of 

impending attacks and reliefs, helped to confirm suspected target locations, were a 

good gauge as to the effkctiveness of AUied shelling and tactical methods, and 

helped planners better understand Gennan habits and intentions. Lower level 

commands did not waste time questioning prisoners themselves, but sent them back 

to corps holding cages where experts dealt with them. The only exception was in 

asking questions of immediate tactical concern. As time passed, divisions took on 

greater interrogative responsibilities to ease the burden facing corps intelligence 

officers. Amy instructions, however, made it clear that corps were not to assign 

53 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 91. ''Notes on 
Intelligence Duties - 2nd Army," August 19 15. 
" NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. 'Tnstructions 
Regarding Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," October 19 15; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 
4104, Folder 16, File 3. '2echue on Intelligence," by Brigadier General 5 .  
Charteris, to Second Staff College Course at GHQ, February 4, 19 16. Charteris 
stated much the same thing in his lecture: 'W~th the exception only of such 
information as immediately concerns the Corps front, Corps are responsible only 
for the collection of information, the collation is done by the Army." 
5S John Charteris, A t  G . m .  (London: CasseIl and Company, Ltd., 193 l), 159. 
July 29, 1916. 



larger operational and strategic meaning to information and unit identifications 

gathered fkom POWs. This remained an army preserve. 

There was an art to interrogating prisoners- To be most effective, examiners 

had to appreciate human psychology and use it to their advantage. In order to catch 

false statements, examiners had to appreciate Gennan tactics, uniforms, m y  

organization, and defensive layouts. Intelligence officers separated captured 

officers f?om the enlisted men, since the presence of officers tended to shore-up the 

courage of the other ranks, making it more difticult to extract information. For best 

results, interrogations occurred soon after capture, thus playing on the fears, sense 

of isolation, and shock experienced by POWs. To begin the interrogation 

intelligence officers endeavoured to relax and disarm the prisoners through 

seemingly meaningless chatter and fkiendship. Prisoners were asked about their 

families, where they were from, and were offered a cigarette. Many easy questions 

were asked. These were designed to build up an easygoing dialogue and some 

sense of trust. It was also important to start the POWs talking. The German 

Army's own propaganda, no doubt, helped interrogators here to a degree, as 

German soldiers were told that the Allies mistreated their prisoners. Not wanting to 

be handed roughly, POWs were bound to speak out. Indeed, the British 

sometimes threatened uncooperative prisoners by telling them that they would be 

handed over to the French Army for firrther interrogation if they did not staa to 

open up -- the French, whether true or not, had a reputation for being unforgiving 

towards Geman captives? Once POWs started talking and telling the truth, lying 

became more difficult. So as not to dam prisoners and discourage conversation, 

the examiners took no notes during the interrogation. When time did not allow for 

the personal interrogation of all prisoners, or when prisoners 

Ferdinand Tuohy' The Cmter of Mars, (London: Wfiam 
L 929), 96-97. 
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uncooperative, an intelligence officer, speaking impeccable German and disguised 

as a POW, sometimes went in amongst the captured men to listen and to strike up 

conversations with the intent of drawing out intelligence unbelcnownst to the real 

POWs. Mistreating POWs to extract information was not Canadian or British 

policy, and does not appear to have been wide-spread, if practiced at all." 

Canadian and British commands prized captured German documents almost 

as much as POWs for their intelligence potential. According to the 2nd British 

Army, 

Experience has proved that intelligence derived eom documents is 
second only in value to that derived from the actual examination of 
prisoners. Too much stress cannot be laid on the importance of the 
rapid and systematic examination of every single document 
captured.58 

Maps and sketches were particularly valued, but so too were official documents, 

diaries, and letters. Any papers that discussed troop movements, unit addresses 

and identifications, and German home-fiont economic conditions were sought. 

Maps often showed such tactical details as the location of machine gun posts, unit 

boundaries, and artillery emplacements. Diaries provided some understanding of 

troop morale. OEcial documents discussed wide ranging topics of obvious value 

to the AUies, including: lessons learned from recent fighting, signal and 

communication policy, new tactics and defensive policies, carnodage techniques, 

NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. "Instructions 
Regarding Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," October 1915; Vot. 16, Folder: 
Westem Front, Orders and Instructions. "Instructions for 2nd Corps Intelligence 
Officers in Examining Prisoners;" Christopher Andrew, Secret Service: The 
Making of the Bn-tish InteZZigence Community (London: Sphere Books, 1984), 
296; Private Fraser, The Journal of Private Fraser, Chadian @edit io~ry  Force, 
ed. R-H. Roy (Victoria, B.C.: Sono Nis Press, 1985), 184, 188; Ferdinand 
TUO~Y,  The Secret Cops. A Tale of intelligence On AZZ Fronts (London: Murray, 
1920), 254, 255, 258. 

s8 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. 4cInstructi0ns for 
Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," March 19 16. 



artillery instructions, casualties, and the Germans' own understanding of British 

methods.5g 

In addition to examining POWs and documents, the Canadian Corps carried 

out some aerial reconnaissance responsibilities. To do this the corps had a Royal 

Flying Corps (RFC) squadron attached to its headquarters. Intelligence officers at 

corps headquarters worked closely with the squadron, arranging daily intelligence 

gathering missions. Aerial observers reported their findings at the end of each 

flight, unless they discovered something urgent, or were artillery spotting on behalf 

of fkiendly gunners. On those occasions they used wireless transmission, dropped 

messages at prearranged drop zones, or used some other signal. They could also 

land the plane and contact the appropriate command using some ground level 

means. Until March 19 16, aerial photography remained an army concern. After 

March, when aerial resources were more plentibl and the need for local, tactical 

detail for planning purposes i l l y  understood, corps squadrons began 

photographing Gennan fiont line positions. Army command, however, did not 

relinquish its larger strategic interpretive powers, arrogating to itself the task of 

determining broader German intentions. At army headquarters "The results of all 

air reconnaissances [were] caremy compared so that anything abnormal [was] at 

once Conclusions were then transmitted to the appropriate corps. 

As with divisions, corps headquarters did not develop scout sections to 

carry out corps level scouting and observation work. It was not until the later 

stages of 19 17, after the Canadian Corps began utilizing corps observers, that corps 

59 NAC, R.G. 9 HI C3, Vol. 4088. Folder 16, File 2. Translated German 
document, September 12, 19 16; Hahn, The Intelligence Service, 52 - 53. 
60 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. '?nstructions 
Regarding Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," October 19 15; and Amendments to 
"Instructions Regarding Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," November 19 15; and 
"Instructions for Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," March 19 16; Vol. 16, Folder: 
Western Front: Orders and Instructions, 1914 - 19 15. Totes  on Intelligence 
Duties - 2nd Army," August 1915. 



headquarters acquired its own Wl-time, independent, ground-level intelligence 

gathering force. This gave corps headquarters more local and immediate insight 

into dolding situations, which allowed it to better adjust reserve movements and 

artillery p l a d l  Until that time it was dependent upon the observation of others. 

As a corps, the Canadians also had some responsibility for counter- 

espionage work, although the bulk of this was handled by GHQ and army 

command, Corps level counter-espionage normally encompassed the apprehension 

of enemy agents and other suspicious characters operating in the corps area. Corps 

intelligence officers cooperated with local Belgian and French security services, 

with the provost marshal's branch, GHQ intelligence, and the army intelligence 

police stationed in each corps s e c t d 2  The fear that enemy operatives were 

working in and behind Allied lines was widespread during the war, and troops 

were to suspect all &own personages, and be alert to civiLians signalling the 

German lines. Officers warned their men that seemingly normal activities might in 

fact be efforts to aid the enemy. During the more hysterical period early in the war, 

some saw the arrangement of differently coloured sheets hung on clothes-lines as 

cause for concern. Smoke signals and carrier pigeons let loose fiom behind the 

lines were also watched for. The historian of the 2nd Canadian Battalion recorded: 

If the peasant ran his ploughs through his fields and made b o w s  
that were not to the liking of the soldiery, they immediately marked 
him as conveying information to German aeroplanes. Let him put a 
white horse into a field in which there was already one or two 
brown, and he was giving away secrets of Canadian artillery 
locations. It was quite a pastime, sleuthing spied3 

6' See the discussion on the Canadian Corps Survey Section beginning on page 
341. 
62 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Western Front: Orders 
and Instructions, 19 14 - 19 15, "Pu'otes on Intelligence Duties -- Second Armfy," 
August 1915. 
63 W.W. Murray, The History of the 2nd (Imadinn Batidion (Eastern Onlmio 
Regiment) Canadian Fxpedition&y-~orce in the Great War (Ottawa: M o h e r  Ltd, 
1947), 70. 



In September 19 16, the Canadians actually investigated reports that win-s were 

being used to signal the German Lines. On one occasion the commander o f  the 38th 

Canadian Battalion informed the 12th Brigade headquarters that 

I made a M e r  investigation into this matter and find that a number 
of men have noticed at various times a seemingly irregularity in the  
movement of this windmill. At times the one leaf of the windmill is 
directly upwards, and the next time two of the fans form a 'V', and 
these two movements follow one another. It has also been noticed 
that it goes in opposite directions at times to the other mitls. 
Whether there is anything in this or not it is very hard to say.64 

GHQ warned all ranks that Germans dressed in Allied uniforms sometimes 

infiItrated fEendly lines with the intention of amassing insights into A U i d  plans by 

striking up conversations with unsuspecting  soldier^^^ 

Mention has been made of intelligence police. This body, famed in 

October 19 15 at army level command, had detachments stationed in each corps 

area? In September 1915, the British asked the Canadian Corps to supply the 

names of three men who might prove suitable to the intelligence police force. They 

had to be fluent in French, and possess a good, energetic and reliable character. 

They needed trench experience and at least three months service in France- Men 

with experience in the Royal North West Mounted Police, in the secret service, or 

as detectives were preferred.67 Intelligence police prevented unauthorized personnel 

- - -- - - - 

64 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4224, Folder 6, File 12. 38th Battalion to 12th 
Brigade, September 15, 19 16. A similar story is recounted in Murray, 2nd 
Battalion, 70. 
6S NAC, M. G. 3 0 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 1 6, Folder: Western Front: Orders 
and Instructions 19 14 - 15. "Notes From the Front, Part I11 and Further Notes on 
Field Defenses," by GHQ, February 19 15. 
66 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. "'Notes on f i e  Scope 
and Distribution of I@) Work in an Army," issued by Advanced GHQ, September 
5 1916. '' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4039, Folder 10, File 11. 1st Brigade to 3rd 
Battalion, September 7, 1915. 



fiom wandering about restricted areas and gaining access to various headquarters 

units. They aided corps intelligence oEcers in their counter-espionage work, such 

as investigating reports of information leakage by fiendly troops and enemy 

agents, and helped escort prisoners, caremy listening to conversations in the 

process. Other duties included spreading rumours for the purpose of misleading 

both fiendly and enemy troops, tracking enemy movements during enemy retreats, 

and securing towns upon their capture.68 

Overseeing corps intelligence was a g e n d  staff officer, second grade, the 

GS020.  He was a firll-time intelligence officer, which was a different practice 

fiom the British. In British corps -- at least early on -- the senior intelligence 

position was part-time, although the 2nd Army counselled that 'This officer, while 

available for other duties should be employed primarily on intelligence duties." The 

Second Army further advised that "If this is not an established practice during the 

period when no important operations are in progress, in times of strain the 

collection of intelligence will suffer."69 The Canadian Corps' first G S 0 2 0  was 

Lieutenant Colonel C.H. Mitchell. This was the same man who had headed 

intelligence in the 1st Canadian Division prior to his posting to the corps as its 

senior intelligence officer. Mitchell was, according to his own estimation, 

responsible for gathering together all the information on G m a n  positions in the 

corps' sector and forwarding it to both army headquarters and lower level 

commands after having first arranged it into usable form. He was accountable for 

the preparation of the corps' daily Intelligence Summary, the examinattion of 

prisoners and captured documents, for conducting secret agent work in the corps 

area, and for gathering together information on the enemy's shells, shoulder straps 

- - 

NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. 'Instructions 
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4 104, Folder 1 6, File 3. "Contre-Espionage," 2nd Amyy [ 19 161. 
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and d o r m s  in order to make and confirm identifications. He oversaw the 

construction of maps and tracings required throughout the corps, the study and 
. . 

filing of aerial reconnaissance reports, and censorship. He also admmskred the 

corps' Intelligence Fund Furthermore, he ensured that the necessary topographical 

information of the surrounding countryside was obtained and collated, and that the 

RFC squadron attached to the corps h e w  the corps' aerial reco~aissance needs. 

He had, too, to be intimately familiar with all that was going on at headquarters and 

dong the Canadian &on& and be I l l y  versed in operational planning so that the 

required intelligence was gathered and effectively utilized. Once the ever anticipated 

open warfare season resumed he had to be M y  aware of the enemy's whereabouts 

and movements, and ensure that proper liaison was maintained with subordinate 

divisions, neighbouring corps, and higher commands.70 In effect, he was 

responsible for implementing and controlling the corps' intelligence needs and 

policies. 

There were a number of individuals assisting Mitchell. For one, the 

GS02(operations) worked closely with him to ensure that both intelligence and 

operational planning were in sync. A corps-level s t a f f  captain@) also assisted him, 

and did so in much the same way that the GS03(1) at division helped the divisional 

GS02(I). Along with the staff captain@ there were two officers fkom the British 

Intelligence Corps attached to corps headquarters. They were experts in the French 

and German languages, and had undergone special training in German military 

'O NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Western Front: Orders 
a d  Instructions, 1914 - 19 15. From a summary of duties Mitchell prepared, 
September 18, 19 15; Vol. 14, Folder 92. 'Tistructions for Intelligence Duties, 
2nd Army))' March 1916. Money for the corps' secret service fund was provided 
by the Army upon application. Unfortunately the records are silent on exactly what 
the secret service h d  was all about 



organization and other military matters? They worked directly for the GS020, 

and performed a great deal of the intelligence "grunt" work. They personally 

examined prisoners and documents and maintained constant touch with the corps' 

various formations in order to be fully conversant with the situation at the front. 

They had to know everything about the enemy's tactics and habits, and be able to 

detect all changes in German dispositions and intentions. They kept lists of all 

locals who might prove valuable for their knowledge on local topography and other 

points of interest They ensured that the intelligence filing system was maintained, 

and saw to it that vital information made it to those who required it, and in a speedy 

and efficient manner. By cooperating with the provost marshal branch, m y  

intelligence, French and Belgian authorities and the intelligence police, these 

officers assisted with counter-espionage investigations. And, if all this was not 

enough to keep them busy, Intelligence Corps officers helped oversee the upkeep of 

maps; although this last duty was omitted from the revised "Instructions for 

Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," issued in March 19 1 6.72 The efforts of these two 

men, working directly under the GS020's guidance, and often unidenti£ied in 

historical records and secondary sources, cuntriiuted enormously to Canadian 

battlefield successes. 

Mitchell also had his own team of clerks that included a photographic clerk 

and a draftsmen. This was a great improvement for Mitchell over his experiences in 

the 1 st Canadian Division where he had to share the various clerks with other staff 

officers. At corps headquarters the clerks helped handle office routine, map work 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 41 04, Folder L6, File 3. "Lecture on Intelligence," 
by Brigadier General J. Charteris, to Second Staff College Course at GHQ, 
February 4, 19 1 6. '' NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 1 6, Folder: Western Front: Orders 
and Instructions, 1914 - 1915. 'Duties of Intelligence Officers at Corps 
Headquarters," September 2 1, 19 1 5; Vol. 14, Folder 92. "Instructions Regarding 
Intelligence Duties, 2nd Army," October 1915; "Instructions for Intelligence 
Duties, 2nd Amy," March 191 6; and attached to this last document was one titled 
"Canadian Corps: Distribution of Officer's Duties - Intelligence Branch." 



and photographic analysis, for as General Currie noted: Photographs ''were then 

[September 19 151 beginning to be used exte~lsively?" Figure 5.1, 'YnteIligence in 

the Canadian Corps, May 19 16," illustrates something of the complexity of the 

intelligence organization working in the Canadian command by May 19 16. 

What the revamped intelligence system attempted to do was return some 

control over battlefields to commanders who, because of various circumstances -- 
the distance of their headquarters from the fiont, or because they were living 

underground, or due to the width of front their command occupied, or through a 

breakdown in c o m ~ c a t i o n s  - lost control of events once an engagement was in 

progress. It did this in two ways. First, prior to engagements the intelligence 

system secured for planners and commanders the necessary details for arranging 

complex plans and for pre-calculating actions. Second, during a battle, brigade and 

battalion intelligence sections, along with FOOs, LOs and the corps squadron, gave 

commanders direct access to the fiont, and so acted as their eyes and ears- Martin 

van Creveld, in his book Command in War, calls the ability of commanders to cut 

through a unit's or formation's sometimes cumbersome channels of communication 

to see for themselves what was happening at the sharp edge 'teles~oping."~ This 

was an important development, because 'telescoping' gave commanders who were 

unable to directly view the action for themselves quick insight into events at the 

front. In other words, the intelligence system 'telescoped' commanders and others 

to the eont in order that they might better see what was transpiring?' 

- 

" Currie, ''Historical Resume," xviii. 
74 Martin Van Creveld, Command in War (Cambridge Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1985). The telescoping theme is developed throughout van Creveld's work. 
'' InterestingIy, GHQ, in a note to 1st Amy in March 19 15, spoke about the 
telescoping capabilities afforded by a well organized intelligence system. "The 
rapid transmission of information is not impossible, even during the severest 
fighting, has been proved by the excellent results obtained by those formations in 
which the intelligence service has been carefidly and methodically organized," said 
the note. Unfortunately, the note did not reveal what that organization was, or give 
examples of how it was used. See NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, 



In order to manage the mountains of information accumulating at the various 

headquarters, the Canadians produced numerous summaries, reports, charts, tables 

and maps. One such corps summary, not surprisingly, was referred to as the 

Summary of Information. This was a non-confidential report containing 

infomation of interest to both officers and men. It included extracts fkom 

newspapers (both fiendly and enemy), and official communiqu~s, and discussed 

events along the corps' ancl other fkonts. It was written in such a way that it was 

useless to the enemy if copies fell into their hands, yet was clear enough that men 

without maps could follow and understand the contents.76 In January 1 9 1 6, corps 

were instructed to stop issuing this su l z~ary ,  although a similar document prepared 

by higher command continued to be The troops referred to these 

summaries as "Comic Cuts," which says something of their value as a source of 

info~mation.~~ 

A second corps summary, known as the Intelligence S~rnmary,'~ was 

prepared by corps intelligence to record important tactical information collected 

Folder: Western Front, orders and instructions, 19 14 - 1 9 1 5. GHQ to 1 st Army, 
March 15, 1915. 
76 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Western Front, orders 
and instructions, 19 14 - 19 15. 2nd Army memorandum, September 29, 19 15. 
77 NAC, R.G. 9 III D 1, Vol. 4676, Folder 3, File 10. Notice by C.H. Mitchell, 
Janlrary 17, 1916. 
78 F.C. Hitchcock, Stand To: ADiary of the Trenches 19151918 (1937, Anthony 
Spagnoly, Gliddon, Norwich, 1988), 46. D.J. Goodspeed, in his book Bade 
Royal. A History of the Royal Regiment of Omada 1862 - 1962 (Toronto: The 
Royal Regiment of Canada Association, 1 962), 1 53, says that the troops referred to 
the Corps' Intelligence Summary (discussed in the next paragraph) as cbComic 
Cuts." A similar claim is made by W.W. Murray, 2nd Battalion, 109. Their claims 
seem unlikely, however, considering the corps' Intelligence Summary was 
confidential, and not for the eyes of those below battalion headquarters or stationed 
in the front lines. The only Summaries the average soldier would regularly see 
were the non-confidential Summaries of Infomation. Hitchcock's claim is likely 
the most valid. 
79 Intelligence Summaries were sometimes called Summaries of Intelligence, or 
Summaries of Idormation. The content of these Summaries of Monnation 
differed fkom that contained in the Summaries of Information described above, and 
are different documents altogether. 
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during the preceding twenty-four hour period ''regarding the area in the immediate 

vicinity of the Corps." it was confidential, and not issued to units below battalion, 

nor was it supposed to be taken into the front lines.80 This report incorporated 

"idonnation obtained from (a) Divisional Summaries (b) adjoining Corps 

Summaries and (c) General information from other sources fUmished by the Army 

through its summary." The Intelligence Summary was a two or three foolscap 

page-long report that covered such points of interest as the enemy's 

construction or improvement of trenches, listening posts, command 
posts, machine-gun and trench howitzer emplacements and trench 
tramways, as well as infomation regarding the location of telephone 
or telegraph wires, the track. and roads normally used by reliefs, 
transport, etc., and any details regarding the enemy's trenches 
obtained from prisoners or otherwise. 

Space was available for "any information gained by aeroplane reco~aissance or 

otherwise as to possible targets for our guns," and for information on the 

movements of German aircraft. These Summaries had a standard layout for quick 

and easy retrieval of information, that at the same time ensured only the most salient 

and sought after information was recorded. 

The Corps Summary is necessary and usell in not only condensing 
and rearranging the important items of intelligence of the Corps and 
adjoining fronts, but in supplying to the units (down to Battalion 
H.Q.) a variety of information ikom outside sources which they 
would not otherwise get and which they seem to consider usell. 
The Corps Summary too, offers a medium for coordinating many of 

'O NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: Western Front, orders 
and instructions, 19 14 - 1915. 2nd Army memorandum, September 29, 19 15. 
Hahn states on page 236 of his book that corps Intelligence Summaries were only 
issued periodically, while a September 191 7 document records that 'The general 
opiniony' at one conference "was in favour of the corps Intelligence Summary being 
issued weekly in normal warfare and daily during active operationsy7 (R.G. 9 III 
C3, Vol. 4024, Folder 3, File 2. "Conference of Divisional and Artillery 
Intelligence Officers Held at Canadian Corps H.Q. 22-9-17). However, surviving 
corps-level Intelligence Summaries suggest a daily issue. 



the items of intelligence making their collection the more usefbl to 
the units sending them i d 1  

IntelIigence Summaries gave a snap-shot of the intelligence situation for a 

specific twenty-four hour period. They only discussed recent discoveries, and so 

did not include all details known about specific sectors. It was left to various maps, 

charts and tables to record the intelligence history of the front- Tables and charts, 

for example, were handy for recording information by target type, map reference, 

and so forth, and whose use helped avoid overcrowding maps with detail. The 

Canadians used separate maps to record changes in the enemy's line, enemy and 

fiendly trench raid activity, enemy wire entanglements and strong points, and the 

physical features of no man's land. They also kept maps of enemy communication 

trenches, routes of approach, tramway lines, supply dumps, and counter attacks. 

Furthermore, the movements of Gexman units and formations, hostile shelling, and 

wireless tmfEc were all recorded on maps. Any number of specialty maps were 

used to record information respecting specific situations. Maps made it easier "to 

visualize the enemy's organization, his lines of supply and movement, and thus to 

make easier the interpretation of his movements." For instance, maps revealed 

patterns in enemy raiding activity and shell fire that sometimes pointed to larger 

German initiatives. Similarly, intelligence oEcers plotted friendly raids on maps to 

ensure that their patterns were not revealing fiiendly plans to the Germans. 

Combined with other intelligence tools @ho tographs, sketches, target lists), maps 

proved an indispensable instrument in the intelligence arsenaLs2 

" NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92. "Summaries of 
Intelligence. Memo Regarding Issue and Use," July 19 1 6. 
82 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 11. Canadian Corps 
Intelligence Report: ''Report on the Enemy's Position Between Bois Quarante and 
Bellewade Lake," July 15, 1916; Vol. 12. 'Wotes on Interpreting Maps," 
December 1915; Vol. 13, Folder 87: Wireless Stations; M.G. 30 E60 (Matthews 
Papers) Vol. 7, Folder 24: Maps 1917 - 1918. 



Corps intelligence also produced on a monthly basis a larger and highly 

detailed report for army command that covered all aspects of tactical intelligence 

affecting the corps' fiont. This report contained the latest map up-dates and tactical 

analysis. Part of the report was in tabular form, Zisting and descriiing targets and 

their locations; other portions desmied the various terrain features such as 

buildings and craters. German positions were listed using G m a n  nomenclature. 

AU locations were assigned map references fiom standard, m y  produced maps. 

Dates when the features were first located were provided, as  was a history of the 

target. Axmy intelligence, by combining the information in these reports with that 

supplied by other corps, made assessments on German intentions along the m y  

fiont, and evaluated the German's defensive and offensive capabilitie~.~' 

Periodically the Canadian Corps produced a second large report, similar to 

the one just described, for corps and divisional consumption. The report produced 

in July 19 16, for example, was 125 pages long, and incorporated the intelligence 

findings for the previous three and a halfmonths. The information contained in the 

report was gathered by battalion scout sections, brigade observers, artillery 

observation officers, and fiom aerial photographs, locals, refugees, prisoners and 

deserters. Anything of tactical value was listed: search light locations, bridge 

descriptions (condition and construction), fords, defiles, tunnels, approach roads 

and tracks used by reliefs, forming-up locations, when specific communication 

trenches were used and how they were defended, information on the German 

system of patrolling and sentry duty, how strongly specific trench systems were 

held, German habits during a bombardment, normal German relief times, the 

location of specific strong points, the condition and number of rows of wire and 

83 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder Western Front, Orders 
and Instructions, 1 9 1 4- 1 9 15. 2nd Axmy memorandum outlining the methods and 
subjects for reco~aissance of enemy positions, originally issued in August 19 15, 
but received by the Canadian Corps on October 1 1, 191 5. 



how they were fastened down and whether or not they were electrified, enemy unit 

identifications with a brief description of their fighting history and, finally, a 

description of the countryside and nearby b~ildings.8~ Since each enemy position 

had to be destroyed or neutralized if the assaulting infantry were to survive the fire 

zone, knowing the specifics of individual targets was an important contniution to 

success£id operations. 

Divisions had to administer a great deal of information as well. As we saw 

in chapter three7 very early in their front h e  career the Canadians began producing 

a daily divisional Intelligence Summary to help in this regard. After more than a 

year of use and refinement, the Canadian Corps opined that these Intelligence 

Summaries fidfilled their c'requlrements in an admirable manner as [they returned] 

to the Brigade in the early afternoon the detailed information gathered by the 

Infantry and Artillery Brigades up to the morning of the same day." This quick 

return of intelligence enabled "both the Brigade St& and Regimental Officers to 

still plan any tactical work for the approaching night which may be based upon the 

Intelligence received"8S To ensure d o r m i t y  in reporting, beginning in late August 

19 1 5, battalion and brigade intelligence reports utilized headings identical to those 

of the divisional Intelligence ~ummary .~~ 

In the autumn of 1915, Canadian divisions began producing monthly 

Intelligence Summaries in addition to the daily ones. These were massive tomes 

dealing with every conceivable aspect of intelligence concerning the enemy's 

position and the intervening no man's land, and were very similar to the monthly 

84 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 11. Canadian Corps 
Intelligence Report: 'Report on the Enemy's Position Between Bois Quarante and 
Bellewaarde Lake," July 1 5, 19 1 6. 
85 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92: "Summaries of 
Intelligence. Memo Regarding Issue and Use," Canadian Corps, July 19 16. 
86 NAC, R-G. 9 EI C3, VoI. 4140, Folder 1, File 3. "Guide For Daily Intelligence 
Summaries. 1st Canadian Division," by Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell. .s 
"Guide" was later issued to the 2nd Canadian Division as well. 



report that corps produced (discussed above). The value of these monthly reports 

was in their detail. They contained everything that was known about the enemy's 

position; an obviously vital tool for planning purposes. The 2nd Division's Grst 

such report came out in October 1915, and was an immediate hit with both the 

divisional and corps commanders. So impressive was the report for its 

thoroughness that Major Parsons, the division's senior intelligence staff officer, 

explained the division's intelligence system to Sir Herbert Plumer, the 2nd Army 

commander, when Plumer visited the division on November fourteenth. On the 

seventeenth, Major I n g h a .  from the 6th British Corps, also came by for a look, 

and was impressed. Ingham, in turn, invited Parsons to review the intelligence 

arrangements of the 6th Corps. Two days later a 5th Corps intelligence officer saw 

Parsons about the division's intelligence gathering, and when General Sir Douglas 

Haig, the commander of the BEF, visited the 2nd Division in January 19 16, 

Parsons recorded that he '?lad quite a chat with him about the way I parsons] 

carried out intelligence work." Haig then invited Parsons to GHQ to see how 

intelligence operated there.'' 

In May 1 9 1 6, brigades started using log books to bridge the difficulties of 

collating and tracking information throughout an area as large as a brigade sector. 

The system came to the Canadians fiom the British after a memo fiom the 2nd 

Army praised its practicality. Brigade log books worked as follows: each sub- 

square of a 1110,000 scde trench map displaying a given brigade's frontage was cut 

out and pasted to the top of a page in an 'Army Book 152' (essentially a book of 

NAC, M.G. 30 E 1 1 7 (Parsons Papers) Vol. 3. Diary entries, November 14, 1 7, 
and 18, 19 15, and January 4, 19 16. In addition to the visits mentioned, the 20th 
Battalion also hosted an officer h m  the 9th Royal Sussex Regiment in January 
19 16. He was there to study Canadian battalion-level intelligence- He was very 
pleased with what he learned. See D.J. Corrigall, The History of the Twentieth 
Canadian Battalion (Cenh-al Ontario Regirnenr) Canadian F,jrpeditiortary Force in the 
Great War, 1914-1918 (Toronto: Stone & Cox Ltd., 1935),45. Corrigall was the 
Battalion's first scout officer. 



lined paper). All data affecting that sub-square was recorded in the log book. As 

Major Parsons declared: 'We want to know everything that happens under sub- 

squares on our map."88 The information was dated, a description of the activity 

recorded, and the exact location by map reference provided. It was a simple way to 

record and retrieve intelligence. When relieving brigades were handed the log book 

by outgoing commands, they immediately held the complete intelligence history of 

the German position opposite. It was a vast improvement over earlier relief 

procedures when intelligence might be recorded in several locations (Summaries, 

on various maps, in commanders' notebooks, etc.), or not recorded at all. In 

August 19 16, all OPs began using log books, too, giving incoming observers the 

entire intelligence history of the relevant section of line that they were ob~erving?~ 

An incrediile amount of information also arrived at battalion headquarters. 

With each company in the line preparing patrol reports, observation reports, 

situation reports, and listening post reports, it did not take long to submerge 

battalion commanders in bits and pieces of information. To help coordinate this 

mass of information, the battalion adjutant, and later the battalion scout officer, 

coIlected and collated company, platoon, patrol and other reports into a daily 

battalion intelligence reportg0 By August 1 9 15, the form that battalion intelligence 

reports took was standardized along the lines of the divisional Intelligence 

S u m m a r y .  This improved information exchange among the various levels of 

command, and eased cross-referencing and data retrieval; it also helped officers 

collect relevant intelligence and report on the more salient information regarding 

88 NAC, M.G. 30 E l  17 (Parsons Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 23. From a lecture by 
Major Parsons, 2nd Canadian Divisional Staff Officer (intelligence), August 7, 
1916. 
89 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4104, Folder 16, File 3. Lt. Col. Mitchell to 4th 
Brigade, May 19, 19 16; Vol. 4 100, Folder 4, File 1 1. Second Canadian Division 
to brigades concerning decisions made at an intelligence conference held on August 
9 1916. 

NAC, M.G. 30 E239 (Mliam Papers) Folder: Field Messages 1915, 19 17. 
Officer commanding 5th Battalion to company commanders, October 8,19 15. 



their front. One of the scout section's NCOs assisted the scout officer in preparing 

these returns, and ensured that ''any reports of an ambiguous nature [were] checked 

at their source." After their completion, scout officers gave the battalion intelligence 

reports to their battalion commander for approval, with a copy then being sent to 

brigade headquarters? At brigade headquarters the brigade major, later the staf f  

captainCI), collected and collated the battalion reports, brigade observer reports, and 

anything of interest fiom other sources, and pieced together a brigzde intelligence 

summary, a copy of which was forwarded to divisiod2 

Around February 1916, battalions began using trench log books for 

recording information bearing on the front line trenches. These were very similar to 

brigade log books already described, but as they covered a much smaller area, they 

did so in far more detail. A photograph of the area was usually placed in the log. 

Most logs, in addition to the map sub-square on a scale of 1/10,000, also contained 

a 1/5,000 scale map of the same area. This latter map was often drawn by a scout 

officer or some divisional intelligence officer?) Battalion smut officers were 

normally responsible for log book upkeep, obtaining most of the idonnation fiom 

patrols, OPs, and adjacent commands?4 Information also came fiom divisional and 

91 NAC, M.G. 30 E3OO (Odlum Papers) Vol- 24, Folder. Trench Discipline and 
Organization, March 19 16 - April 19 18. Second Brigade to Units, March 29, 
19 16; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4162- 8th Brigade to 2nd and 4th Canadian Mounted 
Rifles, February 9, 19 16; Vol. 4 1 1 1, Folder 39, File 3. "Report on the 
Organization and Duties of the Scout Section Employed by the 20th Canadian 
Infantry Battalion," May 23, 1916, and "Memorandum Relating to the 
Establishment[,] Organization and Duties of Scout Sections 4th Canadian Znfantry 
Bde." The 4th Brigade also requested a report be submitted by wire before 8:00 
a.m. each &y regarding patrol work conducted during the night and any other 
"events of importance." No doubt other brigades did similar. 
92 NAC, M.G. 30 E3OO (Odlum Papers) Vol. 16, Folder: The Landing at St. 
Nazaire, Feb. - Mar. 19 15. Odlum's monograph; R.G. 9 I1I C3, Vol. 4074, 
Folder 1, File 1 7.3rd Brigade Intelligence Report, August 16, 19 1 5. 
93 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4140, Folder 1, File 6. "Canadian Corps. 
Instructions for Keeping Log Books," February 19 16. 
94 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4L 1 1, Folder 39, File 3. "Report on the Organization 
and Duties of the Scout Section Employed by the 20th Canadian Infantry 
Battalion," May 23, 1916. 



corps level Intelligence Summaries, trench maps and aerial photographs. In all 

cases entries were dated, and obsolete infoxmation crossed out. Since the logs 

remained in the trenches, and were handed over to incoming garrisons during a 

relief, incoming commands had available to them a written record of all that had 

occmed in their sector, and so could quickly come to terms with their 

surroundings. In addition, log books insured "continuity of policy in the 

construction of new trenches, in patrolling work, and in the observation of the 

enemy's defences and  habit^.'"^ If properly maintained, log books (both the 

brigade and battalion variants) were ideal hstmments for storing and retrieving 

infomation, and an effective method for keeping track of the constantly changing 

front lines. 

Unfortunately, log book maintenance was uneven. Some units and posts 

were not as adept as others in keeping logs up to date, rendering some logs useless. 

Experiences in 19 16 showed that when each post and battalion maintained its own 

particular log, the quality of the information found in some logs left much to be 

desired. The problem was that there were too many hands responsible for their up- 

keep, and there was no quality control, so the value of the entries varied 

considerably fiom one command to another. The constant rotation of troops 

through these positions worsened the predicament, as continuity was lost with each 

new man. Since divisions remained in position longer than their subordinate parts, 

in 1917 it came to pass that these commands assumed the task of coordinating, 

compiling and distriiuting log books, thus securing the completeness of 

information contained in them. Divisions then distributed the wmpleted logs to the 

various forward posts, companies and batteries, thus ensuring that all recipients 

worked with the same information. New logs were issued periodically as required. 

95 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4140, Folder 1, File 6. "Canadian Corps. 
Instructions for Keeping Log Books," February 19 16. 



In the interim, divisions provided updates on confirmed targets and sightings for 

inclusion in the logs already apportioned. Continuity of information was thereby 

sustained, as each command and post held all the facts known and deemed relevant 

by their parent division? 

Around the time of Passchendaele in October 1917, Canadian Corps 

headquarters, too, began involving itself in the production of log books. The 

resultant corps log was in addition to the divisional log, and contained information 

on a l l  confirmed targets along the corps' front. It included details from sources not 

available to divisions, such as discoveries made by army sound rangers and flash 

spotters. Each division received one copy of the corps log for its own use, as did 

the heavy artillery and the various artillery groups. AU confirmed targets were 

assigned a number by corps headquarters which divisions copied into their own log 

books for distribution to lower level commands and posts. With the production of 

corps logs, officers throughout the corps came to share exactly the same 

information, and the same target numbers. This was of enormous benefit to liaison 

officers and others when communicating with those outside their immediate circle. 

The assigned numbers made it practically impossible to mistake the target under 

discussion, while the sharing of lmowledge fostered cohe~ion.~' Beginning in 

February 19 18, the corps decided that all company commanders in the line would 

also receive a copy of the corps log map corresponding to the area their battalion 

occupied, and to a depth of 2,000 yards behind the German front line trench 

system. They were also issued an annotated mosaic of the battalion sector on a 

- - 

96 NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 5. "Notes on Intelligence 
Reports of Brigade and Battalion Intelligence Sections," December 30, 1927; 
R.G. 9 ID C4, Vol. 4342, Folder 3, File 21. 7th Brigade to subordinate 
commands, February 5, 1917; J.E. Hahn, The Intelligence Service, 157 -158. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4083, Folder 4, File 10. "Report on Conference of 
Divisional Intelligence OEcers Held at Canadian Corps H.Q. - 7/12/17." The 
Corps also tracked unconfirmed targets, compiling information on them in the 'Day 
Book' until confirmed; Hahn, Intelligence Service, 158. 



1/5,000 scale. Battalion commanders, meanwhile, received a copy of the corps log 

map and book covering the brigade fiont, a 1/5,000 scale annotated mosaic, and a 

1/20,000 scale harassing fire map?* Log books proved such a usefid tool for 

recording and retrieving infomation that the 1 st Army, in February 19 1 8, adopted 

the log book system for all corps and divisions operating under its command.99 

The log book system even caught the eye of an American observer visiting the 

Canadian Corps at the end of 19 17. In his report to his American superiors he 

stated: 

In the Canadian Corps intelligence has apparently reached a very 
high state of efticiency. They have developed a system which is 
known as the 'Log system.' This is based on the idea of a 
continuous h g  report on the activities of the enemy in their 
sector, accompanied by a graphic illustration as to what is going on 
so that in place of having a series of daily statements, which are 
bound to be more or less disconnected, they have a constantly 
increasing picture of the 

Even before these later improvements were made, the log books of 19 16 proved a 

great innovation for managing the mountains of information produced by trench 

warfare. The penzlanency of the records ensued that the lives of scouts were not 

endangered by their being asked to repeat work already completed. 

Companies and smaller units maintained records and prepared daily reports, 

too. The more formal reports included patrol reports, observation reports, 

ammunition returns, strength returns, company log books, and the twice M y  

98 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4024, Folder 3, File 2. Corps notes on conference 
held at corps HQ, February 4, 19 1 8. 
99 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 7. Notes from 1st Army " 

conference held February L 2, 1 9 1 8. 
loo LTC Arthur L Conger Papers, US .  Mi l i t a~~  History Institute, Carlisle 
Barracks. cT3eadquarters American Expeditionary Forces, Office of the Chief of 
Staff, Intelligence Section," January 1, 19 I 8. My thanks to Dr. John Ferris of 
Calgary University for sharing this document with me. 



situation reportdoL Company and scout officers also interviewed patrohen, 

observers, listening post men and others in an effort to glean fiom them information 

not recorded in their written reports - information that company commanders and 

scout officers then passed on to battalion headquarters in their written returns. 

From the various reports, and through word of mouth, officers and men learned 

about their environment, and made written or mental notes on things like where to 

duck to avoid sniper fire, where German wire and machine gun posts were situated, 

and what new work was under construction. It was through living the trench 

experience day in and day out that men at the front came to grips with the details of 

their surroundings. One either remembered or became a casualty. 

The artillery introduced standardized reports in 19 15 to control infomation 

as well. Table 5.1, 'Battery Intelligence Report," offers an example of the 

headings used on one such form put to use by Canadian batteries in January 

1916.1°2 Each FOO post also had its own log book, maintained by the FOO."' 

These logs contained sketches of important points, such as machine gun posts and 

buildings, along with their map references. They worked in the same manner as 

log books kept by the infantry, and were indexed for quick retrieval of information. 

The logs remained with the post upon relief As artillery reports made their way up 

the chain of command they were sifted and condensed until they reached divisional 

'01 Company logs were not, at this time, intelligence logs as described above, 
although they could contain usel l  intelligence. The Canadian Corps' "Trench 
Orders" of October 2 1, 19 15 states that company logs were used to enter "up daily 
the work done" by companies in the line. Companies handed these logs over to 
incoming commands during a relief NAC, M.G. 30 Ed 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 
16, Folder: Western Front: Orders and Instructions. "Canadian Corps Trench 
Orders," October 2 1, 19 15. 
'02 NAC, R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 4291, Folder 4, Files 1, 2, and 3. Contained therein 
are examples of Artillery Intelligence Reports prepared by batteries and artillery 
brigades. These were used to create Table 5.1. An earlier report, dated November 
19 1 5, did not have columns 3,4,5, 7, and 9. 
'03 NAC, M.G. 30 El57 (Crerar Papers) Vol. 22, Folder 3. 3rd Artillery Brigade 
Order No. 62. 





headquarters where intelligence otficers incorporated them into the division's 

Intelligence Snmm;irv. Again, as with the infantry, gunners had the use of aerial 

photographs, maps, various charts and tables, along with divisional and corps 

Intelligence Summaries to aid them in their work. 

By early 1 9 16, the Canadians had transformed their intelligence system in a 

major way. A professional approach was adopted; intelligence p e r s o ~ e l  were 

now considered specialized, elite troops, and intelligence officers no longer 

practiced their craft part-time. The expansion of the intelligence service, while 

reflecting the growing size of the Canadian commitment to the war through the size 

of its formations, was also due to the Canadians' increased desire for detailed 

planning, and for fbll and complete  orm mat ion on the enemy's position before 

committing troops to battle. For the remainder of the war, Canadian planners 

sought every possible detail to help them in their bid to reduce battlefield fiction, 

and it was the Canadians' hope that the intelligence system developed over the 

winter of 19 15 and 19 16 fit the bill. The need to micro-manage events, however, 

flooded the various headquarters units with mountaim of information that was itself 

not easily controlled. New managerial techniques, such as log books, were 

introduced to maintain some sense of order and to prevent infonnation overload. 

Highly trained and skilled individuals also helped prevent information chaos. 

Through it all, intelligence gathering had become a professional and specialized 

function of the umost importance on the road to victory. 



CHAPTER SIX 

ST. EL01 TO MOUNT SORREL: APRlL - .TUNE 19 16 

The professionalisration of intelligence begun in 19 IS, continued unabated in 

19 16. The first test of the Canadian Corps' intelligence system came at the Battle of 

the Craters, or St. Eloi, in April, where it put in a second-rate performance. 

Success at Mount Sorrel in June, however, rekindled Canadian confidence, and set 

the pattern for later victories. Showing professional maturity, the Canadians 

studied these engagements for lessons on how to wage and win battle, and for 

lessons on how intelligence might better contriiute to that success. At the same 

time, the control of battle by battalion and higher commanders through pre-planning 

continued in 19 16. Detailed plans, based on massive stockpiles of information, let 

Canadian planners calculate complex movements in advance of any actual fighting. 

Soldiers learned, in the finest detail, where and when to proceed. Such intimate 

control was necessary because troops remained inexperienced with small unit tactics 

and, once over the top, communications between the foremost positions and 

battalion headquarters persisted in breaking down. This usually left battalion 

commanders impotent to intervene, at least until information filtered back, perhaps 

several hours later. Even then, news was incomplete at best. Brigade and battalion 

intdigence sections, with their potential telescoping capacity, helped clear the air, 

but could not always penetrate the dust, smoke and mud of battle, or get their 

messages through. Command ignorance of the front line continued to be the norm. 

Precise, highly complex orders compensated for this ignorance, Commanders 

unable to control the action once it was underway attempted to do so by directing its 



flow beforehand- Such elaborate planning, of course, consumed an enormous 

quantity of high guality intelligence, and so 19 16 saw the Canadians struggling to 

find the right mix of intefigence technique and organization necessary to sate this 

appetite. Where the Canadians were without the controlling hand of detailed plans, 

such as during their defensive battles at the St Eloi Craters in April, and during the 

Gennan attack at Mount Some1 in June, chaos ensued as command and control 

systems shattered under the weight of the German onslaught. But even in defeat 

they learned important lessons, and used them to improve their assault tactics and 

their intelligence organization. 

The fight for the St. Eloi craters was the nadir of the Canadian combat 

intelligence service. It was not a large action, and it had little bearing on the larger 

outcome of the war, but it was a confUsed and humiliating defeat for the 2nd 

Canadian Division fighting in its first significant engagement, and for the Canadian 

Corps as a whole. The fight for the craters was, as mentioned above, the first 

major test for the Canadians' revamped intelligence organization, a test it largely 

failed. The result was that an entire division was left lost and floundering for ten 

days without its even knowing it. The good news is that the Canadians learned 

fiom this debacle, and such a poor showing was not repeated. 

The 2nd Canadian Division entered the front tines around St. Eloi during the 

night of April third, three days earlier than first pIanned. The original intention was 

for this division to relieve the British 3rd Division on the sixth, and only after the 

British had M y  secured and consolidated the ground. The British had been 

actively fighting the Germans around St. EIoi since March twenty-seventh, the day 

they detonated s e v d  mines lying under the German lines. The fight for the 

resultant craters was brutal, and by April third the strength of the 3rd British 

Division was spent. The 2nd Army decided to replace the depleted British division 

with one fiom the Canadian Corps three days ahead of schedule and, most 



importantly, before the front was stabilized Battalions fiom the 6th Canadian 

Brigade went forward to relieve the exhausted front line British units located in the 

new crater he . '  

The new line was barely a line at all, it was more a series of smashed 

trenches and isolated shell holes. All who reconnoitred the area agreed that the 

location was abominable. Dead and wounded lay everywhere, and mud made 

movement difficult. The British had not consolidated the position, nor did they 

know or pass to the Canadians information on the exact location of the Gennan 

line. There were no communication trenches in the centre of the Canadian front, 

nor were there observation posts fiom which to observe the countryside and the 

German lines. The area received constant and heavy shelling, and there were few 

wire entanglements remaining to protect the front, The Germans held the 

surrounding high ground overlooking the Canadian location, and so witnessed all 

Canadian movement and preparation. The Canadians had no such view of the 

German he, as the lips of the craters formed by the British mine explosions were 

so vast (the largest crater was fifty feet deep and 180 feet in diameter) that they 

blocked the view of the German trenches to ground obser~ers.~ This rendered 

forward observation by FOOs a hopeless task.) During daylight hours German 

machine gun and artillery fire regularly disrupted communications to the rear. In 

G.W.L. Nicholson, Wcia l  History of the Gu2adimt Army in die Firs World 
War- Canudian weditifunary Force 191 4- 19 19 (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1 9 62), 
139 - 140. 
National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (RG.) 9 III C 1, Vol. 3 842, 

Folder 42, File 5-6. Report on 2nd Canadian Division's Operations at St. Eloi; 
Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1, Diary-memoir entry 
April 6-7, 1916; M.G. 30 E46 (Tumer Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 10. "Report on 
Action of 2nd. Cdn. Div. Scouts eom Apnl 6th to April 12th 19 16;" R.G. 9 III 
C 1, Vol. 3842, Folder 42, File 5-6. Sixth Brigade Report on Operations at St. 
Eloi, by Brigadier General Ketchen, April 12, 19 16; R.G. 24, Vol. 1 862, Folder 
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vain, sig-en tried to maintain telephone connections, but shell fire severed the 

cables almost as fast as they were repaired Runners in the open had little hope of 

sUNiving any attempted crossing of the intervening ground. By April sixth, after 

some seventy-two hours in the line, Brigadier-General H.D .B . Ketchen, 

c o r n m e  of the 6th Brigade, claimed eighteen m e r s  had been killed trying to 

deliver messagesO4 Intelligence transmission, and command and control inevitably 

suffered. 

Things had not gone well for the Canadians %om the moment the relief 

began on April third. Captain D.E. Macintyre, who at the time of the fighting was 

the staffcaptain(I) for the 6th Brigade, complained that 

Owing to the constant fighting it had been impossible for us to send 
any advance parties up to reconnoitre the line. We had tried, but the 
English would not allow any of them in the line; said they would be 
in the way while operations were going on. So when we took over 
on the night of the 3rd we took a leap in the dark? 

British restrictions notwithstanding, the 27th and 3 I st battalions carried out some 

minor reconnaissances before their entry into the trenches. These were rendered 

useless, however, when these two units occupied different sections of trench fiom 

those they had reconnoitred. Ideally, incoming units learned about the fiont line 

situation from outgoing commands. Unfortunately, the Canadians leaned little of 

their new surroundings fkom the British who, in their exhausted state, did not even 

supply an up-to-date situation report Nor did the British h o w  with any degree of 

certainty where exactly their positions were relative to the enemy. Indeed, a British 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 1891, Folder 107. "Notes on St. Eloi Fighting," f?om a 
verbal statement by Ketchen to Lieutenant W.F. Bradley representing the Canadian 
Eye Witness. 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 189 1, Folder 107. Excerpts fkom War Diary, 6th Brigade, 
April 4, 1916; also M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1, Diary-memoir entry 
April 4, 1916. 



officer acting as a guide for the Canadians got lost leading than to the front.6 

Private Donald Fraser, of the 3 1st Battalion, recalled: 

The English Tommies we relieved could k n i s h  us with no 
infomation regarding the whereabouts of the enemy or our 
immediate connections. We could only look into an impenetrable 
darkness and conceive in our minds the general situation 
surrounding us. The whole place was wrapt in gloomy mystery; all 
sense of direction was lost; around was a chaos of shell holes and 
mud heaps? 

A surprise German assault in the early hours of April sixth caught Canadian 

battalions conducting a relief, making a bad situation worse. This attack regained 

for the Gennans the ground lost to the British during the eight days of fighting 

between March twentyseventh and April third. The 2nd Army ordered the 

Canadians to retake the ground. Men from the 28th and 3 1st Battalions, however, 

got lost in their counter-strike, and in the ensuing confusion mistakenly claimed to 

have retaken the craters numbered four and five (there were seven large craters in 

total). They had in fact occupied two smaller craters identified as six and seven. 

The Canadians did not discover the misidentification for ten days, and alI action 

taken by the Canadians in the area between the sixth and sixteenth of April was 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1891, Folder 107. "Notes on St. Eloi Fighting," fiom 
verbal statements by Brigadier General Ketchen and Lt. Col. Snider, to Lieutenant 
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76. 'Notes on Conversation with Major A. Styles, DSO, August 18, 1922;" Vol. 
1 862, Folder 94: St. Eloi: S w e y  of Information Available; R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 
3842, Folder 42, File 5-6. Report on 2nd Canadian Division's Operations at St. 
Eloi; R.G. 9 IIX C3, Vol. 4 13 1, Folder 1 1, File 5. Report of the 27th Battalion. 
M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary-memoir, entries for April 3 & 4, 
19 16; Thomas P. Leppard, 'l3icha.d Turner and the Battle of St. Eloi" (University 
of Calgary, Unpublished Masters Thesis, 1994), 39-42; Tim Cook, "The Blind 
Leading the Blind. The Battle of the St. Eloi Craters," Crmodian Militmy History 
5.2 (Autumn 1996): 24 - 36. H.C. Singer and A.A. Peebles, History of Thirty- 
First Bartalion C.E.F. From its Organization November, 1914 to its 
DemobiIization June 191 9 (privately printed, 1939), 72-73. 
' Fraser, Donald, The J a a M Z  of PrZvate Frasw, Cmtndian wedit ionmy Force 
1914-1918, ed. Reginald Roy (Sono Nis Press, 1985; reprint, Nepean, Ontario: 
CEF Books, 1998), 1 13. 



based on the mistaken assumption that they were actually in craters four and five- It 

was a humiliating intelligence blunder- 

This gaffe, however, was easy enough to make. Lieutenant Colonel A.H. 

Bell, commanding the 3 1 st Battalion, noted that there were at least seventeen craters 

in the general area of the four large craters numbered two through five, and all were 

bigger than anything the Canadians had ever seen before8 One officer recalled after 

the war how crater six, "did not seem big enough to answer the description given 

[for crater five], but as it was at the left of the line of craters it was assumed that it 

must be Crater No. 5.'" Captain Macintyre, too, was not surprised over the 

confUsion of the craters. He wrote: 

The explanation was quite simple. Our first parties had been unable 
to find the slightest trace of our old fiont line which would have 
given them something to start fiom; When they came to crater 7 it 
was by far the largest they had ever seen and tbey thought it must be 
the one they were sent to take. Next on the west was Crater 6 a very 
old crater M.l of water. They, therefore, thought they held five 
(really 7) and looked over to 4 (really 6)[.] From 6 they could see 5 
and 4 which they took to be 3 and 2. It was a natural mistake and as 
that region was fdl of craters and there were no landmarks in the 
way of trenches and everything had to be done at night and in deep 
mud it was no wonder everyone went wrong.'* 

So much for making the error in the first place. 

However, the crater misidentification should not have persisted for ten days 

and through three brigade reliefs.'' Available maps and photographs of the area 

might have helped clarify the situation, but unfortunately some commands 

NAC, R.G. 24, V01. 1862, Folder 94: St. Eloi: Survey of Information 
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apparently did not receive them. Captain Macintyre, when addressing these 

complaints in an April eleventh letter to the brigade's battalions, recorded that 

battalions received on April first "3 copies each of VOORMEZEELE and 

HOLLEBEKE, scale 1/10,000." These were maps of the St. Eloi area On Apnl 

second each battalion received one copy of the St. Eloi special map showing the 

craters and the new British line marked on it -- albeit, the h e  on the map did not 

match the reality on the ground, where all was codhion and disorder.12 On the 

fourth, twenty more copies of Voomezeele and Hollebeke maps were distributed, 

as were five more St. Eloi specials (scale 1/5,000). On the sixth, five aerial 

photographs of the craters were distributed. Macintyre acknowledged, though, that 

in many cases officers did not get maps which have been distri'buted 
to them and a great many officers were never shown the aeroplane 
photographs. The latter are hard to obtain and when sent to 
battalions every officer should have an opportunity of studying 
them, and if possible, lecture his men on them, so that they may 
become in some measure familiar with the situation. 

Every assistance will be given fiom this office in the manner of 
reproducing our trenches on the printed maps, but once the 
battalions have one showing our trenches, they should have no 
difficulty in getting somebody in the scout section to reproduce as 
many copies as required.13 

Had these photographs and maps been properly distributed the crater 

misidentification may not have lasted quite so long, as they should have been 

sufficient to enable commanders to orient themselves on the ground. 

The intelligence organization, whose principal task was to dissipate the fog 

of war and telescope commanders to the Eront, failed at St. Eloi. The fact that three 

'' NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 189 1, Folder 107. Excerpts fiom War Diary, 6th Brigade, 
April 4, 19 16; also M.G. 30 E24 1 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1, Diary-memoir entry 
April 4, 1916; R.G. 9 ID C3, Vol. 413 1, Folder 9, File 5. Macintyre to units, 
April 11, 1916. 
l3 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vo1. 413 1, Folder 9, File 5. Macintyre to units, April 1 1, 
1916. 



of the four battalions making up the 6th Brigade entered the fhy on April third 

without their intehgence officer surely helps explain why the error in identifying 

the craters occurred and persisted. The scout officers for the 27th and 31st 

Battalions were on leave and not replaced, while the scout officer for the 29th 

Battalion was commanding a company in the absence of one of the company 

commanders. He, too, was not replaced, The 28th Battalion, the only battalion in 

the brigade with an on duty intelligence officer, was in reserve during the 6th 

Brigade's initial tour. In effect, the Canadians joined one of the most conhsing 

battles faced by the corps without the centralizing and coordinating hand of their 

battalion intelligence officers, suggesting that some commanders believed that unit 

efficiency was not unduly impeded by the scout officers' absence. Not that the 

presence of three intelligence officers would have prevented the misidentification of 

the craters, but the misreading of the situation may not have lasted as long as it did 

had they been on hand. Battalions would have had available to them officers 

dedicated to gathering information and identifyrng features in no man's land. In 

their absence there was no central battalion authority solely responsible for 

coordinating patrols and observation, for seeing that scouts and observers were 

properly utilized, and for sifting, reading, and receiving reports on the situation 

unfolding along the front. These tasks were thrust upon already overworked and 

exhausted unit commanders and their staffs, to the detriment of the division and the 

corps. Meanwhile scouts, too, were worn out and improperly utilized in non- 

intelligence gathering roles. In addition to making periodic reconnaissances of the 

front, they spent an inordinate amount of time acting as guides and runners. The 

6th Brigade, for example, recorded how 

It was found n&essary from the beginning owing to the insufficient 
telephonic c0mmUILication to employ runners between the fiont line 
and battalion headquarters. The scouts were naturally the people to 
use for this work and were kept at it continuously, rendering very 



valuable service, frequently carrying messages over-land under 
fire.I4 

Under these circumstances examination of the fiont took a back seat. 

The mishandling of battalion intelligence sections was not the sole reason 

for the failure to accurately identiE, the craters. Commanding officers and brigade 

and divisional staff officers who physically observed and reconnoitred the lines 

failed, too, to pick up on the error. Each incoming brigade assumed all was as 

reported to be, even though fiom the initial German counter attack on April sixth, 

there was mounting evidence that the Canadians were not in the miters they thought 

they were. Early on the sixth, for example, Captain Macintyre, with a number of 

brigade scouts, established an observation post in the town of Voormezeele in order 

to observe the German assault, and keep Ketchen, the brigade commander, 

informed on how the fighting was progressing.'' Macintyre reported that his  tea^^^ 

saw Germans digging unmolested on the Lips of craters two through five. In 

Macinme's words: 

Scouts Parker, Griffin and Lindsay were with me and they saw 
what I did. They were a l l  trained observers, doing their work 
calmly apart fiom the co&ion of the struggle, but nevertheless, by 
reason of their telescopes, occupying ringside seats. They, like 
myself, recognized the German uniforms and even the shovels they 
used. In fact we could see their faces, and I have a distinct 
recollection of one fellow pausing in his labour and looking our way 
with a grin. ' ti 

In the interim, Ketchen received word that Canadian ground troops were in craters 

two and three. Ketchen was then fixed with a choice of who to believe -- 

l 4  NAC, M.G. 30 E46 (Turner Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 10. 'Report on Action of 
2nd. Cdn. Div. Scouts from April 6th to April 12th, 19 16." 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 Dl, Vol. 4688, Folder 42, File 14. Ketchen to Max Aitken, 
July 28, 1916. 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1825, Folder GAQ 5-67. 'The Fight For The Craters," by 
Lt. Col. Macintyre, circa 1936; M.G. 30 E241 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 1. Diary- 
memoir entry April 6, 19 16. 



the word of ground troops supposedly on the scene, or the word of his recently 

appointed intelligence officer observing the action through a telescope from behind 

the lines.'7 As Ketchen was "'loathed'' to shell craters two and three for fear of 

striking his own men, he chose to believe the ground troops.18 He chose 

inconectly. When evaluating the various reports, Ketchen should have placed 

greater emphasis on Macintyre's messages, as they were fiesh, having been 

received by brigade headquarters by telephone soon after the observations were 

made. The reports of the infmtry supposedly in the craters -- and probably sent by 

runner -- would have been comparatively older. The infm-by were also in an 

exhausted state, as was noted by a British FOO fiom the 54th British Battery that 

was supporting the Canadians supposedly in craters four and five (really craters six 

and seven). This FOO's comments are revealing for two reasons. First, he had 

been in the line since before the Canadians arrived, yet was himself confused over 

the real position of the craters. Second, he noted that troop exhaustion made it 

"'difficult to obtain coherent statements of positions ."I The exhaustion of 

personnel should have been taken into account by brigade headquarters when 

receiving and evaluating front line reports. Macintyre, not under fire or having 

slogged through the mud, would have seen events from a relatively fiesher 

perspective. 

