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“W
ar has always been news,” writes 
Timothy Balzer in the first line 
of his book, and management 
and control of the war news has 
always been of prime importance 

to politicians and generals. Balzer’s book, The Information 
Front: The Canadian Army and 
News Management during the 
Second World War, is a well-
researched and well-thought out 
study of how the Army’s public 
relations apparatus functioned 
during the greatest war in 
Canadian history.

The product of both a mas-
ter’s and a doctoral theses, 
Balzer’s book  details the develop-
ment and operations of the  Army 
PR apparatus, from nothing at the 
beginning of the war in 1939, to a 
large, smoothly-functioning orga-
nization by the time First Canadian 
Army was in the field in 1944-
1945. There are some interesting 
characters on his pages, not least 
Colonel R.S. Malone, who eventu-
ally led the Army’s PR efforts, and 
whose 1946 book, Missing from 
the Record, omitted much and 
embellished the rest. What is most 
interesting in Balzer’s account, 
however, are his case studies of 
Dieppe, Sicily, and three 
Normandy incidents.

The Dieppe study, the only one to be examined here, is 
explosive. The raid on Dieppe was a disaster, a completely 
bungled operation that saw Canadian troops thrown away in 

wholesale. There were British commandos involved, as well as 
fifty American Rangers, but it was a Canadian operation, 
launched under the auspices of Combined Operations 
Headquarters, and led by Admiral Lord Louis Mountbatten. 
Mountbatten was about as well-connected as any serving offi-
cer could be, his royal relatives and political friends every-
where. He was also acutely aware of the value (to him) of 
good public relations, and his headquarters planned and plot-
ted carefully before every operation, not least a big operation 
such as Dieppe.

Mountbatten’s aim was to ensure that Dieppe was seen as 
a success, whatever the operational outcome. Success would 
equal success, but so would failure; it was all a matter of pre-
sentation. While there was, in fact, a PR plan prepared for a 
failure, it was set aside and the plan for success was used 
instead. There were great and important lessons learned, the 
media was told, and important objectives were achieved. Yes, 

casualties were suffered, but the 
results more than justified them. 
And for years afterwards, 
Mountbatten repeated the same 
line, arguing that the lessons of 
Dieppe paved the way to the gen-
uine success of D-Day. General 
Harry Crerar, who had pushed the 
Canadians into the Dieppe raid, 
argued the same, and countless 
historical accounts have repeated 
this dubious claim. The need to 
justify slaughter, the requirement 
that senior commanders be viewed 
as wise and deserving of their 
promotions and their glory, all 
combined to put lipstick on the 
pig of disaster.

Even from the Canadian 
Army’s PR point of view, Dieppe 
was spoiled by the great media 
coverage the tiny American con-
tribution received. His eye on 
bigger prizes, Mountbatten under-
stood that U.S. publicity was 
worth much more than Canadian, 
and there were more American 
PR staff attached to his headquar-
ters for the Dieppe operation than 

Canadian. As it was, once the casualty lists became public—
one newspaper was forced to publish the hugely long list 
over three days—the raid achieved its Canadian notoriety, 

Overall, I found the book interesting and provocative. The 
writing is crisp and moves quickly. I strongly recommend the 
book to military historians, military practitioners, and the gen-
eral public alike. In the end, it provides an excellent snapshot 
of COIN in the Afghan theatre of operation during Spring/
Summer 2006.
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and Dieppe remains the most contentious Canadian operation 
of the war. 

But happily for him, Mountbatten was spared blame, or, 
at least, spared enough that his career progression was not 
interrupted. To ensure that posterity treated him well, he 
pressed a compliant Winston Churchill to adjust drafts of his 
memoirs to ensure nothing too critical was said by the great 
war leader. A full account of this historical re-jigging can be 
found in David Reynolds’ wonderful book, In Command of 
History: Churchill Fighting and Writing the Second World War 
(2004), a volume that unfortunately did not make its way into 
Balzer’s bibliography. In truth, Canada ought not to have 

expected anything more than it received. In a Grand Alliance, 
the smaller powers were expected to know their place and 
keep (relatively) silent.

Balzer’s is a most interesting book, a fine academic study 
that deserves a wide readership. It is the 21st volume in the 
Canadian War Museum’s excellent series, Studies in Canadian 
Military History.

Jack Granatstein, OC, PhD, one of Canada’s most renowned historians, 
is the author of Canada’s Army: Waging War and Keeping the Peace (2nd 
Edition, 2011).
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T
here have been a number of works that have 
addressed the development of the Canadian 
Militia and the Permanent Force in the period 
from Confederation to the First World War. 
However, these books have generally focused 

upon the Canadian professional officer corps, as well as the 
British officers sent to Canada to serve as commanders of the 
Canadian Militia.1 The result has been that many aspects of 
this experience, including Canadian 
ideas of what constituted a citizen 
soldier, have generally been 
neglected. This lack of scholarship 
fortunately has been addressed by 
James Wood in his new book Militia 
Myths: Ideas of the Canadian Citizen 
Soldier, 1896-1921. Wood, the 
author of We Move Only Forward: 
Canada, the United States and the 
First Special Service Force, 1942-
44,2 examines Canadian popular con-
ceptions of the citizen soldier to 
understand their role as “… an ideal 
and symbol by which Canadians 
ordered their understanding of armed 
conflict and their notions of a citi-
zens duty to serve.” Wood focuses 
this study on the beliefs of Canadian 
militiamen and military enthusiasts 
in order to understand how they 
attempted to improve Canada’s 
defences as well as to create the 
“societal conditions in which a citi-
zen army could flourish.”

Through an examination of publications, such as the 
Canadian Military Gazette, he concludes that these individuals 
had a “… surprising degree of sophistication that attended their 
thinking on the role and function of the citizen soldier.” For 
example, he argues that most militiamen of the period did not 
buy into the myth that Canadians were natural soldiers. They 
may have disagreed with the officers from the British Army 
and the Permanent Force on how much and what kind of train-
ing was required. Indeed, they generally disliked the emphasis 
that most British and Canadian professional soldiers placed on 
drill, but they did recognize that the Canadian citizen solder 
needed to be prepared for battle. Ironically enough, the focus 
of these militiamen on practical training had to contend with 
the reality that, on parade, the militia was expected by most 
Canadians to be well drilled and to look like British regulars.

As part of this discussion, Wood examines the various 
debates throughout this period with respect to how to reform 
the militia. In particular, he focuses upon the influence of vari-

ous factors such as the use of 
Switzerland as a model, and develop-
ments in Britain, Australia, New 
Zealand, and South Africa. He details 
the beliefs of Sir Frederick Borden, 
who was Laurier’s Minister of Militia, 
and Borden’s Minister of Militia, Sam 
Hughes. In addition, he connects the 
issue of military training with the 
social reform movement of the period 
and how programs such as cadet train-
ing in Canadian schools were justified 
by the need to improve the health and 
fitness of the nation’s youth. 

He also describes the impact of 
various “war scares,” including the 
one in 1896 over the Venezuela-
British Guiana border dispute. He 
added that, for most of this period, 
Canadian militiamen, despite the 
claims of some historians such as 
C.P. Stacey, were focused upon the 
defence of Canada from the United 
States. These individuals even used 




