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Ypres 1915 

In the first week of April 1915, the Canadian troops were moved from their quiet sector to a 

bulge in the Allied line in front of the City of Ypres. This was the famed—or notorious—Ypres 

Salient, where the British and Allied line pushed into the German line in a concave bend. The 

Germans held the higher ground and were able to fire into the Allied trenches from the north, the 

south and the east. On the Canadian right were two British divisions, and on their left a French 

division, the 45th (Algerian). 

Here on April 22, the Germans sought to remove the Salient by introducing a new weapon, 

poison gas. Following an intensive artillery bombardment, they released 160 tons of chlorine gas 

from cylinders dug into the forward edge of their trenches into a light northeast wind. As thick 

clouds of yellow-green chlorine drifted over their trenches the French defences crumbled, and 

the troops, completely bemused by this terrible weapon, died or broke and fled, leaving a gaping 

four-mile hole in the Allied line. German troops pressed forward, threatening to sweep behind 

the Canadian trenches and put 50,000 Canadian and British troops in deadly jeopardy. 

Fortunately the Germans had planned only a limited offensive and, without adequate reserves, 

were unable to exploit the gap the gas created. In any case their own troops, themselves without 

any adequate protection against gas, were highly suspicious of the new weapon. After advancing 

only two miles they stopped and dug in. 

All through the night the Canadian troops fought to close the 

gap. In addition they mounted a counter-attack to drive the 

enemy out of Kitcheners' Wood, an oak plantation near St. 

Julien. In the morning two more disastrous attacks were made 

against enemy positions. Little ground was gained and 

casualties were extremely heavy, but these attacks bought 

some precious time to close the flank. 

The fierce battle of St. Julien lay ahead. On April 24, the Germans attacked in an attempt to 

obliterate the Salient once and for all. Another violent bombardment was followed by another 

gas attack in the same pattern as before. This time the target was the Canadian line. Here, 

through terrible fighting, withered with shrapnel and machine-gun fire, hampered by their issued 

Ross rifles which jammed, violently sick and gasping for air through soaked and muddy 

handkerchiefs, they held on until reinforcements arrived. 

Thus, in their first major appearance on a European battlefield, the Canadians established a 

reputation as a formidable fighting force. Congratulatory messages were cabled to the Canadian 

Prime Minister. But the cost was high. In these 48 hours, 6,035 Canadians, one man in every 

three, became casualties of whom more than 2,000 died. Heavy losses from Canada's little force 

whose men had been civilians only several months before had no idea of fighting in a war—a 

grim forerunner of what was still to come. 
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The Somme 

Still, both sides could see only one way to snap the taut chain of trenches—brutal frontal assaults 

to break the enemy defences; and, indeed, there was little other option. The Allied plan for 1916 

was to launch simultaneous offensives on the Western, Eastern and Italian Fronts. In the West 

the region, the Somme was chosen for a joint French and British assault about mid-year. 

But in February the Allied scheme was upset when the German Chief of the General Staff, 

General Erich von Falkenhayn, seized the initiative. For his battlefield he chose the fortress-

ringed city of Verdun, a position, he correctly believed, so essential to the French that France 

would fight to the last man to hold it. He hoped to lure French forces into the narrow, dangerous 

salient, slaughter them with artillery fire, and thus "bleed France to death." He was the first 

commander to state clearly that the aim of an offensive was attrition—though he did not tell his 

field Army commander, the Crown Prince, this. On February 21, the German barrage began and 

for the next ten months both sides threw soldiers and shells at each other in a nightmare of death. 

The German Army bled as well. As Verdun was a symbol of life for France, its fall became a 

moral necessity for the prestige of the German Army. By Christmas, when the battle finally 

ended, casualties for both sides totalled 680,000, of whom some quarter of a million were killed. 

During this holocaust of fighting, the French sent frantic appeals to Sir Douglas Haig, the new 

British commander, to hasten the Somme offensive and take the pressure off Verdun. With 

French forces being so thoroughly decimated at Verdun, the British now had to assume a far 

greater burden of the attack, so what was planned as a French dominated offensive in terms of 

manpower became a British dominated one. 

The campaign was planned well in advance with a massive 

build-up of men and munitions. By the end of June all was 

ready for the "Big Push," and Haig was quietly confident that 

his planned assault would destroy the enemy lines and open 

the way for the cavalry to ride into open countryside and 

attack the German rear areas, battery positions, headquarters 

and communications. Meanwhile, the German Army, long 

forewarned of the attack, had engaged in a massive 

restructuring of their defences, most especially in the northern 

area of the British attack. They were firmly entrenched along the ridges and the villages of the 

northern Somme countryside.  

On July 1, at 7.30 a.m, at a time dictated by the French to allow their artillery observers clear 

views, thousands of British and French troops began their advance across No Man's Land on a 

front of over 40 kilometres toward the German positions The result was slaughter—57,500 

British soldiers killed, wounded or missing in one day— the heaviest day's combat losses ever 

suffered by the British Army. At the end of the day the French had gained nearly all of their 

objectives as had the British divisions to the south; but for two thirds of the British sector almost 

nothing at all had been gained. 



