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PREFACE 

While doing research on an unrelated topic in the Public Record Office (now British National Archives) in 1981, I inadvertently came across a folder of correspondence between Colonel A. Fortescue Duguid, then Canadian director of the Historical Section, and Brigadier-General Sir James Edmonds, the British Official Historian. It began after Duguid read the first draft of Edmonds’s official account of the Second Battle of Ypres and transmitted his comments in 1925. The exchange of letters, often heated and less than civil, continued until the publication of the British Official History in 1927 — it would resume again in the mid-thirties while Duguid was writing the Canadian side of the battle. Duguid contended that Edmonds had deliberately played down the role of the Canadians while dwelling on the heroics of the British, and he proceeded to show, on a number of occasions, the points of differences between the two. Edmonds corrected factual errors in his second draft, but not the slant of his narrative. Duguid speculated that the trumpeting of the valiant Canadian stand by both allies and adversaries, often ignoring or only mentioning in passing the presence of the British, had riled Edmonds and that it was his way of trying to set the record straight. Duguid pointed out to Edmonds that it was possible to acknowledge the great gallantry of the British soldiers without giving the Canadians short shrift. However, Edmonds refused to budge, insisting that if the Canadians were unhappy with his account then, like the Austrailians, they should write their own history.

As it happened, Duguid had already been commissioned by the Canadian government to do just that. In the next half-dozen years he accumulated a wealth of relevant material and, in the early 1930s, began the process of writing. His first volume was published in 1938 and focused on the Canadian Army’s baptism of fire at Ypres. It was clear, well-written, comprehensive, generally free of mistakes, and went far toward rectifying the imbalance in Edmonds’s account and according the Canadians their just due. But Duguid, as with any official historian, had to work under restrictions and there were many incidents that were treated superficially or omitted altogether.

It was with the object of presenting a more rounded picture that I undertook the task of researching and writing about the Canadians at the Second Battle of Ypres. The publication of my book Beyond Courage in 1985 was the first account of the struggle since the publication of the Canadian Official History. To a great extent the study was based on sources housed in the Canadian National Archives in Ottawa — official documents, private papers, and interviews of the survivors of the battle conducted by the CBC for its 17-part series on the First World War, which aired in 1964. In describing the events, I brought to light new information, much of which was known to Duguid, but deemed unsuitable in an official history written at a time when most of the leading participants were still alive. Still, Beyond Courage integrated few examples of eyewitness testimony — not trendy then — and, as a pioneer work, was hardly free of flaws.

After mulling it over off and on for a few years, I finally decided to revise the study in 2007. This seemed like a propitious time to do so. Since Beyond Courage first appeared, there have been several studies of the battle that have used additional personal records, plus the publication of a plethora of biographies, diaries, memoirs, and letters of the participants. On top of this, the Internet, a new discovery, had become an invaluable tool of the scholar. Over the course of my research for this book, I relied not only on Canadian documentary evidence and virtually all available material in print, but also on hitherto untapped sources drawn from British archives. While making amends for earlier sins of omission and commission, I folded in much new material and greatly increased the recollections of individuals who fought face to face with the enemy so as to provide a more evocative and stirring narrative. The result is a more accurate and much fuller account than the earlier version and one which I trust will bring home the hardship, pain, and exhilaration of those who lived through the battle. Thus, since the new product is quite different from the old one it seemed appropriate to change the title of the book.

Few battles in the First World War are as difficult to follow as Second Ypres. There were many instances where battalions were temporarily detached from their brigades and divisions and added to other formations. Moreover, the nature of the fighting was confusing as troops were constantly moving from place to place. Finally, the overburdened staff officers had little time to attend to their units’ war diary so that details of much of the fighting were lost permanently. My hope is that this narrative will help dispel the fog of war, or at least a good part of it, and make the battle more comprehensible to the reader.

Some people might find this work controversial, but I tried hard to be objective and dispassionate, bearing in mind that even a fool can be wise after the event. It is easy to reflect from the comfort of an easy chair with access to dispatches, elaborate and accurate diagrams, and descriptions of the battle from both sides, on decisions taken in the midst of terror and confusion. In the heat of battle, mistakes are inevitable, often excusable. That said, I need also add that commanders should be held accountable for errors resulting from lapses in judgment, professional ignorance, and lack of moral courage.



George H. Cassar 
 Eastern Michigan University 
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CHAPTER 1 
Creating an Army 

The moment Great Britain entered the conflict against Germany on 4 August 1914, Canada, as part of the empire, was automatically at war. Like the other dominions, Canada possessed the right to determine the extent and nature of its participation in the war. There was never any doubt, however, that its contribution would be generous and wholehearted. During the years immediately before 1914, leaders of the two major political parties had stated unequivocally on a number of occasions that, in the event of a European war, Canada would stand firmly behind Britain. Indeed on 2 August 1914, two days prior to Britain’s declaration of war, the Canadian prime minister, Sir Robert Borden, asked London for suggestions as to how Canada could best render effective aid, observing that a considerable force would be available for service abroad.1 On 6 August, the British government gratefully accepted the Canadian offer of a contingent and the next day requested that it be made up of a division.2 In Ottawa, an Order in Council set the strength of the expeditionary force at 25,000 men.

Canada, a nation of less than 8 million people, was ill prepared to fight a major war in August 1914. It had a fledgling navy — an old light cruiser and two submarines — and an air force consisting of two canvas planes still packed in crates. The country’s permanent force was small, a little over 3000 all ranks, and only twelve regular officers had completed staff college courses. Its active militia, although numbering nearly 75,000 men on paper, was far from being a model citizen army. Only about three-quarters of the personnel took part in the brief annual course of training, which consisted mainly of two weeks of foot and rifle drill, field skirmishes, physical exercises, and community singing. Many men did not serve out the entire three years of their enlistment and, as the units were always full of raw recruits at each summer camp, training seldom reached beyond the most elementary stages.3 Moreover, they were poorly equipped and led by officers and NCOs, nearly all of whom lacked combat experience.

The Dominion Arsenal was equipped to turn out small-arms ammunition and artillery shells, but not on the scale to meet the army’s wartime needs. Many months would pass before Canada could adapt its industries to mass-produce munitions. Until then it would have to compete with the War Office to have its orders filled by British factories, which had taken on much more work than they could handle.

An even more desperate situation existed with regard to increasing the stocks of heavy guns. Being dependent on British sources of supply, Canada had some 200 artillery pieces when the war broke out, enough to arm two divisions. Shortly after, however, Ottawa generously contributed 98 field guns to Britain so that when the 2nd Canadian Division was raised there were practically no 18-pounders available for its field batteries.4 Besides the shortages of ammunition and artillery there were deficiencies in many other vital items of equipment, as well as in motor vehicles and horse-drawn transport wagons.

As can be seen, Canada did not have anything resembling the expeditionary force it had promised to put in the field. Nevertheless, it had the potential to create such a contingent and, if necessary, substantially increase its size. That is, it possessed great quantities of raw materials, well-developed industries, a small, but competent professional staff, and a large reservoir of men, many of whom were partially trained.

