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Yes, French Canadians Did Their Share in the 
First World War

Jean Martin, Ph.D., is an historian with the Directorate of 
History and Heritage at National Defence Headquarters, and he is 
responsible for the official history of Canada’s participation in the 
first United Nations Emergency Force (1956-1967) in Egypt. Dr. 
Martin also has a specialized interest in military geography and 
the defence of Canada’s territory during the Second World War.

Introduction and Background

I
n 2014, I published a book in which I boldly suggested 
that, contrary to popular assumption, the enlistment 
of French Canadians into the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force (CEF) might have far exceeded the maximum 
of 35,000 stated by the American author and historian 

Elizabeth H. Armstrong in 1937, and taken for granted by most 
Canadian historians in the following decades.1 My estimates 
were then based upon three elements: 1- an assessment of the 
maximum possible Anglophone enlistment in the province of 
Quebec; 2- casualty data extracted from the Commonwealth 
War Graves Commission (CWGC) records, and 3- a 1927 
letter written by the Director of Records at the Department 
of National Defence.2 I was later given access to a database 
assembled by a team of researchers at Guelph University with 

all the enlistment records of soldiers whose name began with 
the letter ‘B’, representing roughly 10% of all the enlistees 
in the CEF.3 After a thorough analysis of this quite sizeable 
sample, I predicted that the total number of Francophone 
members of the CEF, once all the records had been examined, 
would most likely range between 70,000 and 75,000, possibly 
up to 79,000. This prediction was contested by certain histo-
rians who refused to challenge the traditional view of a much 
smaller participation by Canadian Francophones.

Well, I have personally been through the 627,586 enlistment 
records held at Library and Archives Canada (LAC), and I can now 
confirm that, at least 74,795 French Canadians were at some point 
during the First World War members of the Canadian Expeditionary 
Force. I say “at least,” for it is certain that a substantial number 
of Francophone soldiers escaped my scrutiny. There is no certain 
way to determine who is a Francophone, and who is not from the 
enlistment records of the CEF. There is no declaration regarding 
the language spoken by the recruit, and the only reliable basis 
upon which Francophones can be identified is the origin of their 
name. One therefore needs to go through all the 627,586 names 
and extract all those that are clearly French in origin.4 This is the 
methodology that was applied in my analysis.

by Jean Martin
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The Method

The only available database containing all the CEF  
enlistment records is held at Library and Archives Canada 

(LAC), and it can only be downloaded in an 
XML format, which defies any attempt at 
whatever kind of processing.5 It was therefore 
necessary to use LAC’s website to retrieve all 
the records for each alphabetical letter, one 
by one, and to copy them into a spreadsheet.6 
The maximum size of a downloadable batch 
being of 2,000 records, it was necessary to 
launch our requests using at least two initial 
letters, and sometimes three, or even four.7 
On every spreadsheet, the names were all 
reviewed to identify those of clearly French 
origin. It was impossible to check every 
enlistment sheet to make sure that the recruit with a French name 
was really from a French-speaking family, so it was assumed that 
all those with a French name were francophone.8 This method 
can be disputed, as some would argue that not every person bear-
ing a French name does actually speak French, but we believe 
that this is a quite reliable way to determine the overall number 
of Francophones for two reasons.

First, although it is possible that a certain number of “false 
Francophones” may thus be included in our count, this is largely 
counter-balanced by the fairly large number of Francophones 
who will be lost because of their English-sounding name. Last 

names like Martin, Gilbert, Lambert, Page 
(Pagé) and several others are quite popular 
in both languages, and, unless the individ-
ual bore a clearly French first name, such as 
Onésime or Anatole, none of those with this 
kind of ambiguous last names were considered 
as Francophones. We also know that a good 
number of Francophones had their name trans-
formed or distorted beyond recognition, most 
of the time to make it more acceptable to their 
English-speaking colleagues and superiors, and 
those true Francophones were therefore also 
lost. We have seen no example of an English-

speaking soldier who would have had his name changed to look 
or sound more French, on the other hand.9

The second reason is that ‘anglicisization’ had yet to 
make much progress in Canada at that time. The laws banning 
French schools in the west only dated from the last years of the 

