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Abstract

Since the end of the Second World War the relative performance between the
Allied and German Army during the North West European Campaign has become the
subject of extended debate. In almost every instance, however, academics have preferred
to determine conclusions without extensive examination of the soldier’s experience. This
thesis is an attempt to help redress this discrepancy. Through the experiences of Canloan
officers serving with the Second British Army, it is evident that the tactical reality was
often more complex than has been accepted. This is illuminated through the fact that the
conditions of service both prior and after deployment into a theatre of operations served
as parameters that predetermined the level of tactical and operational success possible.
The Allies found that they could not deploy their armour in the same roles as the enemy
and were forced into more cautionary roles. In the defensive, the Allies began to rely on
those weapons that offered to redress the imbalance, the predominant one being artiliery.
Even with these measures the rate of attrition among the infantry battalions still remained
high creating difficulties in maintaining all forms of traditional regimental leadership.
The Canloans, and the men they led into battle, did overcome these hindrances and
continued to fight both effectively and successfully. This thesis will also look at the
Canloan Program itself and its volunteers in order to help establish the necessary

background for the second half of the paper.
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Preface

The primary purpose of this thesis is to examine the experience of the men
serving in British infantry battalions during the campaign to liberate North West Europe.
The thesis is grounded in a careful study of both the secondary and primary sources
including battalion war diaries, but the major original contribution of the thesis is the use
of a series of interviews and questionnaires obtained from junior officers who served in
the campaign. These officers, who joined their battalions either shortly before or during
the campaign, constitute a unique group of observers. As Canloan officers they were
initially distanced both from fellow officers and the men they commanded. Their
experiences and opinions offer an insight into many of the questions which continue to
preoccupy historians of the campaign. The secondary purpose of the thesis is to explore
the experience of the Canloan officers from recruitment through to combat. This would
compliment and extend the overview presented by Wilfrid Smith in his 1992 book;

Codeword Canloan.'

More importantly this thesis will attempt establish some new parameters in the

historiographical debate about the performance of the Second British Army during the
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North West European Campaign of 1944 - 1945. This issue has resurfaced since the end
of the war and has in the last decades shifted focus. With the opening of the British
archives in the 1960s scholars have become decidedly critical of the British Army in the
final stages of the war. Most of this criticism, however, has shifted away from the fild
commanders and has begun to focus on the rank and file. From various reports and
assessments drawn up during the war, authors such as David Montgomery (the Field
Marshal’s son), Richard Lamb and Carlo D’Este have developed arguments supporting
this line of thought.” In each instance they refer to the lack of aggression inherent to the
British soldier and his general lack of willingness to close with the enemy. The main
support drawn for theses assertions are negative intelligence reports and an uncompleted
report drawn up by an observer of one of the British formations fighting in Normazdy. As
a veteran of North Africa and Crete, Brigadier James Hargest served as a semi-official
observer with the 50® British Division from D-Day to July 1944. His report, written from
the perspective of an New Zealander, suggested that British troops lacked the toughness
and commitment of men from the Dominions and would only advance when forced to do
50 by their officers.” What these historians and others as well fail to address though is the
fact that Hargest is not unanimously negative throughout and he did not live to see the
successful outcome of the campaign from which he would have drawn firmer

conclusions. There are also problems with the other main source, the intelligence reports.

| Wilfrid Smith, Codeword Canloan, (Toronto: Dundern Press, 1992).
? Richard Lamb, Monty in Europe 1943 - 45, (London: Buchan & Enright Publishers, 1983)106, David
Montgomery and Alistair Horne, The Lonely Leader Monty 1944 - 1945, (London: Macmillan, 1994)185,
and Carlo D’Este Decision in Normandy, (London: Pan, 1984)158.

 PRO /WO CAB, 106 / 1060 123980. “Hargest Report” 13.
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German intelligence reports, captured during the campaign or acquired after the
war, added to the weight of evidence against the Allied soldier. The most frequently cited
such document is a report from Panzer Lehr Division which states, “The morale of the
British infantry is not very great... the enemy is extraordinarily nervous of close combat.
Whenever the enemy infantry is energetically engaged thev mostly retreat or surrender.”™

As David French has argued in his recent study of the morale of Second British
Army, “...such evidence suffers from multiple flaws.™ German intelligence officers, like
their Allied counterparts had two roles, one was to provide information to staff officers
and commanders; the other was to maintain the morale of their troops. This often meant
providing disparaging comments about the enemy. Professor French also notes that the
Hargest report deals with only one division during a brief period in which the fighting
was at its most intense. Hargest did not live to witness the culmination of the battle as he
was killed in July while visiting the forward area of the battlefield. French might have
added that the Hargest Report was inconsistent and offered lavish praise of some
formations, especially the 49® Division.

French is properly critical of the way in which historians have relied upon a few
questionable sources and avoided careful study of what actually happened in combat. The
argument of this thesis parallels and extends this approach to the campaign. This study of
combat, through the eyes of Canloan officers, demonstrates that the issues of
effectiveness and morale are far more complex than the existing secondary sources

would allow. This is based on the acceptance that the physical and external factors such

* See Carlo D’Este, Decision in Normandy, (New York: E.P. Dutton Inc., 1983) 163.
’ David French’s “Tommy is no Soldier: The Morale of the Second British Army in Normandy, June -

August 1944” The Journal of Strategic Studies, 19.4 (December 1996): 155.



as actually witnessed in combat place strong inhibitors on the level of tactical and
strategic success attainable. When the reality of the fighting experienced is understood it
becomes readily apparent that the British soldier, like his counterpart in other armies,
could be effective in some situations and ineffective in others. Undeniably his morale
varied as the battle evolved and were influenced by both internal events such as fear, but
the geneses of that fear has to be understood before any generalities can even be
attempted. He responded well to good leadership and poorly to bad. The thesis
demonstrates the complexity of the issues, but it concludes that the battalions of the
British Liberation Army adapted with skill and flexibility to the limitations of their
weapons and the burden of having to repeatedly attack an entrenched enemy.

