
Canada & the Western Front 



Trench Warfare 
•Both sides dug their own system of defensive trenches – often only a few hundred 
meters away 
•Soon there was a vast network of trenches stretching from the English Channel 
to the Swiss border 
•Conditions in these trenches were hideous - cold & damp and often flooded in a 
heavy rain – even ice in the winter 

•Closer to Belgium, sea water flooded the trenches 
•Typically overrun by rats feeding on the corpses and lice infesting the soldiers 
clothing, etc… 





Battle Tactics 
 

• ‘Over the Top’   - No Man’s Land 
• Trench Foot   - Medical Attn 
• Medical Attn 

 



The CEF in Europe 

• After receiving more training in England, Canadian troops were sent to 
the western front in Belgium & France beginning in February 1915 

• The western front essentially became a stalemate – meaning neither side 
could advance 

• Became a war of attrition – which forces were more depleted 

• Canadian’s were involved in four main battles 

– Ypes 

– Somme 

– Vimy Ridge 

– Passchendale  



The Second Battle of Ypres 

• Germans used chlorine gas – first time in history chemical warfare 
was used 

• The gas destroyed lungs and many men suffocated or chocked to 
death 

• Canadians held the line by urinating into handkerchiefs and covering 
mouths 

• Cdn. Lt.-Col. John McCrae writes In Flanders Fields – arguably 
the world’s most famous poem 

• First time a colonial army (CEF) pushed back a major European 
power 

• Germans gained approx 1000 meters 

• Cost: 70,000 Allied dead, wounded, or missing and 35,000 German 
dead, wounded, or missing between April 22 to May 13, 1915. 





Dulce et Decorum Est by Wilfred Owen 



For What?  by Fredrick Varley 





The Battle of the Somme (France) 

• Five month battle with little ground gained but at a huge cost in life 

– approx1.25 million causalities – allied & axis combined  

• 24 000 Canadians 

• 11 km gained  

• a complete disaster 

– Approx 141,000 lives per km 

– Know by the Germans as the blood bath 

– First tanks used 

 

 



The Battle of Vimy Ridge 

• Three previous attempts by French & British forces to take area had failed.  
Canadians sent in and defeated the German stronghold 

• April 1917 - Huge victory for Canadians – Canada on the map of 
recognition  

• Victory came at a cost of 10,000+ killed or wounded 

• Entire CEF fought at Vimy as one unit, under British commander 

– Following Vimy Ridge, CEF would be under the command of Canadian Sir Arthur Currie, 
marking the first time Canada’s military involvement was controlled by a Canadian (from 
Victoria!) 

• Canadian troops earned a reputation as formidable & effective force 
because of the stunning success 

• Looking back at this victory, many attribute this to Canada’s mark onto the 
world stage of independent recognition  

• "In those few minutes I witnessed the birth of a nation.“  BrGen A.E. Ross  





The Power of Propoganda 
• This is the most famous picture to emerge on the Canadian ‘homefront’ 

during WWI.  It illustrates the victorious Canadian forces following 
Vimy Ridge, and sells the idea of enlistment to and ‘war weary’ nation 





Passchendaele 
• October 1917.  Canadians expected to 

reclaim the small town in Belgium 
• a.k.a. the 3rd Battle of Ypes or ‘The 

Battle of the Mud 
• Previous attempts to capture this area 

from the Brits left craters all along the 
battlefield.  With the heavy autumn rains, 
it turned the area into a complete mess 

• Canadians claimed ‘victory’, but at cost  
of15 000 Canadian lives.  More than 
200, 000 combined on both sides. 1 in 5 
survived 

• Allied troops gained approximately 7 
km’s of mud.  Steep price to pay! 

• Sadly, this area would later be lost to 
the Germans in their final push at the 
closing stages of the war 