With due regard to Ketchen, it needs to be stated that Macintyre, too, 

became confUsed over exactly which craters the Germans occupied. Perhaps 

Ketchen recognized this as well, but this is speculation. In hiis report dated April 

ninth concerning events on the sixth,.Macintyre wrote that the Germans held craters 

I7 Macintyre had only been a staf f  captain@) for a few weeks, although previously 
he had served as the 28th Battalion's scout officer, and was instrumental in 
laming the raid of January 3013 1, 19 16, discussed in Chapter Four. 

P8 NAC, RG. 24, Vol. 1825, Folder GAQ 5-67. ''The Fight F o r  The Craters," by 
Lt. Col. Macintyre, circa 1936. 
l9  NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3842, Folder 42, File 5-6. c"Recomaissance of Crater 
No. 2," 9.05 a.m. April 8, 1916. 



two through five during the morning, but only craters two and three in the 

afternoon (suggesting that the Canadians held craters four and five, or that they 

were at least unoccupied by the Germans). In fact, the Canadians were not in 

possession of any of these craters. Further, Macintyre did not question reports that 

Canadian troops were dug in on the near lips of craters four and five, when they 

were actually in craters six and seven. Moreover, he passed messages to the 28th 

Battalion on the sixth that they were to counter attack and go "through craters 6-5 

and 4 driving the enemy out of craters 3 and 2," which, again, implies that he 

believed miters four through six were in Canadian hands. He mentioned in his 

report as well that troops from the 28th Battalion were consolidating craters four, 

five and six - which was also incorrect. In retrospect, it seems obvious that 

Macintyre, even from his observation post with its view of the fighting, codd not 

I l l y  distinguish which craters were occupied by what army, and that by the end of 

his stay at the Voormezeele OP (about 36 hours) he was as confused over the crater 

layout as everyone else? 

The 4th and 5th Brigades, when they assumed control over the lines, simply 

accepted the situation as reported. Indeed, the 4th Brigade holds a minor share in 

the blame for the original mistake. Battalions fkom that brigade had battalion scouts 

in OPs and on reconnaissance patrols at the fkont as early as the night of April 

seventh, yet they too failed to recognize the error." Meanwhile records passed on 

to the 5th Brigade from the 4th Brigade on the night of April twelfth were dismal 

fiom an intelligence point of view, many being at least nine days old at the time of 

20 NAC, M.G. 30 E46 (Turner Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 10. "Report From Captain 
D.E. Machtyre, Staff Captain, 6th Canadian Inf. Brigade. to G.O.C., 2nd 
Canadian Division," April 9, 19 16. 
2' NAC, M.G. 30 E46 (Turner Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 10. 'Xeport on Action of 
2nd. Cdn. Div. Scouts from April 6th to April 12th 1916." 



transfer?' 

The 2nd Division's headquarters staff, including its intelligence officers, 

also misread the battle. Reports fiom the front were confused, and in the codhion 

divisional headquarters chose to believe the positive news that the Canadians were 

in possession of craters four and five over the negative news that they were not. 

Prisoners claiming that the Germans occupied craters two through five were 

dismissed by the division; after all, Canadians on the ground also claimed to be in 

those very craters.23 Corps headquarters also misread these POW statements. In its 

April seventh Intelligence Summary the corps desmied the situation this way: The 

POWs said they occupied the craters as of midnight April sixth; however, "at 

present moment, noon April 7th., this is not the case and the change [in crater 

ownership] most probably took place after midnight;" that is, after the Germans 

were captured. Thus, divisional and corps headquarters rationalized away adverse 

POW statements.24 An immediate investigation to clear up matters was not 

counselled, for both headquarters believed all was in order. 

The most inexplicable intelligence blunder made by the Canadians was their 

fdure to properly read the aerial photographs taken on April first and eighth. 

- - -  - - -  

22 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4098, Folder 44, File 1. 4th Brigade to 2nd Division 
listing the documents handed over to, and signed for by, the 5th Brigade upon the 
latter's assuming command of the line, April 12, 19 16. Seventeen documents were 
signed for in total: the 8th British Brigade's '%anding over notes," a corrected 
version of the 3rd British Division's Defence Scheme, one copy each of the 9th and 
8th British Brigades' Defence Scheme, one copy of the Voormezeele Defence 
Scheme, the 9th British Brigade's notes to the 52nd British Infantry Brigade, a map 
of the Convent Lane Trench, a map of 5th Corps' Defended Area, a map of grenade 
stores, a letter regarding mines, Dispositions Right and Left Sectors, a sniping post 
map, a sketch of gas arrangements, information regarding enemy mining activity, a 
letter regarding O.C. Voormezeele, the 17th British Division's S. of I. [Summaries 
of Information?] with sketches of The Mound (which of course had been leveled by 
the time the Canadians arrived), and a trench map (no date listed). 
23 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3842, Folder 42, File 5-6. Report April 7, 1916. 
Repeated in the Divisional Intelligence S w  of April 7, 1 9 16. See R.G. 9 III 
C1, Vol. 3835, Folder 25, File 4. 
'* NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 7, Folder 33. Canadian Corps 
Summary of Intelligence, April 7, 19 16. 



Corps, division, and brigade headquarters all had copies. Even a cursory glance at 

the photographs by a trench neophyte should have revealed the extent of the 

Canadian error. Macintyre recorded after the war that the new trenches dug around 

craters four and five by the Germans were mistaken for those dug by Canadian 

troops, while '?he ineffectual ditches" scratched into the earth around craters six and 

seven were overlooked.2s Furthermore, descriptions of the craters reaching the 

various headquarters from the fiont should have twigged the idea that something 

was amiss, as crater descriptions did not always mesh with the photographs. The 

comments by Major Styles and Captain Macintyre given earlier offer two cases in 

point. Craters two through five were massive holes that dwarfed craters six and 

seven mistaken by the Canadians for craters four and five? Reports that the 

Canadians occupied craters half-filled with water should have been enough 

evidence to warrant investigation, as the photographs ciearly showed that the larger 

craters were dry.27 Macintyre's lament that few officers were familiar with 

photographic interpretation, and therefore misread the photographs, seems a poor 

excuse. 

By the eleventh of April, doubts were creeping into the minds of those at 

corps headquarters as to the veracity of the situation in the craters. To learn the me 

condition at the fkont, Captain S.A. Vernon, a British IntelIigence Corps officer 

attached to the Canadian Corps, went forward to view the field. He was 

accompanied by a staf f  officer from the 5th Brigade, and the two went fomard in 

lS NAC, M.G. 30 E M  1 (Macintyre Papers) Vol. 2. Macintyre's monograph: 'Men 
of Valour." Chapter: 'The Fight for the Craters." 
26 NAC, R.G. 9 III D 1, Vol. 4694, Folder 55, File 5. Captain Bidwell's report, no 
date. Also R.G. 24, Vol. 189 1, Folder 107. 18th Battalion to 4th Brigade ApnI 9, 
1916. 
" Captain Bidwell, of  the 28th Battalion, for example, reported that the occupied 
craters "are filled in the centre with pools of water . . .", R.G. 24, Vol. 1891, 
Folder 107. Bidwell's report. 



order to come to some clear conclusions as to who held what craters? Vernon 

concluded that craters two and three were '@ sitively held by the enemy," that crater 

two was "strongIy defended and the garrison well dug in," and that crater three 

appeared "to be held all around the rims as sniping is done from all sides." As for 

crater four he noted: 

This is in our hands and is approached through Crater No. 5 by a 
ruined shell wrecked trench along which one has to crawl on hands 
and h e e s  and it is constantly sniped at and constantly under 
observation by enemy by flares. The crater itself is deep about 40 
yards across and affords much better protection than No, 5, Its rims 
are higher but the Germans so dominate it f?om their trench in front 
that our garrison has to keep their heads down; the rims are 
constantly swept by rifle and M.G. fie. It is built up with some 
works on the inside facing the enemy and garrisoned by an officer, 
men and machine gun, 

Regarding crater five he said: 

This is in our hands and is a shallow crater about 40 yds across; the 
rims are flat and not high and do not dominate the enemy's new line 
as to elevation. This crater has no protection from enemy's fire 
except on the front side (inside) no trenches or parados exist on the 
rear (north) side, and this side is not occu ied by our troops as it is 
constantly exposed to rifle and M.G. fire. p, 

Vernon was wrong.)' His mistake began when he assumed that his guide to the 

front comectly led him and the 5th Brigade staff officer to crater five, the point at 

l8  I did not Learn who the 5th Brigade staff officer was, perhaps it was the staff 
captain(r). 
29 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vo1. 3842, Folder 42, File 5-6. "Canadian Corps. 
kconnaissance of St. Eloi Craters and Position by Lieut. S.A. Vernon - 
Intelligence Corps," night of April 1 1- 12, 19 16. 
'O His error did not injure his reputation in the eyes of General Currie. In 1919 
Currie recommended this officer for the D.S.0, and failing that felt the O.B.E. 
would be appropriate. Cunie wrote: "his services as an officer of the Intelligence 
Branch have been very valuable to me, and I consider are worthy of some 
recognition. NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 38, File 172. Currie to 
Military Secretary, GHQ, June 12, 19 19. 



which he thought he began his reconnaissance.)' It was not crater five, but crater 

six, and Vernon should not have assumed his guide knew the front -- after all, it 

was Vernon's task to determine what the true situation was, not to accept what was 

already believed. As it turned out, the Canadians did not discover the true extent of 

their error until the sixteenth when aerial photographs confirmed a reconnaissance 

report by Major J.A. Ross and Lieutenant C.G. Greenshields who claimed after 

their patrol during the night of April fourteenth that the Germans held craters two 

through five.' 

In a more positive vein, the Canadians learned from the debacle. The 2nd 

Division, in an April twelfth report on the fighting (written before the fighting had 

ended and the true extent of the error had come to light) made fourteen worthy 

recommendations; several concern intelligence collection and its importance to 

command and control. It is worth quoting those particular lessons in full, for they 

show a maturation of thought in how intelligence contributes to an operation and to 

success on the field. They also show how tactics and decisions are limited by the 

information available. They are: 

2. That information must be sent in early and often by subordinates. 
Negative information would often have been of the utmost value. 
Without information, battalion and higher commanders are groping 
in the dark. 

3. The information sent in was not invariably correct. On two 
occasions parties were withdrawn from certain points, but no report 
to that effect was made for several hours. Parties must never be 
withdrawn without reference to competent authority, and all cases of 
withdrawal or advance must invariably be reported forthwith. 
Without such information it is impossible to obtain cooperation f?om 
all available sources. 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3842, Folder 42, File 5-6. Alderson to 2nd Army, 
April 18, 1916. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3842, Folder 42, Files 5-6. LLReconnaissance Report. 
St. Eloi Crater Positions," for the night of April 14-15, 1916; F.C. 
Fetherstonhaugh, ed., The 24th Battalion, C.E.F. Victoria R z j h  of Cbm& 1914 - 
1919 (Montreal: Gazette Printing Company, l93O), 48, 1 59- 160. 



5. . ..When sending out a detachment every effort should be made 
to give it telephone communication to the rear. ..In cases where 
mmmUILication was kept up with such detachments information 
obtained was often invaluable. 

6. Battalion and company commanders should have someone at 
their elbow constantly reminding them to send in news. A d report 
is better than no report. 

9. ... Similarly all officers and N.C.Os of outgoing units should do 
everything in their power to ensure that their successors understand 
what work is most needfbl. 

1 1. Caremy prepared plans to meet any emergency must be pre- 
arranged. This applies to all officers and all N.C.Os in charge of 
small parties.. .All commanders should have conceived plans to meet 
any emergency. 

12. Orders to detachments must be very clear. Limitations, if any, 
should be clearly stated. Every detachment is posted or sent 
forward for a definite purpose. It should be made absolutely clear to 
that detachment what its task is; and it should exhaust all means of 
clearing up the situation, and achieving the task allotted to it. The 
more clearly the task is explained, and the more clearly it is 
understood how that small task f i t s  in with the larger scheme in 
hand, the more intelligently will the work be performed. 

13. The situation was one in which greater value might have been 
obtained from Brigade and Battalion scouts. These have worked 
consistently well during the winter, and it was hoped that they 
would have cleared up the situation for us more rapidly than was the 
case. The absence of reliable information was one of the greatest 
obstacles to the success of the enterprise, and improvement in this 
direction will have to be made in f i~ ture .~~  

Regarding lesson nine, it is fiuther confirmation of arguments made in Chapter 

Three concerning the value of a relief for gaining intelligence. Lessons six and 

thirteen are particularly poignant considering the 6th Brigade entered the lines on 

April third short three of its battalion intelligence officers. Lessons eleven and 

twelve state the need for pre-pIanning to meet ''my emergency" (obviously good 

intelligence is a prerequisite). Interestingly, there was no mention in the lessons of 

the need for a divisional intelligence section able to zoom to the fiont to clarify 

" NAC, M.G. 30 E46 (Turner Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 9. Memorandum from 2nd 
Division to subordinate commands, April 12, 19 16. 



events on the division's behalf even though, as lesson thirteen states: "The absence 

of reliable infomation was one of the greatest obstacles to the success of the 

enterprise." 

At St. Eloi the Canadians made numerous errors and poor decisions. Errors 

were compounded onto errors, as intelligence officers and others assumed 

unsubstantiated information was correct, On April sixteenth, once the Canadians 

realized the enormity of their error, buck passing commenced, as officers were not 

willing to accept blame. Some of this can be seen in lesson number thirteen above, 

where the scouts are blamed for the persistent failure to clari* the situation. This is 

UIlfair, for it was not just the scouts who failed to identify the error. In fact, it was 

not solely the absence of information that caused the misunderstanding, but rather it 

was the misreading of evidence that was available, and all levels of command were 

at fault there. General Ketchen, however, refused to be the army's scapegoat. He 

wrote, "My Brigade, however, was 'thrown' at a moment's notice into an 

absolutely unknown portion of the line, without opportunity of looking it over and 

under the most adverse conditions conceivable." He reminded higher command 

that the British before him had also mistakenly claimed to have occupied certain 

craters when in fact they had not. He did not mention in this letter to corps 

headquarters, though, the fact that he let battalions enter the lines without their 

intelligence officers." General Alderson, the corps commander, was clear on 

whom to blame: '?he forwarding of kccurate information during this period," he 

wrote in his report to the 2nd Army, ''must rest with the 2nd Canadian Division." It 

is difficult to entirely accept his judgment considering the interpretive errors made 

by staff at corps headquarters. Alderson's statement that 'T know that both 

Divisional and Brigade Staff Officers have tried to clear up the situation and I have 

34 NAC, R.G. 9 III Dl, Vol. 4688, Folder 42, File 14. Ketchen to 2nd Division, 
April 18, 1916. 



sent officers of my own staff down for the same purpose ... I and my B.G.G-S. 

prigadier General, G e n d  S t 4  have visited the Division and Advanced Brigade 

H.Q. daily and satisfied myself that the situation was exactly as represented," casts 

doubt on his judgment that the 2nd Division was solely responsible for the errod5 

If he really was "satisfied.. .that the situation was exactly as represented" then he 

was equally to blame for any misunderstanding. However one looks at it, St. Eloi 

was an intelligence failure by all parties concerned. 

By June 19 16, the 2nd Canadian Division had learned a great deal since it 

first arrived in the trenches nine months earlier. That month, and no doubt after 

much soul searching and self examination, the division reissued a British document 

titled "Principal Points to be Attended to in Making Preliminary Arrangements" 

(Principal Points). The British had first distributed this document to the corps afier 

the Battle of Loos in September 191 5. It offered a step by step approach to 

defeating an entrenched enemy. One sentence fiom the 'Trbcipal Points" 

summarizes its content: "Each attack must be thought out in every detail, and all 

arrangements be worked out beforehand as completely as possible." Little wonder, 

then, that the need for reconnaissance and the collection and study of intelligence 

were the h t  two items discussed. From the massing and study of information that 

such detailed planning demanded, '%he exact position of every man in our system of 

trenches prior to the assault [could] be worked out and prepared." Artillery time 

tables could be "drawn up with great care7' beforehand, as could the movements of 

the infantry, the various headquarters units, and the signalling stations.36 The 

"Principal Points," in effect, reaffirmed what was emerging as the Canadians' 

preferred approach for defeating enemy trench works -- a mammoth accretion of 

' NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3842, Folder 42, Files 5 -6. Alderson to 2nd Army, 
April 18, 1916. 
36 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4 122, Folder 4, File 2. 'Rincipal Points to Be 
Attended to in Making Prehinary Arrangements," first issued in September 1 9 1 5, 
later reissued by the 2nd Canadian Division on June 5, 1 9 16. 



intelligence followed by elaborate pre-planning in which key decisions were made 

in advance in order to diminish battlefield confusion and loss of conbol during the 

assault. 

Lessons learned notwithstanding, Apnl had been a dire month for the 

Canadians; June began equally bleakly- The corps started the month without 

General Alderson; he took the fall for the St. Eloi debacle. His replacement was 

Lieutenant-General Julian Byng. Byng had commanded the 17th British Corps 

prior to his joining the Canadians, having also served in the Dardanelles campaign, 

and with the British cavalry- He was experienced leading troops in combat, and 

was a thorough believer in detailed planning. Byng was with the Canadian Corps 

only five days when the Canadians found themselves once more in the thick of 

fighting. In the morning hours of June second, the Germans launched a 

devastating attack on the position held by the 3rd Canadian Division. Their goal 

was to drive the Canadians from the last vestige of the Ypres ridge still in Allied 

hands. Tactically, the position was important because it afforded the Canadians a 

good view of the German lines. If the ridge fell into German hands the situation 

would be reversed, with the Germans occupying the commanding terrain. 

Operationally the ground was important because a German occupation of the ridge 

would threaten the rear of the Allied line, possibly to the extent that a wider 

withdrawal might be necessary?' At 8:30 in the morning the Germans opened a 

vicious four hour bombardment, described by some of the men present as the most 

intensive shelling suffered by British troops to date? Canadian communications to 

37 James Edmonds, Military Operations, France and Belgium. 1916, Vol. 1 
(London: Macmillan and Co., Limited, l932), 230. 

D.J. Goodspeed, "Prelude to the S o m e :  Mount Sorrel, June, 1916," eds. 
Michael Cross and Robert Bothwell, Policy by Other Means: Essays in Honour of 
C.P. Stacey (Toronto: Clarke, Irwin and Company Ltd., 1972), 150. 



the forward positions were knocked out.'g By 2:00 p.m. German troops had 

overmn the 3rd Canadian Division's forward line, and occupied the important high 

points along the ridge- A hastily organized counter attack by units under Currie's 

command failed to dislodge the German defenders. The supporting artillery was of 

little help during this counter attack, as the location of the new German line 

remained a mystery, a condition that General Currie warned against when he asked 

that the counter attack be postponed until the situation became clearer. Undaunted 

by the failure of the original counter attack, and determined to win back the lost 

ground, Byng granted Currie the necessary time to prepare a thorough plan of 

action to recapture the ridge. Poor weather intervened, and delayed the assault until 

the thirteenth.40 

The German attack on June second was not entirely unexpected by the 

Canadians. Preparations had been apparent for some four weeks* The British 2nd 

Army had warned the Canadian Corps during the first week of May that German 

prisoners were talking about a pending German offensive in the area? Towards 

the end of the month, infantry patrols reported that German troops were pushing 

saps forward on various parts of the front, and that by month's end these saps were 

joined to form a new lateral trench fifty yards closer to the Canadian location.42 

Meanwhile, the RFC had discovered German practice trenches behind the lines that 

39 Edmonds, Militmy Operations, 1916, Vol. 1, 232; Nicholson, W u Z  History, 
149. 

40 NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 52. Diary, Photocopy of, June 2, 
19 16. Daniel Dancocks, Sir Arthur Cume- A Biography (Toronto: Methuen, 
1985), 70-71. Also Hugh M. Urquhart, Arthur Currie. The Biography of a Great 
Canadian (Toronto: J.M. Dent & Sons (Canada Limited)), 129; John Swettenham, 
To Seize the Victory. The Canadian Corps in World War I (Toronto: The Ryerson 
Press, l96S), 1 10. Nicholson, WciaZ History, 147- 154. D .J. Goodspeed, 
"Prelude to the Somme," 148- 1 5 1. 
" Urquhart, Arthur Currie, 123. 
42 Saps, or approach trenches, were trenches dug into no man's land, and towards 
enemy positions, from friendly trench lines. These saps were then connected at 
their sap heads by a lateral trench. By doing this a force could advance its trench 
lines closer to the enemy without unduly exposing itself to enemy fire. 



looked remarkably similar to certain Canadian positions, The Canadians also knew 

that the Gennans had placed large caIi'bre trench mortars and other guns closer to 

the fiont, and this, along with the prodigious increase in shelling and German aerial 

observation, all pointed to some German action in the making- The night before the 

Germans attacked there was one additional warning that was ultimately dismissed; 

there was a seven hour pause in the German shelling program. At first this caused 

the Canadians some concern, for any change in enemy habits was viewed with 

suspicion. (The Germans used the pause to cut gaps in the wire). When the 

shelling recommenced the Canadian command relaxed somewhat, feeling that aIl 

was back to The Gaman work parties visiting the wire went undetected. 

The main difficulty for the Canadian defenders was not in recognizing the signs of 

an impending assault, but in predicting the moment of attack - always a difficult, if 

not impossible, task. Since they saw no abnonnal German troop movements, an 

immediate assault was not thought The Canadians remained suspicious 

enough, however, that on the morning of June second, Major-General M.S. 

Mercer, commander of the 3rd Canadian Division, and Brigadier-General V.A.S. 

Williams, commander of the 8th Canadian Brigade, went forward with some other 

officers to conduct a reconnaissance of the fkont. They, along with hundreds of 

Canadian troops manning the forward trenches, were caught in the German storm 

of steel. Mercer, the highest ranking Canadian to lose his life in the war, was 

killed. Williams, the highest ranking Canadian captured during the war, was 

wounded and eventually taken prisoner. The day went downhill fkom there. 

" Dancocks, Sir Arthur Cumme, 69. Nicholson, Wcial  History, 3: 48. Edmonds, 
Military Operations, 1916, Vol. 1,229-230. 
" The RFC had been grounded for several days prior to June second due to poor 
weather. Even so, they would not likely have seen any unusual movement, as the 
Germans relied on the troops they had on hand. Apart fiom some additional 
artillery, no new German troops were brought up to assist. 



The Canadian counter attack eleven days later was another story, and was 

the Canadian Corps' first major set-piece attack, and was an enormous success? 

As mentioned, Major-General Curie's 1st Division was given the task of retaking 

the lost ground. Cume, as we have seen, was a stickler for details, and the plans 

for the counter attack bore his mark, and reflected his experiences and the lessons 

espoused in the "'Principal Points to be Attended to in Making Preliminary 

Arrangements" discussed earlier. 

It was Currie's intention to let the artillery play the winning role by having it 

smash specific obstacles and strong points that otherwise would have menaced the 

advancing infantry. The infantry, in turn, would then occupy the ground 

conquered by the artillery. The battle would be expensive in shells, but hopemy 

not in men's lives. Before launching this plan the Canadians carried out a 

tremendous intelligence effort. Enemy troop identifications were meticulously 

collected. Intelligence and other officers compared tactical details gathered by 

ground troops to aerial photographs, and used them to update maps. Scout oEcers 

made carem reco~aissances and ''located the German line with great exactness as  

was proved eventually by aeroplane photographs when the weather permitted 

aeroplanes to work.'* Lists of targets, compiled fkom idonnation gathered by 

photographic clerks, infantry patrols, and aerial and ground observers, reached the 

gunners on a daily basis. Target information included details on German assembly 

areas, dugouts, tramways, routes of approach, dumps, command posts, 

observation posts, machine gun emplacements, and telephone exchanges. 

Intelligence officers prepared annotated drawings of specific buildings, along with 

*' It might be more accurate to say the counter attack was the corps' first partial set- 
piece attack, for the rolling barrage and an effedive counter battery element were 
missing. This was due to Limitations in both gunnery technique and counter battery 
intelligence sources at the time. 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vo1. 3842, Folder 43, File 1, la, 1 b. "Report on the 
Operations of the 1 st Canadian Division, From June 2nd to June 14th 19 16." 



descriptions of their probable use and troop contents. Divisional staff officers also 

prepared a map showing the location of specific targets to be taken out by the 

artillery and mortars, 

The night before the assault the artillery carried out an "intense 

bombardment of the German positions." 'This bombardment was reported to be 

very accurate by the Scout Officers of the Battalions in the line" who were watching 

it." The artillexy tried to eliminate those Gennan defences remaining hidden and 

undetected before Zero by saturating with shells those trenches "commanding our 

[infantry] advance?' The "Report on Operations of Artillery of Canadian Corps -- 

June 2nd to June 14th 19 16," said this preliminary bombardment was so successfd 

that but little resistance was met with @y the advancing troops]; no 
machine gun or rille fire fiom HILL 60 and the SNOUT; only one 
[enemy] machine gun apparently remained in action in the position 
and this jammed. [Canadian] C d t i e s  were slight and mostly due 
to hostile shell fie; enemy's trenches for the most part completely 
destroyed and the surviving defenders demoralized. The whole of 
the hill is one brown bog and it is impossible to recognize its former 
features. 49 

The intelligence collected had allowed the gunners to pound the Germans into 

submission. The artillery blasted the Gemans so extensively that the infantry 

regained in about an hour's time nearly all the ground lost on the second of June. 

The success of the artillery plan did not suffer for lack of information. 

Trench mortars contributed to the pre-battle bombardment. The 1 st Division 

47 NAC, R.G. 9 QI C 1, Vol. 3842, Folder 43, File 1, 1 a, 1 b. "Report on the 
Operations of the 1 st Canadian Division From June 2nd to June 14th 1 9 16." 
48 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 10. "Canadian Corps R.A. - 
- Operation Order No. 7," June 10, 1916; R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3832, Folder 15, 
File 1-4. ' t ist  of Suitable Artillery Targets in Enemy's Lines Opposite Mount 
Sorrel, Observatory Ridge, Sanctuary Wood and Hooge," June 8, 1 9 1 6; R.G. 9 111 
D 1, Vol. 4688, Folder 40, File 16. Patrol Report by Lt. Harrower and Scout Bole 
to 2nd Brigade, June 4, 19 1 6. 
49 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 10. "Report on Operations of 
Artillery of Canadian Corps - June 2nd to June 14th 19 16." 



reported that "Stokes Guns [mortars] were used with good effect in destroying, or 

completing the destruction of, the German Machine Gun Emplacements and Strong 

Points in and about their fiont line."50 Indeed, along one portion of the front, 

trench mortars suppressed enemy machine gun and rifle fire to such an extent that 

consolidation parties easily made their way to their objectives ''with but few 

casual tie^.''^' Knowing the location of enemy machine guns also allowed the trench 

mortars to lay down a smoke screen across their front to blind them. 'The result 

produced was reported to have been most su~cessful.'"~ 

Planners also caremy prepared the infmtry's part in the assault using the 

latest intelligence. Assaulting troops knew where to go, and when to proceed, as 

objectives had been clearly Iaid out in operation orders. Rehearsals over training 

grounds resembling the area to be attacked firher ensured that the men h e w  their 

tasks. The fact that artillery and trench mortars had smashed nearly all resistance 

made their advance all the easier. Consolidation parties also practiced their role, 

and so knew how to reach their objectives and strengthen the new line before the 

expected Gennan counter attacks materialized. Scouts kept these parties in touch 

with the advancing troops, and guided them forward at the right time and place. 

Machine gunners, too, knew their tasks. Machine guns from the 1st Canadian 

Motor Machine Gun Brigade and the 3rd Division's Motor Machine Gun Battery, 

all under the orders of Lieutenant Colonel Raymond Brutinel, provided the infantry 

with covering and supporting fire. These guns fired at specific targets decided 

5c NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vol. 3842, Folder 43, File 1, la, lb. "Report on the 
Operations of the 1 st Canadian Division From June 2nd to June 14th 19 16." 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vo1. 4688, Folder 40, File 16. '2nd Canadian Infantry 
Brigade Describing the Operations in the Ypres Salient From 2nd June to June 14th 
1916." 
52 NAC, R.G. 9 III D 1, Vol. 4676, Folder 5, File 5. Narrative by Brigadier 
General G.S. Tuxford regarding Operations at Mount Sorrel. 



upon in conjunction with the infantry?3 They also applied intermittent enfilade fire 

against the German fhnt and support lines. Brutinel gave detailed instructions for 

regulating their fire, while a system of light signals, worked out with the infantry 

they supported, assured that "a sudden application of fire" was available when 

required. The system worked well. For example, at "9.15 am. the Gemans were 

reported massing in fiont of MOUNT SORRELL [sic] and the M.G. wah ine  

Gun] opened fire immediately with good e f f d S 4  

Experience had shown that the Germans would not sit idly by while their 

position was overrun, but would answer with what were characteristically swift and 

hard-hitting counter attacks. Knowing this the Canadians, through their study of 

available intelligence on German billeting areas, roads, and habits, prepared march 

tables for the German reserves in the area -- that is, estimates were made on how 

long it would take German counter attacking forces to reach the battlefield and by 

what likely routes. At appropriate times in the battle the gunners shelled these 

routes in order to break German counter attacks before they wuld I l l y  materialize. 

Indeed, at least one counter attack brewed-up at the time and place predicted by the 

march tables, and so received the fidl weight of a concentrated artillery barrage 

designated for that location? 

Communications - always vital for the transmission of intelligence -- 
played an important role in maintaining command flexibility during the attack This 

53 NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3842, Folder 43, File 1, la, lb. "Report on the 
Operations of the 1 st Canadian Division From June 2nd to June 14th 19 16;" R. G. 
9 III C3, Vol. 40 1 1, Folder 16, File 1. Report by Lieutenant Colonel Macphail, 
C.R.E., I st Division, June 8, 19 16; R.G. 9 I l l  D I, Vol. 4688, Folder 40, File 15. 
"2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade Operation Order No. 100, June l lth 1916;" 
Swettenham, To Seize the Victoly, 1 12- " NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 1 1, Folder 16, File 1. Brutinel's "1 st C.M.M.G. 
Bde Report on Operations Extending from the 2nd to the 14th June 19 16." 
55 Goodspeed, 'Prelude to the Some," 157; Nicholson, WciaI History, 154; 
Nicholson, Gunners, 255; Edmonds, Militmy -ations France and Belgium, 
1916, Vol. I, 242. 



was especially important for e f f d v e  artiUery opportunity fire. The gunners had 

several ways of keeping in touch with events at the front Telephones comected 

infantry brigades to their supporting guns, and were used to call for support as 

needed. In addition, the advancing infantry carried variously coloured flares to 

mark their progress. The infantry fired white flares, for example, when they took 

their first objective, and red flares when they captured their final objectives. More 

important for the artillery were the green flares, these were fired by the attacking 

troops when their advance stalled due to enemy action. Upon seeing these, the 

artillery group commander whose guns covered that portion of front, turned his 

'battery of opportunity' onto the area in question.56 In addition to flares, the 

infantry carried coloured flags to mark their progress: yellow and black by those on 

the right flank, red by those in the centre and on the left What is more, the infantry 

carried rockets that when fired exploded into a red star-burst. They were to use 

these only if the telephone system broke down, and only if the enemy was seen 

massing for a counter attack. Each artillery group established a lookout station to 

watch for these rockets, and plotted their positions on maps using their exact map 

location. The lookout man, who was equipped with a director for taking bearings, 

was then able to provide precise directions for the gunners. As the divisional 

artillery operation order stated: 

As soon as a rocket goes up, the look out man will report to his 
Group H.Q. by telephone the direction, Group H.Qs. will at once 
commun.icate these directions to each other and to this [the 1st 
Divisional artillery] H.Q. 

When Group H.Qs. get an intersection of two bearings they will at 
once open a Barrage on the indicated area, -- provided it is on their 
allotted zone. . . 

56 Throughout the attack each artillery group held "one battay in hand to deal with 
any contingency that may arise." See, NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 2, 
Folder 10. 'Xeport on Operations of Artillery of Canadian Corps - June 2nd to 
June 14th l9 16." 



In order to simpIifL co~ll~llunications look out stations may be at 
Battery positions or O.Ps, but they must be so sited that they will 
see any rocket liierated on the front of the attack 

Neighbowing Divisions are rnakng similar arrangements 
and bearings should be sent to neighbouring Artillery 
Groups:' 

In the meantime, tactical observers -- essentially FOOs -- affiliated with each 

artillery group watched the attack and reported the progress of the advancing 

infantry to gunners in the rear. They also called in other opportunity targets such as 

massing enemy troops, troublesome machine guns, and other points of resistance. 

Their task was made easier by the fact that the gunners had a good understanding of 

where the infantry were supposed to be in the first place, for prior to the attack each 

artillery group commander had learned fkom the infantry brigade commander their 

guns were supporting the details of the infantry's part in the attack. The tactical 

observers, in addition to using ''normal communications" (visual signals, flags, 

runners, and so on), used "special telephone equipment'' (probably a Fullerphone 

or a Power Buzzer), and were accompanied by a "party of telephonists." They 

could then send information to their group headquarters through normal means, or 

through the receiving stations equipped with "The special instrument [necessary] 

for receiving messages" fiom the special  telephone^.'^ Operation Order No. 23 

described the arrangement this way: 

'' NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 2, Folder LO. "Operation Order No. 
23. By Brigadier-General H. C. Thacker, C.M.G., C.R.A., 1st Canadian 
Division," June 1 1, 19 16. See also R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 1 1, Folder 16, File 3. '' Ibid. Fullerphones were a combination telephondtelegraph transmitter/r&ver 
that offered protection against German phone-tapping. The "vention made 
possible [the] transmission of very weak morse signals which could not be picked 
up by the enemy and, secondly, once the line had been cleared.. .could be used for 
normal telephone speech, though this, of course, was not secure." Power Buzzers 
used earth induction to carry messages in Morse Code. They also offered protection 
against enemy interception. See Guy Hartcup, The War of invention: Scientific 
Developments, 1914 - 1918 (London: Brassey's Defence Publishers, 1988), 78. 



The special instrument for receiving messages fkom Tactical 
Observers will be installed at BATTERSEA F A R M  in a dugout 
which is being constructed by Maclaren's [artillery] ~ r o u p . ~ ~  

Lieutenant Macfarlane C. E. i/c R. A. [Canadian Engineers in 
command of Royal Artillery] Sigmals will arrange for this receiving 
station being connected up with the buried cable [of the wider 
communication grid]. 

Maclaren's Group and Creehm's [Artillery] Group will each 
furnish one telephonist at BATTTRSEA FARM for transmitting 
messages (received on the special instrument) to Groups. 

Signals Canadian Corps will arrange for the installation of the 
receiving instrument - and will pravide operators. 

The receiving station will be controlled by O.C. [Officer 
Commanding] Maclareds Group. .- . 'O 

These arrangements added to overall command flexibility. 

Liaison officers, and aerial obsexvers flying overhead, increased the agdity 

of the artillery support even more. The warious overlapping systems for relaying 

news worked well. Certainly Brigadier-General George Tuxford, commanding one 

of the attacking infantry brigades, did n o t  complain. He wrote in his after action 

report that: "Our artillery.. .gave every satisfaction. They were always keenly alert, 

and their response to calls for retaliation were always prompt and appeared to be 

effective.'* 

The infantry's communication arrangements were equally complex. We 

have already discussed how the men at *e  sharp edge used flags, telephones, 

flares, and rocket signals to keep the gunmen informed. These same methods, of 

course, also kept rear area infantry comma;nders in touch with events transpiring at 

59 Tuxford's infantry brigade also had an aaivand report centre at this farm, which 
no doubt eased the sharing of intelligence between the two service arms. 
60 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstdl Papers) Viol. 2, Folder 10. "Operation Order No. 
23. By Brigadier-General H. C. Thaeker, C.M.G., C.R.A-, 1st Canadian 
Division," June 1 1, 19 16. 
61 NAC, R.G. 9 111 Dl,  Vo1. 4676, Follder 5, F le  5. Narrative by Brigadier 
General G.S. Tuxford regarding Operatiorus at Mount Sorrel. 



the fro&' Observers watching the action &om brigade and battalion observation 

posts, upon seeing the various signals, called their respective headquarters on 

telephones to impart the news. Moreover, each assaulting battalion rushed 

signalmen forward during the advance to establish signal stations in the captured 

trenches. Telephones, visual signals, runners and pigeons were all on hand at these 

stations, thereby allowing the advancing troops to maintain contact with the rear. 

The 3rd Battalion had its telephone up and running within five minutes of securing 

its objectived3 German shelling, however, soon put most of these advanced 

telephones out of action, and so communication was d y  by runners, pigeons, 

and lamp signals. Unit commanders also sent patrols forward to locate the new 

Canadian and German lines. In this way scouts from the battalion scout sections, 

held in reserve for just such missions, gathered valuable inf~nnat ion.~~ Despite all 

these efforts, however, the passing of news f?om the forward-most troops to 

battalion headquarters remained a slow process. Enemy action simply prevented 

information from being sent back in a timely manner, and this rendered real-time 

control by battalion commanders impossible. Pre-planning, however, lessened the 

need for their immediate hands-on control. 

By comparison, the flow of information behind battalions was fairy quick 

and secure. Prior to zero, in an effort to shorten the distance that the information 

had to travel between the eont battalions and their parent brigades, brigade signal 

officers established advanced report centres at points between brigade and battalion 

62 Brigadier Tuxford concluded that "In some cases [flares] were not available 
owing to the carriers becoming casualties but in the main were useful in giving 
some idea as to progress made." 
63 Bill Rawling, "Communications in the Canadian Corps, 19 15 - 19 18: Wartime 
Technological Progress Revisited," Canadian Military History 3.2 (Autumn 1 994) : 
9 
64 NAC, R.G. 9 III Dl, Vol. 4676, Folder 5, File 5. Narrative by Brigadier 
General G.S. Tuxford regarding Operations at Mount Sorrel; R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 
4140, Folder 1, File 5. 29th Battalion report on work carried out by its scout 
section, June 5 - 14, 19 16. 



HQs. The signal officers, with parties of signallers, remained at these centres 

throughout the action, relaying news fkom the fkont as it arrived. Telephones, 

runners and lamp signals were all available for this purpose.65 Telephones also 

connected the infantry to the gunners, and in the case of Tuxford's Brigade, 

information exchange was eased fiuther by the fact that his brigade's advanced 

report centre was located in the same dug-out complex as the artilIery receiving 

station mentioned earlier. With these arrangements in place, the two service arms 

could readily share information and, as we have seen, Twrford was well pleased 

with the result. 

Brigades also gathered information independent of that sent to them fiom 

the fkont. Brigade scouts and the staff captainsCI) watched the action &om brigade 

OPs, and reported their observations to brigade headquarters over telephone lines 

set up for that purpose. Staff officers, including the staff captains(I), also visited 

the 6ont to learn about the state of affairs first hand, and provided brigade 

headquarters with valuable infomation. When combined w i t '  news arriving fiom 

other quarters, that collected by brigade scout sections kept brigade headquarters 

very much in tune with the fighting. Tuxford's own xmmtive of the battle offers 

evidence of this. It contains a breakdown of messages received at given times, and 

shows that brigade headquarters was always well in touch with events at the f?ont. 

For example, at 2: 10 a.m. (forty minutes after the launch of the infantry) we read: 

"It was reported that a red flare was seen on MOUNT SORREL one to the right and 

one to the left of MOUNT SORREL, whilst 3 green flares were reported to be seen 

65 R.G. 9 I11 D 1, Vo1. 468 8, Folder 40, File 1 5. "2 nd Canadian Infantry Brigade 
Operation Order No. 100, June 1 1 th 19 16." The British and Canadians were now 
using arrnoured telephone cable, buried six feet deep. At Mount Sorrel it connected 
the advanced report centres to brigade and battalion headquarters, and it withstood 
the assault well. In Twrford's Brigade the comedon between the advanced report 
centre and the brigade HQ was only broken once by German action. Forward to 
battalions the cable was severed a number of times, but repaired. Laddered lines 
laid on the ground were also used, but were quickly put out of action. Wireless sets 
were not available to brigades at this time. 



to the left of MOUNT SORREL." L a .  he reported that at 2:23 a.m. the sighting 

of white and red flares. Later still, after many more messages, he says that at 3 : 10 

am. a runner arrived at the advanced report centre from the 16th BattaIion 

Stating that they had gained their final objective, were extending 
their position and had commenced to consolidate. At the same time 
a message was received from the 13th Battalion that they were 
temporarily held up and asking for supports. This was at once 
passed to the 4th Supporting Battalion, and a reply received fiom the 
O.C. 4th Bn. pattalion] that a company had already been sent up. 

At 9:00 a.m.: "0. C. [Officer Commanding] 1st Battalion reports to 2nd Bde 

prigadel. 'Germans massing opposite MOUNT SORREL.' All our artillery 

warned to Stand-by and runners despatched from 4th Battalion to warn 13th Bn. 

and ~ 6 t h . " ~ ~  

On the other hand, counter battery fie was inadequate throughout the 

operation. Most German batteries went undetected prior to and during the assault, 

and so continued to shell and harass the attacking troops. The problem was that 

methods for securing counter battery intelligence -- sound ranging and flash 

spotting, for example - were not yet sufficiently developed to be of use in locating 

hidden German batteries, while locating camouflaged gun emplacements from the 

air and fiom aerial photographs remained a difficult task. At the same time, the 

science of gunnery was such that gunners continued to face difficulties firing at 

unobserved targets and from maps. In practice this meant that German artillery 

relentlessly pounded the advancing infantry as they tried to capture and consolidate 

ground, while signallers, gallantly struggling to maintain some form of 

communications from the captured ground to the rear, were constantly f i~ t ra ted .~ '  

Tuxford reported how one consolidation team could not reach its objective because 

66 NAC, R.G. 9 IIl Dl ,  Vol. 4676, Folder 5, File 5. Narrative by Brigadier 
General G.S. Tuxford regarding Operations at Mount Sorrel. 
" D.J. Goodspeed, "Prelude to the Somme," 156 - 159. 



of enemy shelling, while "Great difficulty was experienced in getting up supplies of 

material and ammunition on account of the heavy d r y  barrages, which at times 

made progress impossible." Stretcher bearers also found their work interfered 

With? 

For the most part, thanks to a well prepared and flexible plan, the Canadian 

assault on June thirteenth was a complete success. Prior planning told the troops 

what their roles were, and let the artillery smash targets during the preliminary 

bombardment. Throughout the battle, the communications system carried enough 

intelligence for the artillery to engage any opportunity targets arising. "The 

accuracy and flexibility of the artillery fire plan" was such that most of the German 

defenders were "cowed.. .before the assault" even begad9 The Canadian official 

history states that it was almost possible for the Canadians to advance to their 

objectives with rifles slung over their shoulders.70 Currie's goal to win with shells 

and not lives paid off hand~ornely.~' The accuracy of the intelligence was important 

here, for it allowed gunners to hit targets of real value. As Currie later remarked, 

the victory was "almost too 

Mount Sorrel restored much of the shine to the tarnished Canadian 

intelligence system. Given sufficient time, the intelligence organization was capable 

of securing remarkably accurate information. Extremely complex plans that helped 

reduce battlefield confusion and the loss of control were built on this information. 

Intelligence was not the sole ingredient for success, of course, but it certainly made 

victory easier, as Mount Sorrel suggested. Conversely, the lack of intelligence, or 

" NAC, R.G. 9 111 D 1, Vo1. 4676, Folder 5, File 5. Narrative by Brigadier 
General G.S. Tuxford regarding Operations at Mount Sorrel. 
69 D.J. Goodspeed, 'Prelude to the Some , "  158. 
'O Nicholson, Uflcial History, 1 53. 
7 1 Canadian Corps losses between June 1 - 7, 1916 were 5,838, and between June 
8 - 1 5, were 2,630. See Rawling, Surviving Trench Wa$are, Appendix B, 239. 
'* Currie quoted in Dancocks, Sir Arthur Currie, 72. 



its misreading, contri'buted to defeat, as evidenced at the St. Eloi Craters. 

Fortunately for the Canadians, they realized the worth o f  intelligence, and its value 

in operational planning and execution, and so continued to develop this branch of 

the service in the weeks, months and years ahead. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE SOMME: AUGUST - NOVEMBER 1916 

The victory at Mount Sorrel restored Canadian confidence, but rather than 

resting on their laurels they looked for ways to improve. One are. that came under 

scrutiny was intelligence work. It seemed obvious after Mount Sorrel that pre- 

planning. and the necessary study of inteIIigence this entailed, was a crucial factor 

in defeating entrenched positions. The wise use of intelligence at Mount Sorrel 

encouraged greater use of intelligence in the b e ,  and ushered in a mini 

intelligence renaissance in the weeks prior to the corps' moving to the Somme in 

September 1916. The fighting at the Somme, though, was unlike any the 

Canadians had previously encountered, and all their preparation did not M y  imbue 

them with the requisite skills necessary for waging such intense and protracted 

combat. Once in the lines, the intelligence system, Iike everything else, was put 

through the greatest test it had yet faced, with mixed results. By late November the 

Canadians had withdrawn fkom the S o m e  to lick their wounds. Over the winter 

months the corps reviewed its performance, and studied its failings. By the time it 

next saw major fighting in April 19 17, it was ready. First, however, it had to 

survive the Somme. 

To help spread the good news about intelligence, and to share ideas on how 

to improve procedures, Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell hosted on August ninth what 

was probably the first Canadian Corps corps-wide intelligence conference. Officers 

responsible for intelligence and serving with divisions, the artillery, the heavy 

artillery, infantry brigades, and the W C  squadron attached to the corps were asked 



to attend. Tactical intelligence was fkont and centre, with the focus being on such 

areas as the organization and duties of battalion scouts, artillery - infantry 

intelligence cooperation, 'Continuity of observation and Intelligence Duties in 

handing over at reliefs," and the use and distriiution of aerial photographs. 

Mitchell '%oped that a fke discussion of the forgoing [topics would] result in 

changes77 to corps procedures, and increase efficiency in the intelligence 

organization. Through a sharing of ideas, knowledge, and concerns, Mitchell was 

striving for a system of standardized procedures, and improvements to intra-service 

cooperation and corps cohesion.' Unfortunately, no notes taken by participants 

during this conference were located, so it is difficult to gauge what long-term effect 

this meeting had on specific day-to-day intelligence developments in the corps. The 

fkct that there was a corps-wide conference at all, however, speaks to the 

importance of intelligence work to the Canadians at this stage of the war. 

Furthermore, Mitchell's concern with tactical, battalion-level intelligence, and his 

interest in a cooperative, all-arms approach to intelligence gathering and 

dissemination, shows that he and the corps were struggling to find a new all-arms 

tactical solution to the trench deadlock. The Canadians were searching for more 

tactical flexiiility, and Mitchell's interest in a cooperative, all-arms intelligence 

effort is a reflection of that desire. A more rapid sharing of information would give 

the supporting axms more opportunity to respond to the infantry's needs. It was his 

thinking about how intelligence could help with tactical development, more than any 

specific details that might have emerged h m  this conference, that makes it 

significant in the development of the Canadian Corps' intelligence system. 

In addition to conferences, lectures proved a popular means of conveying to 

both officers and men the importance of intelligence to operations. One Canadian 

' National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (ELG.) 9 ID C3, Vol. 4 1 04, 
Folder 16, File 3. Memorandum calling for an intefigence conference, August 7, 
1916. 



Corps lecturer, for example, stated that "Our own operations are largely dependent 

on intelligence7' concerning the enemy position, and that the value of even trivial 

scraps of information ''may be very great," Every officer and man could assist in 

gathering intelligence, noted the lecturer- "All ranks must be always alert to 

recagnise and to promptly report everything which may be of use."2 Major J. L . R. 

Parsons, the 2nd Division's senior intelligence officer, echoed these sentiments in 

an August seventh lecture to the 4th Brigades' scouts, snipers and observers. From 

his address it is clear that gathering and studying intelligence were vital for success 

on the field. Battalions, he pointed out, were responsible for gathering most of the 

intelligence necessary for planning and, therefore, were the foundation upon which 

d other intelligence and planning lay. As such, battalions required well organized 

and trained intelligence sections. Parsons also addressed the complaints heard in 

the army about the mount of patrolling and raiding carried out. The 'other ranks' 

thought they were excessive, and gained little. Parsons simply countered by 

pointing out that howing what units and what obstacles lay in front were '4ery 

important'' for success, and to secure that information prisoners were needed, and 

that entailed raiding and patrolling. 

IdentiEdon is urgently required by the Canadian Corps, and 
Second Army [recorded Parsons]; and G.H.Q. have actually 
written to h o w  who is opposite the fkont you [scouts from the 4th 
Brigade] are going into to-monow night We must have a prisoner 
and we must h o w  who is on our front whether it is a new or an old 
Division. This is an urgent mattery and aIl patrols must give this 
very carell consideration. In addition to the Raids themselves, the 
question of having patrols out is of the very greatest importance, it is 
a matter of security to your comrades in the front line and it heIps to 
worry the Bosche [i-e., Germans]. 

NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92 
(1). "Outlines of Lectures on Intelligence. (For Regimental Officers) General 
Principles of Intelligence and its Relation to Otha Branches of the Service," July 
1916. 



He reminded the scouts of their importance during an advance, especially when the 

assaulting troops were stopped by memy action. At those times "the scouts must 

go forward, reco~oitre the ground and tell us what the trouble is." The scouts 

were told that 'There will probably be wirey there will certainly be machine guns 

and before any fUrther advance can be made our artillery must know exactly where 

these things are, and it is the job of the battalion scouts to get that information." 

Once the assaulting troops had captured their objectives, "scouts and patrols should 

be pushed forward as soon as ever local conditions permit" in order to locate the 

new enemy line. He also reminded observers and fiont line scouts that "The life of 

your own comrades will often depend upon your being able to send back correct 

infoxmation to the artillery regarding hostile troops and works when an offensive is 

in progress." The value of intelligence, and the importance of scouting in gathering 

that information, was made plainly clear to all.' 

In addition, lecturers discussed the latest intelligence gathering techniques. 

In July, an officer fiom the Canadian Corps gave a talk on how to interpret airplane 

photographs. Photographs were, of course, a .  important tool for uncovering 

secrets in the German lines. 'Tt may be taken as a general rule," says the lecture 

notes, '?hat to the trained eye the whole hostile organization is visible except such 

things as Machine Guns, Trench Mortars and guns which have been dug in and 

covered over." Ground level inteIligence sources Hied in these blank spaces, and 

were important for completing the intelligence picture. Indeed, in order to get the 

most out of a photograph, the notes pointed out, 'St is very necessary tha~  the 

ground covered by the photograph be reasonably well k n o ~ n . ' ~  Lecturers also 

NAC, M.G. 30 E 1 1 7 (Parsons Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 23. "Lecture by Major 
J.L.R. Parsons. General Staff, 2nd. Canadian Division. 7th August, 19 16." 

NAC, M.G. 30 E50 (Jones Papers) Folder 3. "outlines of Lectures on 
Intelligence. (For Regimental Officers) Notes Regarding the Interpretation of 
Aeroplane Photographs," July 1916. Of great assistance in interpreting aerial 
photographs was the introduction in the summer of 19 16 of the Stereoscope. This 



discussed intelligence work in open warfare, and noted the need for increased speed 

in collecting and forwarding information under such conditions. In July, one 

lecturer observed that in fluid battles, with deep penetrations, the artillery would 

need to change positions more often, and support the infantry with less infomation 

than they were used to. He also noted that the RFC would likely do more 

observation and less photographic work, there being less time for taking, 

developing and studying photographs in a moving battle. Further, he pointed out 

that regimental officers would have to take on more responsibility in battle. In other 

words, this lecturer, like Mitchell with his corps-wide conference, was bringing 

home the idea that the intelligence environment was changing due to new tactical 

realities, and that greater flexibility in the collection and dissemination of news was 

required if the Canadians were to succeed in battle.' 

The standardization of intelligence procedures begun in 19 1 5, continued in 

19 16. For example, in August the 1 st Canadian Division released its intelligence 

policy statement titled "Instructions regarding Intelligence." This appears to be one 

of the earliest, if not the earliest, comprehensive intelligence policy papers produced 

by the Canadians. These "Instructions" did not discuss techniques for gathering 

inteUigence by fkont line units -- that was left to training manuals and other 

guidelines -- but concentrated on individual and unit responsibilities and general 

requirements. The necessity of forwarding information, the intelligence 

responsibilities of brigades, battalions and forward observation officers, the tasks 

of scouts and observers during operations, the examination of captured enemy 

equipment, and the intelligence organization of brigades and battalions in the 

device gave photographs a three dimensional look, making it far easier to identie 
features, to pick out phony installations and camouflaged sites. 
* NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder 92 (1). "Outlines of 
Lectures on Intelligence. (For Regimental Officers) General Principles of 
Intelligence and its Relation to Other Branches of the Service," July 19 16. Note: 
the lecturer refared to in this paragraph was not identified. It might have been 
Mitchell. 



division were the principal areas of concern. Such standardization smoothed intra- 

divisional relief, and heEped ensure the uninterrupted observation of the enemy line. 

Furthermore, as subordhate commands shared the same practices and procedures, 

planning became all the easier.6 Other divisions within the corps probably made 

similar efforts to standardize their intelligence procedures, although any instructions 

they may have produced went undiscovered in the records reviewed. It seems 

likely, though, that they would do so given the corps' and, indeed, the British 

Army's penchant for such ~tmilardization.~ 

The Canadian C4rps School that opened in September 19 16 added further 

credence to the efficacy of intelligence, as intelligence work formed part of the 

curriculum. The school had a Sniping Wing whose goal was to enhance the 

sniping, scouting, observation, and front line intelligence gathering skills of 

selected officers, NCOs and men. Most of the officers and NCOs attending were 

f?om battalion intelligence sections. After completing their courses they returned to 

their units to teach the others. The i d d  candidates were educated and able to read 

and write (exceptions were made for snipers), although battalions frequently sent 

uneducated men, much t o  the chagrin of the instructors. The course lasted a month, 

and covered all necessary skills for gathering and recording fkont line intelligence.* 

NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 14, Folder: Intelligence Corps 
Instmctions (2). "Instructions regarding Intelligence," 1 st Canadian Division, 
August 5, 1916. 
7 As we saw in Chapter Five, the 2nd Army, as early as August 1915, began 
issuing intelligence instructions to formations under its command encouraging 
standard procedures. Revised copies continued to be produced well into 19 17, and 
probably beyond, as the intelligence enviro~lment changed. See M.G. 30 E6 1 
P tche l l  Papers) Vol. 14, File 93, for a May 191 7 edition of these instructions. 
NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1840, Folder: G-A-Q 10-37. "Canadian Corps Scouting[,] 

Sniping and Observatiors School," no date. The first class assembled in November, 
with four officers and thrty-four other ranks in attendance. A similar sized group 
joined the second class M January 1 9 1 7. Class three and beyond trained eight to 
twelve officers and sixty other ranks per class. Two special classes were organized 
by the Sniping Wing for divisions wanting special, or extra training for their scouts 
and observers. These lasted sixteen days. In February 19 17, the Canadian Corps 
commented on the poor material sent to the school. Men "who have no wish or 
aptitude to become Snipers" were being sent by battalions, while "good Snipers 



Since intelligence work was such a key element in successfbl operations, it 

should come as no surprise that the Canadians made a thorough study of 

intelligence at the S o m e  after learning GHQ was about to feed them into that meat- 

grinder. Fortunately, they had about a month to prepare themselves, and from mid 

August, officers fkom the Canadian Corps and its divisions visited other imperial 

commands at, or just returning fi-om, the Somme to learn the latest tactics and 

 condition^.^ Mitchell was one of those officers, and he undertook a comprehensive 

investigation of imperial intelligence procedures in order 'Yo ascertain how the 

Intelligence Service which has been in operation in the Canadian Corps during the 

present trench warfare may be modified and adapted for more open operations 

similar in character to those carried out at the SOMME.'"~ His report added to the 

Canadians' overall understanding of the fighting at the Somme, and the role of 

intelligence in winning trench warfare. 

From his study, Mitchell leamed that the S o m e  offered special intelligence 

challenges. Conditions were horrendous, and the fighting intense. The landscape 

have been given no opportunity of profiting by the instruction. This lack of care in 
selection produces a mere waste of time at the School and a bad impression of the 
Battalion's zeal to inflict loss to the enemy is generated throughout the Corps." See 
R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3864, Folder 99, File 3. Corps to divisions, February 19, 
19 17; and R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4041, Folder 17, File 8. A report on the sniping 
course, December 24, 19 16. The corps and its divisions also created numerous 
others schools besides the scouting school for developing the various tactical skills 
necessary for winning trench warfare. Other British fornations did likewise. Some 
of these schools included mortar schools, gas schools, infantry schools, and 
machine gun schools. 

Notes prepared fkom their visits can be found in: NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 
4043, Folder 2, File 6. 'Wotes on Intelligence in the Somme Operations," by 
Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell, August 16, 19 16; Vol. 4146, Folder 8, File 9. 3rd 
Division to subordinate commands, August 26, 19 16; Vol. 40 1 1, Folder 17, File 
1. 1st Canadian Division report, August 15, 19 16; Vol. 4 1 16, Folder 4, File 3. 
"Short Notes on Information Obtained From Units In The Somme Area," 2nd 
Division, August 29, 1916; M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder 
Western Front: Orders and Instructions, 19 16 - 19 18. "Questions and Answers on 
the Fighting on the Somme Compiled From Notes Made By Brigadier General 
A.C. Macdonell and Brigadier General A.H. Macdonell." 
'O NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4043, Folder 2, File 6. 'Wotes on Intelligence in the 
Somme Operations," by Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell, August 16, 19 1 6. 



was almost totally bereft of landmarks. There were few fences and hedges left 

standing fiom which to orient oneself What ditches remained were few and far 

between. There were few farmsteads, and one crop-covered hillock looked much 

like another. Villages, when left standing, were almost indistinguishable &om one 

another - they were lkequent, small, and all had a cluster of trees. When reduced 

to rubble they could only be identified with difficulty fiom photographs. Tracks 

and routes, difficult to find at the best of times, were removed after even a slight 

shelling. The terrain changed so quickly that maps were sometimes out of date 

within days, if not hours, of their production, leaving many commanders confUsed 

as to whose army held what portion of g~ound.~'  Add to this the knee-deep mud 

and the constant German shelling and machine gun fire, and the abject misery of the 

troops fighting at the Somme becomes more understandable. In such a world, 

maintaining command and control was exceedingIy difEcult 

Nevertheless, helping commanders retain some control were the brigade and 

battalion intelligence sections. Mitchell noted that ''MI [imperial] Brigades have 

some kind of organisation of Brigade Observers similar to our own, the number of 

posts varying with the fiont and topography." Unfortunately, many of these 

brigade OPs were inaccessible during the day, while communication to them was 

'Yrequently impossible except by nervy runners or visual signalling when weather 

permits." Mitchell found that due to artillery fie, "Telephones have been out of the 

question except in a few instances." Despite these problems, Mitchell observed that 

all the officers he interviewed "are of the opinion that they [brigade observers] are 

indispensable and are oftentimes of great use in conjunction with ArtiUery F -0 -0s. 

They are supplied with telescopes, compasses, etc. same as our own at present, and 

make it a point to make eequent reports when operations are on." In battalions and 

NAC, R-G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4043, Folder 2, File 6. "Notes on Intelligence in the 
Somme Operations," by Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell, August 16, 19 1 6. 



companies, Mitchell found "considerabIe diversity in practice and opinion in the 

employment of patrols and scouts." Due to the narrow fronts that battalions 

occupied, some commands did away with company scouts altogether, placing all 

scouts in the battalion intelligence section; other battalions did the opposite, and 

disbanded their battalion intelligence sections in favour of a company organization. 

