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Preface 

This thesis offers an analysis of the experience of the men who served in the 4th 

Canadian Infantq Battalion from the outbreak of war in 1914 to the final weeks of the Somme 

offensive in October 1916. The research is based on the best available archival sources and is 

infomed by the most important secondary literature dealing with operations on the Western 

Front. Canadian historians have generally avoided the study of the Great War at the battalion 

level, prefemng to d t e  about generalship or operations at the Corps level.' This has lefl the 

task of writing about combat to those concemed with persona1 memoirs and anecdotal accounts 

of life at the sharp end. 

This case study of the 4th Canadian Infantry Battalion presents evidence which 

challenges many of the conventional arguments employed by military historians describing the 

war from the top dom. Some of the most common themes outlined in the existing literature are 

applied to the Canadian Corps in Bill Rawling's book Suwiving Tench Wugare: Technology 

and the Canadian Corps: 1914-1918.' The basic thnist of Rawling's argument is that the 

Canadian military experience ftom 19 14 through 19 1 8 represents a sort of upwardly sloping 

learning c w e  whereby progress was the inevitable consequence of expenence. Rawling's work 

is also typical in its criticisms of the recruitment of the 1st Canadian Division and his suggestion 

that the Canadians were inadequately trained when they entered combat in 191 5. The Ross Rifle 

question, which also figures largely in the Iiterature on the Canadian Amy, is emphasized by 

Rawling, though as we will see, there is little comment on the weapon in the records of the 4trh 

Battalion. 

'J.L. McWilliams and R.J. Steel's me Suicide Battalion (Edmonton: Hurtig, 1978), 
examines the experience of the 46th Canadian Infantry Battalion, but few other studies of the sort 
have been completed during the past two decades. 

' ~ i l l  Rawling, Sumking Trench Wuvare: Techology and the Canadian Cotps, 1914- 
1918 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1992). 



The themes of "change" and "progress" are recurrent ones in the historiography of the 

First World War. Pierre Berton's Vimy is a classic example of a work that espouses an optirnistic 

progress paradigm. But the ternis change and progress are not synonymous. If "changes" in the 

way of waging war represented a continual process, such changes did not always equal progress. 

"Progress" refers specifically to developments that are conducive to more successful operations. 

Drawing on the fighting record of the 4th Battalion, this paper will argue that even for the fiat 

two years of battle, the unit's experience cannot be adequately represented by a simple leaming 

c w e .  In its fint and perhaps most tragic action, the battalion performed admirably. And yet, 

emrs would be committed during later engagements, at points in thne wher. we might assume 

that the battalion should have "learned" fiom past expenence. 

The thesis also addresses the age old question of the role of leadership in war, arguing 

that the battalion experienced a variety of leadership styles. While them seems little doubt that 

the quality of leadership impacted upon morale, it appean to have been just one variable, and 

rarely the most important one, in determining success in combat. indeed the argument of the 

thesis may be swnmarized by sîating that the evidence demonstrates that the experience of war in 

the 4th Canadian infantry Battalion was dependent on so many variables that the easy 

generalizations employed by historians who describe the "big picture" rarely provide insight into 

the complex and ever changing experience of an infanûy battalion. This study calls into question 

many of these generalizations and points the way to future research on this and other bandions; 

fùture research which will allow a more accurate picture of the reality of war to be drawn. 

There is another, perhaps somewhat nostalgie reason for embarking on this study of the 

4th Canadian Infânüy Battalion, but some digression is required in order to provide an 

explanation. 1 fint became aware of the 4th Battalion, quite accidentally, early in 2000, after 

coming across some of the battalion's war diary issues in the reading room of the Canadian 

Military Heritage Museum in Brantford, Ontario. The diaries had been recently donated to the 



museurn by the 56th Field Regiment, Royal Canadian Artillery, a Canadian Forces reserve unit 

that is cmently headquartered in the Brantford Armouries. Some 79 years earlier, on 23 March 

192 1, the colours of the 4th Battalion were deposited in these very same mouries under the care 

of the 38th Reghent, DufTerin  ifl les.' This now defruict militia regiment was to be the officia1 

successor of the 4th Battalion, as it had provided many of the initial recruits when the battalion 

was mobilized in August 191 4.' in the meantime, the former paymastei of the battalion, Captain 

W.L. Gibson, had been endeavouring to write a history of his unit. In 1924 Gibson published 

Records ofthe Fourth Canadian Infanty Battalion in the Great War, 1914-1 918, but this book 

was simply a nominal roll of al1 battalion memben, along with a list of award citations.' Gibson 

realized that if he was to write an actual historkat narrative of the 4th Battalion's war, he must 

have a copy of the unit's war diaries. 

In April 1924 Gibson, who then resided in Buffalo, New York, sent a letter to Colonel 

A.F. Duguid, the Director of the Canadian Military Histoncai Section. In the letter Gibson 

requested a copy of the 4th Battalion war diaries: but he was to be disappointed by Duguid, who 

replied that officia1 war diaries could only be issued to an officia1 regirnental historian via the 

commanding officer of the regiment. In this instance, the regiment would have to be the 

Dufferin  ifl les.' Thus over the next several months, a flurry of letten was exchanged arnong 

'NAC, RG 24, volume 1904, file DHS 5 - 7 4  

%ughout the war, some 20 percent of the men who passed through the battaiion were 
h m  Brantford. H.Q. Overseas Military Forces to Minisûy of Overseas Military Forces of 
Canada, 2 1 March 1919, NAC, RG 9, volume 3002, file U-3-33. 

'w.L. Gibson, Recordi of the Fourth Canodian Infantry Battolion in the Great Wur, 
191 4- 191 8 (Toronto: Maclean Publishing, 19%). 

6Gibson to Duguici, 29 Apd 1924, NAC, RG 24, volume 1904, file DHS 5 - 7 4  

'~uguid to CO, Dufferin Rifles, 2 May 1924, NAC, RG 24, volume 1904, file DHS 5-7- 
4. 



Duguid, Gibson, Colonels M.A. Colquhoun and F.H. Newman of the Dufferin Ri fies, and other 

surviving officers of the 4th Battalion. On 15 October 1924, a copy of the 4th Battalion war 

diaries was dispatched in two registered packages to the Nurnber 2 Military District 

Commanding Officer in Toronto for transmission to the Duffenn Armouries in ~rantford.~ 

Although Gibson finally won the designation of "official historian" for the 4th Battalion, it is 

unclear if he ever actually laid hands on the w u  diaries themselves. A May 1932 letter from the 

Militia Service to Wm. Dawson Subscription SeMce in Toronto confirms that no history of the 

4th Battalion had yet been published.' It is possible that Gibson lost interest in the project, or did 

not feel inclineci to travel fiom Buffalo to Brantford in order to consult the war diaries. in any 

event, no history of the 4th Battalion was ever published. Thus, in sorne sense this study is the 

legacy of a project that was first conceived 75 years ago, but never completed, and possibly 

never started. Ironically, if Gibson had not requested the diaries in the fint place, they would not 

likely have found their way to the Brantford Armouries in 1924, and in tum, would not have 

been deposited in the reading room of the Canadian Military Hentage Museum in 2000. 

Both tirne constraints and the evident transfomation of the Canadian Amy in 191 7 

determined the scope of this thesis. The author proposes to complete the study of the 4th 

Canadian Infantry Battalion by exarnining its record at Vimy Ridge, Lens, Passchendaele, and 

the battles of 191 8, but this will require a manuscript of book length. 

'~uguid to District Officer Commanding, Toronto, 15 October 1924, NAC, RG 24, 
volume 1904, file DHS 5 - 7 4  

Wlitia Service to Manager, Book Department, Wm. Dawson Subscription Senrice, 10 
May 1932, RG 24, volume 1904, file DHS 5 - 7 4  
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The Western Front from the Somme River VaUey to the Ypres Salknt 

m m -  
Hawthorn - 

This map shows the sector of the Western Front in which the 4th 
Canadian Mantry Battalion was engaged during 19 1 5- 19 16. The 
Somme River is just visible at the bonom edge of the map, to the east 
of Carnoy. (From Martin Gilbert, The Routledge Atlas of the First 
World War, p. 5 1 .) 
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The Ypres SaUent: 1914-1915 

The curved white line on this map shows the 
Ypres Saiient as it was fomed during the 
fighting of October-November 19 14 (the black 
lines show its initial shape). The 4th Battalion 
would amive in the salient during the following 
spring. (Scde: the distance from Elverdinghe to 
Vlamertinghe is about two miles, Gilbert, p. 20) 
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Introduction 
The "Mid Fourth": The 4th Canadian Infantry Battaiioa 

in tbe Great War, 1914-1916 

The First World Wat in Europe was an undertaking of incredible proportions. An 

impressive array of large m i e s  took to the field. in the aggregate, these m i e s  were composed 

of many corps, divisions and brigades. Brigades, in turn, were composed of battalions, and each 

British or Commonwealth battalion consisted of nearly 1,000 men at full strength. The battalion 

was the fundamental building block of any field force; it was ais0 the smallest unit in the military 

hierarchy to have a unique designation, be it a narne or a number. The infantry battalion was also 

a foot soldier's imrnediate family while he was in the service. h the Canadian Corps, for 

instance, virtually every battalion was composed of four companies, designated by the fint four 

letters of the alphabet. And while individual companies may have assumed their own chmcter 

and identities, they were not really unique, for every battalion had its "A", "B", "C" and 'D" 

companies. But there was only one 1 st Battalion, 2nd Battalion, 10th Battalion, 29th Battalion 

and so forth. 

This study is concerned with one such unit arnong many: the 4th Canadian infantry 

Battalion (Central Ontario), which went overseas as part of the First Canadian Division in 

autumn 1914 and fought through to the last battles of 1918. Lieutenant J.H. Pedley, MC, served 

with "C" Company of the 4th Battalion during 19 1 7- 19 18. In his wartime memoir, Lieutenant 

Pedley noted that a battalion of infantry is like "a charneleon, ceaselessly changing its colour to 

suit the changing complexions of its commanding officers."' Pedley might have taken this apt 

simile one step further; an infantry battalion is a charneleon, but it changes colours for a variety 

of reasons. The casualty rates of the First World War meant that replacements were constantly 

dispatched to make up for losses. The arriva1 of new men might precipitate slight changes of 

'James H. Pedley, Only nis: A War Rerrospect, 191 7-1918 (Ottawa: CEF Books, 1999), 
p. 1s. 



character in the battalion just as a new commauding officer could. Moreover, each new 

experience of war added to the complicated peisonality of the unit. 

Unlike the Second World War, which, in the popular mind, had some sort of a beginning, 

middle, and end, Canadians generally remember the First World War (or "Great War") as a 

largely static conf?ontation over a shell-scarred moonscape, a confrontation without nuance or 

variation. Perhaps with the exception of Vimy Ridge, a battle that is often cited as one of the 

most important nation-building events in Canadian history, the Great War is generally imagined 

as an undifferentiated senes of massed ûench assaults. Not enough attention has been paid to the 

manner in which Canadian soldiers fought the war, how they were organized, or how the 

specifics of ground combat changed throughout the conflict. Using a case study approach, this 

paper will examine a small portion of Canada's war effort under a microscope. The case subject 

is the 4th Canadian Infantry Battalion, and the battalion's war experience will show that even in 

trench warfare, the battlefield situation was fiequently in a state OC flux, as were the units of men 

who fought over the battlefields. Of course, some aspects of the war persisted as it raged fiom 

month to month, and year to year. Bad weather and high casualty rates are two cornmon 

examples. But to gain a more complete understanding of operations on the Western Front, it is 

necessary to study hem at the most basic level. The infantry battalion provides the ideal subject 

for a case study approach. 

As W.L. Gibson probably discovered back in the 1920s, the study of even a nlatively 

small unit such as an infillltry banalion is Fraught with difficulties. A total of 5,563 officers and 

men passed through the 4th Battalion between 1914 and 1919. Although no more than about 800 

were on strength in the battalion at any given moment, this is still quite a significant group of 

individuals to consider, individuals who came fiom a variety of backgrounds. We must wonder 

if the anaiysis of a few battles cm fairly portray the reality of life in the banalion. As Lieutenant 

Peâley thoughtfiilly noted in his mernoir, the unwritten experiences of the ordinary soldiers 



represented the true history of the battalion. Each man's story died with hirn in action, or was 

lost as he retumed to some unassuming civilian occupation.' Some men put pen to paper and 

wrote letters to friends and family, but most of these documents are now long lost in the attics 

and diawers of the nation. Fominately, there are several rich varieties of primary evidence to 

consider in such a study as this one. Of greatest significance are the battalion's officia1 war 

diaries, as discussed above. During the First World War, virtually al1 battalions of the British 

and Commonwealth forces were required to keep daily war diaries. According to the 

contemporary British Field Service Regulations manual, the impetus for keeping such detailed 

records was two fold: 

i .  To fumish an accurate record of the operations fiom which the history of the 
war cm subsequently be prepared. 

ii. To collect information for future reference with a view to effecting 
improvements in the organization, education, training, equipment and 
administration of the army for war.' 

Because the £kt point explicitly refers to the use of war diaries as historical evidence, we must 

concede that the battalion officers charged with record keeping rnay have chosen to omit 

"sensitive" matenal. As is often the case, the historian must deal with imperfect or incomplete 

evidence. Notwithstanding these potential deficiencies, it is also tme that the battalion war diary 

represents one of the best tools with which to reconstruct the unit's operational experiences. 

Whereas e yewi mess accounts and personal diaries may O ffer hi@ y insight hl ,  yet fiagmentary 

images of wartime situations, the official war diary presents the most complete picture of what 

was going on within the entire battalion. 

Perhaps the second point raised with regard to war diaries in Field Service Regulutio~~~ is 

3~ieId Service ReguIations, PUH U: Organization and Administration, London: War 
Office, 1909/1914, pp. 174-175. 



more encouraging to the historian. It seems reasonable to assume that senior battalion officers 

would take care to include as much information as possible in the interest of the greater war 

effort. Of course, this would necessitate reporthg both positive and negative events. We will 

see that the diaries do in fact reflect on success and failure, although the officen who composed 

the diaries tend to have used optimistic language under most circumstances. Having taken the 

potentially limiting factors of the war diaries hto consideration, it is also noteworthy that the 

documents were generated on a daily basis, and as a consequence of their classified status, were 

not subject to any sort of official censorship. The fact that events were recorded within hours of 

the tirne that they transpired would have been conducive to a higher level of accuracy.' 

Another extremely useful prllnary source has already been mentioned above: Captain 

W. L. Gibson's Records of the Fourth Canadian Infanhy Battalion in the Great War, 191 4- 1 918, 

published in 1924 . Records of the Fourth Conadian Infantry Battulion is a concenîrated source 

for battalion "demographics." It consists primarily of tables listing every omcer and man who 

served with the unit, including their senice nurnbers, ranks, original dates of enlistment, casualty 

information, and address on demobilization. A cornplete set of gallantry award citations is also 

attached, along with photographs of key battalion personaiities. While most of this information 

still physically exists at various locations in the National Archives of Canada, it was very 

thoughtful for Gibson to have compiled it into a single volume so soon afler the war. 

I have discovered a wide assortment of other primas, sources dqiosited separately fkom 

the war diaries in the National Archives of Canada, as well as the Canadian Military Hentage 

Museum in Brantford. These include correspondence between the 4th Battalion and its parent 

brigade, daily orders logs, personnel files, nominal roles, training reports, battalion weapons files 

4 Field Service Regdations state that a war diary is a "confidential document" and "should 
be entered up daily and initiaied by the officer detailed to keep it. It must always be carefûlly 
safeguarded." See pp. 1 74- 1 75. in most instances, the diaries are ùiitiaîeâ by a senior battalion 
officer, or the battalion commander himself. 



and other miscellaneous documents. First World War British and Canadian military manuals 

represent a final category of useful primary sources. Titles range Erom The Pattern 1908 Web 

Infun@ Equipment to Company Dr~'11. Yet these seerningly arcane publications elucidate the 

h e r  workings of the British and Commonwealth forces during the Great War, and have proven 

a useful supplement to the other sources cited in this study. 



Chapter Oie: The Imperia1 lnfaitry Battaiion ii the Fint World War 
and the Mobilization of the 4th Canadian Infantry BatWion 

Specialized terminology is a constant feature of military organization. To complicate 

matters further, the meaning of particular ternis is subject to change fiom one context to the next. 

The definition of an infantry battalion is a function of time and place. A First World War 

Canadian infantry battalion consisted of approximately 1,000 individuais, about 30 of whom 

were commissioned officers. Each battalion was commanded by a lieutenant-colonel, and was 

composed of four companies. Each company was commanded by a captain, and was made up of 

four platoons. Each platoon was commanded by a lieutenant, and consisted of four sections. 

Sections were comrnanded by non-commissioned officers, and would consist of approximately 

12 soldiers.' The companies in a battalion were designated by the fmt four letten of the 

alphabet. The platoons were designated by arabic numerals, fiom one through 16. Thus, the 

second platoon in the second company would be known as nurnber six platoon, "B'company. 

This organization was more or iess constant throughout al1 Canadian infantry battalions. The 

organizational hierarchy beyond the battalion level included brigades, divisions, and ultimately, 

the Canadian Corps. Each brigade had four battalions, while each division had three brigades. 

In the Canadian Corps of the First World War, an infantry battalion was an individually 

numbered body of troops, although some battalions were referred to by their previous regimental 

titles. However, the 4th uifantry Battalion was a composite of so many pre-war Canadian militia 

regiments that any single regimental identification would not have been appropriate. By 19 18, 

there were more than 60 line infantry battalions in the Canadian Corps, numbered roughly fiom 

one through 102. Each battalion, in tum, was grouped with reserve units which would supply 

reinforcements as required. But when the 4th Battalion arrived overseas in October 1914, the 

5 Refer to Captain C.C. Esson, Company Drill IZlustruted (London: Harrison and Sons), 
pp. 4-5, for more complete details of sub-unit organization. 



Canadian Corps was still a thing of the hiture; the First Canadian Contingent that amved in 

France in the autumn of 1914 consistai of a single division. 

A BATTUION hiw 4 CON PAPJIES. 
A COMPANY consiab of 4 PUTOONS, ambercd x to 

16, tixoughmt thc Battahoo. 
A PLATOON consiab of 4 SECTIONS, n u m b e d  I to 

16, throughoat erch Company. 

COMMANDER8. 
A COMPANY is cnmmlndcd by a Major or Mountcd 

Giptaia with a Captairi on h o t  s ~ n d  in corn- 
mrnd. 

A PLhTOON is commnadai by a Subalkra. with a 
Plotoon Sr'rjcant as second in commnad. When a 
Subaltcrn W not availobic bis p lxe  will ht takcn t y  
the Phtoan Sejeont ,  who riil mot, howuver, be 
rrplaced by n Section Commander. 

A SECTlON ir coaimrnric~! by a Non-commissioncd 
Offic~r and is the normai brr: dt. The 
debrute appo>ritl?cilf ianâ tmdcs d a o r l e . :  
infmqucnt os possible. 

~ h m p . r i i u  ... ' w l m  
OM MG 1 8 

Hudqprr(cn ...... ... ; $ 
TOU S..... .;-TF- 

A COMPANY ......... ... ....... ?!:- -- 
... ... A PUTOON - - ... ... : 1 1 I 

-1-- ...... A SECT1O.V ... ... - - - ! 14 

Figure 1 : This contemporary chart outlincs the 
erg-tion of an infantry baî!alion. (From 
Company Drill Illusnated, p.2.) 

The organizational definition ofa First World War inf- battalion helps to 

conceptualize the unit's structure and hierarchical position, but before proceeding m e r ,  the 

hc t ion  of a battalion should be considered within the context of the First World War on the 

Western Front. Bitish War Office manuals of the period clearly explain the offensive role of an 

infanûy battalion. The banalion's object was quite simple: "to get to close quarters with the 

enemy as quickly as p~ssible.'~ Generally speaking, two companies of a banalion would go into 

6 Captain C.C. Esson, Bottalion Drill Rlustruted (London: Harrison and Sons), p. 26. 



an attack side by side. It was noted at the time that each Company in the attack should have 

clearly delineated segments of the battalion's overall objective allotted to it. Such allotments 

were intended to prevent companies fiom becorning disorganized and intmingled with each 

other, or neighbouring companies of adjacent formations. The battlefield expenences of the 4th 

Battalion will illustrate that such precise organization was not always possible in practical 

situations. Arbitrary boundary lines were ofien difficult to recognize or maintain in the midst of 

an engagement, although various attempts would be made to keep troops in their correct zones at 

different points throughout the war. 

