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Despite historians’ resurgent interest in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, little
remains known about its senior officer corps, a reflection, undoubtedly, of the traditional
Currie-centric approach to the study of leadership in the Canadian Corps.  Lamenting the
lack of interest in Canadian generalship twenty years ago, AMJ Hyatt pointed to the
dearth of information available about these individuals.1 The situation is even truer with
respect to the Lieutenant-Colonels who commanded the Corps’ infantry battalions.  This
is perplexing, since most military historians agree that an open-minded approach to
drawing lessons from the battlefield, institutionalized and universalized tactical learning,
and the singling out and promotion of talent at all levels, were crucial factors in the
success of Canadian arms on the Western Front,2 and battalion commanders were
central to these processes.  It was they who implemented the training strategies drawn
up by higher echelons.  Furthermore, under the prevailing conditions of 1915-18, they,
far more than their seniors, were the commanders who actually had some measure of
control over the battle once the attack had been launched.  And it was upon their initial
collection and synthesis of their own observations and those of their soldiers that
brigade, divisional and Corps headquarters depended to make the “after-battle” learning
process work.  Finally, the commitment to “Canadianize” the Corps’ senior officers made
its infantry battalion commanders the reservoir from which brigade and divisional
commanding officers and, to a lesser extent, staff appointments, were drawn.3 Judged
in this light, the dearth of studies of battalion commanding officers, individually4 or
collectively, is particularly regrettable.

The following study focuses entirely on the commanders of “line” infantry battalions,
who, given the structure of the Canadian Corps, made up the vast majority of officers
commanding battalion-sized fighting units.5 Furthermore, it does not include officers,
usually seconds-in-command, who temporarily assumed but did not hold command of
battalions for more than a short period of time, arbitrarily set by the author at one month.
Eliminating those who served for less than thirty days leaves 179 individuals who
commanded an infantry battalion in France for an “extended” period of time.  The data
and analysis which follows is based on attestation papers and other documents found in
the personnel files of these men.6

According to their records, 129 (or 75%)7 were active in the Canadian militia when
they enlisted in the Canadian Expeditionary Force, with ten of them also claiming
previous service in the British army, five in the Territorials (i.e. British militia) and two in
the Permanent Force, Canada’s small professional army.  Sixteen (or 9%) were
professional soldiers—four British regulars attached to the Canadian militia and twelve
in the Permanent Force, one of the latter having served in both.  Of the 26 not enrolled
in the Canadian militia when they enlisted, four had previously served in it, and five more
were either ex-Permanent Force or ex-British Army, while another six had fought in the
South African War.  Thus, only 11 who answered the question claimed they had no
military experience of any sort.  Overall, then, 94% had some military experience,
however loosely defined, although only 19% had soldiered professionally.  About one in
seven of these men, scattered across the aforementioned categories, had served in the
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Commanding Officers, 13th Battalion, Royal Highlanders of Canada
1. Lieutenant-Colonel V.C. Buchanan, DSO (05/01/16—26/09/16)
2. Lieutenant-Colonel G.E. McCuaig, CMG, DSO (27/09/16—14/09/18)
3. Lieutenant-Colonel F.O.W. Loomis, KCB, CMG, DSO (22/09/14—05/01/16)
4. Lieutenant-Colonel K.M. Perry, DSO (14/10/18—28/02/19)
5. Lieutenant-Colonel I.M.R. Sinclair, DSO, MC (28/02/19—demobilization)
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South African War, three-quarters of them in one of the Canadian contingents, and
presumably had seen combat, while incredibly another four had seen action in the North-
West Rebellion of 1885.  Kenneth Eyre’s argument that “in essence the Canadian Corps
was built around former officers of the Militia” is certainly as true of its battalion
commanders as it was of its more senior officers.8 It is fair to say, then, that the great
majority of battalion commanders in the Canadian Corps really were “amateur warriors”
whose sources of military knowledge were their prewar militia training and blood-and-
mud combat experience on the Western Front. 

(i)  including two ex-Permanent Force, 10 ex-British Army and five ex-Territorials;
(ii)  including one ex-Territorial;
(iii)  including three ex-British Army, two ex-Permanent Force and six who had fought in the South African War;
(iv)  including one who had served in both.

Information about their backgrounds helps define infantry battalion commanders as
a group.  Although only 51%9 of the men who served overseas in the Canadian
Expeditionary Force were Canadian-born, among battalion commanders, the figure rises
to 65%.10 Among the Canadian-born, place of birth simply reflects population distribution
in the immediate post-Confederation decades and the low levels of French Canadian
participation in the CEF and pre-war militia.11 With regard to the latter, only four
Québécois served as infantry battalion commanders, all of them with the Francophone
22nd Battalion.  Fully 56% of the “Canadian” officers had been born in Ontario, another
20% in Quebec, 19% in the Maritimes, and 5% in the West.  However, place of residence
at the time of enlistment—regardless of whether the officer was Canadian-born or a
British immigrant—reveals a remarkably different picture because of two factors.  The
first was the substantial internal migration in the two decades preceding the outbreak of
war as well as large-scale British immigration, particularly to Ontario and the Canadian
West, during the same period.12 The second was the initially disproportionate
contribution of British Columbia and English-speaking Quebec to the regional
composition of the Corps’ infantry units.  Until their reinforcement barrels began to run
dry during the winter of 1916-17, and some of their battalions either had to be disbanded
or shifted for reinforcement purposes to other provinces,13 these communities between
them had provided one-third of the Canadian Corps’ infantry battalions.  As for place of
residence at the time of enlistment, Ontarians accounted for 29% of the battalion
commanders, Quebeckers 20%, Westerners 41%, and Maritimers 10%, a figure inflated
by the fact that the Royal Canadian Regiment, the lone Permanent Force infantry
battalion, was based in Halifax.  British Columbia—where not a single commanding
officer had been born—provided fully 18% of the battalion commanders in the CEF.  