The thesis begins with an examination of the origins and implementation of the
Canloan Program. The second chapter describes the process of incorporating Canloans
into the British regimental system and suggests that the system was far more open and
flexible than is alleged by those who assert that ineffectiveness was linked to the “tribal™
character of the regimental system.® Chapter three attempts to portray the character of the
battlefield in North West Europe and the insight Canloan officers provide about the
attritional pattern of the struggle. Chapter four focuses on the weapons and weapon
systems employed by both sides and uses Canloan interviews to shed further light on this
important aspect of the war. The brief conclusion refiects on what has been learned and

on questions for further research.

¢ See Dominick Graham, “Fighting in North West Europe 1944 - 1945” in On Infantry, John English and
Bruce I. Gudmundson, ed., (Westport: Praeger, 1994) 154. Anthony Kellett, “The Soldier in Battle” in
Psychological Dimensions in War, Betty Glad ed., (London: Sage Publications, 1990) and Williamson
Murray, “British Military Effectiveness in the Second World War” in Military Effectiveness, v. IIl. AlanR.
Millett and Williamson Murray ed., (Boston: Allen and Unwin, 1988).



Chapter One

To the Colours

With the outbreak of the Second World War, Great Britain was forced to accept
that it required the full commitment of the Commonwealth and Empire in order to meet
its global commitments. The minimum force required was projected at fifty-five
divisions, but even this was shown to be optimistic within the first vear of the war and
had to be scaled back.” The British Government was quick to convert and prepare its
economy and citizens for war when it enacted a series of four laws in 1939. These laws
enabled the government to register, classify and conscript men and women and allowed
for the immediate deplovment of a portion of Britain’s peacetime army to France. As
there existed little in the way of an immediate material or manpower reserve, these laws,
more importantly, served to develop the necessary apparatus to create one within six to
eight months® These initial British war efforts, however, were almost completely

negated in 1940 with the disastrous spring campaign and withdrawal from France.

7 This was not an optimistic figure as the British Army Overseas has reached this level briefly in 1916 with
the development of the Kitchener Army and the raising of troops among colonies such as Africa and India.
Corelli Barnett, Britzin and Her Army 1509 - 1970, New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc., 1970)
427

® The four acts were the Armed Forces Act, National Service Act, Military and Air Forces Act, and the
National Registration Act. FW. Perry, The Commonweaith Armies, (Manchester: Manchester University




Hindered by the subsequent threat of invasion, long term strategic planning was
sacrificed to meet immediate defence needs. Britain’s reverses in Cyrenaica, Greece, and
Crete, throughout 1941 culminated with the surrender of seventy thousand troops in
Singapore in early 1942.° These losses only compounded Britain’s military problems and
served to further drain what remained of a potential strategic reserve the military could
develop. Although the Allies had wrestled the strategic initiative from the Axis by early
1943, Britain was in no position to immediately capitalise upon it. As it was, Great
Britain already had ninety-four out of every one hundred males already in uniform or
performing essential war work.'® As the Allies prepared to open the second front, the
British were faced with the conundrum of meeting military commitments in other
theatres while concurrently building up an adequate invasion force on the home islands.
Such was the nature of these commitments that in the year leading up to the opening of
the second front, the Eighth British Army in Italy suffered twenty thousand casualties
from illness alone."'

The War Office was therefore compelled to use what remained of the strategic
reserve for the “knockout blow” against Nazi Germany. The units comprising the nucleus of
the Second British Army (subsequently re-titled the British Liberation Army or BLA) were

by no means in fighting trim in 1943. Of the twelve divisions making up the Second British

Press, 1988) 50 - 51.

® Barnert, 447. The British suffered twelve thousand casualties in Greece and a further twelve thousand in
Crete. In Africa the British lost all the territory taken in the previous months at the cost of almost eighty
thousand troops. The only positive element in all of this was the demial of the strategic port of Torbruk
which withheld the combined efforts of the German Africa Corps for eight months. James L. Stokesbury, A
Short History of World War Two, (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1980) 145 - 146.

0 This ratio represents almost 2.3 million men in uniform spread over the Empire and therefore not readily
available. Barnett, 441.

'! Between September 1943 and March 1944, total casualties in Italy were forty-six thousand for which only
twenty-three thousand reinforcements were sent to replace these losses. Perry, 70.



Ammy, the majority were Termritorial divisions which had been emploved as static defence
formations since they were raised. Many of the fittest soldiers within these units had been
previously diverted into reinforcement units for deplovment overseas and therefore required
personnel to bring them up to strength before they could be placed into a theatre of
operations.'? It was also decided to compensate for the inexperience of these formations by
returning four seasoned divisions from the Mediterranean Theatre. They too required
reinforcements to bring them up to strength upon their return to England.