It was the government’s wish that the expeditionary force should be composed only of those who volunteered for overseas service. The only question was how to assemble the detachment. A mobilization plan had been prepared in 1911 by Colonel Willoughby Gwatkin, a British staff officer at Militia Headquarters, with the object of raising for service abroad a volunteer force of one division and one cavalry brigade.5 It provided for a decentralized system and was sufficiently detailed to reduce chaos and confusion to a minimum. Military districts were responsible for recruiting and, as far as possible, equipping the men and sending them to training camp. Enlistment was to be for the duration of the war and preference was given to those with military experience or militia training. The troops were to concentrate at Petawawa in summer but, in the event that mobilization occurred in winter, they were to be moved directly to the port of embarkation. The scheme, while not perfect, “did supply a considered plan for the provision of troops on a fair ratio throughout the Dominion and for a force of the same composition as that called for in August 1914.”6

The mobilization plan, carefully prepared against the precise emergency that had now arisen, was consigned to the wastepaper basket by the minister of militia, Colonel Sam Hughes.7 A man of great resource and energy, but obstinate, impulsive, overwhelmingly vain, and heavy-handed, Hughes made his own rules as he went along, with the result that many of the things he did had to be undone later on. Why he discarded the prepared scheme is difficult to determine. Some historians feel that it was due to political partisanship, reinforced by his insane egotism. Others attribute his motive to an almost obsessive antipathy toward professional soldiers and regular army methods. Whatever the cause, Hughes substituted his own improvised measures, which went into effect on 6 August when he sent 226 night telegrams directly to unit commanders of the militia. With this he short-circuited the whole militia organization, bypassing district commands while he placed himself in the centre of the mobilization picture. Unit commanders were instructed to interview prospective volunteers between the ages of 18 and 45 and forward to Ottawa lists of those who could meet the prescribed physical standards. After Militia Headquarters had examined the lists, each commander would be told how many to enlist until the required number of men had been obtained.8

The selection of 25,000 individuals by this cumbersome system produced instant chaos from Halifax to Vancouver. Hughes realized the impracticability of the process and on 10 August the duties of the district commander, as envisaged in the 1911 scheme, were restored. Three days later Hughes modified the instructions again. Orders often contradictory and confusing continued to flow from Ottawa, but, eventually, most of the volunteers joined through existing militia units in virtually the same manner prescribed by the pre-war mobilization scheme.9 In January 1916 the minister of militia attempted to justify his actions to Parliament, in terms not only absurd but disingenuous:

For the first contingent, our recruiting plans were, I think, different from anything that had ever occurred before. There was really a call to arms, like the fiery cross passing through the Highlands of Scotland or the mountains of Ireland in former days. In place of being forwarded to the district officers commanding, the word was wired to every officer commanding a unit in any part of Canada to buckle on his harness and get busy. The consequence was that in a short time we had the boys on the way for the first contingent, whereas it would have taken several weeks to have got the word around through the ordinary channels.10

Hughes is scarcely justified when he asserts that adherence to the original plan would have entailed needless delays. On the contrary, had he used the usual military channels of communication, the time required to warn militiamen would have been a matter of hours, not weeks. For example, in 1866, when the Militia Department’s organization was much more rudimentary and communications much less developed than in 1914, orders sent through the usual channels twice brought under arms a force of 14,000 Canadian Militia in less than 24 hours. “It is quite certain,” the militia report of that year went on to say, “that in place of the … men called for, 30,000 could have been mustered within 48 hours.”11 Indeed, because of the confusion caused by Hughes’s irregular call to arms, the militia organization quickly regained its normal place in the mobilization scheme.

The most striking feature, given the sharp conflicts that had characterized external affairs in recent years, was the almost complete unanimity with which Canada entered the war. There would be rifts later, when it became apparent that the conflict would not be over and won in short order, but at the outset scarcely a dissenting voice could be heard. At the special session of Parliament, held on 18 August, Wilfrid Laurier, Opposition leader, speaking on behalf of his party, insisted that it was the duty of Canada to support the mother country and to help “save civilization from the unbridled lust of conquest and power.”12 The Globe in Toronto urged its readers that regardless of their political affiliation, “Our duty now is to join together to meet the real emergency.”13 La Presse of Montreal stated boldly that “citizens of this country stand united, ready to defend, first our native soil against all invasion, and then to place our surplus strength at the disposal of the United Kingdom …”14 Even ardent Quebec nationalist Henri Bourassa, who had opposed Canada’s participation in the Boer War as an issue of British imperialism, sided with the government’s official policy in a rare moment of accord. In the prestigious Le Devoir, which he founded and edited, Bourassa published a statement that it was Canada’s duty to contribute according to its resources, asserting that “I have not written and will not write one line, one word, to condemn the sending of Canadian troops to Europe.”15 All Canadians, from the staunchest Tory to the nationalist of Quebec, appealed for a truce to party and racial disputes and for a vigorous prosecution of the war.16

No one had any idea of what the war would be like. As in all belligerent nations, Canadians greeted the declaration of war with an almost carnival gaiety. In Montreal, the patriotic tone of the French-language press contributed to the wild excitement of the people parading through St. Catherine Street, singing “La Marseillaise” and “Rule Britania.” In other towns and cities across Canada, the story was much the same, with crowds gathered to listen to patriotic speeches or surging through the streets singing, cheering and waving flags. Frank Jamieson, then a member of the 48th Highlanders, recalled one such spectacle:

I’ll always remember the first night war was declared. Never forget it. We was all down the armouries. We was there in the hundreds. The 48th Band come out, played Rule Britannia, and that was the spark that ignited the thing. Away we went in crowds down through the streets. There was a French flag come on the scene, and Union Jacks. I know I got home very tired about 2 or 3 o’clock in the morning afterwards and then we was called on parade the following Friday, the 48th. And we couldn’t get through for traffic and they were pulling the poles off the streetcars and the people was mobbing us. You’d have thought we was coming back from the war, let alone going there.17
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Enlistment centres such as the one above in Ottawa were crowded with eager volunteers during the opening days of the war.

The rush to volunteer for overseas duty in 1914 was unprecedented in the short history of the Canadian nation, far exceeding the 8300 who had enlisted in the British army to fight the Boers in South Africa. From the workshops and offices in the cities, lumber and mining camps, vast wheat fields of the prairies, farms and orchards in the east, the manhood of the country converged upon the recruiting centres.18 “The call went out and … there were thousands trying to enlist,” recalled E.J. Owens, destined to serve in the 2nd Battalion. “They were coming from all over. We had one fellow in our mob came from down the Yukon Trail and paid his own way to get in.”19

“It was a great occasion and everybody was afraid they wouldn’t have a chance to participate,” G.R. Stevens explained. “That feeling was very widespread.” 20 Long lines formed outside the recruiting stations. C.E. Longstaff of the 48th Highlanders was on the scene at one such centre:

“They had to have a guard on the main door there … with fixed bayonets to keep the fellows back, pouring in, too many.”21 Within a month the government found that the number of men at its disposal far exceeded the 25,000 it had requested, compelling the Militia Department to issue orders suspending the enrollment of additional recruits.22

The Western provinces showed the highest percentage of enlistments, partly because the ratio of single men to married men was higher there than elsewhere in Canada. French Canadians had the lowest volunteer enlistment rates. To be sure, many men of French stock were not attracted to the idea of fighting a war to assist Great Britain or volunteering in an army dominated by English-speaking officers. But it is equally true that Sam Hughes threw cold water on the initial enthusiasm in Quebec by his insensitivity toward French Canadians. An avid Orangeman with an abiding hatred of Catholics, he considered French Canadians untrustworthy and laggards. French Canadian officers with distinguished war records were passed over or given inconsequential commands. Moreover, Hughes would not allow a group of prominent Quebecers to raise a French-speaking battalion until political pressure forced him to relent. When everything is considered, it is difficult to resist the conclusion that Hughes’s racist attitude undermined the recruiting drive among French Canadians.23

A statistical breakdown of the First Canadian contingent shows that only 33 percent were born in Canada (3.5 percent in Quebec) with the United States and other countries providing another 3 percent. The remainder, about 64 percent, were recent emigrants from Great Britain. In fact in some units there were practically no native-born Canadians.