Table 1:  Pre-war Military Experience
Canadian militia (active) 129 (i)
Canadian militia (previous) 4 (ii)
Permanent Force 12
British Army 4
No militia experience 22 (iii)
Not stated 8
Total 179
Some military experience 160
No military experience 11
South African War service 24 (iv)
North West Rebellion service 4 (iv)
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Table 2:  Battalion Commanders’ Place of Birth / Place of Residence

Place of Birth Place of Residence at
Enlistment

Canada 113 (65%) Canada 168 (100%)

British Columbia 0 (0%) British Columbia 30(18%)

Alberta 1 (1%) Alberta 12 (7%)

Saskatchewan 2 (1%) Saskatchewan 8 (5%)

Manitoba 2 (1%) Manitoba 18 (11%)

Ontario 63 (56%) Ontario 50 (29%)

Quebec (i) 23 (20%) Quebec (i) 34 (20%)

New Brunswick 6 (5%) New Brunswick 3 (2%)

Nova Scotia 15 (13%) Nova Scotia (ii) 13 (8%)

Prince Edward Is 1 (1%) Prince Edward Is 0 (0%)

British Isles and Empire 59 (34%)

England 34

Scotland 11

Ireland 6

Wales 2

Empire 6

United States 1 (1%) British Regulars 4

Unstated 6 Unstated 7

(i)  four were francophones;
(ii)  the Royal Canadian Regiment, the lone infantry battalion in the Permanent Force, was stationed in Halifax in
1914; six of its members who enlisted rose to battalion command.
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Religion was an important factor in determining social and economic prospects as
well as militia participation in pre-war Canada.  Among the battalion commanders who
claimed a religious affiliation on their attestation papers,14 52% were Anglicans and 26%
Presbyterians.  No doubt, the numbers of Anglicans had been heavily skewed by British
immigration, as well as socio-economic factors prevalent in the pre-war Canadian militia
which, as we shall see, at least for officers, was disproportionately a “club” for young
business and professional men.  Among the three major Protestant sects, only
Methodists were noticeably under-represented at 12%, a development which
embarrassed that community during the war.15 English-speaking Canada’s Roman
Catholic minority of approximately 17% contributed only six battalion commanders, or
4% of the total—and half of these were immigrants—but this merely underlines both the
Protestant, middle class character of the pre-war militia’s officer ranks and the reality that
proportionately fewer Catholics were found in business and professional circles.  In other
words, socio-economic factors were at work here as much and probably far more than
any lesser allegiance to the Empire.  In fact, among the ranks, the proportion of Roman
Catholic enlistments was 23%, of whom the great majority would have been English-
speaking.16

(i)  Four were francophones from Quebec and three were immigrants, one from England and two from Ireland.

An examination of their pre-war occupations shows that almost two-thirds of these
men were engaged in eight occupations, including:  farmer or rancher (11%), lawyer
(10%), professional soldier (9%), merchant (8%), manufacturer (7%), engineer (6%),
and manager and accountant or bookkeeper (both 5%).  The broad breakdown departs
somewhat from Hyatt’s findings on generals,17 probably because of the younger age
group involved.  For instance a much higher proportion of those involved in business
seemed to have been employees.  Nonetheless, business and the professions were still
the dominant occupations, as befitted a disproportionately urban (and undoubtedly
educated) body of men.  Unlike Hyatt’s generals, however, agriculturalists were a
significant group.

Given the way in which the “numbered” battalions were raised, and the strong militia
links most of them had at the time of their formation, it is not surprising that fifty (or 28%)
of these men started as the Lieutenant-Colonel in command of their battalion.  And as
the British regimental system adopted by the Canadian Expeditionary Force would have
suggested, just over half were promoted from within the battalion, the standard route
having been company commander to second-in-command and then commanding officer,
although a few had served as battalion adjutant.  Another 10% followed a similar path
except they were appointed to command another battalion.  The remaining appointments
involved either (and it must be said, very rarely) the transfer of a commanding officer
from one battalion at the front to another, or else the promotion of a staff officer or the
commander of a reserve or training unit.  Only four battalion commanders, all of them
appointed in 1918, had enlisted as ordinary soldiers and been promoted from the ranks.18