“We have seen no 
example of an English-
speaking soldier who 
would have had his 

name changed to look 
or sound more French, 
on the other hand…”
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Wartime recruiting poster – Canadiens français. Wartime recruiting poster – 178th Battalion.
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19th Century and early years of the 20th Century, and the young 
men of 1915 in those provinces had no reason to have forgotten 
their native French. In other older provinces in the east, strong 
French-speaking communities thrived, and in Eastern Quebec, 
it was the descendants of Irish and Scottish settlers, like the 
Harveys, Murrays, or Blackburns, who had long started to swing 
from their native English or Gaelic to French. The 1941 census 
gives us an idea of the languages spoken by Canadians of differ-
ent origins. Among the 3.5 million persons of French origin still 
living in Canada at that time, more than two million spoke only 
French, and in excess of one million more spoke both French and 
English. Overall, more than 20 years after the First World War, 
it is nearly 95% of the Canadians of French origin who could 
still speak French. No doubt this proportion was even higher two 
decades earlier, in fact, probably not very much less than 100%. 
There were certainly many French Canadians who had learned to 
speak English in 1914, and even more so in 1919, but as long as 
they could still speak French, I cannot see how they should not 
be regarded as Francophones.

It is therefore quite safe to consider that all the CEF enlistees 
who bore a clearly French name, such as Fréchette, Simard, or 
Turgeon, were Francophones, and I have personally counted 75,755 
of them in the 627,586 files held at LAC. Now, there are a certain 
number of duplicates among those files, which also include an 
unknown number of records associated with defaulters or deserters 
under the terms of the Military Service Act (MSA). The number of 
those records is not known, but we know from other sources that 
the official number of CEF members was 619,636.10 This repre-
sents a bit more than 1% records in excess, and so the number of 
Francophones was accordingly prorated and adjusted to 74,795.

Some Details

It is somewhat interesting to look at the distribution 
of Francophones throughout the alphabet. Although 

Francophones generally account for 12% of all the enlistees, 
their proportion can be as high as 35% with respect to certain 
letters, such as ‘L’. Nearly 13,000 Francophones were found 

with this letter initial only. This is followed with respect to 
most common usage by the letters ‘B’ (11,145), ‘D’ (7,840), 
and ‘G’ (7,199). More than half the Francophones bore a name 
with one of those four initial letters. Other initial letters were 
much less popular, such as ‘W’ (no Francophone), or ‘K’ 
(only 20), but the letter ‘M’ was a special case, where apart 
from the nearly 30,000 Scottish names beginning with Mc, 
Francophones accounted for nearly 9% of the rest, including 
a significant number of “Mac” and Martin (1,970 cases) that 
had to be disallowed.

I have already suggested that one reason that can partly 
explain the gross underestimation of Francophone enlistment 
in the CEF was the large number of Francophones who enlisted 
outside Quebec, around 35% of the total.11 We cannot tell where 
the recruits came from, or where they enlisted from the basic list 
we have consulted here, but there are still some clues. We found, 
for instance, around 400 Arsenault and 800 Leblanc, two very 
popular names among Acadians, but not as popular in Quebec. By 
comparison, Tremblay, by far the most popular name in Quebec, 
was found only 650 times, although Tremblay is at least three 
times more popular than Leblanc in the province of Quebec. This 
seems to indicate a strong representation for the Acadians, and, 
it is reasonable to assume, a generally lower proportion of enlist-
ment in Quebec than with Francophones outside this province. 