Faced with the necessity of rebuilding these divisions, the British government had
to renew its efforts to obtain more men to fill the rank and file of these formations.
Rather than accepting that it might have to scale back its global commitments or disband
existing formations, it was decided to lower the service requirements and transfer surplus
personnel from the other two services.'* Through the lowering of general service
standards, the British High Command was able to conscript previously exempted
individuals, but this created new problems. The new soldiers had lower test scores in
intelligence and aptitude than previous waves of recruits and psychologists indicated that
these recruits might find it difficult to adjust to military life or the rigours of combat."’
While enough enlisted men were eventually found through this process, there still remained a

critical shortage of junior officers.'® One solution to this was the Canloan Program.

? Stephan Wood, The Scottish Soldier (Manchester: Archive Publication Limited, 1987) 124.
** David Fraser, And We Will Shock Them , (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1983) 13.

™ In May of 1944 the first 1500 of 26,500 RAF personnel were returned to training centres to be retrained
as infantrymen. See Millett, Military Effectiveness v. IT1, 100.

** In his post war assessment of psychiatry and personnel selection, Ahrenfeldt stated that he recognised the
potential breakdown of these recruits. He stressed that soldiers between eighteen and twenty-two years old
neede o be integrated fully before combat or they would break down with alarming frequency. Robert H.
Ahrerf-- dt, Psychiatry in the British Army in the Second World War, (New York: Columbia University,
1958) 214.

' The British hoped to take on strength one thousand Canadian officers and place them immediately within




In contrast to the British dilemma, the Canadian Army at the same moment was
experiencing what it believed was an abundant surplus of manpower, especially in
officers. This optimism was based in part on the fact that the Canadian Army in Sicily
and Italy had only suffered a casualty rate of just 13% of the total number of Canadians
deploved.'” In the misguided belief that this casualty rate would remain it was decided
that it would be feasible to aid an ally with the Canadian officer surplus. With the
reinforcement pool of infantry officers projected to be over one thousand by the end of
1943, a loan of commissioned officers was the most logical first step. '

Although the exact date when the British Army was approached with the offer is
unknown, it is evident that the Canadians were the party to initiate discussions. The first
serious discussion about the possibility of a loan is described in a document submitted by
Major A.B. MacLaren who became the liaison officer for the program. In his
recollections of the genesis of the exchange, MacLaren asserted that it was General
Letson, the Canadian Adjutant General who met with the British Adjutant General, Sir
Ronald Adam and the British Deputy of Organisation, Major General F. Hare on October
9, 1943."° The date of this meeting may be mistaken as it contradicts the date referred to
in a memoranda dated December 4, 1943 which was a brief from Letson to General

Stuart, the Chief of General Staff. This memoranda referred to his meeting with both

the units of the Second British Army. With a minimum of fifteen junior officers per infantry battalion this
would equate to supplying almost sixty-seven battalions or seven divisions.

'* The total number deployed was 75,824 personnel. Of the nine thousand casualties, only two thousand one
hundred and nineteen were fatal. Against these figure it should also be stated that total officer casualties
throughout 1943 were seventeen hundred and sevemteen killed wounded or missing. Undeniably though,
these casualties were almost exclusively borne by the infantry. C.P. Stacey, The Canadian Army 1939 -
1945 (Ottawa: The King’s Printer, 1948) 127 and 525.

'® NAC MG 30 E96, vol. 10015, file 31. “Memoranda from Roome to V.A.G. on the Production of
Cfficers.” December 06, 1943. Total officer casualties throughout 1943 were 1,717 killed wounded or

missing. See Stacey, The Canadian Army, 525.



Hare and Sir Adam on November 1 to confirm the desire for the exchange, and to
establish the working parameters of the loan. The following points discussed in this
meeting became the working framework for the program:

- Officers of the Canadian Infantry Corps and RCASC who volunteer for such
service may be placed on a loan to the British Army.

- They may be withdrawn from loan for continuance of their service with the
Canadian Army should they be required.

- Canada will continue to be responsible for pay and allowances and pensions.

- Promotions mayv be carried out while on such loan service on the
recommendation of the British Army approved by the appropriate Canadian
authority.

- Service shall be restricted to European and Middle East Zones only in order to
facilitate withdrawal if returned [required sic] to return.

- In general officers of the rank of Lieut shall be permitted to volunteer but a
proportion of Capts (1 to 8 Lieuts) also shall be permitted.

- The British Army will accept the officers of the Cdn Army approved for the loan
by the Cdn authority without question.

- Any officer proved to be unstable will be returned to his service with the Cdn
Army 2

In the memoranda, Letson stated that two hundred infantry and one hundred
RCASC officers were available from overseas with twelve thousand infantrv and service
corps officers available within Canada.?' Subsequently, this figure was to lead to some
confusion as the Canadian military intermittently offered a figure of fifteen hundred and
two thousand to the British. The confusion was to continue at the next meeting on
February 4, 1944 as the figure of two thousand was still being used as the working
number without any comment or correction by the Canadian delegation.**