Proven combat leadership and a record of successful administration of progressively
larger fighting units seem to have been the principal requirements for the post.  
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Table 3:  Religion of Battalion Commanders
Anglican/Church of England 77 52%
Presbyterian 39 26%
Methodist 18 12%
Baptist 5 3%
Roman Catholic (i) 10 7%
Unstated 30
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The age profile of these men shows that the average battalion commander was born
in 1876, but the range was very broad.  The youngest, born in 1893, was promoted in
1918 just after his twenty-fifth birthday, and two other twenty-five-year-olds were
appointed the same year.  On the other hand, the oldest was born in 1859 and was fifty-
six when he took his battalion to France.  Most of the older men are found among the
group of commanding officers appointed when the battalions were raised, and relatively
few of these pre-war “militia colonels” lasted long in combat.  The average year of birth
of the original commanding officers of the fifty infantry battalions which served with the
Canadian Corps was 1869.  Two years later, at the outset of the Somme, the average
age had dropped to forty-three, and he had been born in 1873.  In comparison, the

Table 4:  Pre-war Occupations of Battalion Commanders
Military 22 (13%) Agriculture 19 (11%)
Permanent Force 12 Farmer 15
British Regular 4 Rancher
“Soldier” 6 (i)
Professional 45 (27%) Civil Service 13 (8%)
Lawyer 17 Professional (ii) (iii) (iv) (v) 4
Engineer (ii) 10 Manager 2
Accountant or Bookkeeper 9 Clerk 2
Architect 3 Other 5
Journalist 2 Workers / Staff 7 (4%)
Doctor 1 Secretary 3
Meteorologist (iii) 1 Steward 1
School inspector (iv) 1 Foreman 1
Teacher (v) 1 Unskilled 2
Business 62 (37%) Other 5 (3%)
“Substantial” Entrepreneur 4 Student 2

Merchant 13 “Gentleman” 3

Manufacturer 2 Unclear/Unstated 10
Manager 9
Stock or Insurance

Broker 6

Broker 5

Agent 5

Bank Manager 4

Import/Export 2
Real Estate 2

(i)  occupation/profession listed as “soldier” despite the enlistee being neither in the Permanent Force nor British
Army;
(ii)  includes one federal civil servant;
(iii)  federal civil servant;
(iv)  provincial civil servant;
(v)  municipal civil servant.
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average age at war’s end was thirty-seven, with the average year of birth having dropped
eight years, a clear reflection of the physical, psychological and intellectual demands of
combat command on the Western Front.  

Once appointed to command a battalion, the duration of that appointment varied
considerably, not the least because of the large number of casualties—a random
occurrence—and the fact that the end of hostilities in 1918 constituted an arbitrary
“termination” of command.  Among the 212 appointments which lasted more than a
month, the average tenure was 285 days, or about nine and half months.  Some
appointments lasted longer, but only a third spanned more than a year, and only one in
eight more than eighteen months.  Ten men served continuously for over two years.
Such extended tenure ensured precious continuity in all aspects of a battalion’s
operations.  When others were being replaced, it also tells us that there must have been
a clear set of capabilities required of battalion commanders.  At the same time, the fact
that most of these long-serving, and by definition “successful”, battalion commanders

Table 6:  Year of Birth of Battalion Commanders
First CommandingOfficer (i) All Commanding Officers

Prior to 1859 1 1
1860-64 9 10
1865-69 12 21
1870-74 13 31
1875-79 6 40
1880-84 4 37
1885-89 1 23
After 1890 0 9
Unknown 4 7
Average 1869 1876

Table 5:  Rank / Position Prior To Appointment as Battalion Commander (i)

Resumed command of his battalion (ii) 22 10%
Appointed battalion commander at time
of enlistment 50 24%

Promoted from lower rank, same
battalion 95 45%

Transferred from command of a different
battalion 3 1%

Promoted from lower rank, different
battalion 17 8%

Staff officer or commander of a reserve
or training unit 23 11%

Unknown 2 1%

(i)  since several of the 179 battalion commanders were appointed more than once, the total number of
appointments is 212;
(ii)  these men spent several months away from their commands, usually recovering from wounds or attending the
three-month-long senior officers’ course in England.

(i)  Includes the 85th and 116th Battalions added in 1917 when the 60th and 73rd were disbanded.
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were not promoted further also indicates that possessing these attributes was not
sufficient grounds for promotion to brigade command.

Certainly, commanding an infantry battalion was dangerous work.  Just over one-
quarter were wounded at least once while so serving, and of these 45 officers, 21 were
wounded seriously enough to be removed from their commands for at least a month, and
14 were never able to resume command.  “Stress” permanently removed five battalion
commanders, while physical breakdown not the result of being wounded—and often
accompanied by stress—permanently removed thirteen more.  A further twenty-two—
one in eight—were killed in action or subsequently died of their wounds.  It would seem
that battalion commanders—if they were going to command effectively—had to place
themselves in harm’s way.  Furthermore, the strain of their work was terrific.  Overall,
there was slightly better than one chance in three that the commander of an infantry
battalion would be removed from command because he had become seriously ill,
succumbed to stress, suffered an incapacitating wound or died as a result of combat.  It
only slightly exaggerates the case to say they were used up almost as rapidly as their
men.

