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In a new departure in the Battleground Europe series, this book is a guide to both sides of a
major battle in this case to the Canadian Corps operations against 1st Bavarian Reserve Corps
at Vimy from 9 12 April 1917, which formed part of the opening of the British offensive, known as
the Battle of Arras. Historically, the capture of Vimy Ridge was an event far more significant than
its undoubted military importance alone. Here for the first time all four divisions of the Canadian
Corps were deployed in line together in one offensive; and although the Corps went to fight even
greater battles, Vimy marked a key point in the emergence of Canada as a fully sovereign
nation.Although the Canadian side of the story has been well chronicled by a number of writers,
until now there has been little concerning the defense during this great battle. Now, the accounts
of the German soldiers and their commanders are combined with those of the Canadians and
British deployed on the other side of No Mans Land and not simply those who fought above
ground, but tunnelers also.

About the AuthorNigel Cave is the founder editor of the Battleground Europe series; his
association with the Company goes back some thirty years.Educated at Inverness Royal
Academy, the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst and the Universities of Lancaster and
Westminster, Jack Sheldon completed a thirty-five year career as a member of the Queen’s
Lancashire Regiment.In 1982 he graduated from the German General Staff course at the
Führungsakademie, Hamburg and went on to fill international staff appointments and to
command an infantry training battalion. His final post before retirement in 2003 was as Military
Attaché Berlin.He now lives in France and has rapidly established himself as an expert in
German First World War history. He was an honorary researcher for the Thiepval Visitor Centre
Project, is a member of the British Commission for Military History and is the author of the highly
acclaimed The German Army on the Somme 1914 – 1916, The German Army at Passchendaele
and a number of Battleground Europe titles. --This text refers to the paperback edition.
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history of the area and the battles which occurred there almost a century ago. Without their
careful recording of events, modern interpretation of the battles would be impossible. They also
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the friendly and supportive team at Pen and Sword Books.Lieutenant Colonel Phillip Robinson in
action with the Durand Group below Vimy RidgeCANADIAN INTRODUCTIONThe Battle for
Vimy Ridge, 9 – 14 April 1917, was a seminal moment in the history of the Canadian Corps and
of Canada itself. For the first time all four Canadian infantry divisions that were to serve in France
attacked together; in this set piece attack they took the great majority of the famous heights
(neighbouring British divisions took the northernmost and southernmost parts of the ridge),
which had become a major feature of the German defences north of Arras. Theirs was a vital
contribution to the opening (largely very successful) of the Battle of Arras.In the earlier volume in
the Battleground Europe series, Vimy Ridge, events from the beginning of the fighting in the area
through to its capture in 1917 were included. Consequently there was much emphasis on French
and British activity there, as well as the period from October 1916 to April 1917, when the
Canadian Corps held the line and then took the ridge. This book concentrates on the Canadian



Corps and the final, successful assault on the ridge. It also includes a detailed account of the
defence of the ridge by the Germans, thereby giving a much fuller picture of the battle.Since
Vimy Ridge was published in 1996 our knowledge of the ground has been enhanced
considerably through work with Veterans Affairs Canada (VAC), which organisation is charged,
amongst other things, with the maintenance of the Canadian National Memorial at Vimy. In
recent years VAC has considerably developed the site: it has been declared a National Heritage
Site (one of only two outside of Canada, the other being the Newfoundland Memorial at
Beaumont Hamel); there has been a complete review of all aspects of the site; international
conferences to ensure that best practice is followed have been arranged; and efforts have been
made to improve the understanding of the battlefield – for example there is now an interpretive
centre. Much of this work was organised by David Panton and Al Puxley of Veterans Affairs,
whose endeavours in this regard have so contributed to public understanding of the importance
of the sites here at Vimy and at Beaumont Hamel on the Somme.Work has had to be carried out
on Health and Safety grounds and there has also been a major effort to ensure that the most
appropriate methods are used in ensuring the long-term viability of the site and safeguarding it
from further degradation. This has meant limiting public access where once people could freely
roam (such as walking, or running, up and down the Durand and Grange group of craters) and
the initiation of a complex scheme of tree felling and removing of old and diseased trees. As part
of this operation it became essential to know more about what actually took place on the site
during the war, and so there has been considerable research in the British and Canadian
archives as well as surviving German archives during recent years.Casualties being pushed to
the rear using a light field tramway.Another feature of this work has been the extensive
investigation into the war effort underground, in particular that of the British. Most of this has
been done by the Durand Group, working in close co-operation with VAC, which has resulted in
the clearing of any remaining British mines under the site. This work has also resulted in opening
up parts of the underground systems previously unseen since the war ended – for example
much of the Goodman subway has been accessed, as well as a limited part of the O Sector, on
the southern fringes of the site. Recently access has been gained to part of the German system
as well, bringing new knowledge about an aspect of the war about which relatively little is known,
certainly on the ‘British’ sector of the Front.Although the primary aim of many of these
endeavours has been to ensure visitor (and staff) safety, it has also led to a considerable
intensificationand deepening of the briefing for the guides in their initial training programme as
well as providing much of the material for the Self Guided Tour that is now available on the site.