At Beaumont-Hamel, the 1st Battalion of the Newfoundland Regiment, part of the 29th British 

Division, lost two-thirds of its entire strength in about an hour's exposure to German artillery and 

machine guns. July 1 in Newfoundland is still a day of commemoration and mourning.  

Canadians on the Somme 

The Battle of the Somme was not a one day affair, and the fighting continued, notably with a 

largely successful dawn attack by the British on July 14, through the summer months. In late 

August 1916, the "Byng Boys" moved from the muddy fields of Flanders to the Somme, where 

they took over a section of the front line west of the village of Courcelette. They ran into heavy 

fighting and suffered some 2,600 casualties before the full-scale offensive even got underway. 

In the major offensive which began at dawn on September 15 the Canadian Corps, on the 

extreme left of the attack, assaulted on a 2,200 yard sector west of the village of Courcelette. 

Advancing behind a creeping barrage (a tactic which had recently been introduced by the British, 

a consequence of adequately trained gunners, more and better guns and more reliable 

ammunition), the infantry was aided by the "new engine of war," the armoured tank. There were 

only a few of these and they were extremely unreliable and very vulnerable to artillery fire. 

However, at this early stage of the war their sheer presence often threw the enemy into 

confusion. The attack went well. By 8 a.m., the main objective, a defence bastion known as the 

Sugar Factory, was taken, and the Canadians pushed ahead to Courcelette. Numerous German 

counter-attacks were successfully repulsed and by the next day the position was consolidated. 

The enemy then brought up reinforcements, the fighting intensified, and gains became 

microscopic. 

In the weeks that followed the three Canadian divisions again and again attacked a series of 

German entrenchments. The final Canadian objective was that "ditch of evil memory," Regina 

Trench. It repeatedly defied capture, and when the first three divisions were relieved in the 

middle of October, Regina Trench was closer, but still not taken. 

When the newly arrived 4th Division took its place in the line it faced an almost unbelievable 

ordeal of knee-deep mud and violent, tenacious, enemy resistance. However, despite the almost 

impenetrable curtain of fire, on November 11 the Division captured Regina Trench—to find it 

reduced to a mere depression in the chalk. A week later, in the final attack of the Somme, the 

Canadians advanced to Desire Trench—a remarkable feat of courage and endurance. The 4th 

Division then rejoined the Corps opposite Vimy Ridge. 

There were no further advances that year. The autumn rains turned the battlefield into a bog and 

the offensive staggered to a halt. The line had been moved forward only six miles, though ground 

of itself was not particularly important except in terms of morale. The Allies had suffered some 

650,000 casualties, and both sides had about 200,000 killed. The Germans refer to the Battle of 

the Somme as das Blutbad—the blood bath. One German officer described the Somme as "the 

muddy graveyard of the German Army," for the British it turned an army of eager, inexperienced 

recruits into a fighting machine on a par with those of France and Germany, but at a terrible cost 

in human life. 



The Somme had cost Canada 24,029 casualties, but it was here that the Canadians confirmed 

their reputation as hard-hitting shock troops. "The Canadians," wrote Lloyd George, "played a 

part of such distinction that thenceforward they were marked out as storm troops; for the 

remainder of the war they were brought along to head the assault in one great battle after another. 

Whenever the Germans found the Canadian Corps coming into the line they prepared for the 

worst." 
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Vimy Ridge 

The 1916 battles of Verdun and the Somme produced a casualty toll of almost two million men. 

Yet this war of attrition and stalemate had almost two years to run. 

Early in 1917, the Allies launched another massive offensive, ever determined to achieve the 

elusive breakthrough. This time the plans called for a French offensive in the south between 

Reims and Soissons, combined with British diversionary attacks about Arras. 

The Germans, meanwhile, withdrew to strong new defences, the Hindenburg Line, in March 

1917. In so doing they exchanged a long, bulging line, a consequence of their losses on the 

Somme, for a well-situated shorter one which they fortified with powerful defences, many 

concreted positions and huge swathes of barbed wires protecting several lines of defence, 

themselves several kilometres in depth. 

The Canadian share of the British assault was the seizure of Vimy Ridge. The task was 

formidable. For the Germans it was a most important element in their defence system and they 

had fortified it well. The slopes which were in their favour were interlaced with an elaborate 

system of trenches, dugouts and tunnels heavily protected by barbed wire and machine guns, and 

defended from a distance by German artillery. Attempts to take Vimy had failed in the partially 

successful assaults by the French in 1915; but these attacks had succeeded in pushing the 

Germans back to a position where they had very little room to manoeuvre, with the Douai Plain 

now immediately behind them. 