Canadians flocked to the colours for myriad reasons. A powerful inducement to enlist in the early days was love of the Empire. There were over 1 million British-born citizens in Canada, the majority of whom had settled in Ontario and the prairie provinces. They naturally retained strong loyalties to their homeland and the fit men of military age were among the first to volunteer for service.24 E. Seaman (3rd Battalion) remarked in hindsight: “I think first and foremost now I’m a good Canadian, although … I will admit that when our boat docked at Plymouth I literally got down on my knees and kissed the soil of England, no fooling. I don’t know what prompted me but I did it.” A.G. Jacobs (Lord Strathcona’s Horse), who arrived in Canada in 1912, felt the same way: “Like ninety percent of the population in Saskatoon at that time we were English immigrants. 1914 came and for two mornings we lined up to get in to enlist and as far as my unit was concerned I was actually the first man in Saskatoon.” 25 The pull was equally irresistible for O. Bright, a police officer from Regina who took a leave of absence to enlist: “I had only been in Canada two years, but I felt I had to go back to England. I was an Englishman, and I thought they might need me.”26

Most militiamen, particularly officers, joined as a matter of course. It was not unusual for whole militia units to volunteer, though always, it seemed, it was the result of a nudge from the commanding offices. C.E. Longstaff recounts the following: “When the war broke out old Colonel Currie … said to us one night, this was on the parade, ‘Boys I’d like the whole regiment to volunteer. So will the whole regiment step forward two paces.’ So the whole darn regiment stepped forward, see.” G.T. Boyd had an identical explanation for his enlistment: “On August 4th, the 90th Winnipeg Rifles was mobilized under Col. J.W. O’Grady. He says, ‘Now … war has been declared and I have offered the regiment for service. Who goes?’ Naturally everyone says ‘We go.’ So that’s what happened.”27

For many weaned on stirring tales of Victorian heroes and clinging to the prevailing perception that war was a glorious undertaking, the conflict of 1914 presented a marvellous occasion to fulfill dreams of excitement and adventure. “I wanted to see the world and I thought this would be a good opportunity,” remarked H.L. Christopherson (5th Battalion), a 21-year-old bank clerk. “I didn’t see how else I was going to ever get out of Yorkton, Saskatchewan, and see the world.”28 S. Ellis of Lethbridge, Alberta, was another young man eager to escape from the humdrum of daily life: “My brother had enlisted and he made it sound like a real nice life. I figured, well, it will be a change — I would get overseas to see the world. I had no intention of ever getting killed.”29 Victor Odlum, a 34 year-old newsman from Vancouver, maintained that all “who were on the younger side had the spirit of adventure in us and I think that a spirit of adventure took most of us there.”30

Still, there were others who placed duty and patriotism above everything else. A young officer remarked that “if ever there was a war that appealed to the chivalry and patriotism of all, this was the one.”31 A Canadian-born lad in the 16th Battalion told his mother that he enlisted not “for want of a fight or the love of adventure,” but “to fight for our country.”32 “It seemed not only the natural thing to do but the inevitable thing to do,” exclaimed J.M. MacDonnell (4 Division Artillery).33

There were other motives as to why men offered their services — caught up in the excitement of the moment, under pressure from friends or co-workers, the need to prove their manhood, exaggerated courage and bravado after they had guzzled a few beers with the boys, and because of family tradition. Thus there was no single reason that drove Canadians to the recruiting stations.

The early influx of recruits ruled out lowering medical or physical standards or altering the age range for enlistment. Most men who were rejected returned home disconsolate. “Some men that were turned down, I remember them weeping because they weren’t accepted,” N. Nicholson (16th Battalion) would recall 50 years later.34 As might be expected, there were always a determined few who succeeded in overturning their initial rejection or found ways to deceive the medical authorities. Harold Peat refused to give up when told that “we have too many men to be taking a midget like you.” Accordingly, he resorted to what should have been a transparent subterfuge to win over the medical officer. As he explained in his memoirs he went to the doctor’s home to plead his case:

“Excuse me Doctor,” I said when he appeared, “but I’m sure you would pass me if you only knew of my circumstances.”

“Well?” snapped the major.

“You see, sir, my two brothers have been killed by the Germans in Belgium, and my mother and sisters are over there. I must go over to avenge them.” I shivered:

I quaked in my shoes. Would the major speak to me in French? I did not then know as much as Bon Jour. But luck was with me.

To my great relief Major Farquarhson replied … “Report to me this afternoon; I will pass you.”35

Arthur Shelford of British Columbia was turned down because of flat feet. Puzzled, he asked the doctor why flat feet should disqualify him from being a soldier:

“Why,” said he, “you can’t march.”

“I may not be able to march,” said I,“but I walked the forty-five miles to Houston over a rough, muddy road in twenty-five hours.”

“Yes,” said he, “but you couldn’t move the next day.”

“Maybe,” said I, “but I walked thirty miles along the track to Telkwa that day and I will take an eighty pound pack on my back and walk up the Bulkley Valley against any man you like to choose.”

“Well,” said the Doc, “if that is the way you feel, I guess I had better pass you.”36

Squib Walker, a scout with the Toronto Maple Leaves, wanted to enlist with his friends from the university, but he had no hope of passing the eye test. Conn Smythe, who would later become the principal owner of the club, tells us how Walker devised an ingenious ruse to cover his physical disability:

When the eye examinations were held in the old mining building on College Street in the basement, Squib, who could not see five feet without his glasses, had us drill a hole in the door and he backed up there, and when they called out the initials in the lineup, the best visual man we had whispered in his ear from behind the door, and he passed with flying colours.37

The range of ages among the recruits varied greatly. Some, barely sixteen, were obviously too young to be wearing khaki as were those in their fifties, well past the cut-off age. Craigie Mackie, although only sixteen, was able to join the Gordon Highlanders because he lied about his age: “When I went to join the first time in the morning the doctor … knew me, so I couldn’t fool him about my age. I waited until later in the day and then I tried again. By that time another doctor had had taken his place, so I told him I was eighteen and he enlisted me.”38

Fred Fish (4th Division Artillery) and his brother received the shock of their lives shortly after they had commenced their training program:

We were at Valcartier, my brother and I, and we saw a distinguished looking gentleman walking along in civvies, carrying a suitcase and I said to Colin my brother, “That looks like old Dad, the way that fellow walks, doesn’t it?”

He said, “Yes.” And sure enough it was my father. He had sent his papers in … and was told to report. He was fifty-four.39

From local assembly areas the volunteers marched to the rail station where they entrained for Valcartier, sixteen miles northwest of Quebec City. The government had selected the site in 1912 as a central training area for the Quebec militia, but when the war broke out it was still a wilderness of wooded and sandy flatlands. The official reason for building a new camp at Valcartier, rather than using the facilities at Petawawa, was that its proximity to the embarkation port of Quebec City would reduce transportation costs.

Under the supervision of Sam Hughes, ably assisted by William Price, a timber baron, and James McCarty, a civil engineer, the work of building a training facility began on 8 August. Overnight the new campsite swarmed with lumberjacks clearing bush and trees; labourers constructing sewage, roads, rail links to Quebec City, and rifle ranges; and contractors hastily delivering horses, wagons, boats, tents, and other paraphernalia of war. Mounted on a horse and dressed in his colonel’s uniform, Hughes seemed to be everywhere, greeting new arrivals, barking orders to workers, dressing down officers in front of their men, interfering with the training of the recruits, and “boasting of his achievements to admiring journalists.”40 Canon Frederick Scott wrote: “The dominating spirit of the camp was General Hughes,41 who rode about with his aides-de-camp in great splendor like Napoleon. To me it seemed that his personality and his despotic rule hung like a dark shadow over the camp.”42 Still, his methods produced phenomenal results. In less than a month, the place was transformed into a huge military camp with facilities to accommodate the thousands of recruits. Valcartier stands as a monument to Hughes’s unbounded optimism and driving power, but Professor G.F.G. Stanley was probably correct when he observed that it was “wasteful and unnecessary.”43
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The First Contingent at Valcartier.