The assaulting companies of a battalion would, in theory, open fire on the enemy when 

"effective ranges" were reached, with the intent of 'beating down the fire of the defenders." As 

the enemy was brought under fire, reinforcements could be fed into the assaulting companies, 

while the attackers moved forward "through a senes of bomâs lrom place to place, the 

movement gathering renewed force at each pause" until the enemy could be assaulted '%th the 

bayonet."' in practice, this mode of assault was subject to considerable change on the 

battlefields of France and Flanders, although the objective remained more or less the same 

throughout the h t  two years of the war: close with the enemy and capture his positions. 

The battalion of a Canadian soldier could be readily identified by the coloured patches he 

wore on the upper sleeves of his tunic. For example, al1 battalions in the First Canadian Division 

were represented by a red rectangle, approximately two by thtee inches. A smaller shape sewn 

above the rectangle denoted a man's battalion and brigade. Each battalion in the First Infantry 

Brigade was represented by green shapes. In tum, a man's battalion was indicated by the shape 

of the badge wom above the triangle. The first battaiion in a brigade was identified by a circle, 

the second by a semi-circle, the third by a triangle, and the fourth by a square. According to this 

systern, the men of the 4th Canadian Inf'htry Battalion wore a red rectangle below a green 

'Esson, Battalion Drill Rlwtrated, p. 26. 

8 



square, as show in the chart below (figure 2). 

Figure 2: This battalion slecvc insignia of 1 st Canadian infantry 
Brigade. Seen in colour, the rectangles would be red, and the smaller 
shapes would bc green. Based on a chart in Nicholson, The Canadian 
Ekpeditionary Force, 1 9 14- 19 1 9. 

Canadian Minister of Militia Su Sam Hughes' modifications to the Fint Canadian 

Contingent's mobilization plan during August and September 19 14 generated a considerable 

degree of discussion and criticism, both at the time and in the historiography that has developed 

since the end of the wu. in his official historical treatment of Canadian mobilization, Colonel 

G.W.L. Nicholson noted: 

The Minister of Militia had other ideas about mobilization-what he later described 
as "really a cal1 to arms, like the fiery cross passing through the Highlands of 
Scotland or the mountains of ireland in fonner days.' 

More ment sources such as the National Archives of Canada website "Canada and the First 

World War," emphasize the importance of Hughes' 'bsuccessfÛl" and "unsuccessful measures.'" 

Contrary to earlier interpretations, the National Archives website categonzes Hughes' training 

program and organizational efforts as successes. The ultimate impact of the minister's battalion 

reorganization is beyond the %ope of this study, but either in spite of, or as a consequence of 

Sam Hughes' influence, the First Canadian Contingent set sail for France late in September 

1914, barely two months f i e r  the first recruits had arrived at Valcartier, Quebec. 

8Colonel G. W.L. Nicholson, Canadian Expeditionary Force, 191 4-1 9 19 (ûîtawa, l962), 
p. 18. 



The 4th Canadian Infantry Banalion (Central Ontario) was assembled at Valcartier in 

September 19 14, in accordance with Privy Council Order 2067." It was one of the four 

battalions that would eventually compose the First Brigade of the First Canadian Infanûy 

Division. Many of the first officen and men to fi11 out the ranks of the battalion came fiom no 

fewer than a dozen pre-war Canadian Militia regiments. These consisted of the 12th York 

Rangers (Toronto HQ), the 13th Royal Regiment (Hamilton), the 19th Lincoln Regiment (St. 

Catharines), the 20th Halton Rifles (Milton), the 25th Brant Dragoons (Brantford), the 35th 

Simcoe Forresters (Barrie), the 36th Peel Regiment (Brampton), the 37th Haldimand Rifles 

(Cayuga), the 38th Duffhn Rifles (Brantford), the 39th Norfolk Rifles (Simcoe), the 44th 

Welland Regiment (Niagara), the 41st Brockville Rifles (Brockville), and the 97th Nongquin 

Rifles (Sudbury)." Although the battalion would ultimately end up in the I st uifantry Brigade, 

there were at least two provisional brigade arrangements before the final battaiion assignments 

were deterrnined." It appears that during the period 22 through 27 August, the 4th Battalion had 

been designaied as the 7th Provisional Battalion, composed of the 1 Oth, 1 Zth, 13th, 19th, 34th, 

35th, 36th, and 44th Militia ~ e ~ i m e n t s .  l3 

The initiai overall strength of the battalion was 69 officea and 1542 other rank~. '~  This 

total number of 161 1 men exceeded that specified in Canadian Militia orden by ahos t  600 

'"Privy Council Order 2067,6 August 19 14: "Military force for overseas service to aid in 
the defense and maintenance of the empire to be raised and equipped." Privy Council Register, 
1914, NAC, Volume 2810. 

I L  in fact, only a single officer came fi-om each of the latter two regiments. 

12~icholson, p. 22. The battalion composition of the original provisional brigades is 
available for review at NAC, RG 9, volume 4474. 

"~ustody Records, 4th Canadian Battalion, Regimental ûrders, NAC, RG 9, volume 
4044, folder 3, file 20. 

14Historical Record: 4h Canadian Infantry Battalion, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, file 
1 0. Also refer to the Dominion of Canada Miiitia List, 191 7, pp. 147- 1 54. 



rnenl5 As of 22 September 19 14, total strength was listed at 56 officers, 1 159 other tanks (1 2 1 5 

total personnel), and 63 horses.16 However, the recorded embarkation strength for the battalion 

(23 Septernber) was only 1126." It is uncertain precisely what became of the 89 men who did 

not board the Tyroia for England. The net reduction of approximately 400 personnel that 

occurred between August and September also begs some elaboration. Militia Ordm stated that 

al1 recruits for the First Canadian Contingent should fa11 between the ages of 18 and 45 years, 

should be at least 63 inches in height, and shoutd have a chest size of at least 33.5 inches. 

Physical fitness was also emphasized as a requirement. Unmarried men received fust preference; 

married men with or without farnilies were less desirable, but still accepted." At lest  some of 

those who did not fulfill the above requirements must have been released during the month of 

September. The Daily ûrders log for the period 22 August through 2 November 1914 lists the 

names of men who were struck off strength, but the reasons for their removal were rarely 

recorded, with a few exceptions. Private M. Halkîn, of the 36th Regiment, was ejected fiom the 

battalion on 4 September for being "inefficient." Privates Victor Annis, Willes Annis, J. 

Robinson, and C. Fox were discharged because relatives would not sanction overseas ser~ice. '~ 

Others simply transferred to different formations. On 17 September, £ive men were reassigned to 

transport units, four to the Royal Canadian Dragoons, two to the Canadian Field Artillery, and 

I5~ilitia orders authorized infàntry battalion strength at one lieutenant-colonel, one 
major, 1 1 captains, 18 lieutenants, and 993 other ranks, for a total of 1024 personnel. See 
"Mobilization of' the First Contingent," NAC, RG 9, volume 4774. 

16"~alcartier Camp Field State, 22 September 1914," NAC, RG 9, volume 4774. 

"~istoncal Record: 4<b Canadian Lnfantry Battalion, NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, 
file 10. 

"~i l i t ia  ûrders, Headquarters, Ottawa, 17 August 1914, NAC, RG 9, volume 4774, p. 3. 

'g~ustody Records, 4th Canadian Battalion, Regimental Orden, 4 September 19 14, NAC, 
RG 9, volume 4044, folder 3, file 20. Interestingly, Victor Annis would rejoin the banalion on 7 
September 1917, and survive the war with two woimds. See Gibson, p. 35. 



one to Lord Sûathcona's ~orse.*' 

Without scanning each one of the personnel files for the 5,563 individuals who passed 

through the battalion throughout the Great War, it is difficult to constnict an accurate social 

portrait of the first group of 4th Battalion officers and men who set sail nom Gaspe on the S.S. 

Tyrolia in September 19 1 4.21 However, a general sense of the battalion's varied composition cm 

be gaineci from incidental sources, in addition to personnel files themselves. For instance, the 

4th Battalion casualty list reported by the Brantford Expositor for 10 May 191 5 includes 44 

names: 13 of these individuals were born in England, four in Scotland, one in Ireland, 25 in 

Canada, and one in the United States. Of those who were Canadian bom, places of biith ranged 

fiom central Ontario to Saskatchewan and ~ a n i t o b a . ~ ~  Thus, even at this early stage of the war, 

not every man in the battaiion necessarily hailed from the geographical areas where the 

battalion's original feeder regiments were located. Battalion personnel files show that the 

regional composition of the unit grew increasingly varied as casualties were replaced and 

additional personnel transferred into the 4th from other  unit^.^ 
* * *  

The broader Canadian historiography of the Fint World War has tended to emphasize the 

country's ad hoc approach toward mi l i tq  training during the k t  rnonths of the w u .  In his 

19 19 history, Colonel George Nasrnith noted: 

'O~ustody Records, 4th Canadian Battalion, Regimental Orders, 1 7 September 19 14, 
NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, folder 3, file 20. 

"~ccording to a survey conducted by the battalion chaplain, approximately 56 percent of 
the men belonged to the Cburch of England, 16 percent identified themselves as Presbyterian, 13 
percent as Methodists, nine percent as Roman Catholic, and six percent as "others." Historical 
Record: 4' Canadian uifanhy Banalion, NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, file 10. 

%positor, 1 0 May 1 9 1 5. 

U~ersonnel Documents, 4th Cdn Bn, CMHM, Brantford, Box 1,008-1-B. 



It was generaily thought that if a man could shoot and had a few weeks' training, 
he was ready to take his place in the fiont h e .  It was not realized that an army 
composed of such badly trained men would be little better than a mob ...24 

Along the same lines, officia1 army historian Colonei A.F. Duguid has suggested that Minister of 

Mili tia Su Sam Hughes' assessment of earl y Canadian military training was overl y ~ptimistic.~' 

In Marching to Amageddon: Canadians and the Great War, 191 4-1 91 9, histonans J.L. 

Granatstein and Desmond Morton suggest that "by her own modest standards," Canada was 

better prepared for war in 1914 than ever before or ~ince.'~ However, Granatstein and Morton 

adopt a tone similar to Nasrnith's or Duguid's when discussing the semi-chaotic weeks that the 

First Canadian Contingent spent training at Camp Valcartier, and subsequently, on the rainy 

Salisbury Plain, during late 1914 and early 191 5.27 

It seems certain that much of the time spent by the 4th Battalion (and probably the entire 

First Contingent) at Valcartier was taken up by organizational and administrative tasks, some 

more important than othen. Thousands of men needed to be clothed, equipped, and armed 

before any training could proceed. In the case of the 4th Battalion, the War Diary pages reveal 

little information with regard to daily training during August and September. However, the 

Daily Orders log for the same period reveals that a clutter of sometimes insignificant details 

preoccupied the battalion during its first weeks of existence. These petty concems range nom 

explicit instructions regarding the officen' mess (Offcers will not enter the Mess ut dinner hour 

until the U@er Commanding has entered. and dinner will be fonnal. ..) to cornplaints that the 

men had been painting grafliti on their tents flaps (It hm been noticed that men have been 

24 Colonel George C. Nasrnith, C.E.F., Canada 's Sons and Great Britain in the World 
War (Toronto: John C .  Winston, 1919), p. 105. 

"~olonel A.F. Duguid, Histov of the Canadiun Forces, 1 91 4-1 91 9, Volume I. Aupst 
1914 to September 1915 (Ottawa: J.O. Patenaude, 1938). pp. 89-90. 

26 See Desmond Morton and Jack Granatstein, Marching to Annageddon: Canadians and 
the Great War, 191 4- 191 9 (Toronto: Lester & ûrpen Dennys, 1989), p. 7. 

 orto ton and Granatstein, pp. 10-1 1. 



marking their tents by drawing pictures, etc.. .).2S 

As a consequence of administrative preoccupations, very litt le training occurred while the 

battalion was in Canada, perhaps with the exception of musketry practice." The emphasis on 

marksmanship cornes as no surprise when one considers that musketry was a central feature of 

British tactical doctrine in 19 14." While classes on other subjects were conducted periodically, 

it seems that they may have been sporadically attended. For instance, attendance was voluntary 

for a 30-minute signaling class held for officers and non-cornmissioned officers, although it was 

"expected that a large number will take advantage of the oppomuiity to leam something of this 

very important branch ...'"' But if the case of the 4th Battalion reinforces the historiographical 

interpretations of Nasrnith, Duguid, Granatstein, and Morton, we will see below that it also 

demonstrates to some degree that once the unit was organized, equipped, and shipped overseas, 

the training curriculum became more suited to the present battlefield conditions on the Western 

Front as they were understood at the time. 

* * *  

The battalion disembarked at Davenpott Harbour, near Lavington, England on 23 

October 19 14, in the rnidst of very wet weather and a somewhat confused logistical scenario..'* 

Little senous training had been carried out on board the ship during the battalion's trans-Atlantic 

2'~ustody Records, 4th Canadian Battalion, Regimental Orders, NAC, RG 9, volume 
4044, folder 3, file 20. 

*%istoncal Record: 4& Canadian infantry Battalion, NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, 
file 10. 

'"Etefei to Infantry Training, 191 4,  General Staff, the War Office, 1 9 14. This manual is 
dominated by rifle theory and ârill. Without doubt, the British soldia's proficient handling of 
the Lee Enfield rifie served hirn well during the initial engagements of 1914. 

"~ustody Records, 4th Canadian Battalion, Regimental Orders, 7 September 191 4, 
NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, folder 3, file 20. 

32 War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 24 September - 3 1 December 1914, Appendk: 27 Septernber 
1 9 1 4, NAC, T- 1 0707. For instance, battalion officers imrnediately discovered that they were 
short 35 tents. War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 24 October 191 4, NAC, T-10707. 



voyage, with the exception of signalling courses for officers. However, rainy and muddy 

conditions in England did not prevent a more comprehensive training program from commencing 

almost at once. For the week endhg 14 November, the following 36-hour curriculum was 

Physical Training: 6 hours 
Musketry: 9 houn 
Squad Drill: 6 hours 
Extended Order Drill: 9 hours 
Route Marching: 2 hours 
Night Work: 4 hours3' 

Additionally, during the fmt month in England the battaiion was issued general i n f w  training 

directives from Brigadier-General H.S. Dawkins (General Staff), Southern Command. Even at 

this early stage in the war, the importance of fire and movement in the advance was noted. A 

ûaining bulletin dated 12 August stated: 

Special attention is to be paid to "fire and movement." Units should aiways 
endeavour to move forward under mutual fire support to within assaulting 
distance of the enemy. Rapid short bursts of fire are to be favourably 
considered? 

The bulletin also noted that "extra attention is to be given to scouting and the training and 

employment of machine guns.'"' By mid-November the following activities began to appear 

with more fiequency in the 4th Battalion's training schedule: route marches, the Company and 

battalion in attack, the battalion in advance guard, instruction on rnanning outposts, entrenching 

lessons, and bayonet fighting exercises? Thus, it appears that the battalion commander was 

3'~ustody Records, 4th Canadian Battalion, Regirnental Orders, 6 November 19 14, NAC, 
RG 9, volume 4044, folder 3, file 20. 

34~outhem Cornand Training Bulletin, 12 August 19 14, NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, 
folder 4, file 10. 

''~outhern Command Training Bulletin, 12 August 1914, NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, 
folder 4, file 10. 

'War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 16 Novernber- 12 December 19 14, NAC, T-10707 



attempting to train his unit in accordance with directives h m  higher echelons. Likewise, the 1st 

Canadian Infantry Brigade ensurd that training instructions were followed as describeci in the 

1 9 14 edition of ln/any Training. For instance, a brigade order dated 7 December 1 9 14 urged 

battalion cornanders to delegate dl company training to company commanden, as directed in 

Infontry ~rrrinin~?' 

Further organizational alterations occurred alongside the training curriculum during the 

battalion's time on Salisbury Plain. Prior to departhg Canada, the battalion had been 

reorganized according to the eight company system. On 26 October, just a few days after having 

arrived in England, the battalion was reorganized once again, into four companies. 

Approximately ten days later, the battalion was reformai back into eight companies. Finally, 

during the month of January, the battalion was permanmtly reorganized back into four 

companies. Such erratic organizational behaviour may be construed as evidence of a poorly 

coordinated approach. At the sarne time, it may also indicate healthy and thoughtful 

experimentation on the part of officers who were hoping to field their units under the most 

favourable circumstances pos~ible.'~ Additional evidence pertaining to the 4th Battalion 

supports the latter conclusion. For instance, in a memorandum sent to 1 st Canadian Brigade 

dated 3 1 December 191 4, Major Buell (acting battalion commander) expressed some 

dissatisfaction with the officia1 establishment (the nurnben of officers and men available for 

given tasks) for infantry battaliondg Buell's concems appear to be insignificant in retrospect, 

but his attention to detail indicates a willingness to field a well organized battalion. 

'"'~ompany Training, fkom 1 st Infantry Brigade major to 4th Battalion, 7 December 
1914," NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, folder 4, file 10. Infantry Truining stated that "dl 
cornmanders, h m  platoon upwards, are responsible for the training of their commands." See 
section 2, paragraphs 1 and 2. 

''~istorical Record: 4' Canadian Infantry Battalion, NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, 
file 10. 

%uell to 1st Brigade, 3 1 December 1914, NAC, RG 9, volume 4 17, file E-47-1. In the 
memorandum Buell argued for the addition of one corpord to the 1st Line Transport Detail, and 
for the promotion of the banalion medical officer's orderlies to more senior non-cornmissioned 
ranks. 



nie  equipment of the First Canadian Contingent has been much maligneci in the 

historiography, probably with some justification. The Ross Rifle is well known in this regard, 

but Duguid also notes that Canadian-pattem service d n s s  and boots issued at Valcartier proved 

less than adequate under the wet conditions of the Salisbury plaid" While some of the Canadian 

battalions had been outfitted with cotton webbing equipment before leaving Canada, the 4th 

Battalion had marched out of Valcartier equipped with the infamous Oliver pattem equipment. 

This pattern had been designed by Deputy Surgeon-General William S. Oliver befom the tum of 

the century, and consisted of an overly complex assemblage of leather components." 

Conversely, the revolutionary British 1908 pattem webbing was constnicted entirely of cotton 

canvas, and was designed in such a way that the entire assembly could be put on or taken off as 

one piece." Thus, General E.A.H. Alderson, the first commander of the Canadian Contingent, 

insisted that units equipped with the Oliver pattem should be issued the 1908 pattem? The men 

of the 4th Battalion received their new kit just a few days prior to crossing the channel to 

 rance.^ It would prove far more practical than the Oliver pattem under battlefield conditions. 

The Ross rifles with which the First Canadian Contingent had been originally equipped were 

retained in the meanthe? 

* * *  

On I 1 February 1 9 1 5, the 4th Battalion aniveci at St. Nazaire on board the S.S. Atlantiun. 

" lack L. S ummers, Tangled Web: Canadian In fantry Accoutrements. 1855- 1985 
(Bloomfield ON: Museum Restoration Service, 1992), pp. 39-42. 

"See nte Pattern 1908 Web Infan@ Equipment. (London: War Office, 19 13) for details 
of this gear. 

UThe Oiiver equipment would survive in two updated forms, the 19 1 5 and 19 16 patterns, 
which would be issued to subsequent Canadian battalions. 

"~istorical Record: 4& Canadian Infantry Battaiion, NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, 
file 10. 