The restoration of the Vimy Memorial has been a huge task: the actual work might have lasted a
couple of years, but there was an enormous amount that had to be done before the contractors
could move in. The full glory of the Memorial has been revealed once more and this time new
technology and improved construction techniques should mean that it will better survive the
elements.Left: Contemporary press report from the Toronto Globe April 1917. Right: Press report
published to mark the first anniversary of the battle in April 1918.The completion of the



restoration seemed an appropriate time to publish a new Battleground Europe book on Vimy,
this time incorporating the German side of the story. The men who fought here in those tense
days have now all ‘faded away’; the names of the many Canadians who died here are
safeguarded (and, in the nearby cemeteries, some of their fellow members of the then Empire
and Dominions as well as their German enemy), but their deeds – or at least the deeds of some
of them – still need to be recorded in words, so that memory can also include
understanding.Nigel CaveRosminian Postulancy, Gare, TanzaniaGERMAN
INTRODUCTIONVimy Ridge and the heights of Notre Dame de Lorette to the northwest of
Souchez were bitterly contested during the autumn of 1914. The French army managed to retain
the town of Arras, but the vital high ground just to the north remained in the hands of the German
army. From the commanding positions on the ridges the invading German army was able to
dominate the area in all directions. This situation was clearly intolerable to the French army,
which took early steps to alter matters. As a result the favourable situation from the German
point of view did not survive the major offensives of spring and autumn of 1915, because the
French army, at great cost, succeeded in regaining Notre Dame de Lorette and reducing very
considerably the depth of the defensive positions to the west of Vimy Ridge.By the end of the
1915 fighting the German defensive lines, which protected what was now the key terrain in the
area, were confined to the narrow crest of Vimy Ridge itself and the western slopes below it. The
eastern slope of the northern section of this ridge fell away steeply, whilst that in its southern
sector was altogether more easy-angled. Vimy Ridge is located to the west of the villages of
Givenchy, Vimy and Farbus and, had it been in the possession of the Allies, its sixty metre
elevation would have given them long views over the Douai plain. Throughout 1916 the ridge
was the scene of constant minor actions and an intense period of mining and counter-mining
once the British army took over the sector in March of that year. In May 1916 a German attack
with strictly limited objectives succeeded in pushing the British back down the western slopes
below where the Canadian memorial is situated today. This gained slightly more depth for the
defence, but did not solve the fundamental problem that the ridge was far too narrow to permit
meaningful defence in depth to be conducted.In order to pre-empt the anticipated major
offensive by the French and the British armies in early 1917, the German Supreme Army
Command decided to withdraw from the great salient of Arras - Roye - Soissons, pulling back to
the newly constructed Siegfried Stellung [Hindenburg Line], whilst simultaneously and extremely
controversially, laying waste to the territory in between the new positions and the old. This
considerably shortened the length of front and yielded strong reserves, by releasing the
equivalent of approximately fourteen divisions from the ground holding role. As a result of this
decision, during mid-March 1917 when the Allies were about to launch their attacks after several
months’ preparation, to their surprise the German front melted away and withdrew behind a
broad swathe of destruction, which for the time being ruled out further major offensives.In
making its operational plans, the German Supreme Army Command had had to take into
account that, following the strategic withdrawal, further offensives would undoubtedly be



directed to the sectors north and south of the zone of devastation, aiming to unhinge the strong
Siegfried Stellung by means of assaults on its flanks. It was quite obvious, therefore, that one of
the objectives of any such push would be Vimy Ridge; a prospect which caused them some
considerable concern. Although Vimy Ridge is generally portrayed in the anglophone literature
as virtually impregnable, in fact it was nothing of the kind. The Germans knew it and it concerned
them seriously – so much so that a fall-back Third Position was prepared up to five kilometres to
the east of Vimy Ridge.As has been mentioned, the position crucially lacked depth. In an
attempt to overcome this problem and in accordance with prevailing doctrine during 1916, the
method adopted was to pack the forward area with troops, a decision proved by the
disproportionate number of dugouts associated with the front line itself. The priority which had
had to be given to operations on the Somme the previous year, meant that neither manpower
nor resources had been available to improve its run down defences, to rectify structural
problems or mirror on the ground doctrinal developments applied elsewhere. Experience bought
at a high price on the Somme, in particular the fact that stationing large numbers of infantry in
the front line simply exposed them to destruction during bombardments, could not be applied
here.Short of abandoning the ridge, which was never seriously contemplated, nothing could be
