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The activities of the sniper on the Western Front have been 
disregarded by many military historians over the decades. The sniper. despite 
the lack of scholarly recognition. was as common to the trenches of the 
Western Front as artillery. no man's land and mud. Where the miiitary elite 
lound trench deadlock. the sniper tound consistency. Urawn primarily !rom 
militaq documents at the National Archives of Canada in Ottawa. this thesis 
e-xamines the tac t id  nature of sniping. 

The purpose of this thesis is to illustrate two points: first. that sniping 
in the Great War was an evolutionary process: second, that the sniper Bras a 
cntical component of the war effort on the Western Front. This work 
examines the early origins of sniping in the Great War. from the German 
initiation to the AUied response. The formation of sniper schools in France 
and England forma& institutiondized snlping in the miiitary establishment and 
marked a tuming point in sniper doctrine. The sniper's activities in the 
trenches between 19 15- 19 17 are examined because trench warfare. though 
amounting to deadIack for militaxy engagements. was the ideai battle condition 
for well-aimed rifle-fire. Equally active in open warfare. the sniper quickly 
became an integral part of the offensive and pursuit to Mons in 1918. An 
examination of alZ the above factors wLIl demonstrate that the sniper evoked 
trom a random crackshot to IuU-tledged marksrnan, complete with the 
necessary equipment to conduct his work successfully. Moreover. this growth 
enabled the sniper to contribute substantiady to the war effort and subsequent 
victory in 1918. 
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Dedicatd to 

Pte. Robert Mepham # 1931 18 

Sniper, 13th Battalion, CEF 

* * *  

Reported Misshg in Action 

8th October, 191 6 
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introduction 

Sniping Before the Great War 

Any book on the Great War of 19 14- 19 18. would provide a great deal 

of information about the important facets of the confict. The great battles - 

the Marne. 1914. Verdun and  the Somme. 1916. Vimy Ridge and 

Passchendaele. 19 17. and Amiens. 19 18 - tend to absorb the rnajority of the 

spotiight. Other factors - trench warfare. no man's land. artillery s h e b g .  air 

and naval combat. gas warfare etc. - tend to be given a s a t i s w g  amount of 

attention. although their scope and detail Vary by source. An historian can 

easily access these details by perusing the index at the back of a given work. 

Often neglected from the many indexes is the sniper: his function. 

importance. and methods. Granted. some historians have sought to 

document the activity of snipers but only in a reference or two. and very 

rarely are these speciaiists given any scrutiny. Of the ofTicial histories on the 

Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF). only that of F. Duguid mahes any 

reference to the Canaàian marksman: G. W.L. Nicholson's account neglects 

the subject entirely Other Canadian historians - Desmond Morton. Pierre 

Berton. J.L. Granatstein and Daniel Dancocks to name a few - have provided 

only meagre consideration of the sniper. Of course. many of the above 

historians have taken a broader examination of the war. and detalls of minor 

engagements are bound to be omitted. Yet. so obscure are the references 



that Paddy Grimth contends. 3m.ipers appear to have been so successful in 

their undercover activities that they have leR very few traces in the general 

literature of the war." 1 Nevertheless. sniping has a history of its own. one 

that dates back before the Great War. 

The origins of "sniping" - or at least the term -sniping" - appear to 

have come from eighteenth century India where British Army omcials found 

enjoyment hunting the snipe. a long-biiled game bird comparable to the 

woodcock. Srnail in stze. the snipe was a chailenging target for riflemen and 

required fine and precise shooting skiil in order to hit one. in rn i i i tq  terms. 

"sniping" was tirst documented in India in 1773 as "soldiers put their hats on 

the parapet for the enemy to shoot at. and humourously caiied it sniping." 2 

The tenn "sniper-. however. did not come into widespread use untii the early 

twentieth century. Confined to the Anglo-dominated sectors of the globe 

during the nineteent h century. "sniperœ often parallelled the term 

"sharpshooterw. in fact. history books of nineteenth century North America. 

particularly the United States. frequently refer to the latter. Regardless of the 

two terms' trends, they both imply one factor: accurate rifle fire. 

Examples of precision shwting in rnilitaq engagements date as far 

back as the origins of the term itself. During the eighteenth centun. tactical 

theo- and doctrine were greatly transformed by the Industrial Revolution. 3 

The impact of the rifled musket added increased firepower to the indilldual 

on the battlefield and permanently changed tactical forms. The rifle 

companies of the Napoleonic Wars thus were the first to bring accurate 

musketry to the battleground. At the same time in the Western hemisphere. 

the rebelhg Americans were busy reflning their own rifle skiiis. British 

marksmanship was relatively poor in the American War of Independence. 

1776- 1783. since very iittle emphasis was placed on target practice. In light 

1 Paddy Griffith: Battle Tactics of the Western Front, (London, 1994). p. 73. 
2 Adrian Gilbert: Sniper, (New York, 1994). p.xi. 
3 Edward Hagerman: The American Civil War and the Oriains of Modem Warfare, (Indianapolis, 1988). 
P . X i .  
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of this ineptitude. General John Burgoyne. by 1777. had 'formed a body of 

sharpshooters by selecting a group of sober. active. robust men from each 

regiment." 4 The extent of their effectiveness remains undocumented. The 

Americans. meanwhile. had organized their own band of rnarksmen by the 

1780's and fuUy integrated them in the attack. In the Battle of Cowpens. 

1781. a semi-organized unit of sharpshooters from Georgia and North 

Carohna were put into the forward line of attack. 

The sharpshooters in the front Une in irregular formation were to 
take cover behind trees. They were to withhold theh flre until the 
advance of the enemy was within fifty yards. and then to take 
careful aim at the men with the epaulets. After two volleys they 
were to retire slowly. firing at WU. and fd into spaces in the second 
line of miiitia. 5 

The British forces. under the direction of Lt. Col. Tartelton. attempted to 

counteract the rnarksmen's fke by clearing them out Wth cavahy The nish 

was swift and ended abruptly when the American crackshots *emptied Nteen 

sadaes.- 6 

Less than a hundred years latc-r. sharpshooting was again present in 

an American conflict. namely the Civil War. 1861 -65. The defensive 

breastworks and constant skirmishing between the Blue and Gray intensified 

sharpshooting on the open battlefields. particularly arnong the Southerners. 

Confederates with a msporting frame of minda were keenly attracted to long- 

range sniptng as the distances between combatants expanded. 7 Confederate 

sharpshooters also found pleasure in sniping from buiidings. a practice that 

usuaily resulted in the buniuig down of the structure. Maintaining discipline 

in the Union Army particularly with the new recruits of 1863-64. \vas a 

problem for many officers and punishments usually resulted In k i n g  tied to a 

rack or dragged behind a battery wagon. The following alternative to these 

dtsciphary measures was sometimes p s t  as disheartening as the crime: 

4 Edward E. Curtis: The Orqanitation of the British Armv in the American Revolution. (New York. 
1969). p.20. 
5 Chriçtopher Ward: The War of the Revolution. (New York. 1952). p.757. 
6 lbid.. p.758. 
7 Gerald F. Linderman: Embattled Couraae, (New York. 1987). p. 148. 
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Lyman described soldiers of the Ninth Corps who had fled battle 
made to Wear 'Coward' placards and to stand atop barrels placed 
on the Union fortifications at Petersburg. the decision whether 
theirs was a capital offense apparently Ieft to enemy sharpshooters. 
8 

Perhaps the most interesting account of Confederate sniping came at 

Spotsylvania in 1864 when Major-General John Sedgwick chastized his men 

for cowering under enemy gunfbe. Disgusted at this display of battle fright. 

Sedgwick stood up and shouted to his men. "Why. what are p u  dodging for? 

They could not hit an elephant at that dist-• - only to be shot through the head 

in that instant." 9 

North of the border, the Canadian miiitia was forced to deal wfth weil 

hidden Fenian sharpshooters in the raid of 1866. 10 The Fenians tended to 

be better trained when it came to fireanns, and marksrnanship was often 

limited to a range of 200 yards. 1 1  In the Canadian Militia. targets exceeding 

100 yards were left for sharpshooters since the rank and fUe could not be 

relied upon to make hits at greater distances. 

As the Great War drew closer to reality. technologi. continued to have 

a profound effect on firearms development. Firepower. speed and firing 

distance were al1 improved in this age of mechanical development. The 

United States by the 1890's had developed a wealth of rifles: Springfields. 

Remingtons and Winchesters. The British were experimenting with 

prototypes of the Enfield at this time and in Canada. Sir Charles Ross had 

created the Ross Rine by 1896. Rifies from around the world were displayed 

and tested at numerous shoottng matches. the most weli known king Bisley 

in England. Matches at the 'Bisley Schmlœ typicaiiy determiried the quaiity of 

a sporting rifle and it was there that the Ross earned its early reputation. 

Before the nineteenth centuxy could draw to a close. another war had 

8 Ibid., p. 173. 
9 Ibid. p.141. 
10 Robert McGee: The Fenian Raids on the Huntinqdon Frontier, 1866 and 1870. (Canada. 1967) 
p. 10. 
1 1 Hereward Senior: The Last Invasion of Canada, (Toronto. 1991 ). p.89. 
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disturbed the peace: this time in South Africa - the Boer War. By 1899. a 

fuUy entrenched style of wadare began: much Uke the Anierican Civil War. 

the Boer War was a prelude to the conditions of the Great War. Sniping in 

the Boer War was more common among the Dutch Boers whose fortiilcations 

were set up for rifle rests. Some Boers even utillzed smokeless powder in 

their rifles to lower the possibility to king detected by the British. 12 The 

Boers were often highly regarded for their marksmanship as one elderly 

feiiow. known by the nickname 'Grandfather". earned respect and admiration 

from the British for his musketry skffls, so much respect. in fact. that 

soldiers who saw him in the open refused to fire at him. 13 Rifles. at this 

stage of development. were considered lethal (if in proper hands) at distances 

up to 2000 yards and the Boers contfnuaUy repelied British attacks at Spion 

Kop. Colenso and Modder River with such precision. 14 Marksmanship 

among the Boers was not always at its best. however. as Col. Otter. 

cornmanding the Canadian contingent. was spared the fate of the American 

Sedgwick after a bullet struck only his chin. 15 Canadian soldiers. who would 

first display their shooting potential in South Africa. were also skilled in 

accurate rine fire. In the guerilia warfare that domtnated the rernaining years 

of the conflfct. a smaU band of Canadian soldiers - marksmen among them - 

held appro'dmate- 600 Boers at bay with exceptional shooting skill at Rooival. 

Canadians. who had learned to settle the hinterland with some degree 

of hunter instinct. proved to be higldy proficient in musketry by the time of 

war in 19 14. Their response to the British plea for assistance in autumn. 

19 14. attracted many crack riflemen from the Canadian plains. 17 

12 J. Castell Hopkins: South Africa and the Boer-British War Volume 2, (Toronto. n-d.). p.573. 
13 ibid., p.597. 
14 Bill Rawling: Survivinq Trench Warfare, (Toronto. 1992). p.9. 
15 Desmond Morton: "Colonel Otter and the First Canadian Contingent in South Africa. 1899-1900". 
Policv bv Other Means, Michael Cross & Robert Bothwell eds.. (Toronto. 1972). p. 1 10. 
16 Hopkins: South Africa. p.795. 
17 ----- : 'Canada in WarTimen. The Detroit Tribune, (Sunday, December 6. 1 91 4). p. 14. 
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Unfortunately for these Canadians. as members of the British Expeditionary 

Force (BEF) in the early going. greater emphasis was placed on the bayonet in 

army training. The Japanese victory over the Russians in 1905 had 

convinced the British high command that the bayonet was the 'dominant 

weapon of warw despite the fact that the stmggle with the Boers was 

characterized by musketry fire. 18 Thus, a s  British and Canadian forces 

marched to the battlefields of France and Flanders. many were hst-rate  

rinemen but were denied the opportunity to show their s-kiii Ln iight of basic 

training. If the bayonet charge was to be the first order of attack on the 

Western Front. sniping was going to have to wait for the opportunity to show 

its importance in a war of technology and entrenchement. 

The purpose of this thesis is two-fold: first. it will demonstrate that 

sniping in the Canadian Corps. and on a generd level. was an evolutionaq- 

process in the Great War. The conditions created by trench warfkre enabled 

the sniper to emerge as a unique specialist on the Western Front - from a 

local Canadian crackshot to full-fledged marksman. complete with the 

n e c e s s q -  equipment to conduct his work invisibly and effectively. Just as 

the Canadian Corps leamed from their previous campaigns and reflned their 

tactics. so too did the sniper. 

The second objective of this work is to reveal how much the sniper 

contibuted to the overall war effort - despite the lack of scholarly recognition. 

Many a memoir and field message from the front wiii attest to the skiU and 

effect of the sniper (on both sides) in the Great War. Where great guns. 

whole battalions and high command found trench warfare to be a deadlock. 

the sniper discovered consistency. In al1 facets of warfare. the Canadian 

sniper was present and effective. m a h g  him as  essential to the war effort as 

18-pound artiilery cannons, armoured tanks. attritional combat and machine- 

guns. 

18 Rawling: Survivinq, p. 1 1. 



In the next chapter. the background and outbreak of war precedes 

the analysis of early sniping. What follows is a survey of Gennan sniping. for 

it was the enemy that initiated the art of precision shooting in the Great War. 

Many British and Canadian soldiers' 'baptism of fireg came at the hands of a 

skiiled Bavarian or Prussian and it was not until 19 15 that measures were 

taken to counteract these proficient rnarksmen. At this level. sniping by the 

Canadian contingent was in its Lnfancy and it would require more formal 

training and knowledge of fundamentals to turn out an exceptional sniper. 

Such is the scope of Chapter III - Sniper Training. The British were the flrst 

to inaugurate this program. though convincing high command of such a 

rneasure was. at  times. a dimcult task. The expertise of Maj. H. Hesketh- 

Richard. of the BEF. soon vaulted sniping into a serni-organized forrn. The 

subsequent establishment and growth of Corps Sniping Schools finally 

signalied the institutionaibation of sniping within the miiitary hierarchy . 

Once trained. the Canadian sniper put his skflls to work in the 

trenches of the Western Front. Chapter IV. Sniping in Trench Warfare. thus 

examines this activity. from the selection of arms and sniping posts to the 

effect the sniper had on the front. This section reveals the evohing maturity 

of the sniper. for it was in the mud-laden trenches of France and Flanders 

that the modem sniper found his roots. Although the majority of the Great 

Wax was fought across the scarred strips of no man's land. trench warfare 

was not the only battle feature on the Western Front. Fighting in the open 

did occur. though Less consistently so. Nevertheless. the true marksrnan 

made effective use of open ground, whether alone in the vast reaches of no 

man's land. in the advance of an offensive or in pursuit of the retreating 

Gennan Anny in the last 100 days of the war. 

Thus. the role of the sniper in the Great War. despite remaining 

undocumented until now. was an important one. From his early appearance 

in the trenches of 19 14 and 19 15 to complete fruition by 19 18. snipfng in the 

Canadian Corps was an evolutionq process. The ability of the sniper to h d  



a consistency in all facets of the Great War reveals his significant contribution 

to the war effort and. subsequently. to victo- on 11 November. 19 18. 



Chapter II 

Setting the Stage 

With the outbreak of war in August. 19 14. the nations of Europe set 

forth on a journey of power. technologc. and destruction. The desire for 

greater power fertilized technological progress but destruction was the end 

product. While there are horrors in any war. the triais and tribulations of the 

Great War exceed ali others. for no other soldier would ever endure the 

harrowing experiences of trench warfare. 

This chapter sets  the stage for this destructive war. The war of 

movement, that was to be over by Christmas 1914. quickly ground to a 

steady hait and the "digging in' of the infantxy ensued. In these first months 

of the trench deadlock. the Allies. it wiii be argued. undenvent an evolution 

with regard to sniping. Because sniping was a private practice among a srnail 

number of skilied marksmen. it did not immediately arise from the depths of 

the trenches. The evolutionary process. however, did begin in this initial 

phase of war. First, a summmy of the events - the build-up of hostilities. 

outbreak of the war. and pursuit to the sea - wiil precede the examination of 

sniping. This ovenlew wiU further familiarize the reader with the extent of 

the trench conditions on the Western Front into the year 1915. The second 

focus of this chapter is an examination of German sniping in the contlict. for 



it was from their skilied hands that sniping originated in trench warfare. The 

dominance of the German sniper served to teach the Allies of the dangers of 

carelessness in trench warfare. From the numerous casuaities that mounted 

in 1915. it was a hard lesson learned. Fbaliy. with some defensive measures 

in place. the Aïlied counteractivity will be assessed. for it was this reaction in 

19 15 that ignited the fuse for organized srilping in the British Expeditionary 

Force (BEF) and the Canada Corps in years to corne. In sumrnation, this 

chapter afl reveal that the first year and a half of the war aras a leaming 

process for the m e s .  one that 

critical sniping unit. 

A reriew of a number of 

involved the first fetal stages in developing a 

1 

generd histories on the Great War wiii reveal 

one of two common themes at their beginning: some emphasize German 

Chancellor Otto von Bismarck's proclaimation that "some damn foolish thing" 

in the Balkans would ignite a European war 1: others tend to focus on the 

balmg condition of the aeather in the summer of 1914. 2 Regardless of 

which one is more important, both were critical factors in the Great War. The 

former point looks into the origins of the conflict. starting with Bismarck 

himself. Following the Russian triumph over the French and unification of 

the German states in 1871. Bismarck created a network of alliances that kept 

the new balance of power in check. 

Bismarck did not expect the French to iike the new order of things. 
and he was right. Throughout the next several years he managed to 
keep France isolated; he secured an alliance with Austria, whom 
Germany had also recently defeated. and with Russia. who hated 
Austria. For more than a decade Bismarck successfuily juggled 
Germany. Russia. and Austria in the Three Emperors* League. 3 

The rise of Kaiser Wilhelm II eventuaily led to Bismarck's fall, and with the 

Chancellor went the system of alliances. This was compounded by the impact 

1 Dantel D a m k s :  Welcome to Randers Fields, (Toronto. 1988). p.?. 
2 Desrnond Morton: When Your Number's UD. (Toronto. 1993). p. 1 .  James L. Stokesbury: A ShoR 
Historv of World War One, ((New York, 1981 ). p. 1 1. 
3 Stokesbury: Short Historv. p. 16-1 7. 

1 O 



of such ideologies as nationahm. poiitical and social Darwinism and 

miiitarism which were rampant in the nations of Europe. The latter was 

particularly critical as the growing anns race coincided with a divorce between 

the milltary and democracy. That is. milltaq command was taking diplomatic 

matters into their own hands. The passive Bismarck sFUiance system was 

replaced by an  aggressive one that resulted in two armed camps: Britain. 

France and Russia in one. Germany. Austria-Hungary and Itdy in the other. 

By the conclusion of the first decade of the twentieth century. Europe was a 

brewing powder keg waiting for a spark. And. just as the former German 

Chanceilor had hinted. that spark came from the Balkans in June. 19 13 with 

the assassination of Austrian heir-apparent, Franz Ferdinand. The diplomatic 

chaos that ensued prepared the Central and Allied powers for  what was 

meant to be a "short war". 

T h e  summer of 1914 commands as much attention a s  Bismarck's 

nineteenth century predlction. At the same time people were enjoying the 

summer's heat. they were eagerly listening to the r u m b h g  on the European 

frontier. The response to a coming war was an enthusiastic one in Canada. 

The violation of Belgian neutrality on August 4th. 1914 by the G e n n a n  Army 

led to a British ( and consequently. Canadian) dechration of war. 4 The iU- 

fated "Schiieffen Plan' was designed to inOict a swift and decisive blow. so 

quick, in fact. that the Kaiser  ensured his men they would be home "before 

the leaves feu fiom the trees." 5 The b a h y ,  dreamy summer of '14 suddenly 

became a nightmare of war. 

In the remaining four months of 19 14. both Central and Allied powers 

conducted the o d y  open warfare that existed on the Western Front until the 

spring of 19 18. The Germans barged tnto Belgium with ease and the 

miniscule Belgian Army retreated to Antwerp. The French meanwhile. under 

the guise of Plan XVII, t h s t  into Alsace and Lorraine on August 14 making 

4 Dancocks: Welcome. p.8. 
5 Jay Winter & Slaine Baggett: The Great War and the Sha~inq of the 20th Centurv. (New York. 
1996). p.59. 
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some measureable gains that were checked by a superior German artillery 

counter-attack. A second French attack in the Ardennes eight days later 

proved just as  costly a s  the French Army. only three weeks into the confllct. 

was suddenly crippled. 

In Belgium. the German advance was halted by the small British 

E-xpeditionary Force who held off the giant adversaxy at Mons with accurate 

musketry and rifle-fire. 6 What ensued was a "race to the sea" where the 

French and British moved to the north. opposite the equaily persistent 

Germans. trying to out-flank the opponent. The race came to an abrupt end 

at the Belgian town of Nieuport on the Coast of the North Sea. One last effort 

by the German Anny to break into France was again thwarted by the British 

and French at the Battle of the Marne on September 7th. E-xhausted by the 

mobile rush through northern France a d  Flanders. both sides settled into 

the& respective positions - giving birth to trench warfare. 

Trench warfare had existed prior to the Great War, the most recent 

example king the Boer War in South Afnca at the turn of the century. Prior 

to that, trenches had existed in the American C i d  War though they were not 

as complex as those on the Western Front. Moreover. the miiitary mindset 

\vas that instances like these were atypical and unlikely to recur. 7 

Nevertheless. trench warfare was a reality in France and Flanders and both 

sides were s d t  to establish a network of winding furrows from the North Seô 

to the S ~ s s  border. Typical of the British line was the three-tiered trench 

system: front, support and reserve. At the fore was the front trench that 

was made up of a fire and command Iine. The fie trench fronted no man's 

land, protected by belts of barbed wire. Continuous in length. it ag-zagged 

dong the front at intervals between 18 and 30 feet. 8 Within each strip. or 

traverse. huddled a group of soldiers averagïng a dozen. Built from sandags. 

cormgated iron and any other debris that could be found. the forward trench 

6 ------- : 'Rifles of the Great Waf, War Machine. no.86. n.d. p. 1 704- 1 705. 
7 Tony Ashworth: Trench Warfare: The Live and Let Live Svstem, (New York, 1980). p. 1. 
8 Ibid.. p.5. 
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went to a depth of approximately seven to ten feet. At the very bottom a 

trench mat or "duckboardœ ran paraiiel to the siightly raised fire-step. From 

this latter position the soldiers *went over the top". At the top of the trench 

lay the "parapet". the most forwarà part of the Une facing the enemy. It 

offered the soldier the last means of protection. though buliets very often 

penetrated the sandbags. Occasionally. sandbags were filled with broken 

rock to strengthen the Me. 9 Built into the parapet were many loopholes and 

periscopes for obsemation of the enemy Une. The former became particularly 

useful for the sniper. The rear part of the trench was known as the 'parados- 

and tended to be siightly higher: as a result it was often tom up by rifie and 

machine-gun flre. -Sapsm. or smalï artiilery observation and Ustening posts 

stretched out into no man's land at odd angles. 

Comected by narrower communication trenches. the command trench 

was situated roughly 20 yards to the rear. Following a simLlar pattern as the 

fue Une. it was better fortüied with dugouts. latrines and machine-gun p s t  S .  

It was here that officers and specialists Iincluding snipers) most often resided. 

though some preferred to improvise: 

Humbler soldiers cawed themselves 'funkholes" in the trench wall 
and huddled under 3 foot-byd foot mbber sheets until driving rain 
sent viscous mud oozing out of the sandbags. and the walls 
gradually coliapsed. By. 1916. most trenches had enough dugouts 
to provide cramped. smeliy shelter for everyone. 10 

The communication lines. meanwhile. were most frequently used for troop 

movement . suppIy trains and telephone cables. 

The support trench. extending back some 70- 100 yards. often housed 

relief troops. and served. at times. as a place of shelter after a heavy 

bombardment. It also worked to provide a base to re-group for counter- 

attacks following an enemy raid of the front line. 1 1  Medical officers and 

Company Headquarters were often situated at these locations as weil. 

9 Maj. H. Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq in France, (London. IWO). p.33. 
1 O Morton: Num ber's Up, p. 1 22. 
11 Ashworth: Trench Warfare, p.6. 
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At the v e q  back (400-600 yards) lay the reserve Une where battalion 

Headquarters and higher ranking ofIlcers conducted their logistical nork. 

Further. it contained whole battdions of support troops that relieved front iine 

infantxy after a given period. Just  behind the reserve Itne. and well out of 

range of smaU arms fire was the artillery, which often pulverized the enemy 

lines at caiculated distances. 12 

The German Unes. though simLlarly protected by rolls of barbed m e .  

uTere slightly dlfferent from Aiiied lines. The front line was fui& garrisoned 

with support and resenre trenches extending back some 2000-3000 yards. 13 

More sophisticated, fortified and considerably deeper. the Germans g r a d u e  

perfected their trench system. a welcome prize for a conquering AUied force. 

14 Anchoring the& defences were several machine-gun posts. some housed in 

concrete shelters. spread approximately 800 yards apart. Situated about 

1000 yards from the front line. they were the most deadly feature of the 

German trench system. The diagram on the following page outiines the two 

respective trenc h networks. 

More importantly. the conditions created by these trenchmes dong 

the Western Front .uTere suitable for sniping. The terrain. from the open fields 

of Flanders to the rolling hillsides Ln eastern France. provided ample 

opportunity for a crackshot to test his skills. 