Table 8:  Tenure as Battalion Commander
Less than six weeks (i) 14
6-26 weeks 73
27-52 weeks 55
53-78 weeks 42
79-104 weeks 18
more than 104 weeks (ii) 10

Table 7:  Ages of Battalion Commanders
1 July 1916 11 November 1918

55 years or older 3 0
50-54 6 2
45-49 10 3
40-44 11 13
35-39 9 8
30-34 6 10
25-29 0 7
unknown 3 0 (i)

Average age 43 years 37 years
Over 45 years of age 18 5
Under 40 years of age 15 25
Under 35 years of age 6 17

(i)  at the end of hostilities, only 43 of the 48 battalions had commanding officers with a month’s or more tenure.

(i)  But more than 29 days.
(ii)  AH Bell commanded the 31st Bn for 1061 consecutive days, while TL Tremblay commanded the 22nd for 1150
days, albeit as part of two postings.  Both men were promoted to command brigades in 1918.
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Of the men who had been appointed battalion commanders and served in that
capacity for more than a month, forty-three were commanding infantry battalions at the
armistice, seven more had ceased to command but remained with their battalion (usually
having reverted to second-in-command), and one was attending the senior officers’
course.  Two were commanding divisions, and another eleven were commanding
brigades.  One had transferred to a cavalry command in the CEF and three more were
commanding or serving with a British combat unit. 

The remainder had ceased to command an infantry battalion, and the subsequent
careers of these officers provide some insight into why they were removed.  Twenty-four
had been killed or died of wounds sustained in action19 and two more had died of
disease.  Twenty were removed because they were so badly wounded or “shell-shocked”
they could not continue.  Another twenty-one were deemed too physically worn out or ill
(or both).  One had been taken prisoner.  In other words, 38% had become “casualties,”
loosely defined, and their “removal” from command in most cases—some of the older
men who were worn out, “shell shocked” or ill excepted—did not reflect adversely on
their performance as a battalion commander.  

But what can be said of the remainder?  Six were appointed staff officers in France.
Given the desperate shortage of staff officers and the determination to “Canadianize”
staff appointments, it is likely that some effective battalion commanders who showed
promise as staff officer material were slotted into this work—indeed, there is some
evidence for this.20 Others might have shown such promise while simultaneously proving

Table 9:  Casualties among Battalion Commanders (i)

Killed in action / died of wounds 22 (12%)

Serious combat-related stress / wounds 27 (15%)

Wounded, permanently removed from command (ii) 14 (iii)

Wounded, temporarily removed from command (ii) 7

Stress, permanently removed from command 5

Stress, temporarily removed from command 1

Total serious combat casualties 49 (28%)

Wounded, remained on duty (iv) 24 (14%)

Total combat casualties 73 (41%)
Illness or physical breakdown not attributable to wounds,
permanently removed from command (v) 13

Illness or physical breakdown not attributable to wounds,
temporarily removed from command 4

Total casualties 90 (51%)

No clear cause 2

(i)  Incurred while commanding a battalion, 179 officers.
(ii)  Includes gas casualties.
(iii)  Includes those wounded in 1918 who might have recovered sufficiently to resume command had an armistice
not been declared.
(iv)  This term was often liberally interpreted—a commanding officer might be recuperating from his wounds for
several weeks, though no formal change in his command status would be made.
(v)  Strain of command and physical conditions of trench warfare often deemed a contributing factor.
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themselves something less than “world beaters” as battalion commanders.  Regardless,
their subsequent appointments showed they were still deemed to be good officers.
Three more assumed senior appointments at training establishments or headquarters in
France, and again, these shifts did not necessarily imply their performance at the
battalion level had been poor.  Two more transferred to non-combatant support arms in
France.  It is unlikely a superior combat leader would have been sent to command
forestry troops simply because he’d been a lumber merchant in civilian life.
Nevertheless, such officers, like some of those moved into staff work, may have only
lacked the stamina or drive to continue commanding in the line.  A further seven took up
staff appointments in England and a dozen more went to various establishments there,
usually to command training units.  It is worth noting that there was a pattern during
1917-18 in the Canadian Corps to send able combat officers who were “worn out” to
command training units in England.21 Staying overseas protected their “honour”, while
their up-to-date frontline experience was a clear asset in training reinforcements.  Only
a handful of them ever made it back to command a battalion in France, however.22 In
some cases, appointments to England may also have been engineered by (and for) less-
than-competent officers with political connections.  One other officer, Lt Col V. V. Harvey,

was court-martialled after he and his second-in-
command were found absent from their
headquarters during a period out of the line.
Interestingly, three former battalion commanders
ended the war as officers in the Siberian
Expeditionary Force, one as a staff officer and two
once again commanding battalions.  Finally, there
were a few other “special assignment” transfers to
England, the exact significance of which are not
clear.  

That leaves those who “returned” to Canada.
Fourteen who came back on extended or
compassionate leaves remained on duty until the
end of the war, while fifteen were eventually
discharged.  Some (but by no means all) of these
men had performed well at the front, but others
certainly had not.  A significant number of both those
who stayed on duty in Canada and those who were
discharged were older officers, often the original
battalion commander, and were no longer in good
health.  Of course, the tantalizing question is who
were “sacked” by Generals Alderson, Byng or Currie
for incompetence?  Unfortunately, military historians
can be quite flippant in handing out this
assessment.  In the case of some commanders
who’ve been so dismissed—the 27th Battalion’s

Irvine Snider after St. Eloi, for example—there were extenuating medical
circumstances—in his case, “neurasthenia”.23 Even if they had been adequate
performers earlier, a lot of battalion commanders simply wore out, physically and
emotionally, or became chronically ill, and were necessarily replaced.  But without
studying individual cases in detail, it is simply not possible to identify precise numbers of
incompetents or exactly how they proved they were incompetent.  What is clear is that
around two-thirds of the men who reached battalion command remained combat officers
until the war ended or until they couldn’t physically or emotionally continue. 