done about the geographical deficiencies of the position and, which was worse, constant
Canadian pressure in the form of raids and patrols following their arrival in November 1916
made it almost impossible to improve the defences significantly, though emergency repair work,
mining and counter-mining operations continued at a furious rate through the winter. Later, once
heavy preparatory shelling began, all such work came to a virtual standstill. Throughout late
February and March, the German defenders hoped and intended to launch a limited counter-
attack, codenamed Operation Munich, towards Zouave Valley, to increase depth and so improve
the defences, but this proved to be impossible: the means were lacking and the weather
unfavourable.Vimy Ridge lay in the German sector La Bassée – Arras, which in early 1917 was
the responsibility of Sixth Army, commanded by Generaloberst Freiherr (Baron) von
Falkenhausen. The sector was further sub-divided into five ‘Group Sectors’, each the
responsibility of a corps headquarters. Already by February 1917, in anticipation of the
forthcoming offensive, no fewer than twelve and a half divisions were in the ground holding role
and three others were held back in reserve behind the threatened area. This amounted to a
doubling of the density of defensive forces along the most threatened Souchez - Arras sector,
compared with the situation that had obtained in 1916.As the intelligence indicators for the
opening of a major offensive multiplied, concerns about the vulnerability of Vimy Ridge in the
face of determined attack grew. Despite the known risks associated with ‘front loading’ the
defence, in early February 1917 Army Group Crown Prince Rupprecht requested further
reinforcements for I Bavarian Reserve Corps, commanded by General der Infanterie Ritter von
Fasbender. The request was granted, the sectors were reduced in width and the defence of
Vimy Ridge itself was entrusted to the Prussian 79th Reserve Division. Commanded by
Generalleutnant von Bacmeister, the division (which only arrived from the Eastern Front at the



beginning of December 1916) spent several weeks learning to master the characteristics and
battle procedures of the Western Front. This began with training in the Lille area and continued
with deployment to the La Bassée-Lens sector.From the end of February it was then deployed in
the cratered landscape of Vimy Ridge, between Givenchy and Thélus (Divisional Headquarters
was well to the east in Beaumont), where it concentrated on reinforcing the shattered and
ploughed-up position in anticipation of the expected assault. Division of responsibility for the
three kilometre-wide position was as follows: right flank (Sector Fischer) Reserve Infantry
Regiment 261 (Oberstleutnant von Goerne), centre (Sector Zollern) Reserve Infantry Regiment
262 (Major Freiherr [Baron] von Rotenhan), left flank (Sector Arnulf) Reserve Infantry Regiment
263 (Oberstleutnant von Behr). Two battalions from each regiment were made available to man
the positions. The third was held back at the disposal of higher command.As has been noted,
the main problem for the defence was the lack of depth: only 700 – 1,000 metres. Should an
attacker succeed in the first rush in pushing the defence back from the narrow crest, its
recapture through counter-attack would be very unlikely to succeed. The First Position ran
forward of and along the crest line and comprised three very poorly constructed trench lines,
whose dugouts – which quite wrongly (in post-Somme thinking) had been sited mostly in the
front line trench – could not withstand the impacts of heavy calibre shells. Defence of the
Second Position, which was most unfavourably located at the foot of the eastern slope, offered
no prospect of long-term success.Generalleutnant von Bacmeister.Generaloberst Freiherr
(Baron) von Falkenhausen.Generalleutnant Dieterich.General der Infanterie Ritter von
Fasbender.The divisional batteries, under the command of Oberst Bleidorn, the artillery
commander, were located in concealed positions to the east of the ridge. The direct support
artillery (Reserve Field Artillery Regiment 63 and 2nd Bn Field Artillery Regiment 69 – Major
Cropp) was deployed all along the Infantry Regiment Sectors, being split into three sub-groups,
each of four batteries [4x4 = sixteen guns]. Sub Group Arnulf was further reinforced by one
heavy field howitzer battery. To this must be added the close-quarter battle weapons in the first
infantry position (mortars and grenade-launchers. The long range artillery under Major Kemmer,
which comprised nine batteries (three equipped with field howitzers, four with heavy howitzers
and two with heavy field guns) was split into two sub groups. Vimy Ridge, though short of space
and often under heavy fire, provided the observation posts.Generalmajor Freiherr [Baron] von
Pechmann.The amount of work needed to prepare the position for the expected attack, meant
that every element of the division, including the troops theoretically at rest and the medical units,
were pushed to their limits during the days and weeks which led up to the battle.Despite
constant heavy enemy harassing fire and terrible winter weather, work went ahead continuously
in the attempt to strengthen the positions, renovate destroyed trenches, construct new dugouts
and improve the barbed wire obstacles. Trackways to facilitate the nightly forward move of
reserves had to be established. Regimental and battalion command posts had to be equipped
with air recognition panels, which could be laid out as German infantry cooperation support