He dso noted that those battalions retaining their intelligence sections tended to 

employ fewer men than their Canadian equivalents.12 Regardless of the 

orgmization decided upon, however, the scouts kept busy reconnoitring both 

friendly and enemy lines. Unfortunately for posterity, Mitchell did not cement on 

the utility of the alternative organizations he described, but as Canadian battalions 

retained their scout sections during the Somme it is not diilicult to see where his 

sympathies probably resided. The British units Mitchell reviewed also separated 

their snipers from their scout sections, unlike Canadian practice, and made little use 

of them (he blamed this on their inexperience and the nature of the fighting, not the 

organization). l3  

Other Canadians visiting the British lines noted that British commanders 

made good use of forward observation officers and liaison officers. These officers 

helped clarifl events and maintain order by reporting news that shed light on 

situations firrther up the line. General Curie, when commenting on their value as 

intelligence gatherers wrote: FOOs "must always be keenly alert to bring all 

necessary or possible Artillery f i e  to bear on any target at any time," and that 

"Forward Obsenring Officers can often be useful Intelligence Officers, and should 

- 

12 He noted that British and Australian scout sections employed a scout officer, four 
to six NCOs and sixteen to twenty-four scouts. A 2nd Division report said that 
imperial and other dominion intelligence sections had about twelve men working 
under a scout officer. R.G. 9 ITI C3, Vol. 41 16, Folder 4, File 3. "Short Notes on 
Information Obtained From Units In The Somme Area," 2nd Division, August 29, 
1916. 
l 3  NAC, R.G. 9 IU C3, Vol. 4043, Folder 2, File 6. "Notes on Intelligence in the 
S o m e  Operations," by Lieutenant CoIonel Mitchell, August 16, 19 16. 



take every opportunity of communicating or sending to Infantry Commanders every 

possible bit of information that may be of value." On a related topic, he also 

wanted battery commanders to direct the fire of their guns more while viewing the 

fiont fkom artillery OPs, a practice he considered important when fighting in the 

desolate Somme landscape. Liaison work, too, took on special importance at the 

Somme, with artillery LOs helping commanders come to grips with the infantry 

action at the front. General Currie noted how in other imperial commands 'The 

M a y  Brigade Commander is always in the closest possible touch with the 

Infantry Brigadier," and that artillery officers were also attached to battalions for 

liaison purposes. l4 The 2nd Canadian Division, as well, was struck by the liaison 

procedures practiced in other British divisions. All units kept ''in very close touch 

with their subordinate and flanking units" and with the artillery. 'The majority of 

units [the division observed] have a very definite Liaison scheme," which included 

officers and men employed on liaison duty staying 'kith the unit to which they 

belong during the day and [reporting] to the unit to which they are attached each 

evening with a full summary of any operations which have taken place, a report on 

the disposition and situation of their unit, and a statement of any special 

requirements ." ' " 
Good maps, of course, were indispensable for command and control. In 

his investigations before the Somme, Mitchell was impressed by the scale of the 

British map issue. Companies, and sometimes platoons, had their own maps, and 

l4 NAC, R.G. 9 Ill C3, Vol. 401 1, Folder 17, File 1. Currie's notes on 
experiences gained by imperial commands at the Somme, August 15,19 16. 
IS NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 4 1 16, Folder 4, File 3. "Shoa Notes on Information 
Obtained From Units In The Somme Area," 2nd Division, August 29, 19 16. 
Brigadier Generals A.C. Macdonell and A.H. Macdonell (commanders of 7th and 
5th Brigades respectively), in their notes on the Somme, observed that a senior 
artillery officer was stationed with infantry brigades, while FOOs were with 
battalions. See NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, Folder Western 
Front: Orders and Instructions. bbQuestions and Answers on the Fighting on the 
Somme Compiled From Notes Made By Brigadier General A.C. Madonell and 
Brigadier General A.H. Macdonell." 



these were of &ciently large scale to enable units to plan assaults on ground with 

few landmarks. He liked the f'act that many corps produced maps and sketches 

every night that incorporated the latest intelligence, which they then distributed the 

next day to lower level commands - an impressive and rapid turn-around of 

information. The system was, Mitchell observed, reminiscent of Canadian methods 

employed at Observatory Ridge in June, and he thought it worth expanding. 

Likewise, the 2nd Division thought the sketches and maps worthy of imitation. 

However, it recommended that short summaries be attached to them to help clarifjr 

various points shown on the maps? As good as the map distribution was, though, 

Currie noted the poor map reading skills of some officers, and wanted "a great deal 

of attention paid to Map-Reading" in his division. Too often, he found, officers 

gave incorrect map references for their locations. 'You can see what would happen 

b e  wrote] if you called for Artillery on a certain position on the map thinking that 

your trenches were in a certain definite place if they were not there at all."L7 In the 

ruined landscape of the Somme, accuracy was especially crucial, even if harder to 

attain. 

Mitchell was e q d y  excited with the British practice of widely distributing 

aerial photographs (issued down to brigades), and saw them as an indispensable 

tool for mapping the ravaged terrain. But even with the great strides in aerial 

photography over the years, "in many cases these have been quite insufficient to 

enable our trenches to be plotted." Photographs showing mangled woods and 

tangled trees, for example, obscured the smaller tactical features. Meanwhile, the 

similarity of fields necessitated extra vigilance when reading photographs in order 

to distinguish one field £+om another. It was due to the difficulty of the terrain that 

Mitchell believed that both corps and division commands had to "pay much more 

l 6  Bid. 
l 7  NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 401 1, Folder 17, File I. Currie's notes on 
experiences gained by imperial commands at the Somme, August 1 5, 19 16. 



attention to the study of photographs." He fbrther felt that shell holes showing up 

on photographs required greater scrutiny by photographic clerks and others since 

the Germans were more and more using craters as machine gun posts and strong 

points. Interestingly, he found that battalions, except when planning assaults, did 

not require new photographs to the degree that brigades did; indeed, the turn- 

around time to produce a regular issue of battalion level photographs would have 

been prohibitive, slowing down production to unacceptable levels.18 It was clear 

6rom Mitchell's and the others' investigations that the wise use of photographs (and 

all intelligence) gave commanders a greater sense of their environment, and thus 

greater control over their surroundings. 

Canadian officers also studied British efforts to overcome wedmesses 

inherent in the communication systems then available. Even after two years of war, 

the collection and transmission of intelligence fkom the sharp edge slowed down, or 

collapsed entirely, just at the time when it was needed most. FOOs, intelligence 

sections, fiont line officers, and others all tried to send back infomation, but were 

often hampered by enemy action. Signals personnel, working in teams and 

following the assaulting troops, attempted to establish signal stations at pre-selected 

points in captured enemy terrain to which runners and others could deliver 

messages for transmission. Unfortunately, signallers regularly suffered heavy 

casualties or found their signals obscured by the dust and smoke of battle, 

rendering their efforts in vain.'' Mitchell saw that the Australians used runners to 

carry messages from the front almost exclusively, noting that "they have had many 

casualties among them but say that they have bad great success and consider than 

I 8  NAC, R.G. 9 1II C3, Vol. 4043, Folder 2, File 6. 'Notes on Intelligence in the 
Somme Operations," by Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell, August 16, 19 1 6. 
l9 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4098, Folder 43, File 1. "Preparatory Measures to be 
Taken by Armies and Corps, Before Undertaking Offensive Operations on a Large 
Scale," by 2nd Army. Distributed to Canadian Divisions June 5, 1916. 



by far the best means under [battlefield] conditions" for relaying news?' Despite 

the signallers and others' best efforts, it sometimes took hours for messages h m  

the front to percolate back to battalion commanders waiting anxiously in the rear, 

meaning they were unable to effectively direct the come of battle in an immediate 

way. 

On the other hand, British corps and divisional headquarters were o h  

better informed about events at the h n t  than their more forward headquarters units, 

This was thanks in large part to the use of airplane contact patrols then being 

developed and improved. Contact air patrols saw ground troops signal their 

location to aircraft by flashing shiny objects or by l i g h ~ g  flares, while the pilots, 

in turn, informed headquarters mer to the rear via wireless transmission or 

message bags dropped at designated drop zones of the latest dispositions and 

predicaments faced by the Infantry. Mitchell observed that contact patrols have 

"been particularly successfd, and [are] now being practiced in various forms to 

obtain improvement in  detail^."^ ' Currie also witnessed airplane contact patrols in 

operation, stating that the British had been using the system '%cry s u c c e s s ~ y . .  .to 

locate the position of our Infantry."22 Contact air patrots 'telescoped' corps and 

divisional commanders directly into the action since aerial observers could report 

their observations within minutes of making them. As such, the Canadians 

'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4043, Folder 2, File 6. "Notes on Intelligence in the 
Somme Operations," by Lieutenant Colonel MitcheU, August 16, 1916. The 
Brigadiers visiting the 17th British Division noted that pigeons were sometimes put 
to good use and could, under the right conditions, secure for the infantry an artillery 
response in eight and a half minutes. They agreed with Mitchell, though, that 
runners did "splendid work" and ran "right through the barrages from shell hole to 
sheU hole" to deliver messages. See NAC, M-G- 30 E6 L (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 16, 
Folder Western Front: Orders and Instructions. "Questions and Answers on the 
Fighting on the Somme Compiled From Notes Made By Brigadier General A.C. 
Macdonell and Brigadier General A.H. Macdonell," 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1.4043, Folder 2, File 6. 'Wotes on Intelligence in the 
Somme Operations," by Lieutenant ColoneI Mitchell, August 16, 19 16. 
22 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 401 1, Folder 17, File 1. Currie's notes on 
experiences gained by imperial commands at the Somme, August 15, 19 16. 



practiced contact patrolling with their afmiated squadron in the weeks prior to 

entering the Somme. Too much cannot be said on the importance of the 

development of the contact air patrol. 

Equally important were the air observers spotting for the gunners, as the 

information they supplied increased the alacrity of artilIery action. Since the 

artillery was more and more deciding the outcomes of battles, the ability of artillery 

spotters to keep the gunners informed of events at the fkont was a major 

breakthroughF3 By quickly leaning of developments facing tbe infantry, and the 

location of other suitable targets, the artillery could take better advantage of fleeting 

opportunities such as massing enemy infantry, and come to the assistance of 

fiiendly troops held up by German strong points. Meanwhile, reports trickling in 

&om the signallers, or through SOS calls, or sent in by FOOs and LOs through the 

various brigade headquarters, added further flexibility to the command structure. 

This more dexterous arrangement came at a propitious moment for gunners who 

increasingly found their contn'iution to battle tied more and more closely to the 

fixed time-tables of the creeping barrage.24 The improved infomation flow meant 

that the artillery retained some ability to respond to changing circumstances. This 

23 Spotting on behalf of gunners was not a simple matter of flying over enemy lines 
and reporting all that was seen. Aerial observers entered into a kind-of symbiotic 
relationship with the artillery, working for hours on end, over extended periods of 
time to develop a close working relationship that saw each service learn the 
idiosyncrasies of the other. 
24 The creeping barrage -- an areiUery tactic introduced early in the Somme fighting 
in response to the difficulty of locating and destroying enemy positions - saw 
fiendly gunners lay down a curtain of fire that they slowly, and with a uniform and 
predetermined speed, advanced across no man's land and over the enemy's 
position, The advancement of the barrage was synchronized to the estimated 
walking speed of the infantry following closely behind (or leaning into the barrage). 
The idea was that the artillery would walk the infantry over and on to the German 
lines before the Germans had time to recover &om the artillery pounding. It was a 
tactic that required a great deal of ammunition and precision timing, and was 
designed to smash everything, and cow everyone, in its path. The side effect of 
this tactic was that it cratered the ground so extensively that it added to the burden 
of the troops crossing the field, while providing new sheU hole cover for the 
defending Germans. This last point sparked Mitchell's call for greater scrutiny of 
shell holes by photographic clerks. 



same flexibility helped commanders decide when and where to commit reserves, for 

they now had a better idea of the needs of the men at the front- 

Yet even with all their study and practice the Canadians found the fighting at 

the Somme tough going. They achieved their share of success, of course, but also 

their share of disappointments. While the Canadiaus were tenacious at Courcelette 

and Thiepval Ridge in September, advancing the line considerably, their assaults on 

Regina Trench that same month and in early October were failures. The Canadian 

Corps -- less the 4th Canadian Division newly arrived at the fiont - left the Somme 

in mid October without securing Regina Trench, which remained firmly ensconced 

in German hands. Another month passed before the 4th Canadian Division 

managed to wrest the trench fiom the Germans. The Canadians, in their efforts to 

move the line severd thousand yards, Suffered 24,029 casualties in three months. 

The difficulty of the fighting was partly due to revised German defensive tactics that 

placed fewer men but more machine guns in forward defensive outposts and shell 

holes, and to the Canadians' less than satisfying counter battery work. Too many 

hostile batteries survived to inflict damage on the assaulting troops. Furthermore, 

the linear assault tactics practiced by the Canadians were out of date for the type of 

defence the Germans put up. On top of these problems lay the mixed performance 

put in by the intelligence gatherers. Add to these di££iculties the deep mud and the 

constant shelling, and it is easy to appreciate why progress was slow. 

Intelligence work had a bearing on the outcome of each of the Canadian 

actions fought at the Somme. At Flers-Courcelette in mid September, the 2nd 

Division, supported by the 3rd Division, launched an assault ''to secure points of 

observation near Courcelette" about 1,000 yards distant. This assault was part of a 

larger attack carried out by the British Fourth Army, and is perhaps best known for 



the first use of tanks in warfare? Much has been written about the tanks, and how 

they were a portent for the future. But the Canadian success at Courcelette was 

more the result of artillery action than of the seven tanks allotted to the Canadians 

for their part in the advance. In the days leading up to the assault the Canadians 

amassed a great deal of inteKgence on their objectives, the G m a n  defences, and 

the intervening terrain. From this information the artillery developed a shelling 

program that saw the German positions plastered with increasing intensity in the 

days before the iafantry assaulted. The systematic destruction of specific tactical 

features was the goal of this bombardment, and the results were checked by clerks 

and o then against aerial photographs of the ground bombarded.' Ground 

observers, too, monitored the destruction to confirm that all was going as planned. 

During the actual assault the creeping barrage mothered the German positions with 

shells, forcing the defenders to keep low, thus preventing them fkom manning any 

machine guns and defensive works that survived the preliminary bombardment. At 

the same time, a standing barrage rested on specific targets?' The artillery 

pounding was so severe that, as at Mount Sorrel, the infantry gained their 

objectives in little more than an hour. The German defenders were so disrupted by 

the assault that impromptu attacks launched by the Canadians later that day pushed 

on to capture the town of CourceIette and its environs. 

In addition to helping shape the artillery plan, intelligence on the German 

positions let commanders retain some control over the fighting. The commander of 

the 6th Brigade, prior to the assault, wanted "once again to most strongly impress 

on all C.Os., Company Commanders, and Platoon leaders, throughout the Brigade, 

*' John Swettenham, To Seize the Victory. The Canadian Corps In World War I 
(Toronto: The Ryerson Press, l965), 1 17 - 1 1 8. 
26 Wdfrid Miles, Milirmy 9peration.s France and Belgium, 1916, Vol. I1 (London: 
Macmillan and Co., Limited, 1938), 297. 
*' Swettenham, To Seize the Victory, 1 18. 



the absolute necessity of not only Officers but every N.C.O. and man who is taking 

part in this operation knowing his place, work and exactly what is expected of 

him.'"' Rehearsals, and the study of intelligence, let them do this. Mock battles 

and tactical exercises, for example, taught machine gunners and trench mortarmen 

how to cooperate with the infantry?9 Meanwhile, helping to maintain control once 

the ation started were the various intelligence sections. Men fiom these units 

manned OPs, and reconnoitred the lines. In the 21st Battalion, "Soon after the 

attack had taken place two parties [of scouts fkom the scout section] were sent 

out.. .to report on the situation. Both parties returned with the information that all 

our objectives had been gained, and we had c o ~ e c t e d  up with the 20th Canadian 

Battn. on our right, and 27th Battn. on our left." Later, the intelligence section 

maintained touch with the men holding out around the Sugar Factory, guiding up 

reinforcements and bringing back wounded. The commander felt that "The work of 

the Section throughout was canid on with thoroughness and precision, every man 

being employed and showing devotion to The reports these and other men 

sent back helped commanders maintain some sense of order. In the 27th Battalion, 

for example, each company commander recorded their locations on blank situation 

maps provided for that purpose as soon as they reached their objectives. They also 

detailed "one NCO and one man to report nightly to Battalion Headquarters] with 

all infonnation obtained during the day." In the meantime, observers fiom the 

battalion scout section kept the commander informed of the progress of the attack, 

for prior to the advance observers had been posted on both flanks of the battalion to 

watch and report on the fighting. "Everything should be reported to Bn. H.Q. as it 
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occurs," declared the battalion's instructions. At the same time, the battalion scout 

officer, with a party of scouts, followed the advance bcchcking up the position of 

the enemy and our own positions." They also patrolled the area in front of the 

newly won line, thereby maintaining contact with the enemy. The scout officer 

gathered additional information finm the walking wounded "from whom much 

information can be ~btained."~ ' 
Staff captainso) and brigade intelligence sections had their roles to play as 

well. In the 7th Brigade, for example, "after rendering almost invaluable services, 

in first reconnoitring positions, and placing 0.Ps. etc.," the staff captain0 "was 

constantly on the move during the heaviest barrages visiting O.Ps. and Battalion 

Headquarters, and keeping me [the brigade commander] in touch with everything." 

He was, to the brigade commander's "deep regret," seriously wounded. Brigadier- 

General A.C. Macdonell, the brigade commander, added: 'The Brigade can ill 

afford to lose his efficient services, a shrewd, clear-headed, gallant Intelligence 

Officer, much liked and in close touch with all Units of the ~r igade ."~~ 

Liaison work was also effectively arranged at Flers-Courcelette. Not only 

did assaulting brigades exchange liaison officers, but battalions adjoining 

neighbowing brigades exchanged them as well. Battalions within brigades also 

swapped liaison officers and each sent one to brigade headquarters. Runners 

accompanied these officers to ensure touch was maintained with their home 

commands. Meanwhile, officers from brigade machine companies and trench 

mortar batteries kept in touch with the infmtry by establishing report centres at the 

headquarters of one of the attacking battalions, where they received reports and 
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coordinated their e f fo rd3  A number of battalions also combined their 

headquarters at one location, easing liaison considerably. On at least one occasion, 

though, the Canadians were overly exuberant when it came to liaison. In late 

September, during a separate attack near Courcelette, the 1st Brigade complained 

that four artillery LOs showed up at the 2nd Battalion's headquarters, each 

representing a different artillery brigade. The result was an overcrowded 

headquarters, and a m t e d  battalion commander who found their presence a 

hindrance rather than an aid to operations. When artillery support was needed, the 

commander did not know which LO to turn to for the best response?' 

Communications, of course, remained vital for the speedy transmission of 

intelligence during the action. Telephones, pigeons, m u m s ,  and visual signals 

connected battalion headquarters to their parent brigades. Where possible, 

signallers buried telephone cables six feet deep. The 27th Battalion reminded its 

company and section commanders that "communication is half the battle and unless 

the 0. C. knows exactly what is going on he cannot assist in any shape or form.'"5 

It was imperative, then, that the assaulting units continually send back reports. To 

help deliver word fiom the fiont to commanders in the rear, signallers established 

signal stations in the captured enemy lines at points selected prior to the advance. 

In the case of the 27th Battalion, company signallers followed behind the fourth 

wave and laid four separate telephone lines, one to each company. Once in place 

these stations were coxmected laterally to each other as soon as possible. Despite 

the enormous effort this entailed, the battalion stated that communications from the 

- .- 
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forward-most positions "may evenually come down to runners." 

were employed, as were visual signals, and through one means or 

eventually percolated back. 

Pigeons, too, 

another, word 

The Canadian assault at Flers-Courcelette also benefited from the first use of 

tanks in warfare. While the Canadians were not overly enthusiastic about the tanks' 

performance -- only one managed to reached its assigned objectives - their 

presence did shake the morale of the German defenders, and no doubt contributed 

to the Canadian s~ccess."~ But as the Canadians only received their complement of 

seven tanks in the days just prior to the attack, there was little time for the tanks and 

infantry to train together. Indeed, the infantry's plans were made ''irrespective of 

them," as the Canadians were uncertain if they would even receive the tanks 

offered." Communications were maintained between the tanks and the infmtry and 

between the tanks and aircraft by means of "Simple flag and lamp codes.. .in order 

to signal 'out of action' and 'am on objective."' A number of tanks also carried 

pigeons for relaying information. As with the infantry and the artillery, the tanks 

followed a pre-set plan, and so did not just aimlessly wander no man's land in 

search of targets or something to crush. Tank commanders learned of their attack 

routes from divisional staff  officers. These later officers also reviewed aerial and 

panoramic photographs with the tank commanders. The course of each tank across 

no man's land was marked on maps showing the bearings each would follow. 

From this information, and from the specifics of the corps time-table, each tank 

commander then prepared his own map "showing the distinctive features of his 

36 Fraser, Donald, The Journal of Ma te  Fraser, GzCaMdinn Epedi[iona?y Force 
1914-1918, ed. Reginald Roy (Sono Nis Press, 1985; reprint, Nepean, Ontario: 
CEF Books, 1998), 208. Rawling, Surviving Trench Warjiare, 83; G.W.L. 
Nicholson, m c i a l  History of the Chnadian Army in the First World War. 
Canadian Fxpeditionary Force 1914-1919 (Ottawa: Queen's Printer and Controller 
of Stationary, 1962), 169-1 70. 
" NAC, M.G. 30 E5 (Bovey Papers) Vol. 4, Folder 21. 27th Battalion "Advanced 
instructions with regard to Operation Orders No. [80?] Appendix 'A"'. 



route, his compass bearing fkom point to point, and the time at which he must arrive 

at each." As the British official history relates, many of these C'y~ung and 

inexperienced tank commanders found themselves overburdened with directions 

and instructions, which, in many cases, had to be memorized, as there were not 

enough copies [of the instructions] to go around."38 Under such circumstances it is 

a wonder that the tanks did as well as they did, 

In October, Canadian assaults against Regina Trench ended with a far less 

happy outcome than the Battle of Flers-Courcelette. Once again intelligence, or the 

lack of it, played a role in the Canadian fdure to capture and hold newly won 

positions. This is not to argue that intelligence is the sole ingredient for success in 

battle, but it is to suggest that good or adequate intelligence helps win battles, while 

poor intelligence helps lose them. It is significant that General Currie, when 

explaining his division's reverse at Regina Trench on October eighth, points to poor 

intelligence work as a contributing factor in his command's defeat. Patrol reports, 

for example, suggested that the artillery had effectively removed the German 

protective wire. From these reports Currie "came to the conclusion that while a 

certain amount of wire was to be expected, it would offer no serious obstacle. The 

attacking troops were warned of this and additional wire cutters served out as an 

extra precaution." Events proved the reports wrong. Currie wrote: 

Reports on the condition of the wire were unsatisfactory. 
Observation on the wire was poor fkom the position occupied by our 
Mantry Observers and the limited time at the disposal of the 
Division did not permit of a protracted search for suitable 0.P s. 
Patrols were sent out, but owing to [the rapidity ofl reliefs these 
men never became thoroughly acquainted with the ground and their 
reports have since been proved to be very inaccurate. Owing to 
weather conditions Aeroplane recomaissance photos were not 
available. 

' Miles, Military Operations. 1916,297 (and footnote 2). 



In addition, W e  noted that patrolmen were inexperienced due to the large influx 

of green troops necessary after the heavy casualties suffered in previous 

engagements. The result was that attacking troops in some units got caught on the 

wire, and were mowed down by enemy machine guns. In other units the wire 

drove the men into the trenches where they tried to make their way to their 

objectives by bombing their way forward fiom trench to trench. They were 

unprepared for this type of close fighting, however, and soon ran out of grenades. 

German counter attacks forced them back to their start l i d 9  

Poor patrol reports were not just a 1st Division compIaint- The 3rd 

Division, likewise, found the wire along its front uncut For some days prior to the 

attack the artillery had been carrying out "a systematic bombardment of the enemy's 

rear Lines and of the REGINA TRENCH and the wire in front of it." Accurate 

shooting was difficult, however, due to high winds and poor weather. To ensure 

the wire was cut, reconnaissance patrols and observers checked on its condition 

daily. These reported that "the wire in front of REGINA TRENCH had for the 

most part been well cut," Later, of course, 'St was found.. .that considerable wire 

remained and this fact.. materially affected the success of our operations." 

Companies from the 49th Battalion, 7th Brigade, for example, after advancing 

through a row of well cut wire ran into a second belt that was "entirely 

undamaged." "Seeking to find gaps which might afford an entrance to the trench 

our men worked their way along the ftont of the wire but faded to find any 

openings and losing heavily eventually got into KENORA TRENCH." Three times 

these survivors tried to bomb their way forward, but were eventually ''wiped out as 

the Germans had concentrated in considerable force.. .and were supported at this 

point with at least two machine guns." The 9th Brigade fared no better. 'Wowhere 
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had the wire been damaged by our artillery to any appreciable extent," said the 3rd 

Division's after ation report. German machine guns reaped their harvest as the 

infantry tried to cut their way through. That any of the men managed to force their 

way through seems miraculous, yet some did, and they held out for thirty minutes 

before finally being driven out" 

Besides patrol work, other attack preparations, too, were sometimes poorly 

carried out. Despite Currie's order to rehearse the assault, for example, one 

battalion did not bother to, and Curie blamed this for its failure to gain its 

objectives on the eighth? Other officers, much to Currie's annoyance, simply 

pointed out their commands' objectives to their subordinates by referring to maps 

rather than showing them the aaual position on the ground. Currie, likely 

remembering his days at Festubert in 19 15, said: 'To tell a Machine Gunner to take 

up his position at M.14.b.2.6. or a Bomber to establish a block at M.8.d.3.0. is an 

absurd order unless some other means of fixing this position has been explained.'"2 

Other officers and NCOs, Currie discovered, could not read a map in the first place. 

It was hard to win a war when objectives were shrouded in such mystery. 

It was more than just the lack of accurate pre-battle intelligence that 

contributed to the defat at Regina Trench on October eighth. The collection and 

sharing of information during the battle was also weak. The work of artillery 

liaison officers, despite some admirable success, was disappointing. Cume, no 

doubt, cursed a blue streak when he learned that no artillery liaison officer showed 

up at the 13th Battalion's headquarters. The liaison officer scheduled for that 

command made his way to the 16th Battalion's headquarters instead. "He remained 
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with the 16th all day, brought with him no telephone and was of no use whatever." 

Although Currie did not believe that his presence with the 13th Battalion would 

have reversed that battalion's set-back on the wire, that LO'S poor performance was 

a microcosm of Liaison difficulties that day. Currie concluded that '?he manner in 

which the Artillery Liaison Officers carried out their orders, shows a lack of 

discipline which is unpardonable." Poor Liaison work, however, was not entirely 

the artillery's fault, Battalion commanders, Cunie observed, should have reported 

the absence of liaison officers immediatelly; indeed, "Brigades reported all 

arrangements complete?" Finally, Currie found that some LOs were misused, and 

ended up being ''nothing more than a runner," or were 'trery often very 

inexperienced and consequently they were of very little value to the Units to which 

they were attached? 

Communications fiom the infantry at the f?ont were also slow. In the 7th 

Brigade, although the attack went in at 450 am., "no definite news had been 

received of the three attacking companies of the 58th pattalian] nor of the left 

Company of the 43rd Battalion," until 11:40 a.m. -- almost seven hours later. At 

that time Brigade headquarters ordered the two battalions to send out patrols to learn 

the situation along their fionf and '?o h d  out if REGINA TRENCH was held by 

any of our troops, and if so to reinforce them." Brigade headquarters also sent 

forward a staff officer - perhaps the staff captain(I) - to learn the state of affairs on 

behalf of the brigade commander. By then, of course, it was too late to help the 

advancing troops, for as we have seen, most were '%iped out." The lack of 

infomation had cost the assaulting troops dearly." 
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The work of FOOs also came under review. While Currie was pleased that 

during his division's attack on October eighth the heavy a e r y  was able to beat- 

off a German counter attack thanks to the observations of one of that formation's 

FOOs, he was, on the whole, of the opinion that FOO work required improvement. 

He thought that the heavy artillery's forward observers should have been closer to 

the fkont. It should have been easy, he mused, for FOOs to have had telephonic 

commUILication to infmtry battalions, yet this did not regularly occur. Currie also 

discerned a lack of proficiency amongst officers of the divisional artillery in 

observation work; too many were, in Currie's judgment, inexperienced? Units 

fkom the 3rd Division, also having attacked on October eighth, agreed. The 2nd 

and 4th Canadian Mounted Rifles (CMR) felt that artillery observers were too far 

back to keep in touch with the actual situation, and believed that even those 

stationed at battalion headquarters were not close enough. The 4th CMR went so 

far as to say that wire remained uncut because FOOs were not close enough to see 

that this was the case:' 

Currie's command was also unlucky that day. Most of the SOS rockets 

canied forward by the assaulting battalions, and used for calling for artillery 

support against Gexman counter attacks, had been lost to enemy shell fke. Of those 

that survived, several did not light properly. Artillery support came only after the 

gunners were reached by telephone. Luckily, telephone connections between 

brigades and battalions were, for the most part, good on the eighth.48 

The Canadian Corps, less the 4th Division, withdrew fkom the Somme 

46 NAC, M.G. 30 E 100 (Currie Papers) Vol. 35, File 159. General Currie's report 
on the October 8, 19 16 assault by the 1st Division- 
47 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4162, Folder 9, File 6. 2nd and 4th CMR "Lessons 
Learnt From Operations on the Somme," November 14th 1916 and no date, 
respectively. 
48 NAC, M.G. 30 E 100 (Currie Papers) Vol. 35, File 159. 1 st Canadian Division 
to Canadian Corps in reference to reasons for the Eziled assault against Regina 
Trench on October 8, 19 16. 



before Regina Trench was won. In October and November it was the 4th 

Division's turn to try and wrest it and Desire Trench fiom the Germans. Although 

the division found the fighting hard-going, and suffered some set-backs on the 

way, in the end it succeeded in capturing both Regina and Desire Trenches. 

Fortunately, it had the experiences of the other three Canadian divisions to draw 

on4' Good intelligence, along with hard pounding by the artillery, coupled to the 

stubborn tenaciousness now common in Canadian units, helped this command win 

its objectives, 

Units from the 4th Division did not neglect to rehearse their assauIts. The 

54th Battalion noted how al l  ranks, instructed in their roles for the assault on Desire 

Trench, carried them out as planned. So well practiced were the men that the 

battalion commander '%as therefore not called upon to do anything." The 87th 

Battalion had a similar experience. 

In the attack of October 2 1 st we had great success. . .partly due to the 
fact that everybody was well acquainted with the landmarks. A 
week before going up we made a model on a piece of ground in our 
camp of the area which we should have to go over. This showed all 
contours, villages, trenches, C.T ' s [communication trenches] and 
other landmarks and as every man in the Battalion had been 
instructed in it and studied it the consequence was that once in the 
area they felt that they knew where they were?' 

As at Mount Sorrel, thorough preparations compensated for command inability to 

direct the action while it raged.'' Detailed planniag let commanders work out 

decisions in advance, when the stresses and strains of battle were at their minimum. 
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Such complex, minute by minute instruction reached perfection at Vimy Ridge in 

19 1 7, but even at the Somme, as the 4th Division's experiences showed, detailed 

planning decreased the confusion, fiction, luck, and uncertainty of battle. 

If communications during battle had been more reliable, such extensive 

planning might not have been so necessary-, the timely flow of news would have 

restored immediacy to the battlefield for commanders in the rear, thus allowing 

them to better intervene in the action as it swirled about them. Brigadier-General 

Victor OdIum, commander of the 1 1 th Brigade, made this very point when he wrote 

that "A Battalion commander can only influence an attack once launched by having 

a reserve at his disposal and under his hand, arid only then if his system of 

communication has stood the test and his observers and company commanders are 

able to send him prompt and accurate informati~n."'~ As it was, however, battalion 

and brigade commanders could do little once a battle began. The 8th Brigade 

reported that commanders could only intervene in a fight when deciding whether or 

not to commit reserves. At other times "The noise, smoke, dust and enemy 

barrages, during an attack makes observation and personal control impossible." The 

5th Ch4R echoed this opinion: "When the attack is launched the battalion] 

Commander has very little influence,[sic] on the situation until some complication 

arises." For the most part, commanders had to trust to their subordinates to carry 

plans through to their completion. The 19th Battalion stated that "Once the attack is 

launched control passes out of the hands of all above the Platoon Commander." 

The 22nd Battalion reported that "Once the attack is launched the Battalion 

Commander is practically impotent except in so far as neutralizing the inevitable 

counter attack. His influence will be governed largely by the rapidity and accuracy 
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of his information as to the situation." Cunie, in his summary of lessons leamed at 

the Somme, said much the same thing: "Once the attack is launched, the Battalion 

Commander cannot influence the situation until it has been cleared up sufficiently to 

enable him to judge where to use his Reserve if required.''53 

It was in clearing up situations that the intelligence system was of value 

during a fight. Unlike the 1st Division's experiences with ground observers, the 

4th Division was almost universal in its praise of their work, stating that brigade 

OPs repaid the care expended on building them." Throughout the fighting there 

were always s ta f f  captainso or brigade commanders on duty in them keeping in 

touch with events as they unfolded.5s The I 1 th Brigade, too, was highly laudatory 

of observation work. 

An Observation Post was established in a commanding position 
behind and connected to the Brigade Commander by telephone. 
During the first operation [Octoba twenty-first against Regina 
Trench] the Brigade Intelligence Officer kept the G.O.C. informed 
minute by minute of the progress of events and as a result, on 
several occasions artillery action, promptly ordered, nipped off 
budding counter attacks. 

Unfortunately, "In the last operation movember eighteenth against Desire Trench] 
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observation was impossible owing to weather c~nditions.'"~ 

Similarly, the performance of liaison officers was positive in the 4th 

Division. Each attacking brigade sent an officer to its neighbouring brigade for 

Liaison purposes, and each battalion flanking a battalion from another brigade did 

the same, as did companies. The 38th and 85th Battalions thought that Liaison with 

neighbouring battalions worked well, but that channels of w~~ll~lunication were 

sometimes difficult to maintain.57 Meanwhile, the artillery sent liaison officers to 

each attacking brigade and gave each a direct line to the supporting batteries. 

Artillery LOs were with battalions as well. The 44th Battalion was happy with its 

LO, noting he was well forward. The 50th Battalion was, likewise, satisfied with 

its artillery liaison officer, although maintaining touch with neighbouring battalions 

was more difficult, as there were no lateral telephone connections. There were no 

hitches with the liaison arrangements in the 54th Battalion either, but the 

commanding officer noted that the information received was often late in coming or 

inaccurate. The 75th Battalion found liaison indispensable, and that even closer 

touch with the gunners was necessary. 

There were problems, of course. The gunners and the infantry did not 

always understand the difficulties and needs of the other. Often there were too few 

FOOs, and of those available too many made poor observations. Indeed, the 

commander of the 72nd Battalion felt there was much room for improvement. He 

noticed that the LO working with him sat in the banalion headquarters and waited to 

be told to contact his guns, rather than taking the initiative. He also complained that 

artillery LOs laid their telephone lines so poorly that they readily broke down. They 

then had to use the infantry's lines '%with the result that the sole advantage of having 
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a Liaison Officer, namely, two wires to the Artillery, is lost." The commander felt 

that he wuld do the job just as  well as the LO sent to his unit. His frustration was 

made clear when he reported that he tried many times to arrange artillery fie against 

German work parties to no avail. He eventually gave up trying "and the Enemy's . 

work proceeded" unmolested. Overall, while liaison may have been sometimes 

slow, or poorly carried out, it did provide one more channel for sharing information 

and of keeping commanders aware of their surroundings. 

Notwithstanding the 4th Division's success at the Somme, there were some 

problems universal to all the Canadian divisions. Liaison with the heavy artillery, 

for example, was an area of concern. The infantry found it difficult to obtain heavy 

artillery support on short notice. Some divisional LOs and FOOs did not know 

which heavy artillery batteries covered their &on& and so did not know what guns 

to contact in a crisis, or the best means to do so. By year end, though, some 

improvements had been made, including the posting of instructions in battalion 

telephone exchanges describing the fastest way to contact the heavy guns, and the 

m e r  Instruction of LOs and FOOs in their duties? 

The Somme also pointed out a general deficiency in some basic skills. 

Apparently, many officers had d . c u r t y  preparing situation reports, reading maps, 

and carrying out reconnaissance missions. The 10th Brigade recorded that the 

absence of landmarks made it very dBicult to locate positions on the ground; a 

sentiment echoed by the 46th  att tali on^^ As a consequence, situation reports were 

not always as accurate as they might have been. The 19th Battalion observed that 

because the terrain changed so rapidly maps were often inaccurate, which added to 
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the problems of preparing accurate situation The 1 st CMR agreed, noting 

that maps were of too small a scale and not up to date!' The 75th Battalion 

resigned itself to the f2ct that situation reports were going to be wrong, and could 

offer no solution to fix the problem. "I cannot suggest any further orders, 

instructions or precautions to ensure accurate reports," wrote the commander. He 

added: 

Intelligent officers, who have personally observed the objective as 
far as possible, fkom our fiont line studied the situation on their 
maps, and rehearsed the operation time after time, seem to fd to 
locate themselves on arrival at the objective. This must be due 
excitement, the different appearance of everything &om the other 
end, and lack of landmarks, similarity of trenches, difficulty of 
observation under fire, e t d 2  

Rather than blaming the devastated terrain for its mapping difficulties, the 50th 

Battalion put the blame on officers and NCOs with "insufficient knowledge of Map 

reading." The battalion commander thought that better observation work, along 

with larger scale maps, would have lessened the problem.63 The 25th Battalion 

noticed, as well, that officers lacked the ability to describe their positions a;ccurately 

on paper, rendering their reports meaningless or confusing. The inability of  some 

officers to read a map and use a compass was also a problem in the 18th 

This is not to suggest that all commands Mered with poor reportage. The 

1 lth Brigade found the situation reports it received very useful. Each battalion 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4089, Folder 20, File 4. From the 4th Brigade's 
''Lessons Derived From the Operation on the Somme." 
61 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4162, Folder 9, File 6. 1st CMR's "Lessons Learnt 
From Operations on the Somme," November 20, 19 16. 
62 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3843, Folder 44, File 1. 75th Battalion report on the 
Somme. 
63 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vol. 3843, Folder 44, File 1. 50th Battalion repoxt on the 
Somme, December 16,1916. 
64 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4089, Folder 20, File 4. From the 4th Brigade's 
"Lessons Derived From the Operation on the Somme." 



officer had a small map of the area his battalion was attacking, and on it was clearly 

marked reference points. As objectives were reached, officers filled out their 

position on the maps in relation to the features delineated and sent them back to rear 

commanders where ?hey provided valuable info~mation.'~~ Practice over the 

training grounds helped make officers and men familiar with the various features 

left standing. The 87th Battalion, likewise, saw no difficulties with situation 

reports. Each officer and NCO was acquainted with the landmarks, and each 

carried blank maps on which they recorded their 10cations.6~ 

Equipment shortage was another difficulty the Canadians faced at the 

Somme. Brigadier-General G.B. Hughes, commanding the 1 st Brigade, 

complained that equipment shortages had a detrimental effect on operations. ''The 

lack of telescopes, compasses, protractors, etc.," he wrote, '%is never more 

keenly felt than in the SOMME area where a great deal of long range obsenring was 

done."67 The 2 1 st Battalion, likewise, bemoaned a compass shortages6' Equipment 

shortage, unfortunately, was a problem that lasted as long as the war. 

Reconnaissance work also received mixed reviews. Cur ie  noted that 

divisional and brigade staffofficers made too few tours of the fkont to learn the true 

situation. Too often, Currie believed, commanders believed hearsay, and too 

readily accepted "first statements as proof positive.'dg This was echoed in the 25th 

Battalion, whose commander also found that too many officers were too willing to 

65 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl , Vol. 3 843, Folder 44, File 1. 1 1 th Brigade's "Lessons 
From the Somme," December 20, 19 16. 
66 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3843, Folder 44, File 1. 87th Battalion report on the 
Somme. 
67 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4026, Folder 1 1, File 3. Report by the 1st Brigade 
on intelligence work carried out at the Somme, October 28, 1916. 
68 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4089, Folder 20, File 4. From the 4th Brigade's 
"Lessons Derived From the Operation on the Somme." 
69 NAC, R.G. 9 lII C3, Vol. 40 1 1, Folder 7, File 1. Major-General Cunie to 
Canadian Corps on the lessons learned fiom the Somme battles, November 25, 
1916. 



assume information was correct,70 Again, the 11th Brigade proves that some 

commands had positive experiences. three hours after [the] attack was 

launched, Brigade officers made ihe complete round of the newly captured 

positions and reported the situation in 

Shockingly, some officers, even after all the Canadian Corps had gone 

through in the past year and more, still took lightly the work of intelligence officers. 

According to the 2nd Battalion's historian, an officer working for Sir Max Aitken, 

the Canadian government's 'Canadian Eyewitness,' arrived at the battalion's 

headquarters September 9, 19 16. He was there to 6Lm a Canadian assault. The 

Battalion commander, busy with more pressing matters, passed the officer over to 

the scout officer to deal with even though the scout officer was already ''harassed 

by many duties attendant upon preparations for an attack that was only three 

quarters of an hour away."72 Happily, most oEcers by this point in the war 

respected the work of intelligence personnel, and did not abuse them in this 

manner. 

Some also believed that the infantry needed more practice carrying out 

reliefs. It was Hughes' opinion that battalion scout officers fiom othw brigades 

were somewhat slack, and could have done more to afiirm that all relevant records 

were handed over to his scout oficers upon relief. He held that "There is room for 

a great deal of improvement in this respect in all units of the Corps with which [the 

brigade came] in 

'O NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4089, Folder 20, File 4. From the 4th Brigade's 
"Lessons Derived From the Operation on the Somme." 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3 843, Folder 44, File 1. 1 1 th Brigade's "Lessons 
From the Somme." 
72 W.W. Mumy, The History of the 2nd Canadian Banalion (Eastern Ontario 
Regiment) Canadian aeditionaly Force in the Great War (Ottawa: Mortimer Ltd., 
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The Canadians also saw that further practice with contact air patrols was 

necessary. The troops often Wed to fire their flares to mark their locations for 

contact air patrol obsmers out of fear that the Germans, too, would l e a .  their 

positions and then shell them unmercillly. This was the conclusion of the 50th 

Battalion. "A possible reason Infantry fail to light flares is because the men have an 

idea that lighting flares draws fke on themselves. It does to an [extent], and it is 

difficult to remove this idea, even putting forward the reason that they [the men] 

will suffer less fkom that than from a counter-attack."" Problems with contact air 

patrols, though, were not all of the infmtry's making. During the October eighth 

assault on Regina Trench, a contact patrol reported that units fkom the 1st Division 

were on top of their objectives when this was not the case? More practice was 

needed by all. 

Poor counter battery work was another serious challenge facing the corps, 

and indeed all belligerents. The destruction of the enemy's trenches and wire still 

took precedence over silencing enemy guns? The Somme, though, showed once 

more that it was the enemy's artillery that was the real target, and that hostile 

batteries had to be obliterated or neutralized before the idantry could advance 

across the fire zone to capture and hold ground. Within a minute of launching their 

assault on October eighth, for example, units b m  the 9th Brigade were hit by a 

barrage of German artillery and machine gun £ire that inflicted a number of 

casualties." Flash spotting and sound ranging' two techniques for locating enemy 

batteries by measuring and triangdating light and sound waves, were only just 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3 843, Folder 44, File 1. 50th Battalion report on the 
Somme. 
" Rawling, Surviving Trench Wa$are, 8 1. 
76 Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, Command on the Western Front. The Military 
Career of Sir Hemy Rawlinson, 19144918 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, l992), 
163. 
77 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3843, Folder 45, File 4-5. "3rd Canadian Division 
War Diary Narrative of Operations From 3rd October to 1 1 th October, 19 16." 



emerging as viable methods for locating enemy guns. Their appearance, however, 

along with improvements in aerial obsenration and photographic analysis, 

announced the arrival of the deep artillery set-piece battle, as they made visible 

enemy guns and other target. well to the rear of the German fkont lines. Ultimately, 

as the Somme battles progressed, the collection and distriiution of artillery 

intelligence became more systematic, and the gunners' response to the needs of the 

infintry improved.78 In 19 17 these methods paid dividends, as the artillery could 

then silence enemy guns before they could harm the assaulting infantry. 

Unfortunately for the &try at the Somme, Gmna. guns continued to inflict 

incrediile casualties, while wrecking advances and dislodging defenders almost at 

will. 

In the meantime, 19 16 ended as did 19 15, with the realization that a lack of 

accurate and timely intelligence hindered batdefield performance. Failures and 

hutrations on the field reinforced the belief that inteKgence played an important 

role in victory. While intelligence did not win battles by itself, a lack of 

intelligence, or the possession of inaccurate intelligence, contributed to defeats. 

However one looked at it, intelligence was proving to be a vital tool in the toolbox. 

The year also mirrored 19 15 in that intelligence personnel, and the intelligence 

system in general, did not perform as well as hoped, although both were 

improving. Information flow, although far fiom perfect, was also developing. The 

Canadians recognized problem areas, and made efforts to rectifl them. This is not 

to deny that the Canadians did good work at the Somme, but it was in recognizing 

their failings and wealcneesses that they improved. Experience was a great teacher. 

Indeed, the learning began well before the Canadians left the Somme battlefield. 

The 4th Division, as we have seen, had benefited fiom the 

divisions, incorporating the lessons they had learned into 

experiences of the other 

its own operations. In 

'' Miles, Military Operations, 1916, 566 - 567. 



effect, the Somme, and Canadian experiences throughout 19 16, saw the largely 

novice and volunteer Canadian Army learning how to win. 



CHAPTER EIGHT 

INTERLUDE: WINTER 1916 - 1917 

Over the winter months of 19 16 and 19 17, the Canadians evaluated their 

perfomance at the Somme. In Deoemba 1916, the Canadian Corps' Brigadier- 

General, General Staff, P. de B. Radcliffe, wrote that '?Cecent experience has 

proved that the present organization and training of our Infantry have not succeeded 

in developing the maximum offensive power bestowed by the weapons with which 

it is now anned." The Canadians believed there had to be a better way of winning 

trenches. In order to fbd that better way the Canadians practiced new platoon 

assault tactics, based on the principles of fke and movemenf and studied how best 

to use machine guns, trench mortars, and grenades. Radcliffe noted that platoons 

were now "the largest unit that, under modern conditions, can be directly controlled 

and manoeuvred under £ire by one man." To take advantage of this fact, the 

Canadians reorganized their platoons and increased their fire-power.' The large 

influx of green troops entering the ranks following the Somme bloodbath also 

underwent strenuous and realistic training. Intelligence work, its germal efficiency 

and organization, dso came under review. In the end, after all  the self-examination 

and reorganization was complete, the corps, along with its intelligence organization, 

was ready for the 19 17 ~ampaign.~ 

' National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (R.G.) 9 III C 1, Vol. 3 8 64, 
Folder 99, File 3. Memorandum by P. de. B. Radcliffe, B.G., G-S., December 
27, 1916. 

For more detail on the corps' reorganization and training during this period see 
Bill Rawling's, Surviving Trench WMb-e: Technology and the Canadian Corps. 
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As part of the general reevaluation taking place in the Canadian Corps over 

the winter months of 19 16- 19 1 7, General Byng sent General Currie to the French 

Axmy to leam what battle-winning techniques the French had discovered in their 

struggles with the Gexmans around Verdun. Cumie's ensuing report revealed, 

among other things, his and ultimately the Canadian Corps' solution to the tactical 

dilemma facing al l  armies: how to defeat a strong, entrenched, elastic defence, 

overcome the killing power of concealed machine guns and artillery, defend against 

the influx of firesh German reserves, and do so without incurring mcceptably high 

casualties in the process. What he learned mirrored his own thinking on the 

subject: thorough preparation, which included effective small unit tactics and the 

wise use of intelligence, was the hallmark of successll operations. He noted, for 

example, the importance the French placed on reconnaissance and on the attentive 

study of all available information before committing men to battle. 

The divisions chosen for making the attack b e  wrote] were sent into 
the line in order that they might become as f d a r  as possible with 
the ground over which they were going to attack. They made the 
closest possible study of the German defences and considered how 
every form of resistance that might be expected could be dealt with. 
Innumaable aeroplane photographs were taken and distriiuted; 
every officer and, in fact, every unit commander being given these 
photographs. 

I cannot lay too much stress on the importance attached by the 
French to this preIiminary occupation of the line for reconnaissance 
purposes. Every man saw the ground over which he would attack; 
his objective was pointed out to him, as well as the places where he 
might expect resistance and check. 

The French, he saw, prepared plans for defeating all known machine guns and 

obstacles before the men advanced. Those positions surviving the preliminary 

bombardment would be silenced by the creeping barrage. "All ranks," Currie 

wrote, "studied most carefidly the best manner of reaching the objective, how 



specid points of resistance were to be dedt with, and how the objective was to be 

c011soXdated."~ 

As for the actual collection of intelligence, Currie did 'hot consider the 

French Intelligence Department superior" to the Canadian one. The Canadians 

gathered equally good information, but lagged behind the French in its application. 

Currie was "struck at the use they [the French] had made of the information 

gained," believing they were correct to emphasize the importance of considering a l l  

intelligence available for planning operations "in the greatest detail." In Currie's 

estimation, Canadian company commanders did not pay enough attenttion to 

intelligence. He pointed out how battalion commanders, too, if they cared to study 

the most recent intelligence, could calculate the necessary strength of assault waves 

for securing their objectives and of the mopping up parties. "An intimate 

knowledge of the enemy, his morale, his strength, his guns and the manner in 

which he holds his trenches, should be very usell," he opined. Moreover, Currie 

felt commanders should not rest contentedly with the information supplied them; 

instead they "should consider the infomation [they] should like to have, and if not 

already in [their] possession, should take steps to secure it.'" 

Currie also believed the Canadians and British lagged the French in the use 

of photographs and maps. Photographs, he observed, were "apparently in far 

greater profusion in the French Anny than in ours. I saw some really wonderfid 

oblique photographs. I think we ought to consider whether our facilities for 

printing, reproducing and distriiuting photographs can be increased and 

improved." Indeed, by the end of 1917, the Canadian Corps, under Byng's and 

then Currie's leadership, distributed mosaic and oblique photographs down to 

NAC, RG. 9 III C3, Vol. 4163, Folder 12, File 10. "Notes on French Attacks, 
North-East of Verdun in October and December, 19 16," by Major General Currie 
January 23, 1917. 
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company commands and individual batteried The French map supply was equally 

inspiring. "For the VERDUN offensive, 190,000 maps, on a scale of 1/5,000 

were printed," with "All commanders of units, even down to the smallest units, 

[having] one," a striking comparison to Canadian practice. "In the last sector which 

the 1st Canadian Division held [wrote Currie], my G.S.O. 1 and I had to be content 

with the same map.'* AU told, Currie's Verdun report provides prescient 

commentary on the Canadian Corps' art of attack And although that art is far too 

large a topic to cover in this study, it is clear that intelligence work was a vital 

component. No plan, certainly not one involving a major set-piece attack, could be 

fonnulated without an abundance of pre-battle information. 

Helping to gather and control that intelligence were the brigade and battalion 

intelligence sections which, as the Somme had shown, required some 

improvement. The 1st Division wrote that, "Although much good work has been 

done by Intelligence Sections during recent tours in the trenches there are still some 

ways in which more benefit may be obtained from the present organization." In 

this light, and as an indication of the importance of battalion level intelligence, some 

battalion intelligence sections added a second officer to act as an understudy to the 

battalion scout officer. This was an informal arrangement, but one that gave 

battalions twenty-four hour a day coverage by an officer devoted to intelligence 

work.' Record keeping, as well as observation, needed some improvement as well. 

"In many cases reports.. .inched to be vague and inaccurate; they also lack[ed] 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 5. Canadian Corps, December 
18, 1917. 
NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4163, Folder 12, File 10. "Notes on French Attacks, 

North-East of Verdun in October and December, 19 1 6," by Major General Cunie 
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continuity-" To improve their reports, observers and snipers began using pre- 

designed forms that called for specific pieces of information, such as details on the 

location of the OP, and the bearings of observations made. Observers learned to 

build simple directors for taking such bearings quickly. Training, too, 

reemphasized the importance of continuity in observation. Too often, it seemed, 

observers reported that machine gun emplacements were seen in the forward 

German trenches when POW statements made it clear that this was unlikely. 

Unfortunately, the rapidity of battalion reliefs sometimes made continuity in 

observation difficult to achieve, as observers rotated out of the lines too quickly to 

learn fdly about their surroundings- The 1 st Division reminded them that they had 

to review the reports of out-going observers to make up for the shortage of time. If 

they did not do this they risked misreading the ft-ont. In one case a team of 

observers reported seeing a sniper loop-hole at a certain point in the enemy h e ,  but 

the next rotation of observers saw a machine gun post at this same point, while the 

next team saw a new trench being constructed. This lack of continuity in reporting 

caused considerable confbsion amongst those tracking Gennan trench work 

activity, and gave a false sense of the German defences.' 

Intelligence sections also used the winter months to upgrade the skills 

necessary for working no man's land. Training emphasized the art of patrolling, 

with the men learning the three types of patrols: reconnaissance patrols, offensive 

patrols, and defensive patrols. The reconnaissance patrol was the intelligence 

sections' main concern obviously, although offensive patrols were u s e l l  for 

capturing prisoners, while defensive patrols guarded against surprise. Patrol 

exercises were carried out by day and night. During this training, scouts leamed to 

* NAC, R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 4332, Folder 4, File 10. "Notes on the Instruction of 
Intelligence Sections," by I st Division, December 26, 19 16; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 
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judge distances, keep direction in the dark, stealth, and camouflage techniques. 

Since scouts laid out the tapes that directed assault parties across no man's land, 

they received additional training in working beyond the wire. Photographic 

analysis and map reading filled out part of the training syllabus as well. 'The 

importance of [map reading] has been emphasized many times," but the 1st 

Division felt it necessary "to point out that no man employed on Intelligence Work 

should be considered competent 4 he can read a map, give correct locations of 

distant points, and be able to f k d  his way with its aid." On a related topic, scouts 

had to possess "The ability to make rough panoramic sketches." This skill was 

especially usefd when reporting on "doubtfid objects." Scouts, too, had to leam to 

'?read ground quickly, so that they may be able to select good Sniping and 

Observation positions in the shortest possible time.'" In effect, scouts went 

through an intensive training programme that recognized the vital nature of their 

work to operations. 

Training also covered liaison work, as intelligence sections formed an 

important link between the various. service arms. "All members of Intelligence 

Sections must be given practice in reporting targets to the unit which can best deal 

with them," wrote the 1st Division. "It is of the utmost importance that all Infantry 

Officers shoilld be kept informed of aU movement on their immediate fiont, and that 

all suitable targets for Artillery, Trench Mortars and Machine Guns shodd be 

reported at once," it added. It was crucial that intelligence officers work closely 

with FOOs and LOs, and visit artiUexy OPs daily in order to share information and 

discuss points of interest to the battalion and the gunners alike. They also met daily 

with company commanders to ensure that the maximum damage was being a c t e d  

NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4 158, Folder 1, File 7. Canadian Corps notes on an 
intelligence conference held December 13, 19 16; R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 4332, Folder 
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December 26, 19 16. 



on the German defenders. In the meantime, the division reminded its scouts and 

scout officers of the importance of sending back news immediately. The belief held 

by some that so long as information reached divisional headquarters in time for its 

inclusion in the daily Intelligence Summary was good enough had to end. Delays 

in forwarding news were unconscionable. Battalion commanders, too, had to give 

intelligence work their carefbl attention, because "If our information concerning our 

enemy is accurate and plentiful then a great step has been gained towards his 

defeat" ' O 

In January 19 17, around the time that General Currie was distributing his 

Verdun report, Lieutenant Colonel Andrew McNaughton, soon to be the Canadian 

Corps' hrst counter battery staff officer (CBSO) with the forthcoming Counter 

Battery Office (CBO), was visiting the French Army, and later the British 5th 

Corps, to learn what he could about the latest counter battery techniques. Unlike 

Cunie, McNaughton was not at all impressed with French methods, stating that 

'The French] Counter Battery work although reported to have been most 

successful, hardly bears close investigation." As for artillery work as a whole, 

'Nothing that [he] saw or heard in any way fled him] to believe that the French 

Artillery are using methods superior to ours." He went on to say that "Our Artillery 

Communications and Observation Posts are very much more thorough than those in 

use by the French." McNaughton felt the French counter battery effort was 

disorganized, with each level of command ignorant of the activities of the other.'' 

