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CHAPTER 1

‘WELTKRIEG’

A new concept — the world s war

HE ENVIRONS OF YPRES, FLANDERS, 22 APRIL I915. It s, in the

words of the British Official History of the First World War, ‘a
glorious spring day’ on the West Flanders Plain. Reports coming
in from reconnaissance planes flying missions over the great arc
of trenches to the east of Ypres describe considerable ‘liveliness
behind the German lines’ but nothing that is particularly out of
the ordinary.'

At about 4pm, German artillery begins shelling British and
French lines, but then at 5pm exactly, a sudden and ferocious
bombardment opens up against the small villages in front of
Ypres, which up until now have largely escaped the attentions of
the enemy guns. At that same moment, all along a four-mile
stretch of the German front line, thousands of hands scrabble to
open thousands of taps that are attached to rows of metal canis-
ters. Each canister weighs 90 pounds, and 6,000 of them have
recently been hauled into place behind the German parapets.
Their collective contents weigh 160 tons. The artillery bombard-
ment stops abruptly at 5.10pm, and it is around now that troops
from the French 45th and 78th divisions — Algerians and
Moroccans, including both white colonialists and North Africans
- notice two strange clouds moving inexorably towards their
trenches. Some men also report hearing a ‘hissing’ noise coming
from the German lines. The clouds will later be described as
being ‘green’, ‘yellowish-green’ or ‘grey green’. British observ-
ers, who are watching from their own lines to the south, report
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mble a ‘bluish white mist, gy, .
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seen O : hed four days later, will tell its readers (15, the
low wall’, which advanceq slol,

| shed by the prevailing winds 2
R rtr;?: :lcl)?xnd(:,arl);;roach,y the French and African soldjc,
EV‘?H > their positions. Interpreting the clouds as smoke
remain in the P German assault, the troops peer through
“ looking for the silhouettes of attackers. They do not realjy
glll::, the vapour itself is their most deadly enemy. As the miagy,,
being heavier than air it slides doyy,

reaches the French lines,
the sides of their renches and snakes around the boots of

g soldiers. There is an acrid smell in the air. Mey,
their throats. Then the

now panickin
notice a metallic taste at the back of

gargled screams and desperate splutters begin.
On this day, many of the 6,000 French casualties of this, the

first poison gas attack on the Western Front, simply collapse, slip-
ping beneath the sea of green at the bottom of their trenches.
Others cough up a burning yellow fluid — as one Canadian
captain observes, they ‘literally cough their lungs out’.’ The
membranes of their eyes are similarly damaged, resulting in tem-
porary blindness. The weapon they have been attacked with is
chlorine gas. On contact with the moisture of the lungs, it forms
hydrochloric acid and hypochlorous acid, which burn the soft
membranes and tissue. What is left of the victims’ lungs rapidly
fills with fluid. Frothing at the mouth, the afflicted men begin to

drown, literally, in their own bodily fluids.
The French and North African troops who leave their trenches
to escape this new weapon are struck down by old ones — machine
guns and rifles. The Germans have carefully halted their own
artillery fire to avoid blast waves from the explosions disrupting
lt)}:; ‘il:t:si:l‘:zrglpmgress. of the. gas clouds, and they now pou!
rendered s; hf] Stumbhng P?l.nvak.ed men, many of them aJl‘C.a‘:lY
of men rush?n ESS End choking. There is, by now, a great flight
Ian Sinclajr § g N Wa.rds _ﬂfl‘ough the gas and the hail of bullets.
| ’ anadian lieutenant colonel whose lines arc
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behind those subsumed by the gas clouds, later reports that
Algerian troops ‘started to pour into our trench co
bleeding and dying all over the place, and then we r
it was’.* The British, still watching from their positions to the
south of the French lines, suddenly see French North African
troops fleeing into the areas behind their lines. Those who have
been hit the hardest are in terrible distress. Desperate and insen-
sible, they struggle to communicate in broken French and in
their own languages. They are without officers, and many are

without weapons. In uncharacteristically vivid terms, the British
Official History later describes how:

ughing and
ealised what

It was impossible to understand what the Africans said, but from
the way they coughed and pointed to their throats, it was evident, if
not suffering from the effects of gas, they were thoroughly scared.
Teams and wagons of the French field artillery next appeared retir-

ing, and the throng of fugitives soon became thicker and more
disordered, some individuals running.

An anonymous eyewitness account from the British lines leaves
little to the imagination:

Utterly unprepared for what was to come, the [French] divisions
gazed for a short while spellbound at the strange phenomenon they
saw coming slowly toward them. Like some liquid the heavy-coloured
vapour poured relentlessly into the trenches, filled them, and passed
on. For a few seconds nothing happened; the sweet-smelling stuff
merely tickled their nostrils; they failed to realize the danger. Then,
with inconceivable rapidity, the gas worked, and blind panic
spread. Hundreds, after a dreadful fight for air, became uncon-
scious and died where they lay — a death of hideous torture, with the
frothing bubbles gurgling in their throats and the foul liquid welling
up in their lungs. With blackened faces and twisted limbs one by one
they drowned — only that which drowned them came from inside ‘
and not from out. Others, staggering, falling, lurching on, and. of ‘
their ignorance keeping pace with the gas, went back. A hail of rifle }
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fire and shrapmel mowed them down, and the line yyq Drokey,

There was nothing on the British left — their flank was up in the azr
The northeast corner of the salient around Ypres had been, l’ierced'
From in front of St. Julien away up north toward Boesingh, er;}
was no one in front of the Germans.®

As the effects of the gas spread, birds literally fall from the skies
The fresh green shoots of early spring that have erupted o, [he:
still-standing trees of the Ypres Salient turn brown and wit,
Even the rats that swarm and multiply in the fetid trenc,
succumb to the poison, dying in their thousands.

In the trenches next to the French, on 22 April 1915, was the 3¢(
Canadian Brigade, which now rushed men into position to cover
the gap in the front lines caused by the shock of this new German
offensive — the Second Battle of Ypres. To their right were units
of Tirailleurs (Riflemen) from French Algeria, who had so far
escaped the gas and held their positions. Together, they faced
the inevitable German attack through the breach in the lines. On
this day, in this war that many were still calling the ‘Great
European War’, few among the desperate defenders on the
Allied side were men whose homes were now in Europe.
Canada was, in 1914, a nation of both immigrants and indig-
enous peoples. Two-thirds of the Canadian Expeditionary Force
may have been born in Britain, but there were also Japanese
Canadians, French-speakers from Quebec, and Canadian
Flemings whose forebears were from Belgium and who, in effect,
were fighting for their ancestral homeland in the trenches of
Flanders; some were now within miles of their parental homes.
Among the Canadian ranks were also Native Canadians. 1t 1
likely that the first man from the indigenous peoples of the
American continent to die in the First World War was killed O.n
22 April 1915, Angus Laforce had come from his home 11
Kahnawake, Quebec, to fight on the Western Front. A man from
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