aircraft approached, in order to show them where orders or reports had to be dropped. The shift



of sector boundaries, which occurred when the division was deployed, meant that new
command posts had to be constructed. For the staff of Reserve Infantry Regiment 261 this was
in the foundry north of Vimy, for that of Reserve Infantry Regiment 262 in one of the trenches of
the Second Position and for the staff of Reserve Infantry Regiment 263 on the eastern slope of
Vimy Ridge. The infantry regimental staffs linked up with the artillery groups. A brigade
command post, which was the headquarters of Generalleutnant Dieterich, was begun at the
cross tracks known as La Gueule d’Ours to the east of Vimy, as was another nearby for the
commander of the long-range artillery. By 9 April 1917 when the offensive was launched, lack of
manpower and higher priority tasks meant that the brigade command post was not ready. The
brigade commander and his staff set themselves up, therefore, near to the cross tracks, in the
abandoned command post of an anti-aircraft troop.To the left of 79th Reserve Division, between
Thélus and the Scarpe, were 1st Bavarian Reserve Division (Generalmajor Freiherr [Baron] von
Pechmann) and 14th Bavarian Infantry Division, (Generalleutnant Ritter von Rauchenberger)
which, together with 79th Reserve Division made up ‘Group Vimy’ under command of I Bavarian
Corps (General der Infanterie von Fasbender). South of the Scarpe, along the high ground from
Wancourt to Quéant, were the divisions of ‘Group Arras’ (IX Reserve Corps). To the right 16th
Bavarian Infantry Division (Generalmajor Ritter von Möhl) of ‘Group Souchez’ (VIII Reserve
Corps) defended against attacks directed towards The Pimple. Behind these groups, which
formed the ground holding part of Sixth Army, were several reserve divisions, which were
stationed in the area between Douai and Cambrai and which increased in number up until 9
April.Generalleutnant Ritter von Rauchenberger.Generalmajor Ritter von Möhl.Increasingly
accurate intelligence estimates, frequently based on the interrogation of the stream of Canadian
prisoners produced by the active raiding policy, meant that by the time the Canadian Corps
launched its attack, there was no question of surprise. The German chain of command knew
almost every detail of what was planned. Despite this, the Battle for Vimy Ridge was a Canadian
triumph. This guidebook is designed to explain why this was so.Jack SheldonVercors,
FranceOctober 2006jandl50@hotmail.comA captured German machine gun pillbox near
Thélus.Chapter OneVISITING VIMY RIDGEGeneralIf you are planning to visit the Vimy area,
you are advised to base yourself in the town of Arras, with its magnificently restored Flemish
Gothic architecture. Information concerning facilities and accommodation is best obtained via
the website of the Tourist Office in Arras. Because there are several ways of accessing this site,
it is recommended that you carry out an internet search for Office de Tourisme Arras Pas de
Calais. With a little persistence you will find that the key information is available in English.
Should you wish to contact the office in writing or by telephone (English is spoken), contact
details are as follows : Office de Tourisme, Hotel de Ville, Place des Héros, BP 49, 62001 Arras
CEDEX, France (Telephone: 0033 321.51.26.95; FAX: 0033 321.51.76.49. Accomodation in
Arras, which ranges from four star hotels to Gîtes and a campsite, often gets fully booked, so
you are strongly advised to reserve in advance. In addition, if you have particular questions
concerning a visit to this area, or any other aspect of the Great War or its battlefields and you



wish to obtain friendly advice from an extremely knowledgeable group of enthusiasts, you
should visit the Great War Forum at This very busy forum has well over 10 ,000 subscribers
world wide; somebody is sure to be able to answer your queries, or to point you in the right
direction.Insurance and MedicalTravel and breakdown insurance is very cheap in comparison to
the potential cost of an emergency, so although you are merely embarking on a simple visit to a
nearby EU country, the peace of mind obtained is probably well worth the modest outlay
involved. In any event do not venture out of the UK without a European Health Insurance Card,
the successor to the old E111 form. You can apply online for the card at or by calling 0845 606
2030. Cards take about three weeks to be delivered, but it is possible to obtain a temporary
number at short notice. For those living in France it is normal to have top-up medical insurance
to complement state provision, so this is another argument for taking out some form of travel
insurance, in order to ensure that you are entitled to the highest standards of treatment, should it
be necessary. You will be visiting an agricultural area where there is a risk of tetanus. Make sure
that your vaccination is up to date.Independent TravellersMost visitors from the United Kingdom
tend to travel independently by car. This method probably provides the best combination of
value for money and flexibility and, if you prepare carefully and bear a few straightforward rules
in mind, you should have a trouble-free trip. The first point to remember is to drive on the right.
This may seem obvious, but visitors from the UK are involved in accidents every year because
they forget this simple fact. Danger times are first thing in the morning, or setting off after a stop
for refreshments or to visit a point of interest, especially if you are on a minor, quiet country road.
