
uring his address to Canadians at the com-
mencement of anti-terrorist operations in
central Asia in October 2001, the Prime
Minister claimed that Canadians understood

what the commitment of Canadian Forces to
war meant.  In reality, it is doubtful that they have even
the foggiest idea of what that means.  Indeed, one of the
greatest challenges facing any group concerned with the
well being of Canada’s armed forces is that Canadians
have only a vague idea of what armies are, how they are
organized, or how they fight.  Few Canadians ever see a
Canadian soldier, much less actually know one.  The
Army lives on remote bases and has barely enough
spear-carriers to fill a modest arena.  Moreover, it is
officered by what may well be a growing military caste,
while its other ranks are drawn from the ‘highlands’ of
rural Canada.  As a result, one of the most important
tasks we face as a country is trying to re-connect the
Army to the nation.  If that were done, the Army might
also overcome the institutional, political, tactical and
operational challenges which have dogged it for over
half a century.  

The importance of re-connecting Canadians with
their Army is driven home to this writer every day by
the people I work with and teach.  If they have any
knowledge at all of armies, it is overwhelmingly

American.  This image is shaped by the US film and TV
industry which produces a kind of amorphous blend of
Saving Private Ryan and Apocalypse Now.  Not surpris-
ingly, the average Canadian assumes that generals are at
best untrustworthy militarists who would drag us
towards some kind of Armageddon.  Junior officers are
well intentioned but naïve, and senior NCOs are psy-
chopathic masters of close combat.  The young men, and
now women, of the country are then caught in a tangled
skein of incompetence and mendacity, led like lambs to
the slaughter.  Such a theme is, in fact, the essence of
the controversial The Valour and the Horror series pre-
pared by the McKenna brothers a decade ago, and which
occasioned lawsuits and a Senate commission.

All by way of suggesting that the Prime Minister
was simply wrong when he claimed that Canadians
understand what is involved in the deployment of troops
overseas on combat operations (and wrong to assume
that they understand the impact on spouses and families
of service personnel).  It is debatable, for example, if
the tensions which characterize and dominate popular
American presentations of conscripted infantry in a
large continental army tell us anything at all about the
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Soldiers of the 3rd Battalion, Princess Patricia’s Canadian Light Infantry waiting to board helicopters for an
assault on suspected al-Qaeda positions in the mountains east of Gardez, Afghanistan, March 2002.
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Canadian experience in war.  American armies have tra-
ditionally been huge by comparison with Canada’s:
numbered companies in numbered battalions in num-
bered regiments of numbered divisions.  The Canadian
tradition revolves around single-battalion regiments
drawn from local areas, and even the numbered battal-
ions of the First World War reflected that trait.  Large
continental armies eat battalions for breakfast. In
Canada’s smaller army — much like the traditional
British Army — battalions matter.  The decision to
become more ‘interoperable’ with the US Army makes
one wonder how the Canadian tradition will fit: perhaps
well enough in the new, kinder, gentler all-volunteer US
Army, but it is food for thought.

However, the issue of fitting a small army tradition
into the maw of a larger continental army is only half
the problem.  Until the late 1950s, the Canadian Army
was a traditional ‘nation in arms’, mobilized for war,
and with each soldier driven by a sense of civic duty —
what one recent analyst calls “civic militarism.”  The

Canadians who flocked to the colours in 1914 or 1939,
or who defended the frontier in 1812 or 1866, or who
put down the rebellions in the west, did so out of a sense
of personal obligation to serve.  Unlike many of the con-
scripts of larger armies, Canadian soldiers took a pro-
prietary interest in their jobs and it showed.  This gave
Canadian combat operations their peculiar flavour of
toughness and resilience, which usually developed into
a hard professionalism in combat which most Canadians
today would find unsettling.  Then — as now —
Canadians were and are respected on the battlefield, not
simply because they were nice guys from a friendly
country and were professionally competent.  The SS
who fought the 3rd Division in Normandy in the summer
of 1944 soon learned that the Canadians were not to be
trifled with.  When they were unable to “throw the little
fish back into the sea” – as Kurt Meyer ordered them to
do on 7 June — the Hitler Youth of the 12th SS vented
their frustrations on Canadian prisoners-of-war and

