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Today, it is hard for us to imagine the death and 
destruction that was experienced by the troops 
of the Canadian corps during the 5 year course 
of World War I.  Over 48 million Allied troops 
fought in the First World War, many of them in 
trenches like the one simulated at the York 
Sunbury Museum.  They lived a desperate 
routine under often deadly conditions.  However, 
the Allied soldiers remained the only obstacle 
between the German Army and Paris during the 
Battle of the Western Front, which lasted from 
August 1914 until the close of the War in 1918. 
 
Death was commonplace and very sudden.  
Enemy sniper fire placed the men in constant 
peril, forcing most activity to be conducted under 

the cover of darkness.  The night-time raids of enemy trenches to gather 
information and captives were especially dangerous. 
 
The sentries of both sides performed the grave responsibility of warning the 
soldiers of attacks or raids.  This was especially important when the two sides 
were within speaking distance. 
 
Nature was another enemy to the soldiers.  The Spring and Summer rains 
created a miserable slimy type of mud and in some places along the Front it was 
deep enough to drown in.  The unsanitary conditions of many men packed into 
one place allowed rats and lice to flourish.  A soldier usually spent two to three 
weeks in the trenches before he was returned to the rear lines.   
 
The battles on the Western front usually consisted of heavy losses for small 
gains in acreage.  At first, the Generals of both sides used simple wave tactics 
and hurled hordes of men to their doom.  By the end of the war they learned to 
coordinate more effectively artillery and infantry attacks which allowed them to 
take more ground.  The most famous Canadian Victory during World War I was 
the Battle of Vimy Ridge, which lasted from April 9th to April 12th of 1917.  
Although taken at a cost 10,500 killed and wounded men, the Canadians were 
the first Allied troops to occupy and hold the important landmark.   



 
 
Catalogue Number:  1969.2141.1 
 
Field Telephone 
Telephones were still in the early stages of development when World War I 
began in 1914.  One of the key factors for the failed offensive that took place on 
the battlefield was the lack of communication available.  Artillery fire frequently 
cut the telephone lines and the soldiers were unable to call in artillery support or 
reinforcements.  A Canadian soldier captured this German field telephone at 
Vimy Ridge in 1917.   
 



 

 
Catalogue Number:  1969.1050.1 
 
Shrapnel Shell 
The shrapnel shell was used to kill large numbers of men by exploding over the 
target and spraying the ground with many small balls.  Later in the war, the 
shrapnel shell had small pieces of metal that created sharp jagged edges when it 
exploded.  Shrapnel shells were then more effective for cutting barbed wire 
before the soldiers attached the enemy trenches.   
 



 
 
Catalogue Number:  1969.2152.1 
 
Body Armour 
Armour was adopted for use by snipers, sentries and men employed on 
observation work where rapid movement was not required.   



 
 
Catalogue Number:  1969.N.25.1a&b 
 
Sword-Bayonet 
German Army Non-Commissioned Officer’s Sword-Bayonet designed to fit the 
model ’98 German Mauser rifle.  Swords such as this one were used extensively 
in the early years of World War I.  
 



 
 
World War I Bond Poster 
World War I was often termed the first modern “Total War” because all aspects of 
society were involved in the war.  The entire economy and production of the 
country was geared for the war in Europe.  If people were not directly involved 
with the war (soldiers, sailors, nurses, etc.) then they helped with farm production 
or worked in factories.  The selling of Victory Bonds was one method the 
Canadian Government used to raise much needed funds to pay for the soldiers, 
ammunition, weapons and transportation in order to fight the war in Europe.  
Victory Bonds were so popular with the Canadian government, that after the war 
they decided to continue to sell the bonds.  These bonds were eventually named 
the Canada Savings Bonds.   



 
 
Catalogue Number:  1969.2562.1 
 
French Gas Mask 
This gas mask represents one of the newer horrors of war that soldiers faced on 
the battlefield.  The first use of chlorine gas was at the first Battle of Ypres in 
1915.  The Germans used the gas before they attacked the Canadian positions 
but failed to dislodge them.   



 
 
German Trench Periscope 
The periscope allowed the soldiers to remain safely within the trench and yet still 
see over the ledge into No Man’s Land. 



 
 
Catalogue Number:  1992.23.2 
 
Field Message Book 
This field message book was used by Lieutenant A. C. Kelly when he was in the 
trenches.  He was walking to see his men when several bullets ricocheted nearby.  
He did not give it much thought until he felt a numbing pain in his hip that 
knocked him down.  When he looked himself over, he found that the bullet had 
pierced his message book and that it probably saved his life.   
 
Not the hole in the pages of the book. 



 
 
Catalogue Number:  1969.2153.1 
 
Vicars Machine Gun 
The German machine gun represents another one of the newer horrors of war 
that soldiers faced on the battlefield.  The use of the machine gun proved to be a 
deadly defensive weapon and was very hard to attack.  The machine gun crew 
fired the gun continuously and tapped it gently from side to side.  This produced 
a lethal rain of bullets in a concentrated area just ahead of the machine gun crew.  
It was not until later in the war that the military developed better communications, 
artillery support and assault tactics that allowed the infantry to defeat the 
machine gun.   



 
 
No Man’s Land 
There were only two times during World War I that involved the rapid mobility of 
troops on the Western Front; in the autumn of 1914, when the armies were 
manoeuvring for the advantage, and in the Spring of 1918, when the German 
armies developed modern infantry tactics.  Between 1914 and 1918, both armies 
were locked into a static stand-off because they could not overcome the 
opposing enemy’s fire.  As a result, both armies dug into the ground and built 
what became a complex array of trench systems stretching from the Swiss Alps 
to the English Channel.  Between the opposing trenches was the contested 
ground known as “No Man’s Land.”  The frequent artillery barrages pockmarked 
the area with numerous craters so the “No Man’s Land” looked more like a 
moonscape than something found on Earth.  With the constant whine of 
ricocheted bullets, the whiz-bangs of the artillery and the eerie shadows cast by 
the night time flares; it literally looked like hell on earth. 
 



Catalogue Number:  
1990.11.2 
 
Diary 
The diary of an unidentified 
soldier who was wounded on 
May 5th, 1917 in the head and 
legs by German bomb 
shrapnel while attempting to 
punch a hole in the German 
front near Lens.  Due to the 
extend of his injuries, he was 
sent home to Canada for 
specialized medical attention.  
While in Montreal, awaiting 
treatment, he recorded the 
following in his diary: 
 
“The thousands of slackers 
one sees on the street makes 
my blood boil, all dressed up 
in the latest fashion strolling 
around as if there was no 
such think as a war on the 
country did not need help 
badly in France.  Nice 
specimens of loyal Canadians.  
They are loyal alright, to their 
selfishness. 
 
And what a contrast as I look 
down from my hotel window 
and see them walking along 
the shady side of the street 
with light summer clothes and 
straw hats on, then I close my 
eyes and see their brothers 
out there in France on the sun 
baked, bare, shell picked 
ground with their warm khaki 
clothing and steel hats and 
rifle and pack perhaps 
working [like slaves] digging a 
trench that they may hold the 

ground and thus protect from the Germans the hounds who would rather stay 
home and live in comfort.” 