18 Canadian Army Journal Vol. 9.1 Spring 2006

Lieutenant-colonel Lafayette Harry Nelles,
DSO and Bar, MC
4th Canadian Infantry Battalion
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Table 10:  Fate of Battalion Commanders (i)

Serving as Battalion commanders at the armistice (ii) 43

Ceased command, remained with their unit 7

On training course at the armistice 1

Commanding a Brigade or Division 13

Commanding another CEF combat unit 1

Commanding a British combat unit 3

Combat officers 68 (38%)

Killed in action/died of wounds (iii) 24

Seriously wounded (iv) 14

Physical debility/illness 3

Strain of service (v) 0

Prisoner of war 1

Casualties (vi) 42 (24%)

Staff officer, France 6

Training establishment, France 1

Other non-combatant military service, France 4

Staff officer, England 7

Training establishment, England 12

Non-Army administrative posting, England 2

Siberian Expeditionary Force 3

Staff, training, administrative or other overseas military
appointments 35 (20%)

Returned to Canada, remained in the Army 14

Returned to Canada, discharged 15

Died of illness 2

Court-martialled 1

Other 32 (18%)

Reason unclear 2

(i)  Only officers’ careers are considered, hence the total number of officers is 179.
(ii)  At the armistice, 5 of the 48 infantry battalions were commanded by officers who had held the appointment for
less than a month.
(iii)  Includes one officer killed while commanding a British Division and another while second-in-command of a
battalion.
(iv)  Includes two who severely wounded, one in a training accident and another while commanding a Brigade.
(v)  “Strain of service” was a polite term for psychological stress (or “neurasthenia”).
(vi)  The figures for both physical debility and “strain of service” are understated here since close to half (24 of 50)
of those serving in Britain or in Canada, or demobilized, had suffered either or both of these conditions at the time
they were removed from command of a battalion at the front.  
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While Arthur Currie had a reputation for being ruthless in replacing commanding
officers who made mistakes,24 when one examines the fate of the 102 officers who
served as infantry battalion commanders for more than a month during his tenure as
Corps commander,25 one is struck that so few were removed from their posts.  Twenty-
nine served continuously until the Armistice.  Of the remainder, eight were promoted to
command a brigade; twenty were killed or seriously wounded; nine became seriously ill
or were deemed “worn out” physically and/or psychologically; seven had been appointed
to replace an officer who subsequently resumed his command; eighteen were replaced
while they attended the three-month-long senior officers course, were wounded, became
sick or were granted extended leave, but subsequently resumed their commands; one
was attending a senior officers course at war’s end; and two were pressed into service
again as emergency casualty replacements in the last stages of the war, for another
sixty-five.  One more officer barely met the criteria of more than one month’s continuous
service—in what was clearly a temporary move, he took over when his commanding
officer was killed in action but was soon replaced by the commanding officer of another

battalion and reverted back to second-in-
command.  And another was transferred—at
his own request and because of personality
conflicts—to serve with the British army in a
combat role.  Finally, four went on to serve
as staff officers in France or as commandant
of the Canadian Corps School, and one was
court-martialled, but not for any failure to
perform his duties in action.  That leaves six
who took up training or administrative posts
in England, two who returned to Canada,
and four for whom the reasons they ceased
to command their battalions are unclear—
none of these former battalion commanders
saw combat again.  Of the eight-four
changes in battalion command authored by
Currie during his tenure as Corps
commander, these last twelve comprise the
most “suspect” group.  Yet it is clear from the
record that Currie did not deem all of them
incompetent field officers.  On the other
hand, one also has to acknowledge that the
performance of some of the commanding
officers who were killed, became seriously
wounded or ill or wore down might have
ultimately been found wanting by the Corps
commander had fate not intervened.
Regardless, the selection process employed

by Currie (and Byng, too, judging by the battalion commanders Currie inherited) was
such that the great majority of their appointments—well over 80% of them—soldiered on
capably until either the war ended or they were replaced by the officer whom they had
temporarily replaced, promoted, or couldn’t physically or emotionally continue.  