The first wave of volunteers arrived on 18 August amid construction and confusion and by 8 September the number of all ranks had reached the maximum of 32,665. Among these was a battalion raised by Hamilton Gault, a veteran of the South African War and a long-time militia officer in the Royal Highlanders of Canada. A wealthy Montreal businessman, the 33-year-old Gault not only contributed $100,000 (about $2 million in today’s currency) toward its costs, but volunteered to serve in it. The regiment was commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Francis Farquhar, a highly talented British soldier loaned to Canada, with Gault as the senior major. With the permission of the Duke of Connaught, the governor general of Canada, it was named after his popular and beautiful second daughter, Princess Patricia. She was described by a member of the unit as “six feet tall, slim and straight, lithe and graceful as a fawn” and “is the most beautiful of her sex that I have ever seen.”44 Moved by the honour, the princess personally designed and made the badge and colours for the regiment to take overseas. Named colonel-in-chief, the princess would play an active role in the regiment until her death in 1974.

Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry was different from the other battalions. Besides being created by one man, it was recruited at top speed and consisted of former British regulars and Canadian veterans of the South African War.45 Since the “Patricias,” or “Princess Pats,” as they are commonly called, required less training than the other units, they were the first Canadian troops to land in France. The Patricias did not serve in Flanders as part of the 1st Canadian Division, but nevertheless were involved in the later action at Ypres where they forged a reputation, which they have maintained to this day, as one of Canada’s finest fighting forces. Lady Patricia Ramsay (formerly Princess Patricia) issued a statement in 1964 on the fiftieth anniversary of the start of the Great War, paying tribute to and underscoring her pride in the regiment:

It would be difficult to express in any way … the intense pride and affection I have always felt for my famous and magnificent Regiment.

The gallantry, bravery and devotion to duty which the Regiment has shown unflinchingly ever since it came into being are beyond any powers of mine to praise. I can only render homage, and this I do with all my heart.

Believe me, I am indeed honoured that my name should be borne by such troops as Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry have shown themselves to be.46

The authorized strength of the Canadian expeditionary force was 25,000 men, not the more than 32,000 that had been assembled at Valcartier. Thus 6,000 or so of them, after eagerly volunteering for service, faced the bitter prospect of being sent back home. During a visit to Valcartier on 21 September, Prime Minister Borden, having concluded that the 1st Division would require reinforcements and reserves once it reached the front, decided to send the entire force. Hughes, who had agonized over the choice of who should go and who should remain, “broke down and sobbed” in relief.47

There was no blueprint on how the battalions should be formed and the process in some cases, as described by Freeman and Nielsen, “was much like the way youngsters choose sides for a sandlot baseball game.”48 According to Major Victor Odlum, (7th Battalion), this was essentially how his unit came into being: “The 7th battalion was formed very largely by what you would call military politics. The groups were there, there was no one in command to organize them. We got together and we just reported that we had formed a battalion. And Sam Hughes took it.”49 F.B. Bagshaw (5th Battalion), gives a similar explanation:

We didn’t know who we were. We didn’t know who the officers were. But we were all called out on parade and this dapper officer, boots shining, and as immaculate as could be, he stood on a soap box. He said “This unit will be known in future as the 5th Canadian Battalion …” So that’s how we were formed.50

On 1 September, after some reshuffling, the infantry was organized into four brigades, each comprising four battalions of 1000 men. The 1st Brigade, made up of the 1st, 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Battalions from Ontario, was commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Malcolm Mercer. The 2nd Brigade under Lieutenant-Colonel Arthur Currie consisted of the 5th, 6th, 7th, and 8th Battalions, all from the West. Colonel Richard Turner’s 3rd Brigade was composed of one battalion from Montreal and the Maritimes, the 14th, and three Highland Battalions from across Canada: the 13th, 15th, and 16th. The 4th Brigade, consisting of the 9th, 10th, and 11th Battalions from the Prairies, and the 12th from the Maritimes, was allocated to Lieutenant-Colonel J.E. Cohoe. Another battalion (the 17th) was formed to handle the surplus infantry as a result of a decision on 21 September to send all medically fit volunteers overseas.51 To command the Divisional Field Artillery, Hughes chose Lieutenant-Colonel Harry Burstall, a member of Canada’s pre-war army and a graduate of the staff college. All those appointed to command brigades, battalions, and artillery units were almost exclusively Canadian-born. Selection was often based on political favouritism, but, as Professor Desmond Morton pointed out, “it is not obvious that better officers were available.”52

The new battalions, designated as they were by numbers only, failed to perpetuate the time-honoured names of militia units.53 The more than 32,000 men making up the expeditionary force represented some 200 militia organizations across Canada. Naturally each unit wanted to prove its mettle in action under its own name and its own officers. The new system, in addition to creating hard feelings, particularly among units with a long and distinguished record of service, hindered training and retarded the growth of regimental esprit de corps.

Of special interest to Hughes in the early weeks of training was the selection of a commander for the Canadian Division. There is not much doubt that the minister of militia would have relished the post himself.54 On 14 August, Borden cabled Sir G.H. Perley, the acting Canadian High Commissioner in London, that Hughes would probably go overseas “if convinced that he would command Canadian division … and be in fighting line.” 55 Although a colonel in the militia, Hughes was by experience and temperament totally unsuited for combat leadership. Lord Kitchener, British secretary of state for war, settled the issue when he told Perley that it would be a mistake to change the minister of militia “at this juncture.”56 Thereafter Hughes, having accepted the judgment of the War Office, did not even insist on the appointment of a Canadian. Indeed when Kitchener recommended a choice from three Canadian-born officers serving in the British Army, Hughes considered none of these sufficiently senior or suitable for high command. Instead, he had in mind three British officers with whom he was familiar and of these he thought that Major-General Edwin Alderson was “the best qualified by far.”57 On 5 September, Kitchener notified Perley that he was glad to be able to comply with Hughes’s wishes.58 Alderson’s appointment was made official on 25 September, and he was promoted to the rank of lieutenant-general effective 14 October, the day the first Canadian units arrived in Great Britain.

Now that a commander had been chosen, the next step was to resolve the delicate matter of the relation of the Canadian contingent to the British Army. In the past, Canadian forces sent to fight overseas had been dispersed among British units. The same procedure might have been followed in 1914, but the Canadian expeditionary force was the outcome of the nation's will and pride and the government was anxious that it should remain a national formation. Kitchener apparently raised no objection.59 However, there is an account that suggests otherwise.

In late October the minister of militia sailed for England to brief Alderson “respecting officer and other important matters.”60 While in London, Hughes visited the War Office and, according to a Canadian officer who was present, was told that the Canadian contingent would be broken up and integrated into the British Army.61 Supposedly Hughes told Kitchener to go to the devil and in the end succeeded in having the order rescinded. The story is probably untrue. The statements of the officer in question were made in June 1934, 20 years later, and no evidence can be found either in private or official records to corroborate them. If such an event had occurred, Hughes most assuredly would have proclaimed it loudly to the country since he was not in the habit of concealing his accomplishments, especially as a champion of Canadian rights.

