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T
his is a well-written and deeply-researched account 
of a terrible event in Canada’s military history. On 
30 July 1974, during a routine lesson on explosive 
and pyrotechnic safety, an M-61 grenade exploded 
in an improvised classroom crammed with over a 

hundred teen-age boys at the Valcartier Summer Cadet Camp. 
When the smoke cleared, six youngsters lay dead or dying; 
over 50 boys had been wounded, many seriously.   

The author, Hugo Fontaine, is a well-known business 
reporter with Montreal’s La Presse.  He is a skilled writer, 
with a flair for painstaking research, and an obvious passion 
for military history. He has written a praiseworthy work of 
narration and analysis, based upon rigorous primary source 
research, including interviews with survivors, military police 
reports, the board of inquiry, and the coroner’s report. The 
author takes us back nearly 40 years to investigate that long-
forgotten moment. His purpose is two-fold: to recount in 
frightening detail how and why a deadly powerful live gre-
nade made its way into box of dummy explosive devices 
which was passed around in a crowded room filled with 
adolescents naively unaware of the imminent danger. More 
to the point, Fontaine shows us how the explosion changed 
forever the lives its victims. For many survivors, their 
wounds remain physically and mentally debilitating. In this, 
his first book, Fontaine’s agenda is refreshingly unblemished 
by ulterior motive. 

tion, and, therefore, the rationale for radical influence on the 
political decisions in Ottawa.

Although Isitt’s writing is clean and very readable, the 
book is disjointed and repetitive. In addition, it is riddled with 
rudimentary errors, such as the inaccurate-identifying of 
Winston Churchill as Lord of the Admiralty (the actual position 
is First Lord of the Admiralty), when he was actually the 
Secretary of War in charge of the army.  In addition, Isitt gives 
Churchill a knighthood long before he actually attained that 
status.  He also implies that Canada took an independent deci-
sion not to recognize the Bolshevik Government at the time of 
the revolution, when Canada had no power to do so, being then 
part of the British Empire, and, at the time, foreign policy 
being the sole purview of the Westminster Government in 
London. These errors of historical fact could have been avoided 
by virtue of basic research and knowledge with respect to the 
Great War era and Canada’s place in the British Empire. 

This book is a paean to old-school class warfare, pitting 
working class labour against the monolithic establishment. Isitt 
does highlight the tentative connection between militant labour 
on Canada’s west coast and the dissatisfaction of the Canadian 
conscript troops preparing to embark for Vladivostok in late 
1918. However, his observations that solidarity of Canadian 
radical labour with the Russian revolutionaries was evidence of 
pending revolution in Canada is ‘stretching the facts,’ and it 
places too much reliance upon the reading of Canadian radical 
labour press. More balance with official reports and mainline 
media stories would have demonstrated a more in-depth analy-
sis, as well as more evidence for his theory, if such evidence 
exists. Isitt appears to have selected only some of Borden’s 
correspondence of the time to support his argument, and has 
relied more upon radical labour newspapers for his hypothesis.  

In this reviewer’s opinion, Isitt places too much emphasis 
upon economic self-interest on Canada’s part for its participa-
tion in the expedition, when that was only one of the argu-
ments Borden used to sell it to his Cabinet. Participation 

stemmed primarily from Borden’s belief that Canada had a 
duty to support Britain when asked to do so, and Lloyd George 
had appealed to Canada in August 1918 for military aid for 
Siberia to help re-establish the Eastern Front. Isitt then asserts 
that Canadian labour unrest and agitation promoting the return 
of Canadian troops’ from Siberia, while certainly a factor and 
a worry of the Canadian Cabinet, was instrumental in their 
repatriation. These arguments are not backed up with any offi-
cial documentation.  In fact, radical labour agitation was a 
minor factor, when it was Sir Robert Borden’s pressure on the 
British government that was instrumental in the withdrawal of 
Canadians from Siberia. Borden’s disillusionment with the 
intervention stemmed from the absence of an official agreed-
upon Allied Russian policy. These facts are easily found in 
Borden’s papers, and in various monographs dealing with 
Canada’s role in the Great War. Yet, none of this is addressed 
by Isitt. Rather, he paints a picture of socialist pressure and 
labour solidarity as the reason for the Canadian withdrawal 
from Vladivostok.

Notwithstanding these shortcomings, Isitt’s work is a 
good addition to the literature on this long-forgotten subject.  
His description of the mutiny and the effect of the radical 
labour rallies on the ordinary soldiers assembling in Victoria 
for deployment provides a new dimension to a little-known 
event in Canadian Great War historiography.  While hardly the 
definitive word on Canada’s Siberian foray, Isitt’s book opens 
the debate for modern historians, and it is an important contri-
bution to the discussion. For that reason, this book should be 
read by anyone interested in Canadian participation in the 
Allied intervention in Russia at the end of the First World War, 
as well as for an introduction to the study of social pressures 
on ordinary soldiers in time of war.