The reminiscences of junior officers and enlisted men who served in the Corps give
additional insights into the qualities which made the commanding officers of their
battalions successful.  The attributes most frequently mentioned were personal courage,
thorough preparation of their battalion for battle, and a general concern for their men’s
well-being.  Cy Peck, short and squat with a walrus moustache, looked anything but a

Lieutenant-colonel W.R. Patterson, DSO 
4th Canadian Mounted Rifles
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Table 11:  Fate of Battalion Commanders during Currie’s Tenure as Corps
Commander

Byng (i) Currie (i) Total

Killed in action 5 3 8

Seriously wounded 1 11 12

Serious illness 1 1 2

Medically unfit/worn out/neurasthenia (ii) 7 0 7

Promoted to command a brigade 8 0 8

Attended senior officers’ course / resumed command 4 0 4

Seriously wounded / resumed command 5 3 8

Serious illness / resumed command 1 3 4

Extended leave / resumed command 2 0 2

Replaced by officer commanding another battalion (iii) 0 1 1

Replaced by former commanding officer resuming
command 1 6 7

Attending senior officers’ course at war’s end 0 1 1

Re-appointed officer commanding a battalio 1 1 2

Transferred to a British combat unit (iv) 1 0 1

Staff training / appointment, France (v) 4 0 4

Promoted officer commanding a training unit, England 1 1 2

Extended leave to Canada / did not resume command 1 1 2

Appointed to administrative post, England 1 1 2
Attended senior officers’ course / did not resume
command 2 0 2

Court-martialled 1 0 1

Reason uncertain 1 3 4

Continuously in command of a battalion 9 (vi) 20 29

In command of a battalion at the Armistice 14 27 41

(i)  There were 102 officers, 54 appointed by Currie and 48 inherited from Byng (of whom 6 were Hughes/Alderson
appointments).  Because several officers yielded their commands and then regained them, for the purposes of this
tabulation the total number of “battalion commanders” is 113.
(ii)  These were frequently diagnosed in combination.
(iii)  This second-in-command served barely a month after his commanding officer was killed in action and
apparently was not intended to take command permanently.
(iv)  This was the direct result of a bitter personality conflict between Lt Col Warden (102nd Bn) and his superiors,
Brig-Gen Odlum and Maj-Gen Watson.  Warden went on to serve with Dunsterforce in the Caucasus and then with
Admiral Kolchak’s White forces.
(v)  Includes two officers appointed commandant of the Canadian Corps School.
(vi)  Continuously in command from the time of Currie’s appointment as Corps commander, 9 June 1917.
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warrior.  Nevertheless, he commanded the 16th Battalion
for almost two years and won a Victoria Cross for
rallying his decimated unit during the storming of the
Drocourt-Quéant Line.  Looking back on that day, a
young officer vividly remembered Peck walking in the
open, under fire, his kilt riddled and spare holster shot
through, with his hands on his breeches, calmly re-
organizing his men and driving them forward.26

Recalling an incident in which his commanding officer
was wounded leading an attack against a German
machine gun nest during the Amiens attack, a soldier of
the 4th Battalion offered that “Colonel Nelles was a pretty
brave man.”27 Along the same lines, a junior officer of
the 85th Battalion remembered Lt Col Ralston, who was
twice seriously wounded in action, as being
“courageous beyond words.  I don’t think he had a
nerve in his body . . ..”  During particularly “hot”
engagements, Ralston would steady his men by
standing in the open amid bursting shells bursting and
whizzing bullets, calmly talking to his officers and men

as if there was nothing to fear.28 Another soldier vividly recalled the courage of Lt Col
Thomas Tremblay, who finished the war a Brigadier-General after commanding the 22nd

Battalion for over three years:
If we had a bombardment we would see Tremblay in the front line, every time . . .

He knew what to say to the boys.  He was cool, he was calm, he never was frightened.
He didn’t get killed, I don’t know why .  He was not a guy to duck . . . . you would hear
something and then you would try to get against the trenches here to protect yourself.
He would stay right [where he was].”29

Frank Page, the slightly built, bespectacled commander of the 50th Battalion, was
equally fearless under fire.  At Amiens, one of his men recounted that they went “over
the top and [had] very little artillery [support] and … those Heinies, everyone of them had
a machine gun, and the first thing we know we jump off and Colonel Page, he is out in
front of the whole gang.  He don’t [sic] have to do that but he was a fine man, yes, he
was a wonderful man . . .”30 Another veteran of the battalion eloquently summarized the
importance of  Page’s demeanour in battle.  He was extraordinarily brave himself and
the mere fact of his personal bravery seemed to reach down into the other ranks in the
battalion.  I can’t believe there isn’t a tremendous amount of importance to be attached
to the personal bearing of the commanding officer of a battalion….  Page, by his
personal example, was able to influence the example of every man . . . .31

Even among commanding officers who were widely disliked for their obsessive
discipline or lack of humanity, courageous leadership earned their men’s grudging
respect.  Lt Col John A “Jimmy” Clark was only twenty-nine years old when he was
appointed officer commanding the 72nd Battalion.  During the war, Clark had a well-
deserved reputation as a martinet, being angrily remembered for his apparent delight in
parading his tired men in the rain.  Nonetheless, “he would never ask a man to go
anywhere he wouldn’t go himself . . . We disliked him for many things [but] he really set
an example for the men  . . .A man would go anywhere for Col. Clark . . ”32 Clark, who
was promoted to command the 7th Brigade during the Last Hundred Days, maintained
years after the war that a commanding officer had to command respect and confidence
for popularity didn’t matter if you didn’t have those.33 George Tuxford, who served from
Ypres onward, first in command of a battalion and then a brigade, was a similar story,
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remembered less than fondly as “selfish”, “bulldozing” and downright cruel, “but he was
a courageous man, he had lots of guts.”34