Put an arrow on your windscreen or have a drill to help you to remember. Carry your driving
licence, log book and proof of insurance and passport at all times, but do not leave them
unattended in the car. You also need a red warning triangle in case of breakdown and spare light
bulbs. If you are stopped by a policeman and informed that a light is not working, production of a
spare bulb from the glove compartment means that no offence has been committed.A small first
aid kit and fire extinguisher are also sensible items to carry. Make sure that you familiarise
yourself with the speed limits in France (motorways 130 kph in dry weather, 110 kph in the rain;
dual carriageways 110 kph; normal roads 90 kph; urban areas 50 kph, or less) and about the
need to give way to traffic approaching from the right, unless you are on a priority road. Do not
even think about drinking and driving. The legal limit is lower than in the United Kingdom and
easily breached.The best way to approach the battlefields of the Vimy area is to take the A26
autoroute from Calais and follow signs to Paris. The journey to Arras takes about one hour.Useful
BooksOver the years large numbers of books have been written about the battle for Vimy Ridge.
They are almost all written from the Allied and, in particular, the Canadian perspective and
therefore little is available concerning the defence of the ridge. Two recent books which provide a
broader view are the Battleground Europe guide Vimy Ridge by Nigel Cave (Pen and Sword
1996 and subsequent reprints) and Vimy Ridge 1917 by Alexander Turner (Osprey
2005).MapsThe maps in this book should enable you to navigate around the area following the
walks and drives without problem. It is a good idea to have an up to date road atlas in the car, the



IGN Green Series 1:100,000 Map No 2 (Lille-Dunkerque) covers a large swathe of territory in
this area and, if you wish to have access to the best readily available mapping, then the IGN
1:25,000 maps may be found in Arras. The sheet which covers almost the entire area to be
visited or toured is 2406 E (Arras).Clothing and Personal EquipmentClearly this will depend on
what time of year you intend to visit. Good boots are essential for all but the simplest walks and,
regardless of the season, Wellingtons to wear when squelching up to distant cemeteries and
points of interest are a good idea if space allows. This minimises the amount of mud transferred
into the car each time you get in and out. As a general rule always carry a waterproof jacket and
wrap up warmly against the wind and rain in the winter. In the summer the sun can be fierce.
Wear a hat and use sun screen. None of the walks described is off the beaten track, nor are they
particularly long, but you may wish to carry drinks and snacks so as to be self-suff icient. You will
find a compass and a lightweight pair of binoculars useful as you orientate yourselves at the
numerous recommended viewpoints during the car tours. Do not forget your camera and
notebook and a day sack with which to carry everything.RefreshmentsIt is easier to find
refreshments in the Vimy area than it was up until a few years ago, but options in the rural areas
are still fairly limited. Arras has a full range of facilities, but it wastes time to return there at
lunchtime. Drinks are available in various places as you tour the area. Good modestly-priced
food is available at lunchtime (opening hours restricted) at the Relais St Vaast on the D 937 at La
Targette and the café located to the left of the D55 by a 90 degree turn to the right just before
Givenchy en Gohelle as you descend from the Canadian Memorial. A range of sandwiches and
other snacks is available from the café a few metres to the north of the Canadian artillery
memorial where the Thélus-Neuville St Vaast road crosses the N17. Finally there are
convenience stores and bakeries in several of the villages around the Vimy area.DogsNow that
the quarantine laws have been changed, it is a relatively straightforward matter to transport
domestic animals to and from the United Kingdom. The latest rules which govern the import and
export of pets may be found at . The critical point, which travellers often get wrong and which
makes the vets in Calais wealthy, is the fact that dogs arrive at the terminals not having been
treated for internal and external parasites in the correct manner. They should arrive at the port in
France having been treated by a vet more than 24 hours and less than 48 hours previously.
Make sure when you have this done that the vet signs and dates the paperwork, adding in the
time the treatment was administered. If not, the dog does not travel and it is another job for a vet
in Calais, not to mention a twenty four hour delay. Dogs are welcomed, or at least tolerated, in a
wide range of hotels and gîtes in France, but it is as well to check in advance, unless you intend
to use a chain such as Campanile/Première Classe or Formule 1 , where pets are automatically
welcome. However, it must be said that the Vimy area is not a good place to bring a dog. They
are not permitted anywhere on the grounds of the Canadian Memorial. Much of your visit will
comprise touring in your vehicle from one viewpoint to another and, even when walks are
described, none of them is suitable for a dog off a lead.Battlefield DebrisGenerally speaking
there seem to be fewer dud shells lying around the edges of the cultivated fields in this area than



is the case, for example, on the Somme, but you need to be aware that, in general, the woods in
the Vimy area have, at best, only been partially cleared. Danger lurks in the undergrowth. It is for
this reason that much of the Vimy Memorial is fenced off. If you stick to the main tracks through
the woods, as described in this guide, you should have no problem, but elsewhere lie many
hazards, ranging from dud shells and mortar bombs (both conventional and chemical) to rusty
old caltrops (metal spikes designed to penetrate a boot sole). If you come across any sort of
battlefield debris, leave it all strictly alone. Do not touch or kick it; above all do not tamper with it.