Commander (ret’d) Ian Moffat, CD, a  naval officer and an operational 
sailor for over 35 years, is currently working on his PhD thesis in War 
Studies at the  Royal Military College of Canada on the Canadians in 
Siberia experience.
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In his research, Fontaine’s draws 

tough conclusions. First, it is clear that 
there was “a climate of negligence and 
carelessness” in the handling of explosives 
in Valcartier at the time.  His description 
tells us how officers and NCOs responsi-
ble for the safe handling and detailed 
accounting of explosives failed the moral 
test of leadership. Had the men in the 
chain of responsibility applied the regula-
tions and procedures in place at the time, 
this grenade would have exploded harm-
lessly on one of Valcartier’s ranges. During 
its journey from the base ammunition 
depot, via a grenade range, and finally, 
into the crowded classroom, there is a trail 
of shocking disregard for safety. Fontaine’s 
second conclusion is that the victims did 
not receive the follow-up support or care 
to which they had a right. In contemporary 
interviews, many survivors tell a story of 
neglect - being sent home after camp with no follow-up. 
Months and years later, victims continue to suffer. 

The last and best conclusion is that 
despite the horror of the moment there 
was valour as well. For the survivors, 
there is a hero in this tragic tale. His name 
is Charles Gutta. As the NCO responsible 
for the cadets in that classroom, he was 
one of first on the scene, directing first 
aid and evacuation. In the days and weeks 
that followed, he dedicated himself to the 
welfare of each victim. Decades later, he 
is still seeing to his flock, keeping track 
of survivors, and continuing the fight for 
compensation. 

This is a great book artfully written 
and thoroughly researched – a splendid 
example of good military history.

Major (ret’d) Michael Boire, CD, MA, a former 
Armoured Corps officer, is an academic coun-

sellor and PhD candidate at the Royal Military College of Canada, and 
is the Editorial Advisor of the Canadian Military Journal.

Demolishing the Myth:  
The Tank battle of  
Prokhorovka, Kursk, July 1943: 
An Operational Narrative
by Valeriy zamulin
Solihull, uK: Helion and Company ltd., 2011

iSbN: 978 1 906033 89 7

630 pages, $69.96 (hc)

Reviewed by Chris buckham

W
ith the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989, 
many documents and unit records of Soviet 
operations during the Second World War 
became available to scholars. Valeriy 
Zamulin has taken advantage of this oppor-

tunity to draft an outstanding operational history of the Battle 
of Prokhorovka. Fought on the Southern Front of the Kursk 
conflict between 2 and 17 July, 1943, this battle represented 
the zenith of German offensive capability on the Eastern 
Front. From this point on, German efforts were defensive in 
nature, while Russian operations transitioned onto the offen-
sive full-time. 

Of note in Zamulin’s book is that it is written from the 
perspective of the Soviet forces. He has taken advantage of 
numerous first-hand accounts, ranging in perspective from 
junior soldiers to Front Commanders, and they provide con-
text and depth to the narrative. While the scope of his study is 
relatively narrow (the Battle of Prokhorovka within the larger 
Kursk conflict); the breadth of his operational narrative is 
such that it provides a clear sense of the challenges faced by 
the Russian commanders controlling the fast-moving and 
fluid conflict. 

Zamulin’s approach to the Russian command performance 
during the battle is balanced and objective. His use of daily 
logs, orders, situational reports, and first-hand recollections 
highlight some of the strengths and weaknesses of Russian 
command and control. Specifically, the tendency of the Russians 
to be extremely stratified in their decision making is repeatedly 
identified. Interestingly, the pressure exerted upon senior com-
manders to perform effectively was compounded by the implied 
(and real) threat of consequences, should they fail. This expec-
tation resulted in ‘micro-management,’ and a fear of error that 
permeated throughout the command structure.  Zamulin, by 
example, refers to a scenario wherein Stalin himself directed 
that, just prior to the initiation of the Soviet counterattack on 12 
July 1943, the senior Front Commanders and their senior staffs 
spread themselves between each of their individual regional 
headquarters. Thus, the Front Commander, his Chief of Staff, 
and other key commanders were physically separated while try-
ing to coordinate a multi-army, combined arms battle.

One of the real strengths of this book is the ability of the 
author to expose the reader to both the interdependent role 
under which the various arms operated, and the individual 
challenges and success that each combat arm faced. This 
battle revealed a growing confidence in the Russian military 
leadership in their abilities and equipment. Many errors were 
committed and these are discussed within the larger narrative 
of the battle, and weaknesses were highlighted in the senior 
leadership’s ability/experience level to coordinate effective 
counterattacks using combined arms assaults. Nevertheless, it 
is evident from the overall performance of the Russian com-
mand and soldiers that morale and competency had improved 
dramatically.

What I particularly enjoyed about Zamulin’s book is the 
way that he presents his evaluation of the battle. Thus, while 