Soldiers realized that a commander’s competence saved their lives, and thus there
are numerous respectful references for the tactical and administrative abilities of the
more successful battalion commanders.  Peck, one of his men remembered,  was “a
damn good man at tactics [who] could sense a situation,” while another veteran
approvingly recalled that Lt Col W.W. Foster, the pre-war deputy minister of public works
in British Columbia, who commanded the 52nd Battalion from Hill 70 through the

armistice, trained his men for every contingency, and
made sure his company commanders were well briefed—
so they could fully brief their own men—before every
attack.35 Thomas Raddall, who was killed by a burst of
machine gun fire on the first day of the Amiens attack and
had been an NCO in the British army before immigrating
to Canada, was remembered as a strict disciplinarian
whose preparation left nothing to chance.  His successor,
Alex Saunders, had been promoted from the ranks, and
was noted for his excellent tactical judgement.  Certainly
Saunders’ reputation for having vigorously opposed
attack plans he considered flawed was a great
confidence builder among the soldiers of the 8th

Battalion.36 Perhaps the most illustrative example of the
importance of these qualities to a successful battalion
commander can be seen in Lt Col H.J. Dawson who
commanded the 46th Battalion from early in the Somme
onward.  Before the war, Dawson had been a
mathematics instructor at Royal Military College
(Kingston) and, as the sobriquet “Dismal Dawson” would
suggest, was humourless officer, and very, very strict.

But in the line, as one of his men later noted, “there wasn’t a thing left undone [and] there
were no surprises . . ” One of his company commanders remembered that when Dawson
got through telling you what to do, you pretty well knew the name of the German that you
were supposed to go out and shoot.  He spent hours and hours, going over [things]—he
would take you out in the back area and lay out tapes, you know with the distances, and
the shape of the trenches, and you’d see him there hours and hours with [a] magnifying
glass, studying the maps.  And he was a colonel the rest of the colonels in the brigade
admired, but they never liked him.  He didn’t mix, you see.  He wouldn’t go to their
parties, and have a good time with them, and slap them on the back.  He was the same
with the officers of the battalion.  When we sat down to lunch, instead of having a little
bit of friendly conversation, he wanted to [be] told—if it was the works officer—how many
shovels you had for the next show, how much ammunition you had.  Always talking 
shop . . .37

The battalion adjutant remembered his commanding officer pouring over aerial
reconnaissance photographs spread over a small table in his command post: 

Then he would take one and then he would grab another in the same area taken
a week or ten days later—you would think he was reading a novel because he
would go over it inch by inch and he would say this.  Mr. Crowe . . ., there is
something over here I want you to tell [me] what it is.  And away we go trying to
discover what it is . . .” 
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Such meticulous attention to detail bore results: 

I can’t say we liked him much . . . But we always went [into action] with a
comfortable feeling, almost anything that could be foreseen and provided for was
done.  I don’t think there was a unit on the Western Front that had more
confidence in [its] leader than we had in ours . . .  We knew one or two other units
that didn’t do well and after looking things over we decided they had the material
[but] lacked in leadership.  You know it’s an absolute key factor, after all these
men were drawn more or less at random, no battalion had specially picked men
at the general level, you know the general intelligence, and any unit should have
been about the same as another.  It would depend entirely on how they were
whipped into shape by the people who were running it.38

Although we have seen that it was not an
essential attribute, a commanding officer who
showed concern for his men’s day-to-day welfare
contributed mightily to battalion morale and
certainly earned the men’s respect.  In a world
where life expectancy was all too short, and
separation from loved ones a constant source of
anxiety, many of the 85th Battalion veterans
recalled Ralston’s practice of writing a personal
letter to the next-of-kin of any of his soldiers who
were killed in action.39 George Pearkes, a
fearless leader in action who had the
decorations—and wound stripes—to prove it,
was fondly remembered for his practice of
scrounging a truck to carry his men’s packs on
route marches.  Coming across the battalion on
the road one night, their brigadier, within earshot
of some of the men, reamed Pearkes out for
“coddling” his troops.  But Pearkes stood his
ground—“They’ve had a tough time and we’ve
[just] made it a little easier [for them].”40 “Billy”
Griesbach, the no-nonsense commander of the
49th Battalion before he got a brigade, made it a

point for all his officers that “you couldn’t come out of the line without first of all seeing
your men bedded down and fed before you could take your pack off and look for your
own billets.”41

Successful battalion commanders shared a few characteristics.  They were
interested in new tactical developments, and in fact were responsible for encouraging
innovation from below.42 In this, as well as in other ways, they served as the initial and
thus crucial link in the “institutionalized learning” that characterized the Canadian Corps’
development under Byng and Currie.43 “After Battle Reports” based on the combat
experiences of company and platoon commanders and section leaders were the
essential raw material of this process, and if these insights were to be valuable, battalion
commanders had to summarize their unit’s battle experience thoroughly and with
complete objectivity.  As well, battalion commanders were the last link in the process of
“universalizing learning,”  for the implementation of learning was training, the great bulk
of which occurred at the battalion level and under the battalion commander’s
supervision.44 A good battalion commander was a good teacher, especially of his own
officers.45 The realities of trench warfare fighting quickly had confirmed that once battle
was joined, direct control began to slip from the battalion commander’s hands.  The best
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he could manage under most circumstances was to direct the unfolding attack by
delegation, which, since the battles had to be fought and won by sections and platoons,
placed a premium on the thorough training of junior officers and other ranks.
Nevertheless, battalion commanders had to be warriors, for it still fell to them “fight” their
battalions “from the front”, as the heavy casualties they incurred as a group—and a host
of DSO citations—bear out.  Particularly during the Last Hundred Days, with its