Trench We was dangerous. Even in a quiet sector. a tour of the 
front seldom cost a battalion fewer than half a dozen dead and 
wounded. Signs warned soldiers about snipers. an important cause 
of death. 15 

Rifle-iire was a mainstay on the Western Front and. as this and subsequent 

chapters WU show. "sniping was important in the war. for the layout of the 

trenches gave snipers good chances to infiict material and moral loss u p n  the 

enemy." 16 Unfortunately for the British and Canadian forces. the value of 

12 Bill Rawling: SuM'vina Trench warfare, floronto. 1992). p.27-28. 
13 Açhworth: Trench Warfare, p.6. 
14 Winter & Bagget: The Great War, p.91. 
15 Morton: Number's UP. p. 1 26. 
16 Ashworth: Trench Warfare, p.57. 
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sniping in trench warfare would first have to be learned through the 

crosshairs of the Gennan sniper's sights. 

Once the zig-zag pattern of trenches scattered their way across the 

Western Front. the long process of "trench deadlockw began. Huddled in 

rnake-shift ditches and separated by a mangled belt of terrain referred to as 

no man's land. soldiers on both sides began to Uve a troglodytic Mestyle. On 

a minor scale. atternpts to break the stalemate came in the form of shelling. 

trench mortars and grenades which were ffrst initiated by the Germans. 

Snipers also made their appearance in the trenches of the Western Front. 

another initiative of the Allies' enemy - and 'proved themselves to be masters 

of improvisation. and the speed ulth which they developed effective sniping in 

the autumn of 19 14 was testimony to that talent." 17 in fact. the future-First 

Army Sniping Officer. Major H. Hesketh-Prichard attested that "it was the 

Gemans. and not the British. who began sniping. 18 By the end of 19 14. 

German marksmen were equipped with an estimated 20.000 telescopic 

sighted rifies and were using them with great efficiency. More of these 

firearms came before the year's end after the Duke of Ratibor collected a 

number of sporting rifles from across Germany and sent them to the front. 

These rifles. the Mauser Gewehr. or 'Gew '98". were among the most 

accurate firearms on the Western Front - particularly when fitted with 

telescopic sights. 19 That the Germans were forerumers in the development 

of optical devices further enhanced the potential of these rifles. In capable 

hands. these firearms were deadly. 

German snipers developed their sniping finesse quickly on the 

Western Front. surpassing the Aiiies hstantly in this regard. Their incipient 

skills were masterful, for as one officer noted. "where they were our 

17 Adrian Gilbert: Sni~er, (New York. 1 994). p.42. 
18 Hesketh-Richard: Sn!pinqi p.28. 
19 ------ ------ : 'Rifles of the Great War", p.1702 In fact, Gew '98 sniper rifles were one of the first 
German rifles used to Pierce armoured tanks at the Somme. This was done by using blunt-end 
bullets that were aMe to puncture the metal on impact. 
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superiors was in their hunter's instincts - they studied their prey." 20 M a y  

German marksmen were regular hunters or were recruited from the Forest 

Guards and Battle Police - individuals with exceptional shooting skills. 21 

These latter recruits were dso known to venture into no man's land. a place 

over whtch many a sniper sought complete domination. Others resorted to 

disguising themselves in stolen uniforms or Flemish civiiian clothes. practising 

their art with Luger automatic pistols on lone British or Canadfan soldiers. 22 

What made part of the Gerrnans' superiority so high was their method 

of sniping. Aithough shooting from conceaied positions was common in the 

early part of the war. German snipers were quick to use "Ioophole plates". a 

protective metal slate with an openirig for rifles. By 1915. many of these 

plates decorated the German Iines. some noticeable. others cleverly 

camouflaged. 23 With as many as 30 plates in the Une at one time. the Allies 

were often left puzzled as to the whereabouts of the deadly German 

crackshot. Another factor tn their success was the linear nature of the flrst 

Allied trenchlines. Perfectly placed sandbags and flattened with shovels. 

Aiiied parapets invited a German sniper's bullet t ime  and again. Movement 

behind these luies was easily detectable for the enemy because the contours 

of the human body and head stood out against the even parapet. 

Nevertheless. changes to these "textbook* style trenches did not corne until 

early 1916. 

Organized at Company level. the German snipers had but one 

objective - kill the enemy. And this they did weil. adàing incessant numbers 

to the Allied casualty lists. Hesketh-Prichard noted "in early 1915 ure lost 

eighteen men in a single battalion in a single day to enemy snfpers." 24 It did 

not take long for British. Canadian and French soldiers to learn of the 

20 NAC. R G ~  111 C3B86711 Oil2. 'Lecture Given at N.C.O.3 Schwl of Instruction. 2nd A m  y". p.4. 
21 ian Skennerton: The British Sniper, (London, 1984). p. 1 1. 
22 Col. J.A.Currie: The Red Watch, (Toronto, 191 6). p. 163-1 64. 
23 Heçketh-Prichard: m, p. 1 08. 
24 lbid.. p.2. 
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dangers of peering over the parapet. Pte. WU Bird of the 42nd Bn. recalls 

Larson-..[was] thrllled with the front line (and] wanted to know how 
near the Germans were. 1 told him and fie said it sounded unreal to 
him. It had become Ught as he talked, and when 1 put up the 
periscope it was shot away by a G e r m a  sniper. That feliow must 
be vexy nearw, said Larson. 'nl take a quick look". 
'Don't!" I yeiled and grabbed his coat. He stretched up in spite of 

my protest. The bullet entered his forehead and went out the back. 
breakfng the strap of his helmet and c-g it to the rear of the 
post. 1 lowered the body to the trench floor and covered the face 
with a clean sandbag. 25 

The strike of a buliet had a devastating effect on every individual in the 

trench. Stray bullets - often from a distant enemy machine-gun - were 

cornmon in the trenches and wMe many soldiers became used to it. only the 

foolhardy were victims. As  Magnus Hood recalled. "When you hear the crack. 

the builet has gone past you. It's the one you don't hear that hits you." 26 

The sniper's bullet. however. typicaily reached its target. The sight of a 

careless solder. who remained exposed for a moment too long. falling in the 

throes of death had a cumulative effect of depleting troop morale. In the 

British trenches. a young Charles Carrington vividly recalled such a moment: 

Almost as we approached the same sniper fired again from the 
viUage to Our left, and a man cailed Pratt dropped like a stone just 
where the corporal had failen. He. too, had a smail round hole in 
his temple and the back of his skull blown away. Pratt was beyond 
hope. His head was shattered: splatterings of brain lay in a pooI of 
blood under him; but. though he had never been conscious since 
the shot was fired. he refused to die. An old corporal looked after 
him. held his body and arxns. which writhed and fought feebly as he 
lay. It was over two hours before he died. hours of July sunshine in 
a crowded space where perhaps a dozen men sat in a ditch ten 
yards long and flve feet wide. reeking with the smell of blood. which 
al the time. above the soothing voice of the corporal, a gurgiing and 
a moaning came from his Ups, now high and liquid. non. low and 
dry.. .27 

Instances We these created two very diverse effects; on one han& it taught 

solciiers to keep their heads down, whiie on the other, it instilled a fear that 

25 WII R. Bird: Ghosis Have Warrn Hands. (Toronto. 1968). p. 17. 
26 Morton: Number's UP, p. 123. 
27 Gilbert: Sniper, p.46. 
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some had difficulty overcoming. Companionship was one of the few things 

that held troops together. M a n y  had enlisted together and many were in the 

same units. Thus. to see a friend fa11 at the mercy of a sniprr's buiiet was 

very unnenlng to the individual. As Hesketh-Prichard noted. 'if your trench 

is dominated by enemy snipers. life in it is r e a y  a very hard thing. and 

morale must inevitably suffer." 28 For Herbert McBride. a sniper with the 

21st Bn.. losing cornrades to an enemy marksmen brewed a vengence within 

him. One of McBride's companions. Pte. Charlie Wendt. was struck by a 

sniper's builet when on patrol. Though shrouded by bush and grass. Wendt. 

McBride and the just arrived stretcher bearers were continually shot at by the 

same crackshot behind the G e r m a  Unes. Though the rest of his shots falled 

to hit anyone. his determination made clearing the wounded soldier away a 

dimcult task. Wendt only lived long enough to reach the reserve h e s  where 

he was later given a proper burial. For McBride. the persistence of the sniper 

stirred anger within hLm and from hence-forth. he vowed to avenge the death 

of his cornpanion. 29 

Historians have identifled a form of truce and frateniization among the 

combatants in the Great War. Modris Eksteins in The Rites of Spring and 

Brown and Seaton's Christmas Truce: The Western Front December, 1914 

both reflect upon the undocumented cease-fire by both sides in Ught of the 

first Christmas holiday of the war. This system of Yive and let livew was a 

cooperative venture that eased the already torrid Iife of the soldiers separated 

by a scarred no man% land. The deliberate restriction of hostile activity by 

one side was conditional upon the compliance by the other. 30 In many 

mernoirs one wiU tind instances of spontaneous tmce. either among large 

groups or between two individuals. Will Bird. an amatuer sniper turned 

patrolman. engaged in such an incident when exploring an old Sap that 

stretched into no man's land. After a struggle through a series of trip *es. 

28 Hesketh-Prichard: Snioinq, p.2. 
29 Herbert McBflde: A Rifleman Went to War. (Mt. Ida, AK, 1987). p.74-78. 
30 Ashworth: Trench Warfare. p. 19. 
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Bird came face to face with a German sentry. Ukely a patrolman himself. 

There was a brief standoff and though the German knew he was covered by 

Bird's rllle. he proceeded to lower his handgun and slowly step away. smiling 

as he dld so. 31 Though Bird intended to take him prisoner - or shoot him if 

he tried to flee - he let the sen- go after a siight wave and 'half-salute' by 

the German. On a larger level. there are instances where numbers of soldiers 

communicated fiom a distance. exchanging stories over their ïixnited tmce. 

Truces such as these were usuaily unspoken and unomcial and varied in 

length of time. An understanding among infantrymen. 'îive and let livew was 

contras, to what the high command desired - the "kill or be killed" policy. 32 

Fratemization with the enemy. after all. was iliegal and with it came serious 

consequences. 

Detrimental to this system of cwperative peace was the sniper. whose 

harrasing activities quickly dispelled al1 notions of fraternization. 

communication and cease-fire. As the "war of technologyw developed into 

19 15. trench raids. hand grenades and trench mortars continued to shatter 

these unofficial truces. But it was well-aimed rifle-flre that remained 

consistent on the Western Front and served to remind soldiers. who spent 

much of their time huddled in dugouts under rubber groundsheets. that they 

were still at war. 33 AS the ferocity of the war increased. the German and 

Allied snipers began to disregard ail humanity for the war effort. Some 

snipers. iike Wiil Bird - who. after four successive Us. felt he had his share - 

were left with the mental anguish of taking domm a soldier in cold blcod. 

Likewise. the p e t  Robert Graves. who had a bathing German in his sights 

declined the opportunity which was subsequentiy taken up by his sergeant . 34 

Other rnarksmen. who had the abiïity to second-guess their conscience. found 

solace in claiming an -eye for an eye'. as in the eariier example by McBride. 

31 Bird: Ghosts, P S I .  
32 Ashworth: Trench Warfare. p. 19. 
33 Ibid. p.57. 
34 Gilbert: Sniper. p. 61 



German snipers were equalïy hostile with their rifle-fire. Charles 

Stevens recalled an incident where moraiity was discarded in favour of adding 

to Canadian casualty Usts. After a sheil stmck a portion of their trench h e s .  

Stevens and his companions fought aggressively in the open and went with 

the stretcher bearers to retrieve Gallager. their cook who was Irifured in the 

blast. Hoping that the enemy sniper in the area would have remorse. given 

the CMstmas holiday and the extent of injury to the man. the stretcher 

bearers began to move out in the open to remove Gaiiager. Within a moment. 

the sniper put a builet through one bearer. Red Taylor. which foilowed 

through and struck another. In an instant. the bearers. dropping the 

stretcher in the middle of the road. roUed off into a nearby ditch. 

But the sniper continued to put another bulïet into the wounded 
man on the stretcher and he was wounded by buiiets as  weU as by 
shell. WeU. H a q  Boyer. a stretcher bearer who had shared my 
dugout with me .... without any hesitation. Iran] away from the 
protection of the trench out into the road to dress the new 
casuaities and as he bent over Taylor to dress [his] wounds. the 
sniper put a builet through him. 35 

Reinforcements soon arrived and were able to pull the stretcher in by tying 

wire to it. Miraculously. Gallager survtved the ordeal on the stretcher; Tay!or 

and Boyer. however. did nota 

During the early years of the war. there existed a myth that Germans 

were 'bad shotsa. though this taie quiclsly dissipated in light of the increasing 

number of head wounds in AUied trenches. 36 Medical units at Canadian field 

hospitals were constantly occupied treatlng head wounds. At Loos. 19 15. 

medical reports listed an unusually high number of head wounds. In the 

fighting at Hooge in Aprtl. 19 16 there was a sector of the front that was 

considered a 'snipers paradise.. .where the marksrnanship was sa deadly that 

it was hardly safe to move at all by day." 37 In this same sector. the No. I 

Canadian General Hospital noted "many wounds of the head and on active 

35 NAC. RG4l1V. 10. CBC In Randers Fields. "Interview with Charles Stevens. 20th Bn.". p. 12. 
36 Dancocks Welmme, p.87. 
37 Ralph Hodder-Williams: Princes Patricia's Canadian baht Infantw. 191 4-1 91 9. (Toronto. 1 923). 
p. 103. 
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days not Lnfrequently eight skulls were opened to remove missles." 38 By 

wafç end. head and neck wounds were the third highest cause of casualties. 

wounds to the lower and upper extremities being higher. 39 Wounds of the 

head and neck were often so devastating that iittle could be done to revive 

indlviduals. Despite operations and anesthetic. many died shortly &er k i n g  

struck. Of course. for the t n e  sniper at least. a carefully aimed bullet 

usuaiiy resulted in death for it was the intention to shoot to kiii. 

What made the German snipers* effect so devastating was the 

ammunition they used. Nickel-pointed buliets at a high velocity tended to 

pierce the skin. penetrate the bone and exit the body as  precisely as they 

entered. The same bullet. under lower velocity, had a different effect: it 

tended to enter cleanly but fractured the interior. tearing the flesh and 

spiintering bone matter. German snipers eventually began using reversable 

ammunition. or "dum-dumœ bullets. These projectiles had a destructive 

consequence in that they hit their target bluntly. fracturing bone matter. 

ripping flesh and leaving a gaping exit wound. 40 Pratt. the solder mentioned 

earlier. was Uely killed by a reversable bullet. 

By the end of 1915. medical units continued to see "unusual" numbers 

of head wounds among the injured. The propensity of these wounds tlnaily 

prompted the Canadian Corps to equip their men with steel helmets by 

January. 19 16. They had had only cloth. soft-fitting caps previously. The 

issue of helmets soon "proved their value and their use was reflected in the 

marked decrease in the number of head  injurie^.^ 41 Thus. prevention 

became the Arst step in keeping casualty figures low and German snipers less 

successful. Alterations to the AUied parapets soon foiïowed as the Canada 

38 Kenneth Cameron: No. 1 Canadian General Hos~ital. 1914-1 91 9, (Sackville. NB. 1938). p.205. 
39 Andrew McPhaif: Official Histow of the Canadian Forces inthe Great War. 1914-1 91 9 - The Medical 
Services. (Ottawa. 1925). p.396. These wound statistics account for al1 types of injury. thus a certain - - 
proportion were likely caused by shrapnel as welt as gun-fire. 
40 J. George Adami: War Storv of the Canadian Armv Medical Cor~s. Volume 1 .  (London. 191 8). 
p. 199. 
41 Carneron: No.1, p.241. 

22 



Corps began to develop ways to counter the German sniping threat. 

With the above mentioned defensive measures in place. the Allies 

realized the need to curb German sniper activity. While shelling a possible 

sniper post was aIways one way to deactivate enemy sntpers. it could not be 

relied on completely. M a r y  loophole plates existed in the German Une and by 

1915. sheihg Gennan snipers usu* came prior to a local trench attack. 42 

A more effective means of countering the enemy crackshots was the use of 

rifle batteries and sniper scopes. The rifle battery consisted of a stationary 

rifle placed upon a rnetal frame which was often set up to the rear of the front 

lines. Left to an N.C.O. and two other ranks for operation. batteries ranged 

aqwhere from three to six dong a battaiion frontage. For direct fire. pet 

targets for the rifle battery were "approach roads. assernbly places. bridges. 

crossroads. Headquarters. ration rendezvous and dumps." 33 Indirect fire. 

usuaily conducted in the da*. tended to focus on weak points in the enemy 

line and communication trenches. Where the sloping terrain prevented a 

straight shot (pardel to the earth) a system of measuring the trajectory of the 

bullet with the contour of the ground aiiowed for more accurate fire. 

Sniperscopes were primarily used in the front lines to harass the 

enemy and test his morale. 44 A periscope was attached to the butt of the 

rifle and aiigned with the sights on the barrel. Then it was placed on a rnetal 

frame built into the parapet. and concealed with dummy sandbags. At its 

best. the sniperscope had an accurate range of 200 yards. though as  long as 

a target was visible. it had potentiai. The frame ailowed the rifleman to spot a 

target and flre directly at it without ever looking over the top of the trench. 

While there were mechanisms that allowed for adfustrnent and elevation. 

many rifle batteries and sniperscopes were used for indlrect Bre. at irregular 

42 Col. Fortescue Duguid: Official Histor~ of the Canadian Forces in the Great War. 191 4-1 918, 
(Ottawa. 1938). p.493. 
43 NAC. MG30 E2h.l. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers. Zhapter XVI - Rifle Batteries. Sniperscopes, Rifle 
Rests". pl. 
44 lbid., p.4. 
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intcnTals. both night and day. Thus. the" did not require a particularly skilied 

shot to use them. (See diagram) 

Tlicsc batteries and sniperscopzs appearrd sporadicallj- 1n the B E F  as taarly 

as Dccember. 1914. but by 1916 their presence n a s  cornmonplace in m m y  

British and Canadian trenches. 45 Snipers mvrnt ually took over t his 

responsibility as the war dragged on. 

When sniper rire \vas detected from a German loophole plate. 

Canadian and British soldiers took to firing upon it  as  a reminder to 111- 

sniper of his identified location. Hesketh-Prichard soon began testing riflrs 

on steel plates. the Jeffreys high relocity -333 and elephant guiis providing 

impressive results. 4 6  Eventually. British and Canadian sharpshoot ers 

resorted to using amour piercing ammuntion (A.P.A.). which had the effect of 

curbing German sniper actillties. 4 7  Availability of A.P.A. was moderato nt 

this stage of the war. but by mid- 19 16 it was being used to great effect. In . 

some instances. the impact of the bullet prompted the collapse of the loopholr 

45 Ashworth. Trench Warfare, p.59. 
46 Hesketh-Prichard. Sni~inq. p.9 
47 NAC. MG30 E574. "War Diary of Cpl. J.A. Holland. 0ï/18/1916m. 
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plate and subsequentiy. the sniper's post. 48  

The AUied response to sniping was fmly erratic in the first year of the 

war. The French Army. though having snipers in the field. faiied to use them 

to any considerable extent because of their -1ow priorityw in the military 

hierarchy. 49 In the BEF. a few select snipers - one in each Company. or 

four per Battaiion - made their first appearance as early as October. 1914. 50 

Their value at this stage of the war. however. remained unacknowledged. A 

few units in the BEF did make greater use of marksmen as the year drew to a 

close. using a mild, fleldble fom of organization. Regular infant~ymen also 

contibuted by honing their rifle skills and shooting at only the most 

presentable targets. 

By early 1915. sniping in the 1st Canadian Division was part of a 

broader scheme that included agressive patrols and minor raids to achieve 

superiority over the enemy. 51 in this stage of the war Company crackshots 

found a useful role assisting raids and local attacks. Snipers were placed 

atop the parapet to target retreating Germans after the raiders lept out of the 

trench. 52 The& victims were minimal. however. By the summer of 19 15. a 

b i t e d  nurnber of Ross Mark III and Lee-Enfield rifles (about 12 each) were 

fitted with telescopic sights. The relatively low number of telescopic-sighted 

rifles may be explained by the problem of finding the proper combination of 

sight and rifle. In Decernber, 19 15. eight scopes were retumed to Ordnance 

Stores by the 2nd Brigade because they did not fit the Ross. 53 A request to 

iind the appropriate sights subsequently followed and more telescopic sighted 

rifles made their way to the Canadian trenches by 19 16. Skilled rnarksmen in 

the BEF, particularly hunters. began sniping at the& own pleasure since there 

was no formal organization in the miiitary hierarchy. The keeneçt of hunters 

48 NAC, RG9 I l l  C3/4l O4/15/2, 'Summary of Intelligence - 4th Inf. Bde., OWf 1 /1916". 
49 Gilbert: Sni~er, p.44. 
50 Ashworth: Trench Warfare, p.57. 
51 Ouguid: Official, p.183. 
52 Bird: Ghosts, p.31. 
53 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4166/19/9. '2nd Inf. Me .  C.M.R. ta G.O.C. Canadian Corps. 12/15/1915". 
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soon realized that they could make their best scores when a new Cerman 

battaiion was entertng the Une. It did not take the enemy long to realize their 

carelessness. but many a sniper in British and Canadian trenches took 

advantage of the initiai opportunities offered to them. 

These early exploits by battalion marksmen eventuaily enabled a 

previously ignorant high command to see the value of sniping in trench 

warfare. Suddenly. orders were k ing  issued to brigade Onicers to deploy 

their snipers a s  quickly as possible. 54 Skiiied shots were soon fitted with 

t elescopic-sighted rilies. and the& actMty promoted down to Battaiion level. 

It took the genius of Hesketh-Prichard to take the incipient steps toward 

standardized sniping. 

If we organize sniping. we can get soiid and tangible results by 
killing the enemy and savïng the Uves of our own men. Only those 
who have been in a trench opposite Hun snipers that had the 
mastery, know what a heli lif'e can be made under these conditions. 
55 

Though the informa1 organization of sniping in the BEF offered some 

substantial results through 19 15. the German marksman retained his 

superiority over the Allies. What was needed was a systematic organization 

that could be monitored and controiied. A f o m  of education and training u7as 

required If the ALlfes were to match the& skilled counterparts. 

In  sum. the outbreak of war in 1914 brought on a year of missed 

opportunities. The hope for a quick and decisive victoqr on both sides was 

immediately shattered by the events in the fall and -ter of 1914. The few 

major campaigns - retreat to Mons. the battle of the Marne - ended in sudden 

standoffs that prompted a "race to the seaa. With the shaliow "S" shape of 

trenches slinkLng the& way across the fields of France and Fianders, the 

phenornenon of trench warfare - eldstant in the American Civii War and the 

Boer War - was resurrected. 'hdeed. the entire trench system was simply a 

54 NAC, RG9 1 1 1  C31414011 O / U .  "2nd Division to 6th Inf. Bde., 1 111 S/l915". 
55 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq, p.23. 
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response to the destruction of modem firearms.' 56 And so began a painful 

lesson for the M e s .  They soon leamed that sniping. by way of the German 

example. was a feature of trench M a r e  that could only be controlied if they 

surpassed it. It took some time to realtze this fact. but by 1915 the British 

and Canadians had developed certain countermeasures in reaction to the 

German sniper. Unfortunately. these were not enough: defensiïe responses 

only solved half the problem. As amateur snipers twk to the field. there was 

a sudden reaiization that they were essential to the war effort. By way of a 

hard lesson the process of sniper evolution was initiated: the modem sniper 

had been bom on the Western Front by 1915. 

56 Gilbert; Sniger. p.42. 



Chapter III 

Sniper Training 

After the high cornrnand reaiized the importance of sniping in the 

trenches. the British Edupeditionary Force (BEF) took n e c e s s q  steps to make 

it part of the miiitary agenda. It was clear in these early stages that Germany 

held the upper hand in sniping on the Western Front: surpassing them was 

the prime objective. However. such a measure required an organized system 

of sniping that would guarantee British and Canadian success. The BEF was 

the flrst miiitary establishment to create an organized school for sniping and it 

was from this initial breakthrough that a number of srnalier sniping schools - 

including those in the Canada Corps - came into king. This chapter will. 

therefore. deal with the complete training of the Canadian sniper. First uill 

corne an examination of the First Army Sniping School for the BEF and its 

founder. Major H. Hesketh-Prichard. It was from his brainchild that the 

concept of organized sniping grew. not only for the Canada Corps but for the 

entire Allied component. The remainder wiil examine the selection of 

individuals. the training program. the equipment used and the sniping 

cornpetitions that kept these specialists' skiils up to the mark. The 

consequences of this training were three-fold; first, training the individual 

sniper enabled him to surpass the enemy at a game which the Allies were 



currently losbg: second. sniper status went from sporadic crackshooting to 

full recognition as a component of the BEF [and. subsequently the CEFI: and 

third. this organizing and institutionallzing evenhially laid the groundwork for 

what has become the modem snîper. 

Sniping on the Western Front in the early months of the war was 

rather sporadic for the British and Commonwealth forces. The irregular 

shooting by a battalion marksman was aii that existed in an_v form of sniping. 