Afier a train ride to Strazeele, the battalion marched to Outtersteene, where it was billeted for the 

momeiit. During the trip fiom St. Nazaire to Strazeele, the battaiion incuned its fmt casualty on 

the continent when Private Freâerick Norris fell tiom the train and was killed." B y 1 7 

February, 1st Canadian Brigade moved to Erquingham and den t i e r e s ;  the 4th Battalion was 

billeted at the former location and temporarily attached to the 19th Brigade for instructional 

purposes. Officers and non-commissioned members of the 4th Battalion receiveà instruction 

fiom the Cameronians and Middlesex Regiment. Nine officers and 10 non-cornmissioned 

officen were taken on trench tours with the Cameronians and the Argyll and Sutherland 

Highlanders. Members of the Welsh Fusiliers and the Middlesex Regiment would serve as 

instnictors on 19 February. On the evening of that day two platoons each of "A" and "C" 

Companies entered the lines with the Cameronians and the Argyles as substitutes for the 

respective platoons in the British regiments. However, a cadre of British officers and non- 

commissioned officers remained to guide the Canadian platoons. The remaining platoons of the 

4th Battalion each took their turn during 20 ~ebniary." 

This practical means of instruction was intempted on 21 Febniary by an minor outbreak 

of scarlet fever that primarily affectecl "D" Company. The battalion was subsequently billeted at 

Hazebrouck where training was taken up under rear-echelon conditions." Exercises included 

rapid f i e  practice, fire control and discipline, close combat drill, trench manning, outposting and 

relief of sentned9 The importance of these subjects would become quickly apparent during the 

corning months of action. As these crash training courses were conducted, and Number 1 5 

Platoon was cured of scarlet fever, battalion officers found the time to meet and discuss the 

q i s tor icd  Record: 4' Canadian Infantry Battalion, NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, 
file 10. 

*'WU Diary, 4th Cdn Ba, 17-20 February 191 5, NAC, T-10707. 

Q ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 21 February 1915, NAC, T-10707. 

"War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 26-2 7 February 1 9 1 5, NAC, T- 1 0707. 



"regimental rnethod of packing men's kit bags.'" (This minor obsession with the location of 

each piece of kit survives in the Canadian Army to the present day.) By 21 30 hours on 5 March, 

the battalion moved hto the line for the first time as a complete entity near Bac St. ~ a u r . "  

* * *  

in 1921 General Su Ian Hamilton publisheâ The Soul und Body of an Amy.  Hamilton 

had served in the South Africau War, was attached to the Japanese during the Russo-Japanese 

War, and had cornmanded the Meditemean Expeditionary Force durhg the Gallipoli campaign. 

Having been relieved of his command after the Gallipoli debacle, Hamilton tumed to writing. 

The Soul and Body of an Amy critically examines Britain's pre-war approach to army building. 

in it Hamilton compares the ancient Roman approach to "army making" with the recent 

experience of the Great War, noting that the Romans placed a heavy emphasis on training, while 

the British Army of 1914 seemed to rely on less tangible fictors to prepare for war.j2 Hamilton's 

question can also be posed in the Canadian context. Canadian military forces in 1914 did not 

compare with the Roman Erercitw of antiquity in terms of military preparedness, but Canada did 

have a relatively well established militia üadition. Although the force could hardly be 

considered professional, some of the men who ventureci overseas with the First Contingent in 

1914 were veterans of the South Afncan War and many had militia experience. Notwithstanding 

the limitations of pre-war military preparations, Canada managed to ship its first overseas 

contingent to the continent before the end of the year. 

The historiography has generally contended that these men were hastily trained and as a 

consequence, ill-prepared for war. The first contention is undoubtedly m e ,  although the men of 

the 4th Battalion and the rest of the First Contingent would enjoy a few more months to train in 

England and on the continent before entering the finng line. The question of whether or not the 

- - 

'"War Diary, 4th Cdn Ba, 25 Febniary 191 5, NAC, T-10707. 

" ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 5 Mar& 191 5, NAC, T- 10707. 

5 2 ~ i r  Ian Hamilton, nie Soul and Body of an A m y  (London: Edward Arnold, 1921), pp. 
2-3. 



officers and men of the 4th Battalion were adequately traineà for war is a relative one, but under 

the circumstances, it is doubtful if they could have been much better p r e p d  within the context 

of eariy 191 5; it is probably safe to argue that even the most professionai ~ o p s  h m  any of the 

European amies were poorly prepared for the style of fighting they were about to confront. In 

the Canadian context, t h e  did not permit for a more extensive program, and no one could 

foresee the fitute. In any event, as the next chapter will show, the battalion made a strong 

showing at Ypres, although at enomous cost. Nevertheless, the evidence demonstrates that a 

battalion that had only existed for six rnonths was able to perfonn under the most trying 

circumstances during the spring of 191 5. The casualties suffered during Apd meant that by the 

following month the character of the battalion would be different as changes in command 

occurred and replacements arrived. The battalion would see its second generation after only a 

few weeks of war. 



Cbapter Two: 1915 and the Birth of the YMad Fourth" 

In his 1967 history of Britain in the First World War, Sir Llewellyn Woodward reflects 

on his own experiences on the Western Front, and argues that the confiict clearly assumed its 

most gruesome phase about nine months into 19 15 .53 Such a statement may be valid in the most 

general sense, but as the combat record of the 4th Canadian inf'antry Battalion during 191 5 will 

dernonstrate, casualty rates were aiready reaching catastrophic proportions much earlier in the 

year. Any veteran of the 4th Battalion who swived the fighting of 191 5 rnight argue that 

Woodward had things revened. In absolute terms, 4th Battalion probably lost more men during 

April and May 19 1 5 than it would in the Somme battles of October 19 16; by mid 1 9 1 5, fewer 

than 50 percent of the men who arrived on the continent with the first draft of the 4th Battalion 

were left alive and unwounded. Conversely, the final six months of 1915, and the early part of 

1916 represented a period of relative calm for the battalion. 

* * *  

As February 191 5 passed over to March, the battalion spent increasingly more tirne in 

active secton of the front. The inexperience of the battalion during its first few weeks of war is 

humorously evident in its officia1 war diary entries. It seems that during March, the diary keeper 

recorded virtually every artillery and rifle round that impacted in the battalion area during these 

first weeks in the line. For example, on 8 March, it was noted that several shrapnel shells 

exploded over "A" Company, with the "only casualty being Pte. Williams who was very slightl y 

injured by a piece of shrapnel scraping his nose.'"' Likewise, on 10 March it was recorded that a 

large shell landed arnidst "C" Company, b m w e d  15 feet underground, but failed to ex plode." 

"sir Llewellyn Woodward, Great Brîtuin und the Wur of 191 4-1 918 (London: Methuen, 
1967), p. xxv. Woodward says that mass killing did not become "a dreadful routine" until "afler 
the battle of Loos (Septemba 1915). the failure at Gallipoli, and, above all, after the holocaust on 
the Somme." 

% ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 8 March 19 15, NAC, T-10707. 

" ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 1 0 March 19 15, NAC, T- 1 0707. 



In the ensuhg months such routine occurrences would be mentioned less ~f ten . '~  

The battalion itinerary published by W.L. Gibson in Recordr of the Fourth Canadian 

Battalion mentions participation in the "fake attack" at Neuve  hap pelle," but there is no direct 

reference to this action in the battaiion war diary. The entry for 10 March mentions that the 

battalion was "in readiness al1 &y pursuant to order but no M e r  orders received."" The same 

statement is entered under 12 March, but once again, nothing seems to have occurred, as bathing 

parade and inspections ~ontinued.'~ It is possible that the battalion's rotations into and out of 

the trenches during March may have been part of a larger deception plan, but as far as the rank 

and file of the battalion were concemed, the month was fairly uneventful. 

If action was light during March, the fighting around Ypres during late April must have 

satisfied those men who yearned for a taste of action. Since the previous auturnn, the town of 

Ypres had loaned its name to a salient which projected into the German line fiom Bixschoote in 

the north, toward Hooge in the east , and then south toward Messines. Ypres was located in the 

approximate centre of the salient, about halfway between Bixschoote and Messines. As long as 

it remained standing, the magnificent Clothe Hall tower situated on the Grote Market of Ypres 

was visible h m  virtually every other point inside the salient. It was a very compact battlefield, 

only about twenty kilometres wide and between five and ten kilometres deep, yet the dozens of 

Commonwealth and Geman war graves cemeteries that dot the landscape serve as constant 

rerninders of the Uicredible battles that raged there between 19 14 and 1 9 1 8. in Ypres itself the 

massive Menin Gate lists the names of the Commonwealth soldiers who fell in the Saiient, but 

have no known grave. Many soldiers of the 4th Battalion are named on this monument, 

including one of its cornmanden. Others cm be found in marked graves thughout the 

'9t is a h  possible that there were simply too many such "routine" occurrences of which 
to keep track. 

57 Gibson, p. 18. 

" ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 10 March 191 5, NAC, T-10707. 

Diary, 4th Cdn Ba, 12 March 191 5, NAC, T-10707. 



cemeteries maintained by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission. 

Considerable controversy has surrounded the decision of the Allied high command to 

hold the salient. While the Belgians were extremely reluctant to sunender one more inch of their 

soi1 to the Germans, there were other rnilitary reasons for holding on to this brutalized, shell-tom 

ground. While the Germans already occupied high ground east of the salient, British forces had 

managed to hold on to Obsenatory Ridge, which extends east fiom Ypres towards Hooge. The 

British also held Mont Kemmel, a major piece of high ground located just southwest of the 

salient. Abandoning the salient might have jeopardized Mont Kemmel, and this was quite 

unaccaptable, as high terrain features were scarce commodities in Flanden. Thus, the troops of 

Britain and its Commonwealth forces would stand and hold the salient for the rest of the war. 

The 4th Battalion would see its share of action in this area beginning on 23 April 191 5 .  

On 22 April the German Army changed the nature of warfare on the Western Front by 

employing lethal chlorine gas on the banlefield for the fint time. The Germans hoped to incite 

panic around the Ypres salient in order to break through and capture the battered town, which 

had already become a stubbom symbol of British and Allied resi~tance.~~ Although German 

reserves were unavailable to follow the attack through, Allied cornmanders considered it to be an 

extremely serious threat at the tirne it occuned. Without protective masks, the French colonial 

troops against whom the Gemans had directed the gas suffered high casualties. The French line 

broke just to the left of the Canadian positions, opening a dangerous gap for the Gemans to 

exploit. Disaster was seen to have been largely averted by Canadian troops who were ordered to 

seal off the breach and contain the enerny? The 4th Battalion was one of the many units 

committed to the counterattacks of 23 April. 

A.F. Duguid's account of the counterattack on the northem Bank of the Ypres salient 

complements the information available in the 4th Battalion war diary and other prhary 

60Nicholson, pp. 58-59. 

61Newspapers fiom the rnonths of April and May 191 5 are full of references to "Canada 
saving the &y." See the Brantford Expositor h m  the h a 1  week of April through the nnt two 
weeks of May. 



documents. The battalion had been warned for action at 2130 hours on the evening of 22 April 

while in reserve at Vlamertinghe, a small village on the West side of the Yser Canal, and off to 

the southwest of the main Geman thmst. In the meantirne, French troops were falling back on 

Vlamertinghe itself." During the night of 22-23 April, British Generals H.C.O. Plumer and 

E.A.H. Alderson decided that the 1 st and 4th Canadian Battalions would participate in a 

counterattack against the newly established Gemian line dong Mauser Ridge, which ran roughiy 

from West to east on the northem Bank of the salient. The basic plan for the 4th Battalion was to 

march eastward, out of its reserve position and into the salient, and then attack northward toward 

the Germans, who were entrenched approxhately 1,500 yards away." Mauser Ridge is actually 

a gently nsing slope that is only perceptible if one stands on the 4th Battalion start line and looks 

north." Yet on the battlefields of Flanders, even a few feet of elevation could be of great tactical 

significance. From their positions dong the ridge, the Germans could easily observe the 

Canadian infantrymen as they advanced up the slope. 

According to the war diary, the battalion moved out of Vlamertinghe at half past 

midnight and crossed the Yser Canal at 04 10 hours." A second document dating fiom May 1934 

and based on interviews states that the battalion crossed the Yser at 03 15 hours and that 15 

minutes later the commanding officers of the 1 st and 4th Battalions were briefed by Brigadier 

~ e r c e r ?  However, both the war diary and the later document agree that the attack commenced 

at 0525 hours on 23 April. Although the distance between Vlamertinghe and the battalion's start 

line is only about 15 kilometres, the roads would have been very much congested by retreating 

French troops and advancing British and Commonwealth troops. Thus, the night's march took 

6 2 ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 22 April 191 5, NAC, T- 10707. 

"WU Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 23 April 191 5, NAC, T-10707. 

'%e difference in elevation is only a few feet, but on the Bat landscape of Belgian 
Flanders even a few feet could be important. 

"WU Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 22-23 Apnl1915, NAC, T-10707 

6"Duguid to Ralston, 26 May 1934, NAC, RG 24, volume 1904, file DHS 5 - 7 4  



longer than it would have under ordinary circumstances. 

'8" Company was the first element of the 4th Battalion to advance on a fiontage of 1 50 

yards, with the other companies following under a fusillade of enemy artillery and small arms 

h e .  In his official history Duguid notes that the advance was "carried out in the most perfect 

order, "as the respective companies "leap- fkogged" toward their objectives during the early 

moming hours of 23 ~ p r i l . ~ '  Despite the heavy tire, the men appear to have remained in good 

order, and battalion machine gunners set up their weapons so they could lend support to the 

riflemen.' At a range of approximately 400 yards €rom the enemy, the attacking companies 

went to ground and entrenched themselves. The battalion commander, Lieutenant-Colonel 

Buchall, took over command of "C" Company after its officer was wounded and lead a final 

charge. The precise tirne of these events is uncertain, but Birchall was killed in the charge at 

1900 hours on 23 April. The battalion was relieved by the East Yorks two houn later." 

Figure 3: M a w r  Ridge as it appcars today, secn fiom the Pilckem 
Road looking northeast (in the samc direction that the 4th Battaiion 
attacked on 23 April 1915). Tbe sIopc is very gentk, but the lack of 
covcr is obvious. (Photo by the author, August 2001 .) 

6 7 ~ ~ ~ d ,  p. 267. 

'Duguid, pp. 269-270. 

69war Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 23 April 191 5, NAC, T-10707 
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Figure 4: Thrs rnap fiom Nicholson's Canadion Erpeditionary Force, 1914-1919 (p. 68) shows 
the 4th Battalion attack just to the right of the northlsoutb Pilckcm Road. Ypres is just to the 
south, off of the map; Vlamertinghe is to the southwcst. 

Additional details of the assault cm only be gleaned fkom eyewitness accounts, as the war 

diary provides no hirther details with regard to ranges of advance or the timings. With so few 

survivors, this lack of detail is not surprising: few officers were left to record the attack. 

According to Lieutenant J.K. McKinley (No. 1 Platoon, "A" Company), "it seemed that every 

soldier in the enemy's ranks had a machine gun, and the air was literally filled with bullets."" 

The raw intensity of the fighting on 23 April is evident in the 4th Battalion's casualty figures; the 

war diary lists 505 killed, wounded, or missing for 23 April, including the battalion commander, 

7oQuoted in Daniel G. Dancocks, Welcome to Flanders Fields. ïïte First Canudiun Battle 
of the Great Wur: Ypres, 1915 (Toronto: McCleiland and Stewart, 1 %8), p. 143. 



the second in command, and the adjutant." Yet to Say that the fighting was intense does not 

articulate very ciearly what was occwing on the battlefield at the most basic level. It is not 

entirely clear when the greatest proportion of casualties was suffered, how far the battalion 

advanced prior to entrenching, how well command and control were mauitained throughout the 

attack, or even if any enemy positions werp capturd on 23 Apnl by troops of the 4îh Battalion. 

Rivate Albert Adams of " B  Company noted in a lener to his father that "hell was let 

loose," almost Unmediately as his Company was ordered forward about 0630 h o ~ r s . ~  According 

to Adams, he and his fellows would advance about 25 yards at a time, taking cover 

intennittently. Adams claimed that he was able to advance to within 50 yards of an abandoned 

forward Geman trench before finally going to ground and digging in under fm. At about that 

tirne, he leamed that the battalion commander had been killed? Pnvate Emest Edwards 

presented a sirnilar account in a letter Witten h m  hospital after the battle: '%vhen their [German] 

fie eased a little we would up and run ag ah... 1 was hit about 200 yards fiom the German 

defenses."" Edwards' story suggests that order was maintained in the advance and that it was 

possible for smaller groups of men to reach points relatively close to the German trenches. 

Perhaps the first companies were able to advance several hundred yards before the Gemans 

released the full brunt of their defensive fie. 

In a letter posted from No. 2 Canadian Stationary Hospital (La Fouquette) on 25 Apnl, 

Lieutenant F.W. Miller descnbed his experîences in the attack as commander of No. 6 Platwn 

("C" ~ornpany) .~~ Miller claimed that he sighted the enemy at a range of 1000 yards and that he 

71 Bill Rawling, Surviving Trench Warjhre, p. 2 1. A similar nurnber can be estimated by 
hand-counting the men listed by Captain W.L. Gibson as casualties on 23 Apnl, 19 1 5. 

nThis timing does not agree with the start time of 0525 hotus recorded in the war diary. 

n~uoted  in F. Douglas Reville, History ofthe County of Brant (Brantford: The Hurley 
Printing Company, 1920), p. 455-456. 

"F.w. Miller commmded No. 6 Platoon of "C" Company, accordhg to "Historical 
Record: 4' Canadian Infantry Battalion," NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, file 10. Miller 



was subsequently able to advance up to about 250 yards h m  the enemy line before being 

wounded in the scalp. If these range estimates are accurate, it can be assumed that Miller 

covered a total distance of 1250 yards, as the battalion start line was 1500 yards distant fiom the 

German line. Miller stated that he was wounded about OS00 hours, and that he lay in the field 

until2100 hours. roughly two houn after Birchall is said to have been kiiled. Finally, Miller 

mentions that Lieutenant P. Jones (No. 5 Plaioon) and Captain M.A. Colquhoun (C.O., "B" 

Company) were the only two officen of "B" Company to survive the attack ~nscathed.'~ 

Miller's testimony supports a fundamental conclusion regarding command and control during the 

attack. It seems that both of these elements existed even as the battalion was pimed down within 

two or three hundred yards of the enemy's main line of resistance. While it is also possible that 

Miller may have been one of a few men who rnanaged to scramble to this foward point, it is 

unlikely that he would have done so without the surviving members of his platoon. The fact that 

Miller witnessed Jones and Colquhoun in action supports the same end. 

It appears that Jones and Colquhoun continued to command their troops during the 16 

houn that Miller lay wounded on the battlefield. In a letter to his wife, Colquhoun descnbed his 

own expenence in the attack: 

Don't know the date. Have been at it for two days and two nights. The Germans 
broke through the line we were going to take over. We were ordered at 1 a.m. to 
stop the German advancen with my company. The Germans had entrenched 
themselves one thousand yards in Eront. We had to advance over open ground 
with no cover at all. 1 led the f d g  line, Capt. Collins. (36 Y.R.) the supports. 
We advanced to within 400 yards of the Germans, when 1 received orders to go no 
h ther  d l 1  received reinforcements. 1 had only about half of my company left 
then. We dug ourselves in the best we could, under heavy fire, and then held the 
line until nine o'clock that night, when we were relieved by the East Kents. Had 
nothing to eat al1 night and al1 &y. My boys were pretty well al1 played out. In 
this action our battalion was cut to pieces. As for myself, 1 had a man shot down 
on my right and left at the same tirne. Al1 I can Say, it must be the prayers of you 

finished the war as a Major without M e r  injury. See Gibson, p. 24. 

7 6Excerpts fkom Millers letter appeared in the Brantford Expositor, 1 1 May 191 5. p. 5. 

n~his  was probably the waniing order passed domi h m  brigade on the night of the 22- 
23 Apnl. 



people at home that saved me, as where we went through, it was alrnost 
impossible for a man to live. Two-thirds of my company were killed or wounded. 
Not time yet to find out as we are stiil at it .... Lieut Jones got buried by a Jack 
Johnson. It took t h e  men to dig him out. He is ail right." 

Figure 5: Private Gcorgc Hanison 
is one of the many 4th Battalion 
soldiers who died on 23 April 
19 1 5. He lies in Poperingc Old 
Cmctery, 10 kilomcucs west of 
Ypres. (Photo by author, August 
200 1 .) 

