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Tanks Moving Up for the Breakthrough, by George Pepper. This painting depicts the night advance during the first phase of Operation Totalize.

great expense, and often through a costly process of trial  
and error. Because of this, Radley-Walters has always  
maintained that, by passing on personal insights and  
experiences, those who have ‘been there’ can, in some small 
measure, help those who have not.5 He would certainly  
argue: “Why relearn what is already known?”

This article (along with Part Two, which will follow  
in the next edition of the Canadian Military Journal)  
partially fulfils his noble wish. Taken together, these  
two works examine those approaches to leadership that  
made ‘Rad,’ as he is simply and affectionately known  

...if I got anywhere in the service, it was by knowing 
and understanding the men and trying to improve  
their contribution and my contribution to them...

 – Sydney Valpy Radley-Walters1

Introduction

When interviewed for what would eventually become  
the highly controversial three-part television  

mini-series The Valour and the Horror,2 Brigadier- 
General (ret’d) Sydney Valpy Radley-Walters, of Normandy 
and armoured corps fame, stated with much conviction and 
passion: “It really comes back on our own shoulders,  
that before they put us six feet into the ground, that  
somebody should sit down and each one of us at least  
pass on to the generation that’s going to follow some of  
the lessons which we learnt.”3 Some 15 years later, his  
belief that the experienced had a compelling obligation  
to educate remained just as strong, “...so you have to learn  
the tricks of the trade really in the profession and then  
keep passing it on. And passing it on is important....”4  
Both his generation and the one that came before it had  
learned their battlefield lessons the hard way, often at  
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to many, a successful leader both on and off the battlefield. 
The emphasis in each piece rests heavily upon his manner  
of thought and the means by which he forged strong  
interpersonal relationships with the soldiers under his  
command, rather than upon more technical aspects, such  
as the tactics that he employed in battle. The present  
discussion, moreover, deals with his time in the Canadian 
Army from his enlistment in November 1940 until  
D-Day, while the second part concerns his leadership  
in battle during the Normandy campaign of 1944. Each  
stage of his early military career – preparing for combat  
and then actually engaging in it – presented unique  
challenges that demanded particular solutions, and so,  
this division seems both logical and appropriate.6 And  
truly, any analysis of his success during the actual  
fighting cannot be fully understood without an examination  
of his formative experiences.7

Both of these works are, in the main, oral histories.8 
Rather than attempt to understand his character and  
personality through archival documents or published  
volumes, if such is even possible, Rad was interviewed  
in person over the course of a year. The results of these  
‘one-on-one’ discussions form the corpus of research  
upon which these two articles are largely based.9  
Excerpts from these interviews have been included  
wherever possible with minimal editing in order that  
the man might speak for himself. As well, the topics  
covered are mainly of Rad’s own choosing. Rather  
than collecting information upon pre-chosen areas of  
potential interest, all interviews were approached in  
such a manner as to allow Rad to speak freely of  
his leadership, essentially allowing him to determine  
what was and what was not important to his overall  
success. Although given vague prompts to initiate the  
discussion, he was able to direct the conversation  
himself. These two articles are, therefore, highly  
introspective. Of importance, Rad vetted penultimate  
drafts of each work; he made additions and corrections  
where required, and he ensured that what had been  
written captured the fundamental essence of his leadership.  
He has given his assurance that he is entirely comfortable  
with what follows.

That he has lessons to teach is beyond doubt. A  
young man from the Gaspé,10 Radley-Walters became  
Canada’s greatest tank commander of the Second World  
War, earning the Military Cross and the Distinguished  
Service Order for valour in quick succession.11 Starting  
the war as a young infantry second-lieutenant fresh  
from Bishop’s University, he rose steadily through the  
ranks of the Sherbrooke Fusiliers Regiment (SFR – the  
27th Armoured Regiment), and, after his unit converted  
to armour, commanded a squadron of tanks in Normandy  
as a major during some of the toughest and deadliest  
operations of that campaign, including, amongst others, 
Operations Charnwood, Atlantic, Windsor, and Totalize.12 
Subsequently suffering from fatigue and exhaustion, he 
returned to England where he taught tactics for a period  
at a Canadian Armoured Corps Reinforcement Unit  
until rejoining the SFR to finish out the war in The  