In his opening comments, the chair of the meeting, Brigadier E H.A.J. O’Donnell

expressed his gratitude on behalf of the British government for the exchange and

” NAC vol. 10015, Report/1/3. “Interview with Major A_.B. MacLaren DAAG(L)" August 23, 1945.
% NAC vol. 10015, 1/Loan Pers/1/2. “Memoranda from Letson to Stuart.” December 4, 1943.
*I NAC RG 24, vol. 10015. 1/Loan Pers/1/2 “Memoranda from Letson to Stuart.” December 4, 1943.
= RG 24, vol. 10015, 9/loan/6. “Minutes of Meeting held at Hobart House.” February 4, 1944
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reaffirmed that the British were willing to accept two thousand officers. Surprisingly, this
number was confirmed without comment or clarification by the leader of the Canadian
delegation, Brigadier C.S. Booth from CMHQ (Canadian Military Headquarters) in
London. In the same meeting the British DDMP, Colonel C.C. Adams, asked if the first
flight of officers could arrive before the first week of March as the British were in
desperate need of one thousand infantry officers. He stated that infantry were the higher
priority as the requirement for Service Corps officers was not as pressing.>
As late as February 21, the British indicated that they were still preparing to
accept two thousand officers without any contrary comment from the Canadian military.
In a memoranda from the War Office to CMHQ, the British stated that it was their
intention to integrate one thousand officers immediately into the infantry battalions with
the remaining one thousand to be deployed by the end of June.?* It was not until March 7,
that the Canadian military finally began to readjust its figures and establish the actual
numbers they were able to offer. In response to the British memoranda, a reply was
drawn up by Major General Montegue, stating somewhat ambiguously, that the Canadian
Army could now only provide fourteen hundred and fifty infantry and fifty Service Corps
officers. It remains unclear whether or not the Canadian military was attempting to recant
on its initial commitment of two thousand, or whether they were trying to clarify a simple
misunderstanding.
The volunteer officers of the Cdn Inf Corps and such other
Corps as may in future be required and available will be

loaned to the British Army in numbers up to the presently
authorised limit of 1,500. In regard to the suggestion made

B RG 24, vol. 10015, S/loan/6. “Minutes of Meeting held at Hobart House.” February 4, 1944
* RG 24, vol. 10015, 9/loan/6. “Memoranda from Under-Secretary of State to the Senior Officer at

CMHQ” March 7, 1944.
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in earlier discussions that the number available would be
2,000, we are now informed at this time for an additional
500 officers and there is also some doubt as to whether
volunteers for this additional number could be secured.”

While the numbers were being discussed between the British and Canadian
delegates, the Canadian Army initiated a training plan for the Canloan Program. On
Februarv 10, Colonel R.S. Carey from the office of the Directorate of Personnel
submitted a regional quota system and training syllabus to the Adjutant General. The
quotas assigned and training proposed was developed with an emphasis on meeting the
British request for two hundred and fifty infantry officers shipped every two weeks. To
meet this deadline it was accepted that the training provided for the Canloans at SOTC
(Special Officer Training Centre) Sussex, New Brunswick would have to be rudimentary
and some officers would need supplemental training before deployment overseas. “...1t is
pointed out that reinforcement officers trained in Canada cannot be considered suitable
for the field as any training received can only be considered theoretical since it is
generally impossible to give them necessary practical man management and leadership
training in units in this country.”*® With the system in place, the authorisation to recruit
was given and four days later the program was formally announced in Parliament by J.L.
Ralston on February 16, 1944.”7 The response was not as heartening as it was hoped.

Although districts such as MD 2 (Toronto), MD 3 (Kingston), and Camp Borden
all met their quotas immediately and waiting lists of volunteers were created, other
districts had difficulties meeting their goals. Disappointingly, MD 1 (London), MD 6

(Halifax), and MD 10 (Winnipeg) were only able to meet half of their quotas, while MD

2 RG 24, vol. 10015, 9/loan/6. “Memoranda from Montegue to Under Secretary of State.” March 8, 1944.
% Smith, Codeword Canloan, 10.



5 (Quebec City) garnered just three volunteers.”® Nonetheless, three hundred officers
eventually stepped forward and the first quota was filled after two weeks.

As the number of volunteers coming forward were analysed, the National
Defence Headquarters realised that new recruiting measures were necessary for the
second quota required in late February. On March 3, it was decided to open the program
to volunteers outside of the home divisions and Canadian Infantry Corps. The program
was first opened to qualified infantrv personnel posted to the National Defence
Headquarters and subsequently, on March 9, to non infantry personnel; especially
officers in the various, coastal artillery, anti aircraft units, and service corps personnel.”
The participation of non infantry officers in the Canloan scheme was dependent upon one
condition; that they willingly return to the officers training facility at Brockville for
further training to qualify as infantry officers. While this increased the number of
volunteers stepping forward, it still failed to provide enough to keep up with the
timetable projections required by the British.

At this point it was decided to increase awareness and a publicity campaign was
initiated to re-canvass for volunteers in the Canadian Infantry Corps. The two measures
taken included the publication of a widely distributed pamphlet, as well as personal talks
by British officers as to the merits of the program. Both measures were to overcome what
the Canadian authorities perceived to be the misunderstanding undermining the
willingness of volunteers to step forward. In 2 memoranda drawn up on March 1,

Brigadier Topp raised the idea that perhaps potential volunteers were reluctant to step

*7 Government of Canada, House of Commons Debates, Hon. J.L. Ralston, February 16, 1944.