Colquhoun's letter confims that swiving members of '8" Company, and probably the 

other companies as well, were under control and in good order throughout the 

engagement of 23 April. 

A report originally published in The Tinzes described the counterattack in heroic tems 

typical of the period, but also provides additional information pertaining to the 4th Banalion's 

advance: 

It is safe to Say that the youngest private in the rank, as he set his teeth for the 
advance, kmew the task in h t  of him, and the youngest subaltern knew that al1 
rested upon its success. It did not seern that any human being could iive in the 

"~uoted in Reville, p. 45 1. 



shower of shot and shell which began to play upon the advancing troops." 

The report went on to state that the 

4th Canadian Battalion at one moment came under a particularly withenng fie. 
For a moment--not more-it wavered. Its most gallant commanding officer, 
Lieutenant-Colonel Birchail, canying, d e r  an old fashion, a light cane, coolly 
and cheerfblly rallied his men, and at the very moment when his example had 
infected them, feli dead at the head of his battalion. 

While this account states that the battalion may have momentarily faltered in its advance, it also 

implies that Birchail maintained unit cohesion until his deatb at 1900 hours, just two hours prior 

to the battalion's relief. It is entirely unclear whether or not Birchall passed the point where 

Miller fell wounded. This is dependant upon one's interpretation of the ranges provided in 

Miller's letter. It is impossible to determine whether or not Miller is referring to the most 

imrnediate enemy outposts or the stronger trenches positioned to the rear of these when he 

describes his own furthest point of advance. The former case is more likely, as Miller seems to 

be referring to the first German troops who came into view. 

Figure 6: Dcîaii h m  Charge of the 4th Cunadian Battalion ut Ypres, 
dcpictiag the death of LLCOI. Bitchail at the hcad of "C" Company 
(artist unknown). This image h i t  appcared in the London Times 
shortly after the attack. The artist has capturcd the hcroic mood of thc 
perid, if not the fiterai rcality of the countcattack. m e  Times Hirtory 
of the War, Volme V (London, 19 19,  p. 76. 

??uoted in a "Supplement to the Upton St. Leonard's Parish Magazine))' June 1915, p. 2, 
NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, file 1 O. 



Even the absolute number of casualties suffered on 23 April is subject to some question. 

As noted above, the war diary lists 505 killed, wounded, or Nssing. In a letter to a friend, 

Private A.W. Wakeling wrote that 250 men and five officers were left at the end of the day, and 

that 700 men and 20 officers were "lost" during the moming. Wakeling notes that the battalion 

commander and adjutant were killed, while the second in command was wounded. He also States 

that Captain Colquhoun was evacuated that night after being gassed, but Colquhoun's record 

shows no wounds, so it is probable that he did not actually enter medical ~hannels.'~ These 

clairns are confirmable, as records show that Captain Glover, the adjutant, was killed in action on 

23 April, and Major Buell, the second in command, is listed as wounded on 24 ~pr i l ."  Yet a 

complete s w e y  of officers listed as casualties for 23 and 24 Apnl is a source of further 

conjecture. Battalion personnel records show that two offcers are listed killed and six wounded 

for 23 Apnl; the figures for 24 April are three killed, 12 wounded, and one missing. These 

numbers do not support Wakeling's contention that only five officers were left at the end of the 

day on 23 April. in fact, something like 15 offices should have been left standing, unless the 

dates listed in casualty reports are inaccurate. For instance, it is possible that some of the men 

listed killed or wounded on 24 Apnl in fact became casualties the day before, but were not 

confirmed or evxuated until the next day. Wakeling's figure of 700 casualties for the h t  day 

of the attack also seems high. It is unlikely that an enlisted man would have been pnvy to such 

precise information. and Wakeling 's figure is probably an infiated estimate. It is also 

conceivable that some stragglers may have returned to the rear area der  the initial casualty 

counts were made, reducing the overall estimate from 700 to something closer to 500. More 

reliable is Wakeling's claim that of the 55 men who started the attack in his platoon, I l  reached 

the initial Gerrnan tren~h.'~ But whatever the exact nurnber of killed and wounded was for 

officers and men, the battdioa suffereâ at least 50 percent casualties. Those of the battalion who 

wQuoted in Reville, p. 453. 

"See Gibsoa, pp. 2 1 -22. 

s2Quoted in Reville, p. 453. 



remaineci alive and unwounded by the evening of 23 April could do little more than consoiidate 

their new positions, and await the much-needed relief iroops who anived around 2100 hours on 

the same day." 

There are several reasons why the counterattack failed to recapture Mauser Ridge, none 

of which seern to reflect upon the fighting abilities of the 4th Battaiion or other battalions 

involved. First, the men had to contend with the der-effects of the German gas attack. The 

possibility of a second attack must have weighed heavily on the minds of Canadian troops, and 

their fean were realized when the Germans again released gas clouds on the moming of 23 April, 

as shown above in Private Adams' letter to his father. Of course, none of the troops were 

equipped with respirators at this time. Perhaps more importantly, not enough artillery support 

was available to press the Canadian counterattack home. And as Bill Rawling has noted, even if 

more adequate artillery support had been available, communications between forward infantry 

units and supporting artillery batteries were too primitive to be of much consequence." Most of 

the field artillery batteries in action at Second Ypres were firing shrapnel rounds, which were less 

effective at suppressing and destroying an entrenched enemy than high explosive shel~s.'~ 

Finally, the Canadian troops who participated in the counterattack had very little tirne in which to 

organize themselves. The 4th Battalion was given l e s  than 12 hours to march into the Iine 

through an extremely congested area and form up for the attack. The fact that Birchall was able 

to lead his men to within 300 yards of the objective (and probably much closer), in spite of 

massive casualties, is testimony to the skills that the Canadian troops had dready acquired during 

their time in England, and their first couple of months in France. Less well trained and dniled 

troops, in the midst of their first crisis, might have broken under the weight of enemy fire and 

retreated in disarray. That the Canadians continued to press forward under the most dangerous 

-- -. . 

" ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 23 April 191 5, NAC, T-10707. 

N4 Rawling, Surviving Trench Wa~ure,  p. 32. 

 esli lie Bmes, Canada 's Guns: An RIustrated History of ArtilIery (ûttawa: National 
Museums of Canada, 1979), pp. 70-7 1. 



circumstances also demonstrates their strong personal motivation and high degree of morale. In 

any event, the battalion's appalling 50 percent casualty rate (killed, wounded, or missing), was 

nothing out of the ordinary in 19 1 5. The key factors limiting the success of the counterattack 

stemrned more h m  overarching battlefield conditions beyond the control of the infantrymen 

than kom hadequate tnining. 

Although the Canadian counterattacks of 23 April failed to take Mauser Ridge, they did 

play a mle in foiling the enemy advance, as both Duguid and contemporary newspaper reports 

suggest? News of the attack generated a considerable level of excitement back in Canada. and 

had it not been for the eventual location of the Canada's national Great War monument on Hill 

145 at Vimy Ridge, the battle of Second Ypres might well have s u ~ v e d  in public memory as 

Canada's greatest military glory. The event was especially notable for the 4th Battalion not only 

because it suffered such a high casualty rate, but because it lost its commanding officer, 

Lieutenant-Colonel Buchall. The battalion was initially organized at Valcartier by Major W.S. 

Buell, but its first omcial comrnanding O fficer was Lieutenant-colonel R.H. Labatt, whose initial 

penod of cornmand ran 60m 22 September 19 14 through to 29 January 19 15, at which point he 

took sick leave. Labatt was replaced by 38-yearsld Lieutenant-Colonel A.P. Birchall. At the 

time Buchall was attached to the Canadian Militia, but he had served in the British Army for 14 

yean with the Royal ~usiliers." Thus, a relatively experienced commander lead the 4th 

Battalion into its first major action at Second Ypres, and the evidence thus far has suggested that 

he demonstrated capable leadership skills as an infantry officer. Contemporary observers noted 

the importance of the battalion commander's personal character, and a few words on Birchall's 

background are warranted. 

Buchall was bom in Gloucester, England in 1877, and joined a newly formed battalion of 

the Royal Fusiliers during the South Afkican War. He was renowned as a popular and athletic 

officer throughout his t h e  in the British Army. Prior to the outbreak of hostilities in 19 14, 

%ee Duguid, p. 41 0, and the Erpositor, 24 Apnl 191 5, p. 1 : "How the Canadians Saved 
Allied Lines firom being Pierced." 

aT~rthur Percival Birchall, NAC, RG 150, Accession 1992-93/166, Box 742 - 20. 



Birchall and two other British Army officm were attached to Canadian forces for the "mutual 

benefit" of both services.'* While serving in Canada, he was appointed to Staffduties before 

fallhg il1 and retuming to England. His illness kept him out of the war f b m  August through 

November, but before getting sick, Buchall published an emergency training manual: Rapid 

Training of a Company for Wur. This pocket manual encompassed a variety of subjects ranging 

from field engineering to cooperation between airtraft and infantry to "lice in war." The author's 

preface declad  that the book was intended as a practical reference guide for relatively 

inexperienced officers, and should serve only as a supplement to War Office manuals." Yet the 

book proved so handy that at least three editions were published, each with fkesh revisions as 

dictated by changing battlefield circumstances. Of particular interest is Birchall's discussion of 

Company attacks, where he emphasized the importance of supporting artillery fire (shrapnel), fire 

and movement (company-totompany, platoon-to-platoon, or otherwise), and the need for short 

and properly timed "rushes" (10 to 30 yards).w Thus, even pnor to the war, and during its fint 

few months, the problems of moving infantrymen towards an objective under fire were already 

understwd, and potential solutions were being addressed. 

88 Quoted in a "Siipplement to the Upton St. Leonad's Parish Magazine," June 1915, p. 3, 
NAC, RG 9, volume 4690, folder 47, file 10. 

89 Captain A.P. Birchall, Rapid Training of a Company for War, Third Edition (London: 
Gale & Polden, 1915). 

%ir~hall, Rupid Training of a Company for Wur, 44-47 



Figure 7: Lieutenant-Colonel A.P. Birchall, 
(fiom Gibson, p. 65). 

Birchall took over cornmand of the 4th Canadian uifantry Battalion on 29 January 19 15, 

shonly before it sailed across the charnel to  rance.^' His four month tenue as cornmanding 

officer of the battalion was short, but it did banspire during the unit's critical formative 

continental training period. It is impossible to measure the effect of Birchall's personal 

experience on the level of military cornpetence attained by the battalion as of April 1915, but the 

fact that he literally '%note the book" on how to train amateur soldien must have exerted a 

positive impact on the battalion's performance at Neuve Chapelle and Second Ypres. In any 

event, it is quite certain that Birchall came to enjoy a positive rapport with his troops. The new 

battalion commander was quite ta11 at 6 feet, 4.5 inches, and was known "affectionately" by his 

troops as "6 foot 5 .'*2 Birchall's generosity and strength of character are evident in the string of 

''Gibson, p. 17. 

g2"Supplement to the Upton St. Leonard's Parish Magazine," June 19 1 5, p. 4. 
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charities he named in his last wilt and te~tarnent.9~ Such attributes are critical to effective 

military leadership, and fortunately for the 4th Battalion, Birchall was not the last commanding 

officer who would possess them. The men of the battalion fittingly memorialized their fallen 

cornmanding officer in a poem entitled The Battle of Langemarck. Consider the following 

excerpt : 

Ye troubadours who sing of wars and brave 
deeds handed dom, 

When you will sing how for the King they 
strove near Ypres town- 

Tell how they fought and nobly wrought like 
Paladins of old; 

Tell how my sons retook the guns, and won 
their spurs of gold. 

And you will tell how Birchall fell as calm as 
on parade, 

And on they bore, arnid the rom, in that wild 
charge they made, 

The poem was written by a civilian in Canada, but was published in the June 19 16 issue of the 

4th Battalion's newspaper, The Deod Horse Corner ~azette." 

Accordhg to Private Wakeling's letter, Lieutenant T.P. Jones was the last officer to take 

charge of the battalion on 23 April, in the absence of Captain Colquhoun. Despite havhg been 

wounded on 23 April, Major I. Ballantine took command of the battalion fiom 24 Apnl through 

27 April, at which t h e  Captain I. Rogers assumed command. Rogers remained in command of 

the battalion until14 May, when Lieutenant-colonel Labatt resumed command after having been 

on sick leave. Labatt would command for less than 30 days before being evacuated sick once 

again on 7 June, but his short period of command happened to coincide with a second episode of 

serious action for the 4th ~attalion? 

9 3 ~ h e  extensive list of chacities includes the Archbishops of Western Canada Fund, the 
Children's County Holiday Fund, and the Children's Hospital of Halifax. Buchall had clearly 
made many friends in Canada. See RG 150, Accession 1992-93/166, Box 742 - 20. 

%?te Dead Home C m e r  Gazette, June 1916, p. 30, NAC, RG 24, volume 12382. 



The shuffling of battalion commanders occurred while the unit undment rapid 

restructuring. By 29 April the battalion had rehMed to Vlamertinghe (where it had been 

originally wamed for its counterattack one week earlier) and had absorbed a fiesh dratt of 15 

officers and 523 other ranks." Only a few weeks were available to integrate these new officen 

and men into the battalion before the unit returned to the line. Such circumstances might have 

been less troubling if May 19 1 5 had been a quiet period for the Canadian Contingent; 

unfortunately, there was little opportunity for rest and reorganization. The period 30 April 

through 16 May was necessarily filled with training activities. On the evening of 2 May, the 

battalion completed a 16 mile march fkom Vlamertinghe to Bailleul, where it would spend a 

couple of weeks in training. During the fiat three days, each of the four companies performed 

five mile route marches, in addition to routine Company, platoon, and section drills.97 During 

the following week, musketry, bayonet fighting, extended order drill, and distance judging were 

practiced. Particular emphasis was placed on musketry practice for the new drafi of troops. 

The efficacy of this training program for the new soldiers is difficult to gauge. Frederick 

Edmonds was one of the new men taken on strength at the end of April. In his diary, Edmonds 

scarcely mentions any of the training conducted during his first few weeks with the battalion. 

This might indicate that the training was carried out in haphazard fashion and made linle impact 

on the troops. However, the fact that Edmonds had served with the 1 Lth Battalion since 

September 1914 might explain why he did not bother to mention training activities which would 

have seemed routine to a soldier who had already bem in the amy for eight mon th^.^^ 

Lieutenant-colonel Laban assumed command on 14 May, two days before the battalion 

was warned to stand in readiness for rotation into the line.* The period 17 through 2 1 May was 

%WU Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 29 Apnl 1915, NAC, T-10707. 

*WU Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 4-6 May 1915, NAV, T-10707. 

98~rederick Edmonds' diary is deposited in the University of Waterloo Archives. 

v a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 10-16 May 191 5, NAV, T-10707. 
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spent interrnittently "standing toi' in support lines at St. Floris, and ûaining in a bivouac area at 

Essars. Finally, on 22 May, the battalion moved into the reserve lines at Festubert as part of a 

relieving force for 3rd Canadian Brigade, at which t h e  two of the 4th Battalion's machine guns 

and crcws were seconded to the 3rd ~a t ta l i0n . l~  During the previous three weeks, Festubert had 

been the epicentre of repeated costly attacks by First British Amy, in conjunction with the 

French Tenth Army moving against Vimy Ridge to the right of the British forces.lol At the 

strategic level General Jofne was intending to win a decisive victory on the Western Front, and 

had managed to convince his British counterparts to support his plans. As a result, thousands of 

British and French troops became casualties as they attacked German positions without the 

benefit of adequate artillery support. 'O2 

Although the 4th Battalion would not participate in an assault of its own at Festubert, 

relatively heavy casualties were sustained as a consequence of German artillery fire. On 23 May, 

five men were killed, and five more wounded by shellfire. The shelling persisted more or less 

continuously for two days. Battalion signallers were particularly busy in their effons to keep 

telephone wires in working order under heavy shrapnel fire. Fmm 23 through 26 May, each of 

the four companies took turns in the firing line under the command of the 3rd Battalion. Further 

casualties were incurred during these  rotation^.'^' On 27 May, the entire 4th Battalion relieved 

the 3rd Battalion without incident and remained in the firing line until30 May, still under nearly 

constant artillery fire. Nevertheless, large working parties ventured out of their shelters at night 

to dig new firing and communication trenches and to keep lines of communications open. As of 

'0"War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 22 May 19 15, NAC, T- 10707. The battalion probably had no 
more than four machine guns at the tirne. 

'o'~icholson, pp. 93-109. 

'02see Woodward, pp. 1 30-1 39, for a concise o v e ~ e w  of the Anglo-French offensives of 
19 15 and their consequences. 
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30 May, 19 men were killed md 108 wounded, vimially al1 by incoming artillery.'" On 3 1 May 

the British 5th Battalion, Gordons (Territorial) relieved the 4th Battalion. The Gordons' second 

in command had been killed the day before while reviewing the 4th Battalion's trenches.Io5 

It is interesthg to compare the experiences of the 4th Battalion at Second Ypres (23 

Apnl) and Festubert (22-26 May). In the earlier engagement, the 4th Battalion consisted of a 

seerningly well integrated group of individuais who had enjoyed several months time in which to 

get familiar with one another and train together. And yet, due to cùcumstances largely beyond 

the conml of the battalion, 50 percent casualties were suffered in an offensive action that lasted 

about 14 hours. At Festubert the composition of the battalion was much different fiom what it 

had been one month previously. Half of the men in the unit were new to the front, and had only 

been training with the battalion for a couple of weeks prior to entering the line. Mthough the 

battalion did not participate in an offensive action as a unit at Festubert, over 100 casualties were 

sustained. Once again, the level of casualties seerns to have been largely beyond the control of 

the battalion. It is probable that casualties would have been considerably higher at Festubert if 

the battalion had been comrnitted to an assault. 

There is another key factor to consider. At Second Ypres, the 4th Battalion was under the 

cornmand of A.P. Birchall, an experienced and charismatic officer. Thus, Birchail figures 

prominently in the story of that battle. Yet by the tirne of Festubert, Lieutenant-colonel Labatt 

had retumed to cornmand the battalion. In contrast to Birc hall at Second Ypres, Labatt is 

scarcely mentioned in conjunction with Festubert. Although Labatt was an experienced militia 

officer (13th Royal Regimmt of Hamilton) whose service extended back to the Northwest 

Rebellion of 1885, he was hardly fit to command a battalion on the Western Front of 1915. The 

5 1-year-old officer had a long history of medical problerns, including a duodenal ulcer, 

dyspwea, iritis, gall Stones, and appendicitis. in June 1915 Labatt was diagnosed with senous 

heart problems, and was unable to walk more than a few paces without becoming short of breath. 

'Q~rederick Edmonds mentions 295 casualties suf3ered d u ~ g  the ten &y pend leading 
up to 1 June. but bis figures are difficult to substantiate. 

loSwar Diary, 4th Cdn Ba, 30-3 1 May 19 15, NAC, T-10707. 



Thus, Labatt was forced to relinquish command of the 4th Battalion permanently on 7 ~ u r i e . ' ~  

Given his medical condition, it is unlikely tbat Laban played a rneaningful role as commanding 

officer during the action at Fesnibert. While it is difficult to assess the impact of Laban's 

presence on operations at Festubert, it is safe to argue that he should never have been allowed to 

resume command during a period when the battalion's morale may have been in a very delicate 

state. 

April and May 1 9 1 5 were unforgiving months for the 4th Battalion, and for the entire 

Allied effort on the Western Front. Although worse was to corne for British forces at Loos in the 

autumn of 19 15, the 4th Canadian infantry Battalion was able to enjoy a relatively quiet 

existence fiom June through December. For exarnple, the battalion served eight relatively 

uneventhl days in the line around Givenchy during d une.'" A typical daily war entry fiom this 

period reads as follows: 

12-6- 1 5 Fairly quiet day, good deal of sniping. Fine and sunny. 
Mine south of Canal exploded at 5 .  P.M."' 