Netherlands and Germany. After peace had been declared,  
he brought his regiment home as a lieutenant-colonel.  
Rising eventually to the rank of brigadier-general in  
the postwar years, he lectured frequently at the staff  
college in Kingston and commanded the 8th Canadian  
Hussars (Princess Louise’s), the 2nd Canadian Infantry  
Brigade Group in Petawawa and the Combat Training  
Centre in Gagetown.13 On at least 20 separate occasions,  
he returned to old battlefields with old acquaintances  
(sometimes even with old enemies!) to participate in  
or guide various tours. For his efforts, and in recognition  
of his years of devoted and professional service, he  
was appointed a Commander of the Order of Military  
Merit and he subsequently served as colonel-commandant  
of the armoured corps.14 He retired in 1974 after more  
than 30 years in uniform.15

Rad may not have done everything right as a leader,  
yet during a distinguished career that spanned some  
three decades of both war and peace, he must have  
done many things exceedingly well. With the hope of  
shedding light on his particular style of leadership,  
and some of the reasons that account for his impressive  
military accomplishments, this two-part article is intended  
to help readers understand Rad on an intimate and  
personal level.

Sydney Valpy Radley-Walters in postwar service as an armoured corps 
colonel.
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The Road to the Army

Education was extremely important within the walls  
of the Radley-Walters household. His father and  

grandfather, both of whom read theology at Bishop’s  
University and later became ministers of the Anglican  
persuasion, and his erudite and sophisticated mother  
instilled in young Rad a thirst for knowledge and  
cultivated in him an inquisitive and reasoning mind  
that would serve him well in later years. The intellectual  
mindset that he acquired during childhood encouraged  
him to search constantly for new and innovative solutions  
to pressing problems. He was not one to passively  
accept the status quo if better ways of accomplishing  
something could be found. When not playing all manner  
of sports, or tending to the myriad chores that life on  
the Gaspé occasioned, Rad applied himself to his  
academic pursuits with vigour and enthusiasm. He often  
took lessons from family members or moved closer to  
established schools, so important was it considered  
that he receive a comprehensive education. In the mid  

1930s, he left the Gaspé for Lennoxville, Québec, to attend 
Bishop’s College. With hopes of eventually becoming  
either a physician or forestry engineer, he followed a  
Bachelor of Science curriculum, graduating in 1940.16

While attending university, he received his introduction  
to military life through the Canadian Officers Training  
Corps (COTC), a scheme that provided a would-be officer 
with some military instruction and qualified him to  
hold the King’s Commission as either a lieutenant or  
a captain. The contingent at Bishop’s was affiliated with  
the Sherbrooke-based 35th Battery, Royal Canadian  
Artillery, so most of Rad’s early training centred upon  
how to lay and fire the old, yet reliable, ‘18-pounders’  
of Great War vintage. As with his education, his experience 
with the artillery would aid him immensely during  
battle. Overall, he recalled that the COTC was helpful  
in some respects, but less so in others: “...not that you  
got very much [training], but at least you put a  
uniform on, you went out on parade, you were given  
responsibilities....”17 In this early period, for better  
or for worse, he gradually became accustomed to  
military service and all that it entailed. He relished the  
fact that the COTC tested his abilities and constitution:  
“...we youngsters would vie with one another to determine 
who could best drill a platoon on the parade square. It  
wasn’t that we were trying to demonstrate our dedication  
or professionalism... just that there was a challenge  
to it.”18 Having specific duties, no matter how insignificant, 
gave Rad a chance to lead in safety, to develop his  
powers of command, and to determine for himself how  
well he could confront and overcome those obstacles  
that had been set before him. Should war ever come to  
pass, so the theory went, these young, educated men  
would be ready to effectively assume the mantle of  
junior command. Like his fellow cadets, Rad did not  
have long to wait to see if he had learned his lessons well.

In late July 1940, two old militia units, the Sherbrooke 
Regiment and Les Fusiliers de Sherbrooke, amalgamated  
to form the SFR, a move intended to give Québec’s  
Eastern Townships some infantry representation in the  
force then being mobilized and prepared for the ever- 
worsening situation in Europe. The SFR would eventually  
be converted to armour in January 1942, becoming  
the 27th Canadian Armoured Regiment in the process.  
By that time, however, Rad had already developed a strong, 
effective leadership style.