'O NAC, R.G. 9 111 C4, Vol. 4332, Folder 4, File 10. "Notes on the Instruction of 
Intelligence Sections," by I st Division, December 26, 19 16. 
l '  NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 El00 ( M e  Papers) Vol. 35, File 160. 
McNaughton's "Some Artillery Impressions gained during a Visit to the Verdun 
Battlefields -- January Sth, 6th, 7th and 8th, 1917." General M e  saw the French 
artillery in a different light. He noted the importance of counter battery fire in 
French planning, and pointed out that in November 1916 the French field 
intelligence senrice located 198 German gun emplacements. This represented over 
700 German guns along a ten kilometer front and was, as Currie rightly stated, an 
obvious indication that that particular sector was of some interest to the German 
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He returned to the C d a n  Corps discouraged over his new role, for counter 

battery procedures seemed equally ill-dehed there, and he was at somewhat of a 

loss as to what to do. However, after visiting Colonel A.G. Haig at the 5th British 

Corps (Colonel Haig was Sir Douglas Haig's cousin), McNaughtonYs mood was 

buoyed. Haig was responsible for counter battery operations there, and under his 

initiative the 5th Corps became one of the first formations in the British Army to 

organize a Counter Battery Office. It was while visiting Haig in January 19 17, that 

McNaughton learned what a Counter Battery Ofice could truly accomplish, and 

how the various sources of counter battery intelligence came together, were 

processed and applied. He saw h t  hand the "great strides forward" made in aerial 

reconnaissance, photographic interpretation, flash spotting and sound ranging (this 

latter technique was entirely new to McNaughton), and how they could pin-point 

the location of enemy batteries. "After his talks with Haig, he Fl[cNaughton] was 

to build up a counter battery organization in the Canadian Corps that could not be 

matched by any similar organization, AUied or enemy."12 

The creation of a Counter Battery Office was an important development in 

both the intelligence and artillery war efforts. Indeed, so intertwined are the two 

that by taking about its benefits to intelligence work it becomes clear how the CBO 

was also a blessing for the artillery. By 19 1 7, the British had developed a number 

of techniques for locating hostile batteries, including sound ranging, flash spotting, 

ground level observation, and aerial reconnaissance. The CBO coordinated, 

collated and disseminated this idormation throughout the corps, and fed a 

of airplanes and balloons. In the days prior to the French attacks every known or 
suspected German observation post was targeted for destruction in an effort to 
disrupt the German command and control system. See R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4163, 
Folder 12, File 10. "Notes on French Attacks, North-East of Verdun in October 
and December, 19 16," by Major General Currie, January 23, 19 17. 
l 2  John Swettenham, McNaughton, Vol. 1, 1887 - 1939 (Toronto: The Ryerson 
Press, 1968), 66-74. McNaughton's report on his visit to the 5th Corps can be 
found in R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 7. 



continuous stream of target idonnation to the heavy artillery, to the field guns, and 

to corps headquarters. The banks of information it compiled gave the CBO a good 

understanding of conditions along the front, and of the enemy's artillery 

dispositions; and as the CBO was in tactical control of much of the corps' heavy 

artillery, hostile batteries and other fleeting targets could be quickly engaged at the 

CBSO's discretion. This greatly enhanced command versatility, as the corps could 

now more effectively utilize the guns than was the case previously. This was no 

small consideration given the artillery's decisive name. In other words, the CBO, 

by centralizing the control of artillery intelligence, made better use of that 

information and, therefore, better use of the guns. Since corps headquarters was in 

constant communication with the CBO, it, too, was kept well in tune with events at 

the fkont Corps headquarters, in turn, could then keep its subordinate co~~llllmds 

better informed and on track than before.13 

Considering its importance to corps operations, the a d  organization of 

the Counter Battery Office appears rather simple. At its inception it employed just 

five people. Besides the counter battery staff officer, there was one staff captain 

(reco~aissance) who assisted with intelligence collation and interpretation, one 

orderly officer, and two clerks. During the planning stages for the Vimy Ridge 

offensive (April 19 17) these five individuals proved too few in number, so the staff 

captain0 serving with the heavy artillery had to help with the counter battery 

intelligence workload. Two other officers from either the divisiond artilleries or the 

heavy artillery groups assisted the orderly officer with executive work from time to 

l 3  For good discussions on the importance of the CBO to both artillery and 
intelligence work see C.N.F. Broad, "Artillery Intelligence and Counter Battery 
Work," Journa[ of the Royal Am-lZe?y 49.4 and 49.5 (1922 - 1923), 187 - 198 and 
221 - 242 respectively; and Albert P. Pdazzo, 'The British Army's Counter- 
Battery Staff Office and Control of the Enemy in World War I," The Journal of 
MiIitary Histoly 63.1 (January 1999), 55 - 74. 



time, while an additional three clerks brought the clerical staff to five.I4 By war's 

end, the CBO came to include, in addition to the CBSO, a staff captain 

(operations), a staff captain (intelligence), two orderly officers, three clerks, two 

draftsmen, one orderly, and three telephonists.1s This seemingly simple design 

belies the me complexity of the Counter Battery Office. The CBSO, for example, 

was a staff officer of the Corps Artillery commander, yet possessed the status of a 

heavy artillery group commander. The CBSO was, in effect, a staff officer with 

command functions. This was, as McNaughton said, "quite an onerous position" 

to be in, because one "had the tactical running of vast amounts of attillery that were 

administratively and nominally under the command of somebody elsey' -- the 

general officer commanding the heavy artillery - and one was "not his staff 

offi~er."'~ Obviously liaison and cooperation with the heavy artillery had to be as 

smooth as possible, and to see that it was the CBSO Lived at or near the heavy 

arfillery headquarters.'' Although there were occasional stresses and strains over 

the use of the heavy batteries between McNaughton and Brigadier-General R.H. 

Massie, the officer commanding the heavy guns, the arrangement worked well in 

practice. 

As the 'Wotes on Counter Battery Work in Co~ection With the Capture of 

the Vimy Ridge by the Canadian Corps on April 9th 1917" makes clear, 

information accumulating at the CBO required some system for making it 

l4 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3922, Folder 8, File 3. 'Wotes on Counter Battery 
Work in Connection With the Capture of the Vimy Ridge by the Canadian Corps on 
April 9th 19 1 7." 
I s  NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1832, Folder GAQ. 8-15e. "Organization and Procedure 
of Counter Battery Office Canadian Corps Artillery," January 25, 19 19. 
l6 Swettenham, McNaughton, 77. Swettenham's source was a CBC interview with 
McNaughton on January 17, 1963, conducted for the series "Flanders Fields." 
" NAC, M.G. 30 E81 (Momson Papers) Vol. 2, Folder: Artillery Corps: Orders 
and Instructions 19 17 - October 19 18. "Status and Duties of the Counter Battery 
Lieutenant Colonel in a Corps," 1st Army memorandum, February 7, 19 17; 
A.G.L. McNaughton, "Counter Battery Work," Crmadian Defence Quarter&, 3 -4 
(July 1926), 380 - 391. 



' ~ e d i a i e l y  accessible to the executive officer who is resp01~~f.ile for deciding 

whether and what action is necessary," and for automatically recording it "in the 

most easily accessible To this end, the CBO kept records of both a short 

and long term nature. Short term records allowed personnel at the Counter Battery 

Office to locate and respond quickly to news on active enemy batteries. The longer 

term records provided a history of a given front, and were used to confirm or refute 

claims regarding the locations of hostile batteries, and to monitor enemy battery 

activity. In both cases, the CBO kept notes on every single known or suspected 

hostile battery - which, of course, amounted to hundreds of enemy guns and gun 

positions. 

The CBO was a hive of activity, and short term records used for fighting 

enemy batteries on a day-in and day-out basis were always spread out over tables 

and posted on walls. A 1/10,000 scale map showing the sector occupied by the 

corps and the enemy opposite was a permanent fixture at the CBO so as to be 

immediately available for plotting bearings and checking infomation. On the walls 

of the Counter Battery Office were maps showing the arcs of f i e  of fiendly guns. 

Since these arcs changed as gun barrels wore out, each week the artiUery sent 

battery reports to the CBO indicating the expected new range of each gun; it was 

these expectations that were recorded on the wall map. If there was a large number 

of fkiendly guns to monitor, the CBO used portfolio maps with easily tumed pages 

instead -- one map for each battery group, for instance. Challc boards were also 

popular for recording various lists. One list might show friendly batteries out of 

action during a given day, while another might be used to record daily enemy 

battery activity. Thus, the day's activity was visible at a glance. At the end of each 

day CBO staff used this idormation to prepare various reports that they 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3922, Folder 8, File 3. Wotes on Counter Battery 
Work in Connection With the Capture of Vimy Ridge by the Canadian Corps on 
April 9th 1917." 



then distniuted throughout the corps as needed. Another method used to monitor 

enemy battery activity was to mark with pins the location of each hostile battery on 

a map. "Every day a battery is active a coloured ring or little disc of coloured papa 

is put o v a  the pin, a different colour being used for each day of the week. The 

week's activity can then be seen at a glance."lg h a similar way, coloured chalk 

was used to record the landing spot of each hostile shell. New colours were used 

every three or four months or after any redistribution of the hostile artillery facing 

the corps. This map showed in an instant the areas habitually shelled by the 

Germans, and allowed planners to calculate the approximate arcs of £ire for each 

hostile battery.20 In this way the limits of German artillery responses to Canadian 

actions could be calculated in advance. In whatever manner the infomation was 

recorded, 'Too much stress cannot be laid on the importance of having everything 

clearly represented pictorially. There is no time for hunting about in books," as one 

memorandum related? ' 
In addition to these short term records, which by their temporary nature did 

not survive the war, the CBO maintained a number of medium to long term records. 

For example, special maps (suspect maps) and file cards (suspect cards) were used 

to record infomation on the location and activity of all unconfirmed hostile batteries 

(HBs). Each map square had its own suspect card on which the intelligence officer 

recorded all activity occuming in that area. Each unconfirmed battery also had its 

own identifying number. Once "the Intelligence Officer considers that there is 

Suflicient evidence to 'confi,nn' the H.B., the case is submitted to the C.B. S .O., 

who is the final authority in deciding whether or not a position should be 

NAC, R.G. 9, I11 C1, Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 9. 'Notes on the Work of a 
Counter Battery Office." 
20 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1832, Folder GAQ. 8-1 5e. "Organization and Procedure 
of Counter Battery Office Canadian Corps Artillery," January 25, 1 9 1 9. 
21  NAC, R.G. 9, 111 C 1, Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 9. "Notes on the Work of a 
Counter Battery Office." 



confirmed." The CBSO required reports fiom at least two "entirely different 

sources" before confirming hostile battery locations. Once codinned the hostile 

battery was assigned a new number, prefixed by the letters of the map square and 

sub-square in which the battery lay.22 As well, the CBO maintained a record sheet 

for each confirmed hostile battery, and recorded all activity associated with that HB. 

It also listed the file numbers for any airplane photographs in which the HB was 

visible, and commentary on the effectiveness of counter battery fire against that 

position. On the reverse side of the record sheet was a map drawn to approximately 

1/80,000 scale showing the corps' area of operations. On this map the CBO plotted 

the hostile battery's location, and showed the exact direction the battery faced. The 

CBO also kept maps and lists of areas each hostile battery shelled. Knowing what 

particular enemy batteries shelled which areas of the front let planners calculate 

possible enemy artillery responses to friendly moves. Moreover, by monitoring 

enemy shelling patterns, AUied commanders Ieamed something of the Germans' 

offensive capabilities in a given ared3 

The intelligence ofiicer at the CBO also prepared a Daily Artillery 

Intelligence Report @AIR). Its fimction was similar to the intelligence summaries 

discussed in earlier chapters, and presented short term information accrued in the 

preceding twenty-four hour period- The DAD2 returned to the various counter 

battery groups and batteries that same night or early the next morning all 

22 Army command assigned a range of numbers to each corps to be used for 
tracking HBs in its area. The problem with this system was that when corps shifted 
position they sometimes assigned numbers to batteries previously counted by the 
out-going corps. This meant some HBs ended up with two or more numbers, 
considerably confusing matters. P r e W g  the numbers with map square and sub- 
square letters helped identifl duplicates R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 
7. "Report on Conference of C.B.S.07s with R.F.C-, Army Intelligence, and Staff 
Officers R.A., 1 st Army at CHOCQUES," February 2 1, 19 17. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III C2, Vol. 3922, Folder 8, File 3. '%Totes on Counter Battery 
Work in Connection With the Capture of the Vimy Ridge by the Canadian Corps on 
April 9th 19 17;" R.G. 9, III Cl ,  Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 9. cWotes on the Work 
of a Counter Battery Office." 



consequential information collected, and did so in a "digested form." The DAIR 

was in two parts. The first covered all new information on enemy hostile batteries 

active along the corps' front, with listings for confirmed hostile batteries. The 

second section included information on hostile batteries operating along the corps' 

flanks. Interestingly, and as a reflection of the managerial skills associated with 

information control, the CBSO descnied the DAIR in accounting terms. The 

DAIR., he said, was '?he 'cash book' of Counter Battery Intelligence," or '%e book 

of k t  entry, while the Records Sheets were akin to  ledger^.'"^ 

A number of other reports were issued by the Counter Battery Office. The 

cumbersomely titled "Programme of Pre-manged Destructive Shoots on H. B ' s 

with Observation by the R.F.C." was issued nightly, and outlined the fiendly 

counter battery agenda for the upcoming twenty-four hour period. The "Report on 

Aeroplane Shoots" presented counter battery activity "as seen fiom the Battery's 

standpoint.. .side by side with the Airman's report" of what they saw. This was an 

extremely valuable report because airmen and gunners could not always meet face 

to face to discuss the day's work and compare notes. 'The report therefore forms 

in many cases the only medium for exchange of views," and was considered by 

McNaughton to have materially increased the success rate of Canadian counter 

battery f ie.  The 'Weekly Report on Hostile Battery Activity" was issued every 

Thursday to corps headquarters, and "contained general notes on the attitude of the 

enemy's artillery opposite the Corps front, the numbers and caliires of H.B 's 

which have been active, grouped as far as possible by hostile formations, and 

comparisons with the r d t s  shown during the preceding week, with deductions, if 

any, to  be drawn." A second 'Weekly Report on Hostile Batteries," prepared for 

24 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C2, Vo1. 3922, Folder 8, File 3. "Notes on Counter Battery 
Work in Connection With the Capture of the Vimy Ridge by the Canadian Corps on 
April 9th 19 17;" also R.G. 24, Vol. 1832, Folder GAQ 8- 15e. "Organization and 
Procedure of the Counter Battery Office Canadian Corps Artillery," January 25, 
l Q l O  



the Counter Battery Office's own use, was a compilation of all information 

contained in Part I of the DAIR for the preceding week. There was also the "List of 

Hostile Batteries" report. This was issued about every four days to artillery 

groups, batteries, and the divisional artilleries, and contained the numbers and 

coordinates of all confirmed batteries in the corps and flanking a r e d S  

As time passed, the CBO adjusted the records it kept -- new ones were 

prepared and old ones dropped as the situation warranted in order to more 

efficiently track hostile batteries. Activity maps, for instance, were later introduced 

to display graphically the enemy's battery activity at a glance. These maps showed 

all the hostile batteries known to be operating in the corps' and flanking HB areas. 

New maps were issued weekly and maintained daily. All c o b e d  and active 

hostile batteries (as reported on the D m )  were marked with a small square, and if 

the guns' calibres were known, the square was filled in with coloured ink (different 

colours denoting distinct calibres). Knowing the d i r e  of a gun gave 

McNaughton its range, which told the CBO what targets it was capable of hitting. 

In addition, each active hostile battery was marked with a small circIe. These, too, 

were filled with variously coloured inks, with each colour representing a different 

source of intelligence. The wlour used depended on which source discovered the 

battery £irst. Coloured triangles were also utilized to record the type of activity 

associated with the battery. One colour represented destructive shoots, another 

concentrations, and another gas  bombardment^.'^ This map proved useful for 

25 NAC, R.G. 9, III C2, Vol. 3922, Folder 8, File 3. 'Wotes on Counter Battery 
Work in Connection With the Capture of the Vimy Ridge by the Canadian Corps on 
April 9th 19 17." 
26 D m c t i v e  shoots were bombardments fired against known positions with the 
aid of an observer. According to McNaughton, The object to be attained is 
primarily the destruction of material." It began with an intense burst of fire 
designed to catch enemy gunners in the open, before they could get to cover. 
Concentrations, meanwhile, were intensive destructive shoots carried out against 
enemy batteries when poor visibility or other causes prevented these shoots being 
observed. A number of batteries were employed to compensate for individual 



gaining a quick understanding of the enemy's battery activity, capabilities, and 

habits? During the more fluid fighting of 191 8, fewer long term records were 

necessary, One post war document pointed out that while record sheets were 

essential under trench warfare conditions, "they are a useless encumbrance during 

Moving ~ a r f a r e . " ~ ~  

As already noted, counter battery intelligence revealed more about the 

enemy's position than just the location of his hostile batteries. Inferences could be 

made on the aggressiveness of the opposing forces. Defensive positions were 

indicated, for example, when the bulk of the enemy's fire was of a harassing 

gunnery errors. The direction of fire was based on previous registration or 
predicted fire. 

Registration is the process of determining the correct targeting information 
necessary for hitting a target in the fbture. It requires an observer to call in the 
necessary adjustments to the fall of shot if the gunners do not have a direct line of 
sight to the target for themselves. 

Predicted fire -- or firing fiom the map - is indirect fire without the aid of 
an observer. It uses map coordinates as a guide. Obviously the exact position of 
the enemy target is required, as are the exact coordinates of fZendly batteries. 
Survey teams supplied this data. Targeting infoxmation is then calculated using 
map bearings, and adjusted for weather, gun wear, winds, etc. Predicted fire does 
away with the need for registration and, therefore, retains the element of surprise, 
unlike registration. 

Another form of artillery fire was neutralization. This, wrote McNaughton, 
was "an expedient to paralyse the active hostile batteries by subjecting them to 
intense bursts of shell fire. It [was] employed in the offensive to protect the 
infantry wbile they [were] advancing to their objectives by bringing fire to bear on 
every H.B . h o w n  or suspected which bad] not previously been destroyed. At all 
times every A[ctive] H[ostile] BCattery] definitely located should be neutralized." 
Neutralization also inflicted casualties and caused a deterioration in enemy morale, 
for whenever the enemy fired their guns they knew to expect retaliation. See 
A.G.L. McNaughton, "Counter Battery Work," Chadian Defence Qzm-terZy 3.4 
(July 1926), 387 - 388. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 8. "Counter Batkxy Office 
Canadian Corps Artillery," May 1 9 1 8; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 148, Folder 1 3, File 
2. Order No. 77, Appendix G, '?>uties of Counter Battery Adjutants with Heavy 
Artillery Groups," summer 19 1 8. 
'* NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 9. Cover letta to "Notes on the 
Work of a Counter Battery Office," dated December 9, 19 18, by Lieutenant Colonel 
Crerar, CBSO. 



nature, and came fkom guns positioned well to the rear of the enemy lines?' 

Batteries disttiiuted in depth and well positioned for covering troop withdrawals 

was another defensive posture. There also tended to be a marked decrease in the 

number of guns firing from a defensive position compared to more aggressive 

sectors, and there was often a discerni'ble change in the &%re of those guns that 

did £ire. Offensive positions were recognized by the cessation of heavy artillery 

activity, and an increase in registrations. Large explosions behind the enemy's 

lines resulting fkom friendly counter battery fire destroying enemy ammunition 

dumps proliferating in anticipation of an assault was another sign of aggression. 

The number of gun pits, and the forward movement of enemy guns all pointed to 

increased aggressiveness.30 Shelling maps, gun ranges, and the arcs of fire o f  

enemy guns were all valuable for determining what fkont the Germans were 

preparing to assault. When combined with other intelligence, such as maps 

tracking enemy raid activity, aerial observer fight paths, wireless traffic, and POW 

statements, the location, nature and arcs of fire of enemy guns presented a fair 

means for assessing enemy intentions and capabilities for any given location. 

Indeed, the CBO was such a u se l l  intelligence centre that prior to the Canadians' 

assault on Vimy Ridge (April 19 17) Lieutenant-General Julian Byng, the corps 

commander, was a fiequent visitor, while Radcliffe, and other corps staff officers, 

practically lived there.) ' 
The CBO was also intimately c0~ected to the communications grid that 

29 McNaughtOn described harassing fie in the following way. ''Harassing lire 
should consist of short intense bursts at irregular i n t d s  directed on centres of 
activity, billeting areas, railway stations, road junctions, bridges, etc. In fm on 
any place where the enemy may be expected to be in vulnerable formation." It was 
valuable for inflicting casualties, lowering the enemy's morale, and blocking routes 
of approach. McNaughton, "Counter Battery Work," 387 - 388. Machine guns and 
trench mortars also took part in harassing fire programs. 
' O  McNaughton, "Counter Battery Work," 387 - 388. 
" Swettenham, McNaughton. 74-75. 



miss-crossed the fkont by 1917, and it was this that allowed it to almost 

immediately respond to events at the front- As Figure 8.1 : "Counter Battery Office 

Intelligence, 19 1 7- 19 1 8" illustrates, the CBO 's intelligence network reached 

beyond the internal intelligence sources inherent in the Canadian Corps, meaning 

the CBO, and therefore Canadian Corps headquarters, was normally well informed. 

Its colll~zzunication centre was stocked with telephones and wireless sets, M y  

tinking it to sound rangers, flash spotters, the corps squadron, and to all the 

intelligence somces used by the various artillery and infantry formations throughout 

the corps. Through these channels, urgent information concerning HBs and other 

targets quickly reached the CBO report centre. Once there the CBSO and his staff 

checked it against the stacks of information available, and then dispersed it across 

the f?ont to the intended users. For instance, if a report on a .  active hostile battery 

reached the CBO, and that HI3 was seen to be fkhg from a position previously 

unknown, then word of its firing was sent out to sound rangers, flash spotters and 

to the corps squadron. These teams then trained their attention on the area of the 

reported £iring. If the enemy gun remaifled active there was a good c h c e  its 

location would be discovered by one or more of these sources. From there the 

necessary counter battery response was made. Similarly, if the enemy battery 

location was already known, then counter battery fire could be quickly called down, 

although it was not always necessary, or even advisable to engage enemy batteries 

each time they fired. Such aggressiveness might force the enemy to relocate, 

forcing the intelligence organization to search for them all over again. It might also 

be more important at the time to conceal the location of fiendly batteries than to 

reveal their positions in order to silence enemy guns. In other words, it was 

sometimes best to simply leave enemy batteries alone, plot their location, and 

neutralize them when necessary, such as during a friendly advance. 
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In December 1916, GHQ introduced Branch Intelligence Sections to each 

corps squadron in order to squeeze more infomation out of the RFC. Its effects 

only began to be felt in 19 1 7 and beyond. Until that time, squadron commanders 

collected observation reports from their pilots and observers, and fowarded the 

information to their respective corps headquarters for evaluation. Squadron leaders 

did not make evaluations themselves because they did not possess the requisite non- 

aerial intelligence stock-piles to allow them to assess the validity of claims made by 

their observers. Neither did squadrons possess an organization for systematically 

interpreting aerial photographs. With the adoption of Branch Intelligence Sections, 

however, squadrons came into intimate contact with officers and men capable of 

evduating inteuigence gathered by pilots and observers. Branch Intelligence 

Sections consisted of one intelligence officer seconded fkom the British Intelligence 

Corps, two draftsmen from the Field Survey Companies, one clerk and one 

orderly. These teams lived with their respective squadrons in order to maintain 

personal contact with the pilots and observers whose individual idiosyncrasies and 

skills the intelligence officer took into consideration when evaluating their 

observation reports. It was a duty of these intelligence oEcers to personally 

intemogate all returning pilots and obsmers in order to ensure that complete tactical 

details were collected and fomarded to corps headquarters, with important 

discoveries immediately telegraphed to the army, corps, heavy artillery, or division 

concerned. Meanwhile, the various corps headquarters kept their particular Branch 

Intelligence Section infonned of their aerial intelligence requirements, with the 

intelligence officer in turn passing these requests on to the pilots and observers. 

Branch Intelligence Sections were also capable of interpreting aerial photographs, 

and maintained a filing system for quick retrieval of every photograph taken. In 

addition, at least in the Canadian Corps, both the artillery and the Counter Baday 

Office placed liaison officers at squadron headquarters to maintain personal contact 



and familiariity. Through these means information flowed more smoothly between 

corps headquarters and the flyers, and fostered a closer working relationship -- one 

that was further enhanced through daily contacts between the intelligence ofticer of 

the Branch Intelligence Section and officers of the heavy artillery and the Counter 

Battery Office. Weekly corps-level intelligence conferences, where officers met 

face-to-face, added to the cooperative atm~sphere?~ 

After the S o m e ,  GHQ also approved the addition of artillery 

reco~aissance officers to the artillery organization This formalized an 

arrangement many commands were practicing since mid 191 6. These posts were 

created in response to the need for greater control over artillery intelligence in 

division-sized and higher adlay formations. Divisional artilleries, the corps' 

heavy artillery and the Counter Battery Office each had its own reconnaissance 

officer, as did the corps' General Officer Commanding the Royal Artillery. 

Reconnaissance officers handled the intelligence duties in their respective 

commands, which included the preparation of the daily artillery Intelligence 

Summary and other sundry maps and reports. They also maintained personal 

contact with the various providers of information. In the case of the CBO, these 

sources included sound rangers and flash spotters working in the corps area. 

Reconnaissance officers also monitored wire cutting programs, and new enemy 

work projects and movements. Further, they observed the effectiveness of 

destructive shoots to ensure that obstacles were sufficiently removed fiom the path 

32 NAC, R.G. 9 III B1, Vo1. 942, Vo1. E-114-3. b'Extensi~n Of The Present 
Intelligence System So As To Afford Closer Co-operation With The Royal Flying 
Corps," 1 st Army instructions, December 20, 19 16; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 41 52, 
Folder 15, File 2. Canadian Corps "Intelligence Instructions," March 3, 1918; 
I.E. Haha, The Intelligence Service Within the Cmtadim, Colps 29144918 
(Toronto: M a d a n  Company of Canada, Limited, 1 930), 258-263; Christopher 
Andrew, Secret Service: me Making of the British Intelligence Community 
(London: Sphere Books, 1984), 209. 



of the infantry, and saw to it that artillery intelligence was properly disseminated to 

the intended users?3 

Beginning in 19 1 7, the British began placing an Intelligence Corps officer 

in each division to assist with intelligence work. This meant Canadian divisions 

now employed three officers on intelligence duties: the GS020,  the G S 0 3 0 ,  and 

the Intelligence Corps officer attached- The responsibilities of the new position 

were many, and included quick examinations of POWs for immediate tactid 

information (corps continued to be the main centre for prisoner interrogation, 

although divisions took on a greater role with the arrival of this officer), keeping in 

touch with brigades during operations and assisting them with their intelligence 

needs, supervising the up-keep and distribution of maps and photographs, assisting 

with photographic interpretation, helping to maintain the various intelligence 

records at division, disseminating findings to subordinate commands, and aiding in 

the preparation of the daily divisional Intelligence Summary. In effect, these 

officers handled a great deal of the office work, thereby allowing the GS020) and 

the G S 0 3 0  to concentrate on trench work34 

Standardized procedures were essential for controlling the mass of 

information generated and accumulated by the Canadian Corps, and in 19 17 corps 

headquarters pushed uniformity on all levels of command. Managerial proficiency 

33 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4095, Folder 35, File 4. GHQ memorandum on the 
duties of reconnaissance officers, March 9, 1918. The creation of artillery 
reconnaissance officers was authorized in a GHQ letter No. O.B./19 1 1 of January 
13, 19 17. Hahn, The Intelligence Service, 140. Appendix Vd: "Royal Artillery, 
Canadian Corps, March 3, 1 9 1 9," in the Report of the Minishy, Oversem MiZitaly 
Forces of Canada (London, 19 19), does not show artillery reconnaissance officers 
in the artillery organization, it refers to these officers as staff captains(1). See the 
chart in the Report following page 240. 
34 NAC, M.G. 30 E61 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 13, Folder 89. 2nd Army 
memorandum on the duties of divisional intelligence corps officers, April 7, 19 17. 
Although the Canadians were not under the 2nd Army at this time, they did start to 
employ intelligence corps officers in divisions that year, and their duties were no 
doubt similar to those laid out in this memorandum. Also, Hahn, The Intelligene 
Sewice, 1 15. 



was crucial to the effective use of intelligence, for information that was lost, 

improperly recorded, or  forgotten was useless. Corps and divisional headquarters 

were anxious to reap the maximum benefit fiom intelligence so dearly harvested by 

men risking their lives in the field. Lechn:es and guidelines, two mediums for 

enlightening officers and other ranks on the importance of intelligence to winning 

the war, were put to use to spread this message." The chief sniping instructor 

fiom the Canadian Corps Scouting, Sniping and Observation School, for example, 

gave a series of lectures at various battalion settings designed to reinforce these very 

ideas.36 Other officers gave similar addresses. The 3rd Battalion heard two 

lectures by a visiting officer that emphasized the importance of transmitting clearly 

stated and accurately collected information. In a note to the battalion commander he 

wrote: 

In large bodies of troops, with each Battalion maintaining an 
Intelligence Section there is no doubt but that a great deal of valuable 
information is lost or never reaches an authority where its value can 
be accurately appraised, through lack of a simple method of 
recording the information in a suitable and intelligible form for 
forwarding. Valuable opportunities may thus be lost, both &om the 
standpoint of military operations, but also in regard to the credit and 
prestige that might otherwise be secured for the unit concerned." 

Schools were another avenue for instructing officers and men in the art and 

value of intelligence. Besides the corps and divisional schools descriied in the 

previous chapter, other specialty schools opened. The 1 lth Brigade opened an 

intelligence school in June 19 17, run by Captain F.J. O'Leary under the personal 

supervision of Brigadier-General Victor Odlum, the brigade commander. It is not 

'' NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4224, Folder 6, File 13. Canadian Corps to the 4th 
Division, December 26, 1 9 1 7. 
36 NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 1840, Folder: G-A-Q 10-37. "Canadian Corps 
Scouting[,] Sniping & Observation School," no date, likely early post war. 
37 NAC, R.G. 9 1II C3, Vo1. 4074, Folder 1, File 10. Lieutenant Colonel W.A. 
Lowry to the Officer commanding the 3rd Battalion, January 6, 19 17. 



clear if any other brigades organized similar schools, or if this school continued 

beyond its first class, but it certainly represents Odlum's profound belief in the 

efficacy of intelligence in winning trench warfixe. Mum had long been a believer 

in the value of intelligence, and commanded the 7th Battalion when that unit 

organized the Canadian Corps3 first large scale raid in November 19 15 at the Douve 

River. The school offered a twelve day course with a curriculum that covered every 

conceivable aspect of brigade and battalion intelligence work, including the 

organization of the enemy army, map reading and construction, photographic 

analysis, handling prisoners of war, liaison, scout work, interco~nmunication, 

recomaissauce work, patrols and observation, and commentary on the various 

sources of infomation available across a corps and army front. On the thirteenth 

day an examination tested the attendees' skills.'* 

Intelligence conferences offered an additional forum for spreading the 

intelligence message, and such conferences became increasingly common in 1 9 1 7. 

This was especially the case when the Canadians were planning large operations 

like the assault on Vimy Ridge, when daily intelligence conferences were the norm. 

Brigades held their own conferences under the supervision of staE captains(I), 

attended by officers commanding machine gun companies and stokes mortar 

batteries, and by artillery liaison officers and battalion scout officers. At a 

conference held by the 6th Brigade in February 19 17, topics discussed included a 

debate on the ideal strength of battalion scout sections, the duties of battalion and 

company scouts, the need to absolutely dominate no man's land, the use of Lewis 

guns and other equipment on patrols, the duty of battalion scout sections during a 

raid and in the advance, the need for constant observation, and proper report 

'' NAC, M.G. 30 E 300 (Odlum Papers) Vol. 20, Folder: Training, 1 l th Brigade, 
July 1 9 1 7. " 1 lth Canadian Infantry Brigade. Syllabus of Instruction -- Twelve 
Day Course -- Under Personal Supervision of G.O.C.," June 28, 1917. 



writing. Divisions, too, held daily meetings for similar p~rposes.1~ In addition to 

hashing out procedures, the attending officers discussed the importance of the larest 

intelligence to Canadian operations, and set targets and intelligence gathering 

objectives for the next day. During normal trench warfare, when active operations 

were not pending, weekly conferences were typical. Corps headquarters hosted its 

own conferences, thereby spreading the standardization message far and wide, 

while facilitating the sharing of information on a corps-wide scale. 

Standardized message forms also proliferated in 1917. These were pre- 

printed forms of a 'fill-in-the-bl-' and 'select-one-of-the-following responses' 

nature designed to secure for rear area commanders the utmost detail with the 

minimum amount of writing by those forwarding the information. Blank forms 

were issued down to platoons, and seem to have been first used by the Canadians at 

Vimy Ridge, although earlier battles saw efforts to ease message writing through 

the use of pre-printed sketch maps, as occuned at the S o m e .  Message forms 

were used only in active operations, and solely to carry information from the front 

to the rear. Therefore, they did not help solve the problems associated with the 

forward flow of infomation. Pre-printed forms, while ensuring that soldiers at the 

front recorded the most salient information (such as the time the message was sent, 

the location of the sender, and specifics on the immediate situation), also reminded 

officers that details concerning circumstances at the eont were constantly required 

in the r e d 0  Surprisingly, some officers failed to see the need to inform the rear of 

the situation at the fiont in an on-going way.4' During the Vimy Ridge operation, 

39 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4083, Folder 2, File 5. Second Division to 
subordinate commands, March 17, 19 17; Vol. 4 135, Folder 22, File 4. 'Notes of 
a Conference of Scout Officers, 6th Canadian Infantry Brigade, held February 3 rd, 
1917." 

'O NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4158, Folder I, File 14. Memorandum on use of 
message forms with an example, 7th Brigade's staff captain0 to units, March 1, 
1917. 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vo1. 40 14, Folder 25, File 2. Operation Order No. 2 12, 
2nd Brigade, July 24, 19 17. 



for instance, the 1st Division noticed that some ''Units are inclined to underestimate 

the value of reports on the enemy's movements or defences during a battle." In 

some units '?t is frequently considered that such reports very soon become out of 

date and of little value consequently they are not forwarded [to brigade or division], 

but the aggregate of such reports often finnishes valuable infomation regarding the 

enemy's dispositions and intention.'** Obviously, some officers remained deaf to 

the calls for more information during a fight. 

Over the winter months the corps adopted and developed techniques and 

organizations that it hoped would help them win against an entrenched enemy. The 

Canadians practiced small unit tactics, enhanced unit fire-power, and reorganized 

their platoons to take advantage of these improvements.43 Intelligence collection 

and transmission was an important part of this general reevaluation. Through the 

CBO, for example, the corps enjoyed an improved flow of artillery intelligence, 

which helped improve the gunners' performance. As the artillery was now the 

decisive arm, these changes were welcomed. Meanwhile, standardized reports and 

new intelligence positions made it clear that the Canadians (as with other imperial 

commands) attached great importance to field intelligence work, and were 

struggling to find ways to improve information flow during actions. Their next 

battle, the assault on Vimy Ridge, wodd tell the tale. 

42 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4050, Folder 16, File 18. 'Notes on Intelligence in 
Recent Operations," 1 st Division, May 1, 19 17. 
43 Rawling, Surviving Trench Wa$are, Chapter Four. 



CHAPTER NINE 

VIMY RIDGE AND HILL 70: APRIL - AUGUST 1917 

The Canadian Corps continued to wield the intelligence sledgehammer in 

1917 to help h o c k  the Germans out of carellly prepared and heavily defended 

positions. That the inteUigence collected was of the highest order was thanks to 

experience gained in 19 16. The set-piece attacks it helped create were large and 

complex undertakings that consumed an impressive amount of high quality 

intelligence. These plans, rehearsed until all ranks inherently knew their assigned 

tasks, timed to the minute, and coupled to improved small unit tactics and £ire- 

power, reduced battlefield confusion and helped commanders control the action. If 

communications had been more reliable, such detailed and centralized planning 

would have been less imperative; but with the brittle communications system then 

in use, commanders, particularly battalion commanders, could not control the action 

in a direct manner. To compensate, the Canadians utilized the highly structured 

plans and time-table tactics people have come to associate with World War One set- 

piece attacks. In effect, 19 17 saw commanders trying to control the battle before 

the battle to a far greater degree than previously. This necessitated the need for 

large amounts of precise pre-battle intelligence. 

The Battle of Vimy Ridge, beginning on April 9, 19 17, consumed an 

enormous amount of intelligence for both planning purposes and for command and 

control reasons. The Vimy operation was part of the larger British Arras Offensive 

canied out by the Third British Army. The Canadian Corps, then in the First 



Army, advanced to secure the ridge to protect the Third Anny's left flankL Taking 

the ridge was easier said than done. It was 475 feet above sea level and, being the 

dominant f&we in the area, gave its German defenders a wide and clear view of 

the Canadian Lines lying below its gently rising slopes. The Germans could see 

ev-g that transpired in the Canadian sector. The ridge was, therefore, of 

immense tactical importance. Adding to the difficulties of attacking up hill was the 

fact that the ridge blocked the Canadian view of the German defences lying beyond 

its crest and on the reverse slope; and as the Germans had held the ridge since 

1914, there remained plenty of natural cover on the far side in which to screen 

artillery, infantry, and supplies. Moreover, the Germans had turned the ridge into a 

fortress, something the French had learned the hard way in previous years. 

The German defenders relied on a rigid defence to hold the heavily cratered 

hill, rather than on the more elastic defence in depth then being practiced by other 

German commands elsewhere on the Western Front. Their defences were 

composed of three main lines. The h t  line, on the ridge itself, consisted of three 

rows of trenches some 700 yards deep, and were covered by machine guns and 

protected by wire. Deep dug-outs, impervious to even the largest calibre guns, 

housed the defending units. Behind the ridge, and running roughly parallel to it, 

was a second Line lying some 600 to 1,000 yards beyond the forward line. It, too, 

had deep dug-outs, some able to accommodate whole battalions, strongly 

entrenched machine guns, and thick belts of wire covering its fiont. The second 

line generally conformed to the Canadians' final objective. Well behind this 

position was a third defensive line. It lay up to five miles behind the first line. 

Artillery covered these positions, and were poised to destroy any and all attackers.' 

Jonathan Nicholls, Cheeirl Sacn$ce. The Battle of Aras  H I  7 (London: Leo 
Cooper, 1990), 27. 
2 Jeffery Williams, Byng of Vimy. General Md Governor General (Leo Cooper, 
1 983; reprint, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1 992), 149 - 150. 



The Canadians h e w  the strength of the German defence, and prepared 

accordingly. Intelligence work was a vital part of that preparation. The Canadian 

Corps, as we have seen, now incorporated a Counter Battery Office whose purpose 

was to locate hidden guns. The corps also employed an extensive system of 

ground and air observation that was able to collect incrediile detail on German 

defensive positions. The 16th Squadron, RFC, attached to the Canadian Corps, 

had been working in the area for some time, and "hew every foot of the front, and 

of the German rear areas, opposed to the ~anadians."~ Intelligence secured through 

aerial photographs and raids added to the intelligence prome the Canadians were 

building. Twelve tunnels extended from the Canadian position out into no man's 

land, and provided protective wver to the attacking troops at the outset of the 

attack, as well as to the delicate communimtions system constructed prior to the 

advance. Canadian tactics, too, had improved since the Somme. Platoon tactics, 

based on the principles of fire and movement, were the order of the day, and these 

were more effective than the linear assault waves of previous years at infiltrating 

between and behind strong points in order to take them in the flanks and rear. This, 

combined with increased £ire-power at the unit level, meant assaulting Canadian 

troops had a far better chance of securing their objectives than in years past. 

Moreover, the recent introduction of the 106 k e  for high explosive shells meant 

gunners could now more effectively cut wire entanglements than was the case when 

using shrapnel. Finally, the number of guns available to the Canadians during the 

operation -- 480 eighteen-pounders, 138 4.5-inch howitzers, 245 heavy guns and 

howitzers, plus an additional 132 heavy guns and 102 field guns available from the 

First Army should they be needed -- helped pulverize the G m a n  defencesO4 

3 Syd Wise to author, February 14, 1999. 
Williams, Byng, 15 1 - 152; G.W.L. Nicholson, Oficial History of the Cmtadkut 

Army in the First World War: CSuradtan Eqzditionary Force, 1914-1 919 (Ottawa: 
Queen's Printer and Controller of Stationary, l962), 249. 



Indeed, the Canadian assault on April ninth was an enormous success. The 

Canadians secured most of their objectives on the first day. With the exception of 

the fighting around the Pimple and Hill 145, the assault went exactly to timetable. 

On April twelfth, the Canadians took the Pimple, the last of their objectives. The 

cost of the battle was heavy as L 0,602 officers and men became casualties - 3,598 

of them fatal -- but the ridge was captured, and the Canadian Corps' reputation 

assuredOs In the aftermath, the Gamans had to relinquish several more miles of 

ground in order to occupy a more defensiile line. Vimy Ridge remained in Allied 

hands until the end of the war. 

Plans for the assaulf which would see all four Cauadian divisions attacking 

at the same time, were meticulously prepared. Intelligence gathering took weeks to 

~omplete.~ A measure of the effort involved can be seen in the 1st Division's 

preparation of a 1/2,500 scale map of its sector that it up-dated each day. This map 

was in addition to all the army issued maps also available to the Canadians. The 

1/2,500 scale map, however, was far more detailed, showing all the German 

trenches along with their German names (obtained fiom a captured map), all known 

trench mortar and machine gun emplacements, dugouts, observation posts, and so 

on. Airplane photographs and ground observation aIso proved valuable for 

accumulating this detail. According to the division "This Map was subsequently 

proved to be very accurate and was of immense value to alI Units." It was also 

* Compared to earlier French Army efforts to take the ridge the Canadian losses 
were relatively light. In 19 1 5, the French lost well over 100,000 men in firtile 
assaults. 

National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (R.G.) 9 ID C4, Vol. 4342, 
Folder 4, File 1 1. 7th Brigade's "Information regarding German Signal Service," 
April 2, 191 7, for example, describes the intelligence required for mapping the 
Geman com~~~unications system. Its simple description belies the enonnity of the 
task. The 7th Brigade wrote: "Thus, summarizing the.. .information, it has been 
possible to work out the German system of telephonic communication right fiom 
the fiont line to Regimental and Divisional Headquarters, and this is one of the most 
valuable items of infomation required for our operations. Their destruction will 
seriously inconvenience the enemy." 



used to prepare a fidl scale practice course taped out over ground approximating that 

over which the Canadians assaulted. On this practice ground 

Every trench was shown by tape and flag, numerous 'Name 
Boards' being put up showing the German name; trench mortar 
emplacements and machine gun emplacements, Battalion, Company, 
and Signalling Headquarters were all marked on the ground. All 
Units, Infantry, Engineers, and F.0.0~. that were to go over in the 
attack were practiced in turn, and in conjunction with each other 
over this Course.. . . 

In addition.. .a Plasticine Model on a Scale of 115,000 was prepared 
for the Division by an Intelligence OEcer at the First Army 
Headquarters, assisted by a Draughtman of the Division. This 
Model was set up in a HalI at Divisional Headquarters and studied 
by all ranks, Artillery, Machine Gunners and Mantry.' 

Captain James Belton and Lieutenant E.G Odell, in their book Hunting the fin, 

recalled: "When we reached our training areas, we saw hundreds of yards of white 

tapes two inches wide, stretched out before us. These tapes represented to us the 

outline of the German trenches which we were to attack and capture on Viiy 

Ridge. They lay on the ground in exactly the same position that we would later fmd 

the German trenche~."~ Each division made similar preparations. 

The training course was of enormous help to assaulting troops as they 

struggled to find ways of defating the enemy, and in overcoming the confirsion of 

battle. Models helped planners work out the movements of the assaulting troops. 

General Curie stated that the training over the taped course meant that "every 

individual taking part in the attack knew his place and what was expected of him 

and was one of the main factors which ensured success of the operation." Since all 

ranks h e w  their tasks intimately, during the advance the men codd carry on to 

' NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E 15 (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 1 9. 
"1st Canadian Division Report on the Vimy Ridge -- Willma1 - Arleux and 
Fresnoy Operations April 9th - May 5th 19 17." 

Captain James Belton and Lt. E.G Odell, Hunting the Hun (NY: Appleton & 
company, 19 18), 27. 



their objectives even when most of their officers became casualties? The 3rd 

Division agreed, stating that with only one exception 

all the 
slight 
been.. 

objectives were gained and consolidated, with comparatively 
loss, in pctically the identical manner and time that had 
- repeatedly practiced over a fhcsimile of the trenches. Every 

man and Machine Gun arrived in the appointed place, there was no 
loss of direction, and the consolidation of the advanced posts and 
defensive line was carried out precisely as practiced.1° 

The 3rd Brigade reported: 

The exmordinary success that the operation met with, running as it 
did absolutely to time-table, emphasized the value of the training 
received; the artillery preparation and co-operation, and the 
individual self confidence of every man. Officers and Non- 
commissioned Officers recognized the ground, and found that what 
the Intelligence had told them that they might expect to find in the 
way of dugouts, trench mortar emplacements, machine gun 
emplacements, etc., etc., they most certainly did find ' 

The 4th Battalion could not have agreed more, stating: 

It is impossible to exaggerate the advantage of Cprevious observation 
and intelligence to the victory]. Without the careful training or the 
laid out ground, and the time available for detailed explanation to all 
ranks, followed by a few days in the trenches permitting of personal 
observation by every Officer and man, it is difEcult to believe that 
the advance would have gone as smoothly as it did. 

The Intelligence supplied as to the Geman dispositions, ~irticularly 
the Aeroplane photos, proved most accurate and valuable. 

p p p p p  

NAC, M.G. 30 E 15 (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 19. "1st Canadian 
Division Report on the Vimy Ridge - WIIIerval - Arleux and Fresnoy Operations 
April 9th - May 5th 1917." 
lo  NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4 146, Folder 9, File 2. 3rd Canadian Division to 
Canadian Corps, May 5, 19 17. 
" NAC, M.G. 30 E 236 (Villiers Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 5. 3rd Brigade's 'Report 
on Operations, Battle of Vimy Ridge, April 9th, 19 17." 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1.4026, Folder 11, File 6. 4th Battalion to 1st Brigade, 
April 16, 1917. 



Currie, when summarizing his commands' role in the battle, made this assessment 

of the intelligence contribution: 

The data had been very carefdly arranged by the Intelligence Branch 
of the Division and proved very accurate and reliable. This fact 
enabled targets of real value to be engaged by the Heavy Artillery 
with the best results and the minimum expenditure of ammunition 
compatible with the task. The accurate location of dugouts taken 
&om a study of aeroplane photographs was of great value in 
selecting positions of Battalion Headquarters and Advanced Report 
Centres as the advance progressed. 

The intelligence gained of the habits of the enemy so as to enable us 
to harass hirn with the greatest result, and the accurate information 
gained of the area over which we had to attack was, I consider, one 
of the main causes of our success.13 

Similar praise for intelligence work was recounted in the other units and 

formations. l4 

As a number of the above quotations make clear, the proper use of 

intelligence and detailed planning reduced command and control difficulties, as 

commanders made most of their serious decisions before the battle started. This 

meant that troops learned by rote in the days and weeks prior to the offensive how 

and when to reach their objectives. Chance and luck dwindled as pre-calculations, 

based on up to the minute intelligence, dissipated much of the fog and confusion of 

war. The 1 st Brigade declared that "AU ranks must be catechized until they know 

and thoroughly understand the intention, the tactical situation, [the] allotment of 

" NAC, M.G. 30 El5  (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 19. "Report on 
Operations Carried Out By The 1 st Canadian Division. April 9th - May 5th 19 17." 
l4 See for example, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4146, Folder 9, File 2. 'Report on 
Operations of the 7th Canadian Infantry Brigade in the Attack on Vimy Ridge From 
S.22.b.45.17 to S.29.a.55.90, From April 9th to April 12th 1917." In Vol. 405 1, 
Folder 19, File 2. "Summary of Operations From April 9th to April 20th, 19 17," 
the 15th Battalion wrote: 'The training over the COURSE helped a great deal and 
the men knew where they were going and the ground layout very well." In addition 
to these two commands, a number of other battalions prepared reports describing 
the activities of their intelligence sections throughout the operation. The 13th, 14th, 
15th and 1 6th Battalion reports, for example, can be found in Vol. 40 10, Folder 
12, File 5. 



duties," and the details of the plan.LS The 78th Battalion offers a case in point as to 

how detailed these plans could be. The movements of its companies were timed to 

the minute: At sixty minutes before Zero Hour the troops were to begin arriving at 

the jump-off trenches; at thirty minutes before Zero all were to be in position; at 

Zero the advance was to begin; seventeen minutes later 'C' and 'D' Companies 

were "to take up sheltered position behind [specified] craters;" twelve minutes aRer 

that 'Ay and 'B' Companies were to "take objectives and commence consolidation;" 

at forty-five minutes past Zero 'Cy and 'D' Companies would move forward, 

followed at Zero plus seventy-nine minutes by their taking, and consolidatingy their 

assigned objectives.16 There was no margin here for delay, or for unforeseen 

difficulties; it was all matter-of-fact, and precisely pre-calculated. 

As suggested in Currie's comments presented earlier, the artillery plan was 

equally exact, and dependent upon good intelligence for success. Staffs prepared 

maps and diagrams for the gunners, showing them their tasks in detail, wire to be 

cut, defences to be demolished, routes to be employed by artillery in movement, 

signal commmications to use, the location of artillery OPs, and myriad other 

details." Artillery f i e  concentrated on important points in the enemy position, such 

as trench junctions, machine gun emplacements, hostile batteries, routes of 

approach, and so on. The 1 st Division reminded its inf'mtry that close touch with 

LOs and FOOs was essential for taking advantage of opportunity targets. "No 

targets should be allowed to escape unmolested." Sniper guns were available for 

just that purpose.18 The Canadians also prepared march tables that showed the 

'* NAC, M.G. 30 E l 5  (Griesbach Papers) Vo1. 3, Folder 16(A). 1st Brigade 
''%Totes for the Guidance of Battalion Offices During Operations," April 4, 19 17. 
l6 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vo1. 4237, Folder 3, File 3. 78th Battalion Operation 
Order No. 63. 
'' NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 48. AnYZZery Notes (S.S. 139/4), 
February 1917. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4046, Folder 4, File 2. 1st Division to Brigades, 
March 17, 19 1% These were guns designated to fire at opportunity targets. 



expected times of arrival of German reserves at certain points. After action reports 

agreed that artillery intelligence had been thorough. Major-General L.J. Lipsett, 

commanding the 3rd Division, praised the target maps p r e p 4  by his division's 

intelligence staff. Through a care11 study of the available intelligence 'The 

elaborate system of Gaman defence was accurately plotted an& grouped into targets 

which were systematically engaged. The resdt was that all G m a n  Strong Points 

and Machine Gun Emplacements were gradually de~troyed."'~ The RFC deserves 

its share of the credit for the success of the artillery plan. Pnior to the assault it 

photographed the entire German defensive system, and these photographs helped 

up-date maps, and locate enemy batteries?' 

Part of the softening-up of the German defences on Vimy Ridge included 

continuous harassing fire by the artillery and trench mortars. The Canadian Corps' 

"Artillery Plan for the Capture of Vimy Ridge" announced that 

Throughout the hours of darkness during the main_ preliminary 
bombardment a l l  the bown  lines of approach to the eomt system of 
trenches will be kept under constant harassing fire of considerable 
intensity; no [German] reliefs, or ration or ammumition parties 

l9 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4146, Folder 9, File 2. 3rd Canadian Division to 
Canadian Corps, May 5, 19 17. There were a number of maps developed for the 
plan. Map 'T' was of the "main system of hostile defences to b e  engaged, showing 
those portions requiring aeroplane observation, ground obserwation, and doubtfid 
ground observation." Map 'U' showed the main points in trhe Geman defence 
requiring special attention. Map 'S' showed "the main system o f  German wire and 
nature of projectile required for engaging the various lines." Map 'P' showed '?he 
main tracks, communications, approaches, Light railways, refiMing points, dumps, 
etc." Map 'M' was the barrage map. A 'Trench Destruction Map' was also 
periodically issued that estimated the "general degree of destruction." See R.G. 9, 
III C3, Vol. 4089, Folder 21, File 1. Canadian Corps ''ArtillZery Instructions for 
the Capture of Vimy Ridge." 
20 S.F. Wise, Canadian Airmen a d  the First World War. The  CflcialHisrory of 
the Royal Cimadian Air Force, VoZ. I (University of Toronto Press, 198 I), 40 I; 
M.G. 30 El5 (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 19. "Reqmrt on Operations 
Carried Out By The 1st Canadian Division. April 9th -- May 5th 19 17." This 
report reads in pa.: "The 16th Squadron, R.F.C., rendered most valuable 
assistance in registering for our Artillery and carrying out photographic 
reconnaissances, in spite of the adverse weather conditions and interference f?om 
the latest pattern German Machines, which caused them many d t i e s - "  



should be able to reach the fkont line without suffering heavily; 
heavy guns should also search the reaward approaches, and 
refiUng points etc. with special attention to the approaches to all 
known hostile battery positions? 

This fire, as with a l l  other artillery fire, was not haphazardly applied, but was based 

on the carefd study of intelligence. Yet so silent is the role of intelligence that it is 

easy to forget that none of what this statement asked the gunners to do was possible 

if intelligence officers, sound rangers, flash spotters, pilots, ground observers, 

scouts and FOOs were not constantly on alert, and collecting and compiling 

information on the German line. 

Prisoners of war, and captured documents supplied valuable infomation as 

well. The notes f?om one conference, for example, stated that the Canadians 

needed prisoners because POWs know the routes into the trenches, the locations of 

battalion and company headquarters, and the position of billeting areas. "All of 

these things are of immense importance to us as targets for out Artillery. By 

harassing the enemy now in every possible way, he will be half-beaten before the 

][nfmtry 'attack."' A captured map, meanwhile, gave the Canadians the location of 

many of the German battalion and regimental headquarted2 

Machine guns f?om the divisional and brigade machine gun companies, and 

from the Canadian Corps Motor Machine Gun Brigade, added to the harassment by 

bringing to bear the "greatest possible volume" of fire, both day and night, on a 

number of different targets. These included enemy wire '"in order to prevent repairs 

and hinder new work,'' and specific communication trenches, roads, tracks, 

tramways, and dumps (especially those leading to trench mortar emplacements). 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4026, Folder 11, File 4. bbArtillery Plan for the 
Capture of Vimy Ridge." 
22 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4007. Notes from a March 30, 19 17 conference held 
at Canadian Corps H.Q; R.G. 9 I1I C4, Vol. 4342, Folder 4, File 1 1. 7th 
Brigade's "Wormation regarding German Signal Service," April 2, 1 9 17. 



Massed machine gun fire also helped thicken the rolling and defensive barrages laid 

down by the artillery and trench m o m  on the day of assault. During the actual 

advance, machine gun batteries moved forward to pre-selected positions as part of 

the Iarger plan; fiom there they supported the infantry and took on opportunity 

targetd3 

The counter battery intelligence effort was equally prodigious. During the 

ten days before the attack, counter battery £ire was ceaseless. The CBSO targeted 

all known and active hostile batteries for immediate destruction, except for those 

known to be collected into groups or nests; these, being more easily neutralized 

than isolated batteries spread across the front, were destroyed in the hours just prior 

to Zero. The exception to the exception was when enemy batteries were particularly 

pernicious to fiendly infmtry -- they were silenced forthwith- The Canadian 

Corps' "Artillery Plan for the Capture of Vimy Ridge," noted that "A very effective 

method of neutralizing the hostile artillery is to destroy their telephone 

exchanges.. .at the latest possible moment before the attack is launched." in a 

similar way the destruction of enemy OPs was "reserved to the latest possible 

moment." Such action disrupted enemy commMications and observation at the 

critical moment of attack. Obviously, HBs, telephone exchanges, and OPs had to 

be located beforehandF4 In the end, thanks to the efforts of sound rangers, flash 

spotters, other ground observers, and No. 16 Squadron attached to the corps, 

eighty-three percent of the estimated 2 12 German batteries threatening the Canadian 

23 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3885, Folder 32, File 3. "Canadian Corps. Scheme 
of Operations." Machine gun batteries contained eight guns; two or more batteries 
made a group. To help faditate liaison with the infatry, group commanders either 
worked out of the brigade battle headquarters of the brigade they were supporting, 
or from the headquarters of one of the battalions of the brigade. At Zero Hour on 
April ninth, group commanders were connected to their batteries by buried cable. 
As they advanced during the assault, flares and runners were used, Telephone 
connections were reestablished as soon as possible thereafter. 
24 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4026, Folder 1 1, File 4. "Artillery Plan for the 
Capture of Vimy Ridge." 



Corps were located and targeted - effectvely mastering the German guns. Indeed, 

at one point, along the 2nd Division's fkont, there was no German artillery response 

for seven minutes as the troops crossed no man's land? Hundreds of lives were 

no doubt saved. Moreover, throughout the action the CBO was on £id alert, and 

ready to inform the heavy and field arfilleries of any reported active hostile batteries, 

or of massing enemy troops, or of some other fleeting target 

As successfLtl as the counter battery fire was at Vimy, McNaughton felt 

more could be done in the future. He was disappointed that the German guns 

hidden in woods behind the ridge went undis~losed.~~ He determined to do better 

next time, and in June 1917, reported that 'The Artillery Intelligence System is well 

developed in the Corps and the situation of the Active Hostile Batteries known with 

considerable precision. We f e l  confident therefore that a sound choice of targets is 

being made, and that this end of the work [i.e. intelligence] is not a factor limiting 

Once the assault on Vimy was underway, intelligence collection continued. 

Commanders in the rear needed to know what conditions where like at the front, 

and other details on the progress of the advance, before they could effectively 

commit their reserves, take advantage of opportunities, engage fleeting targets, and 

shell enemy defences holding up the advance. To ensure that these important 

details reached rear area commanders, the Canadians set up an elaborate 

'' John Marteinson et al, We Stand On Guard An fllurrhated History of the 
Canadian Anny @fontreal: Ovale Publications, 1 992), 1 58. The fact that No. 16 
Squadron was increased fiom eighteen to twenty-four aircraft surely helped the 
Canadian counter battery intelligence effort. S.F. Wise to author, May 25, 1999. 
26 John Swettenham, McNaughton, VoZ. 1. 1887 - 1939 (Toronto: The Ryerson 
Press, 1968)- 90 - 92; G.W.L. Nicholson, me Gunners of Canada, The History 
of the Royal Regiment of Canadian Am-ZZery, Vol. 1, 1534 - 1919 (Toronto: 
McClelland & Stewart, 1967), 282. 

NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 35, File 160. McNaughton 
memorandum regarding "Counter Battery Office Canadian Corps Artillery," June 
25, 1917. 



communications system that used all the latest technologies, In the air, contact air 

patrols flew overhead at pre-set times, and called on the infantry (by blasting 

Klaxon Horns) to mark their positions by m g  flares or shining lights. Ground 

sheets laid out at various forward headquarters were also used to convey messages 

to pilots (differing patterns denoting different messages). Pilots noted the message, 

recorded the infantry's position on maps, and dropped the news in message bags at 

drop zones located at divisional and corps headquarters further to the rear. Some 

aircraft used wireless, and could report their observations to ground stations 

immediately. This was particularly important for securing a rapid response against 

fleeting targets. Aerial observers also watched for German troop movements and 

hostile batteries in areas out of sight to ground observers, and their contributions to 

the Canadian victory are given due credit in Canadian bade reports. The RFC, in 

short, helped restore battlefield immediacy to commanders further back which, in 

turn, improved their ability to command and control the action, 

While the pilots flew overhead, an intricate system of report centres and 

observation posts was in operation on the ground. This system collected and 

transmitted news &om the front to commanders in the rear. When battalions 

advanced, for example, many arranged for a special team, comprised of their scout 

officer, scouts, runners and signallers (carrying various signalling apparatus, 

including pigeons), to follow behind the last assault wave, and make for pre- 

selected points in the captured enemy h e  (usually a dugout or a trench) where they 

constructed report centres and OPs. The 2nd Division wrote prior to Vimy: 

The principle on which Battalions should work is to have a central 
Report Station established as soon as objectives are reached. It 
shodd be the duty of the Intelligence or Scout Officer to collect and 
communicate all messages received fiom his Observers and 
Company Officers, to the O.C. and in addition, to transmit the 



information to flanking units and Brigade, according to their 
urgency and the means of communication availableF8 

On their way to these forward points, and depending upon distances covered and 

the difficulty of the terrain, the scout officers established runner relay stations in 

order to shorten the distance that m e r s  had to travel to deliver messages. Once at 

their assigned positions the signallers accompanying the report centre teams, and 

using the various communications apparatus they carried forward, began relaying 

news on the kont line situation as directed by the scout officer to commanders 

waiting anxiously in the rear. Since report centres were built in the newly captured 

lines and amongst the fighting troops, company commanders and others could 

contact these centres with news if they could not maintain touch with the rear for 

themselves. Meantime, the scouts established obsemation posts along the captured 

line, collected details on events unfolding across the battalion front, and attempted 

to locate the new enemy position. This information was then sent through the 

battalion report centre back to brigade OPs watching for signals fiom the fiont, and 

to battalion headquarters. A description by the 4th Battalion illustrates something of 

how this procedure worked. 

When the Battalion advanced on the morning of April 9th. the Scout 
Section moved in rear of the left ieading company. This formation 
was adhemed [sic] to until a previously selected point ... was 
reached. There an observation post was established fiom which 
messages were sent back to Battalion Headquarters concerning all 
movements of our own and enemy's troops, reports on hostile 
artillery and our own barrage. This information was transmitted by 
a station of sigallers attached to the Scout Section [working at the 
report centre]. 

28 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4088, Folder 16, File 2. 2nd Division to subordinate 
commands, February 24, 19 17. 
29 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 10, Folder 12, File 5.4th Battalion "Report on part 
taken by Scouts in the Recent Operations. Apr. 9th. & 10th." 



EventuaUy, the information reached brigade headquarters through brigade OPs and 

report centres, and ultimately the parent division and corps HQ (or the supporting 

artillery if the idionnation concerned artiUery targets). As soon as practicable, 

usually d m g  the hrst night, the telephone lines running overland up to the 

battalion report centres were securely buried ~nderground.)~ Once the fighting 

settled down, or as a new stage in the advance was reached, battalion report centres 

became the new battalion HQs. If a £brther advance was made, and a new report 

centre was required, the report centre teams repeated the process until the lines 

stabilized once again, or the attack ran out of steam, in a kind of leap-frog fashion. 