Early on, the Militia Department made arrangements for the Canadian force to complete its training on Salisbury Plain in England. Valcartier was deemed unsuitable as a winter camp and besides Hughes was anxious to get Canadian troops overseas.62 All the leading military authorities in Europe, with the exception of Kitchener, had predicted that the conflict would last six months or less. The most frequent fear of Canadian soldiers of all ranks was that the great adventure would be over before they could reach the field. W.C. Sterling (4th battalion), captured the general sentiment among the men at the time:

Nobody seemed to think that it would amount to much . They’d say, “Ha, ha, you don’t mean to tell me you are going over. Why the thing will be over before you get there.”

“Well,” I said, “we are going to have the boat ride over and see the Old Country anyway.”63

The weather was pleasant enough and the men experienced little hardship at Valcartier, although there were shortages of practically everything in the beginning. The time for training, already limited, was further shortened by interruptions of one kind or another. The recruits, arriving with no unit organization, had to be medically examined, inoculated, attested, and issued clothing and equipment, which, in many instances, came belatedly from the manufacturers. There were changes, practically on a daily basis, in the composition, location, and command of the units. To make matters worse there was the omnipresence of Sam Hughes, who exercised close and erratic control in matters of administration and training and made appointments in a seigniorial manner without reference to the Militia Council or to his colleagues.

The above disruptions naturally hindered the men’s training, which was hardly rigorous to begin with: V.W. Odlum admitted that training “was based upon the use of the rifle.” He added: “We were sure that the British Army was the finest and the last word in an army, and all we had to do was to go over there and pick up their ways.” Victor Lewis’s (4th Battalion) brief comments were even more to the point: “We didn’t actually soldier until 1915 when we were on Salisbury Plains.”64

The instructions guiding the cavalry were equally sketchy. A.G. Jacobs has left his impressions of his stay at Valcartier:

Never anywhere did thirty thousand … men get gathered in such a small area, and oh, how untrained we were. We went to the range and started banging away without any preliminary training of any kind.

The type of officer who commanded didn’t consider that you needed to be much of a shot as long as you had the guts to get up and go straight at ’em or wait till you see the whites of their eyes.65

An artilleryman, J.W. Ross, for his part, recalled an episode that under different circumstances would have been humourous:

During our stay at Valcartier, Constantine, who later on became General Constantine, came to me one day and said, “We have some shells made in the Dominion Arsenal, and I want you to try them out.” So I had my little Sergeant, and he had his gun put out on a hill top, and we fired over the cavalry lines and we fired at a sheet, but I was told to be careful and not hit the sheet if possible, because it was the only one they had.66

Training at Valcartier was based on principles contained in a manual entitled Memorandum for Camps of Instruction, 1914, issued by the Department of Militia and Defence. This pamphlet outlined the method of training to be followed in militia summer camps. The first few days were devoted to elementary squad and foot drill and rifle instruction. Then came route marches of increasing length, together with daily physical exercises, necessary for the hardening process. But as Fortescue Duguid, then a young junior artillery officer on the scene, and later the army’s official historian, remarked, there was a world of difference between training a professional army and a summer militia unit. Further interfering with the training of the troops at Valcartier were the repeated changes of the units’ composition and command. Many officers and NCOs were provisional and on probation until a few days before departure. Duguid wrote that “one provisional battalion had four lieutenant colonels, another none, and so with the lower ranks; new appointments, promotions replacements, transfers and reductions were of bewildering frequency in the hectic, alternating process of shaking up and shaking down.”67
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Marching at Valcartier. The fact that the soldiers are carrying pieces of wood rather than rifles is clear indication that the country was unprepared for the war 

Although a significant core of recruits had served in the militia or saw active service in British-led campaigns, the vast majority were untutored in the ways of the military and came from every sector of society. “We had engineers and lawyers and doctors,” R.L. Christopherson told CBC during an interview. “We had everything enlisted as privates. One of my best pals was a burglar. He said he wanted to join the army so they let him out of jail … He went right back to his old profession after he returned.”68

J.I. Chambers (7th battalion) added the following: “The thing I remember mostly about Valcartier was trying to make civilians into soldiers. When we joined up we’d go to the Colonel and say, ‘Say, Bub, when do we eat?’ something of that kind, you see. We always got into difficulty through not knowing what we were supposed to be doing.” C.B. Price (14th Battalion) offered an explanation for the lapses in discipline: “Considering the heterogeneous state of the units in the Division and the fact that so many men had no training, the surprising thing wasn’t that there was a lack of discipline, but that there wasn’t far more.”69

It would have been helpful if the men had something to occupy their idle hours in the evening. Sam Hughes was a teetotaler and he was adamant in applying a decades-old army regulation prohibiting alcoholic liquor in camps. R. McLaughlin (14th Battalion) revealed what happened to confiscated alcohol: “They ran a railroad siding into the camp site and there was a long platform, and at the end of it was a pile of stones, and those rocks were there expressly for breaking flasks and bottles on.”70 Worse still, there were no nearby towns and officials, overburdened with their professional responsibilities, had no time to organize concerts or other forms of entertainment for the men. The YMCA did provide recreation rooms and writing materials, but it was not enough to suit most of the men. One day an enterprising individual came to camp, not to serve his country, but for financial motives. He set up a movie operation in a tent and charged an admission of ten cents. The films were of a poor quality and shown over and over again to the fury of the paying customers. Their patience exhausted, the aggrieved men held a council at which they unanimously agreed to drive the shady profitter out of business. Sergeant-Major William R. Jones, a cavalryman, has left a record of what subsequently occurred:

The time for action was fixed and that evening a large party assembled about the show tent … Certain men were detailed to cut, at a given signal, the guy ropes. No plan was more expeditiously carried out. At a signal a shout went up and down came the tent and down came the tent upon the head of the proprietor. Smoke at once arose and soon the tent and the entire establishment was a sheet of flames with the boys dancing about in the wildest sort of a war dance imaginable. The ending of the show enterprise in this spectacular fashion gave the boys more real entertainment during the half hour it lasted than it had given during its entire existence in camp.71

After six weeks, the Canadian expeditionary force, still relatively disorganized and untrained, prepared to leave for England. The contingent of nearly 33,000 men consisted of 17 infantry battalions, in addition to the Patricias, three field artillery brigades, and three cavalry formations — the Royal Canadian Horse Artillery, the Royal Canadian Dragoons, and Lord Strathcona’s Horse. Initially, plans for the Canadian division had not included any units of the Permanent Force, an organization that Hughes had never regarded with particular favour. But, as so often happened with the unpredictable Hughes, orders changed, and in the end it was decided to send one artillery brigade and two cavalry regiments. Given the lack of trained officers at the senior staff level, it would have benefited the volunteer force if Hughes had sent the Royal Canadian Regiment along, as well. Unfortunately, he allowed the only regular infantry regiment in Canada to be dispatched to Bermuda in order to free a British battalion for service in France.72

Sam Hughes’s parting words to the men did not win him any admirers. Captain T.S. Morrisey (13th battalion) recalled with some bitterness: “He gathered us all around him at Valcartier and his last remarks ring in my ears were: .Well good bye boys, many of you won’t come home, but never mind there will be others to take your place ….. He got a rousing boo from the troops for that.”73

As the troops passed through Quebec on their way to the docks, they were greeted by thousands of cheering, flag-waving residents lining the streets and from their homes. William Jones vividly recalled the spectacle after the war: “I can see it now. Flags were waving people cheering, laughing and crying, and waving handkerchiefs, flags and caps. Kisses were wafted to us from windows, flowers showered upon us, and those who could do so, ran by our side seeking an opportunity to grasp our hand and bid us a good bye and Godspeed.”74

The embarkation of the force began on 23 September. William Price, the man who had performed such prodigious feats of construction at Valcartier, was appointed to supervise the embarkation. He was not provided with a staff to assist him and his own efforts to obtain experienced officers from Valcartier proved unsuccessful. With no plan to follow, Price had to improvise as he went along and it is not surprising, to use the words of a high-ranking official, that “chaos reigned supreme.”75 Many units were split up and separated from their equipment, stores were left behind, and some ships were grossly overloaded while others were half empty.
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Convoy carrying Canadian troops to England.