Perhaps owing to his political lobbying to gain this  
representation, perhaps owing to his previous military  
service, Colonel M.W. McA’Nulty, the commanding  
officer of the COTC at Bishop’s, took command  
of the newly created regiment in the rank of lieutenant- 
colonel.19 Officers from the two originating units eventually 
filled key appointments in the SFR, such as company  
commanders, yet McA’Nulty looked eagerly to the  
COTC in the hope that some of his cadets would again  
serve under him, this time as commissioned subalterns.  
Many of these young men had been waiting for just  
such an opportunity, and it was now very much upon  

Fast friends. Captain S.V. Radley-Walters (left) and Lieutenant Nairn Stewart 
Boyd in wartime England. Boyd was the first husband of Rad’s eventual 
wife, Pat. Killed in action at Buron in Normandy, 8 July 1944.
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them. Along with some of his good  
friends from Bishop’s, Rad joined the  
SFR and was officially taken-on-strength  
as a second-lieutenant in early  
November 1940. After spending some  
time in the orderly room on mundane  
administrative tasks, he was soon  
posted to the reinforcement platoon  
of “C” Company.

Assuming Command

Rad’s first significant leadership  
challenge was now at hand. With  

only a modicum of experience to his  
credit, he, like the rest of the SFR’s  
officers, was saddled with the exacting  
task of transforming a large number of uninitiated civilians 
into a respectable body of soldiers, capable of performing  
well in battle. A few of the regiment’s non-commissioned  
officers had served in the Great War, as had some of  
its officers, and although they would prove to be  
valuable in raising the regiment, administering to its  
needs, and implementing elements of its training program,  
Rad soon realized that these men lacked the expertise,  
the ability, and, in some cases, the willingness to  
master more modern technologies. A lack of uniforms,  
equipment, and teaching aids only compounded the  
regiment’s difficulties. From the comfortable perspective  
of hindsight, the men of the SFR would learn much  
more about warfare in actual combat than on the  
training fields, yet, at the time, the need to prepare  
for the inevitable encounters with the enemy served to  
unify the regiment in common purpose, and to provide  
impetus to its activities.

Rad sensed the weight of his responsibilities as soon  
as he joined the platoon. As a young officer, he keenly  
felt the pressure to demonstrate that he was a competent  
and intelligent leader. His time in the COTC had given  
him some opportunity to lead small groups of men off  
and on – his ‘men’ were essentially his peers, who  
were like him in many respects – but he was now  
continually responsible for the welfare, conduct, and ability  
of an entire platoon of soldiers who came from the entire  
spectrum of mid 20th Century Canadian society. The  
fact that he was a commissioned officer, rather than  
a student cum cadet, altered his sense of what was  
required of him:

...anything they [the men] did wrong was a mark 
against you as far as leadership was concerned.  
In other words, if somebody went out and got  
drunk and didn’t come in for a day or something...  
my seniors [would look] at me, they [would  
think], you know, ‘what the hell are you doing,  
[can’t] you... handle a bunch of men?’20

The need to impress subordinates, peers, and  
seniors simultaneously kept Rad somewhat on edge and  
motivated him to excel. Their collective judgments, however 

expressed, acted as a force that drove  
him forward to uncover a successful 
approach to leadership that would  
ultimately make his soldiers willing to  
follow him. As a consequence, he  
took very seriously the need to do well  
in every undertaking.

During their initial training, young  
officers like Rad received minimal  
instruction concerning matters of  
leadership. As a result, they were often  
compelled to learn this essential  
skill on their own. While he received  
a few insights on how best to influence  
others, no one told him specifically  
how to be a good leader; he figured  

