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T
he military officer, Yves Tremblay assures us in 
the introduction to Instruire une armée, that he is 
“a perpetual student.” Officers spend a great part 
of their careers studying and training, perform-
ing a wide variety of exercises and tests, and 

being judged on the results of their efforts. Members of the 
military are probably the most professionally educated seg-
ment of Western society, and it is only 
to be hoped that their extensive peace-
time training will prepare them for the 
hard school of war. Tremblay believes 
that this was not the case with the 
Canadian Army of the Second World 
War, and his book is a scholarly and 
critical analysis of that army’s training 
prior to and during the conflict.

As his starting point, the author 
takes the attack on Nissoria in Sicily, 
made by the 1st Canadian Infantry 
Division during the period 24-26 July 
1943. The first major action after 
Dieppe fought by the army during the 
war saw Major-General G.G. Simonds 
launch four formal frontal and very 
costly assaults upon a strong German 
defensive position that could have 
been more easily outflanked. Nissoria 
revealed major weaknesses in 
Canadian tactical practices, including 
too lengthy preparations involving precise and detailed writ-
ten orders; every attack being preceded by an intense artil-
lery bombardment; inflexible thinking on the part of senior 
commanders; a lack of initiative on the part of more junior 
commanders; poor coordination between armour and infan-
try; and poor communications, resulting in general confusion 
at all levels. 

Nissoria, Tremblay informs us, demonstrates that modern 
warfare is difficult to wage, and that it requires the mastering 
of sophisticated techniques, as well as complex coordination 
between the different arms. To obtain victory, it is necessary 
for an army to adequately instruct its officers and troops, and 
to do that, it must have a clear concept of the educational 
objectives it wishes to instil in its members - and it must have 
the training organization that can implement those objectives. 
The Canadian Army lacked these basic elements when it went 
to war in 1939, and Tremblay believes that more attention 
should have been devoted to the development of a training 

organization and syllabus in the early war years, rather than 
to the operations of the later years. Instruire une armée is 
intended to fulfil that gap in our knowledge.

In 1939, the army was faced with the extremely difficult 
situation of having to expand a small permanent force of 
regulars and reservists – 4286 regulars and 51,418 reservists 
– into what would ultimately be a service numbering about 
700,000 men and women that eventually fielded two corps, 
five divisions, and two independent armoured brigades. It was 
clear, particularly after the fall of France in May 1940, that 
the training of the pre-war regular officers did not correspond 
to modern military realities. To prepare a very ‘green’ army 
for combat would therefore not only take time, but it would 
also be necessary to increase the army’s own capacity to be 
able to instruct by undertaking a major re-organization of the 
training system and its syllabus. To a certain extent, despite 
hesitation, problems, and inconsistencies, by 1942, an organi-

zation was in place that, using ‘scien-
tific’ methods of personnel selection, 
could choose potential officer candi-
dates and train them in numbers.

Tremblay relentlessly documents 
the doleful effect that the domination 
of First World War theories and prac-
tices had upon the intellectual life of 
the army in the two decades that fol-
lowed that conflict. But he also points 
out that, although the army suffered 
from weak numbers and deficient 
financing, it did have access to mod-
ern ideas as discussed in the articles 
that appeared in the Canadian Defence 
Quarterly, the professional periodical, 
but it did not profit from them because 
of the cultural conformity of senior 
officers. The result was that when the 
army went to war in 1939, it trained to 
re-fight the First World War, and it 
was only the shock of the German 

successes in Western Europe during the early summer of 1940 
that brought about major changes in the army’s training estab-
lishments and concepts, changes that were almost always 
resisted by senior officers who were veterans of the First 
World War.

The author devotes considerable effort to elucidating the 
creation of new methods of junior officer selection and instruc-
tion. Despite problems and certain inconsistencies, a system 
was created that eventually did produce junior officers in num-
bers. Using a battery of committees and testing, ‘scientific’ 
selection was introduced, as well as new methods of instruc-
tion that aimed at giving the officer, not only useful knowl-
edge, but also – and perhaps particularly – the wherewithal to 
develop his own capabilities for commanding men in the stress 
of combat.