As the encouragement to use sniping more fiequently increased. the number 

of speciai marksmen began to rise slowly. However. more were required and 

estabiishing a sniping school in the British Army was the first step in 

achieving success over the enemy in trench warfare. Major H. Hesketh- 

Richard of the BEF ventured to France in May of 1915 to examine the 

conditions on the Western Front with an intent to show the high command the 

benefits of having an organized sniping unit in the field. Armed with 

telescopic-sighted rifles. Hesketh-Prichard discovered a consistent problem 

among battalion sharpshooters: many Iacked sumcient knowledge to operate 

and maintain these specially sighted rifles that, in late-1914. were rare at the 

Front. 1 He was eager to point out to these men that the accuracy of a rifle's 

shot depended upon the user's abLLity to have it set properly. 

For the benefit of the untechnicd reader it wiLi be well here to 
remark that if a telescopic sight set upon a 4-inch base is one- 
hundredth of an inch out of its true alignment, it will shoot 
incorrectiy at the extent of 9 inches at 100 yards. and of course 
18 inches at 200 yards, and 54 inches at 600 yards. 2 

This attention to detail was critical on the Western Front since the distance of 

1 Maj. H. Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq In France. (London, 1920). 4-5, 31 -32, 148. Examples of 
problerns abound. Upon questioning a soldier armed with a telescopically sighted rifle, Hesketh- 
Prichard was surprised to discover that the soldier had no idea of how to set the elevation drum. In 
this particufar instance, the individual had the sight set for 100 yards while the Geman trenches were 
at a distance of 400 yards. 
2 Ibd., p.5. 
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the German trenches sometimes exceeded 600 yards. at times even 1000 

yards. Whlle it is clear that there were some telescopic-sighted rifles in the 

field as early as 1914. the effect which these weapons had was minimized by 

the operator's lack of knowledge on how to use it. 

These tnconsistencies, dong with the mounthg casualties inflicted by 

German snipers. were enough to eam the Major a promotion as 'sniping 

expert" in the Third Army. Hls job required him to survey the various units in 

the BEF and instruct officers and other ranks how to shoot wîth precision. 

There were problems. however. Because there was no establfshed snïping 

component in the A m y .  there began a long and arduous process of creating 

one. 3 Often, Hesketh-Richard's work was subject to the whims of a 

commanding officer as to uThether such instruction would take place. J 

Working with the VI1 Corps. Hesketh-Prichard's sniping unit made vely 

effective gains in keeping the German snipers and general infant- from 

popping their heads over the parapet. His tour through the trenches kept 

him busy informing those equipped with specfal rifles and setting the  

telescopfc sights at the proper points. The sniping movement spread rapidly 

thereafter 5 and it was not long before the Major began searching for a 

permanent schml where he could educate omcers on the practicality of 

sniping. By the fail of 1915. British Army Headquarters began petiuoning 

units in the BEF for their input on the value of a sniping school. The 

Canadian contingent was included and their response was more than 

favourable. In repIy to a British Second Army memo. dated 13 November. 

19 15. the 8th Canadian Infantry Brigade offered a variety of reasons as to 

why a sniping school should be estabiished. Among them was a requirement 

for better trained sniping ofncers. the need to utike N.C.0 .s  and men with 

Hesketh-Prichard. in fact. had to take a dernotion in order to see out his sniping dreams. His pay 
was cut as was his rank (to Captain) and it was not until November of 191 6 that sniping was officially 
recognized as a "provisionai establishment". See page 76. 
4 Adrian Gilbert: (New York, 1994). p.48. 
5 Ibid.. p.13. Hesketh-Richard was moved to a variety of units in the BEF before retuming 10 the 
Third Amy.  See pages 13-17 for further details of this rotation. 
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cornpetitive shmting experience and an overd desire to continue the use. and 

maintenance of telescopic sights. 6 Another memo from the 1st Canadian 

Division. dated 27th November. 19 15. was equaiiy supportive. despite the 

presence of a number of skiiied crackshots with telescopic-sighted rifles in 

the Division. 7 

Toward the end of 19 15. after estabbhing a sniping and observation 

course for ofncers in the Thfrd Army, Hesketh-Prichard was attached to the 

First Army for the same purpose. The intention of these courses was to 

instruct potential sniping officers who would then take the acquired 

knowledge back to their units and educate the sharpshooters in their own 

battalion. Some units. Uke the XI Corps. continued Hesketh-Prichard's work 

with their own short courses consisting of five or more officers and up to 20 

men. These 'Corps Schools" eventualiy contributed to the creation of the First 

Army School of Scouting. Obsemation and Sniping (8) during the summer of 

1916. 

Located on a plateau in the Pas de Calais region. the First Army S.O.S. 

found its closest neighbour to be the village of Linghem. Hesketh-Prichard 

and his coiieague Lieutenant Gray (from the Scottish Rifles) set up the school 

with a constantly changing staff of instmctors. It was dimcult to retain the 

same staff members on a routine basls as many instructors were forced to 

leave the school when their units were assigned to new areas. This activity. 

after ail. was considered "unofflcial" until24th November, 19 16 when the War 

Office fïnaliy acknowledged sniping as an estabushed component in the 

British Army. Nevertheless. among these instructors at the First Army S.O.S. 

were two Canadians: the first a Scouting Omcer from the 3 1st Bn. by the 

name of Lieut. W.B. Curtis and the second. a Sgt. Foster whose language 

skills were lnnuential in the instniction of some Porhiguese units attending 

6 NAC. RG 9 1 1  1 C3/402I / W 2 .  '2nd A m y  to 1 st Canadian Division. 1 a2211 91 5'. 
7NAC. RG 9 111 C3/4021/49/2. 'lst Cdn. Div. School for Snipers 11 12711 91 5". 
8 Noted hereafter as First Arm y S. O.S. 
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the school. 9 At Second Army Snipfng School. four of the five instructors were 

Canadian. Among them was Maj. N.A.D. Armstrong of the 16th Battaiïon 

whose expertise in precision shooting came from his hunting experiences in 

British Columbia. His knowledge of rifles and sniping made the Second Army 

Sniping School one of the most emcient schools in France and Flanders. 10 

The course at the First Amy S.O.S. lasted 17 days and was intended 

to instmct officers and N.C.O.*s who would later fnstruct their own units. It 

was a requirement that these students already be good shots and those that 

lacked the abffity were retumed to their unit (though this was rare@ the case]. 

1 1  Among the subjects addressed at the school were the care and 

maintenance of firearms. proper use of open and telescopic sights. shooting 

and target practice. trench activities. observation and scouting, movement . 
and camoflauge. 12 The details of these aspects of training will be addressed 

later when discussing the training program. Another issue that factored into 

the First Army S.O.S. curriculum was physical exercise which the British 

solved by instalkg football fields. Also included were routine marches and 

ju-jitsu training. 

in its incipience. the Canadian contingent was assigned to the British 

Army and thus. theu instruction at the First A m y  S.O.S. came aiongside their 

British counterparts. The Canadian response to sniping was immense and 

Hesketh-Prichard credited them for their sklll and desire for this fine art: 

There is no doubt that as a sniper. scout or intelligence omcer. the 
Canadian shows the greatest initiative. and during the long period, 
well over a year, which they remained in the Army, Our school was 

9 For a brief time a Capt. T.8. Barrie of the Canadian Highlanders also assisteci the staff while on Ioan 
from the 4th Canadian Division. He first visited the school as a student and later won two M.C.3 for his 
work. See Hesketh-Prichard, p.86. 
10 NAC. RG24/18û3Al26. Sniping & Marksrnanship. 'Conespondence: Sniping and Scouting 
Schools". Second Amy Sniping School was formed shortly before First Army S.O.S. in December of 
1915 at Mont-des-cats. Based on Armstong's papers (NAC, MG30 E2), Second Army S.O.S. 
followed a similar cumculum though the course lasted only five days. We wiil see more of Armstrong's 
papers in subsequent chapters since his recollections are about sniping in the field as opposed to 
Hesketh-Prichard's which focus a great deal upon the First Amy S.0.S 
'1 lbid., p.144. 
12 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4021/49/2. Hesketh-Prichard: Chapter Vil. 
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voluntari& visited by two Canadians for every one Britisher. 13 

Setreral Canadian officers and N.C.0 . s  attended the Ftrst Army S.O.S. for 

instruction. As the war progressed and. as sniping became more important. 

schools were established throughout France and in England as well. 14 Corps 

Schools developed ubiquitously dong the Western Front and built upon the 

knowledge gained from the First Army S.O.S. In  the field. the Canadian 

Corps established its own sniper schools at Bernes-en-Artois. Mont des Cats 

etc.. Back in England. Canadian marksmen were trained at the School of 

Musketry in Hythe. and at Bramshott while in Canada, a school was 

established in Gagetown. New Brunswick. These institutions would 

eventuaiiy turn out some of the best AUied snipers. 

One of the first Canadian sniping schools to develop was at  the 

Canadian Corps School at Bernes-en-Artois in September. 1916. A sniping 

wing was added whtch was to be billlted and administered by the Infantry 

School but taught by sniping instructors. The staff consisted of a Chief 

Sniping Instmctor (Captain) and an Assistant (Lieutenant). an Armourer 

Sergeant and two N.C.0.k 15 After obtaining a plot of land from the IV 

Imperia1 Corps had occupied it previously, the Corps School buiit the 

sniping wing from the remnants left behind by the British forces. Though the 

surrounding terrain was appropriate for map reading. observation and tactical 

exercises. the condition of the target ranges was below standard: targets were 

poorly constructed and the butts caved in during wet weather. So faulty were 

the ranges that the flrst class of students was put to work rebuilding new 

emplacements due to a lack of Fatigue Men. This activity. however, came to 

an abrupt end when Corps Commander. General Sir Juiian Byng. toured the 

area. Mspleased by the fact that skiiled marksmen were doing heaw labour 

13 ~eskh- richard: Sni~ing p.75. 
14 lan Skennerton: The British Sniper, (London, 1984). p.39. 
15 NAC. RG24/l84O/G.A.Q. 10-37. 'Canadian Corps Scouting.Sniping and Observation School". 
As the school grew the staff was increased to two more officers, one Chief Sniping lnstructor (Major). 
one C.Q.M.S., four Sergeants, an Armourer Staff Sergeant and two Fatigue Men. 
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intended for Fatigue Men. he ordered the workers to stop and continue with 

their training. After viewîng a proposed plan to rebuild the ranges. Byng had 

a construction crew completing the renovations within ten days. AU of the 

required M u r e s  and supplies were allocated and the number of targets 

Lncreased from 10 to 25. each with proper and sturdy emplacements. 16 A 

100 yard range was groomed for short shooting whiie a 500 yard range was 

employed for distance practice. The course was four weeks long and open ta 

oniy a handful of omcers and other ranks. although as  the war progressed. 

the number of atteadants increased. It was clear from the start that the 

objective of this school was to further the skiU of already exceptfonal 

marksmen. The selection of such indivfduals was the flrst step in the 

development of a new sniper. 

Choosing the individuals for sniping school was rather e l ementq  in 

the beginning. Many battalions were requested to send a given number of 

N.C.O.'s and other ranks based on their shooting ability and potential to 

become snipers. Often a memo arrived from Division Headquarters listing a 

restricted number of vacancies for officers and other ranks. Names were 

submitted by a given deadhe  and those selected were given the required 

leave. Students were instructed to bring with them their own sighted rifie 

and any other telescopic sighted rifies used in their battalion. 17 The 

remainder of their kit included a notebook. ground sheet. blankets and an 

additional 100 rounds of small arms ammunition (S.A.A.) over and above their 

standard issue. 18 Meeting at  a certain checkpoint. students would be 

transported to a particular school (eg. Bernes-en-Artois) where instruction 

16 Ibid. The butts on these ranges were constnicted wtth the finest qualrty and despite being fired at 
regularly for two consecutive years, not once was it necessary to repair or rebuild them. 
17 Specially sighted rifles were in dernand at home and abroad at this time and sniping schools could 
not provide a standard supply of weapons to teach with. Moreover, due to the variety of not only rifles 
at the front but sights as well, it was important that the student bring the weapon that he knew and 
would use long after the course was over. See NAC, RG9 I Il C3/4057/35/3. "1 st Division to 2nd Inf. 
Bde.". 
18 NAC. RG9 III C3/4031/8/26, '1 st Division HQ to 1 st, 2nd. 3rd Inf. Me.. 04/02/1918". 
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commeaced. 

The first few days of the school determined who lacked the abiiity and 

only the truly proficient continued on. Required skills for the prospective 

sniper included patience. a knowledge of the counby. good marksmanship. 

self reliance. intelligence and cunning and good map reading skills. 19 

Furthermore. educated marksmen were desirable. particularly those with an 

abLUty to read and write. though monitoring such skiiis was at times dimcult. 

Nominal roles and scores from battaiions reveal the tme qualities of the 

sniper. A nominal role from the 3rd (Toronto) Bn., dated I O  October, 1915 

indicates that those with exceptional shooting a b W y  and adequate learning 

skiils usuaiiy developed into proflcient snipers. Those individuals interested 

in other aspects of intelligence (eg. ninning or patrolling) or those exhibiting 

nervousness or lacking confidence were often transfered out to another 

Company. Of 39 students in the scout and snipïng unit of the 3rd Bn.. 1 1 

were dismissed as  unsuitable for sniping duties. 20 Shooting cornpetitions 

during training also weeded out unworthy marksmen. The grading scale at 

sniping school ranged from 'indifferent" to 'fair" to ' tery fair" to *goodu to 'very 

good": those scoring "tndifferent" in shooting were dismissed. For example. 

Pte. A. Folkard of the 5th Bn.. attending the 19th class at 2nd Army School of 

Sniping. scored exceptionaily high in the sniperscope catagory but ranked 

"indifferent" on shooting abiiity. His snap shooth~g skills. particularly at 

moving objects. were poor. and thus. it was concluded that he 'would not 

make a good sniper." 21 

One of the most important requtrements for attending sniping school 

was experience from the fiont. T t  was not the intention to train the rank and 

ffle. thus new recruits and those just arriving from overseas were excluded 

from the selection process. Training was intended to test one's given abiiity 

19 NAC. RG9 III CW386ï/lQ7/Z, "Notes on Sniping from the 3rd Cavalry Division". 
20 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4041/17/8. '3rd (Toronto) Battalion Scouts and Snipers, loi1 0/1915". 
21 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4057/35/3, '1 st Division HQ to 1 st, 2nd. 3rd Inf-Bde., 05/24/1915". 
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rather than train the inexperienced individual. 22 Those who were selected 

were typically taken from the battaiion's intelligence Section which handled 

matters of intemgence. sniping, scouting and observation. It was also 

preferred that officers selected for a course be interested in obtaining the title 

of Battaïion Intelligence Officer or Battalion Scout Ofiicer . 

Knowledge on the use of telescopic-sighted rifles was also a necessi*. 

As sniping schools came into being. the quality of registrants varied. early 

19 16. memos from 1 st Division Headquarters revealed a displeasure with 

some of the students enrolïed at the school. 

The Army Commander is anxious that more care should be taken in 
the selection of Omcers and men detailed to attend the school. The 
present class contains rnanq. men who had never previously used 
telescopic sights and a number of these men were. in addition. 
LnMerent shots. 23 

One of the reasons why Pte. Fokard scored so poorly on his shooting skills 

was because he was inexperienced with the telescopic sight. He 'claimed to 

have k e n  in possession of a telescopic sighted rifle for six months yet had no 

idea hou. to adjust it for e1evation.- 24 Lacking sumcient knowledge to set the 

sight properly. his accuracy was thus altered. 1st Division HQ dfd make an 

effort to remedy this situation by requesting a list of snipers (those ~ 9 t h  

formal training and those without). and a list of telescopic-sighted rifles 

belonging to that division. It should be noted. however. that problems such 

as these were not entirely cornmonplace in the Canadian Corps. The 

opportunity for sniping attracted some of Canada's big-game hunters who. 

with prevtous experience in telescopic sights and stallring. were practidy self- 

trained snipers by the ttme they reached the front. 25 In fact. many hunters. 

22 NAC. RG2411840lG.A.Q. 10-37. 'Cdn. Corps Scouting. Sniping and Observation School". 
23 NAC. RG9 111 C314057/35/3. *!st Division HQ to 2nd Inf. Bde.. 1210111 91 6". 
24 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4057/35/3. '1st Division HO to 1st. 2nd. 3rd Inf. Bde.. 05115/1916n. Another 
exarnple is cited in this document regarding a Pte. W.E. Rogers of the 4th Bn. He had k e n  sent  to 
the school with a Ross rifle fitted for a Winchester telescopic sight but with no sight attached to it. 
Due to the make-up of this particular teieçcopic sight. the open sight was removed and thus the rifle 
was rendered usetess for any aspect of training. 
25 Gilbert: Sni~er. p.59. 
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poachers and competitve ritlemen were sought for sniping schooïs. In iWy.  it 

was dimcult to find -quaiity rnarksmen' as they were often protected by their 

battalion of'flcers. 26 Crackshots were an asset to any unit and relinquishing 

them for school was not always easy. As sniping continued to take on a more 

organized form. -freeing upa sharpshooters for sniping school became less 

problematic. As later chapters will show. Canadian snipers were among the 

best marksmen on the Western Front. 

rn 
The training program or syllabus of the schools is what ultimately 

reflned the skilis of the already proficient shooter. Lectures and practice 

work (le. range flring) were the two basic components of sniping schools. 

During a four week course. lectures averaged one per weekday for the first 

two weeks. though occasionaiiy one or two days were reserved exclusively for 

field practice. Classwork included all aspects of sniping and intemgence: map 

reading and drawing. using air photographs. signalling. night movement. 

inf'ormation and reports. patrol formations etc. 27 The time in which lectures 

took place varied by the days* actMties and the routine physicai exercises that 

came alongside the tralnlng. In  most cases. a final e.sam would be taken at 

the end of the course. This measure was flrst adopted by Hesketh-Richard 

at First Army S.O.S. to get an understanding of how much the students 

learned from the course. By his recollection the marks were impressive: 'the 

least successful member ... obtained seventy-five of a hundred marks'. 28 In 

the Canadian Corps. more specifically. 56 students out of 65 scored between 

-fair and 'good" on the 'Generai Knowledge" component of the course. 29 

Moreover. one student set a school record with his score in the "very good' 

ranking. 

26 Ibid.. p.66. 
27 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4206/9B. mDivisional Scout and Sniper Training School - Syllabus of training for 
Battalion Sniper Scouts". 
28 Hesketh-Pflchard: Sni~inq. p.78. These exams continuad through the course of the war until the 
schooi closed down af?er the Armistice. 
29 NAC. RG9 111 C314064/150, '1 st Division to 2nd Inf. Bde.. 0811 2/17". 
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Field practice comprised the majority of the course work. Care and 

cleaning of the rifle was the first lesson students learned as a highiy polished 

bore ensured the maximum potentid of the weapon. Fnstructors addressed 

common problems with rifies that could be controlied by their users. An oiïy 

banel. for example. put a certain degree of resistance on the bullet and its 

direction could be swayed. Likewise. an oily breech promoted "seizingœ 

thereby contributing to a blow-back that resulted in a loss of power and 

accuracy. Also. after a series of tests at First Army S.O.S.. the idea of fLdng 

the bayonet to the rifle was discarded because the additional weight on the 

end of the barrel altered the shot. 30 Awareness of probiems such as these 

ensured that the prospective sniper would make lasting use of his equiprnent. 

Other issues that students were made aware of were proper hold of the rifle. 

differences in the makes of ammunition. and the effect which warped 

woodwork had on a rifie's accuracy. Metaiiic deposits and erosion were tu70 

common unavoidable problems. Students were. nevertheless. made aware of 

these obstacles. particularly the latter since the Me of the barrel depended on 

the degree of erosion. 

W e  shooting continueci to be the critical exercise in the maktng of a 

snîper. attention was paid to the care and use of optical sights. use of 

equiprnent. movement / stalldng. and establlshing sniper and observation 

posts. Most of the time spent at S.O.S. school was on the range but when 

awaiting their respective turns. students would be instructed on a variety of 

other features such as the use of amour-piercing ammunition (A.P.A.). 

sketchfng. taking bearings. and map-reading. It was required that ail 

students bring with them an open-sighted and telescopic-sighted rifle. The 

former was used during the first eight days to prove that the individual could 

shoot accurately. This exercise was called 'Groupingn whereby a man's 

accuracy was measured by the number of shots he put into a given group (eg. 

three inch group per 100 yds.). This process determined his capability at a 



short distance and his accuracy wodd thus taper off with increased distance. 

By addressing the shooter's flaws (eg. point of aim. trigger release etc.) 

corrections could be made and accuracy improved. 

Only aRer having impressed the trainers with his prelLminary shooting 

would the student graduate to a telescopic-sighted rifle. The reasons for such 

a d e  were two-fold: first, a rine is apt to becorne less accurate the more it is 

flred. and its veracity could not be wasted: second. putting a speciaked rifle 

in the hands of an incapable solàier was both a waste of time and resources. 

31 On a miniature range (approx. 100 yds.)  students would practice 

snapshooting and flring upon buiiseye and loop-hole targets. Grouping would 

identw shooting errors and later. practice would continue on duxnmy heads 

and other applications. 32 At Fust Army S.O.S.. Hesketh-Prichard and his 

staff made an effort to take students out on the range and show them the& 

target scores rather than have then signaiïed back. Such a measure. it was 

beiieved. was the best way to make a snlper aware of his results. The larger. 

open ranges (approx. 200-600 yds.) ~ ~ e r e  reserved for use of optical sights on 

targets and appiications. Firing at the most distant targets (500-600 yds.) 

was eventu- discontinued because the chances of hitting a German head at 

a distance of 600 yards with any degree of wind was highly uniikely. 

Moreover, continual practice at such a distance would o n 1  W e a r  doum the 

barre1 and mLnlmfie the rifie's precision. 

Since a sniper's best work was often donc at times of dusk or dark. 

night firing became a part of the schools* curriculum. After au. the 

superstition that frowned upon lighting three cigarettes with the same match 

came from the trenches of the Great War. The strike of the match at night 

attracted the sniper's attention. the second cigarette ailowed hLm to aim and 

the third culmhated in the deïivery of the builet. This segment of training 

was often reserved for only the most skiiied marksmen. At the Canadian 

31 Ibid., p.145, 150. 
32 Some schools resorleû to using tins on a stick in place of proper applications due to a lack of 
resources during the war. See Hesketh-Prichard p. 149. 
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Corps school in Aldershot. for example. only four snipers per class were 

eiigible to practice night flring. The foliowing is an exerpt from Lieut. J.S. 

Cameron's (44th Bn.) notes from the CEFs sniping school in April. 1916: 

The W g  took place h m  a trench at the 200 yards m g  point. 
Lights were flashed in the E. trenches representtng a man iighting a 
cigarette. A frame house with a door. wrildows and lwp-holes was 
created behind the E. trench. A figure in the doorway with the 
iights on represented an officer coming in after making his rounds 
and flashing an elecmc torch. Figures represent men hammering 
posts and when fire is opened on them they run to either fiank. 
Then figures of men appear above the E. parapet manning the 
trench. and machine guns at emplacements open fire. (represented 
in E. trench by tin can). At each stage of the flrlng Very iights are 
sent up and keep a steady light. By the& aid it was quite easy to 
get a good sight. but one codd  get no indication of where a bullet 
stnick and a man would have to know his rifle weii to do good 
shooting at night with it. 33 

At the sniping wïng of the Canadian Corps School. scores in night firing were 

impressive. in one instance, severai buiiseyes and m e r  rings were hit even 

when the target rings became invisible to the naked eye. 34 Lieut. Harrison 

(26th Bn.) and Sgt. Morris (28th Bn.) showed exceptional skiil in their 

shooting abiiity. the latter k i n g  considered the "best aU round shot in the 

class'. Night firing was also simulated in the daytime via the use of 'night 

glasses-. Designed by Major Cmrn of the Klngs Royal M e s .  these goggles 

had darkened lenses to M t a t e  the effect of n i e t .  This procedure provided 

officers as weU as other ranks with an understanding of the movements a 

sniper must make in the dark. 

Educating students on the care and use of sights was equally 

important. Based on Hesketh-Prichard's expertence. the hmited number of 

rifies with telescopic sights was in the wrong hands at times and was 

rendered useless. Only those riflemen who possessed prtor shooting skiUs 

could make good use of a telescopic-sighted rifie. For example. Pte. H.W. 