those secrets out for himself. As he recalled: “...you  
had to pick up a lot on your own,”21 and it was all very  
much a case of “...teach yourself...”22 within the SFR  
at this time. Over the next few years, whether training  
at home in Canada, in Newfoundland (where the regiment  
was posted prior to going overseas), or in England, he 
approached leadership with a certain quaint logic and  
an abundance of common sense. He implicitly understood  
that leadership was about personal relationships, not  
rank, authority, or position, and his style consistently  
reflected this belief.23 In his estimation: “...it’s just  
human relations I think....”24 The manner in which he  
related to his subordinates – respecting them, valuing  
their opinions, acknowledging both their abilities and  
backgrounds – was intended to build positive associations 
based upon mutual trust, understanding, and confidence.  
He would, without hesitation, rely upon his rank to see  
that something was done, but he avoided frequently  
falling back upon his formal authority, preferring instead  
to use the more subtle and difficult arts of persuasion  
and influence, motivation, and encouragement. He believed 
that this generally non-authoritarian approach would be  
successful in making his soldiers undertake and complete  
an assigned task because they wanted to do so, not  
simply because they had to do so – a fine and yet  
important difference. A few basic maxims ultimately  
guided his conduct in the hope of forging the type of  
relationships that he wished to establish.

Demonstrating Interest

Significantly for Rad, one  
of the most important 

actions that he could take  
as a leader was to expend a 
good amount of time and  
effort in coming to know  
his subordinates on an  
intimate and personal level.  
“I can’t emphasize the need for really understanding  
people,” he once forcefully commented.25 The army, to  
a certain extent, facilitated this process by compelling  
each subaltern (and others in positions of authority) to  
maintain a platoon (or section or company) commander’s 

“Rad sensed  
the weight of his 
responsibilities  
as soon as he  

joined the platoon.”

“Rad may not have 
done everything  
right as a leader,  

yet during a  
distinguished career 
that spanned some 

three decades of  
both war and peace,  

he must have  
done many things 
exceedingly well.”
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handbook. In this little volume was to be kept the vital  
statistics for each soldier: if he was single or married;  
the names of his wife and children; his birth date; his  
background; his religion; his former occupation;  
and so on. The main purpose of keeping such a record  
was to ensure that officers knew some basic information  
about their men, all of which would assist in resolving  
problems, military or otherwise, as they arose.

Rad recalled, however, that this slender book  
served another, perhaps more important, purpose.  
Always interested in people, he tried to get to know  
his subordinates on a level beyond that required to  
glean some basic personal information. The need  
to expand this book with facts and figures offered him  
an ‘in’ to his men’s personal lives, and he exploited this  
opportunity to the fullest extent possible. He found  
that his soldiers generally appreciated his sincere efforts  
to learn more about them as distinct individuals, rather  
than exclusively as members of his platoon. “I was  
interested in all of that.”26 In querying his men, and  
having genuine conversations with them, he went  
beyond the requirement of merely filling his handbook  
for the sake of completeness. As Rad once stated:

Well, I think basically, [the] one [thing] that  
most people would say is that you got to gain  
the confidence of the group right away and [you]  
do that by your own actions, the way you act  
yourself amongst the group. And don’t be a loner.  
Be a person who groups with the men....27

Because he took pains to achieve such an understanding, 
many of his soldiers frequently came to him with  
personal problems, confident that he would be interested,  
willing to listen, and able to help. This is not to say  
that they would never have come to him – he was,  
after all, responsible for their well-being – but rather,  
that the rapport that he had established made the  
decision to come forward that much easier. Wherever  
possible, he tried to help his soldiers  
as best he could. In turn, this personal  
attention forged the bonds of trust,  
loyalty, and respect that were, and remain, 
essential to effective leadership. The  
more interest that Rad took in his  
subordinates, the stronger the ties  
between them became, all of which  
would hopefully pay great dividends  
on the battlefield. Taking the time  
to learn about one’s subordinates  
served a multitude of beneficial  
purposes, and it laid the essential  
social foundations upon which other  
activities could build. In his estimation:  
“...we all have a personality, and I  
think some officers were willing to talk to men  
anywhere, others may shy off a little bit and only  
get closer to them when they have to.”28 Rad was  
certainly cast in the former mould, for in the opinion  
of those men who served with him in one capacity or  

another, he “...always had time to talk,”29 since he was  
genuinely “...interested in you as a person.”30

Despite his approach, which could best be described  
as friendly, he and his subordinates always remained on  
professional terms, with each understanding that limits  
existed as to the level of ease and comfort that could  
exist between them:

...[with respect to] this business [of] familiarity,  
I don’t think I was ever called anything but  
Mr. Rad, Lieutenant Rad, Captain Rad,  
Major Rad, Colonel Rad, Brigadier Rad, you  
know, General Rad, all the way through. They  
always used the Rad, [but] they were never  
completely familiar....31

Such distance served to maintain discipline within  
the platoon by neither allowing informality to become the 
accepted norm, nor by permitting appropriate respect  
to slacken. Being eager to help and taking a genuine  
interest in others was one thing, but becoming close friends 
was quite another. The time would come eventually, as  
Rad sensed all too well, when he would have to order his  
men into action, perhaps to their death, and he could  
not allow emotional attachment to cloud or overtake his  
judgment. In much the same manner, if he was to  
discipline his soldiers should they be errant, which he  
occasionally found necessary, he had to be free of  
excessive sentimentality and could not permit his feelings  
to obscure this essential duty. On this point, he remarked:

And that’s a ticklish position to be in. Here are  
your friends, and good friends, willing to give  
their lives for each one within the regiment of  
700 men, and you cajoled them, you played  
baseball with them and hockey with them,  
you’d play everything with them, and then all  
of sudden the RSM [regimental sergeant-major]  
is saying ‘quick march’ and they’re standing  

at attention [in front of you]  
with two witnesses on either  
side and... you’ve got to find  
out how the hell we’re going  
to sort the thing out and if  
there’s detention to be given, or  
a fine, or whatever the thing  
is, you have to then review this  
particular case....32

Striking the right balance between  
the two extremes – being too distant  
and aloof, versus being too friendly  
and close – was exceedingly difficult, and  
it required Rad to constantly monitor  
the manner in which he interacted  

with his soldiers, so as not to leave the wrong impression.  
For their part, his soldiers probably understood that they  
could never be friends in the truest sense of the word,  
and yet, they did expect to be treated like men, and Rad’s 
approach seems to have satisfied this basic requirement.

“Such distance  
served to maintain  
discipline within  
the platoon by  

neither allowing  
informality to become 

the accepted norm,  
nor by permitting 

appropriate respect  
to slacken.”
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Credibility

Since Rad had participated in COTC at Bishop’s during  
his days at university, he knew something about the  

artilleryman’s craft, even if such knowledge came from  
working with guns from the First World War. When it  
came to the infantry, however, he was woefully unprepared.  
He arrived at the regiment ignorant of even the most  
basic skills, and he was compelled, much like the soldiers  
in his platoon, to learn all that was required ‘from  
scratch.’ Compounding this problem was the fact that,  
as the platoon’s lieutenant, he was responsible for teaching  
his soldiers much of what they required, even if he was  
less than familiar with the material at hand. Faced  
with this awkward dilemma – the teacher being as unread  
as the students – Rad took it upon himself to master a  
particular subject the night before he was scheduled to  
lecture to his men. In this way, he taught himself much  
of what was required and then, in turn, did his best to  
pass this knowledge on to others. He recollected: “...and  
that’s how we learned and we became experts really on  
our [own], all the things that an infantryman has to do,  
making camouflage, compass reading, shooting, the works.”33 
Displaying a keen sense of initiative and resolve, something 
that cost him many late nights and many early mornings,  
he knew that his men depended upon him for their training  
and so he sought an adequate, if less than ideal, solution. 
Incidentally, when he was eventually sent to Brockville  

in eastern Ontario for his basic officers’ training course,  
he was much further ahead than the remainder of the  
candidates as a consequence of his earlier employment,  
and he was frequently called upon to offer lectures on  
particular subjects:

...and when they started to test me and so on, they  
said, ‘Christ, you know more than the instructors 
around here in Brockville, we’ll use you as an  
instructor.’ I never did take the Brockville course,  
I taught in Brockville, and the reason... is that  
we had taught ourselves in Sherbrooke....34

Such opportunities as this allowed him to gain  
additional experience in a variety of settings, and to build  
upon his quickly developing self-confidence.