dead, shooting the former and mutilating the bodies of
the fallen.  As one recent historian has written, few SS
POWs were subsequently handed over by Canadian
units.  A more gentlemanly, if no less ferocious, sce-
nario was played out in Ortona in December 1943
between German paratroopers and the 1st Division.
Canadians fought much the way they play hockey — to
win, but usually with the stick up and the elbows going
as they come straight through you!

Everyone was a volunteer, everyone was learning on
the job, and everyone — or nearly everyone — was for-
given early mistakes.  My father’s reaction to the tone
and the content of Part II of The Valour and the Horror,
“The Norman Summer,” is suggestive here.  When the
film attacked senior officers of the 2nd Division for fol-
lowing through with the assault on Verrières Ridge
despite the difficulties, my father — a lowly gunner in
13th Field Regiment RCA — got upset.  “It was their
first big battle,” I recall him commenting. “How the hell
are the generals supposed to learn their job except by

trying?”  As I remember, much of
the reaction, even from the rank
and file of the forces whom the
McKennas sought to commemo-
rate, reflected the same sentiment
of shared responsibility right down
the line.  It seems that for
Canadian soldiers of the two world
wars, it was their war, not some-
one else’s.  Riflemen may have
perished in large numbers, but few
would have traded places with the
young subalterns who led them
and fell even faster in the effort.
Good senior officers were looked
upon with a mixture of awe and
admiration.  My father still feels
guilty about cowering in a base-
ment in Carpiquet with the rest of
the regiment’s headquarters staff
during a particularly intense mor-
taring.  In the midst of it all, the
door suddenly burst open and
Lieutenant-Colonel Clifford tum-
bled down the steps and landed in

a heap on the floor.  He was completely covered in red
dust from shattered roof tiles, but the field service note-
book in his hands was filled with hasty notes on likely
enemy mortar positions.

The notion that fighting was a shared responsibility,
with everyone just trying to make it work, and stepping
in to fill the gaps as needed, is one of the main features
of Canadian war memoirs.  In an army based largely on
local regiments — at least until casualties changed the
picture — most Canadians went to war in the 20th cen-
tury with their friends and neighbours.  During the First
World War, in particular, battalions were often raised
and officered by local businessmen, while the NCOs
were the shop foremen and the riflemen came from the
shop floor, the farm or the woods operation.  The idea of
doing complex, physically demanding and often danger-
ous jobs as a team was a basic aspect of their civilian
life, and they were able to transpose that experience to
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On patrol in Eritrea in a LAV III, February 2001.



army life and to combat operations.  A roughly similar
pattern was followed in the Second World War, with a
higher degree of specialized training for those in
responsible positions.  But the fact remains that for the
Canadian Army in the great wars of the 20th century,
combat was a group responsibility.  And despite what-
ever lead-slingers and barrack-room lawyers a battalion
may have possessed, the tone of Canadian combat oper-
ations, as evidenced in memoirs and other sources, sim-
ply does not square with the current Canadian image as
largely derived from American popular culture.  Thus, I
don’t think Canadians ‘understand’ at all, and what they
think they understand is probably wrong.

I do not think, based on my limited experience with
the present Canadian Army, that that shared responsi-
bility for combat, that high degree of professionalism
which even amateur Canadian soldiers displayed even-
tually in the two world wars, has
changed.  Indeed, it has become
part of the accepted culture of the
Army.  That to me is one of the
essential and most enduring tradi-
tions and lessons crucial to cohe-
sion under the stress of fire.  If
anything, the current trend
towards high-tech weaponry and
increasing sophistication of equip-
ment and communications makes
the assumption of proprietary
responsibility for the success of
the mission on the part of every
member of the force an absolute
pre-requisite.