In effect, the use of report centres more efficienly managed information flow 

during an advance, as battalion signalla concentrated on maintaining 

co~~lmunications f?om one main point, rather than dissipating their efforts by trying 

to keep up commUDications across the entire battalion fiont. At the same time, the 

scout observers working with the report centres gave close observation of the 

action, and fed up to the minute reports on the fighting to commanders in the rear. 

Since the men in the permanent brigade and battalion OPs knew the approximate 

location of these forward report centres beforehand, observers watching for signals 

at these posts had their job made easier by knowing where to look." The report 

'O NAC, M.G. 30 E 236 (Villiers Papers) Folder 5. "Instructions for the Offensive 
3rd Canadian Infantry Brigade;" R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 40 10, Folder 12, File 5. 
Reports by the 1 st, 2nd, 3rd, 4th Sth, 7th 8th, loth, 13th, 14th, 15th and 16th 
Battalions, May 1917. Also Vol. 4051, Folder 19, File 2. Teport of 2nd 
Canadian Infmtry Brigade Action April 9th 1917. Capture of the Enemy's 
Positions on Vimy Ridge and Subsequent Operations April 10th to 20th, 1917;" 
R.G. 9 111 C1, Vol. 3885, Folder 32, File 3. "C&m Corps. Scheme of 
Operations." 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 10, Folder 12, File 5. Reports by the 13th 14th, 
15th, 16th Battalions on the work of intelligence sections during the Vimy Ridge 
operation. In addition to building report centres, and gathering prebattle and battle 
intelligence, the 14th Banation reported that its scouts were important for regulating 
the movement of the assault waves, "holding troops fkom advancing too fast and 
entering our own barrage, and upon reaching the Black Objective they helped to 
reorganize the waves." 



centre system also saved telephone cable and other precious signalling equipment, 

as fewer lines and signal posts were nece~sary.'~ 

Post action reports made it clear that these advanced report and observation 

centres were valuable for relaying information. The 27th Battalion recorded how 

the OPs built by its scouts in the new position 'kept Battalion Headquarters 

informed as to the enemy's movements," and that "these O.P's supplied valuable 

information.'"" The 42nd Battalion concurred: "The services of the Intelligence 

Section were invaluable in gathering and forwarding infomation to Battalion] 

 headquarter^.'"^ The Princess Patricia's Canadian Light Infantry (PPCLI) made 

32 The Canadian action at V i y  Ridge was not the first time the Canadians used 
report centres. Canadian battalions used a .  early form of report centre in 19 16. 
These earlier report centres, however, were not necessarily under scout officer 
control. Instead signallers, following each advancing company, built signal 
stations on captured ground (meaning that each battalion sometimes tried to 
maintain two or more signal stations). This practice, of course, spread signal 
personnel thin on the ground, and complicated the task of maintaining 
co~nmunications. In February 19 17, the 2nd Division found that the location of 
such signal-controlled report centres and relay stations were ' h r y  often in positions 
which are known only to the Signallers, and far f?om positions which are suitable 
for Observation Posts." The solution, as already described, was to place 
intelligence officers in charge of report centres. Interestingly, the 28th Battalion, in 
November 19 16, called for "a special party detailed to follow the attack, [and] 
report on positions reached and the general situation." Indeed, many battalions in 
the 4th Division were building report centres at the Somme along the lines described 
above. See R.G. 9 ILI C3, Vol. 4139, Folder 7, File 6. 28th Battalion's lessons 
on the Somme; Vol. 40-88, Folder 16, File 2. 2nd Division to subordinate 
commands, February 24, 1917; Vol. 4035, Folder 6, File 6. 2nd Battalion 
Operation Order No. 25; and M.G. 30 E5 (Bovey Papers) Vol. 4. Operation Order 
No. [go], September 13, 1916; R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3843, Folder 44, File 1. 75th 
Battalion's "Lessons fiom the Somme." Wantry brigades used report centres too. 
There were some growing pains, naturally, but the system worked well. In 
September 1916, the 3rd Brigade reported that "The establishment of a Forward 
Report Centre, controlled by the Brigade Intelligence Officer, was found to be of 
the greatest value; when the system is thoroughly understood and is m y  
developed, it will be found to be a great economizer of time, and will ensure the 
proper dissemination of information in the right quarter." See R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 
40 1 1, Folder 17, File 4. 3rd Brigade to 1st Division, September 13, 19 16. Also 
Vol. 3 843, Folder 44, File 1. 10th Brigade to 4th Division, December 20, 19 16. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4135, Folder 22, File 4. 27th Battalion's report on 
the workings of the scout section during the Vimy Ridge operations, May 22, 
1917. 
34 NAC, KG. 9 III C3, Vol. 4153, Folder 5, File 3. 42nd Battalion to 7th 
Brigade, May 19, 19 17. 



similar claims: 'When Final Objectives had been reached, Battn. scouts moved 

forward, and manned two 0-Ps. in the captured positions. From these posts 

continuous observation of the enemy was maintained during the day-light, until the 

Battalion was relieved-"35 

Commands behind battalions pushed forward their own report centres. 

Brigade centres were established by either brigade signal officers, or staff 

captains@), leading teams of scouts and signallers in a manner similar to battalions. 

Brigade centres were normally built in close proximity to battalion centres in order 

to facilitate information exchange, and had all the usual s i g d h g  apparatus on 

hand (power buzzers, pigeons, runners, wireless sets, telephones, Fullerphones, 

and ground sheets), and so could receive and transmit information f?om any source. 

If not at their report centre, staff captains@) were likely at their brigades' principal 

OP with the brigade observers, gathering and transmitting information on events 

and enemy counter attacks from there, or at their brigades' headquarters gathering 

information fiom the front using telephones arranged especially for their use. In a 

similar way, divisions, corps and annies established advanced centres for collecting 

and relaying news, thereby facilitating the exchange of information at those levels. 

Some brigade intelligence officers also built advanced OPs during attacks. 

On April tenth, the 2nd Brigade's scouts moved forward after the front stabilized, 

and established observation posts in more commanding temain. bring the attacks 

on April twenty-eighth at Fresnoy, the staff captain(I) led two teams forward for 

similar reasons. One post "although subjected to heavy shelling, kept Headquarters 

in constant touch with the progress of the attack, very important reports being 

35 NAC, KG. 9 III C3, Vo1. 41 53, Folder 5, File 3. Princess Patricia's Canadian 
Light Infantry (PPCLI) to 7th Brigade, May 22, 19 17. Similar praise can be found 
in Vol. 401 0, Folder 12, File 5. Reports by the 13t4 14th, 15th, 16th Battalions 
on the work of intelligence sections during the Vimy Ridge operation. 



constantly sent in with regard to enemy concentrations." Reports fiom these 

forward OPs "together with Battalion Reports, enabled Brigade Headquarters to be 

in constant touch with the situation, and thust [sic] enabled the Artillery to 

accomplish most effective work in breaking up enemy concentrations for a counter 

attack, in force.'736 Battles, of course, remained confusing affairs, but through 

planning and well thought out communication schemes, rear area commanders 

retained some semblance of control over the action at the eont. 

In addition to report centres and OPS, other groups of men made their way 

forward to observe and report on the fighting. Battalion scouts not with the report 

centre teams, for example, carried out special reconnaissances on behalf of their 

battalion commanda, such as clarifLing particularly coming  situations. Various 

brigade and battalion officers also reconnoitred the lines as required. The 1st 

Brigade advised that ""As soon as the situation permits (not recklessly) every officer 

up to battalion commanders and brigade staff will make a personal reconnaissance 

of his area, discover the situation and dispositions, and report in ~riting.'"~ 

Observers also watched the action fiom the more permanent observation posts 

constructed by battalions and brigades during normal trench warfare. These were 

well equipped, concealed positions with telephone links to their respective 

headquarters. They operated throughout the advance, and provided quick and 

reliable information on the progress of the fighting. One of their tasks was to watch 

for light signals sent by the advanciig ~ n k s  using ALDIS Lamps. This was an 

36 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4050, Folder 16, File 18. "Report Upon 2nd 
Canadian Infintry Brigade Intelligence Section During, and Leading up to, 
Offensive Operations From 9th April 19 17, to 28th April I9 17;" R.G. 9 111 C 1, 
Vol. 3885, Folder 32, File 3. "Canadian Corps. Scheme of Operations;" Vol. 
4 138, Folder 5, File 6. "Preliminary Instructions for the Offensive No. 3 ," March 
19 17; M.G. 30 El 5 (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 19. 'Xeport on Operations 
Carried Out By The 1st Canadian Division. April 9th -- May 5th 19 1%" Staff 
captains(I) also organized parties to search enemy dugouts for documents and 
maps. '' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4033, Folder 4, File 5. 'Wotes for the Guidance of 
Battalion Officers During Operations," I st Canadian Brigade, April 4, 1 9 1 7. 



important task, for as the 6th Brigade noted, this was the only signals arrangement 

in place between the tanks and the infiintry?8 AD were in agreement as to the value 

of OPs. They were regularly credited with providing commanders with up to the 

minute information, and were a highly valued component of the information 

network. After the Vimy operation the 42nd Battalion wrote: "In general the 

Battalion O.P. with phone communication well repaid the work spent on it.'"9 The 

2nd Brigade stated that "All the brigade] Observation Posts were in co~~ll~lunication 

by telephone with Brigade Headquarters.. .Signallers for visual work were also 

attached to each observation post. From Zero Hour onwards, a complete detailed 

report of the progress of the attack was received at Brigade ~eadquarters.'"' 

The use of report centres and observation posts allowed for an orderly flow 

of trustworthy news. The 3rd Brigade proclaimed: 

Beyond this [system as descnied above], it is impossible to lay 
down in detail what should be done, but once this point is reached 
[i.e. the system is in place], the main difficulty of keeping 
comunications across what was 'No Man's Land' is very largely 
overcome, and the Intelligence Officer is in the position of having 
trained men to obtain information, and the best means possible in the 
circumstances of sending it back. The rest must depend upon 
himself. 

Moreover, the 3rd Brigade believed that since brigade and battalion OPs and report 

centres were all interconnected, they helped coordinate the all-arms battle. It wrote 

that the above described system should be used "In order to secure the greatest co- 

38 NAC, R.G. 9 Ill C3, Vol. 4138, Folder 5, File 6. "Instructions for the 
Offensive No. 4," April 6, 1 9 1 7. 
39 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4153, Folder 5, File 3. 42nd Battalion to 7th 
Brigade, May 19, 19 17. 
"O NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 40 10, Folder 12, File 5. "Report Upon 2nd Canadian 
Infantry Brigade Intelligence Section During' and Leading up to, Offensive 
Operations From 9th April I917 to 28th Apnl 19 17," Mhy 17, 1917. The 4th 
Brigade also noted that communications were maintained throughout, and a good 
idea of the battle's progress always available. See Vol. 4 105, Folder 19, File 9. 
4th Brigade's report on Vimy Ridge. 



operation between the Signal Sections and between battalion Intelligence Sections, 

Brigade Artillery F.O.O.'s, [M Machine Gun Companies?' 

While the infantry were building their co~~l~~lunications, FOOs advancing 

with them were feeding information to ?he gunners regarding events at the front, 

including news on the massing of enemy troops and other targets of opportunity. 

The ridge itself, once in Canadian hands, was expected to ''afford excellent 

observation." Forward observation parties from both the divisional and heavy 

artilleries tried to take advantage of the heights. The ridge was especially important 

for counter battery work, for "Direct observation on hostile batteries [was] certain 

to be obtained" fiom its summit- Signalmen ran cables up to the FOO posts on the 

ridge as soon as possible. In the 3rd Division, FOOs accompanied the first wave of 

the assault and established OPs near the division's final objective, where '?hey were 

of great assistance to the Infantry.'*' There they worked in pairs; one remained at 

the OP, the other worked outside collecting information fiom the surrounding 

infantry. Using runners, the outside FOO sent whatever news he gathered back to 

the FOO stationed in the OP who relayed it to the rear.43 

Liaison officers, stationed at various headquarters, assisted with the 

transmission of news. Artillery LOs working with the infantry were particularly 

valuable, helping battalion and brigade commanders secure gun support, and for 

passing information between the two service arms. Ideally, artillery brigades 

established their headquarters next to the infantry brigade headquarters they were 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 41 05, Folder 19, File 9. 3rd Brigade's ccInstructions 
for the Offensive," March 3 0, 1 9 1 7. The Machine Gun Company supporting the 
3rd Brigade had its own report centre, which it established near the centre attacking 
battalion's report centre. From there, the machine gun report centre communicated 
with the brigade report centre by visual signal. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 146, Folder 9, File 2. 3rd Canadian Division to 
Canadian Corps, May 5, 191 7; Vol. 4089, Folder 21, File 1. Canadian Corps 
cLArtiUery Instructions for the Capture of Vimy Ridge." 
43 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3843, Folder 46, File 4. 'Notes on Artillery 
Preparation and Support of the Attack on Vimy Ridge." 



supporting, but when that was not possible, liaison officers were used (both the 

heavy and divisional artilleries had LOs with infantry brigades). Meantimey 

recording officers - essentially LOs - were at the headquarters of the attacking 

battalions. Their main duty was to "gather d possible information fiom Mantry 

Reports, and to transmit such information to their Artillery Brigades. . .They will, 

further, investigate and report on cases of short-shooting." The divisional and 

heavy artillery also exchanged liaison officers. So important was the role of 

artillery liaison for maintaining gun support that the corps wanted the most senior 

artillery officers available used in that capacity. Junior and inexperienced officers, 

no matter what their rank, were not to take on liaison tasks? Other supporting 

arms made similar arrangements. To facilitate the sharing of information between 

Machine Gun Companies and the infantryy for example, machine gun group 

commanders worked from infatltry brigade battle headquarters, or out of battalion 

HQs. Telephones connected them to their batteries up until the action started, then 

they used flares and runners. As soon as  possible thereafter, telephone connections 

were made again? Neighbouring battalions and brigades exchanged officers as 

well, and in this way the assaulting infantry kept in touch with events on their 

flanks. The efforts of these, and all LOs, was appreciated. The 15th Battalion held 

that the artillery LO assigned to it '%as of great assistance especially in stopping a 

Battery which was firing short." The battalion made little use of the infantry LOs, 

though, mainly because the assault went so smoothly. Had snags occurred, the 

battalion thought these LOs would have been of greater use. As it was, the 

44 NAC, R-G 9, III C3, Vol. 4089, Folder 21, File I. Canadian Corps "Artillery 
Instructions for the Capture of Vimy Ridge." Also Vol. 4067, Folder 4, File I .  
GHQ's ''Duties of Observation Officers, Forward Observation Officers, Liaison 
Officers, and Forward Liaison Officers," issued at least as early as April 2, 19 17. 
45 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 401 1, Folder 18, File 1. "Canadian Corps Scheme of 
Operations Part I (Tactical)," no date. Also Vol. 4138, Folder 5, File 6. 
"Instructions for the Offensive No. 2 Machine Gun Scheme," February 27, 19 17. 



battalion was always in touch with its flanks, and seldom out of touch with its 

brigade? 

In fact, most commanders during the Vimy operation remained well in touch 

with events along their portion of fiont. But even had they lost touch they could 

count on their subordinates to carry the job through, as plans bound men and 

machines to specific actions, movements, and schedules. The quantity of high 

quality intelligence collected for planning purposes had let the Canadians pre- 

calculate the actions thought necessary to secure victory, while the communications 

and intelligence arrangements in place during the battle kept commanders in touch 

with events as they unfolded. The ability to remain in control of the situation goes a 

long way to explain the Canadian Corps' success at Vimy Ridge. 

Not long after the Vimy Ridge offensive, General Byng was promoted to 

command the British Third Army. Replacing him as head of the Canadian Corps 

was General Currie who, like Byng, was a meticulous planner. His first major 

operation as corps commander occurred on August 1 5, 1 9 1 7 against Hill 70 near 

the industrial city of Lens. The Hill 70 operation was designed to divert attention 

away fiom the larger British offensive known as the Third Battle of Ypres, begun 

on July thirty-first near Passchendaele. The British wanted the Canadians to keep 

as many German formations engaged as possible so as to prevent their reinforcing 

the Ypres sector. Originally, Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig, the commander of 

the BEF, instructed the Canadian Corps to take the city of Lens. Currie, on 

personal investigation, counselled against this, believing an attack on Lens meant 

almost certain defeat. The problem, as Currie saw it, was that Lens was dominated 

-- -- - 

46 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 405 1, Folder 19, File 2. "Summary of Operations 
From April 9th to April 20th 19 17," by the 1 5th Battalion. Further references for 
liaison arrangements can be found in Vol. 4105, Folder 19, File 9. The 3rd 
Brigade's "Instructions for the Offensive," March 3 0, 19 17; Vol. 4 13 8, Folder 5, 
File 6. "Instructions for the Offensive No, 3. Appendix D," and 6th Brigade's 
cCInstructions for the Offensive No. 4," April 6, 19 17." 



by two hills: Hill 70 and Sdaumines Hill, and so long as both were strongly held 

by the Gennans, any Canadian gains in Lens would be untenable. Moreover, the 

Germans had trenches running throughout the city, and these were defended by 

hundreds of machine guns? Rather than assault Lens, Currie believed that Hill 70 

offered a more suitable objective. Its capture would put the Canadians on the 

dominant terrain, and allow them to threaten the Germans in Lens, rather than the 

other way around. "If we have to fight at all," Currie said, ' let us fight for 

something worth having." Taking the hill and the surrounding area would not be 

easy, however. The hill offered little cover for assaulting troops, while the city and 

its environs, having been reduced to rubble, made for ideal defensive cover for the 

Germans. In addition, slag from the Lens mining operations covered the area and 

made the footing treacherous. It would not be easy for the infantry or the crews of 

the heavy Vickers machine guns to negotiate this precipitous terrain.48 Further 

back, German reserve divisions threatened p o w d  counter attacks. 

Haig, upon hearing Currie's proposal, warned Currie that the Germans 

"would not let us have Hill 70.'A9 But as John Swettenham has written, 

"Currie. ..planned to turn this German sensitivity towards the loss of Hill 70 to his 

own ad~antage."'~ Once the hill was captured, Currie knew the Germans would 

launch strong counter attacks to take it back. To defeat them, C m i e  planned to 

rush fonvard 160 heavy machine guns and entrench them on the hill. Each gun 

would act as a strong point around which other troops could anchor their defence. 

He also wanted FOOs equipped with wireless, telephones and other signalhg 

4 7 Markinson, We Stand On Guard, 165; Swettenham, McNaughton, 98. 
48 Curie as quoted in Hugh M. Urquhart's Arthur CumSe. The Biography of a 
Great Canadian (Toronto: J.M. Dent & Sons (Canada) Limited, 1 WO), 169; S . F . 
Wise to author, May 25, 1999. 
49 Haig as quoted in D.J. Goodspeed, ed., me Armed Forces of C a d ,  I867 - 
1967 (Ottawa: Queen's Printer and Controller of Stationary, 1967), 49. 

Swettenham, To Seize the Victory, 175. 



apparatus, rushed to the summit and entrenched in dug-outs to watch for massing 

enemy troops and active hostile batteries. From the heights, these FOOs could call 

down artillery fire on the hapless German forces advancing below to retake the hill. 

Currie's aim was to use artillery and massed machine gun fire to destroy the 

attackers. 

The assault, launched by the 1st and 2nd Divisions, with support fkom the 

3rd, went in at 4:25 am. on August fifteenth. Within twenv minutes the crest was 

in Canadian hands. By 6:00 a.m. some units had started consolidating the final 

objective at the base of the hill on the reverse slope. The first German counter 

attack was launched about nine o'clock that morning. Over the next three days, no 

less than twenty-one counter attacks were launched by the Germans and crushed by 

the Canadians. By the time the fighting stopped ten days later, the Canadians had 

smashed the better part of five German divisions, and inflicted over 20,000 

casualties on them. Canadian losses were 9,198 .' Despite the severity of the 

fighting, Currie described the battle as "nothing more or less than a ~laughter."'~ 

He noted in his diary that "our gunners, machine gunners and infmtry never had 

such targets" before.') The larger objective of preventing German troops *om the 

Lens sector reinforcing the Passchendaele front had succeeded. Hill 70, like Vimy 

Ridge, remained in Allied hands for the remainder of the war. 

The artillery's part in the plan had depended on a careful reading of 

intelligence. Sound rangers, flash spotters, and ground and aerial observers located 

forty percent of the estimated 102 Gezman batteries prior to the Canadian assault. 

The artillery silenced other German batteries on the day of attack as they revealed 

5 1 Swettenham, To Seize the Victory, 178. 
" NAC, M.G. 30 E46 (Turner Papers) Vol- 8, Folder 53. Currie to Turner, 
August 17, 1917. 
53 Currie diary for August 18, 19 1 7, as quoted in A.M. J. Hyatt, General Sir Arthur 
Currie, A Military Biography (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1 987), 77. 



their positions to these same observers. The barrage plans had specific guns and 

howitzers aiming at specific targets. From an analysis of German habits, 

capabilities, defensive layouts, billeting and reserve areas, likely assembly points, 

and routes of approach, the Canadians constructed march tables for German reserve 

troops likely to be employed in counter attacks. These march tables told the 

Canadians the probable times of arrival of Gennan reserves at selected points within 

the German defensive zone. The Gexman routes and assembly points were then 

shelled at appropriate times during the battle.54 The 1st Division's after action 

report stated that this pre-battle study 'proved invaluable; all enemy concentrations 

and counter attacks were dealt with immediately, before they had time to 

de~e lop ."~~  

As at Vimy, the Canadians taped out practice courses on ground similar to 

that they would cross on Z-Day. The 1st Division's course was made on a four- 

fifths scale on ground that closely resembled that they were going to storm. Some 

of the information for building this course came fkom local inhabitants, but most 

came &om airplane photographs, ground surveillance and patrols.56 Every German 

trench was depicted by tape and flag. 'Name Boards' were put up showing the 

Gexman names of trenches and positions, while "trench mortar and machine gun 

emplacements, Battalion, Company, and Signalling Headquarters were all marked 

on the ground." Miniature models of the area were constructed as well. The 2nd 

'' NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3850, Folder 61, File 4. Canadian Corps Artillery 
Order No. 63, August 14, 19 17; Swettenham, McNaughton, page 100 - 103; John 
Swettenham, To Seize the Victory. The Canadian Corps in World War 1 (Toronto: 
The Ryerson Press, 1965), 177. 
'' NAC, M.G. 30 El 5 (Griesbach Papas) Vol. 4. File 23. "1st Canadian Division 
Report on the W 70 & Puits 14 Bis Operations August 15th to 22nd 19 17." 
G.W.L. Nicholson, Oficial History of the Canadian Army in the First World War, 
Canadian Expeditionary Force 1914-1919 (Ottawa: Queen's Printer and Controller 
of Stationary, 1962), 289-290. 
56 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 138, Folder 5, File 1 1. 6th Brigade to units, July 
30, 1917. 



Brigade built one such model on a scale of 1 :40 at its training school. In addition, 

an intelligence officer with the in Army prepared a plasticine model of the area on a 

1: 5,000 scale, and invited the Canadians to study it. From these courses and 

models the Canadians prepared how best to take the hill, using them to work out 

solutions to specific tactical problems they would face during the advance. Indeed, 

attacking troops came to h o w  instinctively where and when to proceed. 

Consolidation parties also practiced their trade in order to rapidly consolidate newly 

won positions (a vital component to all attacks considering how fast and hard- 

hitting German counter attacks tended to be)." 

The heavy machine guns, more than in any previous engagement, played a 

prominent part in Currie's plan. Not only did these guns thicken the artillery and 

trench mortar barrage prior to Zero, they also carried out harassing fire missions. 

As with the artillery and the infantry, the attacking divisions pre-determined their 

forward movements to points on Hill 70 in order that they might be available during 

the consolidation phase, and to fight off the anticipated German counter attackdB 

As the 2nd Division noted: 

[due] to the limited nature of the operation, it has been possible to 
allot definite duties to these guns f?om the outset and they will be 
employed to take up previously determined positions.. . 

The above guns will be sent forward to take up their positions as 
soon as possible after the positions have been taken. The positions 
marked on the Map merely indicate the lod t ies  in which the guns 
are to be placed, the exact position for each gun being settled on the 
ground. 

57 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 41 05, Folder 19, File 10. 4th Brigade's ''Instructions 
for the Offensive No. 3," July 29, 19 17. 
58 In the 2nd Division there was one machine gun for every thuty-five yards of 
fiont during the barrage. Across the C d a n  Corps fiont there were four groups 
of machine guns each under the control of a senior major or captain; each group 
consisted of a at least four machine gun batteries, and a machine gun battery was 
composed of eight guns. 



A thorough study of the ground and Gennan assault patterns helped planners select 

these General Currie was well pleased with the results. After the battle 

he wrote: "I have heard nothing but the very highest praise concerning the m- 

operation by the machine gunners in the attack, and in the repelling of the numerous 

hostile counter-attacks." He added that "machine gun tire was largely responsibae 

in preventing the enemy fiom repairing the damage caused by our preliminw 

bombardment-" He asked Brigadier-Gend Raymond Brutinel, the Corps 

Machine Gun Officer, to "convey to the machine gunners.. .my appreciation of the 

manner in which they performed all tasks alloted [sic] to them.'*' 

Aimaft played a prominent role in the accumulation of pre-batt8e 

intelligence, and in the defeat of the Gennan counter attacks following the Canadian 

advance. The 1st Division recorded the 'Valuable assistance.. .rendered to the 

Division during the preparatory stage of the operations by No. 16 Squadron.. . [and] 

Despite the unfavourable weather conditions, [the division was] kept well supplied 

with absolutely up-to-date photographs of the enemy lines. This was of extreme 

value, particularly to the Artillery." The No. 16 Squadron also directed artillery 

f ie ,  spotted and reported on the locations of active hostile batteries, carried out  

contact patrols, and flew counter attack sorties? Their reports kept commanders 

well informed on the situation playing out below them. The 1st Division reported 

how its headquarters was %tantly informed of the situation.. .[and] instantly 

informed of any concentrations on the part of the enemy and many splendid targea 

- -- - 

59 NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C1, Vo1. 3907, Folder 27, File 2. "2nd Canadian Division 
Instructions for the Offensive No. 2," July 2 1, 19 17; Vol. 3 850, Folder 6 1, File 6. 
Canadian Corps Scheme of Operations, "Action of Massed Machine Guns," July 
26, 1917. 
60 NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3 850, Folder 6 1, File 6. Currie to Corps Machiae 
Gun Officer, August 30, 1917. 

"Counter attack patrols were to identify and locate the massing of Geman troops 
for counter attacks, and to [communicate] these targets of opportunity to ke 
artillery. This was a major infantrylartillery support function of the air element." 
S.F. Wise to author, May 25, 1999. 



were thus presented" -- some of which were even engaged by aircraft firing 

machine gund2 In order to quickly retriwe the information collected by the aerial 

observers, the 1st and 2nd Divisions, along with the heavy artillery, placed liaison 

officers at the landing strips. Once on the ground, aerial observers telephoned or 

personally visited corps headquarters with their news. In this way, noted the 

RFC's report on the fighting, the "Canadian Corps Heavy Artillery ... received 

detailed information regarding enemy troops, etc., about ten minutes after they had 

been 0bserved.6~ 

Information reaching battalion headquarters from the front flowed much 

more slowly. This was so even though ground level communication arrangement. 

were well thought out prior to the advance, and were successful in transmitting a 

great deal of information. As at Vimy, report centres were widely used by the 

attacking battalions, and established on conquered ground by scout officers leading 

specially detailed parties. These kept battalion commanders informed of events at 

the fi-ont. As well, fighting patrols pushed out beyond the £id objectives to 

maintain contact with the enemy, and to secure infomation on their new positions. 

At the same time, observers in battalion OPs (constructed prior to the battle) 

watched the progress of the advance, looked for S O S  signals, and watched for 

Very Lights that indicated objectives had been captured. Using telephones, 

runners, light signals, and so on, they tried to keep battalion headquarters in touch 

with events. They also watched for signals sent by the newly established forward 

centres. Gradually, as the battIe progressed, the forward report centres became the 

62 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3850, Folder 62, File 1. "Report on Capture of Hill 
70 and Puits 14 Bis By 1st Canadian Division, 15th Aug. 19 17." 
63 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vol. 3850, Folder 61, File 6. Report by 1st Brigade RFC 
on the action of Nos. 40 and 43 Squadrons on August 15-16, 19 17; Vol. 3907, 
Folder 27, File 7. "Method of Dealing With Active Hostile Batteries on Z Day," 
No. 16 Squadron, August 1, 1917. 



new battalion headquarterd4 Heavy enemy sheU fie, naturally, did its best to 

disrupt the flow of information, and regularly cut overland telephone lines and 

destroyed lamp signal stations. Runners and pigeons found the going tough, too, 

although they generally got through in time.65 

Behind battalions information flowed more readily. This was true even for 

brigade report centres, despite the fact that they were built on newly captured 

ground during the advance. Brigade signal officers, or the staff captainso, 

arranged for the establishment of these report centres - which were usually set up 

on ground about mid way between the original front lines and the final objectives. 

They were usually connected to the rear by buried cable. Thanks to the Herculean 

efforts of work and signal parties, much of the buried line was extended out into no 

man's land prior to the assault. It was then just a matter of lengthening the lines on 

the day of battle. Of course, this was easier said than done when under fire. The 

usual signalling equipment was on hand at these centres, and included wireless, 

pigeons, Fullerphones, visual signals, and power buzzers. Runners, and apparatus 

for contacting airplanes, were also available. Behind the report centres, brigade 

observers watched the fighting and reported on its progred6  Figure 9.1, "2nd 

64 NAC, M.G. 30 E236 (Villier~ Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 5. 3rd Brigade's 
"Instructions for the Offensive against Kill 70," July 22, 19 17; R.G. 9 111 C3,  
Vol. 40 14, Folder 25, File 2. 2nd Brigade's Operation Order No. 2 12. Also Vol. 
4 105, Folder 19, File 10. 4th Brigade's "Instructions for the Offensive No. 3," 
July 29, 19 1 7. Those scouts from battalion intelligence sections that did not go 
forward to form report centres were available to commanders for special 
reconnaissance. Machine Gun Companies established their own report centres, and 
in close proximity to battalion ones. 
65 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vo1. 4014, Folder 26, File 2. 7th Battalion's "Report on 
Operations -- 15th -- 17th August, 19 1 7." The 2nd Brigade reported that the 
information carried by pigeons was of little value because of the time it took (about 
an hour) to retrieve the birds from their lofts located near corps HQ. See its "Report 
on Operations Carried Out By the 2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade Against Hill 70, 
August 1 9 1 7 ." 
66 NAC, KG. 9 III C1, Vol. 3 85 1, Folder 64, File 4. 3rd Brigade's 'Instructions 
for the Offensive against Hill 70 - Lens," July 22, 19 17. AIso Vol. 4105, Folder 
19, File 10. 4th Brigade's "Instructions for the Offensive No. 3," July 29, 19 17. 



Brigade's Communication Layout at 

complexity of the flow of information 

during the attack. Not shown in Figure 

Hill 70,'"7 ausmtes 

at brigade and battalion 

something of the 

levels of command 

9.1 are the contact patrol links and artillery 

communication arrangements, such as those made for FOOs, and LOs. 

The corps, and each divisional headquarters, also built forward report 

centres, and stocked them with wireless, telephones, visual signals, pigeons, 

67 Figure 9.1 is based on the diagram shown in the 2nd Brigade's Operation Order 
No. 212, located at the NAC in R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 14, Folder 25, File 2. See 
also "Report on Operations Carried Out By the 2nd Canadian Infantry Brigade 
Against Hill 70, August 19 17," found in Folder 26, File 2. 
The following notes should be read in conjunction with Figure 9.1 : 
1. Communications available: Telephones, Fullerphones, Visual signalling, 
Wireless, Power buzzer, Pigeons, Airplane contact patrols, and Runners. 
2. Telephones were installed at each battalion HQ, the machine gun company, and 
the Brigade OP. All were co~ec ted  to the brigade advanced report centre by buried 
cables, except the Of, it used laddered lines. Divisional HQ, flanking brigades, 
artillery, engineers, and so forth, were reached through the brigade rear exchange. 
Runners were positioned at the various report centres and headquarters. The 
telephone system worked well throughout the battle, and was the principal method 
of communication. 
3. Fullerphones were installed at each battalion HQ, and at the M.G. company, and 
were connected to the advanced brigade headquarters (battle headquarters) by 
buried line. 
4. Visual signal stations were located at battalion report centres, the brigade report 
centre, the brigade battle headquarters and the division. 
5. The wireless set at the brigade's battle headquarters was in contact with 
divisional headquarters. The 2nd Brigade reported that it was not used, except 'Yo 
send test messages." 
6. The IT set (or intelligence telephone) and power buzzer combination was 
connected to the brigade exchange by telephone, and advanced battalion report 
centres by power buzzer. (IT sets were used for listening in on German wireless 
t d i c  in order to leam German tactical secrets and plans. Routine German orders, 
such as timings for reliefs, and anything picked up in clear was sent to Corps HQ. 
Larger interpretations and deciphering were carried out by Intelligence(e) at m y  
HQ. IT sets also monitored fkiendly telephone conversations for misuse). See, W. 
Steel, "Wireless Telegraphy in the Canadian Corps in France," CalUZdiCUZ Defence 
Quarter& 7.3 (April 1930), 365 - 375; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4057, Folder 35, File 
6. 1 st Axmy memorandum, November 16, 19 16, discusses early use of listening 
sets. 
7. Each battaIion had six pigeons during the attack under the battalion signal 
officer. 
8. Brigade scouts stationed at brigade OPs were connected to brigade by telephone, 
visual signals and pigeons. 
9. Battalion and company scouts advanced beyond the captured objectives to 
maintain contact with the Germans and observe their positions. 
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ground sheets, and despatch riders. In this way they, too, could receive 

information &om all quarters, and remain in touch with the situation unfolding at 

the eont Most important for controlling the heavy artillery, both before and during 

the battle, and for rapidly collecting, analyzing, and disseminating artillery 

intelligence, was the CBO. Its connections to the RFC, FOOs, sound rangers and 

flash spotters, the infantry, and to a l l  the guns throughout the corps, allowed it to 

supervise the actions of the guns, and to build up a picture of the German artillery 

dispositions. This information kept corps headquarters h touch with the enemy's 

artillery movements both before and during the action. 

As already mentioned, FOOs played a pivotal role at Hill 70. Each 

divisional artillery brigade sent forward an FOO with a team of signallers into the 

newly captured terrain. Relay stations for sending information from these forward 

posts were arranged by the FOOs as they advanced. Most FOOs reached their 

destination in good order, having practiced getting there before the battle. Heavy 

shell fire, however, "rendered it impossible to keep up telephone lines and 

information had to be sent back by runners or visual." Despite the loss of the 

telephone link, the 1st Division's after action report could still boast that fiom "Zero 

onwards ... constant reports were received fkom LO'S and F.0.07s indicating the 

successful advance of our Infmtry" and the barrage. By 6:30 a.m., some two 

hours after zero, 'Most valuable reports commenced to come in" fkom the FOOs. 

"Reports on movemenf enemy infantry concentrations, active batteries etc. were 

sent back quickly and accurately throughout the day," as were sightings of SOS 

signals and Very Lights marking the capture of objectives. With this information in 

hand, and used in combination with the reports of other air and ground observers, 



the artillay learned about valuable targets to shell? 

Heavy artillery FOOs also went forward. According to McNaughton, it 

was their job to "take tidl advantage of the observation which will be obtained 

[from the capture of the hill] to bring fire to bear on active Hostile Batteries and 

other Targets of Opportunity, which present themselves and to collect and forward 

information concaning the tactical These FOOs worked in pairs; one 

stayed at the fixed OP established on Hill 70 after its capture, the other moved 

forward to keep in touch with the infantry. The forward FOO then sent reports 

back to his partner for transmission to the rear. Runners accompanied both FOOs. 

Signallers worked with the FOOs at the fixed posts, manning the telephones and 

operating the wireless sets that accompanied them. The use of wireless helped 

restore immediacy to the battlefield, as FOOs could immediately relay news to the 

gunners concerning German infantry movements and hostile batteries sighted. This 

was the first time the Canadians used wireless this way, and it proved "very usefid 

as c o ~ a t i o n  of other reports and also in determining the strength of counter 

attacks."70 On the whole, observation was so good during the battle that the 

artillery could not answer all the calls made by ~00s . "  This was good news for 

68 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3850, Folder 62, File 1. 'Iieport on Capture of W 
70 and Puits 14 Bis By 1st Canadian Division, 15th Aug. 191 7;" R.G. III C3, 
Vol. 4014, Folder 27, File 4. Artillery ''Instructions Re Forward 
Communications," July 24, 19 17. 
69 NAC, R.G. 9 ID Cl,  Vol. 3907, Folder 27, File 7. "Forward Observation,?' Lt. 
Col. McNaughton, July 23, 19 17. 
70 NAC, M.G. 30 El5 (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 4, File 22. "1st Canadian Division 
Report on the Hill 70 & Puits 14 Bis Operations August 15th to 22nd 19 17;" R. G. 
9 ID C1, Vol. 3907, Folder 27, File 8. Artillery Order No. 52, 6'Artillery Plan for 
the Capture of Hill 70;" R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3907, Folder 27, File 7. Counter 
battery Officer Order No. 39. 
71 NAC, M.G. 30 E46 (Turner Papers) Vol. 8, Folder 53. Currie to Turner, 
August 1 7, 1 9 L 7. Each artillery brigade sent forward a .  FOO, see R.G. 9 ID C3, 
Vol. 4014, Folder 27, File 4. "Instructions Regarding Forward Communications," 
July 24, 19 17, 1 st Divisional Artillery. 



the Germans, for as it was they were slaughtered. 

Liaison officers, meanwhile, helped keep the different combat arms in touch 

with each other. In the case of the heavy artillery, their LOs were at each of the 

attacking infantry brigade headquarters, both before and during the battle. There 

they were responsible for keeping in touch with the success of bombardments and 

wire cutting programs, and for passing counter battery infoxmation along to the 

heavy artillery headquarters. They also kept track of enemy shelling by collecting 

news on the size of projectiles fired, the area shelled, the timing and intensity of the 

shelling, the direction fkom which the shells came, and the time the shelling 

stopped. Furthermore, they had to be M y  aware of the infantry's situation in 

order to provide up to date infomation to the gunners. In this way they assisted the 

infantry in the selection of targets. Close cooperation with the field artillery was 

required, too, which meant LOs were not to be shy about using the field artillery's 

OPs if they provided the best view of the Eont In addition, the heavy artillery LOs 

made frequent visits to battalion headquarters, where they explained the heavy 

artiUery situation, and encouraged mutual cooperation and under~tanding.'~ 

Meanwhile, the field artillery kept its own LOs at the various infantry brigade 

headquarters. It also placed recording officers with each assaulting battalion. 

During the attack these officers remained at the report centre of the battalion they 

were working with where they gathered information from the infantry and sent it to 

their artillery group headquarters. The Z st Division reported that liaison 'Was most 

satisfactory in every way, and the closest possible touch was maintained between 

the Artillery and the Infantry it covered.. .Both Brigade and Battalion L.03 were in 

pmcticdy continual communication and sent back most valuable info~mation.'"~ 

72 NAC, R.G. 9 III C l ,  Vol. 3907, Folder 27, File 2. '2iaison Officers," 
Canadian Corps Heavy Artillery, July 17, 1 9 1 7. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3850, Folder 62, File 1. 'Xeport on Capture of Hill 
70 and Puits 14 Bis By 1st Canadian Division, 15th Aug. 1917;" Vol. 3907, 
Folder 27, Fife 2. "2nd Canadian Division Instructions for the Offensive No. 2," 



Each attacking infmtry brigade and battalion also exchanged liaison officers, while 

liaison between the infantry and the machine gun groups was also arranged.74 After 

the battle, General Currie wrote that 'liaison seemed to have been very good 

indeed," He added, "Success such as we have had is only possible when each 

branch of the Service pulls it's [sic] own weight, and all pull together?" Liaison 

officers had helped foster corps cohesion and information exchange, and in the 

process helped with command and control. 

Re-battle and battlefield intelligence had once again played an important role 

in the corps' success. Most of the 1 st Division's list of sixteen lessons learned 

fiom the battle, for example, made this very clear. While intelligence work is not 

the main topic of each Iesson, its underlying significance is readily apparent. The 

first lesson, for instance, praised '?he plan being thoroughly worked out in every 

detail and of it being understood by all who took part." This let every officer and 

man h o w  their "own particular duty, however small." Lesson two pointed out the 

importance of "Carefid training over the taped courses," while lesson three 

applauded the "Great value of a replica of the ground, constructed on a large scale, 

1 to 40, showing the KILL features, woods and buildings." The importance of 

secure communications and "Perfect liaison between the Infantry and the Heavy and 

Divisional Artillery" was commented on in lesson six and seven. Likewise, close 

liaison between the infantry and the machine gun organization was valued, and 

referred to in lesson eight. "The importance of good O.Ps. for Infantry and 

Artillery" was the subject of lesson nine. The work of observers meant that 

July 2 1, 19 17; 2nd Divisional Artillery notes on liaison, July 23, 19 17; and R.G. 9 
IT1 C3, Vol. 4105, Folder 19, File 10. 4th Brigade's "Instructions for the 
Offensive No. 3," July 29, 1917. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3907, Folder 27, File 2. '2nd Canadian Division 
Instructions for the Offensive No. 2, Appendix A," July 25, 19 17; Vol. 3850, 
Folder 61, File 6. Canadian Corps Scheme of Operations, "Action of Massed 
Machine Guns," July 26, 1917. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3850, Folder 6 1, File 6. Currie to Corps Machine 
Gun Officer, August 30, 1917. 



information could be confirmed and the necessary ation taken "without hesitation 

or doubt as  to the situation." Lesson ten pointed out the importance of having a 

scheme of destructive and harassing fire in place previous to an operation. In this 

way, "every portion of the area to be attacked [could be] subjected to fire fiom 

either Heavy or Divisional Artiky,  or Machine Guns at every hour of the day and 

night." Finally, lesson eleven speaks to the need for detailed artillery plans for 

dealing with enemy counter attacks. At Hill 70 such advanced planning "proved 

invaluable; all enemy concentrations and counter attacks were dealt with 

immediately, before they had time to develop." In short, what the 1st Division was 

saying in these lessons was that the wise use and study of intelligence helped the 

Canadians win and hold Hill 70.76 

Indeed, so important was intelligence work, and so entwined was it with 

communications, that after the Hill 70 operation ended, intelligence staff officers 

gradually assumed greater control over signal arrangements throughout the corps. 

At a conference of divisional and artillery intelligence officers held in September, it 

was pointed out that "In some Divisions the [General Staff] Officer (Intelligence) 

has been responsible for the arrangements of all communications [within the 

division] with technical advice f5om the Signal Officers and this system has worked 

out well."" By the end of 19 17 and into 19 18, the Canadian Corps was saying 

that it was one of the duties of the senior divisional intelligence officer 'To ensure 

that the best possible use is made of the Signal Service in connection with all 

schemes both of Defence and Off'ense and to co-ordinate the communication of aU 

units in the forward divisional area The O.C. Signal Company would be the 

76 hid. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 1.1 C3, Vol. 4024, Folder 3, File 2. ''Conference of Divisional 
And Artillery Intelligence Officers. Held at Canadian Corps H.Q. 22 - 9 - 17." 



technical adviser in this ~ o r k . " ' ~  This spreading of their influence over signals 

truly announced the arrival of intelligence officers and personnel, proving they were 

of the utmost importance to Canadian Corps planning and operations. 

Moreover, by acting as information filters, and con~ollers of news f?om the 

front, intelligence personnel made their influence felt on the field in ways 

unimaghb1e in 1915. As Henry Eccles, a onetime rear admiral in the United 

States Navy, wrotz: ''The person who determines the flow of information to the 

commander wiU to a significant degree dominate the commander's deci~ion."'~ 

This is not to say that intelligence officers usurped command authority, but is meant 

to point out that through their control of report centres and observation posts, they 

decided what information was urgen& and determined what information to forward 

to headquarters, and in what priority. This was a heavy responsibility, and one that 

was evolving since at least as early as the summer of 1 9 1 6, when the 1 st Division 

declared that "After August the 30th any messages which are handed in to a Signal 

Station, Relay Post, or Runners' Post by a man of Brigade or Banalion Intelligence 

Sections, (all of whom wear the Scout's badge), will be accepted for transmission 

as if the message had been signed by an officer."80 Being well positioned at the 

fiont, intelligence officers and men were often better informed of the situation then 

battalion and other commanders h t h e r  back. An American observer visiting the 

Canadian Corps in December 19 17, noticed this same power shift and ability of 

intelligence officers to shape battles. He stated to his superiors that 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4224, Folder 6, File 13. Canadian Corps to 4th 
Division, December 26, 19 17; M.G. 30 El00 (Cume Papers) Vol. 37, File 165. 
"Intelligence Organization 4th Canadian Division," January 22, 19 18; R.G. 24, 
Vol. 22,O 1 1. "Intelligence Instructions. Canadian Corps," issued in July 19 1 8. 
79 Henry E. Eccles, Military Concepts rmd Philosophy (New B m w i c k ,  NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, l965), 1 98. 
80 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 4. 1st Canadian Division to 
subordinate commands, August 26, 19 2 6. 



Experience in the C d a n  Corps has convinced the officers of the 
line as well as the staff of the  great importance of intelligence, in 
fact, the operations of the m o p s  after the fight starts is largely 
directed by the intelligence oScer. It is felt that he is the man who 
knows the condition of the enemy and the obstacles which the 
troops will have to meet, and i s  is, therefore, for him to decide how 
the attack should be conductedl The officer in charge of operations 
is principally concerned with tlbe getting up of the troops, the reliefk 
of divisions that have been extaausted and of other matters p e g  
to the personnel of the figlhting units, while the objects and 
objectives to be accomplished are  covered by the intelligence officer. 
This is a rather new phase of intelligence, but it seems to me to be 
the logical conclusion to reach for it would seem a great waste of 
energy for the intelligence officer to obtain all the iaformation and be 
responsible for the infomation and then when the information is to 
be used to have nothing to stay about how, when, or where the 
troops use it. In the Canadian Corps the intelligence officer is the 
directing officer and is in close liaison with the operation officer, in 
fact, the operation officer and the intelligence officer have desks at 
the Corps Headquarters opposite each other." 

The intelligence officers' role had cornre a long way fiom Salisbury Plain, where it 

was ill-defked, or non-existent, 

At Vimy and Hill 70 the Canadians implemented a winning formula for 

defeating entrenched positions. As a number of officers stated, the first factor of 

success was amassing intelligence o n  the enemy's defences, and the intervening 

terrain. Here, front line gatherers such as battalion and brigade observers, sound 

rangers, and the RFC were vital. The information they collected formed the basis 

of the incredibly complex plans necessary for assaulting and holding a fortified 

*' LTC Arthur L Conger Papers, US. Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks. 
"Headquarters American Expeditionarry Forces, Office of the Chief of Staff, 
Intelligence Section," January 1, 19 18. My thanks to Dr. J. Ferris for sharing this 
document with me. J.E. Hahn, in TRe Intelligence Service Within the Crmadim2 
Corps 1914-1918 (Toronto: The Macrnillan Company of Canadz, 1930), 98 - 99, 
also dudes to the ability of inteIligemce officers to direct the action. Speaking 
specifically of staEcaptainsO, Hahn states that they "should be in close touch with 
the atfiliated arms covering the attack, ;and be in a position to switch a concentration 
against any portion of the enemy b e  should any unexpected resistance be 
encountered, or an assembly detected either during or after the assault.. .A battery of 
heavy machine guns.. .should be sitedl in close proximity to the O.P. [where the 
staff captains@ are situated], as they- can be quickly directed on any targets or 
concentrations within range." 



position. Not only did intelligence point out the locations of enemy positions, but 

was used by the Canadians when building the practice courses over which the men 

rehearsed their particdar role in the battle. Specific tactical features and d i l m a s  

were then studied on the ground, and solutions worked out in advance in the peace 

and quiet of normal trench warfare. By practicing over taped courses, men came to 

know their task, and this eliminated a great deal of battle friction on the day of 

advance. It also meant that should communications fail, the assault would not come 

to a grinding halt, as commanders could trust their men to carry on as rehearsed 

with minimal guidance fiom above. Meantime, ground level communications and 

the RFC struggled to inform rear area commanders of eont Line conditions. The 

RFC was particularly successfid in doing this, increasing the artillery's flexibility 

enormously in the process. This was no small affair given the importance of the 

big guns to winning trench warfare. None of this is to argue that there were not 

other factors conmiuting to the corps' battlefield success. Tactical skill, bravery, 

the state of enemy morale, and so forth, all played crucial roles. Indeed, the tactical 

acumen of the men meant that they could continue pressing forward in the face of 

great odds, and without immediate support from gunners and others. But neither 

can the role of intelligence be ignored - it certainly was not by the officers and men 

of the day, and with each passing Canadian Corps success, the intelligence 

organization grew in size and stature. 



CHAPTER TEN 

PASSCHENDAELE: OCTOBER - NOVEMBER 19 17 

Following its stellar performance at Kill 70, the Canadian Corps was in fine 

fettle, and able to collect the finest minutiae on German positions necessary for 

preparing the detailed and highly intricate plans required for winning set-piece, 

limited objective assaults. The rigidity of those plans was tempered by flexible 

tactics and a co~ll~nunications system that, although far fiom perfect, was of 

sufficient utility that a continuous stream of information flowed fiom the sharp edge 

to rear area decision-makers. At Passchendaele, in late October and early 

November, this approach to battle went up against a new-style, elastic defence, 

built in depth, that did away with discernible trench systems. With this defence the 

Germans held their forwardmost outpost line lightly, relying on machine guns 

arrayed in a checkerboard fashion to form interlocking, mutually supporting, killing 

zones. The highly motivated machine gun crews that manned these guns were 

sheltered &om Allied bombardments by heavily camouflaged pillboxes built strong 

enough to withstand direct hits fkom all but the most powerfid guns. As AUied 

bombardments passed over these positions, the crews inside reemerged to man their 

guns in order to start cutting down the advancing troops struggling towards them 

through the bog that covered no man's land. It was the machine gunners' task to 

break-up attacks before they reached the Geman main line of resistance, also 

strongly fortified, and lying M e r  to the rear. German artillery covered these 

forward zones, and were poised to destroy any and all attacking infantry. Counter 



attack divisions, capable of launching hard hitting counter attacks against any Allied 

gains, were positioned several miles behind these defences and out of artillery 

range, ready to assault shouId the need arise. It was a formidable defence, one 

made even more impregnable by the deep and sticky mud that covered much of the 

Passchendaeie battlefield, the poor weather, the need for the Canadians to attack up 

hill, and the near domination ofthe skies by German pilots. 

Although the Canadians had served in the Ypres Salient before, during the 

Second Battle of Ypres and at the St. Eloi Craters, the terrain was, by October 

1917, wholly unrecognizable. Three years of heavy shelling had turned the 

landscape into "a desolate wilderness of scummy water-filled craters, ragged tree 

stumps and deep glutinous mud." Any roads that had existed before the war were 

long removed, while the incessant shelling smashed open the water-table, causing 

widespread flooding of the lower lying ground and shell holes (which also 

happened to be the ground the Canadians occupied or had to cross over). It was, 

on the whole, an engineering and human nightmare, as the knee-deep mud rendered 

even the simple movement of guns, equipment and men a colossal task. The terrain 

also made the collection of intelligence far more difficult as scouts could not f k l y  

move about no man's land, while the obliterated landscape made ground and aerial 

observation difficult. Interpreting aerial photographs was extremely laborious as 

German strong points could be located in any one of the thousands of shell holes 

that covered the front. Physical and mental exhaustion was the normal state of 

affairs. Add to this the stench of rotting corpses and the debris of three years of 

war, and it is easy to understand why many regard the Passchendaele battlefield as 



the worst place the Canadians ever found themselves during the entire wad 

The Canadian goal was to secure the village of Passchendaele and the ridge 

on which it sat, both lying some 1,500 to 2,000 yards distant. Rather than try to 

cut through the entire German defensive system by going al l  out for the ridge in one 

grand attack, Currie opted for a series of bite and hold set-piece assaults. It was his 

intention to advance the Canadian line in 500 yard increments, and thereby avoid 

taking on the W strength of the enemy's defence at one time. Such a plan invited 

strong German counter attacks and heavy retaliatory shelling, since much of the 

German defensive system would remain intact. Rapid consolidation of positions, 

close cooperation between supporting arms, and an effective counter battery 

program were, thus, essential to success. The set-piece assault seemed made to 

order for Cume's plan, as the Canadians excelled at bite and hold tactics. Set-piece 

attacks, as we have seen in previous chapters, let commanders retain some control 

over the fighting by pre-arranging movements; and at Passchendaele this was 

important, for the battlefield and the German defences evoked codhion. The 2nd 

Amy commented on this as early as August 19 1 7 in its "Notes on Training and 

Preparation for Offensive Operations" when it said: 

The new system of defence adopted by the enemy, consisting of 
lines of shell holes in depth and a large proportion of his strength 
disposed in readiness for counter-attacks, is liable to produce a 
condition of affairs by which - 

(a) The further we penetrate his line, the stronger and more 
organised we find him. 

(b) The further we penetrate his line, the weaker and more 
disorganized we are liable to become? 

John Marteinson et al, We Stand On Gunrd An Illustrated History of the 
Canadian Army (Montreal: Ovale Publications, 1 W2), 169. 
National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (KG.) 9 III C3, Vol. 

4025, Folder 7, File 5. 2nd Army's 'Wotes on Training and Preparation for 
Offwive Operations," August 3 1, 19 1 7. 



A deep penetration, in other words, risked the loss of control, as it meant extending 

the already temperamental communications systems past their endurance. It also 

required a rapid forward movement of guns and other forms of support for the 

advancing troops as they pushed ever deeper into the German lines. As this 

demanded far greater coordination than the Canadians were used to, and over a field 

of battle not given to mobility, Currie was wise to stick to the limited set-piece 

assaults the corps had perfected.' 

Intelligence work was vital to the success of Currie's plan, for set-piece 

assaults depended on an ample supply of accurate and timely information. 

Therefore, "As soon as the Corps received warning that they were to move to the 

Second A m y  to take part in the offensive operations," stated a post battle report by 

the Canadian Corps, "an Intelligence Corps Officer fkom Corps Headquarters was 

sent to Second Army H.Q. to be attached to them and to get in touch with the 

situation.'* General Currie's report supplies further detail. In it he wrote: 

From the moment when definite orders were received as to which 
Sector the Canadian Corps was to occupy a representative of the 
Corps Intelligence Staff went to live at the Headquarters of the 
II. Anzac Corps [whom the Canadians were replacing] and started to 
study and compile records of the enemy's defences and dispositions 
for issue to the Divisions. This was on 12th October, i.e. 10 days 
before our first divisions went into the Line. Similar arrangements 
were made by divisions, so that on 17th October, i.e- 5 days before 
our divisions went into the Line and 9 days before our first attack, 
complete, detailed maps and logs were issued to units, giving them 
in convenient form ev-g that was known as to what they had 
in front of them? 

Robin Prior and Trevor Wilson, Parsch&Ze: The Untold Story (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1996), 173. 
' NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E 100 (Curie Papers) Vol. 36, Folder 164. 
Canadian Corps to 2nd Anny, November 16, 19 17. 
* NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vo1. 3854, Folder 71, File 7. Currie to 2nd Army, 
November 20, 19 17. 



The 3rd Division report on Passchendaele d e s c r i i  in greater detail the divisional 

intelligence effort leading up to the first and subsequent assaults. On October 

thirteenth and fourteenth, divisional staff held meetings with brigade and battalion 

officers to discuss the situation at the fkont. Over the next two days divisional 

headquarters gathered corps and divisional InteIligence Summaries fkom outgoing 

commands, and made notes on the fighting from talks with officers in formations 

recently removed from the fighting. From this data divisional intelligence officers 

prepared a divisional log and file,6 which they issued to subordinate commands on 

the seventeenth and eighteenth of the month. The object of this file and log was to 

insure that "all unit commanders &om the Divisional Commander to company and 

bathxy commanders were in possession of complete and d o r m  

information ... regarding the enemy," and to ensure that alI commands were 

%orking fiom similar maps and information." Each ground observer also received 

copies, thus allowing them "to start their study and reconnaissance of their unit's 

objective with complete information as known of the enemy defences in their 

respective area" On the eighteenth an advanced divisional intelligence headquarters 

opened at the New Zealand divisional headquarters, and four days later, October 

twenty-second, the 3rd Division assumed control of the line.' 

- - 

The divisional Intelligence File, introduced by the 3rd Division in the summer of 
19 17, was another valuable medium for storing and transferring information. The 
file contained all the intelligence relating to the divisional front, and was handed 
over to incoming divisions upon reliec thus smoothing reliefs. Currie stated that 
the divisional Intelligence File allowed for "A system of disseminating information 
to a l l  concerned by a more intelligible and comprehensive method" than had been 
the case earlier, and proved useful in coordinating the efforts of the various combat 
anns within divisions. See A.W. Currie, cWistorical Resume of Canadian Corps 
Intelligence," in J.E. Hah., The Intefligence Service Within the Chadian Corps, 
I9144918 (Toronto: M a d a n  Company of Canada, Limited, 1930), page xx. 
' NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vo1. 3853, Folder 68, File 7. 'Intelligence, 3rd Canadian 
Division, For Bellevue Spur Operations of 26th and 30th October, 1917;" see also 
M.G. 30 E 100 (Currie Papers) Vol. 36, Folder 164. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Army, November 16, 19 17, and Hahn, The Inrelligence Service, 2 13 - 223. 



In the meantime, and days in advance of their entry into the lines, brigades 

and battalions began accumulating their own information- In the 3rd Division, 

brigade staff captains@) held a conference on the night of October sixteenth (six 

days prior to the division assuming control of the line) to discuss the situation. The 

next day "One officer and six observers from each battalion of the two attacking 

brigades, and staff-captains 'I' with six brigade observers went forward to 

WIELTJE" (a town near the Eont Lines) and established advanced headquarters 

~ t s .  On the nineteenth, that is three days before the 3rd Division assumed 

command of the line, Canadian "Brigade and battalion advanced parties 

reconnoitred the forward area and established brigade and battalion o.P's.'" Then, 

once battalions were in position, a steady stream of officers went forward to 

reco~oitre the ground.9 

All this pre-planning, intelligence accumulation, and study meant that the 

Canadian relief of the Anzacs proceeded without a hitch. The Canadian Corps 

reported to the 2nd Army that: 

The salient features of this relief are that Corps and Divisions were 
so thoroughly in touch with the situation that, on the day on which 
they became responsible for the line, the actual handing over was 
merely a matter of form and, what is still more important, all units 
entering the area had been supplied with all available information 
several days before they went into the area and their own observers 
were already working there. ' O 

Training, too, benefited fiom the massing and study of intelligence. The 1st 

Battalion recorded: 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3853, Folder 68, File 7. "Intelligence, 3rd Canadian 
Division, For Bellevue Spur Operations of 26th and 30th October, 19 17;" see also 
M.G. 30 E 100 (Cunie Papers) Vol. 36, Folder 164. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Army, November 16, 19 17. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3859, Folder 85, File 8. 1st Brigade to 1st Division, 
November 20, 19 1 7. 
lo NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 36, File 164. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Army, November 16, 1917. 



