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Canadian Innovation
on the Western Front

The spring of 1917 also
brought the realiza-
tion that the wholesale

slaughter of trench warfare
had become unacceptable
to both the military and the
public. Both sides struggled
to develop new technologies
and strategies to capture
objectives more quickly
and ultimately decrease
the horrific number of dead
and wounded seen at the
battles of Verdun and the
Somme, where over
1 million Allied soldiers
were wounded or killed.

It is said that generals are always fighting the last war.
This was certainly true of the Allied commanders in the
first years of the war when 19th century warfare strategy
ran headlong into 20th century technology. The last time
the British Army had fought an extended war was against
the Boers in South Africa almost 15 years before. By 1914 the
battlefield included the new inventions of poison gas, aerial
reconnaissance and bombardment, highly accurate artillery,
tanks and rapid-firing machine guns. Yet the generals contin-
ued to order massed infantry assaults against these devastating
new weapons.

The Canadian Corps — first under British Lieutenant-
General Julian Byng at Vimy Ridge and then under Canadian

In the 16 years since the Wright brothers had first flown at Kitty Hawk, aviation had advanced
to agile fighter aircraft like the British Sopwith Camel.

Poison gas sweeping on the wind toward Allied trenches at
\the Battle of the Somme. The Germans first used poison gas
during the Second Battle of Ypres in 1915, but by the Battle
of Passchendaele, both sides used the deadly new weapon.

Lieutenant-General Arthur Currie at Passchendaele — brought
innovations to warfare that others quickly adopted. Early in
the war, commanders were too concerned about security risks
to fully inform infantry of battle plans, and prior to Vimy, sol-
diers learned the battlefield only when they actually went over
the top. Canadian commanders trusted their soldiers and pro-
vided them with detailed maps developed from the very latest
aerial reconnaissance. Each man knew where he was to be and
when. The generals’ trust was well placed; no security breaches
were ever recorded.

Canadian commanders also introduced specialized attack
training. For the assaults on Vimy and Passchendaele, troops
studied the terrain on large-scale models and rehearsed attack
techniques on replicas of German defences. The Canadian
Corps additionally created new specialist roles that included
machine-gunners, riflemen and grenade-throwers with each sol-
dier knowing his job and how it contributed to the battle plan.

The final major innovation the Canadian Corps introduced
was the improved use of artillery. Currie, an artillery officer,

The Vickers machine gun gave the Allies an answer to the powerful German MG-08. Modern
machine guns firing up to 10 rounds per second and lethal up to 4 kilometres proved deadly
against infantry charges.

developed the tactic of counter-battery fire, which used
frontline observers to identify the exact locations of enemy
artillery. These coordinates were immediately communicat-
ed to Canadian artillery batteries that zeroed in on enemy
gun emplacements with the goal of knocking them out
before they could do damage.

Byng and Currie additionally advanced the use of
artillery not just to destroy enemy defences, but also to
drop a protective curtain of shellfire immediately in front
of advancing infantry. The rolling barrage forced German
defenders into their protective bunkers, and when the
shelling stopped, they sometimes found the Canadians
storming their positions before they could mount a coordi-
nated defence. The rolling barrage was effective but poten-
tially deadly to one’s own troops. General Byng warned the
men, “Chaps, you shall go over exactly like a railroad train,
on time, or you shall be annihilated.”

The Canadians would go into battle well trained and
prepared. They would need every advantage for the chal-
lenges that lay ahead.

this page: Heavy artillery became progressively more powerful and accurate
throughout the war. The German’s Big Bertha gun could fire on Paris, 120 kilometres away.

top left: Canadian troops
training to use early gasmasks.

middle left: Allied troops
under gas attack at the front.

bottom left: An allied
observation balloon going
aloft. At Passchendaele, the
Canadians would advance
aerial reconnaissance another
step with the use of wireless
radio communication
between observers and
the ground.
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above: Troops marching past a destroyed Allied tank. Tanks were a new technology on the battlefields of the First World War and were more effective in damaging enemy morale than their defences.

Jubilant Canadian troops leaving Vimy Ridge.
This popular photo would come to represent
Canada’s birth as a nation on the Western Front.

The Canadians put their innovations to the test when the
entire Canadian Corps fought together for the first time
at Vimy Ridge, the moment when many believe Canada

first began to forge its identity as a nation independent
of its colonial past.

The Germans had captured Vimy Ridge in September
1914 and had fortified its seven-kilometre length with
pillboxes, bunkers, caves and trenches. Perched on the
ridge, German artillery could rain down fire onto the
Allied-controlled
village of Arras. It was an unacceptable position.
Throughout 1915 the French Army had repeat-
edly attempted to capture the ridge, but
each time they were driven back. France
suffered 150,000 casualties and had
nothing to show for the sacrifice. In
March 1916, British troops relieved
the French and took up the battle for
Vimy Ridge. They, too, were turned
back by the German defenders. The
Canadian Corps was called to the
front.

After weeks of training and
preparation, and after bom-
barding the
ridge for a

“At this time the Hill
presented every
aspect of a fierce
and sanguinary battle;
most of the German trenches
had been crumpled in by
our shell fire, while everywhere
one went were dead Huns and,
in some cases, Canadians.”
– COLONEL G. CHALMERS JOHNSTON

After three more days of fighting, the Canadians were
firmly in control of Vimy Ridge. The price had been high with
3,598 Canadians killed and another 10,602 wounded, but Vimy
Ridge would remain in Allied hands for the remainder of the
war. Four Canadians were awarded the Victoria Cross for
valour in the face of the enemy.

After the Canadian success at Vimy Ridge, Canadian
Lieutenant-General Arthur
Currie replaced General Byng.
For the first time, Canadian
divisions would not only fight
together, but also would be led
by a Canadian general.

The next test for the Can-
adians came at the French
town of Lens, a vital rail link

The Canadians Prove Their Valour

above: Troops marching past a destroyed tank and the body of a fallen comrade. A clearing
party, wearing white armbands, follows the troops to recover the dead.

left: Lieutenant-General Sir Arthur Currie (centre) and his officers. Though never well liked
by the troops, Currie became perhaps Canada’s greatest wartime general.

week, 15,000 Canadians led by
British General Byng attacked on
April 9, 1917, at 5:30 AM. Hill 145,
the most important objective,
was taken after the Canadians
overran German machine-guns

positions in brutal
hand-to-hand
combat.

supplying the German Army in the Somme region. Currie was
ordered to take the town to pave the way for further British and
French attacks. Before attacking Lens, Currie, a brilliant tacti-
cian, decided to first capture Hill 70 so the Canadians could con-
trol the high ground. The hill was a heavily fortified nightmare
of trenches, barbed wire and dugouts. The Germans were armed
with machine guns, flamethrowers and poison gas.

After extensive prepara-
tions, Canadian artillery shells
tore into the German defences
on August 14 before poison gas
was released. At 4:25 AM the
next day, the infantry attacked,
taking their first objectives
within 20 minutes. Less than
five hours later, the Germans
began the first of 21 counterat-
tacks. The Canadians fought
desperately to hold the hill,
and after four days, the

Germans finally abandoned the attack. Hill 70 had cost Canada
1,505 killed and 3,810 wounded, 487 of them to poison gas.

The Canadians never captured Lens, but by taking Hill 70,
they had weakened the Germans and had cemented the repu-
tation of Canadian troops as the ones who would be called
into the most difficult battles to follow.