There is little more analysis that can be done with these  
numbers, because this is basically only what it is: a list of numbers, 
with no other information attached to it. However, as the total 
number of enlistees that was found confirmed the validity of the 
extrapolation that was made from the ‘B’ database in my previous 
article, we can assume that the other analyses can also be reliably 
extended to the whole body of Francophones that were found. The 
‘B’ database, contrary to the crude list consulted here, contains 
all the information available from the enlistment sheets of all the 
soldiers with a surname starting with the letter ‘B’, representing 
roughly 10% of the entire CEF. All manner of calculations can 
be performed with these records.
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The first thing to remember is that not all those 75,000 French 
Canadians were enthusiastic volunteers, far from that. About 52% 
of the Francophones in the ‘B’ database were conscripts. If the 
same proportion is applied to our general count, this would mean 
that roughly 39,000 Francophones in the CEF were conscripts, 
and, consequently, 36,000 would have been volunteers. Compared 
to the entire CEF, it is clear that French Canadians enlisted much 
less readily than others, but there are good reasons for that. First, 
it is true that French Canadians felt less concerned with a war that 
was fought on a continent where they had very little connection, 
compared with the English Canadians, who were either born in 
Britain, or, very often, still had close relations living there. Most 
French Canadians came from families established for more than 
150 or 200 years in North America, and there is a good chance 
that they had never met a true Frenchman in their life. Henri 
Bourassa was quite right when he declared in 1916: “In short, 
English-speaking Canadians enlist in much smaller numbers 
than the newcomers from England, because they are much more 
Canadian; French-Canadians enlist less than English-Canadians 
because they are totally and exclusively Canadian.”12

Second, the Canadian Expeditionary Force was an English-
only institution, and those who could not speak the language 
did not always feel welcome in it. Some unit commanders were 
prepared to accept new recruits from all backgrounds, but oth-
ers simply rejected volunteers who did not fit well within an  

all-British environment, particularly in the first few months of the 
war, when everyone expected the conflict to be over by the end 
of 1914. For the first contingent that left Valcartier in October 
1914 with over 30,000 men, 3,280 volunteers were rejected. One 
in every four Francophone volunteers was rejected, against only 
one in twelve for the others.13 Francophones were rejected three 
times more easily than any other volunteers. Was this a matter 
of racism? Probably not, in most cases, but it is understandable 
that, when one has a choice between an applicant who cannot 
speak his language or even understand the orders he is given, 
and another one who speaks good English and sometimes stems 
from the same county in England, the latter stands a much better 
chance of being accepted.

Volunteers 
(approxi-

mate) Rejected Proportion
Francophones 1245 302 24.3%

Others 35,022 2978 8.5%

But whatever the reason, many of the first French Canadian 
volunteers felt undesired and humiliated by the Canadian military, 
and they were certainly not good publicity when they returned 
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Table 1 – Rejection of volunteers for the first contingent, 1914.
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to their respective communities. Some tried, 
sometimes successfully, to re-enlist some time 
later with another unit, but others swore that, if 
they were not good enough for the army in 1914, 
the army would never be good enough for them 
in the future. This constituted a poor beginning 
for the recruiting of French Canadians in the 
CEF. We can see in the ‘B’ database that the 
enlistment pattern of the Francophones follows 
a similar evolution to the general enlistment 
pattern. In general, the number of enlistments 
increases sharply from 1914 to 1915. Then, it 
continues to grow, although much more slowly, 
in 1916, prior to a dramatic decline in 1917. That said, Conscription 
more than doubled the number of new recruits in 1918, bringing 
it back to the level of 1915.

The evolution is quite similar with Francophones, with the 
exception of 1918, which accounts for more than half their total 
contribution. From 1914 to 1916, the number of Francophone 
enlistments, all volunteer, actually grows at a substantially higher 
rate than the general enlistment pattern. It also falls sharply in 
1917, although not as low as with the rest of Canada. Thus, as far 
as volunteering is concerned, Francophone enlistment between 

1915 and 1917 appears to have 
been somewhat more stable than 
recruitment in the other sectors of 
society. The two problematic years 
for the Francophones were 1914, 
when French Canadian recruits 
were not that welcome, and 1918, 
when so many of them were called 
up under the Military Service Act. 
Nearly 21% of the francophone vol-
unteers joined in 1917, compared 
with only 14% in general. However, 
it must be said that the majority of 
the 1917 Francophone volunteers 
joined in the last months of the year, 
after the MSA had been adopted 
in Parliament, which was not the 
same with respect to the general 
enlistment pattern.