Canadian commanders, however, had learned well the bitter lessons of assault by vulnerable 

infantry. This time the preparation was elaborate and the planning thorough. Arrangements for a 

battle commenced in October 1916 and staff officers were sent off to learn from the experiences 

gained elsewhere on the front, including Verdun, where the French had pushed the Germans 

back, almost to their start point. Engineers dug great tunnels into the Ridge; roads and light 

railways were improved, and a vast mass of supplies of every type was readied. The operation 

was to be supported by a huge concentration of artillery of all types, including large numbers of 

heavy guns and howitzers. The men, too, were fully prepared. As for the Somme, the area was 

simulated behind the lines and troops practised their roles until every man was familiar with the 

ground and the tactics expected of him. This time more information was available, aerial 

photographs were widely distributed; and of course the men had been hardened—in all ranks and 

at all levels of command—by their experiences on the Somme. 

Preliminary bombardment, designed to conceal the exact time and extent of the attack, began on 

March 20. It was intensified from April 2 with such crushing blows that the enemy called the 

period "the week of suffering." On the night of April 8, all was ready and the infantry moved to 

the prepared forward positions. 

The attack (delayed by a day because of the weather) began at dawn on Easter Monday, April 9. 

All four divisions [with the 5th (British) Division under Byng's command] of the Canadian 

Corps—moving forward together for the first time—swept up the Ridge in the midst of driving 

wind, snow and sleet. Preceded by a perfectly timed artillery barrage the Canadians advanced. 



By mid-afternoon the Canadian divisions were in command of the whole crest of the Ridge with 

the exception of two features known as Hill 145 and the Pimple. Within three days these too 

were taken. The fighting had been hard and costly—10,602 Canadian casualties, but the result 

was emphatic. Elsewhere on April 9, the dozen or so other attacking British divisions obtained 

excellent results. 

The victory at Vimy Ridge is celebrated as a national coming of age. For the first time all four 

divisions of the Canadian Corps had attacked and triumphed together; four Canadians won the 

Victoria Cross.  

Later in the summer the Canadian Corps received its first Canadian commander when the 

recently knighted Sir Arthur Currie was promoted to lieutenant-general and succeeded Sir Julian 

Byng, who became commander of Third Army. A businessman from British Columbia, Currie, 

with only Canadian Militia background, won the high esteem of professionals and rose from the 

rank of a lieutenant-colonel in the non-permanent militia in 1914 to commander of the Canadian 

Army Corps. It was a remarkable achievement; he and Monash (of the Australian Corps) were 

the only non-regular soldiers to achieve corps command in the British Army. 
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Passchendaele (Third Battle of Ypres) 

To the south the French offensive on the Chemin des Dames under General Nivelle was a 

disaster—although some ground was gained, the results were nowhere near as good as Nivelle 

had promised. With losses in the neighbourhood of 200,000 men it precipitated a wave of 

mutinies which semi-paralyzed the French Army for some months and generally made it only 

capable of defensive activity. 

In July the British commander, Sir Douglas Haig, launched his controversial drive in Flanders to 

seize strategic rail heads and capture the German submarine bases on the Belgian coast. The 

offensive had a successful prelude at Messines in June (where Canadian Tunnelling Companies 

played an important role), but this local success was followed by weeks of delay caused by 

logistical requirements and political indecision. 

The second and main stage of the attack got under way at the end of July with a tremendous 

artillery barrage which not only forewarned the Germans, but also ground the battlefield into 

potholes and dust. Unusually heavy rains poured down on the very night that the offensive 

began, and in no time the area became an impassable swamp. The impressive gains of the first 

day were overshadowed by the morass the battlefield soon became. As the British soldiers 

struggled in the morass, the Germans inflicted frightful casualties from lines fortified with 

machine guns placed in concrete pill boxes. But in September the sun came out, and new tactics 

were adopted—a series of "bite and hold" operations—to which the Germans had no obvious 

answer and themselves suffered huge casualties. 

Early in October, with the strategic objectives still in German hands (although a significant 

proportion of the high ground from which the Germans had dominated Ypres for years had been 

captured) and the British forces reaching the point of exhaustion, Haig determined on one more 

drive. The Canadian Corps was ordered to relieve the decimated Anzac forces in the Ypres 

sector, and prepare for the capture of Passchendaele. 

Lieutenant-General Currie inspected the muddy battlefield and protested that the operation was 

impossible without heavy cost; and that he would not fight under the command of Fifth Army. 

He was overruled (but came under Second Army), and so began careful and painstaking 

preparations for the assault. In a series of attacks beginning on October 26, 20,000 men under 

heavy fire inched their way from shell-crater to shell-crater. Then on October 30, with two 

British divisions, the Canadians began the assault on Passchendaele itself. They gained the 

ruined outskirts of the village during a violent rainstorm and for five days they held on grimly, 

often waist-deep in mud and exposed to a hail of jagged iron from German shelling. The total of 

attackers killed came to 4,028 by November 11. Currie's estimate of 16,000 casualties proved 

frighteningly accurate; in fact there were 15,654 for this period in the Salient. Passchendaele had 

become a Canadian Calvary. 
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