22 Smnith, Codeword Canloan, 20.
» Smith, Codeword Canloan, 22.



forward because of apprehensions about service with the British Army. This was based
upon some of the comments made by CITC (Canadian Infantry Training Centre)
Commandants and the recruiting boards; “The Board finds it difficult to understand why
so few officers have volunteered for this service from the quite large number here. The
Commandant of A-15 CITC states they have all been fully informed as to the conditions
of this duty but that many of them seem to lack confidence with respect to being able to
handle British personnel.™**

The new measures did have some success as the pamphlet led a large number,
including Donald Thomson, to volunteer to escape the officer reinforcement pool. Such
was Thomson’s excitement that he kept a copy and mailed it home to his parents as a
memento. Gordon Chatterton, Francis McConaghy, René Brunelle, and Cameron Brown
were convinced to join after listening to talks by officers of the British Army.’' Even with
these efforts the numbers remained well below expectations and finally authorisation to
cease recruitment was given on March 10, 1944.%2 In the end only six hundred and
twenty-three volunteers were obtained and dispatched to Sussex or to Brockville out of
the fourteen hundred and fifty infantry officers believed available.

Initial returns of volunteers appeared promising as infantry officers joined up with
little urging, but the enthusiasm did not carry through every district or through every
branch open to the program. While infantry officers appeared less reluctant, the response

from RCASC units were disheartening. The reluctance to volunteer for the program was

30 Smith, Codeword Canloan, 21.
31 See Gordon Chatterton, Personal Interview, November 4, 1996, Francis McConaghy, Personal Interview.

August 31, 1995, Cameron Brown, Personal Interview. December 13, 1996. René Brunelle Survey, NAC
MG31 ES6 vol. 31 file 2. “CANLOAN history questionnaire - Responses, A-D.”
*2 Smith, Codeword Canloan, 25.
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noticed by the recruiters during the opening stages as returns with the names of
volunteers were submitted by the various districts; “MD 13: A Shameful response from
the RCASC. It would seem that ‘they are quite content to remain here knowing there is
no call for reinforcements in their branch’ MD 6: ‘Enclosing 48 acknowledgements but
future possibilities remote as RCASC not interested.™’

This apprehension was also recalled by one Canloan who did volunteer for the
program. As a service corps officer at the Halifax Dockyard, one of Jimmy Carson’s
responsibilities was to oversee the necessary preparations for ships heading to Great
Britain. In this capacity, Carson was approached by a few of his fellow officers who
discreetly inquired whether or not he would be willing to load their kit bags onto the next
ship going overseas. When challenged as to the purpose for this they confessed that it was
their intention to stow away until the ship was part of a convoy and unable to turn back.
In no short words, Carson refused to participate but was willing to let the AWOL aspect
of their actions be disregarded. With this the matter was dropped and forgotten.™

A few weeks later, while on temporary assignment in New Brunswick, Carson
heard that the Canloan Program was now open to RCASC officers and presumed this was
his chance to get overseas. Figuring that his fellow officers would also be clamouring to
sign on for the program, he phoned his adjutant to ask if he could reserve a slot for him
until he returned to Halifax. In an amused tone, he was assured that there was no problem
and that there would be a position awaiting his return. Upon his return he signed up and
immediately sought the same officers who a few weeks previously were willing to go

AWOL to get to Great Britain. He was shocked into silence when the same officers

33 Smith, Codeword Canloan, 24.



questioned his sanity for his willingness to retrain as an infantry officer. As it was, within
a few days of his meeting Carson left with only six other candidates for retraining at
Brockville.”” This same attitude was also expressed among coastal artillery officers to
Cameron Brown when he volunteered.’

Another factor that certainly did have a direct impact on the numbers of
volunteers coming forward was the problem of resistance from the commanding officers
of the battalions and brigades within the home divisions. One member of the Pictou
Highlanders tried to get overseas before 1944, but had omly succeeded in being
transferred out of the unit. After almost a year away from the battalion though, John
Druhan found himself posted back to the battalion at the personal request of the
commanding officer. To prevent him from being trapped in the unit, Druhan managed to
obtain an attachment to the Pictou Highlanders rather than a direct posting which allowed
him to transfer out of the unit at any point outside of the jurisdiction of the colonel.’’
Therefore when the Canloan Program was announced, he exercised this right.

The experience of Frederick Chesham, aide de camp to the General Officer
Commanding the 6® Canadian Infantry Division, is another example of the obstacles
placed in the way of volunteers. In his capacity as the aide de camp, Chesham would
have been one of the first to hear of the Canloan Program when it was announced in early
1944 and was one of the first to volunteer. However, the General Officer Commanding

.3 .-~ h ”~~ bl L 4 ~ . b T 1 ~ T .
ihe 13" Canadian infuniry Brigade refused io allow any volunteers to step forward and

* Jimmy Carson, Personal Interview. October 28, 1996.
3% Jimmy Carson, Personal Interview. October 28, 1996.

3 Cameron Brown, Personal Interview. December 13, 1996.

%" John Druhan, Personal Interview. September 9, 1995. Every Canloan interviewed that had gone active
with the Pictou Highlanders all stated that the colonel and senior officers were older veterans from the first
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attempted to suppress the knowledge of the program. Apparently confronted with a mass
enlistment for the program from all of his units, the commander instead submitted two
names after a raffle of all those wanting to go.3 ® Despite the reluctance of some and the
obstruction of others, those able to sign the initial forms found themselves quickly en
route for the last stage before going overseas.

Once all the volunteers arrived in Sussex the diversity of those who had
volunteered became readily apparent. Among the volunteers were those from well
established families such as Ross LeMesurier, whose father was the Dean of Law at
McGill, or Donald Oland whose family were one of the leading brewers in the Maritimes.
Mixed in with them were those like Harold Long and Walter Spencer who both finished
school at a young age and were working as labourers when the war was declared.”