On the last day of September, the transport ships, one by one, began to move out into the St. Lawrence, on their way to rendezvous with escorting British ships in Gaspé Harbour. Here Sam Hughes, in a rented tugboat, passed through the convoy, distributing printed copies of his stirring farewell speech to the troops.76 On one of the convoys there were tense moments when the minister’s launch was seen approaching. The men were lined up for their ration of beer, which had been provided by a kindly benefactor from Quebec City. A ministerial order, however, had prohibited the consumption of alcoholic beverages on board ship. The captain was spared embarrassment and possible disciplinary action when Hughes’s launch veered off at the last moment.77

At 3:00 p.m. on 3 October, in clear weather, the flotilla sailed. The 32 ships, strung out over 21 miles, took three hours to stream through the harbour’s narrow exit into the Gulf of St. Lawrence.78 Once out at sea, the ships moved into three lines, two miles apart, each led by a British cruiser, with a fourth cruiser lying well back astern. The Canadian division was the largest armed force ever to cross the Atlantic. No one knew at the time that it was only the vanguard of a much larger host.

Life aboard was easy and, as the sea was calm, the men had a fine leisurely trip across the ocean. But with so many ships carrying thousands of men from different backgrounds, there were bound to be minor disturbances. W.S. Lighthall (Royal Canadian Dragoons) described one such incident:

One day we suddenly put on all brakes and with propellers in full reverse slowed to a stop and dropped a boat to the water. Presently the boat returned to our ship and was hauled aboard and out of it came a bedraggled individual who turned out to be a Provost Sergeant from one of the ships ahead of us who had raised the ire of his shipmates until they had just tossed him overboard. The lookout spotted him and our ship signaled to pick him up, which we did , and carried him to England — but a more deflated NCO one seldom saw and he certainly gave us no cause to hand him on to the next ship in line.79

Christopherson also relates several tumultuous scenes that occurred on the ship he was travelling:

They set up a canteen on the boat and we used to buy our chocolate bars and apples and cigarettes and one thing and another until we discovered printed on them that they were donated as gifts to the first overseas contingent by these different chocolate companies. And then the boys, of course, went to town and wrecked the canteen and helped themselves. Oh, there were a lot of little things. There was a mutiny on board because they were serving up rotten fish. Somebody set fire to the boat on the way over. There was quite a cross section of people on the boat.80

On the last day of the crossing, reports of German submarines in the English Channel caused the convoy to change its destination from Southampton to Plymouth. The leading transports entered Plymouth Sound on 14 October and, as the other ships arrived, the port became congested, delaying the landing of some units until the 24th.

The townspeople, kept in the dark until the last moment, lined the waterfront and wharves, shouting “bravo Canadians” and greeting the disembarking troops with cheers, handshakes, and gifts. Factory whistles and church bells joined in the welcome. The press was no less effusive in greeting the Canadians, stressing the enormous value their arrival meant to the Imperial cause. The first to do so was the Western Morning News of Plymouth: “To Canada belongs the immortal distinction of sending the first contingent of Dominion troops to war. Canada has always been foremost in great imperial movements, and in advance of the empire’s honour.” The Morning Post wrote of the Canadians: “They will soon be of great value in the fighting line … But they are also of great value to the empire because they are the symbol of its unity and potential strength.” The Times also expressed its gratitude to Canada for its assistance: “We welcome it for the addition it brings to our numbers in the field, and for the exceptionally fine quality of troops it gives us … but far more for the incalculable moral support which it brings us in the great struggle for principles that conflict and cannot be reconciled.”81
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Canadian ships arriving at Plymouth. The soldiers were warmly greeted by the local citizens as they disembarked.

[image: 9781554887286_INT_0039_001]

Lieutenant-General Edwin Alderson. Although not a great field commander, he transformed the unconventional raw Canadians into a superb fighting force.

The Canadians were awed by the wild reception they received wherever they went.82 Major Kirkpatrick wrote: “We are the first troops to arrive from the overseas Dominions and the papers say so many kind things of Canada and of us that we will have difficulty in living up to the high standards they are setting us.” 83

Some of the local inhabitants were evidently led to believe that Canada was a primitive land, inhabited mostly by Indians, trappers, and frontiersmen. An old lady walked up to R.F. Haig, a calvaryman, and asked, “Are you a Canadian?”

He replied “Yes.”

She then said, “Where are your feathers?”

As the Canadians were parading through Plymouth, H.A. Marlow (Lord Strathcona’s Horse) overheard a woman yell out, “Come on and see the Canadians comin” and a woman appeared and exclaimed, “Oh blimey, they can speak English.”84

Among the many dignitaries on hand was General Alderson, commander of the Canadian force.85 Born in 1859, Alderson had seen much active service in Egypt, the Sudan, and South Africa, where Canadian units (Royal Canadian Dragoons and 2nd Canadian Rifles) had formed part of his command — a decisive factor in his present appointment. Short, dark, with a bushy moustache, he was respected for his dedication and kind, gentle character. He was not a great field general, but sound enough as a soldier. All in all, the Canadians could have done worse. With his 36 years of experience in the army, he knew how to train troops and deserves credit for helping to mold the raw and unruly Canadians into a superb fighting force.86

From Plymouth, the Canadian division faced a seven-hour train journey, followed by a march of eight or ten miles, before reaching the wilds of Salisbury Plain. The camp, acquired by the War Office in 1900, was approximately 12 miles long and six miles wide and dotted by isolated farms, and small villages and bearing the massive stone slabs of Stonehenge. It had been used as a military training ground for the Regular Army and Territorial Forces. The Canadians were assigned to four main areas extending along a five-mile strip on the western side. There were no permanent barracks available for them, but, while the convoy was crossing the Atlantic, fatigue parties from the Territorial Force, assisted by a group of New Zealanders who had recently enlisted in England, had set up thousands of bell tents, marquees, and kitchen shelters.

The last Canadian units had not yet arrived in camp when the fine autumn weather broke. A heavy downpour brought a quarter of an inch of rain on 21 October and a full inch in the next five days. It was the start of what would turn out to be the worst winter in recent memory. From the middle of October 1914 to the middle of February 1915 rain fell on 89 of the 123 days, with intermittent frost and biting winds in between. The 29.3 inches of precipitation for that period almost doubled the average for the preceding 32 years.87 “I know now why the English people invented the word rotten — no other word would do justice to this weather,” Major Kirkpatrick confided to his diary.88
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Slogging through the legendary mud on Salisbury Plain.