The remainder of the month was devoted to special training sessions covering such topics as the 

newly issued respirators and grenade tac tic^.'^ The battalion also exchanged its Ross Rifles for 

Lee Enfïelds, and some tirne must have been spent familiarizing the men with these new 

weap~ns."~ In ternis of daily activities, July was similar to June, the only high points for the 

month being visits by Su John French and Robert Borden. During June, Frederick Edmonds 

noted in his diary, ''trenches pretty good & much safer than our 1st. Snipers not nearly so 

' 0 6 R . ~ .  Labatt, NAC, RG 1 50, Accession 199îœ93/l 66, Box 5270-62. 

Ioawar Diary, 4th Cdn Bu, 12 June 19 15, NAC, T-10707. 

"War Diaqr, 4th Cdn Bn, 1-7 June 19 1 5, NAC, T-10707. 

"O~ibson, p. 18. The transition should not have been too difficulî, as the general 
priaciples of marksmanship and weapons handling would have been more or less similar for the 
two types of rifle. 



plentifil ...""' The official battalion war diary concuis with EdmondsT appraisal of the situation 

throughout the remainder of 19 1 5. For instance, while the battalion was stationed at Ploegsteert 

("Plugstreet") fkom 22 through 29 July, the words "Al1 quiet" are al1 that appear in the war diary 

for each day."' A man was occasionally killed during these weeks, perhaps by a stray shell or a 

sniper's bullet. The graves of these few unforîunate soldiers can still be found in small 

cemeteries deep in Ploegsteert Wood. But with the exception of periodic bombardments or 

enerny gas attacks, the second haif of 19 15 was a relatively quiet t h e  for the 4th Battalion. 

Figure 8: Ptoegstmt Wood Commonwealth War Graves Ccmetcry. 
This m o t c  cemctery contains the graves of four 4th Battalion soldiers 
Ulcâ betwccn Junc and Octobcr 19 1 5. (Photo by the author, August 
200 1 .) 

in the popular consciousness, the First World War is imagineci in general and 

undifferentiated terms. 'Trench warfare" conjures images of daily assaults across no-man's-land 

in the face of machine gun fie and barbed wire. Such statistics as the figure of 60,OOû British 

casualties suffered on the first &y of the Somme offensive are often cited as evidence of the 

daily horrors. To some extent these images are completely realistic. 1 July 1 9 1 6 was a very 

costly &y for many British battalions, as well as a single Commonwealth battalion, the 

-- 

"'~dmonds Diary, 1 O June 191 5, University of Waterloo Archives. 

'I2war Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 14,20,22-29 June 1915, NAC, T-10707. 
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Newfoundland Regiment, just as 23 April 191 5 was a costly day for the 4th Canadian uifantry 

Battalion. But notwithstanding such tragedies, the experience of the 4th Banalion also 

demonstrates that one âay or week might be completely different fkom the preceding one. While 

a soldier could lose his life to a stray shell or bullet at any moment, not every hour in the trenches 

was devoted to hostile activities, nor was every day of the month spent in the firing Lines."' As 

Tony Ashworth argues in Trench Warfâre, 19 14-19 18: The Live and Let Live System, casualty 

levels varied considmbly as a fùnction of time and geographical location."' Thus, while the 4th 

Battalion was engaged at Ypres and Festubert during April and May 1915, casualty rates were 

astounding. But during the remainder of the year the battalion suffered relatively few casualties 

on a daily basis. intense combat appean to have been the exception rather than the rule. 

April and May 19 15 were frighteningly costly months for the 4th Battalion: at least two 

generations of troops had passed through the unit within its first two of months of fiontline 

action. At higher levels, Allied cornanders were aware that hard lessons haû been leamed 

during the year. A secret mmeo sent h m  1 st Canadian infantry Brigade to the 4th Battalion 

(and presurnably, the other three battalions in the brigade) on 29 October entitled "Notes on 

Recent Opérations" reviews some of the highlights. Some of the information included in the 

memo must have seemed d l  t w  farniliar to the battalion officen who were pnvy to it. Under 

section one, "Fornations for the attack," one passage stands out: 

There should be three waves in the aîtack ... The advance of the h t  wave should 
be in five or six lines. It may be taken for granted that in attacking the front 
system of the enemy's trenches the first three lines will be wiped out; the fourth 
rnay reach the enemy 's second line; the fifth may take it. ' l J  

Mer  detailing procedures for the infantry's advance, the memo notes that means of moving 

artillery forward "mut be thought out." With regard to machine gunners and trench mortar 

'"~he 4th Battalion averaged six to eight days per month in the firing lines during 19 1 5. 

' 'qony Ashworth, Trench Warfiire. 1 91 4- 1 9 1 8: nie Live and Let Live System 
(Houndmills: Macmillan, 1 MO) .  

'?Notes on Recent Operations, NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, folder 3, file 5, p. 1. 



crews, it is stated that "every man" must h o w  "exactly by what route they will advance, and at 

what points they should if possible come into a~tion.""~ The attacks of 1916 would demonstrate 

that the "fifth line" could talce the objective; holding on to the objective was to be an entirely 

separate challenge. 

The notion of Fint World War infantrymen being overburdened with equipment during 

assaults is a fiequent feanire of the secondary literature,"' but the October 19 1 5 memo notes 

under section seven, "Equipment," that only essential items should be carried: greatcoats, 

ammunition and food. This point would come to be emphasized in virtually every 4th Battalion 

operation order for the remainder of the war. The memo deals with a variety of other issues, 

including road control, ammunition dumping, chemical weapons, food, wounded, forming up, 

bivouacing, artillery observation, communication of assault progress, srnoke screens, and air 

photo re~onnaissance."~ The points raised under each of these headings are inherently 

interesting, but most importantly, the memo shows that battalion commanders were made aware 

of such developments months before the Somme battles of 1916. The "learning curve" had 

already begun to creep upward in 191 5, at least on paper. The practical application of such 

[essons was another matter. 

* * *  

More than 1,000 men fiom the Brantford area sewed with the 4th Battalion throughout 

the First World war.'19 nius, many of the older generation who have grown up and iived in 

"%lotes on Recent Operations, NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, folder 3, file 5, p. 2. 

' " ~ e e  Bill Rawling, SuMving Trench Warfure, rem jacket, or John Ellis, Eye-Deep in 
Hell: Trench Warfure in World War 1 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1989). pp. 
33-37. 

"'~otes on Recent Operations, NAC, RG 9, volume 4044, folder 3, file 5, pp. 3-8. 

"%Q. Overseas Miiitary Forces to Ministry of Overseas Military Forces of Canada, 2 1 
March 1919, NAC, RG 9, volume 3002, file U-3-33 



Brantford since the 1930s are well aware that their fathers, uncles, or neighbours s m e â  in the 

"Mad Fourth." 1 f h t  encountend this sobriquet while speaking with Brantfordians who had 

some familial connection with the battalion. In his 1920 history of Brant County, F. Douglas 

Reville noted that the 4th Battalion won its nickname just as Bkchall was killed in action at 

Second Ypres: 

As [Birchall] turned he fell dead at the head of his battalion. With a home cry 
the battalion rushed forward to avenge him, and thus eamed their title 'The Mad 
~ourth.""~ 

The nickname swfely appears in official prirnary documents, but there is evidence thai it 

was regularly used by troops of the 4th Battalion throughout the wu. in his memoir Only 

This Lieutenant J.H. Pedley confimis that the title came into use during Buchall's period 

of command, and "stuck nght to the end," even being chalked on the railroad cars that 

camed the surviving members of the battalion back to Toronto in 19 1 9. At the same 

t h e ,  Peâley admits that the "madness of the Fourth appears to have been an intermittent 

fevei' engendered by some of its cornmanding officen and discouraged by otherd2' The 

following chapter will show how the character of the battalion deveioped and changed as 

the war progressed. 



Chapter T b m :  1916 

In the popular history of the First World War, 19 16 has been perceiveci as the 

metaphorical "point of no retum" in the sense that familiar aspects of civilized warfare 

had disappeared fiom the Western Front. Verdun and the Somme are two battles of 1916 

that are closely associated with incomprehensible levels of death and destruction. in the 

former case, French and Geman forces spent the better part of the year grappling with 

each other in a battle of attrition that resulted in close to one million casualties. And 

certainiy the Somme offensive is most onen cited by historians and other commentaton 

as one of the greatest failures of British geneialship.lu The expenence of the 4th 

Battalion during 19 16 is a microcosmic representation of the greater stmggle. The 

battalion had proven itself a worthy formation during the battles of spring 191 5, but new 

and unforseen trials and tribulations would present themselves in the new year. If the 

record of the 4th Battalion during 1 9 15 suggests that Canadian troops were somewhat 

better prepared for war than is generally believed, there were still many obstacles to 

overcome. Deficiencies in communications, comrnand, and control are only a few 

examples of problems which plagued operations for the 4th Battalion, and probably most 

of the other units on the Westem Front. 

t *  

The first quarter of 191 6 did not represent any great departure fiom what the men 

of the 4th Battalion had grown accustomed to during the final months of 191 5. Much of 

January and February was spent in corps resewe, and during these weeks out of the front 

l U ~ o d n i s  Eksteins' The Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modem Age 
(Toronto: Lester and Orpen Demys, 1989) is an example of work that is highly critical of 
General Haig's command d u ~ g  the Somme offensive, yet Eksteins does not demonstrate a veiy 
clear understanding of the circumstances under which officers and soldiers were operating at the 
tirne; refer to pp. 165- 166. 



line, a fairly comprehensive training schedule was observed. The various topics of 

instruction had not changed appreciably fiom those of the previous year. Physical 

training, bayonet fighting, rapid loading practice, platoon and Company drills dominated 

the ~chedule. '~ Trench rotations during February were without any major actions, but 

the minor incidents which had become characteristic of trench warfare during quiet 

periods filled the days spent at the fiont. Consider the following entry for 3 February: 

Weather tine and sunny. Wind nom the S.W. Gas alert still on & Discontinued 
at 5 P.M. At night the wind veered and blew a gale fiorn S.S.W. Enemy artillery 
on our immediate front threw about sixteen shrapnel shells in front of C.3. 1. 
Shell exploding in a dugout. He threw 10,4.2 H.E. Shells into Woulverghem & 
vicùiity. Sniping and rifle fire about normal. A few rifle grenades were used by 
both sides. Aircrafl very active on both sides.'*' 

The passage both supports and contradicts the popular trench waifare paradigm. Several of the 

most comrnon trench stereotypes are evident in the passage: random artillery tue, sniping and 

aircraft are just a few examples. At the same time, there was no large scale operation in progress 

at the tirne this passage was recorded, nor does it appear that any men h m  the battalion were 

killed or wounded during this particular day. Days or weeks spent in reserve during the early 

part of January were consumecl by training and other logistical or administrative chores, such as 

pay parade. ' 2s As with the previous year's training, physical drill, bayonet fighting, rapid 

loading, and route marching were staple activities on the trainhg roster. While in rear areas the 

men were also able to visit the divisional b a h .  For instance, on 7 and 8 February, the battalion 

was pemiirteâ access to the bathing facilities for approximately four and one half hours per 

- - 

lUwar Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 1 1- 13 January 1916, NAC, 1-10707. 

12' ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 3 February 19 16, NAC, T- 10707. 

i U ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 8 February 1916, NAC, T-10707. The troops would have 
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Lieutenant-colonel M.A. Colquhoun had succeeded Laban as commanding officer of the 

battalion in June 1 9 1 5 and also served as temporary commander of 1 st Canadian Brigade fiom 

10 through 2 1 February 191 6."7 Colquhoun hailed from Brantford, Ontario, and was one of the 

few battalion oficers to corne through Second Ypres physically unscathed. He was well 

respect4 in his homet~wn,'*~ and after falling il1 during the war, would serve once again as 

commanding officer of the Dufferin Rifles during the 1920s.'" Colquhoun received the 

Distinguished Service Order in January 1 9 1 6, lM but more important 1 y, he was remembered as a 

commanding officer who attempted to perpetuate the original fighting spirit fostered by A.P. 

~irchall."' There is some evidence that this atmosphere changed after Lieutenant-colonel W. 

Rae replaced Colquhoun in May 19 16. Unlike his predecessors, who seemed to enjoy a certain 

level of rapport with their subordinates, Rae was remembered as a cold and aioof individual. 

Although Lieutenant James Pedley did not serve with the battalion during Rae's tenue, he was 

able to form a vicarious impression of the man through the recollections ofother officers: 

With the coming of Rae, we fmt discem another element creeping in, which 
seems as difficult to mix with the rugged abandon of the early days as oil with 
water - the element of cold discipline. One gathen that when the prim Little 
colonel was finally promoted to Staff he lefi behind him a well chastened set of 
madmen. Hc was a while steady Rae, even a bnlliant Rae, but a Rae that gave out 

1 2 6 ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 7-8 February 1916, NAC, T-10707. 

lZ7war Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 10 February 1916, NAC, T-10707. 
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Whether or not such characteristics are conducive to a more effective fighting force is a matter of 

debate, but it is evident that morale probably suffered during Rae's period of command. 

Figure 9: Lieutenant-Coioncl W. Rac. @rom 
Gibson, p. 96.) 

If Rae's leadership style as banalion commander lefl something to be desired, there is 

also evidence that the unit was suffering from a leadership crisis at more junior levels during 

19 16. While the battalion was located at Dranoutre during the early part of 19 16, Lieutenant 

W .D. Sprinks was employed as brigade grenade officer and camp commandant. A letter fiom 1 st 

Canadian Brigade to 1st Canadian Division notes that Sprinks showed "no mark of efficiency" in 

either capacity, and recommended that he be smick off süength of the 4th ~attalion.'" 

h June 19 16, a Lieutenant Warburton was placed under arrest d e r  a working party under his 

command was charged with unsatisfactory conduct. Although considered 'hot very able" as an 

"'1 st Canadian Brigade to 1 st Canadian Division, 9 February 19 16, NAC, RG 9, Volume 
4026, Folder 10, File 10. 



officer, Warburton was eventuaily releaseâ fiom anest. A second officer, Lieutenant Gates, was 

also involved with the working Party, but was not available for questionhg because he was 

already under arrest "for a very serious offence totally unconnecteci" with the working party 

episodes. '" 
The examples of Sprinks, Warburton, and Gates may be dismissed as isolated incidents, 

but m e r  evidence is indicative of serious deficiencies at the junior officer level. A 1 st Brigade 

memo fkom August 1916 lists 19 officers from al1 four of its battalions, under the following 

recommendation: 

The following named officers have served with units of this brigade recently and 
have either managed to get away or have been sent away by various means. It is 
highly undesirable that any of them should retum to us.13' 

Nine of the nineteen officers were from the 4th Battalion: Captains Wallace, Sterling, and 

McDiarmid, and Lieutenants White, Warburton, Jones, Tyrrell, Grant, and ~ a t e s . " ~  Of these 

officers, seven had enlisted on 22 August 1914, and five of those seven had enlisted directly with 

the 4th Battalion. Thus, oniy two of the nine (Jones and Tyrell) were officers who had joined the 

battalion from later drafts of men.'" These statistics bring into question the mode of officer 

training conducted during the original formation of the 4th Battalion in Canada and Britain. 

While the training program may have been hadequate, it is also possible that the nine individuals 

listed above were simply not willing to accept the great responsibility of command under field 

conditions. Even more importantly, we mut consider what impact these junior ofncers had on 

st Canadian Brigade, 10 June 19 16, NAC, RG 9, Volume 4026, Folder 10, File 10. 

13' 1 st Canadian Brigade to Canadian Headquarters, S homcliffe, NAC, RG 9, Volume 
4026, Folder 10, File 10. 
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field operatioas during the cntical months of June and July 1916. Correlation does not imply 

causation, but it is possible that a direct relationship existed between setbacks on the battlefield 

and the personalities of certain battalion officers. 

* a +  

The 4th Battalion had enjoyed some respite from heavy casualties as 1 9 1 5 tumed to 19 16, 

but as spring turned to summer, the unit would witness M e r  combat in the Ypres Salient. The 

eastemmost portion of the salient was dorninated by several prominent terrain features, including 

Hills 60,6 1, and 62 ("Tor Top"), Observatory Ridge, and Mount Sorrel. Each of these features 

remained in Canadian hands as of June 1916. The Germans did not fail to take notice, and hoped 

to seize the high ground in an effort to render the Ypres Salient even less tenable than it aiready 

was. As Nicholson notes in the Canadian officia1 history, even if such an attack failed to reduce 

the salient, German success might still compel the Allies to bring more troops into the region in 

order to prevent the line around Ypres fiom c~llapsing."~ Throughout May, Geman 

infantrymen prepared for their attack with practice assaults on mock trenches while additional 

artillery formations were moved into the area. On 2 June, the assault commenced with what 

rnight have been one of the heaviest bombardrnents of the war; some portions of the Canadian 

h n t  trenches simply ceased to exist under the weight of gunfire. By 3 June, the Germans had 

taken hold of Hills 6 1 and 62, Mount Sorrel, and several hundred yards of Observatory Ridge."9 

The 4th Battalion was heading to a billeting area near Dickebush on 2 June when the 

rumour arose that the Germans had launched an assault near Sanctuary Wood, a zone of broken 

terrain that nias into Obsenatory Ridge. M n g  the Nght these nunours were confimeci, as the 

men could hear shelling fiom the direction of Hooge, just to the north of Sanchiary Wood. The 

'3a~icholson, p. 148. 

'39~ee Nicholson, pp. 147- 149. 



shelling contiaued throughout the day on 3 June, and throughout the next day as the battalion 

moved to the General Headquarters lines. The front grew qÿieter during 5 and 6 June, but only 

temporarily. The weather aiso tumeci, and by 1 1 June, there was a steady "driule" that would 

continue throughout the night. The next day the company cornmanciers organized and equipped 

their troops for the pending counterattack.'" The battalion was to move into its attack position 

during the night of 12- 13 June, in support of the 13th and 16th Canadian Infantry ~attalions.'" 

ûnce again the 4th Battalion was called upon to counterattack the Gennans in the Salient, but 

this t h e  more careful preparations were arranged. The battalion would mach to its start line 

with "C" Company in the lead, followeâ by "A", "B", and "D" Companies, these being followed 

by scouts, signallers, and bombers. Each company would collect a Lewis gun crew as it passed a 

given point.lu The battalion was in position by midnight on 12  une.'" 

The entire Canadian counterattack at Mount Sorrel consisted of five objectives. Moving 

fiom West to east, these were the new German front line (codenarned HALIFAX), the former 

Canadian reserve line (MONTREAL), the former Canadian support line (WINNIPEG), the 

former Canadian front line (VANCOUVER), and the original German front line  BERL LIN).^^ 

The 4th Battalion's objective was HALIFAX, with its axis of advance roughly following along 

Observatory Ridge Roaâ. On the right hand side of the road, "A" Company was detailed to 

move in support of the 16th Battalion, while "C" Company would support the 13th Battalion on 

the left side of the road. "B" and " D  Companies would remain in the rear momentarily, along 

'%ar Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 2- 12 June 1 9 16, NAC, T- 1070% 
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with the battalion scouts, signallers, and bombers.'" At 0330 hours on the morning of 13 June, 

Rae ordered "A" Company forward h m  Valley Cottages in support of the 13th Battalion, "in 

response to a message" he had received from the latter. '8" Company was then ordered up to 

Valley Cottages to take up "A" Company's previous position. Rae waited a "few minutes" more 

for a message fiom the 16th Battalion, but when none came, he sent "C" Company foward to 

support it. "C' Company's initial position at Valley Cottages was taken up by "D" Company. 

Although "A" Company had a slight head statt on "C" Company, the latter unit passed 

the former, and advanced well beyond HALIFAX, which was the ultimate objective of both 

companies. Some men of "A" company also advanced beyond HALIFAX. Thus, both 

companies became "mixed up" with the 13th and 16th Battalions. The cause of this confusion 

seems to have been the very severe weight of artillery fire that was falling on the two companies 

during their advances toward HALIFAX. It appears that "A" Company fared better because its 

commanding officer (Captain Powell) did not become a casuaity, and was able to maintain some 

semblance of order during the advance. The situation was quite different in the case of "C" 

Company, which was under the command of Lieutenant Frederick Gates. Lieutenant Gates had 

assumed command of the company very recently, after its previous commanding officer 

(Lieutenant Harris Walsh) had been wounded. Lieutenant Colonel Rae states in his operations 

report that Gates becarne "incapacitated almost irnmediately" after the company started to 

advance. Anyone reading the report might have assumed that Gates was wounded, yet there is 

no record of this O ficer suffering any physical inj ury or wounds during his se r~ ice . '~  It will 

also be recalled that Gates had been previously cited in official correspondence as an undesirable 

individual who had already been charged for a "very serious" offense. Gates had not forged a 

'"Operation Order, 4 Cdn Bn, 12 June 1916, CODE, NAC, T-10707. 