Because his knowledge with respect to certain matters 
was often incomplete, Rad regularly admitted his ignorance 
and avoided deceiving his soldiers by appearing  
all-knowing. Although he always tried to be as well  
prepared as possible, there were certain things that he  
simply did not know, and he rarely hid this fact:

I think it’s awful if a guy gets up to give a lecture  
and he doesn’t know anything about it. He doesn’t 
know his subject properly and there’s always  
somebody in the audience that knows a hell of  

The Camouflage Net by Bruno Bobak. Training days in 3 Canadian Armoured Corps Reinforcement Unit, Surrey, England.
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a lot more about [it] than he does, and I think this  
is so true with leading. If you don’t know, don’t  
talk about it, in other words, just admit it and say  
‘I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about....’35

Thus, he believed that attempting to mislead his men 
would do more harm to his credibility and reputation  
as a leader than if he just admitted that he was not well  
versed on a particular subject. Lying could do nothing  
but frustrate his goal of building trust within his platoon,  
and the results of misleading his men or trying to fool  
them could be truly disastrous. Being truthful and  
somewhat humble, on the other hand, seemed to resonate  
with his soldiers. If a leader was found out:

...right away they lose, they’ve lost confidence  
right away. People just say, ‘Well, to hell with  
you, I’m not following you or what you have  
to say.’ And this is so true, and this happens  
I think in any particular profession if you  
get caught out. And I think that was the point  
that General [F.F.] Worthington at the beginning  
[of our training] was trying to emplace upon  
us when we were young officers, that they, the  
troops, will find you out eventually so be careful  
and make sure that... when you’re talking, the  
truth is what is required.36

Had Rad benefited from earlier and more comprehensive 
training, admitting his ignorance might have damaged  
his credibility and image since he should have known  
about that which he was addressing, but in the early days of 
the SFR, such was not the case.

When confronted with  
a challenging situation, or a  
question that he could not  
readily answer, he always  
tried to remain calm and  
collected. Appearing agitated  
and frantic, so he reasoned,  
would certainly not encourage  
others to place their trust  
and confidence in him, nor  
would it  serve any real  
purpose.  The men with  
whom he soldiered took their  
cues from such signals as  
his outward demeanour and his  
body language, judging him 
accordingly. Because of this, he 
consciously monitored his  
mannerisms and language so  
as to set a positive example  
and to keep his men focused  
upon the job at hand, which,  
at this time, was learning the  
infantryman’s craft. Rad believed 
that a leader who ‘lost his  
head’ in the heat of the moment, 
especially during battle when  

subordinates looked to him for direction, could not inspire 
confidence, and thus, could not lead effectively. To this end:

...the thing is, if you can do the job basically with  
a clear head and think reasonably well and take  
everything into consideration, it seems to me  
that you’ll probably have a good chance of  
achieving what you’re trying to do, but if all of a  
sudden you get flustered and it really gets to  
the point that you can’t control yourself,  
then I think the game gets lost and not only  
does it bother you, it bothers all the group,  
whether it’s the platoon or whether it’s the company  
or whether it’s the whole battalion, they’re the  
ones that are going to suffer....37

Empowerment

Even before joining the army, Rad understood that  
everyone possessed different skills. Coming from  

diverse civilian occupations and backgrounds with varying 
levels of education and experience, some men proved  
to be extremely knowledgeable in particular areas, but  
less so in others. Some understood higher mathematics,  
but not the basic operating principles behind the  
ubiquitous screwdriver... and vice-versa. Rad recalled:

I think the business of treating people is based on 
respect. In other words, you respect everybody.  
And we all have different characters and we’ve  
all had different experiences in ‘civvie street.’  
And now you put a uniform on and that doesn’t  
leave you, you’re still the same person, you just  
put a uniform on instead of coveralls.38

Rad (far right), Nairn Boyd (second from left), and fellow officers enjoying culinary delights while 
training in England.
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Using this reality to his advantage, he encouraged  
everyone within the platoon to learn from each other  
and he consciously ensured that he also participated in  
this active exchange of ideas. Given the training regime  
being used by the regiment at this time, such an approach 
proved extremely beneficial. He recognized from the  
outset that his men were citizen soldiers, possessing a  
wealth of diverse experience and largely unaccustomed  
to following directions without question, and that a  
non-authoritarian leadership style that both solicited and  
valued their input would generally resonate with them. 
Humbling himself and temporarily putting aside his rank,  
Rad asked questions of his subordinates and learned from  
their honest replies. Never attempting  
to appear ‘all-knowing’ served to create 
trust by admitting weaknesses and  
engaging others for their betterment.  
One of the keys to his success lay in  
his willingness to admit “...what you  
do know and what you don’t and relying  
on others to help you when you need  
it.”39 Everyone in Rad’s platoon, including 
Rad himself, worked together as a team  
in pursuit of a much larger goal. Indeed, one soldier  
who served under him valued the fact that he “listened  
to me” and “trusted me.”40 Since all were in a similar  
situation, being introduced to the role of infantry for  
the first time, he desired everyone in his platoon to  
ask questions and to lend assistance.