That said, the historic and cur-
rent sources of this professional-
ism are profoundly different and,
for me at least, a source of con-
cern.  As suggested above, the his-
toric sources for a high degree of
professionalism in combat were
the basic notion of civic militarism
— the obligation of citizens to serve in defence of their
country and values — and the shared experience of actu-
al fighting.  These historic sources demonstrated the
nature of the problems and the solutions required to
resolve them at all levels, in immediate crises at the sec-
tion level as well as in the development of corps-level
organizations and doctrine. Most of the Canadians who
fought the two world wars, Sir Arthur Currie being the
prime example, saw the problem of defeating the enemy
as an immediate but transitory challenge: when the war
was over they were all going to go home, and so they
did.  This notion is part of the older myth of the Militia,
the citizen soldier with the musket over his front door.
It is an enduring part of the colonial experience of
French Canada, of British North America and of the first
eighty years of Canada itself.  Part of that is the idea
that no one is going to do this but you and me, so we’d
better get on with it!

A similar idea, I believe, motivates the current
Army: perhaps because it is the Canadian way, perhaps
because the Army is small and long service, and perhaps

because of the enormous complexity of modern weapons
and systems.  After all, small, all-volunteer, long-serv-
ice professional western armies have proven to be
almost invincible on the world’s battlefields over the
last five hundred years when fighting non-western
forces.  There is no reason to think they won’t be bat-
tling these forces in the future, and fighting non-western
armies seems to be where the future is at the moment.
The mastery of weapons, communications, command
and control, information and the elements of combined
arms operations have given small western forces over-
whelming superiority on the battlefield.  This, and the
very high degree of professionalism it engenders, argues
for the maintenance of a small, highly-skilled army.  

Recent experience, however, argues for something
less.  No formation of the Canadian Army has been
deployed on combat operations anywhere for half a cen-

tury, and the drastic cuts suffered by the Forces in per-
sonnel since 1990 make it all but impossible for the
Army to do so now. In fact, the Canadian Army has
never been ready for rapid deployment overseas for
combat purposes: not in 1899, not in 1914, not in 1939,
not in 1950, and certainly not in 1990!  It is true that we
had a deployed brigade in Europe that had effective
combat capability, but it was tightly tied to a perma-
nent base infrastructure with barracks, tank hangers,
fuel supplies, recreation facilities and the like.  Indeed,
4 CMBG was what the Army would be if it was run by
the Air Force!

The result of this low level of operational readiness
has been a tendency to penny packet Canadian commit-
ments to military operations, with the front line combat
roles lately going to the other services.  For politicians
this has been one of the real benefits of a small, profes-
sional and not readily deployable Canadian Army.  In
the absence of modern naval and air forces, neither Sir
Robert Borden nor Mackenzie King could offer much to
our allies in 1914 or 1939 except manpower and a will-
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Troops of the 2nd Battalion, The Royal Canadian Regiment on exercise.
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ingness to commit Canadian troops to the fighting.
With a fairly modern Air Force and Navy, and the abili-
ty to stage small-size naval and air forces overseas
quickly, sending aircraft and ships is now an easy
option.  Indeed, since 1990 we have fought two wars in
that way, without a single fatal casualty:  Mackenzie
King could only dream of that option.

But that also means that Canadians don’t share in
the experience and the burden of war: only a small
élite who live in remote bases do.  That may be a good
thing, but, as every soldier knows, someone still has to
occupy ground.  The idea of Canada fighting to the
last American cannot buy us any integrity in the long
run.  It also emphasizes the fact that the Canadian
Forces, unlike those of the period prior to 1960, are a
uniformed and armed branch of the federal civil serv-
ice, with little contact with the Canadian population,

and virtually no political constituency.  They are the
armed forces of the state, of the Canadian government,
not the Canadian people: the CF belongs to ‘them’, not
‘us’.  Since 1945, the number of Canadians with mili-
tary experience has become minuscule, and it is
declining.  Today, the Armed Forces represent barely
0.19 percent of the population, with virtually no sig-
nificant flow-through. Not surprisingly, those
European countries which since 1990 have or are con-
templating giving up conscription, remain concerned
— not simply about the size and power of their forces,
but about the resulting disconnection between the
armed forces and the nation. 