Even after all these years dud shells can still be lethal. Possession of live or defused items is a
criminal offence in France, as is the use of metal detectors on the battlefield; so be warned and
do not indulge in souvenir hunting.Chapter TwoTHE CANADIAN CORPS: AN OUTLINE OF
EVENTS AT VIMY RIDGEThe Official History of the Canadian Corps was not printed until 1962;
an earlier project had fallen foul of the outbreak of the Second World War, with only one volume
of a planned multi-volume version printed (plus a volume of appendices). Although out of print
for some years, it is available on the internet; because of the vagaries of web addresses, it is
best to put the title on a search engine and take it from there. The author was Colonel GWL
Nicholson of the Army Historical Section, who did a superb job within the constraints of a single
volume. He also had the advantage over other Official Historians that Canada’s version was so
late in coming out: the Second World War had intervened and much had been written about the
war by military historians and analysts. He was able to synthesise all this information and make
good use of it, producing both an accurate and readable history. Much of what follows in this
section is closely derived from what he wrote.When Britain declared war on Germany in August
1914 Canada was automatically at war as well. Her constitutional position as a Dominion gave
her no say in declaring war or in making peace, but she had the right to decide what form her
contribution to the war effort should take. Loyalty to the Empire, ties with the Motherland and the
sense of patriotism were very strong then, and there was never any doubt that Canada’s
response would be anything other than wholehearted. Sir Robert Borden, the Prime Minister,
expressed the feeling of the nation at the opening of a special war session of Parliament on 18
August: ‘As to our duty’, he said, ‘we are all agreed; we stand shoulder to shoulder with Britain
and the other British Dominions in this quarrel. And that duty we shall not fail to fulfil as the
honour of Canada demands.’General Sam Hughes taking a salute.At the outbreak of war the
Canadian regular army or, to give it its proper title, the Permanent Active Militia, numbered just
over 3,000. It comprised two cavalry regiments: The Royal Canadian Dragoons and Lord
Strathcona’s Horse; one infantry battalion, The Royal Canadian Regiment (RCR) and some
artillery, engineer and service support units. This small force was strengthened a few days after
the declaration of war by the forming of a new infantry unit, Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light
Infantry (PPCLI). Named after the daughter of the then Governor General, it was rapidly brought
to full strength with veterans volunteering from all over Canada. When it first paraded virtually
every single regiment of the British Army was represented in its ranks. The PPCLI was the first
Canadian unit in the front line when it went into the trenches with 80 Brigade, 27th Division on 6



January 1915 some two months before the 1st Canadian Division took over its first sector of the
front. Ironically, the only pre-war regular infantry unit, the RCR, was sent to Bermuda to relieve 2/
Lincolns and did not get to France until November 1915.Behind the small regular force stood the
Non-Permanent Active Militia, equivalent to the Territorials in the UK. Numbering some 60,000, it
included 36 cavalry and 106 infantry regiments. Although improvements had been put in hand in
the years immediately prior to 1914, Canada’s armed forces were still ill-equipped and only
partially trained when war broke out, but they provided a basis on which to build. A mobilization
plan existed whereby a division and a mounted brigade would be made available for active
service overseas. The activities of Sam Hughes, the controversial Minister of Militia, is not part of
this brief outline, but he should take much of the credit for the enormous increase in manpower
of the Canadian forces and the dispatch with which it was sent overseas. By New Year 1917
there were 7,240 officers and 128,980 other ranks of the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF) in
the UK and 2,526 officers and 105,640 other ranks in France (in this case France also means
Belgium). In March 1917 a form of regimental territorial system was introduced: reserve
battalions in the UK were grouped with their affiliated battalions in France into Territorial
Regiments bearing provincial designations. That summer the same system was extended to
Canada itself.In the Battle of the Somme, which started on 1 July 1916, the then three divisions
that made up the Corps arrived on 3 September 1916 and the Corps took a prominent part in the
major British assault on 15 September 1916 (including the first use of tanks). In the attack it
successfully stormed Courcelette and in the ensuing weeks continued operations in the dreary
fields nearby (and appalling conditions) that followed. On 17 October the Corps was relieved
and sent to the Vimy front; but the 4th Division – which had arrived from England in August 1916,
minus its artillery – moved to the Somme front on 10 October. It continued the fight in the same
area as the Corps, struggling forward through to the muddy, waterlogged end of the battle and
firmly establishing its reputation as being well up to the standard expected from a Canadian
division. It left the Somme on 28 November 1916 to join the remainder of the Corps at Vimy; the
Somme operations had cost the Corps some 24,000 casualties.The new line of the Corps ran
