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No disrespect is intended of those countless Canadian men and women who played 
such a remarkable role, and at terrible costs in life and limb, on the Allied side in the 
Second World War. In the United States, famed broadcaster and historian, Tom 
Brokaw, dubbed the Americans who fought in that war “The Greatest Generation,” 
the title of his 1988 book. “It is, I believe, the greatest generation any society has 
ever produced.” He argued that these men and women “fought not for fame and 
recognition but because it was the right thing to do.” This resonates in Canada with 
undeniable certainly. Even so, those who fought and made the sacrifices in the First 
World War were our “Greatest Generation.” And Vimy Ridge was the centerpiece of 
sacrifice and glory, and with important legacies for the building of modern Canada. 
 
Canada and Newfoundland Labrador were in the 1914-1918 war from the very 
moment Great Britain declared war against the continental military giant Germany 
on 4 August. This was the British Empire’s war. We fought through the long war of 
four years and three months right down to the Armistice. Canada was a signatory on 
the Treaty of Versailles. The Canadian Expeditionary Force, as our official historian 
Colonel Charles Stacey said, was the biggest effort that Canada ever made on the 
world stage. Of a nation of under eight million, 628,000 persons enlisted, including 
female nurses, and when the sad tally was made at war’s end the death toll had 
come to about 66,000. 
 
It was at Vimy Ridge on 9 April 1917, Easter Monday, and on three subsequent days 
that Canada came of age. The four divisions of the Canadian Army forged into one 
Corps, all under command of General (later Viscount) Byng, began its assault of the 
Ridge. After significant casualties were taken, and the enemy driven back and 
utterly defeated, this prized geographical height, which commanded the Douai Plain, 
came under Canadian control.   
 
Corporal Gus Sivertz, graduate of Victoria High School, and an optometrist in civilian 
life, was serving in the 2nd Mounted Rifles, 8th Brigade, Third Canadian Division. He 
recorded: “I looked ahead and saw the German front line crashing into pieces; bits of 
men, timbers, lumps of chalk were flying through the air, and, blending with the 
shattering wall of fire. We didn’t dare lift our heads, knowing that the barrage was to 
come flat over us and then lift in three minutes. That queer empty stomach feeling 
had gone. I don’t think anyone was scared, instead one’s whole body seemed to be in 
a mad macabre dance.” The barrage was perfectly synchronized, a masterful display 
of artillery, planning, staff work, logistics, and implementation. “Then suddenly it 
jumped 100 yards and we were away. Instead of a German trench there was only a 
wide, muddy depression, stinking of explosives.”  
 
Sivertz was knocked over by an explosion that had rammed his tin hat down to my 
ears. “I ran in a stumbling sort of way to get up with my buddies. It’s terrible to be 



alone one feels that all the enemy guns are pointed at one and one is naked. So I 
rejoined my group. There wasn’t much to shoot at – Heinies were coming back with 
their hands up, and his counter-barrage wasn’t so hot. The man next to me smiled 
and leaned over to me to say something. I think he meant to say “It’s going fine,” or 
something like that. He put his mouth almost to my ear, there was such a helluva 
noise going on. He never finished his sentence, never made a sound, just pitched on 
his face.”  
 
Gus Sivertz survived and became a film writer. His brother George was not so lucky. 
He won the Military Medal with two bars but fell at Cambrai. The lit candle of a 
campus idol of Victoria High had been snuffed out. His brother Bent Sivertz, later a 
Canadian naval officer and a Commissioner of the Northwest Territories, recalled 
that he learned of his brother’s death when he went home from school for lunch. 
“We saw a small vehicle used by the military pull up to our house.... A woman 
emerged.” She went to the door, and handed the mother a telegram. “Our mother 
read the two lines at a glance and slumped against the door frame waving the 
woman away.”  
 
Bent and another of his brothers, Christian, were shown the telegram. “We sat in 
silent incompetence.” Then the father arrived home, having learned through the 
post office that George had been killed. “My mother and father dissolved in one 
another’s arms.” One of George’s teachers commented, on learning of the death, 
“The war has shown us that we knew not one half of the capabilities nor a tenth of 
the breadth of character of our best friends.” She could not find it in her heart to 
begrudge him his glorious end, and quoted Rupert Brooke: “Safe shall be my going, 
Secretly armed against all death’s endeavour; Safe through all safety’s lost; safe 
where men fall; And if these poor limbs die, safest of all.”  
 
Few were the families or communities who did not suffer losses in this most horrific 
of wars. Mothers, sisters, aunts, fiancées and girlfriends all bore the brunt of loss – of 
this grey generation. Many a child lost a parent and many a sibling a role model. 
 
In four days of battle for Vimy Ridge the Canadian fatalities totalled 3,590 of a total 
number of 10,602 casualties. 
 
One who died in the immediate aftermath of Vimy was lawyer and Lieutenant 
Governor’s secretary Robert “Bobbie” Branks Powell, Victoria-born tennis 
champion. He had been a finalist at the All-England Wimbledon matches. “Don’t 
worry about me, dear mother, I am only trying to do my duty and that is all that 
matters.” Many of his fellow soldiers who had enlisted in the 50th Regiment, Gordon 
Highlanders, later the 16th Canadian Scottish (Princess Mary’s), held the same view 
when they heard the bugle’s strong call to arms. 
 
The soldiers who fought at Vimy Ridge and who survived were fully aware of the 
distinct Canadian achievement. German high command recoiled at the setback and 
regrouped defences in preparation for further battles. Passchendaele came late that 



same year, 1917, with horrific losses. Then in 1918, August specifically, the 
Canadian Army made perhaps its greatest victory at Amiens and went on in the last 
hundred days to roll up countless German divisions. 11 November found them in 
possession of Mons, Belgium, where the war had begun for Imperial forces in the 
field the August of 1914. Lieutenant Matthew Scott, who won the Military Cross in 
the time between Vimy and Passchendaele, wrote to his mother of that armistice 
day, “It has fallen to the lot of the Canadians to retrieve the true foundation stone of 
the present mighty British Army, and we feel that it will be our great pride to always 
look back and remember the Canadians, and the Canadians alone, finished where 
the British Army first began.”  
 
Yes, this was the Greatest Generation of Canadians. For the first time in history we 
had positioned ourselves on the world stage. Those who had seen the face of battle 
understood the achievement even as they weighted its terrible cost. Such are the 
sacrifices and laurels of war. The costs to those at home could not be repaid. The 
politicians of the age seized on the uniqueness of the event. France donated the land 
of Vimy Ridge in grateful remembrance of Canadian sacrifice. And on the Vimy 
Memorial the pilgrims find the names of those whose graves are unknown. Whether 
the graves are known or unmarked they are testaments to a youth so early snuffed 
out in battle. Long will they, and those fortunate enough to come home, be 
remembered as our Greatest Generation. 
 
By Barry Gough is the Honorary President of the British Columbia Historical 
Federation. He is author of From Classroom to Battlefield: Victoria High School and 
the First World War (Heritage House, 2014). He is Professor Emeritus, Wilfrid Laurier 
University, Waterloo. He lives in Victoria. 
 