With respect to his desire to create a culture in which  
all felt free to express their reasoned opinions, he  
recalled at length:

...and you could see the strengths and weaknesses, 
some guys would say, ‘...gosh, this is the first time  
I’ve ever done this,’ and somebody else would  
tell a story and, you know, the way he did it  
automatically and the way he explained it,  
everybody would be listening to him ... and he  
was teaching the group, really. He knew more  
than I knew about that particular thing at that  
time. And we encouraged that, I encouraged  
that. I believed everybody in the platoon was  
an instructor in their own right and had different  
experiences before they joined the services that  
could help us all. ...and I would encourage  
that all through my career. For gosh sakes, if  
you’ve got anything to say to help us, well...  
each one of us has only got one tongue and  
we’ve only had a certain amount of experience,  
and so on, so if you can encourage anything in  
discussion and add something to it which will  
help us all, for gosh sakes do it.41

Rad did not accept every opinion or idea that was  
put forward, since his role as a leader and his authority  
would have been compromised had this been the case.  
This being said, however, he did not mind if a  
suggested course was mistaken as a panacea for all situations 
at an early date, and especially during battle later on,  

because it represented an opportunity to learn: “...either  
they’re corrected or they’re helped, one or the other....”42

Encouraging everyone in the platoon to become an  
active participant in their own training was a constant  
challenge. When achieved, however, the results were  
tremendous. Through collective problem-solving, the group 
became more cohesive through sharing in a common  
experience; a strong team mentality soon asserted itself  
by overcoming a particular problem together. The level  
of trust within the platoon also rose during such  
exchanges, since the soldiers saw their leaders, namely  
Rad and his non-commissioned officers, exposing their  

deficiencies, taking an active interest  
in the material, and attempting to  
increase their proficiency and expertise.  
The fact that they could help their  
officers with a particular problem rather  
than the other way around increased  
their self-confidence. In Rad’s estimation:  
“I learned an awful lot from the men,”43  
as they did from him.

Rad’s willingness to engage his soldiers, whether  
making a decision, or overcoming a training difficulty,  
created exceedingly strong bonds of trust and mutual  
respect that would last throughout the war, even when  
challenged by the most severe setbacks on the battlefield.  
He tried on all occasions to do right by his men,  
something that they duly appreciated. Being devoid of  
an over-bearing ego and never acting ‘high-hatted’ led  
some of his former soldiers, years later, to describe Rad  
as “a humanist first,” one who had the rare ability to  
“...command without inflicting injury.”44

Active Participation

When the formal training ended, usually during  
the late afternoon or early evening, sports became the 

order of the day. Baseball was the game of choice in  
the summer and hockey in the winter, with skiing and  
snowshoeing also being popular diversions. When the  
opportunity arose, platoon, company, and regimental  
teams often played against one another. Aside from  
increasing the soldiers’ level of physical fitness, always  
an important consideration, sports served to foster  
cohesion amongst the participants, regardless of rank.  
In keeping with his desire to know his subordinates  
well, Rad found that his participation gave him the  
opportunity to bond more closely with those whom he  
commanded, and to meet others throughout the regiment  
and beyond:

The business, I suppose, when you come down  
to it, [is that] I enjoy people and I enjoy challenges  
and I enjoy trying to make them a little better  
than they think they are... and I did it by  
talking to them, by joining them in all kinds of  
sports. I played on the regimental hockey teams, I  
played on the regimental baseball team, and  
I found I... got to know everybody’s name. Say  

“Lying could  
do nothing but  

frustrate his goal  
of building trust  

within his platoon...”
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you’re on the regimental volleyball team, there  
was 20 other guys right there, and then you get  
on the hockey team, there’s another 20 or so,  
and you get on the baseball team...45