two miles north of Arras to two miles northwest of Lens, a front of about ten miles. By the
beginning of December the missing elements of the Corps, the 4th Division and the Corps’
artillery (which had been left behind at the Somme), had all come together. In the early months
of 1917 the Corps engaged in a number of large scale raids, something the Canadians had
made a specialty of since their striking success at La Petite Douve Farm (south of Messines) in
November 1915. These were often quite successful, though success came at a price. A raid on
13 February by 10 Brigade – about 900 men strong – suffered 150 or so casualties: but it had
occupied a good chunk of the German line and caused the Germans an estimated 160
casualties, including fifty prisoners. Sometimes these raids went terribly wrong, such as that on
the night of 28 February/1 March. The raiding party was 1700 strong and suffered 687
casualties. See Chapters 3 and 5 for further details of this from both perspectives. In the lead up
to the attack on 9 April, the Canadians launched raids every night from 20 March onwards – the



cost was about 1,400 casualties in two weeks. The purpose, to gather intelligence about the
state of the defences and the enemy opposite made the price, arguably, worth it, but it also
resulted in a constant leakage of intelligence, derived from prisoner interrogation by the German
defenders.Arras: The PlanThe idea behind the Battle of Arras (9 April – 15 May 1917) was that it
would act as a support for the assault of General Robert Nivelle to the south. All this was
planned in the winter of 1916/17, but the key point of the assault, the French attack, was
seriously undermined by the German withdrawal to the Hindenburg Line. It was not so much the
main offensive area that was affected, but rather a subsidiary one to the north, in an action
designed to co-operate with the British assault around Arras. This withdrawal left the British with
the responsibility in the north and also with the task of setting the whole action off with their
assault. This was launched on 9 April; the attack on Vimy Ridge being an important part of the
whole scheme. The French began their Chemin des Dames offensive on 16 April, but it was
quite clear within a few days that it was not a success. The British had to continue their grinding
attack at Arras, even after the French attack had been called off. Arras is another example of a
battle the British High Command would rather not have fought.Even before Nivelle had come up
with his plan, an Allied conference in November 1916 had selected the Lens area as part of the
offensive plans for 1917. The Canadian Corps (part of First Army, commanded by General Sir
Henry Horne, a gunner) began planning for its part in possible operations in the Vimy area. In
1914 the Germans had ended up substantially to the west of the Vimy Ridge, occupying a
sizeable segment of the western end of the Lorette spur. In a series of bloody French offensives
in 1915 (including one glorious moment when the Moroccan Division actually took Hill 145, the
highest point of the ridge), the line was advanced so that both sides disputed the highest ground
along part of the ridge. The Germans gradually eased the French off the high points; but the
prize of the high ground overlooking the Douai Plain to the east was tantalisingly close. The
British took over the line in March 1916; they lost a slice of ground in May 1916, but otherwise
were content to hold the line and engage in operations that effectively led to them winning the
mining war, fought with considerable ferocity deep underground. It is a common misconception
that the British attempted an assault on the ridge: far from it. When the ground was lost in May
Haig specifically forbade any large scale operations to recover it, regarding them as a distraction
from the main matter in hand, the forthcoming Battle of the Somme.By mid January 1917,
Lieutenant General Sir Julian Byng, Corps Commander since late May 1916, was quite clear in
what was being demanded of his Corps by First Army: it was to capture the whole of the main
crest of Vimy Ridge. There were various key features on the ridge that would seriously threaten
the success of the assault further to the south – Hill 135 [modern Hill 139, known to the
defenders as Telegraphen-Höhe = Telegraph Hill] and Thélus; La Folie Farm and Hill 145 – all of
which had to be captured in the earliest stages of the battle. The Corps front, therefore, for the
attack on 9 April extended over 7,000 yards. On the Canadian left there would be the 24th
Division and on the right the 51 st (Highland) Division.A scale model of Vimy Ridge laid out
during the planing stages for the assault.Lieutenant General Sir Julian Byng, Canadian Corps



Commander.By 5 March 1917 the Corps had come up with its operational plan, which survived
more or less unscathed through to the attack. The stages of the attack were determined by the
German defence system: the Black Line covered the German forward defence zone; the Red
Line included the German Zwischenstellung [Intermediate Position], including La Folie Farm and
Hill 145 – this marked the limit for the northern divisions, the 3rd and the 4th. To the south there
were two further bounds – the Blue Line, including Thélus, Hill 135 and the woods overlooking
Vimy; and the Brown Line, which covered the German Second Line. Because of the nature of the
task, 13 Brigade of the 5th (‘Imperial’ or British) Division was added to the attacking formation.