Clearly, the majority of the 
French Canadians joined the CEF 
through the effect of the MSA, 
but not only French Canadians 
were conscripts, nor were they 
all conscripts, either. An esti-
mate produced in 1920 stated that 
approximately 25% of the English-
speaking Canadian-born recruits 
were conscripts.14 According to 

that estimate, 52% of all the conscripts were 
English-speaking Canadian-born, versus 22% 
French Canadians and 26% who were not 
born in Canada. We now know that, just as 
the total number of Francophone members 
of the CEF was underestimated, the number 
of their conscripts, as a consequence, was 
also underestimated. Instead of the 27,757 
French Canadian conscripts stated in the 
statistic table produced by the Department 
of National Defence, our own evaluation sets 
this number at about 39,000. Admitting that 

the total of 92,302 Canadian-born conscripts stated by DND still 
remains valid, this would bring the number of English-speaking 
Canadian-born conscripts down to about 53,300. The total number 
of Canadian-born CEF members is 318,728, and French Canadians 
account for 75,000 of them, so this leaves roughly 240,000 other 
Canadian-born enlistees, of which at least 53,000 were conscripts. 
We therefore have a possibility of 187,000 Canadian-born volun-
teers who were not Francophones, versus 36,000 Francophones. 
This is a ratio of one French Canadian volunteer for every five 
other Canadian-born volunteers.

Volunteers Conscripts

Francos Prop. Others Prop. Total Francos Prop. Others Prop. Total

Dir. of records 1920 30,276 13.4% 195,127 86.60% 225,403 27,757 30% 64,745 70% 92,502

Our count 36,000 16.1% 187,000 83.10% 223,000 39,000 42.4% 53,000 57.6% 92,000
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Figure 2 – Enlistment pattern of volunteers, 1914-1917.
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more stable than 
recruitment in the other 

sectors of society.”

Table 2 – Canadian-born enlistment.
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French Canadians represented about 24% of the whole 
Canadian population in 1915, but probably at least 30% of this 
population had been born in another country. Therefore, about 
35% of the Canadian-born population spoke French. This is much 
more than the 16% of the Canadian-born volunteers who were 
French Canadians, although this proportion is far from negligible. 
Considering that the 75,000 French Canadians we were able to find 
is a minimum, this means that, among the Canadian-born popula-
tion, one-in-six volunteers was a Francophone, and one-in-four of 
all those who served in the CEF, either as conscripts or volunteers, 
spoke French, while Francophones represented roughly one-in-
three persons born in Canada. Considering the greater difficulty 
to serve and the much weaker connection with Britain, or even 
with the European continent, this is actually rather remarkable. 

Discussion

Some, although very few historians, have hinted at the  
possibility of a Francophone recruitment somewhat higher 

than the 35,000 suggested by Elizabeth Armstrong in the 
late 1930s. and Canadian historians Jean Pariseau and Serge 
Bernier in 1986 and David Bercuson in 2008 simply repeated 
Armstrong’s guess, but distinguished historian Jack Granatstein 
wrote in 2002: “After conscription came into force, the usual 
guesstimate, almost certainly too generous, is that 50,000 
Francophones served during the war, a number that would 
include volunteers and conscripts.”15 Only Professor Patrice A. 
Dutil of Ryerson University, in a 2005 article, wrote: “Although 
no records of language spoken were kept by the military, it 
is commonly asserted that roughly 62,000 French Canadians 
enlisted in some way in the war effort. By the end of the war, 
it is estimated that there were 35,000 French-speaking men 
from all parts of Canada in uniform”.16 I have no idea from 
where this “common assertion” might have materialized, but 
this shows that at least a few people were ready to accept the 
idea of a larger recruitment for the Francophones.

In general, however, very few people wanted to question the 
comfortable perception of a general refusal to enlist on the part 
of the French Canadians, and if the possibility of a larger num-
ber of Francophone enlistees was sometimes accepted, it had to 
come largely from conscription under the 1917 Military Service 
Act. All this had been ‘given legs’ because of one crude estimate 
pitched in a 1937 book, which everyone seemed to have accepted 
unquestionably: between 32,000 and 35,000, including the CEF, 
RFC, and merchant marine. But where had this estimate come 
from exactly? Nobody ever seemed to have asked that question, 
since it was so tempting to blindly accept it.