For some time prior to the attack special training was carried out 
along lines suggested by the experiences of other Divisions on the 
YPRES fkont. Every scrap of information as to the nature of the 
country and the enemy's methods was studied and schemes laid out 
and practiced involving the tactics necessary to defeat the enemy.. , 

Datta supplied prior to the attack proved of the greatest value 
especially in training.' 

The 1st Division remarked on the "great value" of the model, scale 1/400, built at 

corps headquarters, and noted how all of the attacking officers reviewed it before 

the November sixth attack, along with forty percent of the NCOs in the 1st Brigade, 

and seventy-five percent of the NCOs in the 2nd ~ r igade . ' ~  Units rehearsed their 

parts in the assault over taped courses in order to teach the men the necessary 

methods for defeating enemy pillboxes and other defences, and to fkmdiarize them 

with the particulars of the fiont they had to cross and capture. Before the 

November sixth assault, a fdl dress rehearsal was carried out. The supporting 

arms (machine guns, artillery, and trench mortars) rehearsed alongside the infantry 

to breed familiarity. This also taught them where and when to proceed on the day 

of battle. ' 
Assault and consolidation plans used the latest intelligence.14 Indeed, the 

commander of the 1 st Brigade, Brigadier-General W&am Griesbach, wrote: "The 

first factor of success [was] early lnfonnation as to the task to be performed, the 

boundaries, the objectives, the terrain and all possible information upon the subject 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4033, Folder 3, File 3. 1st Battalion to 1st Brigade, 
November 13, 1917. 
l 2  NAC, M.G. 30 E60 (Matthews Papers) Vol. 3. "1st Canadian Division Report 
on the Passchendaele Ridge Operation November 4 - 12, 19 17." 
l 3  Prior and Wilson, Passchendaele, 175; Bill Rawling, Surviving Trench Warjkre, 
Technology and the Canadian Corps, 1914- 1918 poronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1992), 151, 160. 
I4 NAC, R.G. 9 HE C1, Vol. 3853, Folder 68, File 4. "2nd Canadian Division 
Instructions for the Capture of Passchendaele," November 2,19 17. 



secured from maps, photographs and general intelligence." He fiather believed that 

all these details "should be handed down to the lowest formations and diligently and 

earnestly studied so that all the facts are cornrnitted to memory down to platoon 

commanders and a map of the ground is stamped upon the minds of all officers." 

The officers in his brigade, to ensure that they were aware of the most recent 

developments at the f?ont, followed the "£luctuations in the fighting" '%om day to 

day and hour to hour." Any relevant observations were then incorporated into the 

plan. For example, when the brigade 'learned that the enemy brought his barrage 

down either on or immediately in rear of our line, it was agreed that our fonning up 

for the attack should be as close to the enemy as possible." Further, 

When it was leaned that whole companies had been shot down and 
lay dead practically in the line on which they stood while advancing 
under the barrage, it was agreed that this Brigade would advance to 
the attack in section columns behind the barrage dashing kern cover 
to cover, which was done and was successfid. When it was learned 
that the enemy took cover in his pill boxes but fought fiom trenches 
in the neighborhood of the pill box, it was agreed that the attack 
must be made at high speed and with great determination to catch the 
enemy before he emerged fiom his pill box or as soon thereafter as 
possible and this was carried out and it was successful. 

So important was intelligence to planlling that final "orders for the attack were not 

issued until alI available information was in hand," and not until the brigade 

c u m d e r  had consulted his battalion commanders "as to the best method of 

launching the attackw1' Photographs were valuable here, for they showed the 

locations of impenetrable terrain caused by excess mud and water. Infantry plans 

l 5  NAC, R.G. 9 ID Cl, Vol. 3859, Folder 85, File 8. 1st Brigade to 1st Division, 
November 20, 19 17; Rawling, Surviving Trench Warfiare, 160, cites a similar 
study by another brigade, which also led to alterations in procedures. In the 6th 
Brigade, "After two days of observing enemy shelling.. .scouts determined that the 
best time to move was just before dawn, before the Germans ked their early- 
morning bombardment, and by moving troops at that time, battalions suffered only 
slight harassment? 



had the men skirt these areas, as plans took the terrain fully into accoud6 The 

w v s  commander agreed that prebattle study was crucial, "Before committing our 

Infmtry to the assault of a position," wrote Currie, "'we must be quite sure that 

every detail of the enemy's defences, especially wire, is known and adequately 

dealt with,"' 

Artillery plans, too, relied on infomation regarding the enemy's position 

and movements. Consequently, intelligence staff collected information on hostile 

battery locations, wire entanglements, trench junctions, OPs, telephone lines and 

exchanges, and so forth. Ground observers opened a series of artillery OPs prior 

to the Canadians' first advance. From these points FOOs and others monitored 

Allied shelling. On October twenty-first, the infantry and the artillery opened 

combined infantry -- artillery OPs for mutual benefit and liaison purposes. From 

these OPs, infantry observers and FOOs submitted joint reports on the daily 

progress of destructive shoots, wire cutting, and other observations made." Currie 

commented favourably on the value of these joint posts, and on the contriiution 

such dose liaison made to the victory, pointing out that cbse touch between the 

infantry and the artillery "is vital to the success of any ~peration."'~ The accuracy 

and usefulness of destructive shoots, of preliminary bombardments, of harassing 

fire programs, of counter battery fire, and of the creeping barrage all depended to 

some degree on idionnation collected by artillery and infantry ground observers. 

Wonnation derived from prisoner interrogations, captured documents, aerial 

observation and photography supplemented their work, providing the artillery with 

l 6  NAC, M.G. 30 El5  (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 5, File 29. '"1st Division Report on 
Passchendaele Ridge Operations November 4 - 12, 19 17." 
l7 NAC, R.G. 9 ID C 1, Vol. 3 854, Folder 7 1, File 7. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Army, November 20, 1917. 
l 8  NAC, R.G. 9 Ill Cl, Vol. 3853, Folder 68, File 7. "'Intelligence, 3rd Canadian 
Division, For Bellevue Spur Operations of 26th and 3 0th October, 1 9 1 7." 
l9 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3854, Folder 71, File 7. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Amy, November 20, 1 9 1 7. 



an enormous amount of high quality intelligence. 

The accumulated intelligence allowed for the preparation of detailed artillery 

plans. As usual these encompassed systematic wire cutting, and the destruction of 

all known Geman strong points and pillboxes. An extensive harassing fire 

program 'on enemy approaches and back areas" was also carried out. Several 

'false-start' barrages were employed before each attack to train the Gemans to take 

cover and stay under cover out of fear that the barrage would return. In other 

words, 'The fkequency of the barrages and their extent throughout the Army eont 

Iefi the enemy in doubt as to the reality of the attack, and its extent." The CBO 

prepared a vigorous counter battery program and, as usual, it e m b r a d  more than 

just the elimination of hostile batteries. The heavy artillery harassed the German 

defenders prior to the assault, fired gas bombardments, shelled attacking German 

counter attack forces, and helped reduce enemy fire at critical periods throughout 

the Passchendaele operation.20 

Similarly, planners worked out the actions of the heavy machine gun 

batteries before their advance. Heavy machine guns helped thicken the creeping 

barrage and neutralize hostile machine guns, and gave protective covering f i e  to the 

infantry consolidating their final objectives. The guns themselves were not 

haphazardly deployed. Guns had specific sections of fiont to cover, which they did 

for specific periods of time. They also took on any opportunity targets that 

presented themselves2 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 C 1, Vol. 3908, Folder 2, File 29. Canadian Corps Heavy 
Artillery Operation Order No. 90, October 23, 19 1 7; R.G. 24, Vol. 1 832, Folder: 
GAQ 8-15d. "Canadian Corps Ardllery Report on Passchendaele Operations Oct. 
17th to Nov. 18th 19 17." 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, VoI. 3852, Folder 65, File 10. "Action of Massed 
Machine Guns," part of Operation Order No. 165, November 4, 1 9 1 7; Folder 6 5, 
File 1 1, "Action of Massed Machine Guns," part of Operation Order No. 1 5 9, 
October 23, 19 17. Also see Vol. 3853, Folder 68, File 3. "1st CanRaian Division 
Report on the Passchendaele Ridge Operations, 4th to 12th November, 1 9 1 7;" and 
File 4. "2nd Canadian Division Instructions for the Capture of Passchendaele," 
November 2, 1917. 



Once plans were in motion the collection and dissemination of intelligence 

continued., indeed, it was crucial that it did. This was because less was known 

with certainty of the German positions at Passchendaele than was the case in other 

Canadian baales in 19 17. Given the terrain, the depth of the defence, the poor 

weather, the German command of the air, and their increased use of camouflage, it 

was not possible to discover all the secrets of the German line beforehand to the 

same degree as at, say, Vimy Ridge or W 70. Although planning -- especially 

artillery programs - remained a highly complex undertaking, the less than complete 

intelligence at Passchendaele meant that the time-table tactics of earlier battles had to 

be tempered with an even greater degree of command flexibility and initiative at the 

junior officer level and in the ranks than had previously occurred. It was ceaainly 

true that pre-planning continued to mold the general direction of battle, but now the 

Canadians had to make more real-time decisions while the action raged; the 

appearance of previously unlmown obstacles and predicaments demanded 

immediate resolution.22 The Canadians were not surprised by this turn of events, 

as Canadian tactical training had long emphasized small unit initiative, infiltration, 

and the principles of fire and movement for dealing with just such circumstances. 

These tactics, in other words, helped keep advances rolling, even when the 

assaulting forces faced unforeseen problems unaccounted for in the larger plan. 

The call for such small unit initiative can be seen in the 9th Brigade's orders of 

October 22, 1 9 17. 

Should any part of the line be held up by machine guns, wire or 
other unforseen [sic] circumstances, units on the flank must push on 
through the gap and endeavour to envelop the obstacle. In the case 

22 These real-time decisions were not of the same variety as those made by FOOs at 
W 70, when FOOs called down artiLlery fire on massing enemy troops and hostile 
batteries. At Hill 70, the plan d e d  for FOOs to be in specific positions to watch 
for such movements; at Passchendaele many Gaman positions and responses were 
unknown elements when the troops went over the top, and so specific Canadian 
actions against them could not be so carefidly pre-arranged. 



of wire, LU& who cannot get through themselves should endeavour 
to assist neighbouring units by using covering lire of rifles etc. to 
keep the enemy's heads down whilst reserves are pushed through 
the gaps? 

Increased uncertainty, moreover, called for greater coordination between the 

infantry and its supporting arms than hitherto, and it was in helping commanders do 

this that intelligence work played a valued role. Without knowledge of the 

infantry's position, commanders of supporting units could not effectively intervene 

in the fighting to take advantage of opportunities as they arose. Meanwhile, 

infantry commanders needed timely infoxmation themselves ifthey were to continue 

shaping the fight through their use of reserves and by other interventions. Currie 

referred to this cooperation in a post action report when he wrote: 

The timely and correct use of reserves in fighting of this nature [as at 
Passchendaele] is of immense importance. In dealing with the 
pillbox system of defence, which are organized in great depth and 
difficult to locate accurately beforehand, there are almost sure to be 
gaps in the advance and only the prompt use of reserves can remedy 
the situation.24 

Although Currie does not explicitly mention intelligence in this quotation, it seems 

clear that the "prompt use of reserves" is impossible without a commander learning 

of the conditions at the front as it unfolded. 

Helping to secure the necessary information were battalion, brigade, and 

corps-level observers manning the observation posts dotting the fiont. From these 

posts, obsenrers watched for signals and monitored the progress of the advance on 

behalf of their respective commanders. The corps concluded that "'in all operations 

it has been found that these observers are most useful." Divisional observers, 

" NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3853, Folder 68, File 3. "1st Canadian Division 
report on the Passchendaele Ridge Operations, 4th to 12th November, 19 1 7." 
24 NAC, R.G. 9 Ill Cl ,  Vol. 3854, Folder 7 1, File 7. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Amy, November 20, 19 17. 



however, were not required at Passchendaele "as all local and detailed information 

is supplied by Battalion and Brigade Observers while all general information is 

obtained by Corps ~bsavers." '~ Brigade OPs, in fact, '%ere maintained in 

positions fkom which they could observe at least the final phase of the attack and the 

final objectives. These O.Ps. were in telephonic communication with their Brigade 

H.Q. and whenever communication was possible their reports were found to be of 

very great use." After its assaults on October thirtieth, the 7th Brigade announed: 

"The work of the Brigade Observers left little to be desired; shelled £tom one 0 .P. 

to another they still kept up their stations.. .and regularly transmitted their views to 

Headquarters.''26 The value of brigade observers was demonstrated during the 

October twenty-sixth assault against Bellevue Spur, an important piece of high 

ground needed as a base for future assaults. At one point, when the battle looked 

as if the assault had failed, brigade observers fkom the left attacking brigade 

"insisted that men of the Right Brigade were still to be seen on the Crest of 

BELLEVUE," even though "all other reports indicated that the right Brigade troops 

were back in their J.O.T. Cjumping off trenche~]."~' 'This information at that time 

was invaluable," for it meant the assault could still be salvaged. Units firom the 

supporting battalion were sent forward to help clear up the situation and to join 

forces with the men holding out on the ridge, with the result that "the Spur was 

completely in our possession by the The effort involved in 

maintaining brigade observers had paid off handsomely. 

NAC, M.G. 30 E 100 (Currie Papers) Vol. 36, Folder 164. Canadian Corps to 
2nd Amy, November 16, 1 9 1 7. 
l6 NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 36, File 162. 7th Brigade report. 
27 Their reports were later confirmed by a airplane contact patrol. 
28 NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C1, Vol. 3853, Folder 68, File 7. "Intelligence, 3rd Canadian 
Division, For Bellevue Spur Operations of 26th and 30th October, 1917," 
November 8, 1917. 



The Canadians also used corps-level observers at Passchendaele, They had 

their own OPs, and collected "valuable information" " throughout all ~perations.'"~ 

The use of corps OPs was a new development, and added an extra layer of 

observers to those already operating in brigades and battaliondo Corps OPs gave 

corps headquarters its own team of intelligence gatherers fiom whom the 

commander could quickly learn about the situation at the fiont, as they %ere sited 

to obtain the best general view of the area of operations." They used telephones 

and lamp signals to relay messages to corps headquarters? When combined with 

other sources of information, such as artillery liaison officers, brigade obsewers, 

FOOs and the RFC, the corps obsemers increased the corps7 ability to react and 

respond to the latest informati~n.'~ 

The job of the observers following the action was made easier by the 

infantry's use of flares or Very Lights to mark certain stages reached in the 

advance, or when calling for assistance. During the November tenth assault, for 

example, units in the 5th Brigade fired three white Very Lights in quick succession 

"to denote the capture of the objective."" Throughout Canadian operations the 

SOS signal was "a rifle grenade signal showing three parachute lights" (red over 

29 NAC, M.G. 30 E 100 (Curie Papers) Vol. 36, Folder 164. Canadian Corps to 
2nd Army, November 16, 19 17. 
" J.E. Hahn, The Intelligence Service, 255. 
'l NAC, M.G. 30 E 100 (Currie Papers) Vol. 36, Folder 164. Canadian Corps to 
2nd Army, November 1 6, 19 17. 

At Passchendaele most of the men for the corps posts came &om the corps 
cavalry. Beginning in early 1 9 1 8, observers could also be drawn from the British 
Lovat Scouts organization, although the Canadian command tended to rely on their 
own men rather than on the Lovat Scouts. Lovat Scouts were highly trained in the 
arts of scouting, sniping, and observation. Any level of command within a corps 
could, upon application, obtain the assistance of Lovat Scouts for specific tasks, 
but their principal duty was corps observation work. In 19 18, all British corps 
began organizing corps observation sections. NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie 
Papers) Vol. 3 6, File 164. Canadian Corps to 2nd Army (Intelligence), November 
16, 19 17; Major H. Hesketh-Prichard, Sniping in France. How the Bn'tish Army 
Won the Sniping War in the Trenches (1 9?, USA: Lancer Militaria, 1 993), 99- 103. 

- - 

33 The lights were fired only on the orders of company commanders. 



green over yellow). Since the forward most troops firing the SOS signal might be 

out of sight to ground observers, the corps advised that a series of SOS relay posts 

be built "'to repeat the signal fkom the fkont line back to Supporting Battalions and 

~r t i l l ey - '"~  

The artiUery needed information during the battle, too. Artillery observers, 

along with liaison officers, helped regulate the speed of the creeping barrage to 

ensure that it did not get too far ahead of the advancing infantry it was protecting. 

Drning the advance, as the infantry reached their objectives, divisional artillery 

FOOs established forward posts. Every effort was made to Link these posts to the 

guns by telephone, but lamps and pigeons were available should they be required. 

The FOOs worked in a relay team fashion, with the FOOs at the forward-most 

posts sending news to other FOOs stationed further back, the number of such relay 

centres depending on the distance and the nature of the ground covered. Each relay 

post sent in reports on enemy movement and activity, and "in this way each relay 

station was an O.P."'~ FOOs observing for the heavy artillery also had the use of 

wireless, giving those guns immediate access to information concerning 

opportunity targets. Some of the FOOs working with the field artillery could also 

use corps wireless sets for calling in news when those sets were situated near their 

posts.' The results of these arrangements were generally favourable, although 

different units had different experiences. The 1st Battalion was very pleased with 

34 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vol. 3908, Folder 28, File 8. The "Canadian Corps 
Instructions for the Offensive Passchendaele No. 1 ," October 23, 19 1 7; R.G. 9 III 
C3, Vol. 41 18, Folder 2, File 7. 22nd Battalion Operation Order No. [l8 I?], 
November 4, 1 9 1 7. 
" NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1 83 2, Folder: GAQ 8- 15d. "Canadian Corps Artillery 
Report on Passchendaele Operations Oct. 1 7th to Nov. 18th 19 17." 
36 NAC, R-G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3908, Folder 30, File 3. "1st Canadian Divisional 
Artillery. Summary of Field Artillery Forward Communications for Attack (9)," 
November 9, 19 17. Bill Rawling, ''Co~llfnunications in the Canadian Corps, 19 15 
- 19 1 8 : Wartime Technological Progress Revisited," Canadian Military History 3 -2 
(Autumn 1994), 16. 



its artillery support, saying bombardments were always "prompt and effective.'"' 

The 52nd Battalion, on the other hand, found that the FOO working near it was in 

the way a great deal, kept the telephone lines tied up, was in a position "where he 

could see nothing in fkont of our line," and on the whole was of little value? For 

the most part, though, FOOs were usually in a position to see the action and were, 

as a consequence, a valued source of tactical info~mation.'~ 

Currie also expected his infantry commanders, along with their staffs, to 

collect information first hand Indeed, given the difficulties of sending back news 

fkom the fiont over mud-covered fields swept by enemy machine guns and artillery 

fire, Canadian Corps headquarters felt compelled to remind brigade and divisional 

staffs of their responsibility and duty to go forward and "find out for themselves" 

what conditions were like at the fiont if battalions were unable to provide them with 

complete and coherent informatiodO Cunie believed that brigade commanders, 

ideally, should '%e in a position where [they] can see for [themselves] the course of 

the ation" in order that they might better influence its outcome. He realized, 

though, that this was difficult to do in practice, but believed that, at the very least, 

commanders of reserve units should be in such positions, where they could "be 

ready to act on [their] own initiative without waiting for orders." In fact, something 

similar to this happened during the October twenty-sixth assault against the 

Bellevue Spur, and it caught Curie's attention. He wrote: 

The O.C. [of the lst] Battalion [in reserve] had, with his Company 
Commanders, taken up a position on the GRAVENSTAFEL 
RIDGE, whence he could watch the development of the action and 

37 NAC, R - G  9 111 C3, VOI. 4033, Folder 3, File 3. 1st Battalion report on 
Passchendaele. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 188, Folder 6, File 2. Report by signal officer, 
S2nd Battalion, November 18, 19 18. 
3 9 Rawling, Surviving Trench Wa$are, 157. 
'* NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3908, Folder 28, File 8. "Canadian Corps 
Instructions for the Offensive Passchendaele No. 1 ," October 23, 19 17. 



noticed where the German barrage was falling heaviest 
Consequently on receiving the order to support the leading battalions 
[on BelIevue Spur] he was able promptly to direct his companies by 
the best routes onto the place where they were most wanted, and 
succeeded in reaching the remnants of the leading battalions, which 
were still clinging to the crest of the Spur? 

The result of this effort, as we have seen, was the capture of the Spur by that 

afternoon. 

Liaison officers were widely used at Passchendaele, and their efforts helped 

coordinate the advance. Liaison officers f?om both the heavy and field artillery 

were with the infantry brigades in the line. The field artillery also had officers with 

each battalion 'Tor the purpose of keeping their own Batteries and Brigades 

informed of the general situation," and for checking cases of short shooting.42 The 

various artillery liaison officers normally had direct telephone lines to their guns, 

but could stdl use visual signal or runner if need be. The 1st Battalion reported 

how the artillery officer stationed at its headquarters '%vas most energetic and 

passed on valuable information to his group.'*3 There were exceptions, of course, 

and in the 52nd Battalion the LOs stationed there were without telephone 

connections for two days." For the most part, liaison arrangements were 

successfid, and on those occasions they helped link the assaulting units together. 

Infantry commands also exchanged officers with their neighbours."' Company and 

platoon officers kept in touch with battalion headquarters in person. After the 

4 '  NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vo1. 3854, Folder 71, File 7. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Army, November 20, 1917. 
'' NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 11. "2nd Canadian Division 
Instructions for the Capture of Passchendaele," November 2,19 17. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 4033, Folder 3, File 3. 1st Battalion Report on 
Passchendaele. 
44 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3908, Folder 30, File 3. "1st Canadian Divisional 
Artillery. Summary of Field Artillery Forward Communications for Attack (9)," 
November 9, 19 17; R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4188, Folder 6, File 2. Signal officer, 
52nd Battalion to the Officer Commanding, November 1 8, 19 1 7. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 DI C3, Vol. 4052, Folder 21, File 3. 2nd Brigade Operation 
Order No. 246, November 7, 19 1 7. 



bade, reports on the work of the various LOs were generally favourable. The 7th 

Brigade commander said, for example, that "'Lastly I must express my appreciation 

of the Liaison Officers of the various Arms; their attention and interest in their 

work and their prompt action when required were most a~ceptable."~ 

Machine gunners and trench mortar crews kept in touch, too. Trench 

mortar crews followed the leading infantry assault waves, and personally kept in 

touch with the idantry they were supporting. But owing to difficulties of re- 

supplying ammunition to the trench mortar crews, trench mortars were sometimes 

of little value at Passchendaele. The lighter Stokes guns, however, were more 

effective. The 1st Battalion recorded how during its advance "One Stokes Gun and 

two crews were taken forward and came into action at GRAF HOUSE where 

admirable work was done by Lieut. J.D. COTTON, 1st Canadian Trench Mortar 

Battery in reducing this strong point'"' More important, still, were the machine 

guns. They also followed behind the infantry and took up defensive positions 

within the captured ground where they were crucial for beating off counter attacks, 

especially when Eendly artillery was ~navailable.~~ Machine gun group 

commanders worked out of the infantry brigade headquarters their guns were 

affiliated with, and were "'responsible that close liaison [was] established and 

maintained with their batteries throughout the operation." It was through this 

officer that the infantry's tactical desires for machine gun use were carried out:' 

46 NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie 
47 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 
Passchendaele. 

Papers) Vol. 36, File 162. 7th Brigade report. 
4033, Folder 3, File 3. 1st Battalion Report 

Rawling, Surviving Trench Warfare, 153 - 154. 
49 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vo1. 3852, Folder 65, File 10. "Action of Massed 
Machine Guns," part of Operation Order No. 165, November 4, 19 17; Folder 65, 
File 1 1. "'Action of Massed Machine Guns," part of Operation Order No. 1 59, 
October 23, 191 7. Runners were used to keep in touch with the batteries. See also 
Vol. 3 853, Folder 68, File 4. '"2nd Canadian Division Instructions for the Capture 
of Passchendaele," November 2, 191 7. 



Overhead the RFC proved its worth once again in gathering and relaying 

news on the battle raging below (the weather always seemed to clear as Z Day wore 

on). Contact air patrols, always helpll in locating fiendly positions after an 

advance, took on new importance at Passchendaele because of co~lll~llmication 

slowdowns due to mud. Corps headquarters also reminded the infantry of 'The 

extreme importance of communicating their position" to the aircraft flying above. 

This was ''impressed upon all units," for "one of the chief difticulties in the present 

type of fighting is the accurate location of our own front line, and unless the 

Infantry make their position known they cannot expect effective support eom our 

artillery in case of emergency."S0 This was an opinion shared by the 1 st Division 

when it said that contact patrols must be answered, "This is the only really accurate 

means of establishing the location of our line."" Battalion headquarters could also 

send and receive idoxmation to planes using special signalling equipmentSZ To 

help the aerial observers in their reconnaissance, "Close liaison was maintained 

throughout the operations, [with] the O.C. Squadron visiting Corps H.Q. each 

evening to discuss the general situation, the work carried out during the day, and 

the work required for the next day." Meanwhile "Pilots and Observers of contact 

patrol machines visited divisions the day before the attack to receive any special 

instmctions." The squadron headquarters also "called up the General Staff and 

obtained the Latest information regarding the situation" whenever a contact patrol 

was about to flx and 'Whenever weather conditions permitted[,] photographs of 

the line reached by our troops were taken on the afternoon of the attack, when 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4148, Folder 12, File 3. "Princess Pama 's  
Canadian Light Infantry, Secret 'B', Instructions for the Offensive No. 2;" also 7th 
Brigade's "Instructions for Offensive No. 3 ," October 26, 19 1 7. 
*' NAC, M.G. 30 El 5 (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 5, File 29. "1 st Division Report on 
Passchendaele Ridge Operations November 4 - 12, 19 17." " NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4148, Folder 12, File 3. "Princess Patricia's 
Canadian Light Infantry, Namfive of Operations October 28th, 29th, 30th, 3 1 st 
and November 1 st 19 1 7." 



photos were not possLble an attempt was made to carry out a special low 

reconnaissance." 

In addition to contact patrols, the RFC searched for enemy troop 

concentrations and counter attack forces. Counter attack patrols relayed their 

sightings to the gunners for immediate action." Here the counter battery 

organization, with its intricate system for rapidly collecting, compiling and 

disseminating intelligence, was instrumental, as it helped gunners f?om across the 

&ont respond quickly to reports from pilots and ground troops that German soldiers 

were seen forming up or on the move.'4 

The RFC's attempts to aid the counter battery effort, however, were 

hampered by poor weather and German fighters. Nevertheless, when it was 

airborne the Corps Squadron managed to perfom valuable service, and on those 

occasions "Practically the whole of the Counter Battery Intelligence'' effort was 

based on their reports. During the various Canadian assaults, and "despite 

unfavourable weather" that at times c'completely neutralized" the RFC's efforts, 

pilots "were able to send sufficient Zone calls to clear up the Hostile Artillery 

~ituation."~' Unfortunately, those enemy batteries that managed to survive, and 

there were many at Passchendaele, caused considerable consternation amongst the 

advancing infantry, and managed to hold up attacks, sometimes prevented the 

53 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3908, Folder 28, File 8. bcCanadian Corps 
Instructions for the Offensive Passchendaele No. I," October 23, 19 17. See also 
Vol. 3 853, Folder 68, File 4. "2nd Canadian Division Instructions for the Capture 
of Passchendaele," November 2, 19 17, and R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4052, Folder 2 1, 
File 3. Operation Order 246,2nd Brigade, November 7, 19 17 for similar details. 
54 G.W.L. Nicholson, The Gunners of Canada. The History of the Royal 
Regiment of Canadian ArtiZZey, VoZ. 1, 1534 - 1919 (Toronto: McClelland & 
Stewart, 1967), 308 - 309; John Swettenham, McNaughton. VoZ- I ,  1887 - 1939 
(Toronto: The Ryason Press, l968), 1 14. 
*' NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1832, Folder: GAQ 8- 15d. "Canadian Corps Artillery 
Report in Passchendaele Operations Oct. 17th to Nov. 18th 19 17;" R.G. 9 III C 1, 
Vol. 3922, Folder 9, File 2. "Counter Battery Work In The Passchendaele 
Operations. October 17th. - November 18th. 19 17." 



capture of objectives, and inflicted severe casualties on the C a d a n  ranks. Still, 

the corps was quite pleased with the work of the RFC throughout operations, 

stating to the 2nd Army that it could not recommend any form of improvement to 

the system as it then stood.S6 

Intelligence collected during the battle was of little use if the necessary 

channels of communication were not in place for transmitting it, or were deficient in 

some way. To ensure that information was passed to those who required it 

demanded an enormous effort at all levels of command. Battalions used pigeons, 

lamps, visual signals, runners, power buzzers, Fullerphones, and telephones. The 

idea behind using such a variety of methods was to increase the odds that one or 

another system of cmnmunicating would survive to carry news. A communications 

grid tied the whole co~~llllulzications-intewgence complex togethery and a series of 

reports centres were used as at Vimy Ridge and Hill 70 to carry the grid forward in 

the attack Messages dogs were tried by some battalions, although their use was 

less than successfbl. The troops made pets out of them, while the 52nd Battalion 

noticed that the dogs were ''very terrified under shell fire, and when released from 

H.Q., refused to leave." Regardless of the communications method used, brigades 

expected their battalions to make every effort to keep them ''in touch with the 

situation at aU times," and immediately upon capturing their objectives to send back 

disposition reports and maps (blank copies of which were distributed to the 

battalions prior to the advance) recording the situation as it then stood. 

Similar communications arrangements were available to commands lying 

behind battalion headquarters. Telephones connected each brigade report centre to 

56 NAC, M.G. 30 E 100 (Currie Papers) Vol. 36, Folder 164. Canadian Corps to 
2nd Army, November 16, 19 17. The 1st Division noted the successful contact 
patrols during its November sixth assault, saying 'The report [of the contact patrol] 
was of great assistance in verirjting the location of the Infantry. Later, rain made 
flying impossible." See M.G. 30 El 5 (Oriesbach Papers) Vol. 5, File 29. "1st 
Division Report on Passchendaele Ridge Operations November 4 - 12, I9 17." 



each battalion headquarters, and were, likewise, connected to rear area report 

centres and artillery headquarters (by telephone, wireless, pigeons, visual signals, 

Power Buzzers, despatch riders, and runners). The artillery, too, established 

forward report centres that its Liaison officers and FOOs could contact with news 

concerning conditions at the front (wireless was available to heavy artillery FOOs). 

Overhead, the Corps Squadron reported on the progress of the infantry to the 

gunners and rear area commanders by message drop or wireless transmi~sion.'~ 

The major intelligence M u r e  at Passchendaele concerned counter battery 

intelligence. Too many German guns went undetected and SlllYived Canadian 

counter battery efforts. The result was that the infantry suffered heavy losses due 

to enemy artillery action. There were a number of reasons for the poor counter 

battery performance. For one, aggressive German pilots, flying superior aircraft, 

dominated the skies, and often forced Allied artillery spotters to the ground. 

Secondly, as the report on "Counter Battery Work In The Passchendaele 

Operations" points out, no "effective use" could be made of the high ground 

captured by the Canadians due to limited views and poor visibility attained from 

those positions. On other occasions, such as during the November sixth assauIt, 

Canadian counter battery observation posts were targets of enemy guns, and "For 

this reason the full advantage of the high ground was not obtained, and Hostile 

Batteries were able to remain in action." Thirdly, poor weather conditions, which 

one Canadian Corps report said reduced counter battery inteIligence collection to 

"practically nil," grounded the RFC much of the time. Finally, McNaughton, the 

CBSO, was convinced that the main reason the heavy artillery lacked targets was 

57 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4188, Folder 6, File 2. Report by signal officer, 
52nd Battalion, November 18, 19 17; Vol. 4052, Folder 2 1, File 3. 2nd Brigade 
Operation Order No. 246, November 7, 1 9 17; R.G. 24, Vol. 1 832, Folder: GAQ 
8- 15d. "Canadian Corps Artillery Report on Passchendaele Operations Oct. 17th to 
Nov. 18th 19 1 7;" Rawling, "Co~xununications in the Canadian Corps," 16. 



due to the poor work of the army controlled sound rangers and flash spotters.58 

McNaughton's main criticism was that it took too long for flash spotters and sound 

rangers to reestablish themselves after an advance -- a situation unacceptable when 

waging a series of rapid blows. The delicacy of the equipment was at fault, and it 

was sometimes several days before sound rangers and flash spotters could 

reposition themselves. This meant that they played only a limited role in locating 

German batteries during the Canadian portion of the Passchendaele campaign, and 

since the RFC was grounded much of the time, the absence of the sound rangers 

and flash spotters was keenly felt. Major-General Sir Edward Morrison, 

commander of the corps artillery, concurred with McNaughton, and both put the 

blame for their sluggish perfiormance on their organization structure. As these men 

saw it, the Survey Sections (the umbrella organization that controlled the flash 

spotters and sound rangers), by not being under direct artiUery control were less 

than I l ly  responsive to the gunners' intelligence needs. "The failure of the Survey 

Sections WcNaughton wrote, and Morrison echoed] illustrates once more the 

fallacy of carrying out this work under control of a Non-fighting Branch, whose 

real business is preparing and printing maps." In short, the counter battery effort 

failed for want of counter battery intelligence. Considering how important counter 

'* There may be some confusion over the various terms used to describe army flash 
spotters and sound rangers. As John h e s  notes in his book Flarh Spotters and 
Sound Rangers. How They Lived, Worked and Fought in the Great War (London: 
George Men & Unwin Ltd., 1939, 12, "Flash Spotting Groups and Sound 
Ranging Sections were detachments of the Field Survey Battalions, R.E." Flash 
spotting, however, was not an official term, and at different times these groups of 
men "were named Artillery Survey Sections, Artillery Survey Detachments, 
Observation Sections, and, finally, Observation Groups." Sound rangers, happily, 
were always known as Sound Ranging Sections. However, Field Survey 
Battalions were not always called such, having gone through evo1utionary name 
changes that included 1 st Ranging and Survey Section, R.E., Topographical 
Sections, RE., Field Survey Companies, and Finally Field Survey Battalions. If 
this is not codking enough, these units were best known at the time by their code 
name 'Maps.' 



battery fire was to the success of Canadian operations, this lack of target 

information was critical, and made success far more difficult to achieve. 59 

Not everyone agreed with McNaughton9s and Momson's appraisal. 

Coming to the defence of the Survey Sections was John Innes in his 8935 

publication F h h  Spotters and Sound Rangers. Innes had served with the Surrvey 

Sections during the war, and although he agreed that the performance of the sound 

rangers and flash spotters fell well short of spectacular at Passchendaele, he o f f m  a 

different reason from that of McNaughton and Momson, 

At Passchendaele, our artillery commanders, without much 
experience of the techniques of Flash Spotting or Sound Ranging, 
insisted on these Sections being pushed up close to the he .  The 
result was that neither the Groups nor the Sections could keep their 
telephone lines working and so they were not able to 'deliver the 
goods.' The Counter Battery Office had to f d  back on information 
obtained solely from the air, with the result that the German artillery 
was largely unmolested, and the feature of this battle was the 
damage done by the enemy gun fires6' 

In other words, criticizing the Survey Sections for not keeping pace with- the 

advance was a red herring; flash spotters and sound rangers did not necessarily 

need to move forward to do their job. So long as they could see flashes and record 

sound waves they could remain put. None of this helped the infintry on the grobund 

of course, who continued to suffer the effects of unmolested German batteries. 

The intelligence system had, nevertheless, played an important role i~ the 

Canadian success at Passchendaele. After the battle, Major-General L.J. Lipsett, 

commander of the 3rd Division, wrote: '?n my opinion good Intelligence and 

59 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3922, Folder 9, File 2. "Counter Battery Work In 
The Passchendaele Operations- October 17th. -- November 18th. 19 17." Survey 
sections were manned largely by Engineers, and were administered by the 
Topographical and Maps Section, or Intelligence (c), at GHQ; R.G. 24, Vol. 
1832, Folder: GAQ 8-15d. "Canadian Corps M e r y  Report in Passchenbele 
Operations Oct. 17th to Nov. 1 8th 19 17." 
60 Innes, Flash Spotters and Sound Rangers, 79. 



reconnaissance is absolutely necessaq to ensure success," and that at 

Passchendaele 'The method of Intelligence worked very well, the information of 

the enemy's defences and dispositions was very complete: we got good 

information fiom our O.Ps; the liaison with the Artillery was very srno~th."~' The 

Canadians had prepared plans and artillery programs &om the latest information, 

while assaulting troops learned something of their task, of the enemy's defences, 

and of the terrain they had to cross from their study of maps, photographs and other 

intelligence. Based on what they knew of German defensive techniques, the 

Canadians studied how best to bust a pubox and proceed over machine gun swept 

terrain. Machine guns, artillery, and trench mortars joined in harassing fire 

programs that aimed to disrupt German activity in sensitive areas in and behind the 

German lines. Bombardments and barrages also proceeded from the information 

available on German defensive layouts and hown strong points. The forward 

movement of the infantry and its supporting anns had been worked out as  best it 

could prior to each assault (although planners knew 111 well that unforeseen 

obstacles were bound to crop up). But even when facing the unknown, intelligence 

played a vital role. Working in tandem with the signals personnel strug&g to 

maintain the communications system, intelligence gatherers helped keep rear area 

decision-makers informed of events at the front, which helped compensate for the 

gaps of knowledge in the original plan. This was crucial, for without such news 

the supporting anns could not effectively engage strong points and other obstacles 

blocking the Canadians' path. In the case of counter battery fire, the ability of the 

counter battery organization to respond instantly to reports of enemy troop 

concentrations and active hostile batteries offset, to some degree, their lack of 

61 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C 1, Vol. 3853, Folder 68, File 7. 3rd Division to Canadian 
Corps, November 9, 1 9 1 7. Lipsett added: "Our Intelligence Branch is stronger 
than in Imperial Divisions, but I do not think that too many Officers are employed 
in it for this Branch can be of the greatest service." 



intelligence before the assault. The intelligence - communications system, in other 

words, helped turn the Canadian Corps into a more responsive force, able to 

change with the circumstances on the ground. This did not mean the fighting was 

easy, for the price of success was high at Passchendaele (16,000 casualties); yet 

there was success, and at a place where other British efforts had failed. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN 

THE EMERGENCE OF OPEN WARFARE: SPRING AND SUMMER 19 18 

In 19 18 the Canadian Corps adjusted its assault techniques and intelligence 

system. A number of German and AUied experiences in 19 17 suggested greater 

fluidity in battle was possible. ' The German 1 9 1 8 Spring Offensive showed that 

this was indeed the case. To cope with the changed conditions, the Canadians 

needed better tactics, greater all-arms cooperation, and a smoother, more timely 

flow of intelligence. Before they could practice the necessary techniques, however, 

they had to prepare to meet the Geman spring onslaught, launched March 21, 

19 18. This offensive was expected by the Allies. Shored up by divisions fiom the 

Eastern Front, where the German Armies had recently knocked the Russians out of 

the war, the Germans decided their best chance for victory in the west was to 

launch an early offensive in 19 18 to win the war before the large influx of American 

troops made their presence felt. This massive shifting of fifty German divisions 

from one fkont to the other did not go unnoticed by the Allies, and so they expected 

a major German initiative at some early date. The problem was in determining 

when and where the blow would fall. 

Currie considered the Vimy sector, defended by the Canadian Corps, a 

prime target for a German offensive. This was despite the natural strength of the 

1 British experiences at Cambrai in November L 9 17, and German experiences at 
Riga in the Summer of 1917, for example, suggested mobile warfare, with its 
increased fluidity, deeper penetrations and potential breakthrough opportunities was 
possible with the right combination of fire-power, tactics and planning. 



position, and the fact that the Canadians had turned the Vimy sector into a fortress. 

Currie was concerned, nonetheless, and noted after the war that even slight gains in 

this area would have stopped coal production behind the Canadian front, 

"pardysing the production of war material in France? A deep penetration around 

Vimy "would have placed the British Army in a critical position, by threatening to 

cut it in two and by depriving it of vital lateral communication." In fact, the tactical 

and strategic gains possible along the Vimy fiont fkom even a moderate success 

were so significant that 'St was m y  expected that the German offensive would be 

directed against this, the central part of the British fi-ont." To meet this threat, 

defences were strengthened and deepened so "that the loss of ground at any one 

point could be localised and.. .not cause a forced retirement from adjoining areas.'" 

The Canadian intelligence organization did its part in trying to determine 

with certainty the likelihood of the Canadian fkont being the target of the German 

drive. Through raids, wireless intercept, aerial and ground observation, and the 

examination of prisoners and documents, the Canadians helped GHQ build and 

track the German order of battle. General Headquarters, in turn, used this 

information to predict Geman actions. The study of the enemy's artillery 

dispositions, shelling patterns and habits also shed light on Gennan 

aggressiveness, which helped determine the likelihood of the Vimy front being the 

object of German ambitions. To cite one example of how this was done, in 

February 1918 the CBSO determined that there were 230 gun pits opposite the 

Canadian Corps, but that at most 144 pits were actually occupied. This represented 

a maximum of 350 guns aligned against the corps. Of this total, he estimated that 

148 guns were heavies, while 212 he thought to be lighter field guns. The 

minimum number of pits thought occupied was sixty-one, representing 152 guns 

Arthur Currie, "Canadian Corps Operations. Synopsis: Interim Report," Repor? 
of the Minbtry, Oversec~~ MiZit~uy Forcer of Omcrda 1918 condon: King's 
Printer, 1919), 104 - 105. 



(sixty-nine heavies, and eighty-three field guns). To arrive at these figures required 

a colossal intelligence effort. By examining POW statements, captured documents, 

and so forth, the German order of battle opposite the corps was worked out. The 

German order of battle told the Canadians the number of German divisions facing 

them, and knowing the number and type of guns contained in a German division, 

the Canadian CBO estimated the number of guns facing the corps. The next task 

was to locate these guns, which is where flash spotten, sound rangers and aerial 

observation came into play. Then by calculating ranges and arcs of fire, and by 

studying Gennan shelling pattens (i-e., What targets interested them? Were they 

mainly employing harassing fire or destructive shoots?) over the previous weeks 

and months, he determined something of their aggressiveness. In this particular 

case, the CBSO concluded that Gennan shelling was reminiscent of a "normal" or 

a 'hormal - quiet" sector.' 

Tbis did not mean the corps was safe. The problem with the above 

calculations, and one recognized at the time, was that they did not include any extra 

guns the Germans m y  have deployed in the area and kept silent and camouflaged. 

Other intelligence had to be reviewed before any dehite conclusions regarding 

German capabilities were reached, For example, throughout February and March 

the Canadians noticed that although the Germans were not strengthening their 

defences, they were repairing roads and railways. Aerial photographs also revealed 

an increasing number of engineer and ammunition dumps proliferating in back 

areas. Aggressive German raiding carried on throughout February, along with their 

fiequmt gas shellings and destructive shoots suggested they were preparing the 

corps kont for assault. Meanwhile, 'Fresh Battery positions were appearing 

' National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (R.G.) 9 IU C1, Vol. 3920, 
Folder 2, File 7. Counter Battery Office to G.O.C., R.A. Canadian Corps, 
"Probable Amount of Gennan Artillery opposite Canadian Corps Front," February 
14, 1918. 



almost daily." The increase in German fighter patrols and the number of anti- 

aircraft batteries in the sector all pointed to offensive operations, and by early March 

the Canadians estimated that all Geman preparations were ready. Although the 

Canadians did not detect any new German troops, they believed that these could be 

easily concealed in the numerous towns in the area Adding to Canadian anxides 

were prisoner reports cordinning that all German divisions were up to strength "and 

undergoing hard training in the tactics of open warfare-" When the German blow 

finally fell against the British 5th Army, it by-passed the Canadian Corps. Still, 

constant vigilance was required of the intelligence organization, as the corps 'Was 

dependent on the efficiency of this branch of the service for timely warning against 

surprise attacks.'* 

Until the German tide breaking over the front subsided, the Canadians could 

not relax Much thought, for example, went into the placement of Canadian 

artillery observation posts. The 4th Division cor~mented that "In view of the 

possibility of the enemy attacking our present Sector in force, and penetrating our 

defences mfEciently to capture the high ground where our 0.P7s are located at 

present, it is essential, [sic] that we select alternative 0.P7s." Contingency plans 

were necessary for replacing FOOs should they be overrun. Every officer, too, 

was reminded "of the utmost importance" of keeping in "close touch with the 

Infantry.'' Since a German attack could come without warning, divisional 

headquarters collected "every scrap of infomation" so "that it may be acted upon 

immediately or passed on to Divisional M e x y  Headquarters" for their response.' 

Fog and misty weather demaaded extra vigdance, as recent German assaults 

showed they liked to attack under these conditions. In May, the 4th Brigade, 'ln 

view of the increased enemy activity along this front," wanted carefid and 

Currie, bcCaDBdian Corps Operations," 107 - 108. 
' NAC, R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 4278, Folder 12, File 14. Lieutenant Colonel 
commanding Right Group, 4th Divisional Artillery, to batteries, Apnl 15, 19 18. 



continuous observation carried on throughout the formation. Forward observers 

noted all movement, recorded enemy flag signals, and caremy watched German 

trench mortar activity, recording each round fired. 0bsmex-s also looked for any 

bridging of trenches, and Red Cross Flags (an increase in the number of medical 

units suggested an offensive), and counted the number of German ammunition 

dumps exploding due to Canadian artillery fire. In other words, vigilance was 

required at all timed 

While they were watching the German build-up, the British and Canadians 

were thinking about open warfare. Ever since Passchendaele, GHQ and corps 

headquarters had suggested the need for some training in open warfare "if only to 

bring home to Officers the necessity that arises in such circumstances for quick 

decision and the prompt issue of orders." Their fear was that trench warfare had 

atrophied ''the power of a Commander to issue orders without hesitation and the 

ability of a subordinate either to act on such orders intelligently or, failing the 

receipt of orders, to act on his own initiative in accordance with the immediate 

necessities of the situation." This was because "In trench warfare nearly all plans 

are settled after conferences held at leisure, and [aftefl considerable discussion with 

subordinates."' In open warfare, in contrast, officers had to think on their feet- 

The First Army emphasized this belief in May, when it wrote in relation to machine 

gun tactics: 

Machine Gun Battalion Commanders must strongly impress on all 
their subordinates, the vital importance of initiative, good judgement 
and ruthless energy and driving power. It must be realised that 
highly organised trench warfare has tended to check the qualities of 
initiative, leadership and self-reliance on the part of subordinate 
commanders. Recent operations which have been operations of 

ti NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4105, Folder 19, File 3. 4th Brigade to battalions, 
May 29, 19 18; Folder 20, File 2. Canadian Corps to 2nd Division, Apnl 10, 
1918. ' NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 4064, Folder 15, File 6. "Canadian Corps Notes on 
Training," issued November 27, 1 9 1 7. 



movement rather thm of position have demonstrated the great 
importance of such qualities.' 

- 

This is not to argue that the Canadians believed the end of trench warfare was in 

sight; the corps' November 19 17 'Notes on Training" thought that some mix of 

trench and open warfare likely. 

It fkequently appears to be thought [explains the Notes] that trench 
warfare and open warfare are two entirely different things and that, 
at a given moment, we shall pass &om one to another for good and 
aU, In the fist place, it is unlikely that on the Western eont there 
can ever be a long period of fieedom f?om trench warfare, for, even 
after a rapid advance, such as might be occasioned by a break 
through on a portion of the fkont, the tendency must be towards a 
freezing up of the battle fiont again sooner or later. What we have 
to prepare for, then, is the period of transition fiom the first phase to 
the second, and back again to the fust9 

What this meant, of course, was that the procedures necessary for winning open 

warfare had to be learned and mastered concurrently with the techniques necessary 

for winning trench warfare. 

It was not until about May that the Canadians began training for open 

warfare in earnest, but once they started they embarked on an intensive training 

program emphasizing offensive tactics- The principles of fire and movement, 

infiltration, junior officer initiative, and the all-arms battle were stressed. The 

infantry rehearsed section tactics that saw the men advance to their objectives in 

bounds. Rapid consolidation, contact patrol work, and specialist training (for 

Lewis gunners and bombers, for example), along with the staples of infantry 

training: musketry, bayonet work, and physical training, lay at the heart of infantry 

training in 1918. "CT]ransiations of captured German documents bearing on the 

NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 El00 (Cunie Papers) Vol. 37, File 167. 
'First Army Policy Regarding the Employment of Machine Guns," May 10, 19 1 8. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4064, Folder 15, File 6. "Canadian Corps Notes on 
Training," issued November 27, 19 17. 



latest tactics, and supplemented-. .by [GHQs'] 'Notes on Recent 

Fighting'. . .inspired [their] training." And as past Canadian successes had 

depended on the crushing power of artillery, open warfare, with its deeper 

penetrations, required the guns be practiced in rapidly moving forward in order to 

maintain support for the assaulting troops. Likewise, tanks, the RAF, balloon 

sections, trench mortars, and machine guns all practiced their supporting roles.1° 

The increased distances that assaults now achieved demanded far more of 

the liaison and communications arrangements than was the case during trench 

warfare. These were vital for ensuring close cooperation between the infantry and 

its supporting arms. The First Army, for example, made clear the importance of 

Liaison to the moving battle in its policy statement concerning the employment of 

machine guns referred to earlier. 

In a moving battle the importance of liaison is grealy increased. On 
it depends the regulation of the alternate advances of Infantry and 
Machine Gun Units, the opportune application of Machine Gun fire 
to support the I n f m ~ ~ ,  and, in extreme cases, the reinforcement of 
the firing fine by Machine Guns to obtain definite superiority of fire 
over the enemy. 

But liaison was not in one direction. 

At all times Officers Co~xmanding Machine Gun Units should be 
constantly on the alert to seize any opportunity of assisting the 
Infantry and of inflicting losses on the enemy. Machine Gun 
Officers must be thoroughly in touch with all matters affecting their 
front, and it is the duty of Infantry Commanders to keep them 
informed of all changes and develo~ments of the situation which 
mav affect their action. ' 

Figure 1 1.1 : " 1 st Canadian Division Attack On Machine Gun Nest," shows how 

lo Currie, "Canadian Corps Operations," 123 - 124. 
l 1  NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 37, File 167. "First Army Policy 
Regarding the Employment of Machine Guns," May 10, 19 1 8. 



F i e  1 1 - 1 : 1 st Canadian Division Attack On Machine Gun ~ e s t "  
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I2 This diagram is largely a reproduction of the one found in NAC, M.G. 30 El00 
(Currie Papers) Vol. 3 7, File 1 67. 1 st Division to subordinates regarding tactical 
exercise in removing hostile machine gun nests, June 24, 19 18. The crews of the 
Vickers and Stokes Guns kept in personal touch with the nearby infantry in a face- 
to-face fashion. 



the 1st Division envisioned Information flow and tactics working together at the 

battalion level of command when facing a hostile machine gun. For the purposes of 

this June 19 18 exercise, battalions had a section of field artillery, along with light 

and medium mortars, working with them. As the diagram shows, coordinating 

their actions with those of the assaulting infantry depended on good liaison and 

communications. 

Continuing with the machine gun example, in the Canadian Corps the 

machine gun battalions maintained touch by placing their company and battery 

commanders at the headquarters of the infmtry brigades and battalions they were 

supporting. Machine gun section commanders kept in personal touch with the 

infantry units in their surrounding area." During the more quiet periods, when 

trench warfare set in, machine gunners continued to collect intelligence. According 

to the Canadian Corps' ''TntelIigence Instructions" of July 19 1 8, machine gunners 

defending the line 

should be in a position to fimish valuable data for Intelligence 
Reports. Machine Gun positions permanently manned will have an 
Intelligence Report kept by sentries which will primarily be 
concerned with movement in the enemy's lines. This report [is] to 
be handed over fkom sentry to sentry, and at the end of the period 
[which was not defined] checked by [the] N.C.O. in charge of [the] 
Machine Gun Post and collected by [the] Machine Gun Company 
H.Q. for transmission to [the] Mantry Brigade H.Q. to which [the] 
Machine Gun Company is affiliated. 

From there any relevant information found its way into brigade and divisional 

l 3  Currie, "Canadian Corps Operations," 232 - 240. 



Intelligence ~ummaries. l4 

In a similar way, the effective use of trench mortar batteries required clear 

liaison channels. The July 191 8 edition of the Canadian Corps "Intelligence 

Instructions" described how trench mortar intelligence and liaison worked. The 

trench mortar intelligence system resembled that of the Counter Battery Office, with 

each divisional trench mortar officer acting as the comter mortar officer for his 

front. He, aided by the divisional artillery reconnaissance officer, compiled 

intelhgence on enemy trench mortars using records reminiscent of the Counter 

Battery Office. In the trench mortar control station, situated in the forward combat 

zone, an officer was always on duty. This centre had a direct tekphone co~ec t ion  

to the trench mortar observation post, and to flash spotting groups. It was also 

linked to artillery and infantry OPs, in the f i s t  case through artillery brigade 

amngements, and in the second through artillery liaison officers working with the 

infantry. Since trench mortars worked f?om the forward lines, trench mortar 

officers had to maintain close touch with the infantry commands in the line. As 

with artillery counter battery work, locating an enemy mortar had to occur rapidly, 

for German mortars were more mobile than artillery, and did not necessarily remain 

long in one position after they fid.15 Figure 1 1.2, "Counter Mortar Intelligence," 

offm a graphic representation of these counter mortar intelligence arrangements. 

As the artillery remained the decisive arm, liaison between it and the infantry 

remained crucial for battlefield success. In April, in order to deal with the increased 

speed of battle, Canadian Corps instructions explained that "The closest touch must 

l4 NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 22,O 1 1. "Intelligence Instructions. Canadian Corps," July 
1918; also R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4210, Folder 2, File 3. Wotes For The 
Wormation And Guidance Of All Officers Regarding The Organization of Machine 
Gun Battalions And Their Employment," Canadian Corps, Apnl 30, 19 18. A 
reconnaissance officer also served on the stafT of the Canadian Machine Gun 
Corps, and handled the intelligence work for that organization. 

NAC, R.G. 24, V01.22~0 1 1. "Intelligence Instructions. Canadian Corps," July 
1918; Bill Rawling, Surviving Trench Wagare, Technology and the Canadrm2 
Corps, 19144918 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, l992), 1 80- 1 8 1. 
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NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,O 1 1. '~telligence Instructions. Canadian Corps," July 
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be maintained between  infant^^ Brigadiers and the artillery acting in support of their 

commands." The best way to ensure that touch was maintained was for the infantry 

and artillery brigade headquarters to locate near one another. When this was not 

possible, the artillery placed liaison officers with the infantry. The heavy artillery's 

instructions for liaison officers explains this arrangement. 

It is their [the liaison officers'] duty to obtain a fU howledge of the 
Infantry Brigade front so as to be able to give reliable information to 
their own Brigade, assist the G.O.C. Inrnantry Brigade in the 
selection of targets for the Heavy Artillery and advise the O.C. their 
own Brigade of the best means of Observation, arranging with Field 
Artillery Liaison Officers for the use of Field Artillery O.P.3 if 
targets can be best seen from them. 

They will visit Battalion Headquarters frequently and should, when 
opportunity offers, on these occasions explain the organization and 
the tactical employment of the various natures of Heavy Artillery. 
Many misconceptions may in this way be removed, and a fuller 
interest and understanding engendered between the Infantry and 
Heavy ~rtillery? 

These same officers also worked closely with the field artillery LOs at the infantry 

brigade headquarters, thereby increasing the artillery's overall effectiveness. In the 

same way, LOs placed with the infmtry by the field artillery acted as information 

conduits, passing on to the gunners any information collected by the infantry, and 

to the infantry any gathered by the artillery. Helping to keep the artillery even more 

informed of the infantry situation were the artillery organized mounted officer 

patrols that went forward to "keep in touch with the infantry situation and the 

position of the enemy."" 

16 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,O 1 1. "Intelligence Instructions. Canadian Corps," July 
19 18; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4066, Folder 3, File 13. "Canadian Corps Heavy 
Artillery. Liaison Officers," February 3, 19 1 8. 
l 7  NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4028, Folder 17, File 20. Canadian Corps to i st, 
3rd, and 4th Divisions, April 23, 191 8. Mounted officers' patrols seem to have 
been a new innovation for maintaining touch during open warfare. They went 
forward when FOOs and other ground observers lost touch with the action. See 
GHQYs Training Leaaet No. 8, "Artillery Mounted Patrols With Infantry," 
November 19 1 8. 



Communications were vital for liaison, and so they too were practiced by 

the Canadians. Mobile warfare did not lessen the need for telephones, so signallers 

rehearsed laying lines quickly. More importantly, by the summer of 1918, the 

Canadian Corps was making greater use of wireless. Back in January, field 

artillery observers began using wireless when registering their guns and reporting 

on infomation concerning the fiont. By July, wireless was used throughout the 

artillery down to at least artillery brigades. In the infantry, meanwhile, wireless 

sets were sometimes seen at company levels of command.18 Other signalling 

techniques were not neglected, however. Flags were important for Infantry -- tank 

communication, with tanks displaying differently coloured flags to convey specific 

messages. Infantry scouts also rode in, or closely followed, each tank to watch the 

action and report to the tank commander any signals sent by the infantry. In the 

skies above, the RAF practiced contact patrol work with the infantry, the tanks and 

the artillery. 

In addition to its tactical and signalling development, the corps made a 

number of organizational changes to improve efficiency. In March, divisional 

machine gun battalions were reorganized as divisional troops with their own 

commander. This allowed for greater centralized control over machine gun 

deployment and, therefore, greater coordination. Each machine gun battalion, 

moreover, had ninety-six Vickers guns compared to sixty-four in other British 

commands, giving the Canadians more striking-power. At the same time, Canadian 

divisions contained about 4,000 more men than other British divisions because of a 

British Army reorganization. This meant that Canadian divisions gained a "huge 

edge in offensive power as compared both to British and to German di~isions."'~ 

l g  Rawling, Surviving Trench Wat$are, 167 - 187; Kerry and McDill, The History 
of the Corps of Royal ChmaYm Engineers: Voi. I, 1749 - 1939 (Ottawa: The 
Military Engineers Association of Canada, 1962), 248 - 25 1. 

S.F. Wise to Author, May 25, 1999. 



In May, Engineer Brigades were formed in each division in order that engineering 

work might be better controlled and organized- These brigades contained all the 

men necessary for doing the required engineering work, meaning the idkntry no 

longer supplied the bulk of the labour force for work projects. This fked the men 

for fighting and training. With these changes the Canadians incorporated speed, 

hitting-power, and resiliency, into their corps' structure?O 

Other organizational and procedural improvements had a direct bearing on 

the efficiency of the intelligence system. The Canadian Corps Survey Section 

(CCSS), authorized in May 191 8, was one such addition. It was formed in 

response to shortcomings in the collection of counter battery inteIligence at 

~asschendaeIe? McNaughton, it will be recalled, accused the Field Survey 

Battalions of incompetence, and blamed them for the poor quality and quantity of 

counter battery intelligence collected during that operation. His complaint was that 

they did not keep pace with the advance, and were unresponsive to 

artillery needs as the assaults moved forward. What the Canadians 

changing 

''Urgently 

'O John Swettenham, To Seize the Vi'ctory, B e  Crmadian Colps in World War I 
(Toronto: The R y a o n  Press, 1965), 204 - 205. Daniel Dancocks, Sir Arthur 
C u ~ e :  A Biography (Toronto: Methuen, l98S), 147 - 148; Rawling, Surviving 
Trench Wdare ,  167 - 187; Currie, "Canadian Corps Operations," 103; A.M.J. 
Hyatt, General Sir A ~ h u r  CunYe, A Militmy Biography (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1987), 1 10 - 1 13. 
" ActuaUy, the roots of the CCSS goes back at least to the summer of 1917. At 
that time Major W.R. Bertram, the G S 0 2 0  at corps, desired some corps-level 
means of observing the country in the rear of the enemy's position other than 
relying on the eyes of those not under his direct control. To meet some of this 
need, Bertram asked Lieutenant W.R. Flewin, the officer directing the corps' 
Topographical Section (mainly responsible for surveys and map production), to 
prepare a corps-level OP on Vimy Ridge. The OP opened for business on July 
twenty-fourth, and employed ten men, mainly seconded fkom the Canadian Light 
Horse. The post remained in operation for three months, and was very active 
during the preparations for the Canadian assault on Hill 70. When the corps moved 
to Passchendaele in the autumn of 19 17, a similar corps OP was instituted there, 
employing twenty-three obsewers. Continuous observation was maintained fiom 
this OP throughout the Canadians' tour at Passchendaele, despite the loss of several 
men killed. See NAC, R.G. 9 III D 1, Vol. 47 1 1, Folder 98, File 9. "fFistory of 
the Canadian Corps Survey Section," by Captain W.R. Flewin, Apd  19 19. 



required," he thought, was ' a  mobile section" under artillery control that could 

quickly "exploit newly gained observing localities.'"' Such an organization would 

help keep the gunners in-tune with the situation at the fkont- 

Soon aRer the Passchendaele fighting ended, then, McNaughton teamed up 

with Lieutenant W.R. Flewin, head of the corps Topographical Section, and 

Lieutenant Colonel W.R. Bertram, the corps' GSO2(1), to discuss ways of 

improving counter battery and corps level intelligence collection. The solution these 

men proposed was the creation of an organization that embraced the Topographical 

Section, the corps-level observers, and teams of flash spotters and sound rangers?' 