McBride of the 21st Bn.. observed a pair of snipers shooting a t  German 

33 Royal Winnipeg Rifles Museum (RWRM. hereafter), 'Synopsis of Notes by Lieut. J. Scott 
Cameron, 44th Bn. CEF on Sniping Course Aldershot, March 21st to April 1st. 1916 and Report of 
Same". p.3. 
34 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4114/46/2, '2nd Division to 4th. 5th. 6th Inf. Me., 06/16/1917". 
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targets near Messines EUdge in September . 19 15. Using Short-Magazine-Lee - 
Enfield rifles (SMLE) mounted with "Stanley-London' optic sights. the patr 

continued to fîre upon targets 2000 yards away. When questioned on their 

actions, the two responded that they were under orders. McBride concluded. 

as would any other marksman. that f3ring at such a &tance was both a waste 

of time and ammunition, not to mention the We of the barrel. 35 Instructors 

were quick to identify that a telescopic sight would not turn a bad shot into a 

good one. A buiiet's accuracy is just as equal whether the rifie has an optic 

sight or an open one: the lenses on an optic sight merely provide a clearer 

definition of the target. 36 Students were given instructfon on the different 

types of optical sights (eg. W a m e r  & Swasey, Aldis. Periscopic Prism) and 

how to adjust and keep them clean. However. ernphasis was placed on the 

optic sight which the individual brought with hLm to tfie school. 

instruction was. at times. dimcult due to the placements of sights on 

the rifles. Whereas most rifies today have scopes mounted on the top center 

of the barrel. the majority of Brftish and Canadian service rifles were mounted 

on the left. This was problematic for a variety of reasons, the first and 

foremost k i n g  that it was impossible to see through the loophole plate. 37 

Telescopic sights mounted top-center became more frequent as the war went 

on. but they were still outnumbered by the left-side scopes. Efforts to change 

them permanently to a top-center mount would have been too Ume consurnfng 

since many annomes were already equipped for left-side production. Snipers 

who preferred to use the left eye for viewing posed another problem for 

instmctors and left-mounted telescopic sights. Handihg of the rifie was 

35 Herbert W. McBnde: A Rifleman Went To War, (Mt Ida.AK. 1987)- p.79-80. McMde was a US 
A m y  Captain who joined the CEF in 1914 when the war broke out. He was a skilled rnarksrnan in his 
native country, attending severai shooting competitions, including Bisiey. When the US entered the 
war in 191 7, he left his Canadian outfit to join his feljow countrymen in battle. 
36 R WRM. 'Synopsis of Notes.. .'. p. 1. 
37 The reaçons for the lef? rnount sights have never been fully clarified. Hesketh-Prichard discounts 
it as an error from an individual in the War Office who knew little about telescopic sights. See 
Hesketh-Prichard, p. 14% 47. Contrary to Hesketh-Prichard's opinion, it is possible that left- 
mounted sights were used to allow the rifieman to use his open sights as wefl. 
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therefore awkward and aiming made ditiicult. Nevertheless, the quallty of 

instruction never wavered Fn iight of these complications. The majority of 

students scored weli on their targets. The 19th class at Second Army Sniping 

School [May 14-19, 1916). for instance. showed three out of four students 

ranked 'Goodw on their shooting ability. one step below the highest possible 

rank. 38 At the 9th Sniping and Scouting Course at the Canadian Corps 

School (August. 1917) six out of 65 students ranked in the 'very goodw 

catagory - a school record. 39 Instmctors were impressed with this statistic 

because the musketry test was a dlfncult one that attempted to maintain a 

high standard in marksmanship. 40 Students who excelied Ln this category 

were usualiy permanently fitted with a telescopic-sighted rlfle before they 

retumed to the Front. Scores from the Canadian Corps' Sniping Schools were 

generally tmpressive. the highest belonging to a Cpl. Roy of the 31st Bn. at 

98.7% (233 /236 targets). 4 1  Moreover. the overail cornbined average score of 

the top four marksmen from ail 17 classes totaled 60.7%. On a general level. 

at First Army S.O.S.. Hesketh-Prichard surmizes that for every 100 students 

attendtng the school. some 75 retunied as "quite useful shots." 42 

Making an accurate shot was much more than s i m p l  aiming and 

puliing the trigger. Mother nature always tested a sniper's abiLtty with a gust 

of wind. Even the slightest breeze could make a shot go awry. Thus. it was 

necessary to teach the sniper to adapt to wind conditions. Though a dLmcult 

lesson to teach, many instructors found the best method in letting the 

students shoot for themselves. A prellminaxy lesson would take place on the 

range where an instnictor would fire a shot at a target with students looking 

on via telescopes. Dust would appear on the region struck and through the 

course of continued practice, students wouid adjust their aim to account for 

38 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4057/35/3, '1 st Division HQ to 1 st, 2nd. 3rd Inf. Me., O5/24/1916". 
39 NAC. RG9 111 C31406411 SB. '1 st Division to 2nd Inf. Me.. 08/12/1917". p. 1. 
40 Ibid., p.1. 
4' NAC. RG24/1883A/26, 'Canadian Corps Observation, Scouting and Sniping School. Record of 4 
Best Shots in Each Cfass, Novem ber 191 6 to November 1 91 8'. 
42 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq, p.150-151. 
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the wind. At First Arrny S.O.S.. the staff ailowed for sfx different strengths of 

wind: gentle. moderate. fresh. strong. very strong. and gale. 43 Students 

were tested at all levels of strength for improving accuracy. hactical 

exercises such as these further enhanced the sniper's skilis in the field. 

nr 
Once the basic skiiis were conveyed to students. other exercises in 

sniping commenced. The accessories a sniper used in his work included a 

soft. closefltting cap. a luminous compass and watch. field glasses or 

telescope. an entrenching tool. a 6 map of the area. a mask and a set of wire 

cutters. The soft caps were required as the h. brimmed caps often gave a 

sniper's head away. particularly when sunlight wodd reflect off it. Moreover. 

many caps were adorned with cap badges. revealing the soldiergs regiment: 

these aiso attracted the sun's rays. A later chapter will discuss the role of 

caps and badges in trench sniping and intelligence. 

Special attention was given to the care of telescopes at sniping school. 

Telescopes were mainly used by scouts but a sniper's duties dually included 

observation. Known as a -staiking telescope", these vision enhancing tools 

were used by snipers on reconnaissance missions or for routine observation. 

They varied in shape and size but were critical to the intelligence Unit of any 

battaiion. Daily activities of the German Une were observed this way and 

many a snlper used them when working with a cornpanion. Care and cleaning 

was the first lesson in hancilmg these instruments as any damage to the soft 

lens inside would render them useless. Lenses that collected debris, which 

frequentiy happened given the conditions on the Western Front. were to be 

cleaned carefully with a leather chamois or like material. Attention to detaii 

was critical here because many of the telescopes' lenses were scratched fkom 

using a soiled cloth or the wrong material. 44 The lenses could be removed 

for further cleantng but again. attention to detatl would make the Merence in 

43 Ibid.. p.160. 
44 Ibid.. p.240. In Appendix C. Hesketh-Pnchard estirnates that over 50 per cent of the telescopeç in 
use were damagecl in this way. 
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the telescope's effectiveness. The lenses were not to be touched by fingertips 

or thumbs and there was an emphasis to keep them dry. With the often 

damp conditions in the trenches. it was easy for condensation to buiici up 

inside the telescope. To avoid excessive contact with dirty or moist 

conditions. snipers were required to carry telescopes in the* cases and on 

their person. Following these instructions usuaily ensured the longevity of the 

equipment . 
Learnfng how to use the telescope was the next lesson. for it was far 

more cornplex than simply looking through the view flnder. Most telescopes 

came with a s u .  shade to cover the upper haif of the cylinder. It was critical 

to employ this feature as the metal or glossy parts of the telescope attracted 

sunlight. and subsequently. an enemy sniper's bullet. 45  Extension Sun 

shades were also recornmended. especiaiiy for blochg  the sun when it was 

above or rising behind enerny lines. Using a rest for the instrument was 

preferable as it avoided excessive movement or jerking by the operator, and it 

kept the field of view steady. Magnîfication was best used at a low power. 

due to the weather conditions in France: changing weather often led to a 

change in visibiiity. Furthermore. night viewïng was much ckarer on a low 

power. Instructors emphasized the use of peripheral vision when looking 

through the view finder since it was more apt to catch sudden movements in 

the enemy Une. Lastly, the best times for using the stalldng telescope were 

dusk and dawn and after rain showers. A fiesh sprinkle of rain was 

particularly valuable because it revealed gaps in barbed wire and footpaths 

from enemy patrols. 

The ability to master mavernent and s tak ing  was crltical for a 

successful sniper. Students learned quickly that faLIure to be patient and 

precise could have dea- consequences. Sudden movements. either by the 

sniper or by something in his surrounàings. could nullify hours of work and 

45 Ibid.. p.242. 



instantly result Ln death. 46 Successful stalkLng involved a series of 

procedures that required the individual to Iocate the object, judge its distance 

and study the ground to be cwered. Spotting a distinctive feature. sometimes 

two. was encouraged for m a i n t m g  direction. The study of wînds and light 

conditions was critical due to constantly changing weather patterns. 

Fortunately. - a  sniper could find some protective comfort in the use of 

camouflage which continued to increase in importance after 19 16. 47 Though 

the French had mastered camouflage. it was used on a large scale by the 

British at the Special Works Park. The key function of this department was 

to produce protective covering for guns and trench posts but also to assist the 

sniper by making canvas greatcoats painted in earth tones for concealment. 

Hoods and /or protective colouring would assist Lri disguishg the head and 

specially painted gloves would hide the hands. Hesketh-Prichard indicates 

that demonstrations in camouflage interested many a student. The following 

is an incident that occurred during training at First Amy S.O.S.: 

Often the whole class arrived within twenty yards of a man lying 
within full view without king able to spot him. On one occassion 
during a big demonstration. one of the staff was lying out in a coat 
of the colour and contour of sandbags on a top of a trench. and the 
whole party of staff officers Iwasl all round him without having 
spotted his whereabouts. When 1 pointed him out a foreign offfcer 
who was present. and who evidently did not understand me. 
thought 1 was referring to an object a iittle further on. and in order 
to see it better he actuaily leaped on to the camoufiaged man! 48  

However. camouflage had its iimits as it was aiways susceptible to changing 

conditions at the front. Applying surroundlng vegetation to the camouflaged 

body and head could temporarily solve this problem. [The pictures on the 

foliowing page will gïve the reader an idea of the effectiveness of camouflage 

in vegetation.) To move forward a sniper was given two options: first. hands 

stretched out and moving in a snake-iike fashion; the second. by pulling the 

46 R WRM, "Synopsis of Notes ..." p.2-3. 
47 Gilbert: Sni~er, p.76. 
48 Hesketh-Prichard: S n i ~ i  nq. p. 1 57. 
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body forward with the elbows in a 'grasshopper style." 49  At a.ü times snipers 

were to avoid sudden jerks and should they slip. lying motionless was the 

safest reaction. TaJi grass and vegetation was parted from the roots and the 

best movement was made when cloud cover drifted overhead. 50 S t W g  and 

movernent were practiced iri flag steaUng competltions. staiking through the 

sentry lines and pitting sections of stalkers against each other. 51 Movement 

did have some set-backs as  the war progressed. The threat of gas following 

the incident at Ypres in 1915 required that ali soldiers be prepared to Wear 

gas masks and respirators. Cumbersome accessories such as these obviously 

interfered with the smooth movement of the hidden sniper. in fact. even 

those snipers who remained behind trench Unes avoided exercising their 

practtce when on gas alert because the goggles on the rnasks interfered with 

precise vision. 

In addition to the classrooms and h g  ranges at sniper schools. there 

were training grounds that mixnicked the general conditions on the Western 

Front. This apparatus served a three-fold purpose of training for sniping. 

observation. and scouting. Generally speaking. many snipers performed aii 

three tasks but the first two were paramount as many battalions carried with 

them a unit of snipers and a larger unit of scouts. 52 Nevertheless. 

attendants of the school usuaüy received a well-rounded education in all three 

areas. The training grounds were made up of two opposing trenches with a 

replica no man's land in between. First Army S.O.S. continualy updated the 

latter feature. employing artfflcal Gennan bodies. for instance. to make the 

terrain more realistic and to encourage students to extract information from 

49 RWRM. 'Synopsis of Notes. .." p.3. 
50 Ibid., p.3. 
51 Ibid.. p.3. 
52 The number of snipers and scout per battalion varied. For instance. in August of 1916. the 20th 
Bn. carried four snipers in their unit white the 21st Bn. had four fully trained and 6û partially trained 
snipers. See NAC. RG9 111 CU41 11/39/3, (any battalion correspondence to the 4th Inf. Me.). 
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them. 53 Craters. barbed wire and debris was also added to the region. The 

Merences in the trenches were irnmediately striklng. Some of the trenches 

were identical to the earlier constructions the Allies utiîized. These were 

perfectly iined with levelled sandbags that revealed loopholes and the 

everyday actMties of the occupants. Movement behind these lines was easily 

detectable for the enemy because the contours of the human body and head 

stood out against the even parapet. The opposing trench. representing that of 

a Gennan line. was entirely different. Sandbags were at odd angles. painted 

a variety of colours and s t rem about them was wire. scrap metal. corrugated 

iron. empty barrels. and any other debris mat could be spared. This erratic 

formation concealed the occupiers as well as the loop-holes and sniper posts 

that saturated the German Unes- 54 

Events played out behind the German trench were identicai to the 

routine happenings at the front. Students tested their observation skiils w U e  

staff members irnitated Germans behind the iine. digging trench mortar 

stands. or opening loop-holes. Any action behind the iine was recorded and 

students were graded on their results. Snipers also joined in the exercise by 

putting their shooting abiiity to work from behirid the German trench. The 

sniper[s) would have a selection of loop-holes to shoot from and afler havirig 

done so, the observers were left to determine from which loop-hole it 

originated. 55 Firing from loop-holes and sniper posts was &O an essential 

part of the training program but because it was so cornmonplace in the trench 

warfare between 19 14- 191 7. its explanation cornes in the next chapter on 

trench warfare. TraLning in patrolling was also executed in these mode1 

trenches. Students leamed quicw the proper and tmproper ways of leaving 

and returning to trenches. This exercise was equaily critical to sniphg as 

53 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~ing, p. 152-1 53. Scouts were encauraged to search bodies in No Man's 
Land as some might contain valuable documents, personal papers, unit identification etc. that would 
assist in intelligence. 
54 The Allies would take a page from the Germans in this regard as many Allied trenches began to 
resernble those of the enemy. 
55 Hesketh-Prichard: Snipinq, p. 1 56. 
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many snipers would leave the trenches to search out sniper posts. Patrols 

would practice in the day (via night glasses) and at night. cornpetmg with each 

other for the amount of lnformatlon gained and distance covered. 96 Training 

snipers in areas such as these would give them the adequate knowledge to 

contribute to the InteUigence Unit in their battalion. As a further chapter wlll 

show. sniping went hand-in-band with intelligence. 

v 
Beyond ali the practical training, the sniper's h a 1  test lay in the 

sniping competitions that occurred regularly in the BEF and CEF. The 

competitions varied in nature depending on the school but usually combined 

shooting with observation. Because sniping schools were also training 

grounds for scouts. observation and reconnaissance became part of the 

competitions as well. 57 Scouts were required to sketch a certain feature (eg. 

a village) and attach corresponding reports. During a test of da-ytime 

reconnaissance SUS. snipers would have the pleasure of playing the enemy 

behind trench h e s  when a patrol was out. If the latter offered any opportune 

target. the snipers (two to four in number) would fie blanks at the exposed 

scouts. 58 A similar procedure would be carried out at night under the cover 

of darkness since it was at this time that patrols were most active. in these 

Ï n w m e n t  exercises'. snipers could also be tested for establishing sniping 

and observation posts and. Uke observers. they did so in daylight and at 

night. At the Canadian Corps Sniping School in Pemes ( 19 17). snipers were 

required to do reconaissance reports and sketches of their observations as 

well as conceal theniselves from the judges. 

Though the shooting competitions were open to al students at the 

schools. there were other contests that were specific to the marksman. 

Students would be divided into two classes and units at the school could 

56 Ibid.. p.153. 
57 For a complete list of shooting competitions at Canadian Corps schools consult NAC. RG9 1 1 1  
C314û64115B and NAC. RG9 I l l  D31504û-5049, "War Diary of Canadian School of Musketry". 
58 NAC. RG9 1 1 1  C314128/16110. '6th Canadian lnfantry Mgade. Brigade Scouting and Sniping 
Cornpetition, 2010611 91 6". 
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enter four cornpetitors fiom each class. In three of the fhst four matches. 

students practiced snapshooting from the lying position. The fourth match. 

ais0 in the lying position. was for rapid ilring. The first two matches were 

conducted at a distance of 200 yards, shoottng first at a target of a kneeling 

figure [six seconds exposure). then at a covered figure (four seconds 

exposure). 59 Match three would corne from a distance of 300 yards with a 

six second exposure for the target. In match four. rapid fire was tested at 

300 yards as students began with a loaded rifle and four rounds in the 

magazine before the target appeared. 60 Reloading contlnued in five round 

increments until a total of 15 rounds was fîred. AU of this was done over a 

one minute time span. The best aggregate scores from each class in the four 

matches would make up a fifth round that wouId ultimately decide the m e r .  

m e s  came in the form of 100 francs divided among the winners from each 

match. 

Match six was typicaUy reserved for the best marksrnen. Shooting 

from a distance of 200 yards any rifie. with or without a sight. could be used. 

Open to ail ranks and lImited to two individuals per unit. the competition had 

two practice rounds. The first target came in the form of a head that 

repeatedly appeared anywhere dong a 40 yard front a t  a three second 

interval: exposure of the target was four seconds per interval. A total of five 

rounds was fired. each hit scoring four points for a possible total of 20. In 

the second practice. the target was a walking man. exposed for a 12 yard 

waik at a pace of 2 1 / 2  mph. Six rounds were fired in sets of two when the 

target appeared. each hit equalling four points out of a possible 24. 61 The 

highest in a total score of 44 would determine the m e r  who would win a 

cup and a cash prize. L/Cpl. H. Norwest, an exceptional Native Canadian 

sniper from the 50th Bn.. was a flnalist in this competition in August. 1917 

59 NAC, RG9 I l l  C3t3867110512. "Canadian Corps Rifle Meeting. Matches & Sniping Cornpetition" 
p.3. 
60 Ibid., p.3. 
61 Ibid., p.3 
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though the outcome against his cornpetitor remains undocumented. 62 There 

is a record of Battalion scores from the 1st Division in 19 18: out of a 

possible 800 points. the 1st Bn. scored 608. the 2nd Bn. had 598. the 3rd 

Bn. gathered 562 and the 4th Bn. totaiied 548. 6 3  

Beyond the spirit of cornpetition. these shooting contests served to 

improve the sniper's speed in his firing. Hesketh-Prichard noticed a 

signlficant improvement in the speed of his men's shooting abiïity after 

continual practice. 64 He also encouraged the cornpetitions at snïping school. 

a t  times pitting officers against other ranks or "Canadfans and 

Colonials.. .against.. .the Irnperial~.~ 6 5  The cornpetitions had the tremendous 

effect of buiiding confidence in the student before he retumed to his regular 

unit. When the four week courses came to a close. a firm mafority possessed 

the necessasr skiils to establish themselves among the best snipers on the 

Western Front. 

In sum. establishing a sniper training school appeared to be the 

answer to ending the Ge rma  dominance of sniping. It was not until 1915 

that the Allies finally acknowledged the Gennan  superiority and it was over 

the course of the followfng year that preparations were made to match them. 

Sniping at this stage of the war was sporadic. unorganlzed and usually the job 

of a skiiled shot in the battaiion. Hesketh-Prichard changed that with the 

First Army S.O.S. His first sniping establishment symbolized a nucleus that 

made sniping an organized feature of warfare in the British and Canadian 

forces. From First Army S.O.S. came numerous organized *Corps Schools" 

that continued the teachings of Hesketh-Richard and his staff. Putting the 

62 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4217/7/15. "Iûth Inf. Me.  to 44th. 46th, 47th, 50th Bn. & Capt. G.A. Speer, MC, 
081 1 1 /17*. 
63 NAC, RG9 1 1 1  C3/4031/25/3. 'Results of Sniping Cornpetition, July 9. 1918 From Capt. 
Montgomery, 1st Cdn. Inf. Me.'. The points scored, however, only represent 118 of the entire 
corn petition scores. 
64 Hesketh-Prichard: Sn bina, p. 1 49. 
65 Ibid., p. 149. 
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specially sighted rifles in the proper hands was the first priority and the 

schools* curriculum ensured that most, if not ail. students could operate and 

maintain a telescopic-sighted rifle. Shooting was practiced to an endless 

degree and the fundamentals of sniping (ie. use of equipment. 

movement/staking etc.) foilowed. Ail of these skiiis culmlnated in the routine 

rifie and sniping cornpetitions that measured a sniper's enhanced skU before 

he returned to the field. 

Beyond mastering terrain. timing, movement and technology. the 

sniper officaily became an organized unit in the anny. The truly modem 

sniper found his seeds planted in the Great War. 66 While sniping did occur 

on an semi-organfied level in the Arnerican Civil War. the Great War saw his 

SUS refhed and omcially established in the miiitary heirarchy. Since 1918. 

sniping has seen iittle change in terms of practice. A perusal through the 

Canadian Army's Sniper Training Manual will show that the fundamentals have 

remained and only the technology has changed. 67 Regardless. the modern 

sniper had found his origins in the fields of France and Flanders. 19 14- 19 18. 

Back on the battlefield. these trained snipers were finally put to work in the 

trenches where their importance wodd reach a record high. 

66 Gilbert: Sn i~er ,  p.83. 
67 See the Canadian Army's Sniper Training Manuat, CFP 309 [5]. Ministry of National Defence. 
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Chapter TV 

Sniping in Trench Warfare, 1915-1917 

Upon completion of his training. a sniper returned to his unit in the 

field where he put his refined skills to work. Before discussing the 

complexities of sniphg in trench warfare. however. the difference between 

snipers rnust first be clarified. Though there were no 'sniping units' per se. 

there was a distinction between the battalion and Company saper. 

Prior to sniping becoming an official part of the d t a r y  heirarchy. the 

organization of scouts and snipers varied by indilldual battalion. Sniping 

schools began to appear in numbers by 1916. and Canadian Corps 

Headquarters (CCHQI was very interested in the organlzation of scouts and 

snipers in particular units. By the spring of 19 16. their composition was 

loosely scattered. some battalions ernploying four per unit. others using eight 

or more. 1 As previously discussed in Chapter III , a number of crackshots 

attended sniping schools to improve their shootlng ability. However, scores 

and improvements varied with each soldler. thus puttïng them to use in the 

1 NAC, RG9 Ill C3/4057/35/3. "Headquarters. 2nd Inf. Bde. to O.C. 5th. 
03/06/1916". Also, NAC. RG 9 Iil C3/4069/11/6, -0.C. 19th Bn. to Staff 
0712411 9 1 6". 
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trenches depended on their degree of skill. Those scoring exceptionally high 

at S.O.S. schools were generaliy fitted with telescopic-sighted rifles 

immediately and the others were equipped as these rlfles became more 

available. By eariy 19 1 7. those highly skiiied snipers with telescopic -sighted 

rifles were shlfted from their unit to Battalion Headquarters where they were 

employed under the Scout Officer. 2 Labelled as a "specialist section". these 

elite snipers. usually four per battabon. joined the scout section. which 

monitored enemy Unes and conducted reconnaissance patrols wben in the 

Une. Given the title -Battalion Snipers". they typicaiiy worked dong the entire 

battaiion fiontage with special observation duties (ie. specific strongpoints. 

rearward Unes, troop movernent etc.) and eventually returned to their unit 

when it a a s  removed from the Une. The remaining snipers. usually less 

skilled. stayed with their unit as "Company Snipers" working in pairs. 

Though the numbers of Company snipers varied per battalion. an average 

figure was 16: eight snipers and eight observers who could exchange their 

duties to give each other adequate rest. 3 These snipers worked from dusk 

until dawn from the confines of the section of trench their Company occupied. 

At last. with trained snipers in the field. these marksmen began their 

ascendancy over the enemy snipers that had harassed them for the previous 

vear and one haif. However. sniping was more than sirnply sighting a target 

and pulling the trigger: sniping was a science unto itself that required a 

varie- of tasks to ensure success. M i l e  in the trenches of the Western 

Front the sniper fulfflled a number of duties to achieve this end. First and 

foremost. the sniper had to select carefully his firearm and telescopic sight. 

Arnong the other procedures was the set-up of sniper and observation posts 

where he would perform his skiii. In addition. the sniper was also needed for 

2 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4069/11/6. "2nd Division HQ to 4th 5th. 6th lnf. Ede & 2nd Cdn. Pioneers. 
02/20/19 1 7". 
3 NAC, RG9 1 1 1  C3/4135/22/4, 'Notes of a Conference of Scout and Sniper ûfficers. O6/02/19f 7". 
pg.3-4 See alço NAC, RG9 Ill C3/4O69/t 116. O.C. 19th Bn. to Staff Captain, 4th Inf. M e . .  
07/24/1916". The Scout Section often consisted of one Lance Sergeant, one Corporai. two Lance 
Coprais  (aka Patrol Leaders). 18 Pnvates and four Bn. Snipers with Us rifles. 
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locating and deactivating enemy snipers via observation and use of props. 

Beyond these responsibilities was a sniper's commitment to Battalion 

Intelligence. not only as a marksman but as an observer who obtained 

vaiuable idormation about the enemy. Further. an e-uamination of the facets 

of snipùig in trench warfxe wiU yield the conclusion that this activity required 

much more than simply pointing a rifie and £ h h g  upon a target. 

1 

Selecting an accurate firearm was one of the Rrst procedures for a 

sniper before entering the trenches. Since dl rifles handled and fired 

dlfferently. it was critical that a sniper choose one that suited his needs. A 

variety of rifles appeared on the battlefields of the Great War: the French 

were known for the Lebel. the Germans were equipped with the Gewher. the 

British with the Short Magazine Lee Enfield (SMLE) and the Canadians with 

the Ross Mark III. 4 The Ross. whiie considered a capable target rifle. nas 

not fit for service in the conditions on the Western Front. In cornparison with 

the SMLE. it was much longer in length: where the SMLE measured 44.6 

inches. the Ross toialled 50.6 - the barre1 alone amounting to 2 / 3  of the 

measurement. This comparatively long firearm was cumbersome in the 

n m o a  trenches and its tip and bayonet were often exposed over the parapet 

when the rifle was carried upright. It weighed siightly more (9.875 lbs.. over 

a pound more than the SMLE) and its magazine capacity was limited to five 

rounds (there were 10 in the Enfield}. 5 That the Ross only held five rounds 

per magazine rneant that the operator was required to reload much more 

quickly and under intense battle conditions - the ciifference between iife and 

death. 