The disconnection of Canadians from their armed
forces, which we have witnessed over the last forty
years, is in large measure responsible for its neglect and
decline.  Yet, that neglect and decline has not prevented
the government from committing forces to war and to
near war situations.  As Douglas Bland observed recent-
ly in his published poll on Parliamentary awareness of
defence issues, the active involvement of Canadians in
their defence policy is important for two reasons:

First, the armed forces and the Department of
National Defence exercise considerable discre-
tion over vast resources, the lives of citizens,
and the welfare of the country.  Who decides
who gets what and how armed force is used by
the state are important matters of government.
Second, evidence indicates that although politi-
cians are not routinely occupied by national
defence, they become interested and involved
during a crisis or an emergency.  It is at this
point that Canadians often discover that they do
not have the defence policy they thought they
had nor the compliant and effective armed
forces they thought they controlled.

Bland’s survey of MPs revealed that the majority of
them felt that Canadian politicians regularly ignored
defence issues, most having never visited NDHQ, or any

base, or even Canadian soldiers
deployed domestically.  Only a smat-
tering of MPs have any military experi-
ence (and most of that in the cadet
movement).  At least half of those who
have bases in their ridings have never
visited them (some were even unaware
that they had CF bases in their rid-
ings!), and the list goes on.  The lack
of any basic military sense in
Parliament and in government creates
some alarming and bizarre situations,
such as the Prime Minister telling a
reporter that Canada was not going to
deploy troops to East Timor “if it was
dangerous”, when it was positively
lethal for the East Timorese!  It seems
that Canadian politicians don’t under-
stand what it means either.

Bland’s main concern was not that
Canadian politicians were so blithely
ill-informed about the CF, but that this
did not prevent them from committing

forces overseas which were ill-equipped or unprepared
for the job.  And that the discovery that the Forces
were ill-prepared to support Canadian foreign policy
did not survive whatever crisis was occurring at the
moment.  The curious case of Mr. Lloyd Axworthy in
the recent Kosovo war is a case in point.  As a liberal
interventionist, Mr. Axworthy was one of the hawks in
favour of direct military action, including commitment
by Canada to stop the ethnic cleansing and the flood of
refugees in the spring of 1999.  He then advocated fur-
ther cuts to the defence budget in the following fall!

In short, the business of national defence is simply
too important to be left to Canadian politicians.  They
currently have neither the interest nor the experience to
make sensible decisions about national defence, and
there is no large and persistent political requirement
that they be informed.  One way to resolve this problem
is to give the Army back to the people of Canada: make
it a national, not a state, institution.  It was before, it
can and should be again. Recent moves to re-invigorate
the Militia and increase their capability for augmenta-
tion of Regular Force units on deployment is akin to
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shuffling the deck chairs on the Titanic.  Canadians —
not just a small cadre of individuals — need to be
involved in their armed forces root and branch.  They
should have greater options for spending time in uni-
form in national service, and need to see that it is their
Army, not just a bunch of federal employees who are
being sent overseas in support of our foreign policy
objectives.  The voters have to become engaged in the
process — once they are, the politicians will follow. 