Fortunately for us, the divisions were in the attacking line in numerical sequence from the left – ie
the 1st was the southernmost and the 4th was the northernmost division; it is sheer serendipity
that the British division happened to be numbered 5 (13 Brigade operating in the 2nd Division’s
area).The assault would be launched at 5.30 am, each division having two brigades in the initial
assault. After thirty-five minutes the Black Line would be taken; after forty minutes for re-
organisation, then the Red Line would be taken after twenty minutes (ie by 7.05 am). The two
reserve brigades in the 1st and 2nd Divisions, plus 13 Brigade on the left (5th Division) would
take the remaining two lines. Two and a half hours were allowed for them to get into position; by
1.18 pm all lines should have been taken, some local tactical advances made and the line
consolidated. In all there was to be an advance of some four thousand yards into the German
defences.Consolidating the line was essential: the Germans had an outstanding record for
launching fast and co-ordinated counter-attacks to recover lost territory and inflict damage on an
enemy which was still in a state of disorder after the attack. It was essential that a clear plan
existed to ensure that the newly won positions could be held, and so Byng’s Corps staff spent
considerable time on managing this aspect of the phase. Artillery provision was vital for the
success of the attack. The Canadian Corps had an enormous amount of artillery made available
to it: apart from the 24th Division, it was the only formation from First Army committed to the
Battle. The result was that instead of two Heavy Artillery Groups, for example, it had eleven. On
the Corps front there was one heavy gun for every twenty yards of frontage (in the preparation
for the Somme there was only one for every fifty seven yards) and a field gun (18 pounders and
4.5 inch howitzers) for every ten yards, compared to the Somme’s one for every twenty yards. In
addition, I Corps on the left had reinforced artillery capability; although not taking a direct part in
the attack on 9 April, its artillery could certainly be used.The artillery plan was the responsibility
of Brigadier General E Morrison (a Canadian). The Germans were to be bombarded during the
day from 20 March by observed fire on all features of their defensive systems for almost a three
week period. At night both artillery and machine gun fire were to continue to harass the
approaches to the German front line, hindering resupply and ration parties. The artillery also had
supplies of a graze fuze (No. 106), which had not been available on the Somme. This made high
explosive fire far more effective against barbed wire. A rolling barrage, working on approximately
hundred yard lifts, was to precede the assaulting infantry, whilst known defensive systems
further back were to be kept under continuous fire from guns of all calibres. The Canadian Corps



and I Corps between them had a daily allowance of 2,500 tons of shells, with an initial stock pile
of 42,500 tons: again, a contrast to the Somme, where shells had been both in short supply and
not of the right type for the task in hand (partly because there were not the right type of guns
available, in the latter case).A supply of shells arrive at the gun position.Counter battery fire (i.e.
the destruction of the enemy’s guns, thereby providing protection for the advancing infantry) was
the responsibility of specifically detailed heavy guns. Although the concept sounds refreshingly
obvious, execution is entirely another matter, especially in the confusion of battle, with
observation obscured by bad weather and the smoke of battle. Recent innovations, such as
sound ranging and flash spotting, were added to intelligence sources such as aerial
photography, wireless interceptions, interrogation of prisoners and evaluation of captured
documents. The key here was the rapid use made of such information and then getting it to the
batteries concerned as quickly as possible. This is complex now and was much more so then,
given the considerable limitations of contemporary communications technology.To the
requirements of the artillery had to be added the logistical nightmare of feeding the huge
number of troops concentrated in the Canadian Corps area: to the 97,184 Canadians in the
Corps were added over 70,000 British troops – infantry, gunners, engineers, labour corps
personnel, making a total of some 170,000 men under the Corps’ command. On top of this there
were 50,000 horses and mules to be watered and fed, roadways, light railways and tramways to
be maintained, timber prepared for the creation of corduroy roads, miles of signalling cable to be
buried deep in the ground and many miles more to be laid on the surface. It was – and still is -
quite impossible to keep preparations for a major offensive away from the enemy; the only
element of surprise that might remain would be when such an attack would take place.Moving
up for the assault on Vimy Ridge.The initial part of the preparatory bombardment was carried out
without the use of about half the batteries; British corps on the left and right shelled positions on
the flanks of the Canadian assault area. On 2 April the bombardment became intensive: as
Nicholson describes it a crushing bombardment fell on the German positions. Approximately
one million rounds were fired, 50,000 tons in weight, utterly devastating the attack zone. The
villages were shattered, the communication trenches severely damaged (with consequent
interminable delays in getting rations up to the forward troops), the defenders had to put up with
the seemingly endless and nerve wracking torment of being under heavy artillery attack. Many
patrols were sent out to gauge the effect of the shelling, often at quite heavy cost. The Royal
Flying Corps and Royal Naval Air Service flew numerous missions, some taking photographs
and others protecting these vulnerable machines. During this period the Germans enjoyed the
benefit of superior machines; ‘Bloody April’ was a horrendously bad month for the allied airmen.
All the intelligence systems applied to learning the location of the German artillery paid off: about
83% of German gun positions were established.The troops were well prepared. What Nicholson
called ‘a full scale replica’ of the battlefield was laid out a few kilometres to the rear, and the
attacking troops went over this again and again, rehearsing their attacks. At Lillers (First Army
HQ), a detailed model was viewed by even the most junior of officers. To provide protection



against enemy fire in the approach to the front line, a number of subways were constructed
along the front by Royal Engineer Tunnelling Companies. The original intention had been for the
assault to take place on Easter Sunday, 8 April. The French wanted a delay, and a compromise
of twenty-four hours was reached. Perhaps it was as well: Easter Sunday was a sunny, clear day:
Easter Monday saw the attack launched in snow and sleet, fortuitously blowing into the face of
the enemy, enhancing the problems of the defence.
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