accompanying transition from static trench
warfare to more fluid semi-open and open
warfare conditions, the tactical demands
on battalion commanders, both before and
during the attack, increased dramatically.
While broad directives continued to be
handed down the chain of command, as
the Corps’ capabilities matured, battalion
commanders were allowed—and, in most
cases, expected to use—leeway in
implementing them.  As one young staff
officer recalled, a battalion commander
was “given a job, how he carrie[d] it out
[was] his business.”46

Personal courage, tactical sense and
administrative ability had to be matched by
an unflagging optimism.  Soldiers and
junior officers could sense
discouragement in their superiors and it
quickly infected everyone.  Building and

maintaining morale  and fighting élan  by every means available was a primary
responsibility of a battalion’s commanding officer.  Of course winning battles and
minimizing casualties were the keys in achieving this, but commanders had to be
“cheerleaders”, too.  When Lt Col R. D. Davies took over the 44th Battalion in January
1917, he replaced a middle-aged commander and inherited a demoralized battalion,
both of them worn out from the Somme fighting.  Davies immediately gathered his
officers and informed them in no uncertain terms that henceforth the 44th would be a
fighting unit—those who weren’t up to the task he would gladly transfer, no questions
asked.  Thereafter, as one veteran recounted, the defence line was the outpost line, and
there were no more notices to withdraw to the support trench.  Energized by such
vigorous leadership, the battalion’s morale soared.47 In the aftermath of Passchendaele,
Currie himself had concluded that “the greatest factor of success … was the fighting
spirit of the men, tempered by discipline, developed by training and enhanced by the
confidence in themselves and their officers created by a year of unbroken success
[author’s emphasis].”48 Without question, the battalion commander was a central figure
in the achievement of all of these elements of success.

Building morale, of course, consisted of more than fire-breathing speeches, no
matter how sincerely felt and enthusiastically rendered.  Successful battalion
commanders employed every imaginable stratagem to build unit cohesion—from
encouraging sports and providing better billets and food, to attempting to close the
“officer-man” gap and consistently being fair in all their dealings within the battalion.  

What then can we say about the battalion commanders of the CEF.  We don’t know
which of them were “sacked”, though after 1916 we know it was a relatively small
number.  And while the impact of “politics” and “connections” on the formation of the
senior officer ranks during Sam Hughes tenure as Minister of the Militia is quite well
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documented, we don’t understand the role a different regimen of politics and
connections—Corps politics and Corps connections—might have subsequently played,
particularly during Currie’s tenure as Corps commander.  The precise attributes that
made a superior battalion commander and the relative weights of these attributes still
need to be determined, particularly in light of the fact that there were a significant number
of “career” battalion commanders—men who obviously performed well, clearly
possessing the requirements for the job, and yet were never promoted.  There was also
more than one successful “type”, and there were quite dramatic differences in command
“style” among them.  All of the successful ones could fight, train and sustain their
soldiers’ morale.  Given that many commanded for a lengthy period of time, it is likely
that their “personalities” became imposed on their battalions to some degree so that just
as battalion commanders were not interchangeable parts, neither were their battalions. 

In the November 1918 edition of Notes for Commanding Officers, the syllabus for
the British Expeditionary Force ‘s(BEF) Senior Officers’ School at Camberley which the
great majority of the commanders of line battalions in the Canadian Corps had
attended,49 the first item of instruction dealt with “The Personal Element” in the command
of a battalion.  Here, the emphasis was on the link between the men’s morale and their
devotion to their commanding officer, and the attributes a commander required to
achieve this.  Courage was deemed essential, but also the most likely element officers
with combat experience would already possess.  The remaining elements were listed as
“military knowledge”, and the ability to apply same with imagination, forethought and
common sense; “demeanour” (or calmness under pressure); the application of “fairness
and justice” in all matters; “civility” to ones men; and, most importantly, plain “hard work”.
“It is far more important to win the confidence and hearts of your men,” the Notes
concluded, “than to win a thousand VCs.”50

Judging by the Corps’ battlefield performance during the last two years of the war,
and bearing in mind the evolving and increasingly complex tactical demands placed on
infantry battalions in battle, most of the battalion commanders appear to have possessed
these attributes. Once the nature of trench warfare became clear, and the Canadian
Corps began the process of institutionalizing and universalizing learning, it would appear
that Byng and Currie settled on a pattern of identifying junior combat officers who were
proven leaders and fighters with an aptitude for organization, morale-building and
training.  These men were then given the demanding and dangerous role of commanding
infantry battalions.  Once in command, they stuck at it until, in some cases, they were
found wanting, or as happened far more often, they couldn’t go on, Byng or Currie found
something more important for them to do, or the war ended.  It seems that the great
majority of the amateur warriors had become capable professionals.  Their contribution
to the successes achieved by the Canadian Corps has too long been understated.
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