He believed that officers should  
“...take part in everything...” or, at the  
very least, should “...get out there and  
do something... or pick something  
whereby you can be with the men....”46 
Being an accomplished athlete already – he 
had played football for Bishop’s during  
his university days and all manner of  
games during his childhood in the  
Gaspé – he was primed to participate  
in such activities, but the possibility of  
making his platoon more cohesive  
was equally appealing.47 He understood  
that whether on the sports field or  
on a training ground, the more time that the platoon  
spent together as a whole facilitated the growth of  
cohesion. Rad’s men could learn more about his character, 
personality, and faults, while he could learn who was  
more aggressive, and who was an individualist rather  
than a team player. In the end, sports served a much  
higher purpose than mere recreation, for athletics  
“...brought people together....”48

The friendly rivalry fostered as a result of competition 
extended well beyond the playing field, although its  
utilitarian purpose of building unity remained much  
the same. Some of the other platoon commanders in  
the SFR had been with Rad at university, having  
joined the army together once they had completed their  
education. Being good friends, and competitive ones  
at that, they soon tried to ‘outshine’ each other by  
demonstrating how efficient their platoon was in  
comparison to others. Exercises in the field, training  
schemes, and drill, essentially any group activity, provided  
an opportunity to compete. In Rad’s estimation, the  
soldiers did not seem to mind that their leaders  
were vying with one another, mostly in the spirit of  
friendship, and they soon took to the competition  
themselves with much vigour and interest. Through  
this, like sports, they became more cohesive, for they  
had to work closely together in order to win. Striving  
in unison for a common purpose gave all concerned  
a sense of pride, confidence, and closeness, especially  
when they succeeded:

...you were very proud of who you were, you  
know, even as a platoon commander where  
you only had 32 men, you know, ‘there’s nobody  
that’s going beat us,’ and you built up that sort  
of reputation, not being bloody minded about it,  
but just being sort of happy with one another.49

This pride ultimately exerted a formative influence.  
“Now this brings the unit together... they’re all pretty  
proud of who they are and where they are, and each  
platoon is pretty proud and I think if you can get that  

pride within each group then you get the pride in that  
whole business, it all comes together then....”50 Group  
activities afforded many opportunities for Rad and his  
soldiers to build trust and cohesion, respect, and loyalty  

that would serve them all well when  
the ultimate test of combat materialized.

By all accounts, Rad’s superiors were 
impressed with his leadership abilities  
in these early years. Others certainly  
noticed his style and approach. In  
February 1943, two years after joining  
the army, a confidential assessment  
of all SFR officers on strength at the  
time remarked that he was “...[a] very  
excellent officer in every respect. Powerful 
physique and an all around athlete. A  
natural leader and one of the best trp  
ldrs [troop leaders] in the unit.”51 A mere 

four months later, Rad received a similar assessment, with  
his commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Mel Gordon, 
observing: “This officer shows outstanding ability,  
leadership and reliability.”52 During the late summer of  
1943, Gordon reinforced his earlier observations by  
remarking that Rad was “...carrying out [his] duties most  
efficiently.”53 All in all, Rad’s superiors thought him to  

Major Radley-Walters receives the Military Cross from General Bernard 
Law Montgomery in Ghent, Belgium, October 1944.
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be a highly competent and able leader, one who would  
likely perform well in battle. Later events would prove  
them entirely correct in their positive assessments.

In Normandy, Rad would come into his own as an  
exceptional and dependable leader and tactician. Part  
of his success was due to his constant reliance upon those  
few simple yet powerful principles of leadership that he  
had developed and refined during his early days as a  
Sherbrooke Fusilier. The situations in which he found  
himself would, of course, change drastically after 6 June  
1944 – namely, actual battle as opposed to merely  
preparing for it – yet his leadership style would  
remain largely unchanged. Indeed, his time in Normandy  
gave him the opportunity to apply these proven and  
useful approaches in a wide variety of settings, and  
to even develop a few more that only served to increase  

his reputation and his ability as a competent leader.  
His formative experiences at home, at university, and  
in the regiment, served him well throughout the rest of his  
military career.
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