'&~ibson, p. 2 1. 



Figure 10: Two companies of the 4th Battalion advanccd on either si& of Observatory 
Ridge Road, to the nar of the 13th and 16th Battalions Mount Soncl is near the bottom 
of the map (sec Nicholson). 

success hl military career as of June 1 9 1 6, and was probably mentally unprepared to take 

comrnand of the Company in action. As a consequence, Gates would have easily lost his 

composure under highly stressful circumstances such as existed on the moming of 13 June on 

Observatory Ridge. Whatever the exact cause of Gates' incapacitation, "C" Company was 

without a leader, and this probably explains why it advaoced beyond HALIFAX and 



subsequently fell into a state of 

It would be convenient to attribute Gates' behaviour to lack of experience, but the actions 

of Lieutenant Joseph Farrell demonstrate that experience is not the only factor Uivolved in sound 

combat leadership. Farrell had been attached to the 4th Battalion nom the 36th Battalion for 

only a few weeks prior to the counterattack at Mount ~orrel.'"~ Despite his unfarniliarity with the 

4th Battdion and minimal experience at the front, Farrell was abie reorganize and move the 

majority of men from "C" Company back to their correct positions. For the remainder of 13 

June, "A" and '%" Companies occupied HALIFAX TRENCH under "practically incessant 

shellfire." 

Later on during the moming of 13 June, "%"Company was warned to be ready for a 

possible German counterattack from the direction of Mount Sorrel, while "D" Company and the 

4th Battalion's signallers, bornbers, and other ancillary personnel were funftioning as carriers of 

small arms ammunition and grenades for the 13th and 16th Battaiions. Throughout the day it 

was impossible for 4th Battalion headquartea to maintain telephone communications with either 

the 13th or the 16th Battalion, and contact with the forward companies of the 4th Battdion by 

telephone was probably almost as difticult to achieve. With minor exceptions, the dispositions 

of the 4th Battalion remained more or less unchanged throughout 13 and 14 June, when it would 

be relieved by the 24th Battalion. At 2300 hours on 13 June, the 4th Battalion grenade platoon 

moved fonvard to carry out an unspeci fied "special operation" under Lieutenant John Stagg (4th 

Battalion), as well as two officers from 3rd Brigade. It is unclear who issued the order for the 

''"T'he facts uxd to reconstruct this operation are based on Lieutenant Colonel Rae's 
operational report to 3rd Canadian Brigade. See the appendix for the War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 
June 1916, NAC, T- 10707. 

l"Since the spring of 1 9 1 6, the officers and noncommissioned officers of the 4th 
Battalion had been Uivolved with the training of more recently arrived Canadian units, such as 
the 48th and 36th Battaiions. War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, March 19 16, NAC, T-10707. 



special operation, but both of the 3rd Brigade officers were killed by artillery fire while 

Lieutenant Stagg was wounded. Several of the bombers were also killed or wounded, thus 

forcing the surviving mernbea of the platoon back to the trenches of " D  Company. 

The operations of the 4th Battalion on Observatory Ridge fiom 12 through 14 June were 

conducted under the most unfavourable circumstances. The men had never experienced such 

heavy Ievels of shelling, and near constant rain showers did not help the situation as far as the 

troops were concemed. By the time that the battalion was relieved on 14 June, casualty levels 

were already mounting, and the suwivors were extremely fatigued, as well as being soaked 

through to their skins. The HALIFAX trenches had been heavily darnaged by the Canadians' 

preliminary barrage as well as German fire, and protection fiom incoming rounds was difficult to 

find. Heavy raidal1 flooded parts of the trench network, and many men took their chances on 

higher and slightly dryer ground outside of the trenches.lJ9 By the time of the relief on 14 June, 

the battalion had lost one officer and 22 other ranks killed, and 3 oficers and 122 other ranks 

wounded, "practically al1 fiom ~hellfire."~~~ 

The Iarger Canadian effort to recapture lost ground amund Mount Sorrel and sunounding 

high ground dong Observatory Ridge was ultimately successhil, but this analysis of the 4th 

Battalion's participation in the battle demonstrates the incredible degree of cornplexity involved 

in operations at the Company and battalion levels. A broad range of factors infiuenced the 

performance of the battalion: artillery fire, weather, the leadership of junior officers, 

communications, and terrain. Although the 4th Battalion functioned primarily as a support unit, 

its casualty figures for 12 through 14 June show that signifiant numbers of men could be 

 fier the relief of 14 June the men's feet were in terrible shape and required immediate 
attention and rest. War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 14-1 5 June 1916, NAC, T-10707. 

1500perati0~ Report, 4th Battalion to General Officer Commading, 3rd Canadian 
Brigade, War Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, June 1916, NAC, T-10707. 



quickly killed and wounded by indirect fie. Unlike the battalion's experiences of April and 

May 191 5, it does not appear that the men came under heavy machine gun or other direct small 

arms fire at Mount Sorrel. At Second Ypres the battalion was under the cornmand of a popular 

and charismatic officer (Birchall), while Lieutenant Colonel Rae was a "cold" individual who 

comanded operations on Observatory Ridge fiom his battalion headquarters. While a 

comparison between the fighting at Second Ypres and Mount Sorrei probably invites more 

questions than it answers, we cm safely conclude that the differences between the two operations 

outweigh the similarities. Casualties were high in both instances, but were not consequences of 

identical factors in either operation. 

* * + 

If one of the factors that motivated the original German assault on Mount Sorrel and 

Observatory Ridge was to draw Allied troops into local offensive actions, it seems that the 

strategy was successful, even if the Germans were not able to hold on to al1 of the ground they 

had captwed. While the Somme battles raged to the south, the 4th Battalion remained in the 

eastem portion of the Ypres Saiient near Mount Sonel. Less than one month after the June 

counterattack, elements of the battalion were committed to a bombing raid on 8-9 July with the 

intention of p u s h g  the Gemans away kom the higher ground. The objectives of the raid were 

the German &ont line and immediate support trench, with the intention of firmly holding the 

German fiont line "at al1 costs." Supporting artillery tire would be provided by 1st Canadian 

~ivision. " ' 
The raiding Party was drawn primady h m  "C" Company, and placed under the 

"'0peration Order, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 July 1916, NAC, RG 9, Volume 4026, Folder 1 1, File 
2. 



command of a Captain scott.lJ2 Scott's raiding force consisted of five smaller parties named A, 

B, C, D and E. Party A was commaaded by Lieutenant Graecen, and consisted of a battalion 

bombing squaâ, a blocking party, two noncornmissioned officers and 16 other ianks. Graecen's 

blocking party consisted of a single sapper (engineer) and three soidiers who carried the blocking 

hurdles.'" The other four parties were of similar composition, with the exception of Party D, 

which lacked a blocking party. Rae's operation order is somewhat difficult to follow, but his 

intention was for some of the bombers in each party to press into the foward German trenches 

up to particular points. At these key points, the respective blocking parties would &op their 

hurdles, and then retire a short distance to establish barricades. The hurdes were to be within 

sight and grenade throwing distance of the barricades, fiom which the bombers would cover the 

hurdles and prevent the entry of Gexman reinforcements into the captured trenches. Meanwhile, 

the remaining elements of each party would consolidate the captured trenches, killing or taking 

prisoner any Germans who had been cut off.'" Canying parties were detailed from "B" 

Company men to carry pioneer tools to jumping off points for the raid. Resumably this measure 

was intended to spare the raiders ûom engaging in extra work pnor to their engagement. Lewis 

and Colt machine guns were detailed to cover the blocking  point^.'^' 

Although the raid was limi ted to Company sire, a special artillery preparation was 

arrange& 15 minutes pnor io the assault the foward German trenches would be hit with 

'"~hree officen with the sumame Scott served with the banalion; it is unclear whom of 
the three commanded the raiding Party. 

153 The hurdles were prefabricated portable barriers that could be quickly installeci in order 
to block of a section of trench. 

's40peration Order, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 July 19 16. NAC, RG 9, Volume 4026, Folder 1 1, File 
2. 

'5s~peration Order, 4th Cdn Ba, 7 July 191 6, b'Machine Guns," NAC, RG 9, Volume 
4026. Folder I 1, File 2. 



shrapnel rounds while larger calibre rounds were dropped on other seiected targets around Mount 

Sorrel. A 30 minute barrage would cover the assault as it was launched, and afkr a furiher 30 

minutes, a second 15 minute barrage would be fired. Theoretically, the barrage could be tumed 

on or off at any tirne at the request of the fornard infantry, assuming that some means of 

communication existed between the tmops and the gun lines. Four provisions were made for 

signaling purposes: two riflemen in three from parties A, B, C and E would carry flues with 

instnictions for use based on a colour code, a signaling officer would be detailed to facilitate 

communication between advanced battalion headquarters and the captured trenches, larnps would 

be used for visual signaling fkom the fkont line to the rear, and red asteroid rockets would be used 

as S.O.S. signals should the raid encounter severe difficulties. Penetrating the enemy's barbed 

wire entanglements was a potentiai source of trouble, and as a consequence wue cutters would be 

"distributed to riflemen and bornbers as far as nurnbers permit."lS6 

Figure 11: This is the original sketch map inciuded with Lieutenant- 
Colonel Rae's operational report. The positions of the five raidhg 
parties (A, B, C, D & E) are clearly shown. Note a h  the location of 
Canada Tmch. (NAC, RG 9, volume 4026, folder 1 1, file 2.) 

%peration Order, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 July 1916, "Equipment," NAC, RG 9, Volume 4026, 
Folder 11, File 2. 



Despite the detailed planning that is evident in Rae's operation order, "C" Company's 

trench raid at Mount Sorrel failed. Captain Scott's raiding parties were in position to launch at 

2345 hours on the evening of 8 July. Rae arrived in the front trenches pnor to the raiders, and at 

about 2330 hours, he received reports h m  reconnaissance patrols indicating that the German 

wire entanglements were still largely intact. Although the shrapnel bombardment that was about 

to fa11 on the forward German aenches could exert no meaningful effact on the condition of the 

German wire, Rae decided not to cancel the raid?' In his report to 1st Canadian Brigade, Rae 

stated that an attempt had to be made "to cany out the attack at any rate, as it was then too late to 

make any change in the plans."158 Scott's force advanced on schedule at midnight. 

At 2420 houn Rae received his fint indication that al1 was not well. D party was held up 

on the German wire. About 10 minutes later, Rae learned that the attack was stalled all along the 

fiontage of the raid, and urgent requests were received for additional supplies of grenades. By 

O100 houn it became obvious to Rae that the parties were unable to cut through the breast hi& 

coils of German wire without exposing themselves to deadly mal1 m s  fire. There were several 

rows of barbed wire in front of the German trenches, and none of the men succeeded in 

penetrating beyond the £kt or second lines of entanglements. To complicate matters m e r ,  

Captain Scott was killed almost immediately (he had been in direct command of party C, as well 

as the whole raiding force). Lieutenant Graecen (party A commander) was wounded, Sergeant- 

Major Rusk (party B commander) lost a foot, Lieutenant Ansley (paity D commander) was 

killeâ, and Sergeant Eagle (party E commander) was also killed. Despite the loss or wounding of 

'"shrapnel rounds were useful for supressing personnel, but were not effective against 
wUe obstacles or 0th field fortifications. For additional technical information, refer to Shelford 
Bidwell and Dominick Graham, Fire-Power: British Amy Weapons and Theories of War, 1904- 
1945 (Boston: George Man & Unwin, l985), pp. 83-84. 

15%.C. 4th Canadian Battalion to G.O.C. 1st Canadian Brigade, 1 1 July 1916, NAC, RG 
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al1 party leaders, the surviving raiders appear to have retreated in good order, and rnost of the 

wounded were evacuated. '59 Rae ordered the raiders to retreat shortly after O 1 O0 hours. 

Frederick Edmonds had been promoted to Sergeant just pnor to the Mount Sorrel trench 

raid. He did not participate in the action, but was present as the raiding party retumed. In his 

notebook, Edmonds notes that there appeared to be relatively few casualties among the raiders, 

and that the raid failed because the German wire was u n c ~ t . ' ~  While this circurnstance played a 

major role in foiling the bombing raid, several other factors also affected the outcorne. During 

the aftemoon of 8 My, Canadian artillery obsewers noted that the Geman trenches were being 

heavily manned by infantry. Some of the raiders later reported that they came under heavy rifle 

fire, the source of which was probably the forward German trenches. Although the shrapnel 

barrage continued to fa11 on the foward German trenches beyond the specified time limit, it 

appears that the Geman soldiers were still able to man their parapets soon enough to thwart the 

attackers as they attempted to cut through the wire. The fact that most of the Canadian casualties 

were caused by German grenades reminds us just how close together the lines were in this area. 

The raiders were also troubled by machine gun f ie corning fiom nearby Hill 60.16' While the 

intact wire would have caused problems in any event, the violent German response suggests that 

the elexneni of surprise was cornpletely absent. 

It is fair to criticize Rae's decision not to cancel the raid when he was fully aware that the 

G m a n  wire was still intact. The Canadian line was not in immediate jeopardy, and with 30 

minutes to spare, Rae probably could have reached the leaders of al1 five parties pnor to their 

1590.~. 4th Canadian Battalion to G.O.C. 1 st Canadian Brigade, 1 1 July 19 16, NAC, RG 
9, Volume 4026, Folder 1 1, File 2. 

'60Frederick Edmonds Papen, 8 July 1 9 1 6. No casualty figures are available in the war 
diary or operationai report. 

l6'0.c. 4th Canadian Battalion to G.O.C. 1st Canadian Brigade, 11 July 1916, NAC, RG 
9, Volume 4026, Foider 1 1, File 2. 



moment of advance. As alludeâ to above, the expianation that Rae submitted to 1st Canadian 

Brigade for his decision to launch the attack against intact lines of Gennan wVe is rather brief, 

anû perhaps somewhat elusive: 

1 preceded the attacking parties and at about 11.30 p.m. when in the MOUNT 
SORREL trenches, patrols which 1 had ordered out to reconnoitre the enerny's 
wire as soon as it was dark, came in and reporied there were some mal1 gaps in 
different places, fiom about CANADA STREET to 48.S., but, that fiom 
CANADA STREET to the le& the wire was then practically intact. 

1 decided that an attempt would have to be made to cany out the attack at 
any rate, as it was then too late to make any change in the plans.'" 

The few gaps that were observed by the reconnaissance patrol hanily justily Rae's decision. It is 

possible that those gaps may have been lefk open by the Germans intentionally, as a means of 

funneling assault troops into pre-registered kill zones. in any event, these few entry points were 

hardly sufficient for a plan of attack which stipulated that the troops must enter the enemy 

trenches at particular points, and not simply where a random gap in the wire might have 

appeared. "Canada Street" trench ran perpendicular to the main lines, roughly at the mid point of 

"C" Company's attack hntage (figure 1 I).'" Thus, Rae was certain that nearly half of his 

troops would be advancing in the face of intact wire. Rae's only remaining justification for not 

stopping the operation was the late timing. It is difficult, if not impossible, to detemine whether 

or not Rae could have reached al1 of the assault party leaders prior to their moment of advance. 

ifhe sincerely felt that he could not have done so, then it may have been best simply to let the 

entire operation continue as  plmed, rather than have some troops advance while others 

remaineci in the Canadian trenches. Yet Rae did not express this specific concem; instead he 

'"OC 4th Canadian Battalion to G.O.C. 1st Canadian Brigade, 11 July 1916, NAC, RG 
9, Volume 4026, Folder 11, File 2. 
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simple stated that it was "tm late" to change the plan. 

We will never know what was going through Rae's mind, but there is little doubt that he 

was under an incredible amount of stress to maintain pressure on the enemy. The high casualties 

suffered by the 4th Battalion during the previous month mut  have weighed heavily on his mind, 

but one would think that such concerns would make a commander more cautious. Yet there is 

some evidence that Rae might have been suffering fiom exhaustion: during his eight month 

tenure as battalion commander, Rae spent approximately 25 days in hospital, or on leave? The 

only remaining clue regarding Rae's motivation comes fiom Lieutenant James Pedley's who 

indicated in his memoir that Rae was a staunch dis~iplinarian.'~~ Perhaps Rae was unwilling to 

cancel the assault for fear of draining the battalion's will to participate in friture offensives. 

In any event, the failed raid of 8-9 July was probably one of the episodes that contributed to 

Rae's relative unpopularity as a banalion commander. 

in the final analysis, we should not allow the unfortunate outcome of the trench raid to 

eclipse the good intentions and sophisticated planning that preceded it. Officers and men with 

combat experience appreciated that conventional large scale fkontal attacks executed during 

daylight hours were extrernely costly, and oflen resulted in few gains . It is understandable that 

these individuals were searching for more effective avenues through which they could close with 

the enemy. At the tirne, platoon or Company sized night raids mut  have seemed like attractive 

alternatives, since in theory, they were based on stealth and surprise. 



- 
Figure 12: The &te inscribed on Private T.O. 
Saidler's grave marker shows îhat he was probably 
kdled in the trench raid on ttie night of 8-9 July 
19 16. It is unusual for the &te of death to be marked 
in tbis way. Saider lies in the Railway Dugouts 
(Transport F m )  Commonwealth Cemetery near 
Ypres. (Photo by the author, August 200 1 .) 

While the Canadian Corps had been grappling with Geman Amy in the Ypres Salient 

during the fint seven months of 19 16, even greater dramas were playing themselves out on other 

parts of the Western Front. In February the German commander Von Falkenhayn launched his 

attack against the French at Verdun, "the me fortress" on the eastem bank of the River Meuse. 

Further Geman attacks soon followed on the West bank of the river. It was Fakenhayn's 

intention to break the back of the French Amy at Verdun, but by the end of the year both the 

Germans and the French had bled thernselves white in an epic stniggle that has corne to 

symbolize the incredible loss of life on the Western Front. The forts and villages to the north of 

Verdun changed han& several times throughout 1916, and even today only ruins remain where 

houses and farms once stood. The Gemans never reached the city of Verdun itself, but many 



neighbouring communities such as Fleury and Vauquois were wiped off the face of the planet by 

constant shelling and massive mine detonations. Most of the French forts to the north of Verdun 

survived the banle, but the scars of the stniggle are everywhere on the battlefield: the ground 

resembles the surface of the moon with its acres of shell craters, while it is not uncornmon to 

happen upon unexploded shells and grenades in a fieshly ploughed fami field. Despite the nearly 

one million casualties suffered by both m i e s  at Verdun, the war was far from decided in 

December 1916, and anylhing resembling a favourable resolution did not appear within the grasp 

of the Allies. 

While the battle of Verdun raged, British and French forces launched an offensive further 

north, near the Somme River. The offensive had no meaningful geographical objectives, but 

rather, was intended to relieve some of the Geman pressure on the French at Verdun, and on 

other Allied fionts. On the 1 July, the infantry attacks commenced aAer a powerful artillery 

preparation. Whiie the French forces on the nght of the Somme River managed to achieve most 

of their objectives, British and Commonwealth forces on the left (or north bank) did not fare so 

well. At least 57,000 British troops were killed or wounded on 1 ~uly.'" The Canadian Corps 

was far h m  this action, but the Newfoundland Regiment was virtually annihilated in its attack 

near Beaumont Hamel. 

'%icholsou, pp. 160-1 6 1. 



Figure 13: Overall view of the Somme fiont. The white line and the solid black linc 
represent the Allied and German positions pnor to 1 July. The heavy dashed line shows 
the German fiont line by the end of July; the next three lines going fiom West to east 
show the Gcrman line on 1 Septembcr, 1 Octobcr and 1 November respectively . The 4th 
Battalion operatcd north of Courcelette Cjust West of Le San; figure 14). (From Gilbert, 
p. 56.) 