Despite its peculiarities. the Ross was known most for the problem of 

famming. Issued to the First and Second Divisions at Valcartier. prebinary  

tests with the Ross revealed that it was susceptible to heating up. jamming 

4 ----,, : "Rifles of the Great War". War Machine, No. 86, n.d. p. 1702-1 703, 1707,171 2. 
5 Ibid.. p.1703, 1707. 
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and. in some cases. propelling the bullet casing back into the firer's face 

(a.k.a. 'blowback"). 6 On the Western Front the trench conditions intensified 

the jamming problem. particularly the mud and dirt that characterized the 

battlefield. As one Canadian soldier recds. 

The Ross [wasl a straight push and pull. the head of the bolt is on a 
spring and when it is home it turns haif way and the lugs on the 
side of the head t u m  in to grooves which are in the breech. If you 
don? have that clean and the lugs don't go in properly. weil then if 
it's ody half closed ... and you fire it. weil the sheU swelis. The base 
of the sheli ~iil sweli and you can't get it out. That's where the jams 
corne in. 7 

Reports began filtering in to Canadian Corps Headquarters that the Ross was 

seizing up under rapid fire conditions by May 1916. 8 In one report. 

members of the Princess Patricia's Canadian Light Infantry were using the 

pressure of their boots to try and open the bolt. As the number of instances 

mounted. members of the Second and Third Divisions began to re-arm 

themselves with SMLE's found on the battlefield. Foilowirig brigade. battalion 

and Company level investigations of the issue. the Ross was considered unfit  

as a service rifle since it lacked the men's confidence. 9 By July. 1916. the 

Canadian Corps was king re-armed with SMLE's. 

Despite these complications. the Ross was never fully withdraun from 

active service. Sir Charles Ross, founder of the Ross Rifle Company. had 

crafted a highly accurate firearm that was just not suitable for the 

"ruggedness' of trench warfare. Accuracy was his key motive in designing the 

rifle - the first prototype appearing in 1896 - as *he concentrated on items 

such as barrels and sighting systerns." 10 The Ross Mark III's predecessors 

earned arimiration at the Bisley shooting cornpetitions prior to the war. On the 

6 Bill Rawling: ~ u ~ ~ v i n a  ~re&h Warfare, (Toronto. 1992) p. 13. The Ross was nevertheless retained 
as a service weapon because the War Office stressed the importance of using the bayonet in combat. 
7 NAC, RG41111 / C E  In Randers Fields, 'Interview with L R .  Fennel, 27th Bn.". p.8. 
8 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4197/1/3, 'Canadian Corps HQ b 3rd Division. 05/OU19t 6". 
9 NAC. RG24/l û83A/Ross Rifle. 191 6, '0. Haig, commander-in-Chief, British Armies in France to 
War Office. 05/28/1916", 'War Office to the High Commissioner for the Dominion of Canada. 
O6/O3/l9l6". 
10 ----- : 'Riflesof the Great W a f ,  p.1702 
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battlefield. and when fitted with a telescopic sight. the Ross emerged as an 

emcient sniping rifle. Since keeping it clean was a necessi-. snfpers - uvhose 

trigger-pulllng was intermittent - could a€ford the n e c e s s q  time and care the 

Ross required. Moreover. since snipers worked independently. they did not 

have to rely on  it as much as  the regdar Infantryman and instances of rapid 

fire were few and far between. Although the Canadians were k i n g  re-armed 

with SMLE'S. marksmen in the Corps preferred the Ross over the Lee-Enfield. 

one individual noting that he "couldn't hit the inside of a barn" with the latter. 

1 1  The Ross. on the other hand. found a great deal of admiration. Herbert 

McBride said of its accuracy. -up to 600 yards ..At equalled or excelled any 

rifie 1 had or have since flred - the Springfield not excepted.' ' 2  

The telescopic sight eventualiy made it to the trench Unes of France by 

19 16. As a previous chapter has already shown. the use of these accessories 

was often minimized by the users' lack of knowledge about the scopes* 

operation. Moreover. it was held that some snipers simply did not appreciate 

the value of a telescopic sight. thereby leading to their misuse. 13 Sniper 

schools. however. provided ofIlcial instruction on how to use these devices 

and their value increased dramatically. so weU. in fact. that C.O.'s gave strong 

support for their use. emphasizing that they uvere essential to gaining 

superiority over the enerny. 14 Telescopic sights were not valued so much for 

improving accuracy but for enhancing potential targets that were normaily 

missed when using open sights. 1s Three lenses. the ocular. inverting and 

objective. had the culminative effect of sharpening the image in one focal point 

known as  the reticule. The reticule, or 'crosshairs", enabled the sniper to ;iim 

at his target precisely within the lenses. The diagram below lists the various 

1 1 NAC. ;interview L.R. ~ennel.. p.9. The SMLE muule sornetimes had a habit of .whippinge to one 
side, sending the bullet off course. The SMLE's predecessor, the P.14, shared similar problems as 
the Ross but also found praise among British snipers. See "Rifles of the Great Warn, p.1703. 
12 Herbert McBride: A Rifleman Went ta War, (Mt. Ida, AK, 1987). p.214. 
13 NAC. RG24/1883A/26, Sniping and Marksmanship. Telescopic Sights, 1 st Division to Canadian 
Corps tlQ. 03/29/1916". 
14 Ibid. 
15 NAC. MG30 E2h. 1. N. A. O. Armstrong Papers, ' Chapter XI l l - Telesmpic Sights". p. 1 
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t p e s  of reticules: the first. third and Bfth were used by snipers at the front. 

Single Cross Halrs Double Cross H* T-shaped Apenure Pin Head 

Source MC. MG30 E2. N AD Armstmng Papen. 'Chaprer XIii - Telcscopic Sights' 

The magnification of these instruments varied. but they ail shared the same 

effect of providing a clearer object. especinlly in the early moming or at dusk. 

Thus. in trench warfare they were essential to a sniper's work. 

Due to their fragility. telescopic sights were never issued as  Trench 

Stores: many were issued from Ordnance and went dlrectly to sniper schools 

for issue. Other marksmen purchased their scopes privately. The foilowing 

were the four most common telescopic sights issued to Canadian and British 

t roops: Warner & Swasey. Periscopic Prism. Aldis and Winchester. For 

Canadian troops. the Warner & Swasey was the Rrst scope issued alongside 

the Ill-fated Ross Mark III. Much like the firearm it accornpanied. the Wamer 

& Swasey had its fair share of problems and. iike the Ross by the general 

irifantry. was condemned by snipers later in the war. The main problem with 

this telescopic sight was that it could never be kept properly adjusted. or. in 

sniper teminolog'. it never 'held its zerow. The recoil of the shot consistently 

set the elevation off. thus making it -practicalïy impossible for two shots to be 

fxed at exactly the same point.- 16 Moreover. the lateral adfustment had to be 

reset every time the scope was remounted to the rifie. thus requiring it to be 

regularly Ye-zeroed.- 17 Like other left -mounted telescopic sights. the Warner 

and Swasey's habit of unbalancing the rifle to the left was corrected by 

securing a rubber band around the sight and the stock of the rifie. However. 

16 NAC, RG9 1 1 1  C3141 43/8/l. "Report on Warner & Swasey Sights. Scout Otficer 31 st Bn. to O.C. 
31st Bn., O6lWf  917". See alsu. NAC, RG9 II1 C3/4104/16/2, "4th Inf. Ede. to 2nd Division, 
06/14/1917". 
17 NAC. Armstrong Papers. 'Telescopic Sights'. p.23 
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this was more for keeping an even distribution of weight and only minimally 

helped keep the scope properly adjusted. By 19 17. the Warner 8: Swasey 

had been replaced by one of the other three common telescopic sights. 

The Periscopic Prism frequented the Western Front for a great portion 

of the war. though less so for the Canadian Corps. Like the Warner & 

Swasey. it was left mounted and uTas balanced in the same marner. It too 

had imperfections. namely the mountings. The consistent recoil of the rifie 

tended to loosen the screws holding the scope in place. thereby contributing 

to inaccuracy. 18 In addition, the capstan screws that controlled the Iateral 

adjustment were prone to stripping, rendering the adjustrnent useless. 

Proper care and handiing. however. usually resulted in an extended shelf Me. 

The Aldis, on the other hand. did frequent the ranks of the Canadian 

Corps. Cenerally speaking. the Aldis won higher praise over the latter two 

telescopic sights both for accuracy and maintenance. 19 The uniqueness of 

the Aldis was that it could be mounted centrally or to the left. thus it was 

adaptable to a number of rifles and a nurnber of rnountings. Though the 

central mount did not d o w  the marksman to use his open sights. it was 

nevertheless one of the preferred choice of snfpers. 20 

The Winchester sight won the highest acclaim among Canadian 

snipers primarily because it worked well with the Ross Mark III. The 

Winchester first made its appearance on the front in 1916. initialiy mounted 

(to the left) on SMLE's. 21 Its inaugural performance provided good results 

particularly with regard to accuracy. The lateral adjustment - a loosening or 

tightening of a screw for shots straying left or right - was easy to operate and 

snipers favoured this simplicity. 22 Shortly thereafter. armourers in the 

Canadian Corps began mounting them centrally on the Ross. making this 

- -  - 

18 Ibid. p.3. 
19 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4104/16/2, '4th Inf. Me. to 2nd Diviaon, 06/14/1917". 
20 NAC, Armstrong Papers. 'Telesmpic Sights". p.3-4. 
21 fbid., p.4. 
22 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4l52/f B. 'Notes on Telescopic Sights and Rifles, O4/Z5/19I6" 
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combination the most popular among Canadlan sharpshooters. Unique to this 

scope was its appearance for it was much longer and slimrner than the other 

three telescopic sights. Where the length of the Aldis and Periscopic Prisrn 

ranged from 10.8 to 12.25 inches respectively. the Winchester measured 16 

inches. 23 Moreover. its weight was considerably lighter and its magnification 

higher. Set-backs included loosened mounting screws and a habit of sllding 

forward after the recoil (which was subsequently puiled back after the shot). 

Nevertheless. Canadian marksmen. who retained a Ross for the& sniping 

duties. held the Winchester in the highest regard claiming that it was most 

suitable for "practical work." 24 In open warfare. it remmed as the most 

semiceable sight in the field. particularly for its quick and easy adjustment. 

Using German telescopic sights on the Ross or S M L E  was a rarity 

since these scopes were infrequently captured intact. Those that were 

saivaged were quickly sent to the Corps Sniping School for repair. As the 

Allies soon learned. the Germans made a variety of mountings for their sights 

making it difficult to interchange them. Moreover. m m  German sights were 

hcompatable with Allied arms and were only used when sight and rifle were 

acquired together. 25 

Many snipers in the Canada Corps. particularly Company snipers. 

went for some time without a telescopic sight on their rifle. due to their 

limited availabiiity As  the war progressed. however. more snipers were able 

to utiiize them. After king fitted with rifle and sight. the crackshot was ready 

to perform his deadiy art. 

II 

Once the Divisional Commanders realized the effect that sniping in the 

trenches had, they were eager to put them to work. As early as November. 

1915 the General Officers of Command (G.O.C.) were issuing orders to 

23 izkennerton: The British Sniwr, (London. 1984). p.57. 
24 NAC. RG9 1 1 1  C3/4143/8/1. 'Report on Warner & Swasey Sights. Scout Officer 31st Bn. to O.C. 
31st Bn., 06/13/1917". 
25 NAC. Armstrong Papers. 'Telescopic Sights". p.5. 
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Brigade and Battaiion Headquarters to employ them immediately. 26 The 

orders were then channeiled on to individual units encouraging them to take 

advantage of German error: 

If your snipers are not already doing so. will you please turn them 
out at dawn. as opportunities for sniping at that time of day are 
very good. The enemy often exposes himself more carelessly in the 
half light than he would later in the day Good results were 
obtained by some of the Battaîions in the other Brigades by 
fouowing this practice. 27 

Thus it is clear that sniping was essential to trench warfare. Employing the 

sniper. however. had yet to be resolved. WhiIe every soldier found some form 

of protection and concealment behind the parapet. it was the sniper who had 

to make concealment go the distance. Obvfously. looking over the parapet 

int-ited a German sniper's builet so the Canadian marksman had to find other 

alternatives for sniping from the trenches. Thus. the front Une observation 

and sniper post emerged as a feared feature of the trench line. 

As the eariier chapter on training indicated. the first set of Allied 

trench lines was very uniform with poorly concealed loopholes and sniping 

posts. By late1916. the Allies were working hard to change the look of the 

parapet and better hide these strategic locations. Adopting the same methods 

used by the enemy. Aliied parapets soon became decorated with various 

forms of metal and rubbisb to better disgufse the trenchs' inhabitants a s  weii 

as sniping and obsenration posts. Front Une posts carried the advantage of 

being closest to the enemy's lines: however. due to this closeness. the Aeld of 

view was often h i t e d .  Moreover. front Une posts carried the added risk of 

king discovered since the enemy usually had the front Lines well observed. 28 

These posts. due to the& b i t s .  were often used for harassing the enemy: 

rearward posts carried the greater effect of causing casualties. 

The first step in establishing sniper and observation posts was 

26 NAC, RG9 1 1 1  C3/4140/10/13, '2nd Division to 6th Inf. Me.,  11/f 5/lWSn. 
27 NAC, RG9 N C314135/22/4. "6th Inf. Bde. to 27th. 28th. 29th. 31st Bn.3. 05/05/1916". 
28 NAC. MG30 E2h.1. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers. Zhapter XV - Snipers' Posts. Obseivation Posts. 
Loopholes and Hides'. p. 1.  
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location. In the front Une there were three common places to erect a p s t :  

the parapet (including the area direct- in front of the trench) . the parados 

and a traverse (a smder.  angled trench, sometimes used for communication). 

The first two of these were most frequently used. the latter typicaliy in 

emergency situations (eg. a enemy raid). Posts in the parados were more 

favourable because they offered a wider field of view and were not so easily 

detected. Moreover. the smoke or 'gas' discharge that a rifie let off was 

masked by the rising smoke and mist that typicaily permeated the inside of 

the trenches. ln any of these positions. it was important to consider first the 

field of view. the cover from fire and the cover from view. 29 To avoid being 

discovered. sniping posts were always placed at an angle so fire carne from 

the flank and not from the center. Choosing the latter courted disaster. 

usuaily Ln the form of machine-gun tire or -whiz-bang's". Posts were scattered 

throughout the trenchline. some active. others for attracting enemy snipers' 

buliets. Always constructed at night. sniper and observation posts were 

usuaily bullt by engineer working parties though some snipers preferred to 

make their own. 30 These front Une positions. as with any sniping posts. 

were "out of boundsn for ail other infantqi and the reason for this was clear - 

the more secretive the position. the better concealed it remained. However. 

as new units entered forward trench lines. a List of sniping posts was sent to 

Battalion and Brigade Headquarters for the fresh snipers to occupy. 31 

The standard feature of front M e  posts was the œloophole plate". 

Made of iron. the loophole plate was often builet proof Lf set at an angle. 

Though rifles from the Great War were not as  high-powered as today's 

firearrns. a buiiet still had the devastating effect of penetrating 9-14 inches 

into brickwork (cernent and Ilme mortar). 18 inches into sandbags and 4 112 

29 Ibid., p.1. 
30 Ibid.. p.4. McBride prefened Me build his own posts simply because he knew it would be done 
right. See McSride. A Rifleman, p.301. 
31 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4135/W4. 6th Inf. Bde. to 27th, 28th. 29th. 31st Bn.3, 05/03/1916". and NAC. 
RG9 111 C3/4069111/6, '6th Inf. Bde. to 4th lnf. Me., 04/21/1916". 
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feet into the earth. 32 Thus. it was essential that loophole plates be as 

sturdy as possible. Once sniping cornmandeci a stronger role in the war. 

loophole plates were issued regularly from Trench Stores. Unfort iinately. 

the- aere usuaiiy cut with an oval opening Ln the center that hindered \leumg 

from a telescopic-sighted rifle. In 1916. a Canadian officer at Second A m y  

Sniping School created a 'kidnef loophole plate which accounted for left- 

mounted telescopic sights though the standard plate continued to be the main 

one issued. Elsewhere. modifications were made. when necessa-. at the 

front. Another complication with plates was their colour: most were black 

and therefore more easily detectable i n  daylight. 33 This w a s  averted. 

however. by encasirig the loophole plate in a sandbag and cutting out the 

firing liole. To conceal the plate. "dummy sandbags" were s e w l  ont0 the plate 

beforc it \vas wcdged i n t o  the parapet. (Sec diagram) 

[ round plate 

mmies sewn on 
Strrrtched baa 

a 

Sa~irc- 'CK MC30 E2 \- 1 X .4 D Armstrong Parxrs Thaprcr ?(\' - Snipcrs' Posts Obsemtmn Posts Lcaphol-5 ar,d 
Hidcs - p 4 

Additional plates. known as ^Wng plates" were sometimes added to expand 

32 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4143/8/1, Lecture Given at N.C.O-3 School of Instruction. 2nd Army" p.2-3 
33 Ibid.. p.4 
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the field of view. After proper placement and a dafs worth of weathering. the 

plate was usuaiiy fit for sen-ice. 

Placing the plate in the line came in a variety of forms. some created 

by the Allies. others taken from the Germas .  Some were placed along the 

top iine of sandbags. others utlüzed common objects such as an old h o t .  hat 

or tin can from n-hich to shoot from. Firing from pipes inserted in the tops of 

sand bags or from the openings in m m  jars were other ways of using 

loopholes. Perhaps one of the more interesting posts in the front litle \vas thr 

"mouse trap loophole" which had a aooden lid that opened and closed via a 

string. Disguising the lid \vas done by driring nails through the bottom w 

that the csposcd spikes ~ o u l d  drive into the earth and lift ~ i t h  it when the lid 

opened. 3' Posts like this orle were dug directl!. into the earth underneath 

the irrnch \w.ll ulth the loophole situated amidst the clutter of the fonvard 

parapet aiid surroundinfi terrain. (See diagram. ) 

Sourrr Y.4C HG30 E2 v 1 V A D .4rmstrong Paprrs. 'Chapter XV . Snipcrs' Post s  Observation Posts Loopholrs and 
Hida p . 7  

34 NAC. MG30 E2h 1. N A 0. Armstrong Papers. 'Chapter XV - Snipers' Posts. Observation Posts 
Loopholes and Hides" p 7 Details of these various posts are described in this chapter 
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Posts such as these had two àistlnctive features: a curtain and a double 

plate. The curtain was important for keeping rearward Ught from exposing 

the hole in the plate and was placed at the entrance of the pst. The double 

plate was an added ieature that could be opened and closed at d. It offered 

the sniper a wider field of fire but was cumbersome and. if not placed 

properly. tended to shifl and mfnimize the view. 35 

The best sniping opportunities came from the rear lines which offered 

a vien of the entire Battaiion frontage. Sniping and observation posts were 

oAen in the open. such as a field. though concealed posts (eg. in buiidings. 

wooded areas etc.) were fust as cornmon. Just as in the front Ilries, reamard 

posts were numerous and were occupied at varying intervals to avoid king 

discovered by enerny obsen-ers. The advantage of being in the rear. 

however. was that it was far more dLmcult for a German to detect a rear p s t  

because of its distance. 36 

Once posts were estabiished. keeping them hidden was next on the 

agenda. Since the Allied lines were just as frequently obsenred as the 

German line. posts were occupied and emptied at night. Furthermore. when 

not in use. a rolled up sandbag or piece of stuffuig (also knoun as a "gag") 

was inserted in the loophole itself to block out any Ught. There were also 

many factors to consider when tiring from sniper and observation posts. The 

gas discharge from rifles. mentioned earlier. cou1d often give a sniper's 

location away. This gas was most often visible in cold or damp weather and 

usuali~r when the muzzle was close to the ground. so it was advised that 

snipers be aware of conditions before fking. Letting off a shot also tended to 

stir up dust and surrounding vegetation which often revealed a sniper's 

location. To solve this. snipers were instructed to wet d o m  the area and 

part the vegetation appropriately. 37 Disguising the flash of the muzzle. 

35 Ibid., p.15. 
36 McBride: A Rifleman, p.311. 
37 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4143/8/1, 'Lecture Given At N.C.O.3 School of Instruction. Second Army". p.5. 
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particularly at night. was best done by shooting from a wooden box or 

through a pipe placed inside the p s t  or simply by exposing less than half the 

barre1 through the loophole. 38 Another factor that had to be considered was 

the gIare or flash of a telescope's lens by the sun. Snipers and observers had 

to be aware constantly of the sun's position to avoid being discovered this 

way. Likewise, polished bamels were shrouded and shiny ornamentation. Iike 

brass buttons or cap badges. were removed e o m  unfforms. The enemy had a 

habit of randomly firirrg at the front Une to uncover Allied loophole plates: a 

metallic "ringinga when the buliet struck typicaily gave it away. The Allies 

solved this problem by attaching wooden boards to the front of the iron plate. 

thereby absorbing the buiiet and downplaying the sound. 39 Posts that were 

discovered were abandoned and /or dismantled altogether. German obsemers 

were just as scrutinous and on many an occasion. German snipers bounced 

bullets off loophole plates as  a reminder to the Aiiies that they were being 

watched. 40 

Based on the available documentation. certain areas were considered 

unsuitable for estabkhing a p s t .  Instmctors from sniping schools. including 

Hesketh-Richard. did not always advise their students to occupy buildings or 

trees. Removing a brick from any structure provided a quick and effortless 

sniping p s t .  but there was always the danger of it king already occupied by 

the enemy. not to mention that such structures were frequent targets for 

sheliing. Houses were suitable for the occasional shot but consistent firing 

from such a place also attracted trench mortar or artillery sheUs. 4 1  Trees. on 

the other hand, did offer snipers a heightened field of view but more often left 

them tvlnerable to enemy observers particularly under changing light and 

weather conditions. German snipers were known to have occupied trees and 

the photo on the following page reveals the dangers of this practice. 

38 NAC. RG9 111 C3Bûô7f10712. 'Notes on Sniping Collected by the 3rd Cavafry Division". p.4. 
39 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq, p.66. 
40 NAC, RG9 Ill C3/4143/û/1. 'Lecture Given", p.3. 
41 ibid.. p.3. Also. Hesketh-Prichard: Snipinq, p.95. 
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Source: FWvate C o k t t o n  



Once the p s t  was estabiished and secured, it was occupied by a sniper and 

an observer. These two types of soldier were generaiiy grouped together 

because they tended to work in pairs when Ln the front or resewe Unes. 

though the latter was more frequently the case. Sniping and observation was 

then carried out fkom these postitions. the sniper and observer - trained in 

each other's skiil already - exchanged duties at regular intervals. usually every 

20 minutes. 42 Working in pairs carxied the advantages of confidence. more 

thorough obsenvation and the ability of one to help the other if he Ras 

wounded. For others still. there were added benefits: 

The great benefit to the pair. to my mind. is that it breaks the 
monotony of long hours spent away from other troops and gives two 
kindred spirits the constant opportunity to talk about their common 
interests - in addition to other topics. 4 3  

In addition. working in pairs kept eye-strain at a minimum. However. 

working alone was favoured by some çnipers since movement and 

concealment. in no man's land for example. was more deceptive alone than 

with two. This aspect of sniping wiU be discussed in the next chapter. 

Generally speaking. the two man systern was most commonly used in the 

Canadian Corps. At battalion level. four pairs of sniper/observer teams were 

assigned to the battaiion frontage. occupying posts anywhere from 200-800 

yards of the front h e .  44 Company snipers and observers made use of their 

own posts in the front Unes. sometimes working iri pairs. sometimes alone. 