The resultant Canadian Corps Survey Section was divided into three sections: a 

headquarters section, an artillery observation section, and an intelligence 

observation sectiod4 The headquarters section collected and coordinated 

information gathered by the other two sections. It also handled the tasks of the old 

Topographical Section and was therefore responsible for the corps' specialty map 

production and distribution. A subsection of the headquarters section also surveyed 

friendly battery positions and prepared battery boards for gunners?' This later task 

22 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 6. Counter Battery Office to 
Canadian Corps intelligence, February 6, 1 9 1 8. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 111 D 1, Vo1. 471 1, Folder 98, File 9. "History of the Canadian 
Corps Survey Section," by Captain Flewin, April 19 19. 
24 The CCSS employed 177 all ranks, not including drivers. The men employed in 
the CCSS were seconded from all services and, except for the flash spotters, most 
were already trained for their tasks. The training of flash spotters was carried out 
by men from the 1st British Field Survey Battalion. Flewin, now a captain, was 
Iaced in command, and he remained in that position for the remainder of the war. 
Battery boards, or artillery boards, were special maps used by the artillay for 

taking bearings on enemy positions. Each battery had its own map. The problem 
with paper maps, however, was that they shrank or expanded due to atmospheric 
conditions, and this caused errors in bearings. As Lieutenant Colonel H.S.L. 
Winterbotham, who some considered the father of the Survey Battalions, 
explained, the paper errors could be "eliminated by supplying zinc boards on which 
the map is pasted bit by bit into its correct position. The board is covered with a 
grid of squares which is plotted on the zinc. The map is now cut up into squares 
which are pasted down into the correct positions. Upon this 'artillery board' the 
txigonometrically fixed positions [of fiendly batteries and enemy targets] can now 
be plotted, and ranges and bearings to trench junctions, etc., can be more accurately 
measured. An arc divided to lo', or reading to 2' by estimation, is pasted on the 



was crucial to gunners using predicted fire, as battery boards accurately plotted the 

location of both fiendly and hostile batteries. (The enormity of this task is apparent 

when one realizes that each battery - EendIy and enemy - had to be surveyed, and 

a unique battery board prepared for each battery). In addition, the headquarters unit 

worked closely with the branch intelligence officer stationed with the corps 

squadron to smooth the transfer of aerial and photographic intelligence. 

The artillery observation section, for its part, was composed of three teams 

of flash spotters whose task was to locate enemy batteries, and to range fiendly 

guns. Sound rangers were not included in the final CCSS establishment, likely 

because sound rangers, due to the nature of their equipment, were not particularly 

mobile. The flash spotting teams, however, did not Iocate enemy batteries to the 

same degree of accuracy as the army sections did during stationary warfare, but 

corps headquarters felt that rough approximations secured quickly while on the 

march were better than no locations at all? As such, CCS S flash spotters were not 

expected to replace m y  observation sections whose findings the Canadians still 

used. Information provided by the CCSS flash spotters simply supplemented that 

supplied by the army. 

Meanwhile, the intelligence observation section watched enemy activity in 

and behind the German fkont. The intelligence observation section usually 

comprised three observation posts, each manned by trained scout observers. These 

corps OPs were not fixed posts, but were instead 'tnobile units.. .prepared to 

follow the Infantry advance closely and to exploit the opportunities of observation 

which are obtained by this advance with the least possible delay." For this purpose 

board with the gun position as centre." See H.S.L. Winterbotham, "British Survey 
on the Western Front, The Geographical J o m l  53.4 (April 1919), 256 - 257; 
also NAC, M.G. 30 E6 1 (Mitchell Papers) Vol. 34, Folder: Italian and Eastern 
Fronts, Orders and Instructions, Instructions: "Maps and Artillery Boards," second 
edition, January 19 18. 
26 NAC, R.G. 9 ID Cl, Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 2. Counter Battery Office to 
War Narrative Section, Canadian Corps, February 3, 19 19. 



they had the use of wireless sets, as well as other co~ll~unications apparatus?' 

With this organization the corps believed it was in a better position to respond to 

changing conditions at the front, as the CCSS gave corps headquarters its own 

ground-level 'telescope' to the forward lines. Since the CCSS was stocked with 

wireless equipment and other signalling apparatus, any information it collected 

quickly reached those in need of it -- a vital consideration in fast paced, changing 

environments. Other British corps began fonning corps observation teams, or 

scout groups, in 1918 as well. The CCSS differed f?om these in that the CCSS 

controlled its own corps-level flash spotters. Other British corps continued to rely 

fully on m y  controlled flash spotters. This made the CCSS unique in the British 

Army. As the CCSS was under the counter battery staff officer's tactical control, 

McNaughton's desire for an artillery sensitive intelligence gathering body was 

fUilled; or as one report stated: ''The C .C. S.S ., therefore, was intended to 

combine as much as possible of the accuracy attained by the Army Observation 

Groups during trench warfare and the general intelligence work of the Lovat Swuts 

[i.e. corps observers], with the mobility required for open warfare.'"' W~th the 

CCSS the Canadian Corps was, once again, trying to build mobility and speed into 

its organization, this time as it concerned intelligence collection and use. 

In keeping with the need for increased efficiency, 1918 saw the corps 

formalize the establishments of its battalion and brigade intelligence sections. The 

November 1917 'Wotes on Training" argued that "No lesson has been more 

-- 

27 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C 1, Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 6. Counter Battery Office to 
corps intelligence, August 18, 19 18; R.G. 9 1.1 D 1, Vol. 47 1 1, Folder 98, File 9. 
"History of the Canadian Corps Survey Section," by Capbin Flewin, Apnl 1919; 
R.G. 9 111 B1, Vol. 967, File 0-4-3, Vol. 2. Canadian Corps Survey Section to 
Corps, August 2, 19 18, and December 19, 191 8; R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3920, Folder 
2, File 2. Counter Battery Office to War Narrative Section, Canadian Corps, 
February 3, 1919. 
28 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 2. Counter Battery Office to 
War Narrative Section, Canadian Corps, February 3, 19 19. 



st[r]ikingly exemplified in the recent operations than the necessity of [an] efficient 

InteIligence organization or the desasters [sic] that attend any neglect in this 

respect." This was a powerful endorsement. The 'Notes' went on to say that good 

intelligence had 

its foundation in the Front Line, i-e., in the Intelligence Sections of 
the Battalions, which by means of their trained Observers and 
Scouts, combining the results of active patrolling with that of 
recomaissance from well-selected O.Ps ., provide the detailed 
information as to the enemy's defensive organization, wire, and 

dispositions, on which the plan of attack must be worked 

As the foundation of intelligence work was in the front line, this is where the most 

significant changes occurred. At the battalion level of command a second officer 

and a number of clerks were added to intelligence sections. This change 

institutionalized what a number of battalions had been practicing since the end of 

19 16. Since that time many battalions employed an extra officer on intelligence 

work as a kind-of understudy to the scout ~fficer. '~ In January 1 9 1 8, the corps 

announced that the two officer arrangement was the desired practice, and in March 

the corps laid down the new establishment, and called for the following persomel: 

one battalion intelligence officer, one scout officer, one scout corporal, sixteen 

scouts (eight specially trained in observation), eight snipers, and one photographic 

clerk who doubled as the units' draftsman. Companies and platoons, of course, 

continued to employ their own scouts and snipers. 

- - 

'' NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 4064, Folder 15, File 6. "Canadian Corps Notes on 
Training," issued November 27, 19 17. 
'O The Canadian Corps began encouraging this practice at least as early as December 
1916. See R.G. 9 III C4, Vol. 4246, Folder 10, File 2. Canadian Corps to 2nd 
Division, December 1 6, 1 9 1 6. In January 1 9 1 8, the various divisions announced 
the change more formally. See Vol. 41 88, Folder 4, File 4. 3rd Division to 
subordinates and corps, January 30, 19 18; and Vol. 4044, Folder 4, File 4. 4th 
Battalion to 1 st Brigade, January 16, 19 1 8. 



The duties of both officers were clearly demarcated. Battalion intelligence 

officers were responsible for distributing intelligence and maps throughout the 

banalion, and for compiling battalion intelligence reports.)' Furthermore, it was 

their job to ensure that battalion OPs were properly situated and coordinated with 

those of neighbouring battalions and companies, and that trench log maps were 

maintained. They had to be £idly acquainted with all aspects of battalion intelligence 

and sniping work, and be well versed in the causes of inaccuracy and defects in 

rifles, telescopic sights, telescopes and field glasses. Their job also required a 

proficiency in the construction of observation posts, sniper posts, and loopholes, 

and a working knowledge of field sketching, report writing, map and photographic 

interpretation, compass work, camouflaging, relief procedures, and the corps' 

intelligence organization. Meanwhile, scout officers assisted the intelligence 

officers. However, their principal concern lay with the collection of information on 

no man's land. They did this by af~anging nightly patrols and continuous 

observation, and by working closely with company commanders and scout officers 

in neighbouring battalions. Scout officers also arranged special patrols deemed 

necessary by their battalion commanders. When out of the line it was their job to 

train the scouts and snipers.'2 

" NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 5. First Division to 1st Brigade, 
January 10, 1918. 
32 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3872, Folder 117, File 3. Canadian Corps 
memorandum January 30, 1918; R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4187, Folder 4, File 1. 
"Intelligence instructions," Canadian Corps, March 3, 19 18; and R.G. 24, Vol. 
22,O 1 1. "Intelligence Instructions. Canadian Corps," July 19 18; M.G. 30 El00 
(Currie Papers) Vol. 37, File 165. "Intelligence Organization 4th Canadian 
Division," January 22, 191 8; J.E. Hahn, me Intelligence Service Within the 
~~ Corps. 1914-1918 (Toronto: The Macmillan Company of Canada, 
Limited, 1930), 69-7 1. The battalion inteIligence section was stiU an unofficial 
establishment; for example, the 2nd Division wrote: 'When the necessary 
additions have been made the following establishment (unauthorized) will be.. ." 
See R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4130, Folder 8, File 1, 2nd Division notice, February 22, 
1918. 



Brigade and adivisiond intelligence organizations were left largely 

untouched. In each -brigade, therefore, there was a staff captain@, twelve 

observers, one photogmphic clerk, two draftsmen, and one office clerkP3 At 

division there was a GS02(I), a G S 0 3 0 ,  and one Intelligence Corps officer 

attached from the British Intelligence Corps, along with three draftsmen, an air 

photographic clerk, amd two other clerkd4 Divisional observers were still 

employed on a temporany basis. 

These establishnnents, of course, represented the ideal. In reality there were 

difficulties to overcome. Equipment shortages were common, with intelligence 

sections still having tco borrow telescopes fkom the signal organization. If 

equipment was damaged by shell f i e  or through some other means, wrote the 1st 

Brigade, "considerable diEculty and loss of time is experienced in having the 

articles replaced." FurtIhennore, the equipment scarcity injured unit efficiency and 

morale; the 1st Brigade stated that up-to-date equipment, should it receive any, 

"would act as an incentive to greater efforts on the part of  the observers in obtaining 

more reliable informatiion, and consequently better  result^.'"^ General Currie 

echoed this sentiment after the war when he wrote that "a dehite and 

comprehensive establishment for Intelligence equipment was wanting, much of the 

material being improvised in the field, and varying in quantity and quality."36 

Another problem was int finding officers and men with the requisite experience and 

understanding of inteUi;gence work to take on battalion intelligence duties. The 

" NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3., Vol. 4 187, Folder 4, File 1. "Intelligence Instructions," 
Canadian Corps, MarcIh 3, 191 8; and R.G. 24, Vol. 22,O 1 1. 'Tntelligence 
Instructions. Canadian. Corps," July 1918. 
34 S.R. Elliot, Scarlet t a  Green. A History of Intelligence in the Canadian Army 
1903 - 1963 (Toronto: Canadian Intelligence and Security Association, 198 I), 38. 
35 NAC, R.G. 9 V01. 4025, Folder 7, File 4. 1st Brigade to 1st Division, March 
19, 19 18; also Folder 5. . 1 st Division to 1 st Brigade, January 10, 19 1 8. 
36 Arthur Currie c'Historical Resume of Canadian Corps Intelligence," in J.E. 
Hahn's, The Intelligence Service Wirhin the CaMdian Corps 1914-1918 (Toronto: 
The MacmiUan Company of Canada, Limited, l93O), 6. 



shortage of trained officers meant some battalions continued to employ only one 

officer rather than the two called for. The 72nd Battalion complained in a letter to 

the 12th Brigade in January 19 18 that '%Me we have one or two men who have 

had lectures on this Cphotographic interpretation] olx low strength prevents our 

having a specid man for this work, which is done by the Battalion Intelligence 

Officer. Our low strength also does not allow the use of a draughtsman.'"' The 

116th Battalion reported in October that it did not have a scout officer, so the 

intelligence officer handled the scouting duties in addition to his own. It also said 

that its intelligence section had been reduced to six observers, one sniper, and no 

SCOU~S.'~ At other times, officers without the necessary training were tbrust into the 

role of intelligence officer simply because there was a shortage of trained personnel, 

either due to casualties, illness, temporary leaves of absence, or  transfer^.)^ The 

1st Brigade reported in October that approximately twenty-five percent of its 

battalions' intelligence sections were untrained, but that a special training course 

was being set up for battalion intelligence officers to train the new menPo 

While they searched for equipment, intelligence sections rehearsed their 

battlefield roles. Tactical exercises carried out in the summer of 19 18 brought home 

the idea that trench and open fighting would follow one another in a series, and that 

proficiency in both was necessary. Lessons learned during trench warfare were 

often valuable in open warfare. "Take for instance reconnaissance," observed the 

corps' 'Notes on Training,' "The correct procedure has been forced on us by trench 

warfare, in which the Observer makes his way unseen to the best possible point 

37 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4224, Folder 6, File 13. 72nd Battalion to the 12th 
Brigade, January 15, 19 1 8. 
38 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4188, Folder 4, File 4. 116th Battalion to 9th 
Brigade, October 6, 19 18. 
39 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,010. "Canadian Handbook for Scouts, Observes, and 
Snipers," by Major N.A.D. Armstrong, April 19 1 8. 
40 NAC, R.G. 9 Il? C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 4. Nominal roll for intelligence 
personnel, 1 st Brigade, October 25, 19 18; 1 st Brigade to 1 st Division regarding an 
intelligence officers' meeting, October 25, 19 1 8. 



fiom which to see, and remains hidden in the O.P. while making his 

reconnaissance with the aid of a telescope." In open warfare the same principles 

applied. One of the tactical schemes outlined in the April 1918 "Canadian 

Handbook for Scouts, Observers, and Snipers" emphasized the need for quick 

reco~aissance of new enemy positions once the enemy was driven out of their 

forward line and into prepared defences M e r  back. A second scheme saw the 

scouts trying to keep in contact with, and report on the location of, a rapidly 

retreating enemy A A d  scheme practiced battalion intelligence sections in their 

role during an attack. With this scheme, scouts had to quickly regain touch with the 

retreating enemy, while observers fbrther back monitored the action. At the same 

time, scouts and observers practiced relaying news to battalion and company 

headquarters in their rear? Scouts also rehearsed the basics: map reading, 

sketching, message and report writing, and patrolling?2 Moreover, close liaison 

between intelligence sections and the artillery had long been "an essential part of the 

organization," and this did not change with the advent of open warfare. As well, it 

was crucial that staff officers &om the three General Staff branches: Intelligence, 

Training, and Operations, understand the work and needs of the other. ''No Officer 

in one Branch can do his work properly if he is not in close touch with the work of 

the others," wrote the corps. Intelligence staff officers, for example, "cannot 

correctly appreciate the meaning of the information which comes to hand and 

deduce from it anything really constructive or of practical value unless he has a 

thorough knowledge of operations and is familiar with the latest ideas on Infantry 

and Artillery methods of fighting.'*' 

" NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,O 10. "Canadian Handbook for Scouts, Observes, and 
Snipers," by Major N.A.D. Armstrong, April 19 1 8. 
" NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4095, Folder 36, File 3. 4th Brigade's ''Training and 
Employment of Battalion and Company Scouts, Etc.," November 29, 19 17. 
43 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1.4064, Folder 15, File 6. "Canadian Corps Notes on 
Training," issued November 27, 19 17. 



In the meantime, in March, the Canadian Corps released its "Intelligence 

Instructions." This was an important document in the corps' intelligence 

development Prior to these instructions the corps' intelligence policy was a patch- 

work of British instructions, and Canadian Corps guidelines and memorandums 

that dealt with specific intelligence issued4 The goal of the Canadian Corps 

"Intelligence Ilastructiom" was to bring under one cover these various instructions, 

and ''to obtain ud?onnity of method in General Staf€(Intelligence) work throughout 

the Corps, and at the same time to ensure that the best use is being made of 

information." In doing this, the Yntelligence instructions" described the variety 

and use of the various intelligence records necessary, and discussed the issuance 

and use of airplane photographs, trench mortar intelligence, espionage, and the 

need for cooperation between the various service arms. It also restated the duties of 

various intelligence officers, and outlined the proper procedures to be followed, and 

documents to be handed over, during a relief for aU levels of command, down to 

batteries and OPs. And as we have seen, it standardized the intelligence sections 

working throughout the corps.45 In July 1 9 1 8, the March edition of the Canadian 

Corps "Intelligence Instructions" expanded into a more formal booklet version with 

new sections added to cover the role of divisional artillery reconnaissance officers, 

sound ranging and flash spotting and, as a reflection of the importance of counter 

battery fire to winning the war, a section on how counter battery intelligence 

worked within the Canadian Corps.46 Significantly, this latter section occupied 

fully one third of the twenty-four page booklet. 

" From at least the summer of 19 16, however, divisions had been compiling their 
own divisional instructions, giving those commands uniformity in their intelligence 
organization. 
45 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4187, Folder 4, File 1. "Intelligence Instructions,'' 
Canadian Corps, March 3, 19 18. NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,O 1 1. 'Tntelligence 
Instructions. Canadian Corps," July 191 8. 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,011. "Intelligence Instructions. Canadian Corps," July 
1918. 



Apart from its content, the Canadian Corps'TnteIligence Instructions" 

announced the emergence of a Canadian inteLligence policy, and a willingness to 

break out from under the British inteIligence umbrella -- an umbrella that had done 

so much to nurture the Canadian Corps' own intelligence system. The "Intelligence 

Instructions" reflected the fact that the corps had transformed into a CaMdimt 

Corps. The renown the corps had won for Canada through the battles of 19 17, 

changed the CEF and Canada from the naive, submissive colonials of 19 14, into a 

self-proclaimed ally who felt its opinions should be heard in areas affecting the 

operation of the corps. This search for voice played itself out both politically and 

militarily and, obviously, even had consequences for the intelligence service. This 

same sense of confidence and independence was in evidence when the Canadians 

released their "Canadian Handbook for Scouts, Observers, and Snipers" in April 

19 1 8. Significantly, this handbook was produced about four months after GHQ 

refeased its own guidebook called "Scouting and Patrolling" (S.S. 195). These two 

guides covered many of the same topics, but the "Canadian Handbook for Scouts, 

Observers, and Snipers," as with the Canadian Corps "Intelligence Instructions," 

reflected Canadian practices and hard earned knowledge and experiencesP7 

Perhaps the corps' most obvious display of independence regarding 

intelligence matters was its quest for a Canadian Intelligence Corps. Since early in 

the war the Canadian Corps had attached to it officers fiom the British Intelligence 

Corps; officers who were not necessarily Canadians or fkom Canadian units. 

Around July 191 8, however, Currie asked that this practice be reversed, as he 

wanted all Intelligence Corps officers attached to the Canadian Corps be drawn 

f?om Canadian units. The British tried to accommodate, and according to the 

commandant of the British Intelligence Corps, every effort to train Canadian 

47 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 22,O 10. "Canadian Handbook for Scouts, Observers, and 
Snipers," compiled by Major N.A.D. Armstrong, April 19 18. 



oEcers as Intelligence officers would be taken at the Intelligence School at 

 arrow? The problem with this proposal, however, was that for Canadians to 

serve as Intelligence Corps officers attached to the Canadian Corps they first had to 

be seconded to the British Intelligence Corps and then reattached to the Canadians. 

But, as Currie stated, 'Not only has this caused considerable confusion, but it is 

not in accordance with the general policy of the Canadian authorities." Instead, 

after reevaluating the situation, Cunie proposed the creation of a Canadian 

Intelligence Corps. In September he wrote that "the time has come when all 

Intelligence appointments in the Canadian Corps should gradually be filled by 

Canadians," and the British officers then employed by the corps be returned to 

British formations. This meant "that. . .the Intelligence Establishment now existing 

[should] be taken over as a Canadian Establishment," and that a Canadian 

'Intelligence Corps be opened and operated in France. It was Curie's intention that 

this new organization encompass the Branch Intelligence Section attached to the 

corps squadron, and the Intelligence Police organization operating in the corps 

area.49 By mid October a decision by higher authorities had yet to be reached on his 

proposal, not because of British intransigence, but for the simple fact that it took 

time to work out all the details.s0 Nevertheless, the slow pace of decision was not 

to Currie's liking, which he made clear in a letter to the Canadian Section at GHQ. 

He wrote: "As the delay in this matter has already been almost five weeks I would 

ask that it may now be expedited and that I may be advised what action has been 

taken.'"' It was only on November first, however, that the War OEce finally 

'* NAC, R. G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3872, Folder 117, File 3. Intelligence Corps 
commandant to Officer Commanding 1st Intelligence Corps Company, July 13, 
1918. 
49 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C1, Vol. 3872, Folder 117, File 4. Cunie to Canadian Section, 
GHQ, September 9, 19 18. Also R.G. 9 Ill  B 1, Vol. 943, Folder E-126-3. Cunie 
to 1st b y ,  July 11, 1918. 

See correspondence in NAC, RG. 9 III B 1, Vol. 943, Folder: E- 126-3. 
NAC, R.G. 9 III B 1, Vol. 943, Folder E-126-3. Currie to GOC, Canadian 

Section GHQ, October 14, 19 1 8. 



approved the creation of a Canadian Intelligence Corps Section, but it was not until 

the guns had long stopped firing, March 5, 19 19, that the Minister for the Overseas 

Militay Forces of Canada gave his stamp of approval, dating the existence of the 

Canadian Intelligence Corps (France) fiom October 14, 19 1 8?2 Table 1 1.1 : 

"Canadian Intelligence Corps (France)," shows the approved establishment. 

The Canadian Corps and its intelligence organization reached maturity in 

1918. As Desmond Morton has shown, the war had -formed the way 

Canadians thought about themselves, their country and their military contribution. 

Unlike the early years of the war, the Canadians in 19 18 were acting as 'junior but 

sovereign allies, ' not  colonial^?^ General Cunie's Canadianization of the corps 

was just one manifestation ofthis process. Meanwhile, as the Canadians searched 

for their identity they continued their quest for victory. In the process they 

advanced a style of fighting capable of defeating even the most powerfd G m a n  

defences - a system that demanded high quality intelligence in addition to effective 

tactics. To meet the new intelligence needs, the Canadians revised some of their 

intelligence procedures and expanded others. In the process the improved 

intelligence service helped restore command and control hc t ions  to commanders 

in the field, particularly at corps and divisional levels. The use of report centres for 

shortening the distance that news had to travel, the continued use of airplane contact 

patrols for recovering information on the front line situation, and the development 

of the CCSS for quick collection of information &om the front all, to a degree, 

helped free commanders from rigid time-table tactics by supplying them with a 

continuous stream of up to the minute news on events at the front. This Iet corps 

'' NAC, R.G. 9 I11 B 1, Vol. 943, Vol. E-126-3. Adjutant General, Mili- 
Forces of Canada, to the Secretary, War Office, March 5, 19 19. 
53 Desmond Morton, "'Junior But Sovereign AUies:' The Transformation of the 
Canadian Expeditionary Force, 1914 - 1918," Journal of Impenal & 
Commonwealth History 8.1 (October 1979), 56 - 67. 



Table 1 1.1 : Canadian Intelligence Corps @rancels4 

Notes: 
a. Graded for pay as staff captain. 
b. Subalterns. One graded for pay as staff lieutenant, k t  grade. 
c. Paid as clerks. 
d. Attached to army HQ to augment m y  staff, especially for work regarding the 
Canadian Corps front. 
e. Graded for pay as staff lieutenants, first grade. 
f Includes a sergeant. 

Intelligence 
(A) 

Intelligence 
(B) 

Intelligence 
(E) 

Corps 
Squadron 

Four 
Divisions 
Batmen 
Motor- 
cycles 

g. Intelligence (A) = operational intelligence 
h. Intelligence (B) = counter espionage 
I. Intelligence (E) = Wireless intelligence 

54 NAC, R.G. 9 111 B 1, Vol. 943, Vol. E-126-3. Adjutant General, Military 
Forces of Canada, to the Secretary, War Office, March 5, 19 1 9. 
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and divisional commanders, along with their formations' artiUery commanders, 

intervene in the action in ways Impossible earlier in the war, when word from the 

fiont might take hours to arrive at these headquarters. Along with information 

received fi-om other sources (artillery OPs and FOOs, for example), intelligence 

gave commanders quick insight into developments at the fiont, and helped them 

switch £kom trench warfare where W e  do things 'by numbers"' to a more open 

style of fighting where "we have to do the same things in 'quick time.""5 With 

open warfare, however, the intelligence organization could not collect every scrap 

of information on the enemy lines the way it could during the trench deadlock, 

which meant unforeseen obstacles were bound to arise as troops made for their pre- 

assigned objectives. When this occurred, the small unit tactics then being practiced 

kicked in to deal with the situation as presented, while close liaison helped keep 

supporting arms in touch with the infantry's immediate needs. In short, the 

Canadians believed that small unit tactics working in conjunction with thorough 

plans and a flexiile command arrangement reduced confusion, and granted them 

more liberty to seize opportunities, and switch f?om trench fighting to manoeuvre 

warfare fairly readily. Their next operation would determine if their training was in 

vain. 

- 

55 NAC, M.G. 30 E60 (Matthews Papers) Vol. 4, Folder: Training 1917. 
"Canadian Corps Notes on Training, November 1 9 17." 



CHAPTERTWELVE 

THE 100 DAYS: AUGUST 8 TO NOVEMBER 1 I, l9I 8 

From the Battle of Amiens through to the Armistice, the Canadian Corps 

spearheaded the £id British drive that saw the defeat of Germany. Victory 

followed victory as the corps made its way from Amiens, to the Scarpe, through the 

Drocourt-@&nt Line @-Q Line), over the Canal du Nord, through Cambrai, over 

Mount Houy into Valenciennes, and ending with the capture of Mons.' It was a 

period of high intensity conflict, and one that saw the Canadians launch a series of 

rapid blows against some of the toughest defensive positions they had yet faced. 

Set-piece assaults, found so effective in the past for defeating strong enemy 

defences, continued to be used by the Canadians throughout the 100 Days. 

However, during the final four months of the war, battles followed one another so 

quickly that the Canadians no longer had the luxury of time when compiling and 

preparing their plans, so intelligence gathering and offensive planning had to occur 

at a far faster pace than previously. The intelligence organization, having become 

accustomed to a more 1eisureIy and methodical tempo, had to switch gears and 

work in quick time. It was more than just the time factor that affected intelligence 

operations, though, as the depth of planned advances also had an impact. During 

the 100 Days the corps regularly planned to penetrate several kilometers into 

German held positions before consolidating their gains, unlike its assaults at Vimy 

1 The Battle of the Scarpe began on August twenty-sixth; the D-Q Line started on 
September second; the Canal du Nord on September twenty-seventh; Cambrai 
started on October eighth; Mount HouyNalenciennes was taken on November 
first, and Mom on the eleventh. 



Ridge, Hill 70, and Passchendaele in 1917, where comparatively shallow 

objectives were sought Deeper penetrations, and a dearth of planning time, meant 

that more Gennan defences (hidden machine guns, trench mortars and dugouts, for 

example) went undetected and undestroyed prior to iafantry assaults. But unlike 

earlier in the war when an undisclosed machine gun could halt an entire advance 

and cause considerabIe pandemonium, during the 100 Days the Canadians I l l y  

expected to encounter unknown obstacles. Their tactical training, however, taught 

them to accept disruptions to their plans as a natural part of battle, while their 

tactical skill and intelligence gathering abilities helped them persevere. 

The intelligence system, then, remained crucial to operations during the 

victorious 100 Days campaign. As the November 1918 edition of GHQ's 

"Instructions for the Training of Divisions for Offensive Action" (S . S . 1 3 5) states: 

"It must be remembered that on intelligence will depend, to a large degree, the 

successful and thorough artillery, tank, and machine gun work which is such a 

large factor in obtaining success combined with a small casualty list? Since the 

waging of set-piece attacks, with their detailed planning and need for massive 

quantities of high quality intelligence, continued as normal Canadian practice, 

intelligence work remained a top priority for each Canadian assault. Plans were still 

as detailed as possible, especially the artillery programs, but with the more fluid 

battles expected in 19 18, intelligence gatherers had to collect and transmit far more 

information during the advance than before. This was because intelligence 

gatherers had to help keep the supporting arms that were advancing with the 

infantry I l l y  in-tune with events in order that they could quickly come into action 

where and when required. More and more of the important decisions, in other 

words, were being made in the heat of battle, and by junior officers commanding 

National Archives of Canada (NAC), Record Group (R.G.) 24, Vol. 22,007, 
Folder: The Division in the Attack S.S. 135, November 19 18 edition. 



smaller and smaller units. Such decentralized decision-making demanded the rapid 

collection of accurate intelligence and a flexiile communications system to carry it. 

Back in 19 15, such a reliance on small unit initiative would have invited disaster, 

but by 191 8, the men were able to move forward, and their aggressiveness helped 

send the German Army reeling backwards. 

By July 1918, it was clear to most observers that the Gennan Peace 

Offensive had failed; it was now the AUies' turn to attack. The Canadian Corps, 

having been spared the worst of the German spring onslaught, was up to strength, 

well trained, and ready to lead the next British offensive. That trial came on August 

eighth with the opening of the Battle of Amiens; a battle that Major-General J-F .C. 

Fuller called the most decisive battle of the war. The Allied victory at Amiens set 

the German Army on the road to defeat3 

The City of Amiens was an important rail and communications centre. It 

was almost lost to the Gennans earlier in the year when their spring offensive was 

at its peak. German troops only a few miles away remained a threat to the city, 

though, and to retieve the pressure the British and French armies planned a joint 

operation to push them back. The 4th British Amy,  employing the 3rd British 

Corps on its left, the Australian Corps in the centre, and the recently arrived 

Canadian Corps on the right, carried out the British part of the operation. Operating 

on the right of the Canadian Corps was the 3 1st French Corps. The objective of the 

assault was the old Amiens outer defence h e  lying some eight miles from the 

Allied fiont. Despite Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig's call for a breakthrough and 

an open-ended assault, the attacked largely remained a limited offensive set-piece 

style assault, the type of assault at which the Canadians excelled. 

J.F.C. Fuller, A Military Hbtory of the Western World, VoZ. III. From the American 
Civil War to the End of World War (1957; reprint, New York: Da Capo Press, Inc., 
no date), 276. 



Unlike most previous battIes, surprise was a key factor in the Allied plans at 

Amiens. But as past experience had shown, this could be difficult to achieve in 

practice. Surprise was especially hard to secure at Amiens because the Canadian 

Corps had to leave the 1st Amy's sector, move fifty to sixty miles south, and 

reenter the lines in the 4th Army's sector alongside the Australians without the 

Gennans detecting their presence. Any hint that the Canadians were alongside the 

Australians would guarantee the loss of surprise, for the Germans considered both 

formations to be storm troops. Their appearance together would have been a l l  the 

warning necessary for the Germans to strengthen their defences, and be on alm4 

Secrecy, then, played an important part in achieving the necessary surprise. 

Officers and commanders only learned of the proposed operation on a need to know 

basis. General Currie and his senior staff  officer, Brigadier General N.W. 

Webber, learned of the Amiens plan on July twentieth, for example, but it was three 

more days before Currie informed Major-General Morrison, the commander the 

corps artillery, and Lieutenant Colonel McNaughton, the CBSO. Letting the 

artillery in on the secret before the infantry was a reflection of just how important 

the artillery's contribution to battle had become. These were the only officers in the 

corps to know of the plan until the end of July, and they began to plan accordingly. 

On the twenty-ninth, Currie let his divisional commanders in on the secret, and the 

next day the corps began its clandestine move to the Amiens sector, with the bulk of 

the troops arriving in the rear areas by the night of August 314, 19 18, where their 

movements were severely restricted during daylight hours, and only select officers 

let in on the secret. The 2nd Divisional Artillery noted, for example, that "No 

information [on the impending operation] was given to anyone except the Senior 

Officers, whose duty it was to go forward and recomoitre battery positions. This 

B.H. Liddell Hart, History of the Fimt World War, (London: Papermac, 1970; 
reprint of The Real War, 1914 - 1918, Faber and Faber Ltd., 1930), 428. 



was done during the stage that the Divisional Artillery was on the march" to the 

Amiens sector? Divisional staff officers also went forward to reconnoitre the 

ground and to collect "all available topographical information.. .together with maps 

and oblique p ho  to^."^ Meanwhile, brigade commanders learned of the impending 

assault only on August first. Battalion commanders, on the other hand, remained in 

the dark until some thirty-six hours prior to their units' going over the top. Even 

then, reconnaissance was severely restricted, with reconnaissance parties limited to 

no more than two people, and then only carried out when it was essential, and only 

if it was done "as inconspicuously as p~ssible."~ High ground and OPs were off 

limits, and officers were not to show their maps in the forward area, as officers 

with maps in hand were dead give-aways that something was afoot.8 

At the same time, a grand deception, at least by World War One standards, 

went into operation in an effort to confuse the Germans as to the real location of the 

Canadian Corps. Canadian Corps medical units moved north to Flanders, with 

Curie howing fbll well that German spies would detect them, and report that the 

Canadians were headed for the Ypres Sector. As McNaughton said: "If you move 

a hospital and all those prew nurses, you can be sure that in the eyes of the 

Gennans the boys follow the girls so that's where the Corps was going." This 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 Cl, Vol. 3923, Folder 10, File 5. "Attack By Canadian Corps, 
August 8th., 1918, 2nd. Canadian Divisional Artillery, Report on Operations," 
August 22, 1918. 

NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 2 1. "2nd Canadian Division 
Narrative of Operations From March 13th to Nov. 1 1 th 19 18." I did not l e a .  how 
many days in advance of the main body these staff officers arrived in the Amiens 
sector to begin compiling infomation. They could not have been there very long, 
however, considering the assault was launched just one week after the divisions 
were informed of the plans. It also seems likely that the staff officers who went 
forward to collect infoxmation included divisional intelligence officers, although I 
did not find any definite proof of this. 
' NAC, Manuscript Group (M.G.) 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 1. 2nd 
Canadian Division Operation Order No. 222, August 5, 19 18. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4 163, Folder 1 1, File 4. 7th Brigade's "Instructions 
for Offensive No. 1 ," August 5, 1 9 1 8. Other brigade's gave similar orders. See 
9th Brigade in same folder. 



move also helped confuse the men in the C d a n  ranks, because the medical 

personnel soon began taking about the corps' looming move to the Flanders front. 

To add M e r  credence to the deception, Currie sent two infantry battalions north 

and placed in the line. The corps wireless section went north, too, and began 

transmitting messages in the hope that the Germans would intercept them. Its 

presence would suggest the arrival of the corps' advanced party to the area.' The 

British, meanwhile, increased the amount of RAF activity over the Flanders front, 

and even constructed dummy airfields in the area.'' Although these efforts helped 

c o n b e  the Germans about the Canadians' whereabouts, they still expected a 

British attack somewhere further south in the 4th Army area -- they just did not 

know exactly where or when." Still, when the assault came7 surprise was 

complete. l2 

The German defences in the area were not strong. They "consisted chiefly 

of uncoxmected elements of trenches, and a vast number of machine gun posts 

scattered here and there, forming a very loose but very deep pattern." The forward 

defensive zone contained some twenty-four battalions of infantry, with a M e r  six 

battalions in support. There were also four divisions available in reserve." As 

ominous as these figures might appear, the fact is the G m a n  units were below 

strength and in an exhausted state, having suffered heavily in their own recent 

John Swettenham, McNaughton. Vol. 1. 1887 - 1939 (Toronto: The Ryerson 
Press, 1968), 135. 
l o  Gregory Blaxland, Amiens: 1918 (London: Frederick Muller Ltd., l968), 16 1. 
I '  G.W.L. Nicholson, Q@ciul History of the (2ndiim Amy in the First World 
War, Camdim meditionary Force 1914 - 1919 (Ottawa: Queen's Printer, 1 962), 
389 - 390. 
I2 S.F. Wise, 'The Black Day of the German Anny Canadians and Australians at 
Amiens, August 1918," in Peter Dennis and Jefiey Grey, eds., 1918: Defining 
Victory (Canberra: Department of Defence, Army History Unit, 1999), 23 - 24. 
Wise cites a German situation map that places the Canadians, as of 8:00 am. on 
August eighth, west of Arras in the Vimy - Lens area - no where near Amiens. 
'j Aahur Currie, "Canadian Corps Operations. Synopsis: Interim Report," Report 
of the Mink@, Overseas Militmy Fonm of Crmada 1918 (London: King's 
Printer, 1919), 136. 



offensive. An outbreak of influenza added to their weakness.14 The 2nd Canadian 

Division recorded how the Germans were holding their fkont lightly and that their 

positions indicated they were suffixing f?om a lack of morale and discipline. It 

noticed that "Although.. .there was an abundance of tools and material, very little 

work had been done on the defen~es."'~ The Germans, in other words, had not 

prepared another Vimy Ridge. Nevertheless, the Canadians did not expect and easy 

time. 

Intelligence work, as usual, remained vital for forming plans, but because 

the Canadians were on the move much of the time, they gathered little intelligence 

for themselves. Most of the counter battery information, for example, came fiom 

the Australians already in the Line, and from British sound rangers. Sound rangers 

were extremely important for locating hostile batteries prior to the Amiem 

operation. This was because for two weeks before the assault a heavy fog 

shrouded the area, preventing most air and ground observation.16 To collect and 

arrange this and other intelligence on behalf of the Canadian Corps, a number of 

staff officers were attached to the Australians in the days prior to the Canadians 

assuming control of their portion of fiont.17 Other information m e  &om locals, 

and the French Army on the Canadians' right flank (at whose headquarters the 

Shane Schreiber, Shock A m y  of the British Empire. The Canadian Corps in the 
Last 100 Days of the Great War (Westport, CT.: Praeger, 1997), 4 1. 

NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 21. "2nd Canadian Division 
Narrative of Operations From March 13th to Nov. 1 1 th 19 18." 
l 6  Bill RawIlng, Surviving Trench Waflare, Technology and the Cbnmh Cops, 
1914-1918 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992), 189-190; H. St. J.L. 
Wmterbotham, "Geographical and Survey Work in France, Especially in 
Connection With Artillery," Journal of the Royal Artillery 46 (1 9 19), 1 7 1. 
17 The Canadian Corps was assisted in its planning, too, having been given the 
Australian artillery fire plan towards the end of July. Certainly, Canadian oEcers 
are known to have visited the Australians at the end of July. In his diary, the 
Australian official historian, C.E.W- Bean, noted that on July twenty-eighth he me& 
Brigadier-General N. W. Webba and Major-General E.W.B. Momson of the 
Canadian Corps at the Australian Corps' headquarters. See Wise, ' m e  Black Day 
of the German Army," 23; also Nicholson, Officiizl History, 389. 



Canadians placed liaison officers), and h m  the French Bureau ces Ponts et 

Chaussees which provided details on the rivers and bridges the Canadians had to 

cross.18 Intelligence also came fiom the Cavalry Corps, which included the 

Canadian Cavalry Brigade, since this formation operated around Amiens earlier in 

the year during the Gexman Spring Offensive. Other information came fiom some 

of the units in the Motor Machine Gun Brigade, as it too had worked in the area 

prior to the Canadian Corps' arrival.19 

Planning by Canadian divisions and lower levels of command largely 

consisted of fine-tuning plans already prepared by the 4th Army and corps 

headquarters. On the thirty-first of July, when divisional commanders learned of 

the attack, they were given the preliminary plans and asked for their suggestions on 

any changes they needed. Once brigades learned of the plans, on August first, 

brigade commanders and their brigade majors completed most of the finer details 

for their particular f~rmation.'~ Battalion oficers had so little time to orient 

themselves and their commands on the ground that they had to rely on maps, aerial 

photographs, and mosaic and oblique photographs to familiarize themselves with 

the ground. Each officer received copies, however, and in the hours before the 

assault they reviewed with their men the more salient features of the terrain2' This 

limited perusal of the available intelligence was considered "sufficient.. .for troops 

to pick up such detail as was necessary during the one or two days immediately 

prior to the operation" - an indication of the skill level attained by Canadian troops, 

l8 NAC, R.G. 9 111 D2, Vo1. 4789, Folder 8. "LC. Intelligence Notes No. 1," 
August2, 1918; Swettenham, McNaughton, 138 - 139. 
l9 S.F. Wise to Author, May 25, 1999. 
'O Ian M. Brown, 'Tot Glamorous, But Effective: The Canadian Corps and the 
Set-piece Attack, 1917 - 1918," The J m I  of Military History 58.3 (July 1994), 
432. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4074, Folder 2, File 8. 1st Division's preliminary 
instructions for the Amiens offensive, August 4, 1 9 1 8. 



and the confidence higher command had in their tactid &ilitied2 

Unlike at Passchendaele where the Canadians pushed forward in 500 yard 

increments because of the mud, and in order to avoid being caught in the main 

German battle zone, the h a l  plans for Amiens asked the Canadians to cross the 

entire German defensive position in one grand sweep: the outpost line, the main 

battle zone and the German artillery line. The total distance to be covered was about 

14,000 yards, or around eight miles, which was a far greater depth than the 

Canadians had previously attempted Objectives were marked by coloured lines: 

the Green and Red Lines marked intermediate objectives, while the Blue and Blue 

Dotted Lines marked the final objectives of the k t  day. The plan had the 3rd 

Cavalry Division, attached to the Canadian Corps for the Amiens operation, and the 

Canadian Independent Force, exploiting beyond the Blue Dotted Line if possible, 

collecting intelligence on the latest German dispositions, disrupting German rear 

areas, and generally causing as much chaos as possible to German 

c o f l l ~ ~ c a t i o n s . ~ ~  

Close coordination of all units was important for the success of the 

operation. Much of this coordination came through preplanning. Each command 

had its task to perform and timetable to follow. This was especially important for 

artillery work, whose creeping barrage advanced at the estimated walking speed of 

the attacking infane. Scheduling was also important for harassing fire programs. 

The heavy artillery, for example, brought "distant harassing £ire to beaf on 

22 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 21. '2nd Canadian Division 
Narrative of Operations From March 3 1 st to November I 1 th 19 18." 
23 The Canadian Independent Force (CIF), advancing along the corps' right flank, 
was comprised of the 1st and 2nd Canadian Motor Machine Gun Brigades, the 
Canadian Corps Cyclist Battalion, and a section of six-inch mortars mounted in 
trucks. These were all under the command of Brigadier-General Raymond 
Brutinel. In addition to its mobile fie-power, the CIF proved to be a valuable 
intelligence gathering force. It used Mark III wireless sets "mounted in a special 
car" for long range communication purposes. In fact, wireless was the only means 
of communicating this force possessed, and through it the force remained in contact 
with the corps report centre directly. 



German routes of approach, railways, assembly points, and so on, when not 

employed on their counter battery assignments.24 At the same time the Canadians, 

in what had become a fsmiliar pattern in their planning, prepared march tables for 

German reinforcing and reserve troops. At pre-determined times during the battle 

the Canadians fied concentrated artillery fire at suspected enemy assembly areas 

and routes of approach. The effect of these concentrations "was excellen&" 

reported the Counter Battery Office in an after action report. The secrecy of the 

attack also precluded the registration of the artillery. Instead, the gunners had to 

rely on predicted fire when shelling every known German battery, strong point and 

machine gun nest. To help ensure the accuracy of this fire the CCSS, in the days 

and hours before Zero, surveyed every ficiendly battery position and prepared 

battery boards for the gunners in what was "a race agaiost time."25 

Meantime, the counter battery fire program, also worked out in advance, 

proved incredibly accurate on the day of battle. A number of German guns, in fact, 

were captured without their having fired a shot in retaliation. The 2nd Divisional 

Artillery reported: 

the effect of our counter-battery work was conclusively evident. In 
one case there were horses and men lying dead or wounded round 
the position where efforts were apparently being made to get the 
guns away; in another, four 15 [centimetre Howitzers] were found, 
two with their camouflage still on, one where it was evident that 
attempts had been made to blow it up and another which although 

24 NAC, M.G. 30 E81(Momson Papers) Vol. 2, Folder: Artillery Corps: Orders 
and Instructions 19 17 - Oct. 19 18. Artillery Order No. 125, addendum, August 4, 
1918. 

2S A survey team was detailed to each divisional artillery and to the heavy artillery 
"in order that positions could be accurately resected as soon as located'' by artillery 
officers sent to the Amiens sector in advance of the main body. See NAC, M.G. 
30 El57 (Crerar Papers) Vol. 22, Folder 3. C'Artillery Notes on Attack by 
Canadian Corps, August 8 th  19 18," prepared August 24, 19 18. Also see R.G. 9 
111 C 1, Vol. 3923, Folder 10, File 4. Counter Battery Office, "General Notes on 
Operations Commencing August 8th 19 18," prepared August 22, 19 18; File 5. 
''Attack By Canadian Corps, August 8th., 19 18, 2nd. Canadian Divisional 
Artillery, Report on Operations," August 22, 19 18. 



ready for action had not been fired. Every position captured showed 
signs of the effect of our recent shelling. 

McNaughton wrote after the battle that there was "little hostile retaliation. It appears 

that we have swamped his [the German] batteries." The weak German artillery 

response throughout much of the August eighth advance meant that many hundreds 

of Canadian lives were spared. Indeed, the effectiveness of the counter battery fire 

and the counter battery intelligence proved a major factor in the victory, as the 

limited Gennan artillery response meant that Canadian and Allied troops advanced 

with little artillery molestati~n,~~ 

The infantry, of course, had its assigned objectives, timetables, and lines of 

advance, as did the machine gun and trench mortar units, the tanks, and the 

engineers. Machine guns and trench mortars contri'buted to the initial barrages, and 

helped defend the newly won positions during the consolidation phase. During the 

advance they followed specific units, and cooperated with them. Similarly, the 

tanks went for pre-assigned objectives. Engineering work was carried out to a 

definite plan, as specific roads required repair, and bridges needed rebuilding as the 

advance progressed in order for the artillery to move forward to their new 

 position^.^' 

Communications were crucial during battles as fluid as Amiens. The dearth 

26 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vo1. 3923, Folder 10, File4. R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3923, 
Folder 10, File 4. Counter Battery Office, "General Notes on Operations 
Commencing August 8th, 19 18," prepared August 22, 19 18; also R.G. 9 III C 1, 
Vol. 3923, Folder 10, File 5. "Attack By Canadian Corps, August 8th., 1918, 2nd 
Canadian Divisional Artillery Report on Operations;" James Edmonds, ed., 
Military Operations France and Belgium, 1918, Volume N, 8th August - 26th 
September, The Franco-Britkh Offensive (London: His Majesty's Stationary 
Office, 1947), 41. McNaughton's quotation can be found in Swettenham's, 
McNuughton, 144. 
27 NAC,  R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4105, Folder 20, File 4. 4th Brigade instructions, 
August 6,19 1 8; 'Warrative of Operations by 4th Canadian Infantry Brigade on 8th 
August, 19 18; and the 19th Battalion's Order No. 90; Vol. 4 148, Folder 13, File 
2. 3rd Division's L.C. Instmctions NO. 1, August 5, 19 18. 



of planning time, and the depth of the advance, meant plans could not account for 

every contingency beforehand- If the infmtry on the scene, wielding the weapons 

in hand, hced unexpected roadblocks, and could not subdue the defenders 

themselves, they had to rely on the assistance of one or more of the supporting 

arms (artillery, tanks, trench mortars, machine guns). They could obtain this 

assistance personally if the weapons and crews were nearby, or they could contact 

the supporting arrn through some form of liaison and communication arrangemen& 

or through some other observer acting as the supporting arm's forward eyes and 

ears. Whatever method was reached for, the use of support weapons demanded the 

timely dissemination of accurate intelligence. Within the infantry, the signals and 

intelligence arrangements '%ere organized upon the same lines that had proved 

effective on previous occasions at the SOMME, at VIMY RTDGE, HILL 70 and 

elsewhere.'"* This meant that, in most cases, the Canadians used a series of report 

centres and observation posts to monitor the advance, and watch for signals 

(although early in the day this was difficult because of ground mist and fog). The 

12th Brigade tried a variation of the report centre system. Figure 12.1: "12th 

Brigade's Moving Observation Posts in an Advance'' illustrates how it worked. 

The brigade employed combinations of OPs and visual stations that moved forward 

with the advance in order to keep in touch with events at the front The brigade 

commander was pleased with the overall result. Various staff and commanding 

officers, along with personnel from the intelligence sections also reconnoitred the 

fiont for the latest news. The scout officer in the 85th Battalion was all over the 

fiont on such tasks. The unit's historian wrote that Lieutenant Rogers 

- 

*' NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 37, Folder 167. 3rd Brigade's 
Report on Operations August 3rd to 20th 19 18; RG. 9 III C3, Vol. 4105, Folder 
20, File 4. 19th Battalion Order No. 90. 



Figure 12.1 : 12th Brigade's 
Moving Observation Post in an Advance 

OPs in position to watch 
progress of  attack. 
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(Based on diagram in R.G. 9 El C3, Vol. 4238, Folder 4, File 5. 
"12th Canadian Infantry Brigade, Report Llandovery Castle Operation 8th August - 

13th August 1918). 



was constantly at work in the most dangerous parts of the area 
obtaining first hand infoxmation of any enemy movements, posts, 
machine guns, sniping and on two occasions he penetrated within 
the enemy lines and found them forming for a counter attack, The 
prompt warning he was able to give to the forward troops prevented 
a surprise and ensured the repulse of the enemy. While leading a 
party to out flank an enemy machine gun position he received a 
bullet wound io the shoulder. 

The sergeant who took over fkom the scout officer was himself c4mntinually f?om 

one flank of the Battalion to the other, getting information regarding the situation of 

his own Battalion as well as that of the enemy. His reports.. .were invaluable and 

obtained at great risk."2g Advancing troops also cacried flares to signal airplane 

contact patrols. Further back the artillery, divisions and corps headquarters 

established their own report centres for receiving and sending news. These kept the 

relevant commands informed of events at the fkont, as it was through these centres 

that they received reports on the fighting £iom all sources, including the various 

ground and air observers. This made it far easier for rear area commanders to 

follow the fighting, to take advantage of fleeting opportunities, to adjust the timing 

of the advance, and to commit reserves at the appropriate times. 

Liaison oficers made a valuable contriiution at Amiens, and throughout the 

100 Days, because of their intelligence gathering and transmission capabilities. 

They also helped coordinate the action of the supporting anns. Liaison between the 

infantry and their accompanying tanks, for example, was important since it was one 

of the tanks' jobs to help eliminate points of resistance surviving the initial 

bombardment and the creeping barrage. Tactical control of the tanks fell to the 

infantry brigades they were afEliated with, reverting to tank command control only 

after ''be final dispositions have been taken up and communications established." 

29 Joseph Hayes, The Eighty-Fzifh in France and Flanders (Halifax: Royal Print & 
Litho Limited, 1920), 125 - 127,201 - 202. 



In the 1st Division, this meant the commander of the 4th Tank Battalion was at the 

headquarters of the 3rd Infantry Brigade, while his second in command remained at 

the divisional headquarters acting as the tank battalion's liaison officer. A telephone 

co~ection kept the two officers in contact with each other. Three hours after Zero, 

the second in command moved up to the brigade headquarters, and the tank 

battalion commander moved forward with runners to keep in touch with his tank 

companies. Due to the fog and the speed of the advance, very little information 

came back by runner, though. Most news reaching tank headquarters came from 

the wounded returning fiom the front. At the same time, every infantry detachment 

allotted tanks detailed one infantryman (a scout) to ride in each tank. It was this 

man's duty to watch for signals f?om the infatry and report their advance to his 

tank's commander, thereby keeping him informed of the infantry's immediate needs 

and requirements. It was also this man's job to operate the signals from the tank to 

the infantry. The two pigeons accompanying each tank section were of little use. 

"They were very slow, presumably owing to the fog and the distance away of the 

L O ~ ~ S . ~ ~ O  

Of more use was the '%reless TanlZ' attached to the tank battalion 

headquarters. It "proved to be a usefid adjunct during the later stages of the Battle, 

and accompanied Battalion H.Q. as it moved forward." Similarly, the motor cycle 

working with the tanks "proved to be very use l l  in keeping up Communication" 

between the forward units and rear commands. Overhead, specially designated 

airplanes watched the tank advance and by this or some other means, information 

on the tanks' progress reached rear area headquarters. Indeed, the 4th Tank 

Battalion reported that "In all cases.. .the closest liaison was kept between Tank 

'O NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (B-rllStall Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 1. 2nd Canadian Division 
Operationorder No. 222, August 5, 1918; R.G. 9 IIT C3, Vol. 4238, Folder 4, 
File 3. " 12th Canadian Infantry Brigade, Order No. 1 ," August 6, 1 9 1 8; M.G. 30 
E 100 (Currie Papers) Vol. 37, File 16% "'4th Tank Battalion Report on Operations 
With 1 st Canadian Division. Luce Valley, August 8th, 1 9 1 8 ." 



Sections and Infantry Battalion Commanders," which no doubt helped keep up the 

momentum of the attack3 In fact, during the early going, the tanks "did excellent 

work.. .accounting for many machine gun nests and greatly assisting the advance of 

the I n f m t r ~ . " ~ ~  While the tanks, as the 1st Banalion discovered, "proved to be 

satisfactory for the initial break-through," they were not as effective in their 

exploitation role.'3 Other commands, such as the 4th Mitry Brigade, found that 

"Owing to the density of the fog prevailing, the tanks were not able to reach the 

jumping-off lines on time, and subsequently lost direction and did not support the 

Infantry as had been expected. The foggy weather prevented the desired co- 

operation-"34 The Canadians' limited training with tanks also limited the success of 

infantry-tank, and cavalry-tank cooperation? 

Similarly, coordinating the action of the a e r y  necessitated close 

cooperation with the infantry. Officer patrols, FOOs, and LOs a l l  did their part in 

seeing that the gunners kept in touch with the infantry. As to be expected, 

sometimes their efforts fell short, especially if communications were unavailable, 

3' NAC, M.G. 30 El00 ( W e  Papers) Vol. 37, File 167. "4th Tank Baaalion 
Report on Operations With 1st Canadian Division. Luce Valley, August 8th, 
1918." '' NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 2 1. "2nd Canadian Division 
Narrative of Operations From March 13 th to Nov. 1 1 th 1 9 1 8 ." 
33 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4028, Folder 17, File 20. 1st Battalion to 1st 
Brigade, August 23, 1 9 1 8, notes on recent fighting. 
34 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4105, Folder 20, File 4. "Narrative of Operations by 
4th Canadian Infantry Brigade on 8th August, 19 18." 
" NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4148, Folder 13, File 2. Canadian Corps L.C. 
Instructions No. 1; C.P. Stacey, 'The Battle of Amiens 1918," Canadian Army 
J m Z  4.8 (January 195 I), 6; Rawling, Surviving Trench Wagare, 195; Dean 
Chappelle, "The Canadian Attack at Amiens, 8 - 11 August 1918," Canadian 
Military History 2.2 (Autumn 1993), 95 - 96. This was especially the case with the 
Whippet Tanks operating with the 3rd Cavalry Division. The Whippets were light 
tanks whose task was to support the cavalry and reconnoitre the forward areas. 
The cavalry had never trained with tanks before, however, and found that the tanks 
codd not keep up when crossing open country. Then, when machine guns were 
encountered, the cavalry could not keep pace with the tanks. Horse flesh, of 
course, is not as resistant to bullets as armour. Cooperation between the cavalry 
and other ground troops was better arranged. Men mounted on motorcycles rode 
between the two service arms, while cavalry liaison officers were with the various 
infantry headquarters to smooth the exchange of information. 



something the 10th Battalion discovered firsthand, At one point in the advance the 

10th Battalion could not reach the gunners Gring in support to tell them that they 

were firing short. The battalion estimated that forty percent of its casualties on 

August eighth were caused by fiendly artillery fire. "The liaison between the 

Infantry and the Artillery at that time was practically nil," complained the battalion 

commander.'6 Still, liaison was important for coordination, and as telephones were 

the principle means of communication within the artillery, the artillery made special 

efforts to ensure that telephone lines were in place and maintained, and that the 

artillery remained tapped into the larger communication network throughout the 

battle- The signal officer in the heavy artillery desmied the communication 

arrangements this way: 

The system followed in the &-st case was based on the principle of 
'stepping up' wherein forward exchanges were established at regular 
intervals along a main tnmk route, so plotted beforehand as to follow 
the centre of the corps area Immediately before being established the 
actual co-ordinates of each forward exchange was selected, with the 
main object of reaching as closely as possible the centre of the new 
brigade area, and reducing to a minim= the average distance f?om 
all the units and formations that it was expected to serve. 

The Equency with which these exchanges were established 
depended on the rate of the advance, but provision always had to be 
made for maintaining a maximum of fiom six to eight at one time.. . 

The brigades and units, on moving to forward positions, laid out and 
maintained their own lines to the nearest exchange of the trunk 
system.' ' 

Cable wagons were used, and did "excellent work in quickly laying lines between 

headquarters and their units." The artillery attempted lateral communications as 

well, but maintaining these Lines proved difficult. A shortage of men and cable was 

36 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4053, Folder 24, File 16. 10th Battalion to 2nd 
Brigade, August 24, L 9 1 8. 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 4. Heavy Areilleq signal 
officer's ''Notes on Experiences Gained In Maintaining Comunications in Mobile 
Warhe  (Advance). Canadian Corps Heavy Artillery." 



to blame, as was the g e n d  rnculty of laying lateral lines between forward- 

moving commands. Notwithstanding these difficulties, the signal and intelligence 

gathering arrangements in place by the artillery were very successfid. The 2nd 

Divisional Artillery went so far as to say that "From the very outset of the attack 

infomation came pouring in and it was possible h o s t  all day to keep track of the 

movements of Infantry, Artillery, Tanks and ~avalry.'"' 