The Canadian Corps began moving inio France during August, and by the end of the 

month had reached the Somme battlefields. The men of the 4th Battalion found themselves in 

support trenches near La  oiselle,'^^ mughly halfway between Albert and Pozieres, on 3 1 August 

after spending the better part of the previous six weeks training, king inspected, and moving 

fiom village to village on foot or by train. As Nicholson explains, Haig planned to have 1 st 

Canadian Division hold the h n t  roughly between Pozieres and Mouquet F m  while the other 

I6'war Diary, 4th Cdn Bn, 1 September 1916, NAC, T-10707. 
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Canadian divisions prepared for offensive action.'" The Germans did not cooperate, and the 4th 

Battalion found itself repelling two attacks later in the month. On the moming of 19 September, 

the battalion was in the line "in front of" Courcelette when it received orders to attack at 1900 

houn that evening. The preliminary bombardrnent commenced at 1400 hours, but the attack was 

cancelled shortly thereafter for reasons not specified in the battalion war diary. But at 1930, the 

Germans launched their own assault on the 4th Battalion's trenches, and managed to secure a 

foothold aAer ovemuullng a Lewis gun position. "B" Company was immediately brought out of 

reserve to repel what appears to have been a srnall scale raid, but by the time it reached the 

forward area, the Gemans had evacuated their position and retreated to their original lines. 

Heavy artillery fire conthued throughout the evening on both sides of the line.'69 

At 0430 hours the next moming, the Germans launched yet another attack. This one was 

less successhl than their first attempt the evening before because the 4th Battalion had remained 

on alert throughout the night. The battalion was ordered to launch its own assault on the 

aflemoon of 20 September, but the order was promptly canceled; brigade had presumably taken 

into consideration the exhausted state of the troops after repelling two assaults within the 

previous 24 houn. The 1st Canadian Battalion relieved the 4th Battalion at 2200 hours on the 

sarne day, although two platoons &om "C" Company remained in position near Courcelette until 

about 1700 hours on 2 1 September. The battalion's casualties since 19 September were 

estimated to be eight officers and 150 other ranks. It is not clear whether the buUc of these 

casualties were caused by artillery fire, or direct German action during the two attacks, but the 

former case appears more likely. A 1st Canadian Division reconnaissance report compiled on the 

moming of 20 September noted that much of the country to the rear of the Suga. Rehery near 

la~icholson, pp. 166-167. 
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Courcelette was under enemy obsmation h m  the Courcelette-Thiepval ridge line to the noith 

and north~est."~ 4th Battalion headquarters were set up in the Sugar factory itselc and most of 

the battalion fiontage north of the refinery would also have been within view of Gennan artillery 

observers. As a consequence, it is reasonable to assume that accurate artillery fire probably 

caused the majority of 4th Battalion casualties. Thus, it was extremely critical for the Canadians 

to move forward onto the Courcelette-Thiepval ridge as quickly as possible. This tactical 

scenario set the stage for the Canadian actions during October. 

* + *  

The 4th Battalion's attack near Courcelette and Le Sars on 8 October 19 16 ideally 

illustrates factors that influenced the outcornes of company and battalion-sized operations. The 

secondary literature dealing with Canadian operations on the Western Front emphasizes the 

imponance of carehil planning and identifies Vimy Ridge as a major turning point in the war in 

the sense that its meticulous planning was a point of departure from the fmt half of the 

conflict."' A carehil examination of battalion operations on the Somme shows that detailed 

operational planning was not a new phenornenon in 19 17, but the experience of the 4th Battalion 

at Courcelette-Le San on 8 October suggests that sophisticated operational planning did not 

necessarily guarantee success. There were a nurnber of other operational and logistical factors 

that could easily doom a well-planned assault to failure. 

The objective of the 4th Battalion attack on 8 October was straightforward: the men were 

to advance uphill on a 350 yard front and capture the first and second German lines (Below 

Trench), roughly in between theu intersections with the Dyke road and R e m  Trench. The 

"('Recomaissance Report, 1 st Canadian Division, 20 September 19 16, NAC, RG 9, 
Volume 4026, Folder 11, File 3. 
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attack would go in immediately to the northwest of Le Sars, and to the more distant northeast of 

Courcelette. The 69th British Brigade would advance to the nght of the 4th Battalion, while the 

3rd Canadian Battalion would advance on the left. The 4th Battalion's advance would be staged 

in two waves, approximately 50 to 75 yards apart. The first wave, consisting of "A" and "B" 

Companies, would capture the first German line, while the second wave, consisting of "C" and 

"D" Companies, would pass through to capture the second line. Each of the companies would 

itself advance in two waves of two platoons each, again, with a distance of approxhately 50 to 

75 yards in between. Because the attack would be launched under the cover of darkness,IR 

Lieutenant-Colonel Rae emphasized the importance of maintaining touch with elements of 3rd 

Battalion and 69th Brigade on either f l a d ~ . ' ~  A single Company of the Second Battalion was 

held in immediate reserve. "' 

In~lthough night operations tended to exacerbate navigational difficulties, the protection 
afforded by darhess was a key advantage for the attacking force. 

'%peration Mer, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 October 1916, "Intention, Objective, Flanks, 
Formations,'' NAC, T-10707. 
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Figure 14: This original overprint shows the objective of the 8 October operation. The 
names of the main trcnch lines and the battalion's axes of advance and retreat have been 
highlighted by the author in black rnarker for clarification: the solid black arrow shows 
approximtely the northward advance toward the diamond-shaped Quaârilateral (the 
intersection of Below and Gallwitz Trenches). The battalion rcached the fmt Below 
Trench, but could not capture the second line. Meanwhile, German counterattacks from 
the north end of Bclow Trench and from Gallwitz Trench ultimately &ove a wedge into 
the battalion's position at the Quadrilateral. The broken mows show the two directions 
of withdrawal. Part of the battalion wcnt left, down Regina Trench, whle the other 
himed righî, following Below Trench to the south. Courcelette is just off the bottom of 
the map, while Le Sars is off the right dge, to the eut. (NAC, RG 9, volume 401 1, 
folder 17, file 4.) 

If and when the objectives were captured, the operation order specified that officers and 

noncommissioned officm would organize the suMvoa into new sections and platoons, while 

the Lewis v e r s  and ammunition carriers would push fomard as much as 100 yards in fiont of 

the new positions. Al1 captureci German weapons, ammunition, and tools would be gathered up 

and distributeci for n-use as required. Spare grenades and ammunition were also to be collected 

fiom dead and wounded Canadians, and passed on to the grenadiers and Lewis gun ~rews."~ 

Wounded were to be cared for and evacuated only by stretcher bearers. Likewise, German 

prisoners of war were to be evacuated only in sizeable parties, and under the supervision of an 
- .. - - - - 

"'ûperation ûrder, 4th Cdn Bo, 7 ûctober 1916, "Equipment," NAC, T-10707. 
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officer.lT6 These duties were not to be used as excuses for able-bodied riflemen or grenadiers to 

move back to the rear during the critical p e n d  of consolidation at the objectives; every man 

would be needed. 

Four squads of grenadiers, plus additional pioneer troops, were detailed to establish 

blocking parties. The parties would position themselves on the forward flanks, with the 

intention of linking up with 3rd Battalion and 69th Brigade on either side. If these niendly units 

could not be reached, the blocking parties could serve as Unmediate flank protection forces.'" 

Lewis gun crews from the f h t  two companies would position themselves in positions fiom 

which they could cover the grenadiers' blocking positions. The Lewis gunners of "A" and "B" 

Companies were to advance in the rear line of the rear platoons in extended order, so that the gtm 

crews would appear as ordinary skirmishers from a distance. Remaining Lewis guns fiom al1 

four companies would be at the disposal of the respective Company commanders and deployed as 

the situation di~tated."~ In contrast with the Lewis guns, the Colt machine guns would remain in 

the support trench, h m  which they could provide suppressive fire over the heads of the assault 

cornpanies. They would also be available to cover an emergency withdrawal, or to help thwart 

any German efforts to co~nterattack.'~~ Thus, the offensive employment of machine guns as 

sources of indirect fire was not a new experiment pioneered in the Vimy operation six months 

later. 

A variety of rneasws were taken to facilitate communications. The capture of the fint 

lhe was to be indicated by the release of red Very lights, while the capture of the second line 

'760peration Order, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 October 1 9 1 6, "Wounded, Risoners," NAC, T- 1 0707. 

InOperation Order, 4th Cdn Bo, 7 ûctober 1916, "Battalion Grenadiers, Working 
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would be announced with the nlease of green Very 1ights.l" Each Company would be issued 

three Very pistols with 60 flares, two sets of S.O.S. mckets, plus nine ground flares for aircraft 

signalling. Every section was to be infonned with regard to who was carrying what, in case a 

pistol or flare was imrnediately required by someone who was not the original carrier."' 

Additionally, the battalion scout officer and selected scout troops would follow in the wake of 

"C" and "D" Companies. The scouts' mission was to report directly to battalion headquarters on 

the state of the capnued positions. Scouts not detailed for this role by the scout oEcer would 

remain at battalion headquarters, fiom which they might be dispatched as required.18* Battalion 

headquarters would be connecteci to brigade by telephone line or 

ûrdinary riflemen would cany 170 rounds olsmall amis amm~nit ion, '~  four grenades, 

three sandbags, two days' rations, iron rations, one full waterbottle, and one waterproof cape. 

Greatcoats and large packs would not be carriai into the attack. Grenadiers would carry more 

grenades and fewer rounds of small amis ammunition than the nflemen. One in two soldiers, 

excepting grenadiers, would carry a full-size trench shovel slung across his back. One man per 

section would carry an additional sack of 12 grenades.'85 Thus, the men were hlly loaded for the 

attack, but not excessively so. Experience showed that a delicate balance had to maintained 

between staying power, and the exhaustion that resulted when soldiea were overburdened with 

excessive loads of gear and ammunition. 

'"~peration ûrder, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 October 19 16, "Signais," NAC, T- 10707. 

181ûperation Order, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 October 1916, "Equipment," NAC, T-10707. 

1820peration Order, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 October 1916, "Scouts," NAC, T-10707. 

1830peration Order, 4th Cdn Bn, 7 October 19 16, b'Communications," NAC, T- 10707. 

' "~ee  Enfield rifle ammunition was also compatible with the Lewis gun. 
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Mer a hot meal, and the h a 1  issuing of equipment, the troops moved into their assembly 

trenches on tirne for the designated zero hour of 0450 hours. The leading companies jumped off 

under cover of artillery fire, but the operational plan began to falter almost at once. n i e  first 

source of complication was the Dyke Road, which ran fiom the Canadian trenches to the Geman 

trenches, but not in a perpendicular fashion (figure 14). Thus, as the advance platoons used this 

diagonal roaâ as a baseline h m  which to maintain their direction in the darkness, the entire 

battalion began to veer to the extreme lefi, into the axis of the 3rd Battalion. This navigational 

error was exacerbated by the fact that the ground sloped upward less steeply on the lefl of the 

battalion's assigned fiontage; the platoons natwally tended toward the more level areas. Finally, 

the German wire remaineâ intact on the right end of the advance. This forced the right hand 

platoons to resrient themselves toward the left. The net effect was that the battalion ended up 

displacing itself 350 yards to the left; it had completely missed the portion of the enemy trenches 

assigned to in it in the operations ordeda6 

After capturing the first objective, battalion officers realized their mistake. A bombing 

party of unspecified size was quickly dispatched 300 yards to the right, in an effort to make 

contact with elements of 69th Brigade. The grenadiers succeeded in doing so, and also managed 

to capture 100 prisoners during their foray along the first Below Trench. Having achieved this 

contact, the officers conferred about how to approach the second objective. They could easily 

observe that the wire between the two lines was completely intact, which would render a frontal 

assault suicidai. They considered cimumventing this wÙe obstacle to the northwest, but decided 

that c o v e ~ g  the extra distance would consume the remaining h a -  grenade supply, leaving little 

firepower with which to consolidate the second objective. The question of whether or not to 

continue quickly became moot, as Gman grenadiers began to launch localized counterattacks 

'Zieutenant-colonel Rae to G.O.C., 1st Canadian Brigade, 17 Oetober 1916, NAC, T- 
10707. 



during the morning. The matter of holding the first objective suddenly assumecl a more 

immediate urgenc y. 18' 

By 1345 hours on 8 October, intense German artillery fire began to pond the 4th 

Battalion's new positions in the former German trenches. The Gemans were subsequently able 

to deploy shong grenadier parties down the Gallwitz and Below Trenches. Gallwitz Trench ran 

perpendicular to Below trench, and because the Germans were counterattacking in strength 

directly from their second lines, they experienced little difficulty circumventing the wire that ran 

between the second and fint lines of Below (figure 14). The Canadian blocking parties resisted 

these incursions as long as possible, but were soon forced back by the counterattacks. As the 

Canadian position was o v e m ,  some elements of the 4th Battalion retreated with the 3rd 

Battalion off to the southwest, down Regina Trench. Other elements of the 4th Battalion retired 

down Below trench to the southeast, in the opposite direction fiom which the Germans had just 

counterattacked. Both portions of the 4th Battalion attempted to raily and regain the German 

line. The men on the left side of the German wedge attacked with bayonets, but were driven 

back. The men on the right also launched several counterattacks of their own, but by dusk their 

grenade supply had run out, and they had no choice but to retire to the lines of 23rd British 

Division. The survivors of the 4th Battalion were gathered into the original assembly trenches 

h m  which the attack had been launched. They remained there until their relief on the night of 9 

~ctober. la' 

Three days after the abortive attack, 1 st Canadian Division convened a Board of Enquiry 

at Bouzincourt to investigate the conduct of the 3rd and 4th Battalions. It is worth reproducing 

'"~ieutenant-colonel Rae to G.O.C., 1st Canadian Brigade, 17 October 19 16, NAC, T- 
t 0707. 
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the 22 questions posed by the court: 

1. What was the strength by which the 3rd and 4th Battalions attacked? 
2. How many officers went forward with each Assaulting Battalion? 
3. What was the probable number of casualties in each Battalion before the 
objective was reached? 
4. How many officers reached the objective? 
5. What as the extent of the Objective seized and the dispositions of each 
Battalion in that objective? 
6. What as the extent of the resistance? 
7. Were many Germans captured in the German Trench? 
8. How many (Canadian) men surrendered? 
9. Was connection established with the troops on each flank? If so, when? 
10. What preparations were made after reaching the Objective for its retention? 
1 1. When did the enemy counter-attack? in what strength? 
From where and with what results? 
1 2. Were his counter-attacks preceded b y Artillery preparation? 
13. Were S.O.S. Signals used by us and was our Artillery reply satisfactory? 
14. What were the reasons for the retirement of each battalion? 
15. Was the order given to retire? If so by whom? 
16. Were any steps taken to stop the retirement? 
17. Did any of our men surrender? If so how many and where? 
18. How many men of each unit got back to our original Line? 
19. To what extent did the units suffer during retirement? 
20. How many bombs was each man ordered to cany? In your opinion was this 
order obeyed? 
2 1. What was the system of replenishing the Bomb supply? 
22. In your opinion was the retuernent justifiable?'" 

The answea to some of these questions have already been discussed above, based on an 

examination of Rae's operation order and after-action report, but by reviewing the court reports, 

w e  can shed additional light on the events of 8 October. The most basic piece of new 

information available in the court reports is the initial strength of the 4th Battalion: 18 offices 

and about 580 other ranlrs. As wted above, the battalion incurred few casualties prior to 

reaching the k t  objective, and after having veered off course, was able to restore touch with the 

British forces on the nght Bank by 1 0 0  hours; contact with 3rd Battalion was never lost. 

'"1 st Canadian Division to Brigadier-General Tuxford, 3rd Canadian Brigade, 10 
October 1916, NAC, RG 9, volume 40 1 1, folder 17, file 4. 



Because it was impossible to reach the second Below Trench, the tirst objective was consolidated 

at once. The court report notes that the battalion was reorganized into four companies in the 

Below Trench line that it had just captureci near the Quadrilateral (figure 14). Furthemore, new 

firesteps were built up against the rear walls of the Gennan trenches, so that the men could fire 

over the parados toward the Germans, and enemy supplies and weapons were collected and 

organized. Up to that point, four officers had been killed, and four were wounded, leaving 10 

able-bodied officers to direct the consolidation.lw 

Bombing duels were fought against the enemy throughout the morning as he launched 

small counterattacks within about 90 minutes of being forced out of the fint Below Trench. 

These attacks grew stronger toward early aftemoon, at which tirne the massive German 

bombardment commenced. It was reported that shells were landing as far back as the Canadian 

assembly trenches just to the north of Courcelette. The court report notes that both the 3rd and 

4th Battalions attempted to launch S.O.S. signals, but in every case the signaiers were killed 

before they could deploy the rockets. Rockets or no rockets, it would have been a forgone 

conclusion that the Canadian assault companies were in trouble. Thus, the Canadian artillery 

responded to the German barrage with some effect.I9l 

The concerted enemy counterattacks originating fiom the north end of Below Trench, and 

fiom Gallwitz Trench, &ove a permanent wedge into the 4th Battalion's frontage. This was 

achieved at the intersection of the two afonnentioned trenches, a major landmark referred to as 

the Quadrilateral. Majors Bennett and Mowat led elements of the 4th Battalion down Regina 

Trench, away h m  the Quaârilateral, with the Germans at their heels. The two officers managed 

'?inding of the Court of Enquiry at Bouzhcourt, preliminary draft, NAC, RG 9, volume 
4044, folder 3, file 20. 

19'~inding of the Court of Enquiry at Bouzincourt, preliminary draft, NAC, RG 9, volume 
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to fom up a group of men ia the shell holes next to Regina Trench and then delayed the enemy 

with rifle fke for a brief period. Mowat and Bennett then inspired a final bayonet charge that 

was promptly stopped by German grenades and machine gun fire. Mowat was killed in the midst 

of this last ditch effort to drive eastward, back toward the Quadnlateral in the face of 

overwhelming German strength. A preliminary draft of the court report states that an officer of 

the 3rd Battalion may have shot some 4th Battalion soldiers who refused to participate in Mowat 

and Bennett's charge, but this unconfirmed statement was stnick fiom a iater cirait of the 

report.192 It is certainly possible that some men may have refused to quit the relative safety of 

their shell holes when Mowat ordered the bayonet charge.lg3 

No forma1 orders to withdraw were issued to these troops, nor could there have been any, 

since there was no way of reaching them fiom battalion headquarters. It is even possible that 

battalion headquarters was unaware of their location. Forhmately, the court recognized that al1 

other options had been exhausted when the suwivon finally withdrew to their own lines. Only 

about 100 men Erom the left hand side of the Quadrilateral managed to reach safety.Ig4 

The buk of the 4th Battalion troops found themselves on the right hand side of the 

wedge, moving down Below Trench toward the hntage of 69th Brigade. Unlike the troops on 

the other side of the wedge, these troops were able to resist the German attacks witil about 1800 

hours because fiesh supplies of bombs were made available by the 23rd British Division. As 

long as bombs were available, the Gennan counterattacks could be stopped, but once the supply 

dried up, the Canadians had no choice but to withdraw into the lines of the 23rd Division, under 

192~inding of the Court of Enquiry at Bouzincourt, later draft, 12 October 19 16, NAC, RG 
9, volume 4044, folder 17, file 4. 

193~inding of the Court of Enquiry at Bouzincourt, preliminary draft, NAC, RG 9, volume 
4044, folder 3, file 20. 
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the orders of a British officer. About 120 men returned. Summing this number with those who 

retreated on the left side of the Quadrilateral indicates that about 220 troops of the original 580 

suMved the attack. It is ualûiown how many of the Canadian casualties were taken prisoner. Ig5 

Lieutenant-Colonel Rae suggested three reasons for the battalion's inability to hold its 

position in Below Trench at the Quadrilateral. The primary factor relates to the improper 

direction of the initial advance, a mistake that delayed the capture of the first objective and cost 

extra grenades. This permittecl the enemy some valuable tirne in which to consolidate his second 

line and prepare counterattacks. The second factor was of a logistical nature: too many grenades 

had been required to capture the first objective. By the time the k t  objective had been 

teniatively secured, the sun had risen, and attempts to move additional supplies of grenades 

forward failed with high casualties. It was sirnply impossible to move material to the points of 

W e s t  advance under enemy observation during the day. Rae was in the process of sending up 

supplies through British echelons in 69th Brigade, but this could not be achieved quickly enough. 