During the preliminary observation - that period of time when the post was 

first occupied - both the sniper and his mate would chart out distinctive 

features dong the enemy front and place them on a map. 45 Frequent study 

of the map and constant study of the enemy Une enabled the team to 

memorize the parapet and note any changes and any potential targets. To 

ensure consistent reporting, the sniper and observer tecun were regularly 

42 NAC. RG9 111 C3/3867/107/2. "Hints and Tips for Snipers". p.4. 
43 McSride: A Rifleman, p.305. 
44 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4069/11/6. 'Mernorandum Relating to the Establishment, Organiztion and Duties 
of Scout Sections. 4th Canadian lnfantry Me . ,  O7/24/l9l6". p.2. 
45 lan Skennerton: The British Sniwr, (London, 1984). p.84. 
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posted in the same area. either at 'Stand Ton or -Stand Down" - depending.. 

of course. on their shift. 46 

Nevertheless. when working in pairs the observer scanned the enemy 

Une with a pair of field grasses or telescope searching for targets. At the 

same time the sniper. wlth his telescopic-sighted rifle. followed the same 

viewing path as his counterpart and fired upon a specifled target when 

identifled by the observer. 47 When the observer spotted a potential target he 

gave the sniper a land/parapet feature (eg. a blue co~oured sandbag or piece 

of carrugated iron) to aim at and then a measured distance (eg. three feet to 

the left or six inches above). Once the sniper had his sight k e d .  he pulled 

the trigger if he thought the hit was moderately possible. Of course. the 

exposure of a target usually lasted oniy a few seconds. If a hit was made. it 

was documented in the da* sniping and observation report. 4 8  Confirming 

kills was not always an easy task since the sniper lost sight of the fallen 

soldier beNnd the parapet. However. one sniper in the British Expeditionaxy 

Force (BEF). Pte. E.A. Clarke of the 1st and 2nd Northants Regiment. offered 

some solace for unconfirmed hits: '-Never be bluffed if a sniper swanks how 

many he has killed. We h e w  it was aimost impossible to miss but unless the 

enemy is shot in the open and Ues for quite a while p u  would not be certain." 

a McBride. on the other hand. figured that the observer was the last voice 

on the matter: that he had a large telescope or field glasses and thus a 

magnLned view. enabled him to conftrm the hit. 50 An intelligence sumrnary 

from the 3rd Division. (January 1st to June 30th. 1917). indicates that 

Canadian marksmen accounted for 307 of the enerny in observed hits. 51 It 

should be noted that this sumrnary contained a large proportion of 'claimed 

46 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4069/11/6, 'Memorandum ". p. 1. 
47Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq, p. 1 14-1 15. 
48 Ibid.. 99. 
49 Imperia1 War Museum (IWM hereafter). Sni~er on the Western Front. E.A. Clarke. Sniper. 1 st & 2nd 
Northants Regiment. p.7. 
50 McBride: A Rifleman. p.310. 
51 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4146/7M. '3rd Division Summaries of Intelligence. 01/0111917 to 06/30/1917". 
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hits' that were never assigned a number. Thus. the nurnber of hits exceeds 

the total listed above. 

A sMed  sniper could easiïy gain notoriety based on the number of 

kiUs for which he was credited. Native Canadans. who eniisted in the CEF 

voluntari&. were among the most feared snipers on the Western Front: 

M a n y  of the Indian soldiers were hunters in civil life and in 
consequence were expert marksmen. As a result of thts experience 
they were able to render excellent service as  snipers at the front 
and in t h  branch of fighting they were unexceiled. It is claimed 
that the Indians did much toward demoralizing the entire enemy 
system of sniping. They displayed extraordinq patience and self- 
control when engaged in this work and would sit hour after hour at 
a vantage point waiting the appearance of the enerny at his sniping 
post. The Indian snipers recorded their prowess by the 
picturesque method of notching the& rifies for every observed hlt. 
Three famous indian snipers of the 8th Battalion. McDonald. an 
Iroquois: Riel. a grandson of the famous rebel, Louis Riel: and 
Ballantyne, a Western Indian. had 40. 38, and 58 notches 
respectively. on their guns. 52 

Names of many Native Canadlan snipers fiil the nominal roles in the CEF: Pte. 

Rod Cameron. Pte. Joseph Delaronde and Cpl. Thomas Godchere were al1 

excellent marksmen from the 52nd Bn.. 53 Another sniper, U e d  in action in 

April. 1915. was Lt. Cameron Brant. descendant of the great Chief Joseph 

Brant, fiom Brantford. ON. 34 Those snipers with exceptionai& high scores 

included Cpl. Johnson Paudash. worked alongside McBride in the 2 1st 

Bn.. with 88 U s  and L/CpI. Henry Louis Norwest (50th Bn.) who t-ed i 15 

observed hits. Cpl.  Francis Pegahmagabow. arguablq* the best sniper in the 

field. was credited with 376 kilis dumg his tour. 55 Pegahmagabow's 

shooting skili and heroism earned him the Miiitary Medal and taTo bars for 

bravery - an honour shared by only 39 others in the CEF. In total. more 

52 CANADA. Department of lndian Affairs. Annual Report - for the year ending March 31. 191 9. 
Sessional Paper No.27. (Ottawa. 1920). p.27. 
53 ----- --- ---- ; "Canadian Indians and World War One", The Tommorrow File, (vol. 1, no.3, November 
30/1983). p.22. 
54 NAC. MG30 E43. 'Carneron Brant Testimonial. 08/01 11 91 5' and NAC. Military Sendce Record - 
Cameron O. Brant. 
55 CANADA. Dept. of lndian Affairs. p. 15 and NAC. Mil-itary Service Record - Francis Pegahmagabow. 
56 CANADA. Veterans Affairs: Native Soldiers. Foreiqn Battlefields, (Ottawa. 1993). p. 10-1 1 
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than 4000 Native Canadians served in the CEF many of whom found their 

best roles as snipers. 

III 

While a careless individual was the more common vfctim of a 

crackshot. their most important prey was the German sniper. As already 

indicated. Germans were superior snipers in the early years of the nar .  

However. by 1917. the Allies were quickly out-perfonning the enemy in 

sharpshooting. and subduing the German sniper was the critical factor in this 

tum-around. However. deactivating the enemy sniper required locating h m  

and this was done by attracting his fire. The three methods by which 

Canadians located enemy snipers were: from the direction of the enemy's 

shot. inviting fbe upon a loophole plate. and using 'dummy heads-. 

At fîrst. crackshots resorted to foilowing the Une of the buliet from 

where it originated. Gennan snipers would sometimes shoot at an active area 

of a trench or perhaps at an object to test the accuracy of their sights. 

Hesketh-Prichard noticed a number of bulletholes in a tree stump. 

immediately indicating the direction of fire. FoUowing that path. he found a 

set of bushes that were imrnediately marked for observation. When 

movement occurred in the bush. four snipers opened fire and silenced the 

enemy sniper's activity. 57 Low or weak points in the trenchhe were also 

common areas used for target practice. Unfortunately for the German. 

evidence such as this gave them away. Spotting the line of fire. usualiy with 

the help of a periscope. snipers in the CEF usuaily traveiied back to a resenre 

iine or communication trench to deactivate the enemy. 58 Another way of 

fiding the pathway of a buiiet uTas to hold up an object, a turnip or painted 

biscuit tin for example. invite the shot. and see the angle fron; which the 

bullet passed through. 59 Though this method worked initially. German 

57 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq. p.52-53. To observe the direction of the bullet's path. Hesketh- 
Prichard wore a sandbag over his head and slowly peeked over the parapet. 
58 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4143/8/1. 'Lecture Given". p.5-6. In the event that an angle of view was aitered. 
snipers were encouraged, if the opportunrty lent itseif, to ricochet bullets off of concrete walls. 
59 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4143/8/1. 'Additional Notes by an ûfficer of the 1 st Canadian Division'. 
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snlpers soon learned to avoid such petty targets. The 'textbook' method 

required exposing a target at two flanking points and pinpointing the sniper at 

the apex of the *trianglew. However. iike many orders issued from High 

Command. this style did not always work. particularly when the opposmg 

trenchllnes were relatively close to each other. For, 'when it cornes to close 

range sniping. the sniper is pretty apt to be very restricted as to the 'arc of 

fire' over which fie can deliver his shots." 60 

Since live targets were the preferred prey of the German marksman. 

Canadian and British snipers began to invite buliets by exposing the loopholes 

in their sniper posts. As already indicated. some German marksmen bounced 

bullets off a plate purposely. to  make the occupant aware of his exposed 

location. Eventually. the Allies saw this act as tool for i d e n t w g  the vicinity 

of the enemy sniper. Since there were a number of loophole plates in the line 

at one time. a team of snipers occupied fianking positions while a single 

crackshot or observer would open a loophole to entice a bullet. Sometimes 

the latter would even let off a number of shots to attract some attention. 61 

Dohg this on a few occasions provided the flanking snipers enough time to 

spot. aim and shoot the enemy. As  an alternative to snipfng from the flank. 

some marksmen used 'srirper hidesu to deliver the fatal shot. The hide 

consisted of a camouflaged dugout placed beyond the parapet and behind the 

barbed wire. While it was useful for subduing enemy patrols. it was ideal for 

locating and downing a German sniper. 62 Once the decoy was set and the 

enemy's shots fired. the sniper in the hide located his man and eliminated 

him. 

Perhaps the most effective technique of identifying the location of an 

enemy sharpshooter was through the use of 'dummy heads'. Another 

product of Special Works Park. these were papa mache globes fashioned into 

the shape of the average soldief s head. The idea came from theatrical props 

60 McBride: A Rifleman, p.325. 
61 Hesketh-Prichard: Sn ipi n ~ ,  p. 4445. 
62 NAC. MG30 E2h. 1 .  N.A. D. Armstrong Papers. 'Chapter XV - Sniper Posts.. .". p. 14. 
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in London but by 19 16 they were steadiiy becoming a part of trench lifr in 

France and Belgium. 63 Plnred on a stick and frame built into the trencli 

wall. the heads aere slowly raised over the parapet. inllting a sniprr's bulirt. 

If the desired result was obtained and a clean hit made. the operator let th î  

head fa11 back - to imitate that of a fallen soldler. Moments after. the operator 

placed a periscope either behind the head and over the parapet. or placcd i r  

in front of the head beloa the parapet and aiigned it with the buliet holes. 

See the diagrams belou-- 
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Aligning the bullet holes indicated the line of fire and. if at an approsimatr 

distance of 250 yards or less. it accurately located the enemy. 54 When the 

hostile sniper did not engage the raised head. operators resorted to -waikixig 

the d u m m -  dong the trenchiine. imitatlng that of a soldier on his rounds. To 

63 NAC. RG9 1 1 1  C3/4069/11/6. Second Army to Canadian Corps. 2nd Division and 4th Inf Bde 
05/18/l916 '. AISO. Hesketh-Prichard. Snipinq, p. 10-1 1 

64 NAC. MG30 E21v.l. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers. --Chapter XIX - Miscellaneous . p.5  Also NAC 
RGB I I I  C3/3867/107/2. 'Hints and Tips.'. p 4-5. When necessary. a second shot was encwraged 
this usually resulted in locating the sniper See NAC. RG9/4135/22/4. "6th lnf Bde to 27th. 28th 
3 1 st Bn 'S. O5/3O/ 1 9 1 6" 
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further enhance the effect. some soldiers resorted to placing a cigarette in the 

mouth of the prop. smoking it through a tube attached from inside the head. 

Used prLmarily to pinpoint German rnarksmen. dummy heads could also be 

used for fooling the enemy into thinking there were troop movements in the 

area. Using Sikh or Ghurka dummy heads dong the parapet indicated new 

troops in the iine and thus distorted Gennan intelligence systems. 6s 

Another popular target for snipers ;and observers was periscopes. 

Once both warring parties realized that popping their heads over the parapet 

was an invitation for a sniper's bullet. each side began using a variety of 

periscopes to an incredible degree. 66 Despite this being a more clever and 

safer way of peertng over the parapet. they stiU attracted a sniper's attention. 

While it was the initial goal of Battalion inteiiigence to obseme the enemy lines 

thorougw. it was equaily important to keep the enemy fkom obsewing them. 

67 M a n y  snipîng reports lncluded the number of periscopes smashed by 

snipers. Some Canadian crackshots sought a -double Mtw when spotting a 

periscope: by lowering the barre1 sk  inches from the periscope the bullet 

often penetrated the sandbag and hit the user. 68 Another popular target for 

snipers. particularly at night, was German worktng parties who attempted to 

reconstnict blown out trenches. buiid new piiiboxes. or dig new trenchlines. 

That these individuals were often exposed in the open when doing the& work 

made them worthy candidates for a sniper's bullet. 69 This practice was 

often demoralfiing for the workers while keeping their activity at a minimum. 

Lastly. the movement of new enemy troops into the Ilne provided ample 

opportunity for the sniper to increase his score. As one sniper in the 42nd 

Bn. noted. ' ~ v e  got two of them this week and they0ii be careful. but a fresh 

battalion wiii soon relieve them and one unit never seems to wam the other 

65 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq. p. 1 0-1 1. 
66 NAC, RG9 Ill C3/4039/11/4, 'Types of Perïscope Observed in U s e  by the Enemy". P e f i ~ ~ p e s  
were buitt into leaning duckboards, old buckets or placed on sticks and raised over the parapet. 
67 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4069/11/6, 'Trench Orders", p.3. 
68 Col. J.A. Currie: The Red Watch, ((Toronto, 191 6). p. 149. 
69 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4135/22/4. '6th Inf. Ede. to 27th. 28th. 29th 31st Bn.'s. 06/06/1916". 
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about danger spots,- 70 

IV 

Since observation was such an integral part of sniping. the sniper was 

able to contribute a wealth of information to the Intemgence Unit of their 

battaiion. The inteiiigence system in the Canada Corps was rather intricate 

and effective in obtainlrig tnformation about the enemy and their defences. 

Intelligence material u s u d y  came in the form of observation. either from the 

ground or the air, but much could also be learned from patrols. raids and 

reconnaissance or from captured soldiers and documents. Like the roots of a 

tree. the rnajority of information stemmed from Company level in each 

battalion. From Battaiion Headquarters the material would be fdtered through 

Brigade Headquarters. then to Division Headquarters and lastly to the 

Canadian Corps Headquarters. 71 In addition. sources of information came 

from the Royal Air Force and its Balioon Section as well as  field and heaq 

artiüe~y. The chart on the foiiowing page summarizes this process. 

At Brigade level the intemgence section was headed by a Staff Captain 

of intelligence. Among his duties were training, administration and discipline 

of the Brigade Intelligence Section. obtaining. coilating and forwarding 

information. and the supply and issue of maps and aeroplane photos. 

Conducting reconnaissance missions. training when in rest . and construction 

of observation and sniping posts were also his responsibiiity. Working for 

him were 12 elite observers. an aeroplane photo e-vert. two draughtsmen 

and a clerk. 72 This section of intemgence staff oversaw the su~veillance of 

the entire brigade frontage . consolidating material from bat talion level. 

The most critical source of inteUigence came from the front line units 

which engaged enemy activity. thus. Battaiion Intelligence was most thorough. 

73 At Battalion Headquarters the Intelligence Ofncer oversaw aU matters of 

70 WIII R. Bird: Ghosts Have Warm Hands, (Toronto. 1968). p.29. 
71 NAC. MG30 W. 1. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers 'Chapter 2 - Front Line Intelligencen. p. 1-3. 
72 Major JE. Hahn: The lntelliqence Service Wflhin the Canadian Corps. 1 91 4-1 91 8, (Toronto. 
1930). p.86. 
73 NAC. MG30 EW.1: ibid.. p.2. 
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surveillance and observation. Under his jurisdiction was a scouting wing of 

11 men. observation and sntping wings consisting of eight men each and a 

draughtsman with aeroplane photo experience. The total staff of 28 can be 

summed up as foilows: 

Battalion Headquarters 
I 

Battaiion intelligence Omcer 

l 
I I I 

1 Scout Ofacer 8 Observers 8 Snimrs 
1 Scout Sergeant 
1 Scout Corporal 
8 Scouts 

I 
1 Draughtsman 
(trained as aero- 
plane photo expert) 

S o u m .  NAC. MC30 €2 ' v  1. N.A.D.  Armstrong Papcrs. 'Chaptcr Il - Front Line Inteülgenrt' p.2 

When arriving at a new sector in the Une. an intelligence Section received 

most of its orders from the Battaiion Commander. Once these orders were 

deiivered, the Intelligence Officer detailed U s  men who then commenced set - 

u p  and execution of ground level observation. At the same time he 

established contact with the artiilery for any possible shelling needs. 

Complete observation of the enemy Ilne was thus the objective of the 

Intelligence Officer and his staff. 74  The Scout Section was responsible for 

nightiy patrols. often approaching within 10-20 yards of the enemyws parapet. 

Armed with grenades and a revolver. scouts studied the ground conditions in 

no man's land and later sketched them on paper from memory. 75 They 

gathered Monnation about enemy wire. listened in on enemy conversations 

and to capture a sentry or two was never out of the question. Their hand- 

written and drawn informatim was then issued to the Intelligence Officer for 

consolidation with other forms of intelligence. Battalion snipers and 

observers. on the other hand. performed their work both night and day 

74 Hahn: Intelliqence. p.71. 
75 NAC. RG9 111 C314069/11/6. 'Report on t he  Organization and Duties of t h e  Scout Section 
Employed by the 20th Canadian lnfantry Battalion, O512311 91 6". p.3. 
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though the latter was more often the case. From their daily observation and 

sharpshooting. snipers and observers aiso documented their flndings and 

added them to the intemgence surnmary. The draughtsman. rneanwhlle. 

prepared a large-scale trench map that listed the information obtatned from 

the Intelligence ünit. 

The intelligence summary was compfled from a series of srnall reports 

and inàicated a variety of factors dong the battaiion frontage. Included in 

these reports were m e r y  activity. trench mortar activity. machine-guns and 

sniping. patrols. movements and the nature of enemy defences. 76 This was 

updated on a daily basis and sent. wfth the intelligence summary. to Battabon 

Headquarters for further scrutfny. 

Once Battaiion Headquarters had surveyed the summary and 

extracted the necessary details to further assist them in the line it was sent 

on to Brigade Headquarters. There it was consolidated with the other 

battaiion intelligence summaries and cornpiled into one divisional summary. 

Commanding and Intelligence Officers at Division Headquarters. after 

reviewing it themselves. finally sent the documents to Canadian Corps 

Headquarters where a larger synopsis was developed. Added to these files 

were the larger intelligence summaries from the RAF and artiiiery units as a 

whole. 

Since the sniper and his partner spent hours at a time studying the 

enemy line. their knowledge of the front exceeded that of any other soldier. 

In the early years of the war. sniping was not a part of the Intelligence Unit 

simply because it did not yet exist. Early intelligence reports from 19 14 and 

1915 give no indication of sniping activity. nor do they include any 

information that may have been gained from snipers. 77 Before sniping 

became a regular part of the rnilitary machine. snipers' observations were 

76 Hahn: Intelliaence, p. 127-1 56. 
NAC. RG9 1 1 1  D3/4912/War Diary - 1st Battalion. -!st Battalion Narrative of Operations. 26-27 April. 

t9f 5 to 1 st Cdn. Inf. Bde.. O4/28/1915'. A perusai of any of the earlier war diaries, after action 
reports and summaries will show that there was little or no documented information from sniping. 
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rarely considered Important. Part of the reason for this was a lack of 

understanding from higher authorities. according to Herbert McBride: 

Many a time I have tumed in a report to my own Section or 
Battdion officers - one regarding which they fully recognized the 
accuracy and great value. But when forwarded to the rear for 
consideration or action by higher command. the report was 
poohooed as king merely %orne soldiefs imagination'. 78 

When it was flnaiiy reaiized that the notes kept by an observer and sniper 

were invaluable, sniping teams began to contribute significantly to the 

Inteliigence Section and. by late-1916. Battalion snipers took their place in 

the intelligence hierarchy. Graduaily. references to sniping activity and 

observation of enemy Une filtered their way into intelligence summaries: flrst. 

just general notations (eg."enemy sniping activity quiet. ours active"). 

Eventuaiiy sniping reports listed the activities of the enemy. recorded patrol 

movements and cited numkrs of kiils by individual snipers. 79 

Urhile the sniper continuaiiy watched for his enemy counterpart. he 

learned al1 the detalls of the enemy line and was able to spot any alteration Ln 

sandbags. loopholes. saps. etc. Changes in houses. trees or anj7 other similar 

structures w i t m  1200 yards were also noted. Any activity. no matter how 

miniscule was dedt with. At close ranges. snipers typicaiiy handled matters 

themselves: at more distant location. they often called upon the artiliery to 

finish the job. Take for instance this example for Hesketh-Prichard in the 

Somme region in 19 16. After constantly observing a niined structure to the 

rear of the enemy line. an omcer noticed a set of five bricks on a broken 

beam. 

Natural enough - but not quite so natural when the next day the five 
bricks had changed the& position. On the first day four had been 
lying dong the beam at full  length and one was set upon its end. 
On the second day a second had adopted the erect position. Late 
in the aftemoon ... the omcer who had observed ... the five bricks saw 
through his 30-power telescope a German hand moving the bricks 
and the light glint of a pair of German field-glasses leveiied amongst 
them. The second sheiï from Our gunners removed forever that 

- - 

78 McBride: A Rifleman. p.3 1 7. 
79 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4104/15/1."lnteliigence Summaries (various), 4th Inf. Me.  to 2nd Division. late- 
191 5-Jan. 1916". 
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post at Beaumont Hamel. 80 

The breaking up of the German obsesvation post thus had a cumulative effert 

of keeping Allied activities secretive. One of the more important contributions 

to intelligence made by snipers was locating and docurnenting enemy 

rnachine-gun posts. Whiie snipers and patrols often fought for control of no 

man's land. it was the machine-gun that dominated it. A German pillbox. 

besides menacing the trenches. remained one the the biggest obstacles in the 

offensive - in fact. the machine-gun contributed substantively to the enormous 

casualty rates from the Great War. Nevertheless. a sniper who located a 

German machine-gun emplacement had it documented and evenutally 

eliminated. if not by himseif then by an arîillery shell. A German map of 80 

machine-gun posts was found on a body in no man's land in 1916 and of 

those 80. 42 had already k e n  identified and dealt with by snipers in the iine. 

8 1 

For snipers. constant observation of enemy lines brought the added 

value of monitoring troop movements in and out of the fomard lines. Al1 

enemy movement was followed and common in many intelligence summaries 

were descriptions U e  this: 

Identtfication. Three men seen. two of whom were weartng round 
grey caps with blue bands. the other had the appearan& of an  
officer. he wore a heavy square cut blue tunic and round peaked - - 
cap of the style worn by the French. It was of bright black material 
with gold trtmmings. 82 

By consistently observing the characteristics of the enemy. the sniper - and 
thus. higher command - knew when fresh troops were brought into the line. 

either for relief or for a build up in the event of a coming offensive. As 

German troops rotated in and out of the line. snipers. observers and 

intelligence began to identifv certain L n f a t r y  units by the colours worn by the 

men. Cap  badges. for instance, Spically identified the unit: thus, 'a Hun 

80 Hesketh-Richard: Sni~inq, p. 121 - 1 22. 
81 Ibid., p.119. 
82 NAC. RG9 111 C W I  O U  5/2, "Sumrnary of Intelligence - 4th Brigade. 02/03/1916". 
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wearing a Prussian cockade or. ..a helmet with No. 1 19 on the cover.. .were 

[matters] of importance and soon sniper-observers.. xealized the value of the 

all-important game of identification." 83 Further. each cap badge usuaUy had 

a colour on it [eg. blue and  white for Bavarians. black and white for 

Prussians) that helped in the identification process. But. as Hesketh-Prichard 

noted. these firie coloured lines on a cap badge were indistinguishable at 

more than 150 yards. 84 

Since artiUery shelling was always a hazard on the Western Front. 

snipers were put to work surveying artiiiery activity. A shelling of enemy 

Unes was watched thoroughly. both for results and for an indication of troop 

withdrawal. 85 In the event of an enemy shelling. snipers performed a duty 

known as nbiinding". immeàiately after an enemy bombardment. German 

observers were active with their periscopes. surveying the damage. It was 

the sniper's responsibiiity to destroy the periscopes and their operators if the 

opportunity presented itself. This "blinding" of enemy observation minimized 

the enemy from seeing the estent of the damage and often forced G e r m a n  

observers to take more risks and expose themselves for a clearer view. 

Thus. the sniper's cornmitment to Battalion Intelligence uTas very 

crucial to operations in trench warfare. Through their front and rear Une 

activity. they were able to render invaluable information about the enemy. 

As the war went on the snipers provided a mass of detail. much of 
whfch was confirmed by raids and identifications taken from 
prisoners or from the dead. and very little could happen near the 
enemy's front lines without our Intelligence k i n g  at once au7are of 
it. 86 

In sum. the role of the sniper in trench warfare took on expanded 

proportions after training had provided him Wth the necessary tools to 

- 

83 Hesketh-Richard: Sni~inq,  p. 1 15. 
84 Ibid.. p.101. 
85 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4ûô9/11/6, 'Memorandum Refating to the Establishment. Organization and Duties 
of Scout Sections. 4th Canadian lnfantry Me.", p. 1. 
86 Hesketh-Pnchard: Sniping, p.116. 
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surpass the enemy in sharpshooting. In the trench deadlock that 

characterized the Great War between 19 15 and 19 18. sniping emerged on a 

consistent level that was matched only by patrols and random artfflery 

sheliing. Yet. sniping was much more than having good rifle skilis: to quote 

Herbert McBride. 'it is a common but erroneous belief that the only necessary 

quaiification for a sniper is to be able to shoot accurately. As a matter of fact 

that is only half of it - perhaps less than half." 87 Indeed. snipjng required 

following a number of procedures to be effective. Selecting the proper 

equipment was the first essential step since the quality of the firearm could 

make a difference in a sniper's effectiveness. Proper construction and 

location of sniper and observation posts was the next critical measure for it 

was here that the sniper did his work. The abWy to locate and subdue the 

Gennan sniper enabled the Canadian marksman to surpass the enemy in 

sniping. Finaiiy. through steady and effective observation of the enemy Une. 

the sniper provided a wealth of information to Battaïion Intelligence. 