So how might this be done? Return to the older
model, a more equitable sharing of responsibility
between the Militia and the Regular Force, and engage
more people at every level.  To do this it will be neces-
sary to break a few moulds: the first is the notion that the
Army is a life-long sinecure for those who enlist. Combat
units especially ought to be the business of young people
on limited contracts.  To do this we must exempt the
Army from several of the clauses of the Charter of Rights
and Freedoms, especially those dealing with age discrim-
ination and marital status.  The bulk of the other ranks
ought to be drawn from single, fit men and women who
can complete a three- to
five-year hitch before
turning 30 years old.
Education or retraining
packages should be
available on completion
of their enlistment: sol-
diers should have bar-
racks and meals provid-
ed, with a modest salary
and no spousal or family
benefits.  Target recent
high school graduates or
university/college-level
recruits.  Balance the
flow-through of these
transients with a leaven-
ing of long-service
NCOs and a few long-
service officers at the
higher levels.  A portion
of junior officers could
continue to come from
RMC, but they ought to
be drawn mainly from a
revitalized Canadian Officers’ Training Corps (COTC)
programme that offers paid summer employment to uni-
versity or college students in exchange for a three- to
five-year commitment upon graduation.  Allow every-
one to opt in or out at the end of his or her contract, but
push most out to the Supplementary Reserve.  Other
non-combat, but deployable, elements should be treated
in the same way.  Base, support, training and senior for-
mation staff positions would provide long-term jobs for
career officers and NCOs.

This radically revised Regular Force ought to be
coupled with an equally radically revised role for the
Reserve Army.  A substantial proportion of operational
combat units ought to be drawn in rotation from the
Militia through a system of unit mobilizations for a two-
year period.  For example, the 1st Battalion of the Royal
New Brunswick Regiment should be advised that in two

years it will become operational for a two-year period.
During the preparation time, the unit should be allowed
to recruit to full operational strength, while key officer
and NCO slots are filled as needed by Regular Force
personnel.  When the unit is stood up as operational it
ought to be paraded locally, and special provision
should be made for media coverage on an on-going
basis.  These units ought to be given priority in overseas
deployments.  The demobilization process should also
be a high profile public event.  A series of such opera-
tional taskings would connect citizens with the Army in
a way which is currently lacking, and would foster inter-
est in and awareness of things military.  Militia units not
currently within the two-year warning window for
deployment could continue with their present tasks of
training and augmentation of active units.

Such a radical restructuring of the Canadian Army
would likely cost money, and it flies in the face of
many entrenched interests.  But the long-term value
would outweigh the costs. At a minimum, it will serve
to engage and educate Canadians — including some

future politicians — in the essentials of the modern
military, and that can only be a good thing.  Whether it
will make the Army more deployable is a moot point:
things could hardly be worse than they have been over
the last hundred years!

Apart from this general, yet important point about
the relationship between the Army and the nation, I
would like to make two others.  The first is the urgent
need to develop a combined arms approach to the Army
as an institution.  One of the great characteristics of
Canadian success on the battlefield is not simply the
toughness of our infantrymen, but also the high degree
of effective cooperation with other combat arms.  As we
all know, the whole is greater than the sum of the parts.
The Canadian Corps of the Great War achieved its
greatest victories at Vimy, Hill 70, Passchendaele,
Amiens and the Hundred Days campaign because the
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fire plan, counter-battery work, engineer support and
other supporting arms worked as a well-oiled machine.
During the Hundred Days campaign, for example, the
Corps cut its way through the thickest portion of the
Hindenburg Line — at least five major defensive lines,
well laid out across a vast plain, with thick belts of wire
covered by thousands of machine guns, fresh German
divisions and artillery.  The breeching of that system
was only accomplished by teamwork — superb staff
planning and logistical support, outstanding gunnery
(simply amazing by First World War standards), aston-
ishing feats of engineering, and relentless sacrifice and
superior fighting by tough, battle-hardened infantry.
The Army also got together to fight the Germans again
in the Second World War.

