
Black Soldiers of the Great War 
 
The Great War as it was known, pulled in men and material from the whole world.  Over a 
million men from the Indian Subcontinent enlisted, a hundred thousand Chinese men were 
brought to Europe and men from almost every corner of every empire were deployed.   
 
In Canada, approximately 1400  Black men would serve in the Canadian Expeditionary Force 
(CEF).  Some 600 would serve overseas in the segregated Canadian No. 2 Construction 
Battalion. Part of the problem we have today is being able to tell each of the groups apart and to 
appropriately honor the legacy of these men.  
 
To the untrained eye, it is very difficult to tell where these men are from. Are they Americans, 
Africans, Canadians, British, French, or something else. 

 
 
 
 
 
Today’s exercise is to practice being a historian by examining a series of pictures and figuring 
out who was who. To help you accomplish this, first, we must practice.  
 
 



 
 
This is a cropped picture of members of the Harlem Hellfighters,  soldiers from the US 396 Infantry, who would serve with the French 
Army and earn a reputation as tough fighters. 

 
 



 
This is a cropped version of one of the most famous pictures of members of No. 2 Construction Battalion.  
 

 
By putting the pictures side-by-side, what are three (3) differences you notice about the men?  Historians have to be careful and 
follow the details to reach meaningful conclusions.  



Now that you have looked at these photos, are these men Canadians or Americans? 
 



You are right, they are American soldier, most easily identified by their hats. What about this picture? 
 



Correct. Even as early as 1914, the Maple Leaf had become a symbol for Canadians.  This man is Lt. Lancelot Bertrand, MC and he 
did not serve in No. 2, but enlisted in the 95th Saskawen Rifles, and had previously served in Grenada Volunteers. He was one of at 
least seven Black men who would become an officer in the Canadian Expeditionary Force. 
 
 This one is harder!  Are these men Canadians, Americans, or something else? 
 
 

 

https://recherche-collection-search.bac-lac.gc.ca/eng/Home/Record?app=pffww&IdNumber=41501&ecopy=238806a


Well done! These men are in fact not Canadians or Americans.  They are from the British West Indies. We can tell because their cap 
badges are different. It all comes down to Cap Badges, No. 2 Construction Battalion has a cap badge that is distinct in all of the 
Canadian Expeditionary Force in the Great War. 
 