To what end did the sniper work in trench warfare? Just a s  random 

artiiiery shelling produced mental 'shell shock". sniping had the cumulative 

effect of dlminishing enemy morale. Armstrong even considered it to be one 

of the p r i m q  tasks of the sniper: 

If the enemy is allowed a quiet time he will utiiize it for work of 
attack and defence - a few well trafned snipers can keep him busy 
by their domination with accurate fire and produce an effect that ts 
not measured by the numbers of rounds fired. 88 

This constant testing of the enemy's mindset eventuaiiy contributed to the 

Allies' ascendancy over German sniping. When Hesketh-Prichard looked back 

on the Great War. he saw four stages in the evolution of sniping on the 

Western Front. Ir! the first, the Germans had dominated; the second, the 

Allies attempted to out-duel the superîor German marksmen; in the third. the 

Germans had descended deeper into their trenches. offering few if any 

87 McBride: A Rifleman, p.299. 
88 NAC. MG30 W v .  1, N.A.D. Armstrong Papers. 'Chapter Vlll - Sniping and the Organization of 
Snipers in Open Warfare". p. 1. 
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targets: and finalïy when the sniper was fd ly  trained and integrated into the 

military untt. he was able to adapt to changfng situations and thus surpass the 

enemy at the game of precision shooting. 89 Foilowing several stages of 

wolution. the Canadians and British had eventudy reached this fourth level 

by late- 1916. early- 19 17. As Cpl. J.A. Hoiland reported in hfs diary. July 

12th. 1916: 

Sniping was again very brisk and our men hidden away in carefdy 
concealed positions picked off nineteen careless Huns and 21 
periscopes. At this game our chaps are immeasureably superior 
and duals between sharpshooters which happen frequent ly and 
sometimes last for hours. aiways end in Our favour. 90 

A perusal of Hoiland's diary will reveal that his Battaïion. the 24th. accounted 

for 1 13 enemy fatalities between July 1st and August 2nd. 19 16. Moreover. 

intelligence reports from January. 19 1 7 reveal that the enemy was 'reported 

to be more careful in exposing himself owing to the vigilance of [Canadian] 

snipers." 9' Snipfng continued to be a consistent tactic kn trench warfare. 

both day and night. Though night sniping offered fewer targets. its morale 

effect had always been considerable. 92 

As the war embarked on its fourth year. tactics changed and the 

deadlock of trench warfare was broken. As the opposing forces prepared for 

1918. covered ground would be measured in miles rather than yards. Open 

warfare was a whole new realm for the marksman, whether it be alone in no 

man's land. assisting in the offensive or pursuing the enemy in the summer of 

1918. The sniper had already proven his value in the trenches: he would do 

the same in the open. 

89 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq, p.55. 
90 NAC. MG30 E574. *War Diary of Cpl. J.A. Holland. 06/01 11 91 6-1 O / O W  91 6". p.21. 
91 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4146/7/1. '3rd Division Summary of Intelligence. 01 11 011 91 7". 
92 NAC. RG9 111 CW3867110712. 'Notes from 3rd Cavalry Division". p. 1. 

83 



Chapter V 

Sniping in Open Warfare 

It was in the trenches of the Great War that the sniper's art was refined 

and from concealed posts. he regularly tested the enemy's mind-set with his 

precision shooting. And. though the most common image of the Great Wax- is 

that of trench warfare. there was a stage of this conflict which occurred over 

open ground. Open warfare can take on a number of meanings and for the 

sake of this chapter. it ufl refer to military activities taking place outside of the 

trenches and does not necessarlly reflect the later stages of the war ( late- 19 17 

and 19 18) exclusitTelyt 

Sniping. despite finding resounding success in the trenches of the 

Western Front. stili had a role to play in open warfare. In the BEF and Canada 

Corps. some of the upper echelons of the miïitary hierarchy believed that the 

sniper was a product of trench warfare. In fact. -the omcers who believed this 

prophesied that when warfare became once more open. he wouId be uselessa 1 

This chapter aims to dispel that myth and show that the sniper was highly 

active in open operations throughout the war. Under the trench conditions of 

19 15- 191 7. the lone sniper, at times. moved out înto the openness of no man's 

Land to conduct his work. Though this practice required considerable skiil. it 

-- - - -  -- 

1 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~incl in France, (London, IWO). p.26. 
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was executed by a number of highly proficient snipers. Secondly. the 

offensive. a regular venture used to break the stagnation of trench warfare. also 

made use of the sharpshooter. His activities were continuously put to work. 

from before zero-hour to consolidation of the newly-won Une. Lastly. the mobile 

M a r e  that characterized the summer of 1918 also made room for the sniper. 

ensuring that the faltering enemy was put down by a well aimed rifle. The 

sniper's art was very active in open &are and his contribution was as much a 

part of victory as the men who surrendered their W e s  for it. 

I 

The art of sniping demanded a certain amount of ski11 from the 

soldier. When alone. particularly in no man's land. the successful sniper 

needed to know the necessary procedures of camouflage. movement. and 

shooting. Finally. establishing sniping posts in no man's land. albeit 

infrequent. was another feature of open warfare sniping that enabled snipers 

to gain ascendancy over the enemy. 

Sniping in the open was something exclusively for the individual 

sniper who preferred to work alone. It is true that many a sniper worked 

with a fellow observer în open tenitory, but aniy under the concealment of 

surrounding trees. slopes or rock. Venturing into no man's land as a party of 

two irivited enemy gunfire and, more than hkely. death. Thus, the lone sniper 

who sought complete dominance of the neutrd territory found his niche in 

the craters of no man's land. 2 This practice. however. was often rare 

because of the danger Lnvolved and the intense short range of rlfle fire. 

Furthermore. 'apart from the nerve-sapping qualities, sniping between the 

iines was rarely that effective." 3 

However. before ascencüng into this danger zone. a sniper needed to 

follotlr a set of procedures to ensure his safety. Camouflage was the first 

- ---- - - -  

2 Bill Rawling: Survivina Trench Warfare, (Toronto. 1992). p.50. 
3 Addan Gilbert: Sni~er,  (New York. 1994). p.71. 
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critical exercise as c o n c e ~ e n t  made the difference between a successful 

sniper and a dead one. Animais in the wild often possess some form of 

natural colour to disguise them from the& stalkers. Likewise. camouflage în 

trench warfare foLiowed the same principles. With the use of painted suits 

and hoods. snipers used camoufiage to cover the out3ine of the human body 

and make them blend with the surrounding terrain. 4 As photos from the 

previous chapter have shown. khaki uniforms in green brush do not blend 

well. not to mention the flat-top cap that always refiected the sunlight. Two of 

the most cornmon outfits were the -Symien Snipers Suit" and the 'Boiler 

Sniper's Suit*. The Syrnien. made of painted scrim. was a loose fitting 

greatcoat with attached hood and accompanying pants. Made of Linen. the 

Boiler resembled a pair of bulky overalis and carried with it a removabIe 

hood. Hoods were often fitted with mesh screens for viewing. Where a hood 

was not possible. the face and hands were usually darkened and the head 

covered with the appropriate coloured cloth (eg. handkerchief or balaclaval. 5 

The ears. however. remained exposed so as to not interfere with hearing and 

were darkened in the same manner as the hands and face. Where cornplete 

sniper suits were unavailable. marksmen made use of "sniper veils" in both 

dark and iight colours. A Ltmited number of these veils was aliocated to 

battalions and could be made more effective by attaching some surrounding 

vegetation or like material to the head and bodywear. 6 Likewise. in winter. 

white cap covers were utihzed for movement in the snow. Dark CIO-g was 

ernphasized for use at night and. in one instance. a sniper approached the 

enemy's wire with the use of a lady's night dress! 7 However. camouflage did 

have its b i t s .  Changing weather patterns or light conditions could instantly 

4 NAC, MG30 W. 1. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers, "Chapter XIV - Camouflage". p.3. 
5 NAC. RG9 111 C3/3867/107/2, 'Notes on Sniping Collectecl by the 3rd Cavalry Division". p.3. 
6 NAC. RG9 Ill C3/4143/8/1, *Lecture Given at N-C.O.'s School of Instruction, 2nd Amy". p.2. For 
sniper veils see NAC, RG9 Ill C3/4185/41/3, '6th Inf. Bde. to 1st. 2nd. 4th. 5th C.M.R. Bns, 
03/04/19 1 8". 
7 ibid., p.2. 
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alter the effect of a sniper's concealment. 8 Thus. it was imperative for a 

sniper to be aware of his surroundings and be prepared to change his plans 

in the event of wavering concealment. Nevertheless. proper use of 

background and camouflage enabled a sniper to venture into the pits and 

craters of no man's land without detection. The photos on the foilowing page 

indicate the necessity of disguise in open M a r e  sniping. 

Of equal importance to the shrouded sniper was proper movement. 

Slowness and caution were the two keys to successful movement. Trained to 

crawl no faster than a yard per minute and with only the most gradua1 

movements of the body. the tralned sniper followed a chosen path that he 

marked visudy with particular features and landmarks. 9 The process of 

movuig to a position in no man's land further required minimal noise and. 

again. a great deal of patience. Sudden jerks or hasty movements could 

dispel hours of work and should such an instance happen. the best solution 

was to lie completely still. 10 Other critical fundamentals Lncluded moving 

faster during periods of overcast and parting vegetation at the roots while 

moving. 

Besides vegetation (conàitions permitting. of course). one of the more 

comrnon hiding places for the sniper was the sheîl crater. The depths of 

these colossal gaps in the earth kept hhn weU hidden and allowed him to 

establish temporary sniping posts. A mobile sniping post for no man's land 

came in the form of the 'beehive post." 1 1  Driven by spikes into the Lip of a 

shell crater. this &on-cased shroud was camouflaged in the appropriate 

colours and featuses of a given zone [eg. turned up earth. debris or brick). 

With a gauze covered opening a t  the front and a curtain hanging from the 

rear. a sniper crawled under the beehive to observe and. if possible. shoot 

- - 

8 Maj. H. ~esketh-~richard:%ni~ino in France, (London. 1920). p. 157. 
9 NAC, RG9 1 t 1 C3i386711 Oï/2.  'Notes on Sniping Collected from the 3rd Cavalry Division". p. 1. 

70 Royal Winnipeg Rifles Museum (RWRM hereafter). 'Synopsis of Notes by Lieut. J. Scott Cameron. 
44th Battalion C.E.F. on Sniping Course at Aldershot, March 21 st to April 1 st, 191 6 and Report of 
Same. p.2-3. 
1 1 NAC, MG30 E2h. 1, Armstrong Papers, 'Camouflage", p. 1 1-1 5. 
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from it. Though the beehive post m-as highly useful in no man's land. it \vas 

equally productive in the trenches. Sec diagram belou-. 

Source N A O CrmSnonq Cle~dcratr Sniptna ana intemence {&idershot 3940) p 1 i c  

Another apparatus for snipers in no man's land came from camoi 

at  the Special Works Park in the form of an artificial German body. or 

"dummy corpsen. Hesketh-Richard made one of the frst indications of t hesc: 

In another case. a huge dead. yeiiow-bearded Prussian 1 q .  on a 
point of rantage. staring at the s-. He. too. mas photographed and 
copied, and from the hoiiow sheU. clothed in his uniform. another 
observer fuifilied his d u e .  A dead horse likenlse was replaced and 
uscd. 12 

U%ile these -durnmy corpses' could only be occupied on one or two 



occasions. they were used successfully by units in the Canada Corps. 13 

Stories of many camouflaged observation and sniper-posts abound. In 

another instance. the French Army photographed and replicated a milestone 

indicating the kilornetric distance to Paris. This p s t  replaced the original in 

the middle of night and a connecüng tunnel was dug to aïïow access. Viewing 

of the Gerrnan Unes was subsequently done through a gauze opening in the 

rock. 14 

Movement in and out of no man's iand was often done in the darkness 

which. at times. required a sniper to rem- in the neutral ground for much of 

the daytime. Hesketh-Prichard did not aiways agree with this method since 

the hours from dawn to dark were long and the sniper was frequently 

vulnerable to changing conditions. 1s Finding the way back to the trenches 

was a feat in itself. Those snipers most cornfortable and famiiiar with the 

terrain relied on raw instinct to return to the safety of the trenches. Others. 

rneanwhiie. made use of a hh ing  reel that drew the ïine from a sentry's p s t  

where the sniper left the trenches: a tug on the iine indicated the sniper's 

pending return and he foilowed it back to his destination. 16 

Although movement in no man's land at night was resenred for scouts 

on patrol. it was not uncornmon to find a sniper JoinLng a patroi or setting up 

a post for future use. H.W. McBride offered a more amusing taie of his 

experience in neutrai territory. After constant observation of a sector of 

German trench and a risfng suspicion that it was a site under construction for 

a machine-gun post. McBride ventured into no man's land - with the 

assistance of three shots of rum - to mark it. He quiet1 crawled across the 

open ground in the dark. found an opening in the German wire and placed a 

white piece of paper on the parapet where the construction was being done. 

13 NAC, RG9 il1 C3/4135/22/4. '27th Bn. to 6th Inf. Me.. l2/3O/l9I6". Placement of these corpses 
has to be careful as suspicious Gerrnans would occassionally strafe the post with machine-gun 
bullets. 
14 Hesketh-Prichard: Snipinq p. 124. 
15 ibid.. p.125. 
16 NAC. RG9 111 C3/3867/107/2. 'Notes. ..". p.3. 
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(In daylight. this bright marker gave the position away and. it was later 

sheiied out of action.) Before his return. however. McBride was enticed by 

another feature in the German Une: the mg. 

Flag steallng was a cornmon game in the trenches of the Great War 

that meant nothing more than some cornpetitive antagonism as each side 

lured the other into stealing the trophy. On this occasion. McBride was only 

100 yards away from the flag and proceeded to claim it. 

There were a lot of tin cans and rubbish to be avoided but in a short 
time 1 came up to their flag: it was planted right in the midst of an 
area of what we caUed 'trip wire': the flagstaff was firmly embedded 
in the ground and was further braced by several guy-wires which 
were anchored in the ground. I managed to unfasten these guy- 
wires and then pulied the staff out of the ground. Guess 1 must 
have overlooked something - some wire comected with an alam in 
the& trench. or possibly a 'set" rifle or two. At any rate. a couple of 
shots rang out and the buuets came uncomfortably close. Someone 
in the German trench sent up a flare and a machine-gun chattered 
for a while. but 1 lay stiii. and. in a few minutes the excitement died 
down and 1 started for home. 17 

McRride did retum saf'ely. though in his miid drunkeness he opted to stand 

up and cross no man's land carelessly on foot. 

After Btting themselves with proper camouflage and moving carefully 

into position. pulling the trigger was the final step in the sniping process. 

Snipers often spent hours a t  a time natching the enemy Une. waiting for a 

target to present itself. Once a target was exposed. (the average exposure 

time was three to four seconds) atm had to be precise and the shot 

guaranteed. 18 The marksrnanos goal in sniping was to shoot to kill and 

taking a shot that was not guaranteed was generaliy frowned upon. Holding 

the rifle M y .  the sniper exhaled as he pulled the trîgger and then remained 

motionless for a moment before Iowering the barre1 out of sight. 19 

Regardless of how effective the position or concealment of an area of no man's 

land. snipers were advised to avoid usîng the same places day after day. 

17 Herbert W. McMde: A Rifleman Went to War. (Mt. Ida AK. 1987). p. 1 1 5 1  17. 
18 RWRM. 'Synopsis of Notes...". p.4. Also. NAC. RG9 111 CWil Wûil.  'Lecture Given ...". p.5. 
19 R WR M. 'Synopsis of Notes.. . '. p.4. 
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Thus. whenever a marksman ventured into the neutral ground. he usually 

rotated from a vafiety of Merent posts and/or created new ones each time. 

L/Cpl. Henry Norwest. of the 50th Bn.. was one sniper who was able 

to master his trade in the craters of no man's land. A saddler by trade. this 

Cree native of Aiberta has often k e n  regarded as one of the best snipers on 

the Western Front. 20 Credited with 1 15 observed kills. Norwest often spent 

days in no man's land waiting for one shot. His supreme skiii. mastery of 

camouflage and incredible patience were highiy regarded by his fellow 

Sniper Norwest. M.M., today accounted for his 100th German and 
before night had added another to the score. a record enjoyed by 
few. if any other snipers in the British Army. Norwest's methods 
are pecuiiarly his own. 'Wait until not a single Hun has a chance of 
seeing your rifle flash. then get your manw, is his motto. On one 
occasion he waited two days for two enemy snipers who had heard 
his rifle. as he accounted for another of the& fi-iends. knowing they 
were suspicious of his post. At last he caught them off their guard 
and one went down followed by the other in flfteen minutes- Very 
few men could display the patience employed by Norwest. His 
indifference to danger and his ability to negotiate practicaily open 
ground. makes it possible for him to use No Man's Land as a sniping 
ground to the fullest advantage. 21 

Cpl. Norwest continued to menace enemy Unes until 18 August. 19 18 when 

he was struck down by an enemy sniper. Norwest's ski11 earned him the 

Military Medal in August. 19 17 and. posthumously. a Bar for gallantry in the 

field in November. 1918. 22 Despite the loss of N o m s t  and other Canadian 

snipers, those who exceiied in this fine art were often masters of camouflage. 

movement and terrain. Consistency and concentration were critical in these 

fundamentals of sniping: a sudden error. as in the case of Norwest who had 

been caught hunting out an enemy sniper. could instantly spell dlsaster. 

m o h n  Holman: "Indian Veteran: Canada's forgotten heroes". Windeaker (Vol.7 No.36, 
Novem ber 1 0, 1989). p.4. ---- : 'First World War lndian hero almost forgotteri", Leader-Post Raina. 
(Sat. Nov. 1 1, 1989). pC9, ûesmond Morton: When Your Num ber's UD, (Toronto, 1993). p.78. 
21 NAC, RG 9 111 D3i4941Mlar Diary of the 50th Battalion. "April28th, 1918". 
22 NAC, Military S e ~ c e  Record - Cpl. H. Norwest. For the recommendations on the M.M. see NAC. 
RG9 111 C342t7ni9, '50th Bn. to G.O.C. 10th Inf. Me. ,  0111 511 977". 
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Whiie most snipers found their most congenial role in the trenches. 

they did have a place in offensive operations. M u c h  Wre aü other branches in 

the Canada Corps. snipers had prepatory work to do before the attack. 

Moreover. whiie many h t - r a t e  snipers rarely joined the "over the topa rush. 

they stili provided assistance during the assault. Lastly. once an objective 

was gained. skilled marksmen assisted in the consolidation of newly-gained 

territory Whiie it would be dimcult - and unnecessary - to describe sniper 

actMties in aU the major campaigns invohring the Canada Corps. t u s  section 

WU correlate the before. during and after stages of the attack while reflecting 

on certain examples from some of Canadàs major mumphs (ie. the Somme. 

Vimy Ridge. Passchendaele]. 23 

In prepartng for a major offensive. the Canada Corps had a great deal 

of preparations to make. In fact. preparation became one of the key 

ingredients in ensuring success. Foiiowing the Somme campaign, the Canada 

Corps began to learn regularly from their mishaps and refine the& methods. 

24 Preparation eventualiy amounted to playing out the attack on a mode1 

battleneld behind the forward line. a s  they did for the Vimy Ridge effort. 

Nevertheless. while mule trains and boxcars brought supplies to the front. 

and artiilery formed up dong the r e m a r d  lines. the infant- prepared for the 

assault by groupîng into respective Company Sections. Reliefs took place over 

an eight to 12 day period. moving new troops in smaU parties over the course 

of the day. The attacking units typicaliy remained in the rear lines untll 

23 Some historians may consider the Somme and Passchendaele campaigns to be more disasterous 
than triurnphant. The Canada Corps, however, did succeed in achieving their objectives at 
Coucelette in September. 1916. This can still be considered a victory in light of the appalling 
casualties incurred by the French and British from July to Novernber. 191 6. Passchendaele. on the 
other hand, was even more disasterous for the BEF - not to mention homfic. By the faIl of 191 7, the 
Canada Corps had established themselves as an elite force following victories at Vimy Ridge, Lens 
and Hi11 70. Despite f6,OOO casualties, the Canadians succeeded in capturing Passchedaele in two 
weeks; something the British could not do in two months. For more information see the official 
history by G. W.L. Nicholson's Canadian Expeditionaw Force, 191 4-1 91 9. (Ottawa, 1964). Canada's 
military successes are also addressed by Bill Rawling's Survivina Trench Warfare, and Daniel 
Dancock's Leaacv of Valour. 
24 Bill Rawling: Survivinq, p.81-86. 
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shortly before the assault. Specialists. including snipers. went into the Une 

approximately 12 hours before the rest of the battalion. 25 Obsemers. 

rneanwhile. condnued to monitor the enemy Une. reporüng theu flndings every 

24 hours. Battalion Scout Officers put their men to work checking up on 

positions in their own iine as well as those of the enemy. Snipers usuaïly took 

up flanking positions in the forward trenches. sniping from posts hidden in 

the parapet. Sniping before the assualt was criticai as it kept the enemy's 

observation in check. 26 Moreover. it had the combined effect of lowering 

enemy morale (as indicated in Chapter N) whiie increasing their casualty 

rates. For instance. in the three months preceding the attack on Vimy Ridge 

AprL19th. 1917. the 1st. 2nd and 3rd Divisions combined to ehminate 406 of 

the enemy - the 3rd Division with 262 kiUs alone. 27 in some sectors of the 

Vimy front, no man's land extended 500-1000 yards and thus. sniping 

opportunities in these areas were not as plentiful. 

When sniping opportunities were not quite as active. Canadian 

marksmen practiced behind the h e s  on rifle ranges. continuaüy refining their 

shootlng finesse. 28 Distance of the ranges was usually 100-150 yards where 

grouping and snapshooting took place. Practice on dummy heads. or -Bosche 

heads" as they were sometimes called. was also carried out. 29 Where 

avallable. 200 yard ranges provided the sniper with greater skiïïs testing on 

the same targets. Much Iike a miniature course from a Sniper and 

Observation School. these practice sessions also famiiiarized the sniper with 

concealment via use of natural cover (eg. houses. hedges. ditches etc.) in 

open warfare, 

As zero-hour quickiy approached. and while the artillery prepared for 

25 NAC. MG30 €30011 9. Army Summaries - the Somme, Jan-Dec. 191 6. 'Short Notes Obtained from 
Units in the Somme Area". p. 1. 
26 NAC. RG9 111 C314146iûî9. "2nd Division Notes From Fighting on the Sommen. 
27 NAC. MG30 E2h.l. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers. 'Chapter VI1 - Sniping and the Organization of 
Sniping in Open Warfare". p.4. 
28 Rawling: Survivinq, p.98. 
29 NAC. RG9 111 C3î38671107B. 'Notes and Suggestions - Training of Snipers in Rest. ~~~~~~~~~~~. 
p.1- 

94 



the prellminary bombardment. Battaiion snipers moved into place in the early 

moming hours before the assault. In an attack on 3 1 October. 19 16. snipers 

[positioned] themselves before dawn wi- fifty to sixty yards of the 
enemy front Une. to snuff out any troublesome machine guns during 
the crucial moments of the attack itself. Others [occupied] positions 
overwatching more distant flanks. with the same purpose. 30 

Shortly before the attack. the artlllexy sheiiing began in an effort to break up 

German Lines. wire. and communications. Even tn this early stage of the 

attack. the snipers provided assistance via their accurate rifle fire. Ln one of 

the first raids featuring the Canadians - Douve River. 16- 17 November. 19 15 

- "the bombardment was augmented by sniper fbe, the Battalion's rifle fire 

and rifle-grenades." 31 The added rifle fire ensured that casualties would be 

inflicted and that movement of reserves retarded. 

Once the shelling had done its damage. the large guns would launch 

the "rolling barragen. The barrage - fkom the French term "barrier' - was first 

used at the battle of Neuve Chapelle. 10- 12 March. 1915. Basicaiiy. the 

rolling barrage was a moving wall of exploding shells that hit an airned 

objective. iifted and moved on to the next one. 32 It provided the moving 

infantry with some degree of cover, and that it moved forward at timed 

internais aiiowed the men to proceed to the& objectives with moderate safety. 

Slightly before the infântry went 'over the top'. all attacking units 

formed up in their respective trenches. The front and support h e s  housed 

two waves of attacking infantsr. a total of six platoons. The former foiiowed 

the moving barrage and made initial contact while the latter followed for 

consolidation purposes. Ln the reserve trench. two adjoining platoons and a 

specialist section of scouts. machine-gunners and snlpers made up the third 

wave. The diagram on the following page provides an iilustration up how 

these units formed up prior to action on the Somme. 19 16. 

30 Paddy Griffith: Sattle Tactics of the Western Front, (New Haven. 1 994). p.73. 
31 Rawling: Sunrivinq, p.48. 
32 Ibid.. p.27. 
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In the aftermath of the Somme campaign. miiitary strategists reabzed 

the importance of snipers in open warfare. hence they were given freedom of 

movement. or a Yoving commission". when crossing no man's land and 

beyond. 33 The reason for this situation is clear. Moving in packs presented 

more favourable targets for enemy machine gunners and since quaiity snipers 

were few and far between. it was better that they be on their own. Company 

srJpers. usually of lesser skiU than Battalion snipers. often joined the rush 

across no man's land with their platoon. taking advantage of targets that 

presented themselves. 34 Once they reached their first objective. they 

remained in the open. watching for enemy retaliation or machine-guns while 

the ordinary infantry went about the trench clearing process. 35 Battalion 

snipers. in the second or third wave. usuaUy adopted flanking positions 

during the advance. attempting to cover the moving inf'antry. 36 

Once the latter had reached the frst objective. Battalion snipers. iike 

Company marksmen. worked through the battlefîeld searching for posts to 

conceal thernselves. In no man's land. makeshift sniping posts were a rarity. 

and snipers were forced to improvise. Those most abundant were sheU holes 

which irregularly decorated the open battlefield. In advances of 500 yards or 

more. snipers sornetimes -dug in" at the back of a crater. sometimes ca-g 

uith them a metal loophole plate, 37 The plate. placed overhead. offered 

protection from stray bullets and shrapnel. From this point. the sharpshooter 

could carefully watch for and fire upon targets in the enemy Une. Another 

alternative to the dug out was to iie upon the front Up of the crater and snipe 

from there. In one instance. a smaU group of snipers moved from shell hole 

to shell hole. sniping at targets as they moved closer to enemy Unes. 