In terms of education, the majority of those surveyed had received their senior
matriculation but there was also a large percentage of volunteers who had started their
university education prior to enlistment.*” Almost as common though was the percentage
of the volunteers such as Roger MacLellan who had only their junior matriculation. He,
like most within this group, saw the war as a chance for some excitement that was
impossible to obtain from a school book.

I passed my school exams for grade eleven, [but] I didn't write

provincial exams...But we weren't really interested in
education at this time; we wanted to go out and join the army.

war and tended to keep the young officers under their command.

3% Frederick Chesham Survey. NAC MG 30 E96 vol. 31 file 1. “CANLOAN history questionnaire -
Responses, A-D.”

3 Having finished school at the age of eighteen, Harold Long was working in an illegal coal mine when the
war was declared. Having grown up in a family of sixteen, Spencer also finished school at the age of
seventeen and had just started an apprenticeship in a printing shop when he volunteered CASF in 1942.
Harold Long, Personal Interview. July 25, 1995. Walter Spencer, Personal Interview. November 15, 1996.

0 Of the Canloans surveyed 36.4% had finished their senjor matriculation and 24.6% had started their
education at university.
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So when we wrote them [school exams] the two of us were

talking about it afterwards. I said; ‘I don't think I passed them.

I didn't do any good at them’ and the other fella said; ‘I didn't

do any good at them either’, so we said let's go join up. So

anyway, that's how it got started *'
This was by no means an exclusive motive for those in high school as Ross LeMesurier
recalls. He joined up in April 1942, just before he was supposed to write the Spring
exams at McGill University. He, as had many others at the university, had the same
motivation for enlistment: “The plan was to get in so when vou came back vou’d get
credit for your year. We attended a certain amount of lectures, but it wasn’t really that
effective of a academic year.”™ Not all of the Canloans were students when they
volunteered for CASF. Some, such as Albert Graves and Robert Howlett, had finished
their schooling and were working to build a career during the Depression.** Others such
as Donald Diplock and Alastair McLennan had completed their university education and
were pursuing their respective professions as a lawyer and as an executive.*

Perhaps the only common thread for the Canloans was their lack of military
experience prior to arriving at Sussex in the Spring of 1944. While some of those
surveved had served in the Cadet Corps (3.4 %), the Militia (20.9 %) or COTCs
(Canadian Officer Training Corps) (14.9 %), most had no military experience prior to

enlistment for active service.*

*! Roger MacLellan, Personal Interview. July 25, 1995.
*? Ross LeMesurier, Personal Interview. October 27, 1996.

> Albert Graves finished schooling at the age of sixteen while Robert Howlett had finished in grade eight
and was working as a house painter full time while finishing his schooling at night and through
correspondence. See Albert Graves and Robert Howlett survey. Both located NAC MG 31 E96 vol. 31 file
3. “CANLOAN history questionnaire - Responses, E-K.”

* From those surveyed, approximately 11.9% of Canloans had completed their university education.

* Of the volunteers 17.6% of those surveyed and interviewed stated that they had no previous military

experience.
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Perhaps one of the most unique volunteers was C. Vincent Lilley who joined the
permanent force in 1932 and spent two years with the PP.C.L.I. before seeking
excitement elsewhere. Travelling to Great Britain to serve with the Loval (North
Lancashire) Regiment, he shortly afterwards applied for an officer candidacy. Due to the
prohibitive expense of a peacetime commission Lilley’s application was refused, and he
opted to remain in the ranks and transfer to the Orient where the pay was marginally
better.*® Over the next six years, Lilley rose to the rank of RSM before being returned to
England in 1942 due to an illness. In England he encountered his old Militia regiment
(Loyal Edmonton Regiment) and was convinced to transfer to Canadian control. His stay
with the battalion was cut short as his transfer fell through and was returned to Canada to
receive his commission. Once back in Canada he found that he could not escape from the
reinforcement pool and saw, as did many others, the Canloan Program as a means to get
overseas.*’

The impetus for many to volunteer for the Canloan Program was very much in
line with that of Lilley. Through the practice of returning soldiers from overseas to
receive their commissions some Canloans became trapped in the morass of the
reinforcement pool and were unable to return to their units in Great Britain. For some
like Robert Jackson there were also added incentives. Having been overseas with the
Royal Hamilton Light Infantry, he had been returned to Canada for a commission in 1943

and found it impossible to return. While wanting to return to his unit was certainly a

* It has to be also mentioned that it was not until 1928 that the first enlisted man was allowed entrance into
Sandhurst. As such, by the time of Lilley’s application, entrance of rankers into the school would have been
rare. See Michael Yardley, Sandhurst A Documentary, (London: Harrap, 1987) 63.

*7 Vincent Lilley Survey, NAC MG 30 E 96 v. 31, file 6. “CANLOAN history questionnaire - Responses, L-
P~
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motive, a more pressing one for this voung man was the fact that there was also a woman
in England he intended to marry.*® Another group of Canloans wishing to get overseas
were those who had participated in the raid at Dieppe. Each of the seven Canloans of this
group had been decorated either with the DCM or the MM, and so knew what lay
ahead.** The majority though, had neither combat nor overseas experience and so
regarded the Canloan Program as the simplest means to fulfil their desire for action.

Many of those not in the infantry reinforcement stream also had a strong desire to
get overseas. For Gerald Hatchette, the motivation for overseas duty was to get away
from the boredom of the coastal artillerv. Having volunteered for the CASF (Canadian
Active Service Force) in 1942, he had spent almost a full vear in Louisbourg guarding the
St. Lawrence Seaway before volunteering for the Canloan Program. The tedium of
incessant bad weather, poor equipment, and even poorer social opportunities made the
Canloan program all the more appealing.”