Elizabeth Armstrong gives no reference for her figures. She 
just quotes a letter from retired General Léo Richer Laflèche, then 
Deputy Minister of National Defence, in answer to one or her inqui-

ries, stating that: “…there is not nor ever can be, any precise, accurate 
or authentic statement as to the number of French Canadians who 
served in the Canadian Forces in the World War 1914-1919.” This 
is basically what Colonel F. Logie Armstrong, Director of Records, 
had answered to General Louis-Alexandre Panet, Adjutant-General 
of the Canadian Militia, in December 1927. Colonel Armstrong 
sent a breakdown based upon national and geographic origin of the 
619,636 enlistees to the CEF on 6 December 1927.17 He had added 
a note saying that, although no official numbers could be provided 
regarding the linguistic origin of the recruits, he could submit 
these unofficial, approximate, figures: 260,895 English-speaking 
Canadians and 57,833 French-speaking Canadians. 

Three days later, General Laflèche forwarded to the Chief of 
the General Staff the exact same table he had received from Colonel 
Armstrong, but the table had been amputated from the note on 
linguistic origin.18 Then followed, on 13 December 1927, a letter 
in response to an inquiry from one Colonel W. Wood about French 
Canadian enlistment in the CEF.19 This letter explains at great length 
why it is impossible to provide official figures for French Canadian 
enlistment, but it concludes with this interesting sentence: “Your 
figure of 20,000 French Canadian enlistments prior to enforcement 
of the MSA is certainly too low by half at least, but as above, the 
exact figures cannot be arrived at.” In March 1929, Major Clyde 
R. Scott, Assistant Director of Records, sent a response to another 
inquiry, this time from the Prime Minister’s Office, with a series of 
enlistment statistics for the CEF. The last sheet shows a breakdown 
of English and French-Canadian enlistment prior to and following 
the enforcement of the MSA. They are those exact same numbers 
that had been offered by Colonel Armstrong in December 1927. 
Major Scott explained that these numbers were compiled in 1920 
and had never been divulged, and he insisted upon the importance 
that they must be kept secret. One can only wonder why it was so 
important to keep those numbers secret.

The fact is, however, that National Defence’s subsequent 
response to any inquiry regarding this was that no official figures 
existed; which was essentially true, although there could have been 
reasonable estimates available, had Colonel Armstrong’s note and 
earlier compilations been retained. How Elizabeth Armstrong’s 
estimate of 1937 could be deduced from this absence of answer, 
however, remains a mystery to this day.

So, a very precarious guess, then, has been almost  
universally repeated, without being seriously questioned for eighty 
years. How can that be? How can so many historians from both 
English and French Canada possibly have accepted so easily 
such an unwarranted evaluation of French Canadian participa-
tion in the First World War? I guess this was rarely contested 
because this idea of a low participation by the French Canadians 
in the war satisfied everyone in Canada. In English Canada,  
this just comforted the old lament of the pro-conscription  
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Table 3 – Total enlistment in the CEF.

Volunteers Prop. Conscripts Prop. Total Prop.

Francophones 36,000 7.3% 39,000 31.3% 75,000 12.1%

Other Canadian-born 187,000 37.8% 53,000 42.5% 243,728 39.3%

All others 272,048 55% 32,588 26.2% 300,908 48.6%

Total 495,048 124,588 619,636
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campaigners of 1917 about French Canadians not giving their share, 
so that English Canadians could remain the sole heroes of this  
nation-building war. French Canadians, on their part, particularly 
in Quebec, were just happy to use this as further evidence of their 
being different from English Canadians: They claimed French 
Canadians had refused to fight because they were a peace-loving 
people, not interested in military matters. Although historians of 
the New France era could easily dispute such an assertion, this 
is a very popular belief nowadays in Quebec.

Yet, it would have been fairly easy to do what I have just 
done with the enlistment records. Any interested university teacher 
could have given the assignment to a team of students and what I 
have just done by myself would have been completed in just a few 
weeks. But it was never attempted. For nearly a century now, no 
one ever thought of counting the French names in the enlistment 
records to have a better idea of the scale of French Canadian 
participation in the First World War. Everyone was content with 
the idea that French-speaking Canadians had not “given their 
share,” and nobody seemed to really want to know.