33 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4135122/4. 'Notes on a Conference of Scout and Sniper Officers. 06/02/1917". 
p.3 and NAC, MG30 EUV.1, N.A.D. Armstrong Papers - "Chapter VIII", p.3. 
34 NAC. RG9 Ili C3/4015/29/4. '1 st Division Operations Passchendaele. Section 1. 191 7". p.6. 
35 Griffith: Battle Tactics, p.73. 
36 NAC. RG4l /v. 1 1. 'CBC JnteMew - In Flanders Fields with L.R. Fennel. 27th Bn.. p.7. Also. NAC, 
MG30 E m .  1. N. A. O. Armstrong Papers - 'Chapter IX - Sniping in Trench Warfare". p. 1. 
37 ibid., p. 1 . 
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However. as Herbert McBride notes. Ln a constantly changing battlefield. it 

was critical for the sniper to adapt and take advantage of natural cover. He 

continues: 

In any sort of advance. the type of country and surroundings may 
undergo a decided change. One moves from the fïattened out 
country of shell holes and blown down buildings over into 
comparatively open ground. with growing vegetation and standing 
buildings - plenty of cover of an entirely different colour and type. 
He must be able to adapt himseif to aii sorts of restricted positions 
and SU deliver accurate fire. 38 

When mop-up crews. that is. the first wave. moved through a t o m  or 

village. snipers took advantage of buildings and niins to conceal thernselves. 

Rooms in houses. roofs and chimney pots were common areas to conduct 

precision shooting. 39 The expanded field of view offered better sniping 

opportunities and protection. though there was always the hazard of artillery 

shells. When doors or windows were too reveahg. snipers impro\lsed by 

rernoving a brick from an unscathed waii to do the& work. In smaU towns 

and villages the sniper was essential to the further advancement of the 

Infant-. Enemy snipers often occupied c e b s  of buildings. at Courcelette for 

instance. shooting at troops as they passed by. 40 In this scenario. one would 

often see sniper versus sniper as Company marksmen were often sent in to 

e h i n a t e  the enemy crackshot . 

There were three main targets at which the sniper aimed most. The 

machine-gun. perhaps the fiercest enemy on the battlefield. was the primary 

target. 4 1  Machine-guns often held up moving parties for long periods of time 

or otherwise cut them down with heavy Rre before they could get anywhere. 

Thus. it was the sniper's task to put the gun. and its operator. out of action. 

Machine-guns were often concealed and rarely in the open for shooting: in 

such a case. the sharpshooter consistently aimed for the gunner since they 

were 'hard to replace and fire directed by untrained machine-gumers [was] 

38 Mckide: A Rifleman, p.333. 
39 N. A. D. Armstrong : Fieldcraft, Snipinq and Intelliaence. ( Aldershot. 1 940). p.28-29. 
40 G. W. L. Nicholson: Canadian Expeditionaw Force. 191 4-1 91 (Ottawa. 1964). p. 170-1 71. 
41 lan Skennerton: The British Sniper. (London. 1984). p.67. 
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not very formidable to tackle." 42 AS the war carried on. snipers began to opt 

for the gun itself - trying to lodge a bullet in the breech or mechanism with 

amour  piercing ammunition. 43 Sniping from prepared positions in no man's 

land offered some protection for the advancing infantry. 

This method was very successfully adopted by a sniper of the 29th 
Bn. during the flghtlng on the Somme. He dug in during the night 
within 60 yards of the German parapet and In the early momïng 
when a Company of the 29th advanced it was held up by M.G. Are. 
L/Cpl. Pumphrey spotted the M.G. and aiming carefidly through the 
aperture. he fired a shot and the M.G. stopped. again it opened up. 
and after the 2nd shot it stopped. Again it opened up and with the 
3rd shot it stopped altogether. the Company carried on with the 
advance. and later. on entering the trench and examtntng the M.G. 
p s t  they found two dead Machine Gunners and a buliet through the 
mechanism of the gun which put fi out of action. 44 

Canadian snipers were exceptional in this catagov. and Hesketh-Prichard 

credited them for the& skill. 

Ln the last advance of the Canadian Corps. theu very sMed  sniping 
officer. Major Armstrong. toid me that a single sniper put out of 
action a battery of 5.9 guns. shooting down one after another the 
German officer and the men who served it - a great piece of work. 
and one thoroughly worthy of General Currie's splendid Corps. 45 

The other two targets favoured by marksmen were officers and supply 

trains. After any bombardment. officers and NC.O.'s emerged to gather the 

fernainder of the unit and conduct operations first-hand. These targets were 

favourites of many sharpshooters as many German ofIlcers began removing 

their epaulets when touring the trenches. In regards to the supply trains. 

loads carried to the front lines were broken up by sniper f ie .  anything to 

hinder the defence of enemy lines. 4 6  Beyond these favoured targets. snipers 

usuaUy sought after their enemy counterparts. preferring to leave the masses 

to the masses. Though in some instances - Wre the Princess Patricia's 

Canadian Light Infantry attack at the Battle of the Scarpe. August. 19 18 - 
42 NAC. MG30 E2tv.K N. A. D. Armstrong Papers 'Chapter VIIIw. p.3. 
43 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq, p.27. 
44 NAC, MG30 m. 1. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers - 'Chapter XV - Snipers' Posts, Observation Posts, 
Loopholes and Hides", p. 1 5. 

45 Hesketh-Prichard: Sni~inq. p. 1 10. 
46 NAC, MG30 E2h. 1, N.A.D. Armstrong Papers - 'Chapter lx". p. 1. 
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'snipers were posted in a position where they could enfilade the trench." 47 

Using telescopic sights in the field was dimcult during the offensive. 

Conditions on the battlefield often rendered them useless. After preiiminary 

shelling or the barrage. visibiiity was often minimal and dirt and clutter 

abounded over the terrain. In the more drastic conditions, such as 

Passchendaele. October-November, 19 17. snipers were ordered to leave their 

telescopic sighted rifies behind. 4 8  When conditions were slightly more 

favourable. many snipers chose to take an ordinary d i e  with iron sights since 

a telescopic sight could be mis-aLigned when crossing the battlefield. Some. 

like McBride. preferred to use both. choosing one over the other depending 

on the situation. 49 The open or bon sight was useful for practical shooting 

and clear targets: more distant prey typically required visual assistance. 

Here. McBride accounts for the conditions on the battlefield: 

The battlefield soon takes on a weird and grotesque appearance. 
and ordinary objects such as trees. bushes. stone walls building 
and such become so dismpted and twisted out of shape that the- 
look like such things as one sees in a mad dream. 50 

McBride noted that seeirig through a telescopic sight in these conditions was 

often dimcult, but on certain occasions, it made the Merence between a hit 

and a miss. Only the most highly-skilled rnarksmen routinely brought 

telescopic sights with them and they commonly took up flanking positions. 

well away from the chaos. 

Once the first objective had k e n  stormed, and provided the assault 

was successful. the consolidation process began. As the Infantry secured the 

first ground. the second wave 'leap-frogged' over them and pushed on to 

farther objectives. In this instance. snipers moved with the -1eap-froggers" to 

more forward positions in an effort to 'cut off any Germans who might be 

retreating overland." 51 At times, snipers combined their work with Lewis 

47 NAC, AG9 t Il D3/4912/War Diary of PPCLI. 'Narrative of Operations - August 25-29. 191 8". p.2. 
48 NAC. RG9 III C3/4OlW29/4. '1 st Division Operations: Passchendaele, Section 1, 191 7". p.6. 
49 McBride: A Rifieman, p.338-339. 
50 I bid., p.340. 
51 NAC, RG9 111 D3/4912. War Diary of PPCLI. p.2. 
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gunners. who also moved fornard. to keep Geman movement limited and 

their efforts for a counter attack queiied. Quite often. a sniping patrol was 

sent out after consolidation to oversee the enemy*s movement. In the Baffle of 

the Scarpe. the PPCLI did so and spotted the enemy regrouping for a potentiai 

counter-attack. Between the snipers and the Lewis gun crew that was 

subsequently brought up. the German efforts were thwarted. 52 After the 

taking of Vimy Ridge in Apriï 1917. L/Cpl. Norwest. mentioned earuer. was 

instrumental in sniping at the enemy from the Tixnple". " 3t was here that he 

first earned the Military Medal. 

Acting as a communication Ilne was another duty for the sniper after 

the campaign. Communications were v e v  often slipshod after an assault: 

telephone Unes were usually broken by sheiis and shrapnel. pigeons were not 

always reiiable. and s ignaers  were constantly obscured by smoke. The 

runner. ft seemed. continued to be the most reliable form of communication. 

Nevertheless, snipers recorded their observations when in forward positions 

and sent them back to runners behind the Une. After all. the sniper was to 

observe as weiï as kW. At the Somme. 1916. snipers provided important 

information about the enemy's lines that later helped the infant- in the 

capture of Courcelette. 54 In another example. L/Cpl. Paudash (21st Bn.), 

won the Military Medal for informing Brigade Headquarters of a pending 

German counter attack at Hill 70. 55 The counter-attack took place within 25 

minutes. but the Battaiion. already weil informed of the coming action. was 

ready for the assault. As the battle died down. and as new troops rushed in. 

snipers went about their usual business, seeking out new posts to conduct 

their work. At Vimy Ridge the Canadian Corps gained higher ground which 

almost always offered quaiity sniphg opportunities. That snipers assisted in 

52 fbid.. p.3. 
53 CANADA. Veterans Affars: Native Soldiers. Foreicm Battlefields, (Ottawa 1993). p. 12. 
54 NAC. MG30 EW. 1. N.A.D. Armstrong Papers - 'Chapter IX - Sniping in Trench Warfare'. p.2. 
55 CANADA. Annual Report of the Department of lndian Affairs. 1918. Sessionai Paper No.27. 
(Ottawa, 1918). p. 14. Paudash was also recontmended for the Distinguished Conduct Medal for 
saving an officer's life at the Somme, 191 6. 
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the consoUdation process made securing newly-gained territory aU the more 

effective. In general, Division. Brigade and Battalion C. O.'s were impressed 

with the sniper's activities in the offensive, h t h  in the& own work and their 

assistance to the other men in the unit. 56 

XII 

After the horrors of Passchendaele in November, 1917 had subsided. 

the Canadian Corps continued to refine their tactics and prepare for the 

coming year. While the miiitary and political eiite argued over the need for 

another offensive, the tank was finaïly used in a successful assault a t  

Cambrai. 20  November. 1917. 57 Generals now believed that truly open 

warfare could occur in 1918 and ail forces. including the Canadian Corps. 

prepared for a campaign of manoever. Training programs in the CEF 

emphasized movement and consolidation. 

Should the enemy retreat. the Canadians were expected to advance 
from one tactical point to  the next. units leap-frogging at pre- 
arranged boundaries. Scouts would lead. followed by advance 
platoons. themselves foilowed by the remainder of the Company. As 
usual. troops were to advance under cover of rifle and Lewis-gun 
fire. and when the pursuit slowed to a crawl, they could consolidate 
their positions by digging in. 58 

The German offensive of March 19 18 thwarted any short -term plans for a large 

campaign. and fortunately for the Canadians, the British bore the brunt of the 

German attack. Although the Germans pushed their way back into regions of 

Belgium and France. the effort eventuaily wlthered away through the summer. 

weakened by reduced manpower and resources. By August. 19 18. the Allies - 
with new. fresh support from American forces - prepared for the coming 

offensive. 

With regard to snfping, there is some &agreement over its empioyment 

in mobile warfare. As early as the sumrner of 19 17. snïping was taking a back 

seat to scouting and observation Ln the rnilitary hierarchy. Orders from the 

56 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4052/21/2. "1 0th Bn. to HO 2nd lnf. Me.. 1 1 /20/1917 
57 Nicholson: CEF, p.333-338. 
58 Rawling: Survivinq. p. 169. 
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BEFs  First Army show that the syliabi at Sniper. Observation and Scouting 

Schools was to be changed due to a decreasing role in open warfare. 59 -In 

view of the more open nature of nghting which is now taking place. scoutïng 

and obsemation have become of increased importance as opposed to sniping 

and the use of telescopic sights of trench warfare." 60 Despite the sniper 

having creditable roles in the offensive. higher authorities felt that sniping was 

of decreased value and. in some instances. their claim was supported by 

omcers in the fleld. In response to a pst-war memo on the value of snipers in 

mobile warfare. some battaiions provided a negative reply. Without specinc 

instances to draw from. these few units felt that there was "never time or 

opportunity to practice [their] artw and that their value was comparatfvely nii. 61 

Others still felt that regular infantry. provided with good musket- training. 

could deal with targets Just as  weU. 62 A select few remained indtnerent. notïng 

that snipers could not always use their telescopic sights as effective- as in the 

trenches, 63 

There was. however. resounding support for the sniper in open warfafe 

from the majority of the Canada Corps. Many units concurred that sniping 

opportunties were fewer in the open. but their value in the pursuit over open 

territory remained high. 64 In one instance. Brigadier-General T. L. Trembla' 

(5th Inf. Bde.) praised the snipers for they could often "do the work of several 

rifiemen who [were] not accustomed to making use of ground." 6s FoUowing 

upon this remark was the C.O. of the 31st Bn. who believed. contrary to the 

earlier remark about good musketry s a s  for the infantry. that snipers could 

59 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4135/22/4, 'First Arrny to Canadian Corps. 2nd Division & 6th lnf. Me..  
0611 0/1917". 
60 Ibid. 
61 NAC, RG9 111 C314069111/6. '8th Bn. to 2nd Division HQ, 01114/1919". 
62 NAC, RG9 1 1 1  C3/4192/15/3. '43rd Bn. Cameron Highlanders of Canada to 6th Inf. Bde.. 
01 11 611 91 9". 
63 NAC. RG9 111 C314095/3/36, '27th En. to 6th Inf. Bde., 01/11/1919". 
64 NAC. AG9 111 C3/409513/36. '4th Inf. Me .  to 2nd Division. 01/15/1919". A perusal of this file will 
show a number of positive responses ta the use of snipers in open warfare. from Battalion to Brigade 
level . 
65 NAC, RG9 1 1  1 C3/4095B/36, '5th Inf. Bde. to 2nd Division HQ, 01 /13/1919". 
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engage targets that reg& infantry could not. 66 By and large. the fact that the 

sniper was instrumental in taking out machine-guns and their operators stlll 

made him essential to open warfare. Though trench conditions had declined by 

the siimmer of 1918. the machine-gun was s a  a threat to the advance. Thus. 

the sniper was equaiiy important in the assault in 1918 as he was at the 

Somme. Vimy Ridge and Passchendaele. One Brigadier-General. D.M. Ormond. 

even suggested that a Corps of snipers be formed and 'distributed amongst 

infàntq batt aiions during active ope rations ." 67  

indeed. specific instances show that the sniper was invaluable to 

operations durlng the last 100 days of the war. in the assault on Mericourt. 9 

August. 1918. mernbers of the 22nd Bn. were covered by their snipers while 

they consolidiated the captured Une. 68 On August 28th. 1918 near Boiry and 

ArtiLlery Hill. two 58th Bn. snipers took position on the roof of a house 

knocking out 20 Gerrnan machine-gunners and four machine-guns at a range of 

300-600 yards. 69 Several other reports indicate snipers' activity with 

resounding success against machine-guns. German omcers and N.C.O.'s and 

enemy snipers. 

It is interesting to note in these positive responses to sniping in open 

warfare. that a number of battalions used their snipers on a regular basis. 

Those not in favour had no instances to draw from. implying that snipers may 

not have been used to the best degree. Moreover, some of those in favour were 

units from Western Canada where hunters and good riflemen were more 

abundant. Native Canadians. who were among the best snipers in the Canada 

Corps. were typically from the west. încluding L/Cpl. Nomest. Perhaps it was 

this added SM by western marksmen that helped to promote the s~lfper in 

open warfare. 

The remaining days of the war showed even greater success for the 

66 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4095/3/36, "31 st Bn. to 6th Inf. Me. ,  01/10/1919". 
67 NAC. RGQ 111 C W I  92/15/3, '9th Inf. Me. to 3rd Division, O f  11 811 91 9". 
a NAC. MG30 E2iv. 1, N.A.D. Armstrong Papers, 'Open Wafare", p.5. 
69 NAC, RG9 111 C3/4192/15/3. '9th Inf. Me .  to 3rd Division, 01 11 8/lW 9". 
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Canada Corps. This elite force. hardfy an army prior to 19 14. had evolved into 

one of the best amies on the Western Front. An efficient use of infantry and 

artillery finally brought the Canadians to the Belgian border by November. 

19 18. By the time of the armistice. 1 1 November. 19 18, the Corps was over 

four miles beyond the town of Mons. 70 The Canaciians' adaptabtiity to open 

warfare. and the German capitualtion in face of decllriing resources. ensured 

victory in the late fall of 1918. Though the sniper found fewer targets in the 

'pursuit to Mons". he nevertheless played an essentiai role in the advancement 

of the infantry. He is as much to be praised as the soldiers who contributed to 

the defeat of Germany in the Great War. 

In conclusion. the sniper was of great value in open warfare. Though 

some beiieved that his art would vanish with the trenches. the sniper's abiiity to 

use precision shooting in the open proved otherwise. Under the horrible 

conditions of trench warfare. snfpers took their art beyond the trenches into no 

man's land. using the 'dead ground" to conceal themselves from the enerny. 

Moreover. through the course of the war the sniper proved his value in all 

stages of the offensive. Even as the "over the top" trench battles gave way to 

the mobile fighting of 1918. the sniper still found a place in the rolling 

campaigns into Belgium. Hls ability to cause casualties and inhibit enerny 

gunflre. though only a smaii piece of the puzzle. contributed to the larger 

picture and victory on the Western Front. 

Sniping. however, was as much a casuaity as the many soldiers who 

lost their lives on the fields of France and Flanders. According to N.A.D. 

Armstrong, 7here appeared to be a tendency among A m y  musketry to scom 

the sniper - they held that sniping was only a 'phenornenon' of trench warfare 

and would not iikely occur again.' 71 Armstrong later stated that sniping was 

forgotten and the Battaiion Intelligence Section was removed from the Army's 

e 

70 Rawling: Survivinq, p.215. 
71 N.A.D. Armstrong: Fiddcraft, p.v. 
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estabîishment. n As this chapter has shown. sniping was not a product of 

trench warfare. and the sniper's ability to practice his art in the open proves 

this proposition clearly. As the war drew to a close in the first days of 

November. tne sniper had outïived the prediction that sniping would die in the 

trenches. 

72 Ibid.. p.v. 



Conclu sion 

Afterthoughts 

The Great War has been a reminder to us all that war can have 

devastating consequences. In an age where nineteenth century militan 

tactics surrendered hundreds of thousands of lives to milltary technoloB. an 

entire generation of children was left fatherless in the smouldering ashes of 

this destructive conflict. Those that outlived the gun and sheU Rre and 

horrors of trench w d a r e  were permanently scarred. mentally. physically or 

both- 

The solàier of the Great War was forced to endure many hardships in 

bis tour of the trenches. Many who joined the ranks of the Canada Corps had 

never been involved in heavy combat and their baptism of fire was often a 

harrowing experience. Those soldiers arriving at the front quickly lost the 

appeal and fervour of action that the war spawned in the summer of 1914. 

The many trenchlines that scattered their way across the terrain of France 

and Flanders were the dominant feature of the Great War. It was under 

these conditions that the sniper appeared on a routine basis. 

Sniping. however. was not new to the world by August. 19 14. The art 

of precision shooting had a history of its own dating back to the eighteenth 

century. Though not in any organized form. marksmanship increasingly 

developed as weapons technology continued to bloom. In the American 



Revolution. American Civil War and other rniiitary engagements. the crackshot 

continued to make his presence known. By the turn of the twentieth century. 

with further developments in rifie technology. the marksman was a common 

feature of the hunting Mestyle and in the miiitaq his presence was only a 

semi-organized one. 

With the outbreak of war in 1914, sniping started on its evolutionary 

road and signiflcance withtn the milftary machine. This thesis has maintained 

that sniping in the Canada Corps was both an evolutionary process and 

critical to the a7ar effort. In regard to the former contention. sniping. though 

appearing on a serni-organized level in the American Civil War  and Boer 

conflict. was forrnaiiy institutionalized in the Great War. Sniping schools in 

France and England established a curriculum that survived the war and 

continued to train proficient marksmen in the art of sniping. The 

fundamentals of shooting. movement and camouflage have become universal 

and have reappeared on the battlefronts of the Second World War, Korea and 

Vietnam. Though rifie technology has changed substantially. a sniper like 

Hesketh-Prichard or Herbert McBride would have Uttle diff'iculty sniping in 

this da- and age. 1 Although Gennan sniping was dominant up to 19 16. the 

fact that the AUies were able to refine sniping skiils and surpass the enemy at 

this game is evidence of further evolution. After ail. Allied sniping in 19 14 

was erratic and dependent upon a small number of skilied riflemen. By 1918 

Canadian snipers. many of whom already possessed a hunter instinct. had 

emerged as a force to reckon with on the Western Front. Arnong those most 

feared snipers were Native Canadians. With some of the highest taiiies on the 

AUied front. Canadian snipers had reached theh peak by war's end. 

Sniping's contribution to the war effort was equally important for it 

was present in every aspect of the conflict. Trench warfare was largely 

responsible for the developrnent of snlper doctrine and the marksman's 

presence in the trenches of the Western Front was standard on both sides. 

1 Adrian Gilbert: Sni~er. (New York. 1994). p.83. 



As trench warfare was stagnant. llttle could be done to break the deadlock. 

Where aii other forms of rnilitaq activity dropped into periodic luiis. the 

sniper was able to conduct his work on a regular basis. Sniping in trench 

warfare was a complex process and had a profound effect on breaking enemy 

morale and innicting material loss. 2 

It was believed by many in the military estabiishrnent that sniping 

would long be forgotten after the trench system had broken down. This was 

not the case as  there were many instances of sniping in open warfare 

throughout the war. While in the open. snipers made effective use of no 

man's land and they were equally instrumental on the offensive. Thus. when 

mobile warfare reappeared in the summer of 1918 the sniper continued to 

just* his existence in all facets of combat. 

The value of snipuig in the Great War appears to have attracted the 

attention of some members within the rnLLftary hierarchy. In December. 1918. 

Brigade level officers began responding to memos requesttng that a permanent 

hfstory of sniping in the Canada Corps be made. 3 This was to corne in the 

form of a museum. depicting names and equipment of exceptional snipers in 

the Canada Corps. There was. however. no evidence of this e-xhibit found in 

the course of this research. 

Sniping, though valuable to the war effort. did eventuaïly decline as a 

specLfic skill in the years following the Great War. The sniper had suddenly 

faiïen into disfavour among the miiitary eïite and his formal presence was 

removed from the military machine. Perhaps there was a moral issue 

involved. though striking a man down in cold blood is really no morally 

Werent than subjecting him to attritional battle tactics and the conditions of 

trench warfare. Throughout the war. snipers made few friends with the 

exception of their observation partner. 4 The common soldier's attitude 

toward the sniper remains to be documented and there is iittle information 

2 Tony Ashworth: Trench Warfare: The Live and Let live !%stem. (New York. 1980). p.59. 
3 NAC. RG9 111 C3/4063/14/6. '2nd Inf. Bde. to 5th, 7th, 8th and 10th Bn., l2/27/l9l8*. 
4 Daniel Dancocks: Welcome to Flanders Fields. (Toronto. 1988). p.87. 
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regarchg it. In trench warfare. snipers were at times shumed by their 

compatriots because their activities would often invite an ârtilleq shelling. 

Moreover. the science of sniping required a certain degree of independence 

and worklng alone. This left llttle time for fraternization. Furthemore. there 

may have been some resentment from other ranks since snipers were spared 

fatigue duties and usualiy resided in comfortable bunkers when in the line. 5 

Whatever the reasons for the& fate. sniping sunrived the prernature lynching 

from the rrmitary establishment and appeared once again In the Second World 

War. Today. special forces units (ie. Green Berets. Navy Seals etc.) continue 

to be a part of the miiitaq machine. 

The costs of war are always extraordinary and for some reason. 

rniiitary leaders must resort to sacrificing military personnel to achieve 

material gain. This has been a long-standing feature of war and it has never 

realiy changed. How to achieve that gain has varied over the centuries but 

the goal remains the same: victory. In the Great War the sniper proved that 

he was essential to vîctory in November. 1918. Hfs story. however. has 

largely remained untold - until now. Though cleverly camouflaged for 

decades. the Canadian sniper has made and found his mark in the m a l s  of 

Canadian history. 

5 Desmond ~o>on: When Y& ~umber-s UD. (Toronto. 1993). p.178. 
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