Finally, it was not feasible for the resente Company of 2nd Battalion to counterattack during the 

day for the same reasons that supplies could not be moved foward.'% 

As the court determined, the preliminary Canadian barrage was partial1 y effective, since it 

had suppressed the enemy well enough to facilitate the capture of the first Geman line. 

Unfortunately, the fact the much of the Geman wire remained intact beyond the first objective 

was not discovered until it was too late. Poor weather had prevented artillery and air observen 

nom recogniPng this problem during the previous day. Even with clear visibility, it was 

'"~inding of the Court of Enquiry at Bouzincourt, preliminary draft, NAC, RG 9, volume 
4044, folder 3, file 20. 
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difficult for ground obsewm or patrols to clearly see the German wire beyond the first line.I9' 

Through the course of the investigation, the court learned that the 4th Battalion carried a 

total of 3,200 grenades into the Assembly trenches. This averages out to approximately five 

grenades per man. A further 3,000 grenades were already stored in the assembly trenches, 

although it is uncertain in what ratio these were divided between the 3rd and 4th Battalions. 

Assuming an even sharing, this would equal a M e r  two to three grenades per soldier in the 4th 

Battalion, giving a total of approximately 8 grenades pet man. Further stocks of grenades were 

available at dumping points, but is unlikely that many of these could be transported to the places 

where they were needed. As noted, additional bombs were supplied late in the day by 23rd 

British ~ivision.'~' It does not seem possible that the men could have canied many more 

grenades without being overburdened. Furthemore, if the Germans not had not enjoyed such 

easy access to the Caaadian positions in Below Trench, via Gallwitz Trench, as well as the 

portion of Below Trench that they still held, it is possible that the grenade supply may have been 

sufficient. 

Finally, the court noted that a large proportion of the attacking officers and men had 

never seen action, and that many new men had never thrown a modem Mills grenade. In the 

case of the 4th Battalion, the court report indicates that six of the 18 officers who went into the 

attack had never been in the front line, nor had 154 of the 580 other ra~ks.'~~ The relevance of 

this statement is difficult to gauge. We must consider that vutually none of the 4th Battalion 

oEcea or men who participated in the counterattack at Second Ypres had any prior experience 

I9'~inding of the Court of Enquiry at Bowhcourt, later draft, 12 October 1916, NAC, RG 
9, volume 4044, folder 17, file 4. 

I9*~inding of the Court of Enquiry at Bouzincourt, later draft, 12 October 19 16, NAC, RG 
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of offensive action on the Western Front. Yet in that instance, the tevel of actual battle 

experknce probably would not have had a significant impact. The nurnber of men who were 

new to battle at Courceletie is less significant than the sum total of training that they had received 

since enlisting in the Army. This matter requires fûrther investigation. 

The court ultimately ruled that neither the 4th nor the 3rd Battalion was guilty of 

negligence: 

This court finds that there was no general retirement in this action, but that the 3rd 
and 4th battalions were pushed back, fighting, after a very severe artillery 
bombardrnent, by sheer weight of numbers. Our lack of bombs, which it appears 
could not be got up in sufficient numbers, contribuhg to this effect. 

(signed) G.S. Tuxford 
Brigadier-General 

President of the coudm 

Although this statement reflected positively on both battalions, Brigadier Tuxford outlined some 

important lessons at the end of his repon: 

n i e  principal lessons to be learned are - 
(1) The necessity of dependable patrolling. 

(2) That the getting of the Trench does not mean the getting of the Objective. We 
must not only clear the enemy out of the Trenches but we must control al1 his 
approaches to it. (ernphasis added) 

(3) The making of the supply of bombs sufficient, as far as it is hurnanly possible 
to do. 

(4) The development of qualities of leadership and resolution in officen. 

(5) When dr& corne to this country they should be already trained."' 

2%nding of the Court of Enquiry at Bouzincourt, p r e h a r y  draft, NAC, RG 9, volume 
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Brigadier Twford's list of lessons serves as a useful means of summarizing the 

operational dilemma as it existed for Commonwealth forces at the conclusion of Somme 

Offensive. The first point is made in reference to the problem of barbed wire entanglements. 

The court determined that routine infantry patrols should have observed the state of the enemy's 

wire beyond the h n t  lines. This does not seem completely reasonable, since the secondary rows 

of wire would have been well beyond the reach of a patrol as long as the enemy occupied his tirst 

line. Because patmls were generally canied out at night, effective observation beyond the first 

line would have been practically impossible. In fact, lessons number one and two stem implicitly 

fiom the problem that the German defences were very deep. Reconnoitering the fint line was of 

little use if there were two more lines behind it. With the Germaw holding the high ground at 

Courcelette-Le San, observation from a distance was also diflicult. Similarly, capturing the first 

line was a nsky venture if the enemy maintained control of communications trenches running 

perpendicular to it, as in the case of Gallwitz Trench (figure 14). 

Lesson number three is not really a lesson at all. Rather, it refers to a logistical dilemma 

of incredible proportions. While assault troops could capture a trench in a night attack, they 

could not easily be re-supplied during the following day. Thus, an attack was not really 

sustainable unless the initial blow was so strong as to smash ail echelons of the enemy's line, 

which was unlikely, considering the depth of the Geman defences. Paradoxically, the W e r  the 

penetration, the more difficult it would be to move supplies to front, and the wounded to the rear. 

Lessons four and five are much greater in scope, and go beyond the tactical and 

operational focus of this study. Yet a more cornplete analysis of the 4th Battalion may show that 

incoming clrafts of tmops were not receiving adequate training prior to joining the battalion. The 

dire need for replacements by the summer of 19 16 would easily account for this predicament. 

The question of leadership in junior officers is equally troubling, and Tuxford's reference to this 

issue teminds us of the apparent leadership crisis experienced by the battalion earlier in 19 16. 



But again, fim conclusions can only be drawn h m  a much more detailed study of the junior 

leaders who passed through the 4th Battalion. 

* * + 

The 4th Banalion left the Somme and headed north. It would serve four more days in the 

line up to the end of October, plus two weeks during November near Gouy Servins, not far to the 

west of a key terrain feature called Vimy Ridge. Half of December was spent in the line. From 

late October through Christmas, new officers and men trickled into the battaiion to make up for 

the heavy losses at ~ourcelette.'~~ There would be no more large-scale offensive actions for the 

battalion after 8 October, but the men were still at war. Patrols ventured into no-man's-land afler 

dark on a regular basis to examine the enemy's wire, while snipers were busy during the day. On 

one November day, a battalion sniper accounted for two Gcmans who were foolish enough to 

show themselves above their parapet.203 Men from the 4th Battalion also died during this relative 

quiet period, as they had during the last few months of 1 9 1 5 .  A week before Christmas the 

banalion moved to Le Comte for a well-deserved, but al1 too short period of "rest." n ie  new 

year would bring a massive new operation for the Canadian Corps. In the meantirne the 

survivors of 19 16 trained and drilled and took a few hours to eat Christmas dinner in their billets. 

' m ~ a r  Diary, 4th Cân Bn, 9 October-3 1 December 19 16, NAC, T- 10707. 
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Conclusion 

The outbreak of a g e n d  European war in August 1914 did not come as a great surprise 

to many people at the the .  As soldiers fired the first shots, it appeared that this war would be 

short, like the others that had occurred during the preceding half century. Although soldiers were 

already equipped with modem small anns and machine guns in 1914, their unifoms and general 

appearance did not dinèr greatly fiom that with which Europeans were familiar. The Germans 

marched in columns of field grey while the French were notable for their bright red pantaloons. 

Everythng was as it should be. In this context, Canada mobilized its first division of troops for 

overseas senice. The members of peacetirne militia regiments headed to Valcartier, where they 

were organized into new battalions, and shipped overseas with great urgency. The 4th Canadian 

Infantry Battalion was bom of this rapid mobilization. Few of these men fiom Brantford. 

Hamilton, St. Catharines, Milton, Barrie or any nurnber of central Ontario towns and cities. could 

have irnagined that more than half of them would be dead or seriously injured within eight 

rnonths tirne. 

Canadian military historiography is generally critical of the rnanner in which Canadian 

troops have been cornmitteci to international conflicts since 1899. While the Canadian soldiers of 

the first contingent did not have much time to train prior to their introduction to the Western 

Front in February and March 191 5, the evidence suggests that they were as well prepared for war 

as most other soldiers of various nationalities who found themselves on the battlefield during the 

early stages of the war. When the 4th Battalion received its orders to counterattack Mauser 

Ridge during the night of 22-23 April 1915 a generally chaotic atmosphere dominateci the entire 

Allied front. Yet the battalion marched for several kilometres fiom its reserve position to its start 

line, and launched the attack as ordered. The evidence suggests that the men advanced accordhg 

to the tactical doctrine of the period. Although at least 50 percent of the men were killed or 

wounded during the attack, there is little more that the battalion could have done to prevent these 



losses, other than to refiise the order to advance. This, of course, would have been unthinkable 

in 19 15, although other amies would codiont mutinous soldiers during the next few years. 

Thus, Lieutenant-Colonel Birchall attacked with his men, and he died with them. This was not 

the k t  time that a battalion was destroyed in a matter of hours during the Great War, and 

certainly would not be the 1st. When the day was finished, the survivoa were certain that they 

had done theu duty, and the folk at home supported them. 

The loss of Birchall must have been a blow to battalion morale, but within two weeks, the 

unit was back up to strength once again. For the remainder of the 191 5, the battalion would not 

be subjected to anything so devastating as the battle of Second Ypres, although some of its men 

would faIl in many of the small villages and woods that have corne to be so strongly associated 

with the Great War. A few soldien lie in a tiny cemetery deep in Ploegsteert Wood, or "Plug 

Street Wood," as the British and Commonwealth troops used to cal1 it. Many other 4th Battalion 

soldiers lie individually, or alongside a few of their feilows in the dozens of Commonwealth 

War Graves Cerneteries that dot the landscape in Belgian Flanders. It appears that few of those 

who were killed at Mauser Ridge have a known grave. The three years of shelling and combat 

that followed in Ypres Salient obliterated their physical remains. Today sorne of their narnes are 

inscnbed on the Menin Gate, along with thousands of other Commonwealth troops who have no 

known resting place. 

1916 was a new year, and comrnanders on both sides hoped for new oppomuiities to end 

the war. Early in the year the Germans launched their protracted siege against the fortress city of 

Verdun. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers would fa11 in this massive senes of operations, but 

little was ultirnately resolved by the end of the year. Meanwhile, m e r  to the north, Haig 

launched his offeasive on the Somme. Some territorial gains were made, but the cost was 

exmiciatingIy high. As the dramas of Verdun and the Somme began to play out, the 4th 

Battalion was once again in action in the Ypres Salient. As in the previous year, îhe Germans 



had launched a devastahg attack against the salient, and the 4th Battalion was one of the units 

ordered forward to counterattack the enemy on Observatory Ridge, just north of Mount Sorrel. 

The two companies of the 4th Battalion that participated in the attack reached theu objectives, 

but the situation was extmnely confùsed, and casualties were heavy. Regardless of the week, 

month or year, death and confusion were constant by-products of operations on the Western 

Front. 

Less than one month after the 4th Battalion's counterattack at Observatory Ridge, it 

participated in its first ûuly controversiai action. The night bombing raid of 8-9 July was a 

complete, and perhaps foreseeable failure. Thuty minutes prior to zero hour, Lieutenant-colonel 

(then Major) Rae was made fully aware that the German wire remained largely uncut by 

preliminary artillery fire, yet he decided to let the operation proceed according to plan. There is 

some evidence that Rae may have been suffenng fiom ill-health, although it possible bat he 

simply exercised poor judgement in that particular instance. Whatever the case may have been, 

the raid of 8-9 July demonstrates how the best laid plan can go awry. 

The 4th Battalion was introduced to the Somme fiont two months later, where it would 

fight its last battles of 19 16. The attack north of Courcelette, and the subsequent fighting 

withdrawal to the lefi and right of the Quacirilateral illustrate how navigational errors, logistical 

problems, and hexperience might influence the outcome of an operation. By the end of the year 

it must have been painhilly obvious to many contemporary observers that there was to be no 

irnmediate way in which to end the war. The Germans had failed to break through at Verdun, but 

the French Army was reduced to a skeleton of its former self by the end of the year. Meanwhile, 

the outcome of the Somme offensive showed that deep Gennan defences could not easily be 

overcome in a single attack. The 4th Battalion could capture a forward trench, but was unable to 

hold it, or penetrate far enough into German lines to open a breach. The efficacy of frontal 

assaults on the Western Front had been brought into serious question, but few other alternatives 



existed on a banlefront where there were no Banks to exploit. 191 7 would bring with it some 

notable successes for the 4th Battalion, and the Canadian Corps as a whole, but attrition would 

still rule on the banlefield during 191 7 and 191 8. 

It is difficult to fonnulate any sweeping generalizations based on the record of the 4th 

Canadian inf'antry Battalion from its hasty formation in 1914 through to closing of the Somme 

offensives in the autumn of 1916; the very complexity of the battalion's experiences almost 

nullifies any attempt to generalize. Although the "Mad Fourth" performed capably throughout 

the first half of the war, it does not appear to have been particularly special in any way. 

Canadian military historians have argued that the experience of the Canadian Corps in the Great 

War is best defined by an upwardly sloping learning curve. The evidence presented in this study 

neither reinforces nor refutes the "learning curve" theory. M e r  dl, relatively few soldiers who 

served in the battalion lived long enough to figh two major consecutive battles. in order to reach 

more firm conclusions, this preliminary study must be carried through to the second half of the 

war. 

The story of the 4th Canadian infantry Battalion to the autwnn of 191 6 does illustrate the 

complexity of military operations at the battalion level on the Western Front. Only a very mal1 

number of Canadian battalion histones have been wrinen. This is unfortunate, for the infantry 

battalions of the Canadian Corps were the figurative nuts and bolts of Canada's contribution to 

the First World War. There is little point to studies of divisions, corps, amies, and senior 

cornmanden if we pay no attention to what was happening at the lowest operational echelons in 

the front lines. This study serves as a foundation for future micro-level research endeavours in 

the field of Canadian operations in the Great War. 

* + *  

Theie has been a second impetus for this study, one that is quite divorced h m  gaps in 

the historiography and the minutae of military operational studies. This more fiindamental 



purpose evolves h m  the early efforts of Captain Gibson, the bumbling battalion paymaster and 

would-be historian. Although Gibson was sometimes an object of hin for the platoon and 

Company cornmandm of the 4th Battalion who fought and died on the Westem Front, he 

appreciated the importance of recording the battalion's story. We may never know why he did 

not complete his battalion history, but Gibson did succeed in bringing the matter to my attention, 

albeit three-quarters of a century afler the fact. Of the 5,563 officers and men who passed 

through the battalion between its formation in August 19 14 and its demobilization in Apnl 19 19, 

1,14 1 were killed and 3,432 were wounded. This translates to a casualty rate of 82.2 percent.201 

If for no other reason, the unfortunate fate of these individuals warrants the writing of a complete 

battalion history. The survivors of the 4th Canadian Infantry Battalion have also passed on by 

now. M e r  retuming home, these unassuming men took up careers in every wak of life. They 

resurned their roles as husbands, fathen, uncies, neighbours and ordinary citizens. It is a shame 

that none of these men lived to witness the publication of their battalion's history. 

The legacy of the Great War has meant different things to different people during the past 

eight decades. In the Canadian context, the war has been a source of pride and anguish. But the 

memciry of the confiict is subject to change, and this erratic trend reinforces the need for carefùl 

operational studies bas4 on a solid foundation of primary evidence. 1 was alarmed during a 

ment visit to the newly renovated In Flanden Fields Museum at Ypres. The museum is housed 

in the walls of the magnificently reconstructed Cloth Hall, one of the great marvels of gothic 

architecture. This is the same Cloth Hall that was reduced to rubble by Gennan artillery as early 

as December 1914. While the museum adequately conveys the horron of the Western Front, it 

completely fails to explain why the war was fought. Unlike the many mal1 "traditional" 

museums that dot the landscape of the old Westem Front, the in Flanders Field Museum does not 

20'~rom a chart in Gibson: the separate casaulty rates for officers and other ranks were 
74.8 percent and 82.6 percent respectively. 



display mannequins dressed in British, Gtmian, French, or Belgian uniforms and kit. Rather, the 

soldier figures on display in the Cloth Hall are monochrome sculptures whose nationalities are 

difficult to determine even for those visitors who might be experts on military dress. The figures 

share their humanity and a sense of sorrow; they are al1 the same. 

In some sense, the exhibits accurately reflect the feelings of those who fought and died on 

the Western Front. But the museum is also incomplete and ahistoncal, for it depicts the enemy 

as some sort of metaphysical disease called war. As Teny Copp has pointed out, in the unified 

Europe of 2001, young Belgians and Gennans do not care to explore the territorial appetite of 

Imperia1 Gertnany. instead, the war is explained in the same terms as a natural disaster, as if it 

were beyond anyone's control. The soldiers of the 4th Canadian Infantry Battalion who fought 

the Kaiser's Amy at Second Ypres or Obseivatory Ridge or Courcelette suffèred incredibly, and 

moumed their fiends and neighbours who had been felled by bullets, rnortar bombs, and artillery 

shells. But these soldiers of Canada had not ventured al1 the way to France and Belgium to 

combat an invisible plague; they had corne to repel German invaders who had conquered 

considerable portions of both nations. In the case of Belgium, alrnost the entire country had 

fallen to the Germans. This intolerable state of &airs is conveniently ignored by the In Flanders 

Fields Museum. 

If the veterans of the 4th Canadian Inf'antry Battalion could visit Ypres today, they might 

be surpriseci to find the Cloth Hall reconstructed to its original splendeur, but they would be 

more shocked by the in Flanders Fields Museum. It would be equally interesting to witness their 

reactions to other parts of the Western Front where the Mad Fourth had seen action. North of 

Ypres, astride the Pilckem Road is the piece of gently sloping ground upon which the battaiion 

launched its first attack and lost 50 percent of its officers and men. Corn grows on that field 

today, and were it not for the small cemeteries nearby, the casuai traveller would never h o w  

what happened in that same cornfield on the morning of 23 April 191 5. There is slightly more 



evidence of past battles dong Observatoty Ridge; cemeteries, monuments, and old treaches are 

visible reminders of the fighting, but h m  a distance, the ndge looks much like any 0th- rural 

area in Belgium or even central Ontario. The trenches that witnessed such brutal fighting north 

of Courcelette in the autumn of 1916 were long ago filled in, and the area is once again devoted 

to agriculture. The Regina Trench Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery is situated nearby, and 

so is an inconspicuous, cube-shaped Canadian monument, but otherwise one would never iaiow 

that the small villages in the region once teemed with Canadians. It is doubthil that this state of 

affairs will change as the Fint  World War fades more distantly into the past and the world faces 

new and dangerous challenges in the twenty-first centwy. 

This operational study neither tells the entire story ofthe 4th Battalion's war, nor does it 

solve any of the major historiographical questions of the First World War. But it has attempted 

to achieve three vital objectives. In the fint place, it will serve as reminder of the complexity 

involved in First World War operations at the battalion level, a fact that has been too ofien 

ignored in other studies that focus on higher echelons of cornmand. Second, the project serves as 

a foundation for a more complete account of the 4th Battalion's experience fiom 19 14 right 

through to its demobilization in 191 9. And finally, the paper is intended to rekindle interest in 

Canadian exploits on the Western Front. We should not forget that many of the sleepy villages 

in Northem France and Flanders once overflowed with Canadian soldiers. The First World War 

ended more than 80 years ago, but the passage of tirne should not allow it to be dismissed as an 

irrelevant episode in Canada's distant past. 
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