For others trapped in the home divisions, the influx of large numbers of NRMA
personnel (National Resources Mobilisation Act or ‘R’ Recruits) or Zombies, was the
final straw. For those such as Ralph Russell and Roger MacLellan the arrival of NRMA’s
into the Pictou Highlanders were seen as a bad omen as it was a definitive sign that the
unit was destined to remain a home guard battalion. Any officer caught in these units was

faced with little prospect of going overseas or even obtaining a transfer out of the unit.”’

*® Robert Jackson, Personal Interview. October 30, 1996.
* Smith, Codeword Canloan, 17.

% In his first attempt at firing the two guns at the station, one cracked its base upon firing and was non
serviceable for most of the rest of the year. The only source of recreation were dances located at the small
community of Mulgrave which was shared with the infantry garrison which resulted in numerous scuffies
between artillery and infantry soldiers. Gerald Hatchette, Personal Interview. September 9, 1995.

5! Both Canloans stated that the ‘R’ recruits would often refuse to parade or train. Ralph Russell, Personal
Interview. September 20, 1995. Roger MacLellan, Personal Interview. July 25, 1995.



Whatever their individual motives, the Canloans tended to enlist in at least twos
or threes although there were mass enrolments on more than one occasion. The largest
group came from the Pictou Highlanders where seventeen of the battalion’s officers
descended upon the adjutant and signed up en mass. Faced with this, the adjutant simply
passed all of the names up the chain of command with the expectation that thev would
choose how many thev needed. To his consternation, however, all seventeen were chosen
and ordered to move to the Special Officer Training Centre (SOTC) Sussex immediatelv.

Designed to serve as a refresher course and a means to test the candidacy of the
volunteers for the program, it was placed under the command of Brigadier Milton Gregg
VC, MC. Having previously been the Commandant at each of the OTC’s, as well as the
Battle Drill School in Vemnon British Columbzia, it would have been difficult to find
another officer who had better qualifications to adjudicate the group or the patience to
control their high spirit. Gregg brought with him personally selected instructors from
Vemon and the other training centres who he felt would be an asset. They agreed to come
to Sussex but placed one restriction to their participation; to be allowed to form part of
the first draft of volunteers going overseas. He acquiesced and with his staff temporarily
intact, Gregg moved to Sussex to prepare to implement the training syllabus. The
syllabus included many standard drills, lectures and TEWTSs (tactical exercise without
troops), but there were also other interesting lectures as well. Coupled with lectures on
their roles as combat leaders, the Canloans were also given lectures on the proper use of

flatware at a mess dinner and how to choose a china pattern.>”

52 See Walter Spencer, Personal Interview. November 15, 1996 and Hugh Neily, Personal Interview.
December 12, 1996.



As most of the material had beer taught to the volunteers on numerous occasions
before, the volunteers chaffed at the lectures and the individuals trving to give them. On
one occasion the volunteers took matters into their own hands when the students became
dissatisfied with the instructor and his adherence to an outdated manual. Rather than allow
another officer with combat experience to teach the lecture, the instructor replied that it
would be "Over my dead body!”. With this prompting, the students obliged him and he was
forcibly ejected from the lecture room landing at the feet of Brigadier Gregg who was
passing by. When challenged as to the purpose of this the students replied simply that they
were in the process of changing instructors. Quickly assessing the situation, Gregg’s response
was immediate; “Very good, carry on.”’

Another more high spirited incident occurred one afternoon while the volunteers
were conducting an exercise with blank ammunition. To the frustration of the instructors,
the volunteers refused to dirty their weapons by firing them during an exercise. The
exercise was called off and the officers were loaded onto trucks to return to base. In their
exuberance the officers decided to discharge their weapons out of the back of the
vehicles while passing through the town of Sussex. Naturally this caused some
consternation among the civilians and further angered the instructing staff. Leaving them,
the instructors marched off and within a short time the whole course was commanded to
move to gym where Gregg was to speak to them. Still in high spirits, the officers marched
to the gym in good order and waited for the Brigadier. In their wait one Canloan broke
ranks and decided to lead the group in a rendition of a ribald song. With his back to the

entrance, this Canloan did not notice when the Brigadier entered and he continued to sing

*3 Harold Long, Personal Interview. July 25, 1995.



until noticing that the other had stopped. The brigadier, without further comment,
commended the voung officer for his song, and stated, “But you missed a verse, I will
sing it for vou” Whereupon Brigadier Gregg continued and the Canloans sung the
chorus.>

With this the volunteers relaxed and allowed the Brnigadier to continue. He began
by stating that he accepted that they were anxious to get overseas, but there was some
things that needed to be done. He reminded them that they were going into battle and that
not evervone among them were as well trained as the rest, and it was unfair to prevent
them from learning>® This calmed the volunteers down and the number of incidents
declined as the volunteers set to training again. In any event there was little ime to get
bored again as the group was shortly broken up and placed in flights, the first of which

departed from Halifax on March 29, 1944 for Live:rpoa:»l.56

%% Collin Brown, Personal Interview. December 6, 1996.
5% Collin Brown, Personal Interview. December 6, 1996.

% Smith, Codeword Canloan, Appendix C.