But when one thinks of it, it simply made no sense that so 
few French Canadians might have joined. As I demonstrated in a 
previous article, it was impossible that the pool of Anglophones 
living in the province of Quebec had provided much more than 
30,000 servicemen (of the total of 88,052 men, who enlisted 
in the province of Quebec),20 and the million Francophones  
living outside the province of Quebec must have given at least  
30,000 soldiers to the CEF.21 Therefore, the total of  

French-speaking recruits could hardly be lower than 60,000.22 Yet, 
the idea of only 35,000, which could perhaps be stretched up to 
a weak 50,000, endured. This could only be possible through a 
blind act of faith.

So now, instead of a mere 5% of the CEF coming from French 
Canada, we find ourselves with 12% Francophones who served. 
But more importantly, French Canadians represented nearly 24% 
of the soldiers born in Canada. It is not fair to compare the French 
Canadian contribution to that of all the other enlistees, as more 
than 50% of them had arrived from Britain or elsewhere, most of 
them less than 15 years earlier, and in many cases, much more 
recently. French Canada had not benefited from the same kind of 
French-speaking immigration, and the vast majority of Francophone 
enlistees were born in Canada and had deep roots there.23 Thus, 
French Canadians among the whole of the Canadian-born enlistees, 
actually represented a fair share.

The population of French origin in Canada represented nearly 
29% of the 7.2 million inhabitants of Canada at the 1911 census. 
By 1915, though, nearly 1.6 million more immigrants had arrived, 
mostly from Britain, and the Canadian population had grown to 
nearly 9.4 million. The population of French origin meanwhile 
had not grown in the same proportion, and it now stood barely 
above 24% of the whole. This proportion is actually very close 
to the proportion of French Canadians among the Canadian-born 
members of the CEF. This must certainly be regarded as a fair 
share. A hypothetical requirement from the French Canadians to 
provide 24% of all the 619,636 members of the CEF, regardless 

22nd Battalion resting in a shell hole on their way to the front line, September 1917.
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of their country of birth, would require a contribution of nearly 
149,000 soldiers, almost one-in-two Canadian-born soldiers, when 
they represented only one-third of that population.24 Such a com-
mitment would far exceed their fair share.

In France, the participation of troops from the colonies is 
rightly praised and emphasized by historians, although their 
contribution represents barely 7% of the total mobilized by the 
French army.25 French Canadians provided 12% of all the members 
of the CEF, 24% of those who were born and raised in Canada. 
This is a remarkable contribution for a people who had no strong 
connection with the people and culture of Great Britain, and, 
for most of them, had to quickly learn a foreign language at the 
same time they were learning to fight. Because there was only 
one French-speaking fighting unit in the field during the war, it 
is too often forgotten that Francophones served in a wide variety 
of units from all over Canada. Less than 6,000 soldiers served 
with the 22nd Battalion (French Canadian) during the war, but if 
all the French Canadians had been brought together into distinc-
tive units, like most French Colonial troops, they could probably 
have manned two full infantry brigades from 1916 to 1918. One 

famous Canadian historian once wrote: “However apologists then 
and later massaged the data, Francophones had not given their 
‘share’ to the war.”26 Well, I did not need to ‘massage the data’ 
to determine that far more French Canadians had joined the CEF 
than the number that has been traditionally accepted. All I did 
was what any other interested historian could easily have done: 
simply by counting the names, one by one.

Historians have now started to study and recognize the  
participation of Aboriginals, immigrants, Black Canadians, and 
other minorities in the First World War. This is all good, but is it not 
about time that we put an end to a century of delusion and start to 
acknowledge that French Canadians also gave their fair share to this 
war? French Canadians did take part in large numbers in that war, if 
not necessarily in quite the same manner as their English-speaking 
counterparts. It would be a good thing if we would no longer have 
to answer this meaningless yet so often repeated question: Why 
did French Canadians not play their part in the First World War?
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Table 4 – Evolution of the Canadian population, 1911-1915.

22nd Canadian infantry battalion crossing the Rhine at Bonn, December 1918.
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Population 1911 Immigration 11-15 Natural growth 11-15 Total 1915

Canada 7,206,643 1,597,420 540,696 9,344,759

French origin 2,054,890 10,779 209,486 2,275,155

Proportion of Francophones 28.51% 24.35%
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