Conditions in the camp grew progressively worse. A layer of chalk several inches below ground level prevented drainage.89 The field, cut by marching men, horses’ hooves, and wagon wheels, turned into a quagmire. “No one tries any longer to keep clean and we look like barbarians,” observed Lieutenant-Colonel John Creelman (2nd Field Artillery Brigade). “The mud here absolutely beggars description … and our English visitors remark that an English regiment would mutiny if it were kept here.”90 The unheated tents were not waterproof and the poor quality of the canvas merely broke the heavier drops into fine particles of spray that settled and drenched everything within. “We simply went to sleep with our blankets on top of a rubber sheet and we climbed out of the hole in the morning that our bodies had made,” K.C. Hossick (13th battalion) recalled. “I’m sure if we had slept for 48 hours we’d have been in a complete cave-in. It was terrible.”91 The men learned quickly that there was only one way to cope with the resulting discomfort. According to R.D. Haig that “was never take your clothes off, because it was much easier to get up in the morning damp-wet than get up in the morning and try to put on, cold damp clothes.”92 On 11 November, and again a month later, storms reaching gale proportions levelled tents, leaving the occupants shivering and wet, scattering correspondence and articles over the muddy field. Major Kirkpatrick has provided us with a graphic account of his tribulations during one such stormy day:

Pouring rain again. After parade, I changed my wet clothes in a very wet tent, snatching my dry things out of my tin box, with water dropping all the time. Books, papers and everything uncovered are wet through. At 5 p.m. walked down to 2nd Battalion mess tent to a lecture. Pitch dark, black as a hat and blowing a gale. Fell over a tent guy and took a roll in the mud. Lecture inaudible on account of the roaring of the wind and the rain on the tent. Suddenly at 5:30 with a report like a shot, snap went the guy ropes, crack went the pole and down on our heads came the soaking canvas, chasing us all out into the driving rain, now turned to sleet. So cold and pitiless was the wind one could hardly stand up. Nearly all the large tents went down … I found myself up to my knees in mud in the wild blackness searching for the road, then struggled back, joyful to find the men’s tents standing and mine also. But the rain, driven by that wind, went clean through our rotten tents, soaked everything inside and gave us a very miserable night.93

Training was resumed during the first week of November. All instructors were members of the Canadian contingent except for two officers and five NCOs loaned by the War Office. The time for basic infantry training was devoted chiefly to physical conditioning, route marches, foot and arms drill, musketry instruction, and entrenching.

Target practice was stressed in the training schedule. Each infantryman shot off his allotted 155 rounds and, for about 10 minutes a day, practiced charger-loading and rapid-fire with dummy cartridges. The object was to attain the speed and precision of British Regular soldiers who could fire 12 to 15 aimed shots a minute.94 Considering that the material at hand consisted of green recruits, many of whom had never fired a rifle before, the results were quite spectacular. It was only a slight exaggeration when Sam Hughes later boasted that he had formed “the finest shooting army in the world.”95

Needless to say, the miserable weather played havoc with the training schedule. Cold conditions or mist hampered range practice; heavy storms of wind and rain interrupted tactical exercises. Men had to plough through ankle-deep mud all day, their clothing soaked by rain or caked with slime. Much of the time little or nothing was done. Indeed, one unit historian records that out of a total of 130 days spent in England only 40 were available for training.96 Duguid wrote: “Few of those who served on the Western front in the next four years were called upon to suffer such prolonged and unavailing misery as was endured on Salisbury Plain in the fall and winter of 1914.”97 The Canadians would have been much better served if they had remained at Valcartier. As a matter of fact, it was because of the experiences of the Canadians on the Plain that the Canberra government ordered the Australian and New Zealander troops to disembark in Egypt instead of proceeding to England.98

The year 1914 came to an end with the Christmas season, which for the men was one of the few constant things in their chaotic world. For most, who presumably were lonely and homesick, it was a time unlike anything they had known before. But they made the best of it. Ian Sinclair (13th Battalion) delighted in recalling his experience: “They let half the battalion go on leave at Christmas and half at New Year. The officers waited on the men at Christmas dinner and everybody got mildly tight, and we had a wonderful time.” C.B. Price (14th Battalion) reminisced about attending a spiritual event which had left a lasting and fond impression:

Canon Scott was our Padre then and he had a New Year’s Eve service in Ainsbury Parish Church, a beautiful old Norman Church. And it was one of the few perfect nights with a full moon and a white frost, and we walked across the plains to the Church. And it was a wonderful service. They had the choir and everything there and quite one of my happiest memories of the war really.99

It is remarkable, in view of the prevailing conditions on Salisbury Plain, that the soldiers, whatever their innermost thoughts, generally remained uncomplaining.100 The same feeling that had existed at Valcartier, that is, that they might not be ready to play a role in the imminent rout of the German Army, spurred them on, enabling them to withstand all hardships and overcome all difficulties. The Canadian High Command naturally worried lest the prolonged period of inclement weather affected the level of morale. On the last day of November, after a brutal stretch of rain and sleet, General Alderson visited the camp and talked to some of the officers. He asked if the men were complaining about the field conditions. On receiving a negative answer, he remarked, “Wonderful! Simply wonderful!”101

The letdown that the military leaders feared never occurred. Early in January 1915, weather conditions improved and there was a noticeable change in the attitude of the men even though training was intensified. The haggard and painful look on their faces disappeared, they joked and engaged in horseplay during idle moments, and even their most blasphemous comments on the weather and mud were salted with good humour. On route marches they sang and, like the British troops, their favourite tune by far was the lilting “Tipperary,” a pre-war music-hall hit.

The time in England was spent not only to train, but also to reorganize battalions and exchange defective equipment. At Valcartier there had been eight companies per battalion. In November, the War Office decreed that the battalions, in accordance with British establishment, should reorganize on a four-company basis. In the next two months the War Office changed its mind half a dozen times until finally adopting the four-company system.

A good deal of effort and expense had gone into equipping the Canadian division. The months on Salisbury Plain revealed that some of the items distributed back in Canada were not up to British standards and were ordered replaced. Of immediate concern were the men’s boots. Each recruit was supplied with a single pair of boots, which had become standard issue for the Permanent Force since the South African War. The Canadian boots were not designed for heavy marching and continual soaking in mud. In fact, they not only leaked, but literally disintegrated. Major Lester Stevens (8th Battalion) remembered that they “were like sieves, the water just went through them.” He went on to say: “I used to empty the water out of my boots every night and I used to wring my socks out and lay them on the bed and lay on them to dry them to put them on in the morning.”102 On Alderson’s recommendation each soldier was issued a pair of the sturdier British regulation boots.103

The Division had only five battalions that brought web equipment from Canada. The remainder wore the obsolescent Oliver pattern that had pouches for about half of the requisite rounds of ammunition, no pack facilities for carrying entrenchment tools, and were uncomfortable.104 The War Office drew web equipment from its own stock to outfit seven Canadian battalions.

New outfits had to be found for the Canadian contingent. The tight-fitted khaki tunics with stiff collars, which were apt to split at the seams, were abandoned in favor of the looser, sturdier, and more comfortable British jacket. Unable to resist cold or rain, the cheaply made greatcoats gave way to the British model. The British also provided the Canadians with vehicles, both horse-drawn and motorized. Wagons brought over from Canada were in danger of collapsing when loaded with artillery ammunition. As for Canadian-made cars and trucks, some were worn out, while others had mechanical defects for which no spare parts were available in Britain.