Part of the problem stems from the continued
organization of the Army into functional tribes:
armour, infantry, artillery, engineers, etc.  The require-
ment for this kind of organization ended fifty years ago
or more.  When Canadian troops were most successful
during the Second World War, as in the case of 2nd
Armoured Brigade’s operations in June and early July
1944 alongside 3rd Division in Normandy, it was
because of the synergy which combined arms brought
to the battlefield.  Units which worked together habit-
ually in semi-permanent battle groups functioned much
better than ad hoc assemblies.  The Army’s history in
Italy and North West Europe is replete with examples.
In time of war, the Army’s arms and services all need
one another to be successful.

They also need one another in order to be success-
ful in peacetime.  The present organization of the Army
therefore militates against getting the best out of it
units, and of course we have all heard about the prob-
lems of factionalism in the Army being used by the
other services to divide and conquer in the debates over
appropriations and capital programmes.  All the more rea-
son to stop shuffling deck chairs and effect real change.
The idea of permanent battle groups of all arms, which
I have heard bruited about, seems an excellent concept,
especially if in the process some larger form of corpo-
rate identity can be achieved.  To harken back to Gunner
Milner for a moment: he always thought it rather bizarre
that in the Canadian Army the cooks cooked, the drivers
drove, the service corps serviced, while only the
infantry and armour fought, aided of course by the gun-
ners.  The Germans, however — my father is still wont
to observe — were all soldiers first, expected to fight
under whoever came forward to lead.  It would be good
if the Army could all be soldiers first and foremost.  It
may be that our traditional regiments and corps need to
be submerged in the new concept of the ‘Canadian
Battle Group’ or other such composite entity.

As a final point, you need to put the fun back into
soldiering; I don’t know quite how else to put it, and
this ties into my earlier recommendations for a radical
restructuring of the Army.  I know the 1990s have been

a tough time for planners and recruiters, but I’ve had
students who have grown old trying to get into the
Army, and then spent years training before they get to a
regiment and active service.  Somehow, what should be
an Outward Bound Programme with guns and  high
explosives has been turned into a new “Survivor” series,
with a longer, more tedious and more complex initiation
and training period than the Jesuit Order!  Somewhere
between preparing everyone to be either a general or a
21st century star trooper with space age weaponry and a
real-time satellite-fed ‘heads-up digital display’ of
corps-level plans interlinked with local tactical intelli-
gence in his face mask, and the old simple rifleman who
joined the regiment and got his training there is where
the present Army ought to be.  It is not simply that the
beer is rationed, but in many ways the Army has become
a uniformed ‘24 in 7’ career civil service, burdened by
heavy training requirements, exhausted by deployments,
and tied to both career and family.  If the Army was
younger, less career oriented and more of an open con-
duit for young Canadians en route to something else
later on, it could and would be an easier sell for
recruiters.  It would also mean that when young soldiers
blew off a bit of steam and did some dumb stuff — like
bizarre hazing rituals — it would be more comprehensi-
ble to the rest of the society, more of whom would have
had military experience, and much less threatening.
When you think about it, the chance to do some really
interesting things with a group of other young
Canadians before settling down, getting a real job and
raising a family — with some serious education money
in your pocket — ought to be appealing.  I think that the
possibilities for making the Army an exciting choice for
young Canadians have not yet been plumbed, but I am
not sure that the existing system can do the job.

Which brings me back to the title of the paper:
“Whose Army is it anyway?”  Right now, I think it
belongs to the state.  It ought to belong to Canadians. If
the Army belonged to the people of Canada they would
take an interest in it, and it would fare much better than
it has of late.  I think the current professional force has
served, and will serve, Canada extremely well: indeed,
much better than the country or the government
deserve.  However, I find the negligence and wilful
ignorance of the government about things military to be
disturbing, and the often sullen and certainly uneasy
sentiment in the Forces towards the government — if
not the people of Canada — equally distressing.  Much
more can and should be done to connect the nation and
its Forces, and the Army is the logical service to restore
that relationship. 

Note: This paper was originally presented to the annual
general meeting of the Canadian Infantry Association in
Fredericton, NB on 11 October 2001.
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