The distance covered in the assault meant the infantry advanced beyond the 

barrage range of their supporting field artillery -- somewhere around the Green 

Line. At that point the heavy howitzers, with their longer ranges, and working to a 

pre-arranged shelling program, carried the infantry to the Red Line, which marked 

the maximurn range of most of the heavy guns. Super howitzers were available 

beyond this point, but for the most part, the intensive barrage ended. As the 

infmtq reached this point each gun £ired a smoke shell as their last projectile, and 

in this way informed the infantry that the protection afforded by the creeping 

barrage was over and that the guns were now limbering up and moving forward to 

regain supporting range.39 Previous training in the all-arms battle, however, meant 

the infantry could continue to advance even when without their artillery cover. In 

the all-arms battle, tanks, heavy machine guns, trench mortars, mobile artill-, 

airplanes and the infantry worked together in order to overpower strong points not 

eliminated by the preliminary bombardment, or lying outside its range. 

Although the mobile artillery brigades following the infmtry in close 

suppoa were less able to help the infantry than desired, this was not due to any 

intelligence failing. Simply put, it was very difficult to move guns forward, 

reposition them, and keep them supplied in a moving battle. The 1 st Battalion noted 

38 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl ,  Vol. 3923, Folder 10, File 5. "Attack By Canadian Corps, 
August 8th., 19 1 8,2nd Canadian Divisional Artillery Report on Operations." 
39 NAC, M.G. 30 El57 (Crerar Papers) Vol. 22, Folder 3. " M e r y  Notes on 
Attack by Canadian Corps, August Sth, 19 18," prepared August 24, 19 18. 



that "Excellent targets for artillery were seen by the most advanced troops; (these 

targets as a rule were hostile batteries on the move and in action, Transport 

withdrawing etc.) but our own artillery not being available the opportunity of 

dealing with them was missed." The 7th Battalion, as well, commented on lost 

opportunities because of a lack of artillery support at critical moments. These and 

other co~~lmmds recommended that a battery of field artillery, or even just one or 

two guns, be attached to infantry battalions in the future for quickly taking on 

targets holding up the advance.40 There were successes, too, but more training 

with mobile guns was necessary? 

Since the assault comprised units fkom more than just the Canadian Corps, 

the Canadians had to coordinate their efforts with their neighbours to ensure mutual 

support and understanding, and for sharing intelligence throughout the action. On 

the corps' left were the Australians, on its right the French. As General Currie 

wrote after the war: "The Canadian Corps being, as it were, the spearhead of the 

''O NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4053, Folder 24, File 16. 7th Battalion to 2nd 
Brigade, August 24, 19 18; 8th Battalion to 2nd Brigade, no date; Vol. 4028, 
Folder 1 7, File 20. 1 st Battalion to 1 st Brigade, August 23, 1 9 1 8, notes on recent 
fighting. (These recommendations were ad%pted in Lbsquent actions). 
'' Similar problems occmed with the supporting trench mortars. These weapons, 
along with their ammunition, were difficult to transport because of their weight. As 
a result, the trench mortars were not always in place to be of use. On the other 
hand, Vickers machine guns, although heavy, had more success in supporting the 
advance. Their main task, however, was in providing close protective fire during 
the consolidation phase, and in that they were very successfid. Both weapons 
systems had liaison officers attached to the infantry as well as having their 
commanding officers stationed at the Mantry brigade headquarters they were 
supporting. See M.G. 30 El57 (Crerar Papers) Vol. 22, Folder 3. "Artillery 
Notes on Attack by Canadian Corps, August 8th, 19 18," prepared August 24, 
19 18; R.G. 9 111 C4, Vol. 4252, Folder 24, File 3. Additional instructions for 
Artillery Order No. 125, August 4, 191 8; R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3923, Folder 10, 
File 5. "Attack By Canadian Corps, August 8th., 19 18, 2nd Canadian Divisional 
Artillery Report on Operations;" R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 16, Folder 33, File 13. 1 st 
Division to Canadian Corps, August 17, 19 1 8; Vol. 4028, Folder 1 7, File 20. 1 st 
Battalion to 1 st Brigade, August 23, 19 18, notes on recent fighting; and Bill 
Rawling, 'Technology in Search of a Role: The Machine Gun and the CEF in the 
First World War," Mbterial History Review 42 (Fall 1995), 98. 



attack the movements of the other formations were to be synchronized with ours.'*'l 

This was done at the planning level by arranging for a common Zero Hour. 

Further, the Canadians exchanged Liaison personnel with their neighbours. The 

2nd Canadian Division, for example, instructed each infantry brigade to detail a 

senior officer (mounted) to the neighbouring divisions to act as liaison officers. 

This meant sending officers to the 1st Canadian Division working on its right and to 

the 2nd and 5th Australian Divisions working to its left.43 Within the division each 

brigade exchanged officers as well, the 4th Brigade wrote that '2iaison was 

maintained throughout with the 3rd Canadian Infantry Brigade on the Right and the 

7th Australian Brigade on the leWA4 The Canadians also knew the meaning of the 

various Australian light signals, and so could respond to them. Green over green 

over green, for example, was the Australian SOS signal? In the end, cooperation 

with the Australians was very good. The 2nd Canadian Division said that it "was 

almost better than could be hoped for. Many instances occurred where our troops 

were held up.. . Py] a series of strong machine gun nests, and in such instances the 

Australians assisted our advance materially by their Lewis gun fire, as well as by 

sending small parties of Infantry to take part in the a~sault.'"~ The 3rd Canadian 

Division maintained touch with the neighbouring French command through an 

international force created for just that purpose. It was comprised sf a section from 

42 Arthw Curie, "Canadian Corps Operations. Synopsis: Interim Report," Report 
of the Ministry, Overseas Military Forces of Canada I918 (London: King's 
Printer, 1919)' 137. 
43 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstdl Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 1. 2nd Canadian Division 
Operation Order No. 222, August 5 ,  19 1 8. The other divisions did this as well. 
The 4th Division, for example, had officers at the 3rd Division's HQ, and with each 
brigade in the 3rd Division- R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4148, Folder 13, File 2. 3rd 
Division's L.C. Instructions No. 1. 
44 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 1. 4th Brigade's narrative of 
o erations. 
IPNAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4148, Folder 13, File 2. 3rd Division's LC. 
Instructions No. 1. 
I6 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 3, Folder 21. '2nd Canadian Division 
Narrative of Operations From March 1 3 th to Nov. 1 1 th 19 1 8." 



the French 94th Regimemt and a platoon fFom the Canadian 43rd Battalion, and was 

under the command o f  a French officer. The Canadian Independent Force, 

advancing next to the French, also kept in touch with the French command on its 

right via wireless to an LO at the French headqu.arterd7 Meanwhile, the 3rd 

Canadian Division and the 42nd French Division exchanged liaison officers, 

although language dif£icuZties limited their usefihess? Continuous wave wixeless 

sets:' manned by corps and army operators, were also with the neighbouring 

French corps and division for liaison purposes. "Considerable traffic was handled, 

but, as was to be expected, it was chiefly between Divisions; only situation reports 

passing between the C O ~ S . ' ' ~ O  Still, the arrangements were valuable, and helped 

keep the advancing armies aligned. They also kept the Canadians generally 

informed about the progress of formations on its flanks. 

As the entire Canadian Corps was taking part in the assault, corps 

headquarters had to try and coordinate the actions of each Canadian division as 

well. Helping to control the mobile battle and gather the necessary intelligence for 

command purposes was the RAF squadron attached to the corps. As Wise notes in 

his Canadian Airmen and the Firsr World War. during the first day of the assault 

"The RAF's overriding concern.. .was to assist the ground attack." The next day 

its efforts shifted to bombing the bridges over the S o m e  River to prevent German 

47 For example, the CIFYs No. 2 Group at one point contacted the French 94th 
Battalion, and called on it for assistance in taking out some troublesome machine 
gun nests. See, M.G. 3 0 El00 (Curie Papers) Vol. 37, File 167. "Summary of 
Operations[,] Canadian Independent Force[,] 8-8- 1 8 to 10-8- 1 8 ." 
48 NAC, R.G. 9 Ill C3, Vol. 4148, Folder 13, File 2. Canadian Corps L.C. 
Instructions No. 1 ; James Edmonds, ed., Military Operations France and Belgium, 
2918, Volume N, 8th August - 26th Seprernber, B e  Franco-British Offensive 
(London: His Majesty's Stationary Office, 1947), 42 - 43. 
49 Continuous wave wireless sets had a far greater range than earlier model wireless 
sets. Messages were also clearer, and the sets, being more powerful, used a 
smaller, less conspicuous aerial. 

NAC, M.G. 30 E5 Q30vey Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 2. "Report on Wireless 
Communications in the Canadian Corps Area, During the Offensive on the Amiens 
Front, August 8 th - August 22nd, 1 9 18 ." 



reinforcements fiom reaching the threatened areas. At Amiens, 'More than in any 

previous battle of the war.. .planned co-operation of the closest kind between the air 

and ground forces" was striven for. As such, various squadrons flew contact 

patrols for the infantry, the artillery and the advancing cavalry and tanks, they also 

acted as artillery spotters and observers and offered close ground support to the 

assaulting troops. Where opportunity targets presented themselves, aircraft armed 

with machine guns and bombs engaged them at once." 

The RAF was not the only force trying to keep corps headquarters *armed 

of events at the fiont. The Canadian Corps Survey Section, and the Canadian 

Independent Force, were also on hand?2 Prior to the assault the CCSS played a 

valuable role by surveying gun positions and preparing battery boards. During the 

battle its observation posts and teams of scouts concentrated on gathering and 

transmitting intelligence of a general nature concerning events at the fiont. The 

observation posts were equipped with wireless for quickly relaying any news 

gathered, and "A great deal of valuable information was sent in by these [wireless] 

sets." Between August eighth and nineteenth, cc20,000 words were sent over these 

sets, including 573 actual messages [regarding] many fleeting targets and bits of 

information picked up by the  observer^."^' German speaking NCOys went forward 

with the scout groups to gather firsthand infomation f?om prisoners. These scout 

teams also visited the headquarters of the attacking battalions where they obtained 

short reports on the action. This information was carried back to the CCSS OPs, 

and transmitted to the CCSS report centre located alongside the Counter Battery 

S.F. Wise, Canadian Airmen and the Fimt World War, me W c i a Z  History of 
the Royal Ccazadian Air Force. Vol. I (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1980), 523. 
52 Mention has already been made of the cavalry. See footnote 35. 
53 NAC, M.G. 30 E5 (Bovey Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 2. ''Report on Wireless 
Communications in the Canadian Corps Area, During the Offensive on the Arniens 
Front, August 8th -- August 22x14 19 18." 



Office. Information of use to the artillery was used right away, with the rest being 

sent to corps headquarters for its con~ideration.'~ 

The Canadian Independent Force (CIF), working well out in fiont of the 

advance, gathered information on activities in and about the German rear areas. 

The CIF, in turn, sent out its own reconnaissance parties to check on the general 

situation. Private A.L. Bebeau, for example, '%Me scouting in his Motor Cycle 

rode through the enemy's lines no less than ten times, on each occasion drawing the 

enemy's £ire and forcing him to disclose his Machine Gun positions, which when 

once located were successfully dealt with by the Armowed Cars and Machine Gun 

Batteries following up." On another occasion, Private B.H. Johnson "displayed 

great courage in entering the enemy's lines to obtain information. Twice his 

Machine [motorcycle] was hit by shell fire, but under heavy fire he was successful 

in returning with valuable inf~rmation.'"~ Officers M e r  back, meanwhile, kept 

carem watch over the German lines. It was not uncommon for Brigadier-General 

Brutinel to make a personal reconnaissance when necessary. The CIF's use of long 

range wireless sets meant that the infomation it supplied the rear was red-hot, and 

therefore extremely valuable to corps and army commands for reading the 

German's response to the AUied advance. On August tenth, to avoid interfering 

with the French Division's wireless operations, the Canadian Independent Force 

altered its sending wavelength. As a sign of its importance to intelligence 

collection, as soon as this frequency change was made 

The telephone exchange at Corps Headquarters was immediately 
besieged by a flood of telephone calls from units all over the British 

54 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, Vo1. 3923, Folder 10, File 4. R.G. 9 III C1, Vol. 3923, 
Folder 10, File 4. Counter Battery Office, ''General Notes on Operations 
Commencing August 8th L 9 1 8," prepared August 22, 19 18. 
" NAC, M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 37, File 167. "Summary of 
Operations[,] C d a n  Independent Force[,] 8-8- 18 to 10-8-1 8." These privates 
were probably members of the Canadian Cyclist Battalion. Men from that unit 
acted as scouts for the CIF, and helped screen its advance. 



h n t  asking why the Canadian Independent Force stations had been 
closed down. It appeared that all wireless stations within the A m y  
had been listening in to this tnffic in order to obtain a first hand 
story of the conditions in the enemy back country, since the 
hdhendent Force had penetrated ve@ deeply into - the German 
lines? 

During the battle over 120 messages were transmitted, and because the Canadian 

Independent Force was mobile and well out in eont of the advance "Much valuable 

information was contained in these messages.'y57 

Even with all of the above means available for securing and transmitting 

news on the fighting there were gaps in the information reaching the various 

headquarters (fog and enemy action slowed the transmission of news, for 

example). When this occurred the tactics the infantry learned while training for 

open warfare were of enormous help, as the infanw could carry on without minute 

instruction from above. The 7th Battalion stated that "As far as this Battalion was 

concerned, isolated Machine Guns and Rifle fire, were all that had to be dealt 

with ... It was amply demonstrated that the training in open warfxe undergone 

whilst the Corps was in rest was all to the good, by the rapidity with which they 

were overcome with very light casualties to ourselves." Other battalions made 

similar claims. In the 10th Battalion ''the value of the recent training in open 

warfare was very apparent, especially the methods of overcoming machine gun 

opposition, md the tactical exercises which involved lengthy advances over more or 

56 W. Arthur Steel, 'Wireless Telegraphy in the Canadian Corps in France," 
Canadian Defence Quarterly 8.1 (October 1930), 90 - 91. 
57 NAC, M.G. 30 E5 (Bovey Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 2. Teport on Wireless 
Communications in the Canadian Corps Area, During the Offensive on the Amiens 
Front, August 8th -- August 22nd, 19 1 8;" Currie, "Canadian Corps Operations," 
136; M.G. 30 El00 (Currie Papers) Vol. 37, File 167. "Summary of Operations 
Canadian Independent Force 8-8- 18 to 10-8- 18." 



less unknown territory, were very useifi~l."~~ The 5th Brigade wrote how on the 

second day of the battle the German machine gun nests still surviving 

were dealt with entirely by manoeuvre. Small parties of scouts 
followed by Lewis Guns worked up ditches, d e n  roads and 
other dead ground until the enemy's Machine Guns were put out of 
ation or forced to retire by enfilade fire fkom a flank. When this 
had been accomplished a signal was given to the Infantry, who 
meantime had remained under cover, that they could advance. 
Successive positions were dealt with in this manner without 
incurring undue casual tie^?^ 

The 4th Brigade wrote how one known strong point, originally a tank objective, 

had to be removed by the infantry. It seems that the tank allotted the task of 

silencing that particular point did not arrive on the scene as scheduled. The infantry 

advance stalled until the commander on the ground organized an assault using the 

latest infantry tactics, and overcame the resistance by manoeuvre, allowing the 

attack to proceed.6' The 1st Division agreed that the new tactics were valuable 

during the assault, 

The methods of infiltration taught during the rest period of this 
Division were found to be sound in every way. The combination of 
fire and movement, together with the employment of Scouts and 
Snipers pushed well forward and Lewis Guns employed to give 
covering f i e  and to develop superiority in fire over hostile Machine 
Guns, proved effective? 

In the end, Amiens was a great success, one that marked the beginning of 

the end of the German war effort Intelligence had played an important role in that 

NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4053, Folder 24, File 16. 7th Battalion to 2nd 
Brigade, August 24, 19 18. See same folder, 10th Battalion to 2nd Brigade, 
August 24, 1918. 
59 NAC, M.G. 30 E6 (Burstall Papers) Vol. 1, Folder 1. 5th Brigade's narrative of 
o erations. 
6gNAC, RG. 9 DU C3, Vol. 4 105, Folder 20, File 4. 'Warrative of Operations by 
4th Canadian Infantry Brigade on 8th August, 19 18." 
6L NAC, M.G. 30 E60 (Matthews Papers) Vol. 7, Folder 25. 1st Division to 
Canadian Corps, August 17, 19 18. 



victory. The set-piece phase of the assault was dependent on a proliferation of 

accurate intelligence, while maintaining control in the open phase of the fighting 

was equally dependent on news from the front. This information helped bring the 

different combat arms together in one concerted effort. Certainly there were 

problems - communication breakdowns, for example, continued to slow the 

transmission of news, while the immobility of some units slowed the assault -- but 

overall the attack was, at least throughout most of the first and decisive day, well 

coordinated. C.P. Stacey came to this conclusion as well, writing: "In spite of the 

inadequate hahhg of the cavalry for action with tanks, Amiens is an outstanding 

example of Co-operation -- between infantry, bnks and artillery, and between the 

ground forces and the air.'"' Commanders were generally well in touch with 

events, and so could call on support when needed. When that support was not 

forthcoming it was generally due to problems in maintaining mobility and 

communications, and not with intelligence collection per se. This is not to argue 

that intelligence won the battle single-handed. The tactical skill of the men asked to 

fight over ground unknown to them., and with M e  warning, must be given due 

62 C.P. Stacey, "The Battle of Amiens 19 1 8," Canadian Army Journal 4.8 (January 
1951), 10. This is also the conclusion of Ian Brown in his more recent article "Not 
Glamorous, But Effective," 436. He writes that "All-arms cooperation worked as 
well at Amiens as it had for the Australians at Hamel;" a battle recognized for its all- 
arms cooperation. Tim Travers credits the "dazzling success.. .to the dm of the 
Canadian infantry" and to the severity of the set-piece assault, claiming in the 
process that "the essential mobile firepower support of trench mortars, machine 
guns, field artillery and tanks, without which an advance cannot be sustained, was 
missing." This last point is, I believe, too harsh a judgment, as some mobile 
firepower was available; although his point about the importance of the set-piece 
assault is undeniable. Travers, How the War was Won, 12 1 - 122. Another 
example of all-arms cooperation can be found in the "4th Canadian Division 
Narrative of Operations, Battle of Amiens. August 8 th to August 13 th, 1 9 1 8. " 
There we read: 'The enemy had a very strong Machine gun Defence organized in 
the woods. . . [This] opposition was overcome by the successful employment of the 
combined action of one Fnfantry Company of the 78th Battalion, an 18 pdr. Battery, 
4 or 5 Tanks and a 6 [inch] Trench Mortar, resulting in many casualties to the 
enemy, the capture of 20 prisoners and 12 Machine guns." See R.G. 9 III B 1, 
Val. 2276, Folder 0-2-30, Vol. I. 



credit, as should the vdue of the training the men received earlier in the summer. 

The skill of the gunners, the tank crews, and the RAF pilots cannot be discounted 

either- The terrain was also an important factor in the victory. The f'act that the 

ground was relatively fke of trenches and other defensive obstacles meant that 

ground troops, and advancing tanks and artillery, did not have to slog their way 

forward as in earlier battles when powerfirl defensive works blocked their paths. 

Indeed, when the Canadians reached the old Somme battlefields the battle ground to 

a halt. StilI, Amiens proved an enormous victory, and a turning point in the war, 

for fiom that point on, the Ailies were on the offensive. 

The remaining battles of the 100 Days followed a similar pattern to that 

established at Amiens. They were massive set-piece assaults, launched after short 

periods of intensive planning and study. Since the fighting was, for the most part, 

mobile in nature, the Canadians continued to place great reliance on intelligence 

collected while the action raged. This was especially important for coordinating the 

advance of the various combat arms, and for securing the locations of previously 

hidden hostile batteries and strong points. Due to the rapidity which the Canadians 

launched their assaults, less was laown with certainty about the German lines than 

the Canadians would have liked. Improved communication flow, thanks to 

experience in the use of report centres, FOOs, LOs, and the RAF, lessened the need 

for such details, however, for it helped get target information through to those who 

could use it, 

Intelligence work, then, remained a vital component in the corps' success 

during the 100 Days. The commander of the 1st Brigade, when discussing his 

brigade's part in the crossing of the Canal du Nord (September twenty-seventh), 

had this to say about the value of intelligence work to the brigade's victorious 

advance. Prior to the attack 



The fkst task was reconnaissance, M y  for assembly areas, 
secondly of the Canal crossings and thirdly of the area to be 
traversed in the attack The value of time spent on work of this 
nature is unquestionabIe and as the days passed an astonishing 
quantity of valuable i n f o d o n  was secured and I think that the 
smooth working of all plans and arrangements during the attack is 
attributable to the work done during the preparation period 0.Ps .  
were selected and manned and the area of attack kept under constant 
observation. Smuts and patrols fsmiliarized themselves with the 
ground.. .The officers of. - .Battalions thoroughly reconnoitred the 
whole area. Maps and photographs were secured, read and 
corrected, Close liaison was established and kept with troops in the 
line and aU ranks were lectured and instructed with maps and 
photographs and by exercises in the tasks they were required to 
perform. 

The 3rd Battalion noted afta this same battle that the pre-battle intelligence 

was of the greatest assistance, especially the reports fiom our 
Intelligence Section, who had reconnoitred the whole area between 
the original fiont line and the Canal du Nord. Every Company 
Commander had personally reconnoitred the route he would take his 
company over to the canal. 

Of great help during the battle was the map supply which "Could not have been 

better- Every Officer and Platoon Sergeant had a marked map showing boundaries 

and objectives for the attack.'** The 2nd Battalion simply said that the intelligence 

available prior to the advance %as invaluable.'"' 

Similarly, pre-battle intelligence remained crucial for planning artill- 

actions. Fire programs depended on the intelligence collected concerning German 

defensive layouts, gun emplacement locations, and other tactical features. The 

barrage plans for breaking the D-Q Line (September second), the crossing of the 

63 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vo1. 4028, Folder 15, File 5. 1st Brigade report on the 
Crossing of the Canal du Nord, October 5, 19 18; also in Vol. 40 16, Folder 32, 
File 3, and M.G. 30 El5 (Griesbach Papers) Vol. 5, File 33(A). 
64 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4028, Folder 15, File 5. 3rd Battalion to 1 st Brigade, 
October 6, 1918. 
65 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vo1. 4028, Folder 15, File 5. 2nd Battalion to 1st 
Brigade, October 1, 19 18; see also Folder 16, File 3. 2nd Battalion report to 1 st 
Brigade, October 19 1 8 for similar comments on some later fighting. 



Canal du Nord and the capture of Mount HouyNalenciennes (November first), 

with their precisely timed bombardments that saw shells criss-cross the fiont, and 

double back over previously shelled areas were, thanks to thorough intellignce 

work, wondrous in their conception and application, and took a terrible toll on the 

German defenders. 

Effective counter battery fire was also dependent on inteIligence. Enemy 

batteries were saturated with shells, knocking them out of action at critical moments 

during the infantry's advance. Counter battery fire was n o d y  so good during 

the 100 Days that the Germans were forced to be extra vigilant when concealing 

their batteries. When recounting its role at the Canal du Nord and Bourlon Wood 

(September twenty-seventh), the Counter Battery Office said 

it was evident from prisoners' statements, captured documents and 
[otherf counter battery sources of intelligence that the enemy was 
employing every means to avoid betraying his main battery positions 
so that in the event of an attack by us our neutralizing fire would not 
reduce the intensity or completeness of his barrage.. .There were 
undoubtedly many batteries registered and kept silent ... and 
prisoners stated that there were guns in reserve with positions ready 
for immediate occupation. This was confirmed by our 
intelligence.. . . 

Also, 

a considerable number of newly constructed positions were revealed 
by aeroplane photographs, The photographs.. Aso indicated a 
tendency on the part of the enemy to place the pits of his batteries 
farther apart than formerly, evidently to minimise the effect of 
neutralizing fire. 

Indeed, prebattle counter battery intelligence was excellent during this operation. 

"In order to make certain that at least all known and suspected hostile batteries were 

neutralized it was found that 113 positions had to be covered [by counter battery 

fire] ." Knowing that some of these 1 13 positions would be vacant on Zero Day, 

the Counter Battery Office relied on the services of the corps squadron to inform the 

gunners as to which pits were actually active during the assault. This allowed the 



heavy batteries to save ammunition, and to concentrate on targets where active 

enemy batteries really were situated. Atta the battle the CBO concluded, rather 

unassMlingly, that "Apparenly the appreciation of the hostile artillery situation had 

been substantidy correct for there were only six batteries active in positions which 

had not been included in the neutralization scheme." In effecf nearly every Gexman 

gun had been located prior to Zero   our.^^ Such precision planning, as has been 

argued throughout this study, made success all the easier. 

The all-arms, deeppenetration battle also consumed a great deal of 

intelligence while the action raged. Intelligence sections manned OPs, carried out 

reconnaissances, and established forward observation posts and report centres. 

From these posts they endeavoured to maintain touch with the enemy and monitor 

their actions. In early September, for example, the 2nd Brigade recorded how a 

scout working fiom one of these advanced parties ''made a daring and valuable 

reconnaissance under heavy Shell and Machine Gun fire, and succeeded in locating 

two enemy Machine Gun nests which were causing a deal of trouble." As a result 

of this information the infantry organized flanking parties and captured the nests 

along with fifteen  prisoner^.^' In the 1st Division's report on the crossing of the 

Canal du Nord we find in a section concerning the use of machine guns the claim 

that "An O.P. from which the progress of the advance can be clearly seen offers the 

best solution of the problem of how, when, and where to apply f i e  to advantage 

66 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3923, Folder 11, File 5. Counter Battery OEce 
report on Battle of Bourlon Wood, September 27, 1918. An added reason for 
having reliable counter battery intelligence at the Canal du Nord was in the fact that 
the Canadians packed their narrow fkont with troops while waiting for Zero Hour. 
If the Germans had started shelling, the counter batteries were responsible for 
silencing the Gaman guns in order to protect the infaatry. 
67 NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 40 16, Folder 3 1, File 2. '2nd Canadian Infantry 
Brigade Narrative of 6peratior.s E-&t of ~ r r &  August 25th to September 3rd 
1918." 



and of obtaining constant and early information of the sit~ation.'"~ This same idea 

applied to all units and supporting arms, and allowed commanders to keep in touch 

with events. 

After Amiens, tanks played a diminishing role in Canadian operations due to 

their scarcity. Still, the actions of those tanks that took part in Canadian assaults 

required coordination with the infantry. Much of that coordination, of course, came 

in the planning stages when they received their orders. Once the ation started the 

tanks maintained touch through their unit commanders stationed at the infantry 

headquarters the tanks were supporting. Lessons learned at Amiens also saw the 

infantxy advancing in fkont of the tanks, and reconnoitring the ground for them. As 

the First Amy said at a conference at the end of August: "To pennit tanks to 

advance without proper reconnaissance will render them an easy prey to the 

enemy's guns." The infantry were to take out any anti-tank guns along the way, 

and call on the tanks only when they required help, at which time the tanks came 

forward to crush any machine guns or pockets of resistance holding up the 

advance. Simple signals, and the close proximity of the tanks to the infantry, 

helped maintain the necessary close ~ooperation.~~ 

However, there is no denying the fact that most of the intelligence effort that 

occurred before and during battle concerned the needs of the artillery. McNaughton 

wrote after the war that '?he whole of our intelligence system was centred on those 

who had the means at their disposal to take immediate and effective action?" 

Those with "the means at their disposal" were the gunners who, for the most part, 

NAC, M.G. 30 E60 (Matthews Papers) Vol. 6, Folder 23. "1st Canadian 
Division Report on Canal du Nord, Bourlon Wood and Cambrai Operations Sept. 
27th -- Oct. 2nd Inclusive 19 18." 

NAC, R.G. 9 ID C3, Vo1. 4210, Folder 1, File 3. "Lessons From Recent 
Fighting Referred to by the Army Commander at Conference Held at Canadian 
Corps Headquarters 30th August, 19 18." 

A.G.L. McNaughton, "Development of Artillery in the Great War," Omodian 
Defence Quarterly 4 (1 929): 160 - 17 1. 



were under corps and divisional control? Since the a . e r y  could break up 

massing enemy troops preparing for counter attacks, disrupt the arrival of enemy 

reinforcements, ammunition, and food supplies, silence and harass enemy guns, 

and eliminate obstacles and pernicious pockets of enemy troops and machine gun 

nests, it was the arm that could most readily effect the course of battle, and was 

most needfid of up-to-date intelligence. Reliable communications were obviously 

vital, but so were the men and special teams gathering the information in the first 

place, and monitoring the progress of the advance. Their efforts bestowed 

enormous freedom of action on to corps, divisional and artillery officers, who now 

had su5cient information for taking advantage of opportunities to inflict damage on 

enemy troops and positions. As a consequence, artillery action dominated planning 

and operations, ensuring that artillery intelligence work remained a w'brant and 

pivotal activity. The successful break up of counter attacks, for example, was a 

direct result of either carell study of prebattle intelligence regarding normal 

German routes of approach, billeting areas and likely assembly areas, or of word 

reaching the gunners during an attack that German troops were seen massing at 

some point.72 In both cases, German troops suffered. At Valenciennes and, 

indeed, throughout the 100 Days, "Great importance was attached to the harassing 

of al l  important routes of approach, sunken roads and valleys," and "In order to 

give the infantry every possible assistance at what was expected to be critical parts 

of the battle, proposed assembly areas of the enemy were subjected to timed 

concentrations fkom the counter battery artillery." A post battle review of the 

The corps retained control of most of the guns throughout the set-piece phase of 
assaults, with control reverting to divisions once the consolidation phase began. 
72 A.G.L. McNaughton, 'The Capture of Valenciennes: A Study in Co- 
ordination," Canadian Defence Quarterly 10.3 (April 1933): 286, 29 1; G. W .L. 
Nicholson, The Gunners of Canada. A History of the Royal Regiment of Canaciimz 
Artillery, VoI. 1 1534 - 1919, (Toronto: McClelland & Stewart, l967), 369. 



artillery's part at Valenciennes "showed that very valuable results had been 

obtained, The enemy's supplies of ammunition and reinforcements being evidently 

greatly interfixed with. The casualties to the enemy's transport were particularly 

high in the sunken roads.. .In some cases the road was practically blocked by the 

destroyed wagons and dead animals."73 

A furlher sign of the artillery's dominance during the 100 Days was the 

transformation of the Comter Battery Office into the corps' principle intelligence 

report centre. Since the disposition of enemy guns revealed so much about the 

enemy's capabilities and intentions, and since the CBO was privy to, and 

accumulated all such information, this was a natural occurrence- Aerial observers, 

balloonists, the Canadian Corps Survey Section, artillery and other ground 

obswers, and sound rangers all submitted reports to the CBO for collation. As a 

result, the CBO was almost always aware of events transpiring along the front; and 

because it was in continuous communication with corps headquarters, corps 

command was usually I l l y  in-tune with events as well. The CB0 described its 

intelligence role as follows: 'Tt has been accepted that during Moving Warfire a 

'Corps Advanced Report Centre' is necessary. The Counter Battery Office is the 

logical place at which this Report Centre should be situated, for the majority of the 

sources of Intelligence and of the means of taking action on that Intelligence, are 

already centred on the C.B.S.O." Effective communications, of course, were 

necessary for tying the entire matrix together, which was why the CBO was well 

supplied with wireless, telephones, despatch riders and other methods of 

transmitting and receiving news. Such near complete knowledge of the f?ont gave 

the corps, the artillery, and even divisional commanders enormous flexibility. 

Unlike earlier in the war, in 19 1 8 these commanders were normally well informed 

73 NAC, M.G. 30 El57 (Crerar Papers) Vol. 22, Folder 3. Counter Battery Office 
'Wotes on Counter Battery Support in Capture of Mont Houy By the Canadian 
Corps on the 1 st. November 1 9 1 8," prepared February 3, 1 9 19. 



as to where and when the .infantry were stalled, could command the artillery to 

eliminate points of resistance, could call on the RAF for news, could send forward 

reserves at the appropriate time and place, and do so as effectively as if they 

themselves were watching events first hand" 

Due to the speed with which pilots could deliver news to the gunners, the 

importance of the corps squadron as a source of counter battery intelligence 

continued to expand during the 100 Days. Intelligence gathered by the corps 

squadron allowed the artillery to constantly harass German troops and batteries. 

One Counta Battery Office memorandum said: 

In the moving Pattle] the aeroplane forms the greatest source of 
intelligence. Its advantage being that reliable infometion regarding 
the disposition and movement of enemy troops and the strength and 
grouping of the Hostile Artillery can be quickly delivered to the 
General Staff. Experience has shown that by establishing dropping 
stations well forward much unnecessary delay may be prevented.7s 

According to Lieutenant Colonel H.D.G. Crerar, who was the CBSO during the 

last weeks of the war, the corps squadron was "very often the only reliable source 

of information" on the location of hostile batteries, and that "the effective 

neutralizing of hostile artillery fire at critical moments may depend almost entirely 

upon the work of the Corps ~quadron.~''~ After breaking the D-Q Line on 

September second, most of the counter battery intelligence reaching the CBO came 

through the squadron's efforts, with "two or three resultsy7 obtained by the 

Canadian Corps Survey section." Similarly, at Valenciennes "'special importance7' 

.. 

74 NAC, R.G. 9 111 Cl ,  Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 4. Report on the workings of 
the counter battery office, November 2 1, 19 18; also File 9. Counter battery office 
to the heavy artillery, December 9, 19 18. 
75 NAC, R.G. 9 III C1, VOL. 3922, Folder 7, File 4. Counter battey office to 
Canadian Corps Heavy Artillery, November 2 1, 19 1 8. 
76 NAC, R.G. 24, Vo1. 1832, Folder GAQ. 8-1 5e. "Organization and Procedure of 
Counter Battery Office Canadian Corps Artillery," January 25, 19 19. 
77 NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3923, Folder 12, File 5. ''General Staff Report for 
Period 6.00 am. 30th August to 6.00 a-m. 6th Sept.," September 6, 1918. 



was attached to the corps squadron's role in locating hostile batteries on the day of 

battle, At that battle the Germans employed 'bving batteries" that moved across 

the front as needed. These were difficult to locate by ground level means, so aerial 

obsenters played a crucial role in h d i n g  them through direct observation. Aerial 

photography was useless for tracking such guns, as the Germans did not dig pits 

for them, or keep them long in one spot. During the battle aerial observers were 

therefore called upon to locate a l l  those German guns that '%ad been impossible to 

locate definitely prior to zero hour on account of their having either remained silent 

or been deployed in new positions." A CBO after action report declared that 

On the whole the results obtained b y  the corps squadron] were 
most gra-g ... Evidence firom all sources substantiates the f m  
that [German artillery] shelling at zero and throughout the day was 
in no way a menace to the advance of our infantry.. .A great deal of 
the neutralization programme for the day must be attributed to the 
pilots and observers of No. 5 Squadron. 

So effective were the pilots at Valenciennes that 'St was possible to follow the 

enemy's artillery manoeuvres throughout the day."78 Finding German anti-tank 

guns proved more difficult, although the RAF did hunt for them, and notified the 

artillery of their location. Other times the pilots engaged the &-tanks guns 

themselves, often at considerable personal risk.79 

The CBO also helped keep RAF Bombing Squadrons informed of potential 

targets throughout the 100 Days. At Valenciennes, for example, 

Important targets, such as large bodies of enemy infmtry, artillery 
on the move, convoys of motor transport, which were either beyond 
the effective range of the artillery, or which, by reason of their 
extreme Importance required a very tense bombardment, were 

78 NAC, M.G. 30 El57 (Crerar papers) Vol. 22, Folder 3. ''Notes on Counter 
Battery Support in Capture of Mont Houy by the Canadian Corps on the 1st. 
November 1918," February 3, 1919. 
79 NAC, M.G. 30 E60 (Matthews Papers) Vol. 7, File 25. ''Notes From the Battle 
21st123rd Aug., 1918." 



engaged by the Axmy Bombing Squadron in response to.. .calls sent 
from the Counter Battery m c e  by wireless or telephone to the 
H.Q. CDCJ Brigade R.A.F. 

The Canadians were very pleased with the results of this arrangement, stating that 

"The close liaison between the Bombing Squadrons and the Counter Battery Office 

during a battle is considered to be of the very greatest importance."80 

The Canadian Corps Survey Section was employed extensively throughout 

the 100 Days, giving corps headquarters another direct channel to events at the 

fiont During those periods when trench-like conditions prevailed, the flash 

spotting teams kept busy searching for enemy batteries, while the scouts, observing 

fkom corps OPs, explored the reaches of the German back area for clues on the 

enemy's next move. 1)lrring assaults, and especially during the more extensive 

German withdrawals in late October, the artillery observation section (the flash 

spotters) combined forces with the intelligence observation section (the corps 

observers) to form "extra strongly manned observation  post^."^' Typically there 

were three such posts in operation at any one time, and each post was divided into 

two teams. One team, composed of eight scouts f?om the intelligence observation 

section worked well out in front of their respective home post, and in close 

proximity to the foremost advancing infantry. They had specific areas to 

reconnoitre based on map squares, and collected information fiom the advancing 

infantry and through personal observation. They made about three tours of the 

f?ont each day on these fact finding missions. To ensure cooperation £torn officers 

in the forward-most units, and to prevent their being arrested as spies, they carried 

"passes and lettersy' addressed 'Yo Brigade and Battalion Commanders requesting 

NAC, R.G. 9 III Bl, Vol. 969, Folder 0-22-3 (Voi. 1). "Artillery Report on 
Mont Houy (Valenciennes) Operation By Canadian Corps Nov. I sf 19 1 8 ." 
'' NAC, R.G. 9 III CI, Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 2. Counter Battery Ofice to 
War Narrative Section, Canadian Corps, February 3, 19 19. 



that they be fiunished with any information bearing on the tactical situati~n."~~ 

There were occasions, according to both Captain Flewin, the CCSS's commander, 

and the CBSO, when these scouts actually worked in fiont of the advancing 

infmtry in a way reminiscent of pre-war scouting. These forward scout teams sent 

back a constant stream of news to their particular post, which in turn relayed the 

news via wireless to the CBO and others so 'that all concerned were as far as 

possible continuously au fait with the situation on the Corps f?on~"'~ A number of 

Gennan-speaking scouts accompanied these forward adventurers in order to obtain 

quick identifications and other tactical details from captured Germans. Following 

behind these scouts, or as part of its team, were special details of men charged with 

searching all captured dugouts, enemy battery positions and so forth, "for 

documents and maps which were sent back to Corps P.O.W. polding] Cages for 

examination." Meanwhile, the personnel from the artiUery observation section 

(flash spotters) remained at the posts and concentrated on locating hostile batteries 

and watching for enemy ground movements4 Overall, the CCSS was highly 

regarded, as it fed corps command and the CBO reliable information in a timely 

way. Indeed, during the German withdrawal on Valenciennes the CCSS was 

reportedly "one of the very few means of co~nmunication of Intelligence" available 

to the corps, as its organization was capable of quickly relaying news thanks to its 

heavy use of wireless and telephones. It was especially usefbl when w e a k  

grounded the RAE In fact, the CCSS was kept so busy during the 100 Days that 

its original establishment was found to be too small. In October, Captain Flewin 

82 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl,  Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 4. Counter battery office to 
Canadian Corps Heavy Artillery, November 2 1, 1 9 1 8. 
s3 NAC, R.G. 9 III Cl, Vol. 3920, Folder 2, File 2. Counter Battery Office to 
War Narrative Section, Canadian Corps, February 3, 19 19. 
84 NAC, R.G. 9 III D 1, Vol. 47 1 1, Folder 98, File 9. "History of the Canadian 
Corps Survey Section," by Captain Flewin, April 19 19. Flewin writes that the use 
of wireless for relaying intelligence was "copied by other corps who secured the 
services of groups of Lovats' Scouts or other similar units." 



requested an increase of forty-four men along with the necessary accoutrements. 

Apart h m  its value to intelligence collection and transmission, the CCSS 's map 

producing capability was of enormous utility, and helped disseminate the latest 

intelligence to all map recipients in a timely fashion. Some officers estimated that 

the Canadian Corps received its specialty maps two days to a week in advance of 

other corps forced to rely on overworked army presses for theirs? This was of 

enormous benefit to the corps, for during the last weeks of the war it regularly 

operated over relatively unknown ground. The Canadians advanced so quickly 

during the final stages of the war that at Valenciennes they actually outran their 

supply of modem maps, and had to content. themselves with nineteenth century 

French maps. To make them usell  to the gunners the CCSS laid a modem map 

grid on thans6 

During the pursuit of the retreating German Army fiom about mid October 

to the Armistice, intelligence gatherers heed entirely new circu~ll~tances: moving 

warfare. Aircraft played an important, and perhaps dominant, role during this 

phase of the war. They tried to locate the new positions held by the Germans after 

the Germans broke off contact with the Canadians. This was not always an easy 

task considering the Germans 'Yetired so fast that it was a constant difficulty to keep 

track of their movements." On some occasions the only way for pilots to discover 

the whereabouts of the new Gennan line was to fly low and intentiody draw £ire, 

said one report." On the ground the corps used a form of advanced guard as in 

85 NAC, R.G. 9 III C 1, Vol. 3922, Folder 7, File 6. Canadian Corps Survey 
Section to CBSO, October 14 and 26, 191 8; R.G. 9 III B 1, Vol. 2279, Folder O- 
2-30 (Vol. 21). "Counter Battery Office, Canadian Corps Artillery, Order No. 82," 
September 25, 1918; M.G. 30 E 5 (Bovey Papers) Vol. 2, Folder 10. Teport on 
Wireless Communication During the Operations at Arras, Aug. 26th - Sept. 10th. 
1918," October 5, 1918- 
86 Nicholson, Gunners, 368. 
87 NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1839, Folder: GAQ 10-20. 'To. 5 Squadron Work Under 
Command of Major C.H. Gardner From July 191 8 to November l lth 19 18," 
January 1, 1919 



prewar days- Each day the leading units and foxmations threw out advanced 

parties to locate the whereabouts of the enemy's new position. They were often 

joined by scouts from the CCSS who also toured the fiont throughout the day in 

search of news. The 1st Brigade reported that 

During the recent operations which were practically open warfare the 
whole of the intelligence personae1 were employed as scouts [i-e. 
out in Eront]. The rapidity of the advance and the nature of the 
ground rendered observation posts worthless. The Battalion Scouts 
under the Scout Officer preceded the Companies until touch was 
established with the enemy, whereupon they were used to maintain 
touch between the line Companies and the Battalions on the right 
and leR A s m a l l  number of the personnel being left at Battalion 
H.Q. for special reconnaimce when required by the 
C [ommanding] 0 [ fficer] ." 

Elements h m  the corps cavalry and the Canadian Corps Cyclist Battalion made an 

appearance at the front too. Each forward battalion had attached to it a cavalry 

section of one NCO and six men, plus a platoon of cyclists. 'The work of the 

Cavalry was good on the whole," sGd one summary, and "sent in valuable 

reports." Similarly, the cyclists did "gcsod work in keeping touch with the enemy 

and in carrying despatches." The cyclists' usefbhess, however, was limited by the 

fact that they needed good roads? The 72nd Battalion was very pleased with the 

work of the cyclists and cavalry attached to it, writing that their work during "recent 

aperations cannot be too highly spoken of, and their services in reconnoitring cross 

roads and tactical points was of immense value ... Their reports turned over to 

'' NAC, R-G 9 III C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 4. 1 st Brigade to 1 st Division, 
October 25, 1918. '' NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, Vol. 4053, Folder 24, File 16. 'Summa7 of Important 
Points, (Not Specially Emphasized in Reports on Previous Operations), Brought 
Out During the Advance From the Trinquis and Sensee Rivers, Between October 
1 lth and 22nd 19 18," 1 st Division, Navember 6, 19 18. Reference to advanced 
guards is also made in Vol. 42 10, Folder 1, File 3. ''Lessons From Recent 
Fighting Referred to By the Army Commander at Conference Held at Canadian 
Corps Headquarters 3 0th August, 1 9 2 8 ." At that date, reference was made to the 
improper use of advanced guards by some formations. Officers, not surprisingly, 
were still thinking about trench warfare. 



[battalion headquarters] during the operations were concise and accurate." Cyclists 

were best when hh, and the battalion commander recommended they not be used 

where infantry patrols could do the work just as well. The mounted troops fiom 

the Canadian Light Horse attached to the battalion, on the other hand, were used 

only to carry messages and not for reconnaissance p~rposes.9~ Forward brigades, 

likewise, were apportioned their own share of cavalry and cyclists for similar 

purposes?' 

The "greatest difficulty'' faced by the Canadians d w g  the Gennan retreat, 

according to the 1st Brigade, was maintaining communication over such vast 

distances. The brigade wrote: 

The most reliable means is by mounted orderly. A very satisfactory 
arrangement in some cases was made by the Scout Officer 
advancing in the centre of the Battalion f?ont about in Iine with the 
fiont Companies. He laid a line as he went and the Scouts brought 
information to him and he phoned it to Battalion Advanced H.Q. 
This wire was then picked up [by commands following in the rear] 
as the Battalion advanced.92 

In effect, a portable telephone system was maintained as the corps moved forward. 

The difficulty with this system lay with securing lateral communications, as cables 

were not strung in these directions during the advance. As well, advancing tanks, 

artillery and cavalry continuously ran over the lines, breaking them in the process. 

It also required a lot of cable, and in order to limit the demand, the 1st Division 

advised all commands to use the cable left lying on the ground by the retreating 

90 NAC, R.G. 9 I11 C3, Vol. 4238, Folder 6, File 1. "72nd Canadian Infantry 
Battalion Seaforth Highlanders of Canada Report on Operations October 22nd to 
November 6th, 1918," dated November 11, 1918. 

NAC, R.G. 9 III C3, VoI. 4053, Folder 24, File 16. "Summary of Important 
Points, (Not Specifically Emphasized in Reports on Previous Operations), Brought 
Out During the Advane From the Trinquis and Sensee Rivers, Between October 
11th and 22nd 1918," November 6, 1918. 
92 NAC, R.G 9 III C3, Vol. 4025, Folder 7, File 4. 1st Brigade to 1st Division, 
October 25, 19 18. 



enemy, and to perfect alternative means of communication (runners, cyclists, and 

mounted orderlies, for example). To reduce the amount of cable further, and to 

lessen the difiicdties of communicating over large distances, the 1st Division 

recommended that battalions locate their headquarters in the centre of their fiont 

when brigades were advancing with one battalion forward. If advancing on a two 

battalion fiont, each battalion was to place its headquarters in the rear of its inner 

flank "Lateral communication is thus reduced to a minimum, and the difficulty of 

finding Battalion Headquarters wholly [eliminated], since signal personnel, detailed 

and equipped for the purpose, work fiom Battalion Headquarters to the central line 

of communi~ation."~ 

According to Currie, during the final three months of war the intelligence 

service possessed greater "elasticity than hitherto" and was "adaptable to conditions 

as they arose."94 This allowed it to continue to amass an incredible amount of 

information on short notice and over long distances. As a result, the Canadian 

Corps was continuously supplied with vital infomation for making plans and 

preparing movements. Intelligence was certainly not the only contributing factor to 

the corps' ability to win battles, but it was indispensable to the Canadian way of 

war - a way of war that began to materialize after the pounding the Canadians 

received at Second Ypres back in April 1 9 1 5. 

93 NAC, R.G. 9 111 C3, Vol. 4053, Folder 24, File 16. "Summary of Important 
Points, (Not Specifically Emphasized in Reports on Previous Operations), Brought 
Out bring the Advance From the Trinquis and Sensee Rivers, Between October 
l lth and 22nd 19 18," November 6, 1918. 
94 Arthur Currie, "Historical Resume of Canadian Corps Intelligencey" in J.E. 
Hahn, me Intelligence Service Within the Canadian Corps, 1914 - 1918 (Toronto: 
The Macmillan Company of Canada, Limited, 1 %O), xxi. 



A RETROSPECT 

The Canadians entered the First World War without a well developed or 

defied intelligence service. The prewar Corps of Guides certainly encouraged the 

Canadians to think about field intelligence, but what little thought they gave it 

concerned its acquisition and use during a war of movement. Intelligence training 

reflected this concern. Trench warfare, with its need for detailed planning and 

massive intelligence e f f o ~  was unexpected. The Canadians, in other words, were 

entirely unprepared for trench warfare as it existed on the Western Front. Thanks 

to their British instructors, and through the hard hand of war, however, the 

Canadians learned the intelligence skills and other battle-winning techniques 

necessary for defeating the highly skilled German Army. It was an extraordinary 

accomplishment for what were largely volunteer and amateur soldiers. Yet without 

this sea-change in their tactical and intelligence abilities it seems unlikely that the 

Canadians could have achieved the victories they did. 

When the Canadians first entered the lines in February and March 1915, 

their attitudes towards intelligence had not changed appreciably from their prewar 

position. They, like most everyone else, expected a resumption of open warfare 

after the next big push achieved a breakthrough. It was only after their near defeat 

at Second Ypres in April 19 15 that the Canadians began taking a hard look at their 

intelligence organization. Second Ypres had rattled the Canadians, and convinced 

them that the Germans could not be taken lightly. The great lesson they learned at 

Second Ypres was that they were not prepared to meet, let alone defeat, an enemy 

as resolute and wily as the Germans. And although contemporaries did not admit 



it, the battle was a near disaster, and not a shining victory; the Canadians were 

lucky to hold on to the extent that they did until reinforcements arrived. Most 

commands lost control of the situation at one point or another for a lack of 

infoxmation. The Crinanians proved, though, that they were tenacious fighters 

when on the ropes; however, being punched when backed into a corner was not 

the way to win the war; nor was relying on lady luck to intervene a very secure 

approach to battle. To win, the Canadians had to remain in control of themselves 

and the situation, and eliminate as much luck and chance fiom the field as  possible. 

And that is what they set out to do by becoming M y  informed. 

At Festubert and Givenchy, Canadian brigades sought delays when their 

understanding of the front was deficient in some way. At the time, however, they 

did not possess the requisite prestige and experience to challenge larger plans set by 

higher commands, and proceeded as ordered. The fact that Currie could not even 

identi@ his objective at Festubert simply reinforced in his mind the folly of 

attacking when unprepared. Such recklessness only encouraged ill-fortune. At 

Givenchy the Canadians received the necessary time to collect and study intelligence 

on the enemy position, and the near success that attended that operation encouraged 

greater use of intelligence in the future; thorough planning seemed an obvious key 

to success. 

In order to secure the details now required, however, the intelligence system 

needed a major overhaul. Up until Givenchy, intelligence collection had been a 

rather haphazard affair, with companies and others collecting what infomation they 

could. At that time the Canadians simply lacked the necessary intelligence 

organization for carrying out a systematic surveillance of the front. There were no 

battalion-level intelligence sections, for example, while brigade staff captainso) 

were without staff, and controlled no independent sources of news. Things were 

marginally better at divisional headquarters, but only because the divisional 



intelligence officer had the use of a pool of clerks. Like his brigade counterparts, 

though, he controlled no independent means for gathering information. Beginning 

in August 191 5, however, and continuing until about May 19 16, battalions began 

forming intelligence sections composed of scout specialists and headed by an 

officer dedicated to battlefield intelligence work. Brigades formed their own 

intelligence organization at this time too, and fkom then on intelligence collection 

improved and expanded. 

With these beginnings the Canadians altered how they went about collecting 

news. Rather than haphazardly patrolling no man's land, or waiting passively in 

the trenches or in listening posts for intelligence to come to them, they began 

making aggressive forays into no man's land to secure the information they wanted. 

The domination of no man's land, through bold and well organized patrolling, 

became standard Canadian fare from late 1 9 1 5 onwards. By controlling no man's 

land they could amass a tremendous amount of information of a local, tactical nature 

that, when compiled and compared to that collected across the fkont, told the 

Canadian command a great deal about the Germans and their defences. It was in 

this enhanced intelligence environment that the Canadian Corps organized its first 

trench raid. The Canadians, wanting to know what lay behind the German wire, 

decided to go and take a look. Paul Villiers, an officer in the 3rd Brigade at the 

time, when writing in his diary-memoir, had this to say about the decision to make 

that first raid: 

Curiosity as to what lay beyond [no man's land], grew. The Bgder 
(Brigadier Gen A.W. Currie) used to examine his patrols reports 
every morning, and one old scout suggested that it was his belief 
that the Bosch [Germans] had either given up that part of the line 
owing to the wet, or were holding it very lightly. Any way 'he 
would like to get across and see.' They [the brigade officers] all 



looked at him in amazement, then at one another, and said 'Why 
Not7[?] And a scheme was drawn up.' 

Such aggressiveness and the need to know drove the Canadian intelligence service 

onwards. Interestingly, laids for the purpose of gaining information devoured a 

great deal of intelligence themselves in their planning stages, reflecting the corps' 

desire to prepare thoroughly for all operations no matter how small. 

By the time the Canadians next saw significant fighting, in Apnl 19 16, 

battalions and brigades had their own intelligence sections in place. Unfortunately, 

some commands were still too inexperienced in their use, and at St. Eloi failed to 

extract the maximum benefit f?om them. Absentee intelligence officers had not been 

replaced, and scouts, exhausted from carrying out both s c o u ~ g  and non-scouting 

duties, provided little concrete information. When combined with the abominable 

conditions the Canadians faced and the fact that most of the men were facing their 

first major test under fire, their poor showing is not surprising. Without reliable 

commuuications and a well adjusted intelligence organization, rear area 

commanders were left in the dark about events at the fiont, and had no idea where 

their troops were located. 

At Mount Sorrel, once the Canadians recovered fiom their initial defeat, 

intelligence work began to improve. Planning for the counter attack on June 

thirteenth was intense, and based on a thorough appreciation of the available 

intelligence. Artillery blasted the Germans out of their trenches, which allowed the 

NAC, M.G. 30 E236 (Villiers Papers) Vol. 4. Diary entry November 17, 19 15. 
I suspect that this diary was corrected after the war, and is more of a memoir. For 
example, Villiers wrote on occasion: 'T remember how . - .", people who write 
diaries don't tend to say "I remember," they just write down what happened. Also, 
with this particular quotation, Villiers names the wrong brigadier. Clnrie was in 
command of the 2nd Brigade at one point, but by the time of the November raid 
Currie had moved on to command the 1st Division. The 2nd Brigade was then 
under Brigadier Lipsett The g e n d  line of Villiers' story is probably correct; the 
'old scout's' desire to go see what lay beyond sounds Like something a scout would 
want to do. Neither did he embellish the story or supply the scout's name, and 
this, I think, lends credence to his entry. 



Canadians to retake the ground lost two weeks earlier. But at Mount Sorrel, and 

later at the Somme, enemy guns proved the main killer of troops, and stopper of 

assaults. Intelligence and gunnery techniques were simply inadequate at this time 

when it m e  to silencing enemy batteries. By the time the Somme had ended, 

though, sound ranging, aerid reconnaissance, and flash spotting had evolved to 

such a state of proficiency that hostile batteries could be found and targeted. This 

ushered in a new phase in the intelligence war, as counter battery Ere and artillery 

work came to dominate planning. This represented a major shift for intelligence 

work, as the needs of the gunners now had to be considered far more than 

previously, for the artillery was now the dominant arm. To aid the artillery 

intelligence effort, and to increase the flexibility of artillery action, the Counter 

Battery Office was created. This office received nearly every scrap of information 

collected across the fiont, compiled it, stored it, and studied it in order to find ways 

of defeating the enemy's guns. It was also closely tied to corps headquarters, 

thereby increasing the agility of that command's response to events at the f?ont. 

The Canadians used artillery profusely in each of the actions it waged in 

1917: Vimy Ridge, Hill 70, and Passchendaele. At Vimy, for example, the 

artillery put to use finely tuned plans, timed to the minute. Every German trench, 

every known hostile battery, and every known strong point, forming up point, 

route of approach, observation post, and command centre was targeted for 

elimination or neutralization. The infantry conformed to the artillery's plan, and the 

whole arranged to such a degree of precision that luck played little part in the action, 

while chaos was reduced to a manageable measure, as the movement of both guns 

and men were predetermined. Chaos reined amongst the German defenders, 

however, encouraged by the hail of steel pounding their positions into pulp. 

Intelligence was vital to this battle winning prescription, for nearly all movements 

and decisions were pre-calculated. As such, the intelligence war during 19 1 7 was 



monumental, even when compared to the Canadian counter attack at Mount Sorrel 

in 19 16. Battles were planned over weeks and months. Study and more study was 

the hahark of Canadian actions. At Passchendaele, teams of Canadians visited 

and lived with the commands they were to replace in the lines weeks in advance of 

the scheduled relief in order to become as familiar as possible with the current 

situation. So in tune were the Canadians at the time of the relief that when the main 

body of troops arrived they knew exactly what they were getting into. There would 

be no more St, Eloi fiascoes facing the corps if the Canadians could help it. 

Once battles opened up in 1918, the Canadian battle winning formula 

required some adjustments. These they got down to making once the initial threat 

of a German offensive against them passed. Training for the day when they would 

attack was intensive, as the Canadians rehearsed the requirements of the all-ms, 

open, mobile battle. With such battles even greater flexibility was called for, as the 

fluidity of German defences made them harder to pin down. Precision planning, 

while still the ideal, became less rigid, And while the Canadians stilled amassed 

mountains of information in the days prior to au attack, the depth of the defence, 

and the limited time available in which to amass intelligence, ensured that more of 

the German defences were unknown on the day of advance than was the case 

during static trench warfare. This, however, was no longer seen as the 

insurmountable problem it had been in earlier years. The Canadians were confident 

that they would find any undisclosed enemy batteries once actions were underway, 

thanks to the efforts of the RAF, FOOs and other ground observers. Improved 

gunnery technique guaranteed that they were quickly silenced. Meanwhile, 

unanticipated dif£iculties facing the infantry in the form of previously undisclosed 

Gexman machine guns and other strong points were smashed by the rolling barrage. 

Failing this, improved tactics, based on the principles of fke and movement, 

encouraged the men on the ground to press home the attack and solve problems for 



themselves if support was not immediately available from nearby tanks, machine 

guns, or mortars. Throughout each action of the iOO Days, intelligence specialists 

worked to keep commanders informed of events at the front in order that they might 

fine-tune the bombardments, take advantage of targets of opportunity, and commit 

their reserves at opportune times. Again, flexiiility was vital, and it was 

intelligence that greased the wheels of command. By the time the war ended, the 

intelligence system could and did switch back and forth between static and open 

warfare with relative ease, and allowed the corps to function under either 

circumstance. Corps momentum during the final advance was maintained, at least 

in part, because corps command was almost always aware of events along its front. 

The Canadian Corps, thanks to its intelligence organization, was never in the dark 

for long. 



A~~endix  One' 

Senior Corns Intelligence Officers, GS02Os 

L t  Col, C.H. Mitchell 

Lt. Col. J.L.R. Parsons 

Lt. Col. W.R Bertram 

Major T.M. McAvity 

Lt. Col. AA.  Magee 

Sqt- 1915 - Oct. 1916 

Oct- 1916 - June 1917 

June 1917 - Nov. 1917 

NOV. 1917 - Oct. 1918 

OCL 1918 - 1919 

NAC, R.G. 24, Vol. 1886, Folder 82; Also SI. Elliot, Scarlet to Green. A History of 
Intelligence in the Gmarflrm A m y  I903 - 1963 (Toronto: Canadian Intelligence and 
Security Association, 198 I), 595 - 596. 
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