Similarly, the MacAdam shovel, intended for use as a shield and as an entrenching tool, proved unsuitable for service in the field. Hughes had taken a special interest in this device that was patented by and named after his secretary, Ena MacAdam. When stuck into the ground in front of a prone rifleman, it was supposed to serve as a bulletproof shield.105 Quite apart from the fact that it was heavy, difficult to carry, and practically useless to dig with, tests showed that it could not stop a bullet.106 The shovels were replaced by British entrenching equipment and eventually sold as scrap metal 

Unfortunately, the most important item used by the soldier was not exchanged. The Canadians were armed with the Ross rifle, which was less reliable than the British Lee-Enfield. In I902, during the South African War, the Canadian government, frustrated that British manufacturers were unable to meet its orders for Lee-Enfields (the British army was given priority), adopted the Ross rifle and entered into a contract with the inventor, Sir Charles Ross. Faults of varying seriousness plagued the Ross rifle from the outset, but Hughes, a shooting enthusiast and extreme nationalist, became its most ardent champion. The failings of the Ross, about which critics had warned, surfaced again at Valcartier, and later on at Salisbury. Experienced soldiers freely admitted that the Ross, under the orderly conditions of the target range, fired with more precise accuracy than the British rifle. On the other hand they were equally convinced that it was unsuited for the harsh exigencies of field service. They observed that it was longer, heavier, and required constant cleaning; that the bayonet, when fixed, had a tendency to fall off; and, more significantly, that it jammed under rapid fire.107 H.R. Alley (3rd battalion) summed up the attitude of the men towards the Ross rifle: “It was an exceedingly accurate rifle if you could take your time to shoot at one man at about 500 yards. It wasn’t worth a hoot if you were dealing with a battalion of Germans at 200 yards. With rapid fire over any lengthy period, say three or four minutes, the darn thing would heat up so you couldn’t open the bolt.”108

Alderson received no satisfaction from Ottawa when he forwarded the many complaints that had poured into his office. Hughes considered himself a rifle expert and dismissed the perceived faults as essentially irrelevant and insisted that with slight modifications the Ross would meet his earlier claim of being the “most perfect military rifle in every sense in the World today.”109 In the final analysis it was the Canadian soldiers who would bear the heavy cost of Hughes’s misplaced faith in the Ross rifle.

The general health of the troops was surprisingly good given their continued exposure to the wretched weather. The number of sick did increase, however, after the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th Brigades moved into permanent accommodations. The building of huts on the Plain had begun early in October but at Christmas time 11,000 Canadians were still under canvas — indeed the 1st Brigade remained in tents until departing for France. The huts were intended to accommodate 30 men, but they were invariably overcrowded. The proximity of the men to one another, together with improper sanitary precautions, resulted in outbreaks of various contagious diseases. “A fearful lot of sickness in these huts,” recorded a member of the 16th Battalion. “Flu reigns supreme in the shape of sore heads, sore throats and racking coughs. At night it sounds like hell with all those graveyards coughs around.”110 Far more serious was an outbreak of meningitis, a highly contagious and often deadly disease. Of the 39 cases that were treated, 28 proved fatal.111

Posing no less a worry to Canadian Headquarters than the rampant sickness in the camp, was the widespread ill discipline among the rank and file. A large portion of the contingent consisted of unseasoned recruits who were independent-minded, hardy with a devil-may-care attitude, and wholly ignorant of standard conduct in the army. They dressed sloppily, did not snap to attention like the British soldier when the national anthem was played, frequently called their superiors by their first name and, if they saluted their officers at all, did so in the most casual and indifferent manner. Few among them seemed to be concerned that a pass was required before leaving camp; and those that obtained formal leave often created disturbances in the neighbouring towns or returned late and drunk. Early in November it was announced that the king, accompanied by Kitchener and other dignitaries, would visit the camp.112 Before their arrival, a high-ranking officer addressed a battalion and urged the men to behave:

Lads, the king and Lord Kitchener and all the big-bugs are coming down to review us to-day, and for once in your lives, men, I want to see you act like real soldiers. When they get here, for the love o’ Mike, don’t call me Bill … and, for God sake, don’t chew tobacco in the ranks.113

It was not long before the Canadians wore out their welcome in nearby towns and acquired a reputation for unruly behaviour that would dog them until the end of the war. “We must not expect Canadians,” one newspaper warned the angry local citizens, “to behave as our men do. Anglo-Saxon though they are, they come to us from a rude frontier country where class and rank are unimportant.”

Besides the existing conditions on Salisbury Plain, there were other factors, according to artillery captain Harry Crerar, that exacerbated the troops’ tendency for mischief:



1. The Expeditionary Force, barring a few officers, had no leave granted since mobilization at Valcartier end of August till arrival at Salisbury or Plymouth end of October.

2. No canteen of any kind permitted during that time.

3. Practically 2 months pay on hand on their arrival in this country.114



 Generally the offences were not serious, but inconsequential and harmless; most could have been stopped with a simple warning. However, the newly appointed officers and NCOs had not developed the talent to manage men and they frequently created hard feelings by employing bullying tactics or imposing punishments that exceeded the nature of the infractions.

Alderson personally took the matter in hand and, disregarding the army’s long-standing policy, announced at the end of October that he would establish wet canteens in the camp, at which beer would be sold at certain hours and under careful supervision. This, he was convinced, would reduce the men’s visit to nearby villages where “they get bad liquor, become quarrelsome and then create disturbances.”115 Despite protests from temperance groups in Canada, the new arrangements were put into effect. “The wet canteens is a Godsend and drinking has been reduced to a minimum,” observed an officer. “A man who is free to buy a mug of beer a couple of times a day does not try to keep a bottle of whisky in his tent.”116 Another welcomed measure entitled a deserving soldier to a six-day pass with a free ticket to anywhere in the British Isles. At the same time, those in charge of discipline came to understand that a blend of firmness and subtle cajolery would cause men to conform willingly.117 All of this produced the desired results. Morale improved while drunkenness dwindled and offences of all sorts decreased.

In mid-November, the most experienced battalion, the Patricias, moved to Winchester to join the 80th Brigade, which formed part of the 27th (British) Division. On 20 December, re-equipped with the Lee-Enfield rifle, they sailed for France.118 A month later, rumours swirled that the Canadian Division would soon follow. While the men waited impatiently, there occurred a change in the structure of the cavalry. On 1 February 1915, the Canadian Cavalry Brigade was formed, consisting of the Royal Canadian Horse Artillery, the Royal Canadian Dragoons, Lord Strathcona’s Horse, with the addition of the 2nd King Edward’s Horse, a mounted unit of the British Special Reserve. Kitchener placed the new formation under Colonel J.E.B. Seely, the late secretary of war in the British Cabinet, much to the dismay of Borden, who wanted a Canadian to fill the position.119 As a reserve unit, it remained in England for the time being and did not join the division in France until May.

On 2 February came the announcement that a royal review would be held in two days. This meant at long last that the Canadian Division would be departing for the front in the next few days. There was a stiff breeze and, as usual, it was pouring rain when the Canadian contingent was paraded to Knighton Down (near Stonehenge) on Salisbury Plain and drawn into two lines for an inspection by King George. Just before the small bearded monarch stepped out of the royal coach and onto the platform, the rain stopped and a pale wintery sun broke through the clouds. Accompanied by Kitchener, the king walked down the entire line, almost two miles long, stopping to shake hands with commanders and wishing them and their regiments “good luck.” The king was in good spirits and looked fit. Once he returned to the stand and read from a prepared speech, he waited at the salute while the division marched past in double lines. The troops then lined the railway four deep and, with hats aloft on bayonets, “cheered like mad” as His Majesty stood at the window of the royal coach and waved farewell.120 The review, one witness commented, “had a dignity that was very inspiring.”121 A message by the king was conveyed to all units after his departure. It read in part:

By your deeds and achievements on the field of battle I am confident that you will emulate the example of your fellow-countrymen in the South African War, and thus help to secure the triumph of our arms. I shall follow with pride and interest all your movements. I pray that God may bless you and watch over you.122

In six months Canada had mobilized, assembled a division out of the civilian sector, equipped it, and partially trained it; then sent it off to England where some of its equipment was replaced and its training and organization completed. For a country that had no military tradition and whose men were forced to complete their training in abysmal weather conditions, it was an incredible accomplishment. Indeed, the actual training time allotted to the Canadian force was less than British military analysts had calculated would be required to put their own Territorial divisions in the field. The Territorials, like the Canadian militia, had some training, but the first division did not arrive in France until 24 February 1915. On the other hand, Kitchener’s New Armies (British divisions raised from volunteers at the outbreak of war) began the crossing only during the early days in May.123
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