


On February 11 the Battalion was ordered to the La Folie Sector not far removed from a
German-occupied village by the name of Vimy. A further six weeks of relative calm and
routine followed until March 23 when the 24" Battalion moved back behind the lines to the
area of Maisnil-Bouche where it was to undergo a period of special training.

Among these preparations were some novel developments: use of enemy weapons; each
unit and each man to be familiar with his role during the upcoming battle; the construction
of ground layouts built, thanks to aerial reconnaissance, to show the terrain and positions
to be attacked; the introduction of the machine-gun barrage; and the excavation of
kilometres of approach tunnels, not only for the safety of the attacking troops but also to
ensure the element of surprise.

On April 9 the British Army launched an offensive in the area
to the north of the Somme battlefields; this was the so-called
Battle of Arras intended to support a French effort elsewhere.
In terms of the daily count of casualties, some four thousand
per day, it was to be the most expensive operation of the War
for the British, one of the few positive episodes being the
Canadian assault of Vimy Ridge on the opening day of the
battle, Easter Monday.

While the British campaign was to prove an overall disappointment, the French offensive
at le Chemin des Dames was to be yet a further disaster.

(Right above: The Canadian National Memorial which has stood, since 1936, on Vimy
Ridge — photograph from 2010)

(Right: Canadian troops of
the 4% or 39 Division
equipped — or burdened -
with all the paraphernalia of
war, on the advance across
No-Man’s-Land during the
attack at Vimy Ridge on
either April 9 or 10 of 1917 -
from lllustration)

On that April 9, in driving snow, the four Canadian Divisions, for the first time acting as a
single, autonomous entity, stormed the slope of Vimy Ridge, by the end of the next day
having cleared it almost entirely of its German occupants.

Much has been recorded — and rightly so - about the many kilometres of tunnel hewn out
of the chalk under the approaches to the front lines and beyond of Vimy Ridge,
underground which afforded physical safety and also the element of surprise during the
hours — and in some cases, days — leading up to the attack. However, not all of the
attackers were to reach their starting positions in this manner.

(continued)
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(Right: One of the few remaining galleries — Grange Tunnel - still
open to the public at Vimy one hundred years later — photograph
from 2008(?))

Corporal Ash and his comrades-in-arms were a case in point,
being obliged to march over-ground for five hours to reach their
Jumping-Off Trenches.

The 24t Battalion’s attack on April 9 was successful, although at
the high cost of about twenty-five percent casualties. The 2"
Canadian Division, of which it was a unit, did not attack the crest
of the Ridge itself — this task had been allotted to the 3™ and 4t
Divisions — but had been ordered to clear the Germans out of
their positions on the right-hand - the south-eastern — side of the slope near the village of
Thélus.

(Right: Canadians occupying and consolidating
the third line of German trenches at Vimy Ridge —
from Canadian War Records via lllustration)

By the middle of that Easter Monday morning the
24t Battalion had achieved its objectives and
Thélus had been cleared. On that same day,
Corporal Ash was promoted in the field to the
rank of sergeant.

Unfortunately, as was often the case during the Great War, initial success was left
unexploited. Such was the case at Vimy Ridge where it had proved to be impossible to
move artillery and reserves forward quickly enough — on this occasion the weather playing
a hindering role: the Germans were able to plug the gaps and thus the days following the
assault were spent consolidating gains and preparing for the anticipated German counter-
attacks — which on this occasion, perhaps surprisingly, never mounted to very much.

The battle which for the Canadians had commenced so promisingly, was now to revert to
one of stalemate.

On May 5, having relieved the 22" Canadian Battalion in the front-line trenches near the
village of Acheville, the 24" Battalion was subjected to a day-long heavy enemy artillery
bombardment comprising high-explosive, shrapnel and gas. The casualties for the day,
according to the Battalion War Diarist were: 3 ORs killed and 28 ORs wounded.

One among the dead was Sergeant Ash: This non-commissioned officer was killed
in front line trenches near ACHEVILLE (on a paper found among in his documents)

The son of John Martin(?) Ash (former fisherman, likely deceased October 30, 1907) and
Jane Beatrice Ash (née Le Whiting), to whom he had willed his all on April 27, 1916* — the
family earlier of Courage’s Beach - her address at the time of her son’s death Old Custom
House (today a museum) in Harbour Grace, Newfoundland - he was also brother to at least
two older sisters: Louisa and Ethel.

11



*He also allotted to her, as of April 16 of 1916, a monthly sum of twenty dollars from his
pay.

Francis Ash had enlisted at the age of twenty-four years: date of birth August 10, 1891, at
Courage’s Beach*, Newfoundland.

*Much of the family information is based upon a single
source and could use confirmation.
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Sergeant Francis Ash was entitled to the British War
Medal (left) and to the Victory Medal (Inter-Allied War
Medal).

The above dossier has been researched, compiled and
produced by Alistair Rice. Please email any suggested

amendments or content revisions if desired to

criceadam@yahoo.ca. Last updated - January 25, 2023.
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