Chapter Two

Settling In

As each of the flights arrived in England a pre-set administrative apparatus moved
into motion to process the Canadians as quickly as possible. Meeting the Canloans at
ports throughout Western England was a welcoming committee to greet the Canadians as
they disembarked from the ship. From the port they were immediately taken to London
and kept together in the Marvleborne Hotel where they spent their first night. The
following day they were shepherded into large side rooms in the hotel where a panel of
British soldiers awaited to assign the Canadians to their prospective units. For those with
prior experience, specific unit affiliations were sought out and pressure was intense to get
into those units. Those fresh from the OTCs, artillery and service corps units tended to
either go with a friend or to who ever seemed the most need worthy. Often in these cases
the Canadians went with units that either relatives or fnends had served in or desiring
something exciting, opted for battalions in the airbome divisions. One Canloan chose his
regiment simply because his family’s gardener had served with the regiment in the First

World War.’” Another joined a particular county regiment because his family owned a

" Frederick Chesham Survey. NAC MG 30 E96 vol. 31 file 1. “CANLOAN history questionnaire -
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potterv mill in the region and he had visited there as a child.’® Whatever their choice, the
Canadians were quickly processed and placed into groups for the afternoon journey to
their new units. While this was the standard routine for most of the Canloans, the last two
flights took another leg in their travels. For these flights, comprising predominately of the
artillery and service corps volunteers, there were additional weeks of training at Barnard
Castle, the British advance infantry training centre.

The motivation behind the additional training was to address the inadequacies
recognised by both the British and Canadian High Command before the first Canloans
were ever sent. This opinion was subsequently validated when the Canloans began to
arrive at their units after June 6.

H.Q. 2* Army make the comment that Canloan officers

who arrived in the theatre had a high degree of individual

training but apparently had had little opportunity of serving

with platoons and, consequently, their man-management

viewpoint needed adjusting on arrival with units in the line.

Experience had proven that Canloan officers who had

previously served in the Cdn. Army Overseas as N.C.Os.

had a high standard of man management.*
For many of the Canadians, the training at Barnard Castle over next few weeks was to
remain one of the highest points in their service with the British Army. This opinion was
based on the manner in which the course was taught and the lessons offered. Having just

come from the Canadian training program, many Canloans felt that thev had received

inadequate training to prepare them for the upcoming battle. Their primary concems

Responses, A-D.”
*% George Beck, Personal Interview. September 26, 1996.
*» NAC RG 24 v. 10015, 9/report/6 “Memoranda from Major MacLaren to CMHQ on his recent visit to 21

Army Group.” September 28, 1944.
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were in the area of tactics, radio work and especially weapons training.*’ The lack of
weapon training was not an uncommon complaint as it was expressed by Canadian
commanders overseas: “Infantry reinforcements in the fall of 1944 were found to have
little ‘fieldcraft sense” and less training on grenades, the submachine gun, and PIAT
(projector, infantry, antitank).”™"

Recalling his lectures on the subject in Brockville, Frederick Burd noticed the
improvement of the training received at Barnard Castle on fighting in built up areas.
Instead of lectures recited from PAM’s (Published Army Manual) in a stale classroom
setting, Burd and his fellow Canadians were issued the notes to study the day before the
subject was taught. The next day they were called into a class room where a miniature
town model was displayed and asked to verbally walk though an attack to clear the
buildings with the emphasis on theory and tactics gleaned from the previous nights notes.
At numerous points the instructors would stop the candidate and open the discussion on
the merits of the individual’s moves or plans. After this exercise the candidates were then
taken to a nearby abandoned neighbourhood and issued with live ammunition and

support weapons in order to apply the previous days lessons.®* Another subject Frederick

€ [ ewis Miller can recall that prior to arriving in England, he had only fired two magazines from the Bren
Gun and knew only the sketchiest details in how to operate, break down and clean the weapon. Lewis
Miller, Personal Interview. November 15, 1996. This was also the circumstance for Hugh Ingraham who
was also an artillery officer previously. Before arriving at Barnard Castle he had only fired one round from
the PIAT, thrown one grenade, fired two mortar rounds and fired two magazines on the Bren Gun. Hugh

Ingraham Survey.

¢! English, Failure in High Command, 70-71.

¢? Frederick Burd Survey. This type of training was also given to the ORs. After being wounded at Hill 112,
Donald Thomson was posted to a training division in Northern Ireland where he led platoons through their
advance infantry training. In particular he can recall the FIBUA training they did in a bombed out military
barracks in Belfast where the soldiers learned how to fight their way through the buildings using satchel
charges to blow in walls. Donald Thomson, Personal Interview. September 26, 1996.
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Burd can recall learning about was the tactical doctrine of the Germans and the counter

attack;

Standing on a small rise we watched while before us there

was the sound of explosions in the middle of a heavv

smoke screen, and through it emerged the victorious British

troops. But no sooner had they started to dig in then

another barrage and smoke came down from the opposite

direction, and out of the smoke the enemy appeared with

their Wehrmacht uniforms and weapons correct to the last

detail. A mere frill? Some might say so, but that particular

scene is still etched vividly in my memory over fifty years

later.®’
This was to be a lesson many Canloans were to shortly experience first hand with deadly
consequences 1n North West Europe. Even with the advanced training at Barnard Castle
there was still further training to go through for some as only the top ten on the course
were allowed to proceed back to their units. The remainder went on to training divisions
and ATCs to study practical leadership and man management.**

For those Canadians not placed on a course at Barnard Ca