Paramount among these new methods was the introduc-
tion of ‘battle drill.’ A system of realistic training intended to 
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increase knowledge of field craft, to simplify and perfect 
small unit tactical movements (i.e., ‘fire and manoeuvre’), 
particularly under fire, and to increase physical fitness. It 
developed without official sanction in the British Army, and 
spread at the unit level across to the Canadian Army, and two 
of the most interesting and rewarding chapters in Instruire 
une armée are concerned with its conception and implemen-
tation. ‘Battle drill’ has had both its proponents and its 
detractors, both during and after the war, but Tremblay is 
very clear (pp 206-207) that, “… training for combat cannot 
be reduced to a single battle drill,” but the debate over the 
value of ‘battle drill’ reveals “the profoundly cultural charac-
teristics” of the wartime Canadian Army, and the “character-
istics found in a single element are typical” of that army’s 
“institutional culture.”

Institutional culture, as it existed in the training practices 
of the pre-war and wartime Canadian Army, is the underlying 
premise of this fine new book. Although other historians – 
notably John A. English, Steven Harris, and W.J. McAndrew 
– have touched upon aspects of this subject, Yves Tremblay 
has, for the first time, provided the broader intellectual context 
of the preparation of the Canadian Army for combat in 1939-
1945. Given the importance of this subject, it is to be hoped 
that Instruire une armée will, in the not-too-distant future, be 
translated into English, so that it may reach the widest audi-
ence possible.
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O
peration Medusa began in the summer of 
2006. A quick ‘Google’ turns up some 66000 
results, which vary from interesting to com-
plete ly  i r re levant . 1 
Included are a number 

of references to papers and books that 
have covered Canadian operations in 
Afghanistan leading up to and includ-
ing Operation Medusa. Adam Day's 
trilogy in Legion Magazine,2 as well as 
Christie Blatchford's Fifteen Days,3 are 
two that pop immediately to mind as 
examples that reside near the top of 
recommended reads. That Operation 
Medusa was a significant milestone in 
Canadian operations in Afghanistan is 
fairly obvious, but its importance to the 
province of Kandahar, the country of 
Afghanistan, NATO, ISAF, and indeed, 
Canada, is a subject that future histori-
ans may well ponder, with opinion and 
perspective both factoring heavily in 
their conclusions.  Even now, four years 
having passed since this momentous 
battle was waged, there is precious lit-
tle in the way of a detailed and histori-
cally factual examination of the events that transpired during 
that time.

Enter Colonel Bernd Horn, an experienced infantry offi-
cer with a significant operational, professional, and academic 
background. An adjunct professor at the Royal Military 
College of Canada, Dr. Horn has already penned or helped 

author or edit nearly 30 books. In his capacity as a historian, 
he now offers No Lack of Courage, which provides a thor-
ough examination of Operation Medusa through the lens of 
personal perspectives from a vast array of participants during 
the summer and autumn of 2006.He manages to capture 
thoughts and comments from virtually every level of both the 
political and military hierarchies, and presents them in a very 
logical order. Assembling this mass of data, and presenting it 
in an organized fashion must have posed a considerable chal-
lenge, given the occasionally significant differences between 
personal recollections with respect to the details of the same 
event. In fact, the presentation of these variations of history 
is one of the major strengths of this book, and it really drives 

home how confusing even the most 
simple of situations can become. The 
degree of conviction by which every 
witness believes their particular account 
is astonishing, and  Horn does a very 
good job of providing background anal-
ysis and discussion that puts all of these 
narratives into perspective.

The book begins with a general 
outline of the events that preceded 
Canada moving into Kandahar; informa-
tion that is key to understanding some 
of the difficulties the Canadians eventu-
ally encountered. However, an in-depth 
examination is neither warranted nor 
required, and therefore, this brief over-
view is sufficient. Horn then moves into 
a more detailed and essential examina-
tion of some of the very fine soldiering 
accomplished by members of TF 1-06 
that set the conditions for the launch of 
Medusa.  Indeed, the exploits of 

Lieutenant-Colonel Ian Hope's Battle Group4 in its capacity 
as, arguably, the first Canadian unit to see non-stop combat 
since Korea, is clearly captured in the book’s title. The brief 
recounting of TF 1-06’s exploits is essential to understanding 
the genesis of both Operation Medusa and Canada's role 
within it. It is also interesting to note that many of the per-
sonal accounts and observations from the veteran soldiers of 


