
April 9, 2017, marks the one hundredth anniversary of the 
Battle of Vimy Ridge. To honour such a pivotal moment in 
Canadian military history, several pilots plan to fly replica First 
World War biplanes over the Vimy Memorial in France. Their 
mission is called Vimy Flight. 

“We want to make sure that when they do the Vimy Ridge 
(commemoration) in 2017 that they recognize the aerial ele-
ment,” said Paul O’Rielly, a retired Royal Canadian Navy pilot 
who is participating in Vimy Flight. Five Nieuport II biplanes 
— and possibly two Sopwith Pups — are set to fly in forma-
tion over the memorial.

The replica Nieuports are slightly smaller than the originals 
but fly and manoeuvre in the same way. Unlike the originals, 
they carry modern safety equipment including a radio, a tran-
sponder, avionics, and a parachute.  

In 1917, the Canadian military did not have its own air 
force. However, about twenty-three thousand Canadians 
joined the British Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air 
Service during the war.

Many of these men became aerial observers, cameramen 
who flew over enemy territory taking photos of German 
defences, guns, and troop movements. Although the job was 
not particularly glamorous, the intelligence and photos taken 
by these men were pivotal for the Canadian and British artil-
lery’s success at Vimy. 

The Vimy Flight mission this April consists of pilots who 
are all former members of the military. Their mission has the 
support and approval of the Canadian military. The mission is 
being funded almost entirely by the pilots themselves. 

For Peter Thornton, a pilot for Vimy Flight who also served 
in the British Royal Air Force and, later, the Royal Canadian 
Air Force, the flight is his way of saying thank you to Canada. 
“It’s a way of celebrating this wonderful country.”

After the completion of Vimy Flight, the pilots also plan 
a cross-country tour in honour of Canadian veterans and to 
help celebrate Canada’s 150th birthday. 

Flight of a lifetime
Vimy flyover marks crucial contributions of aerial 
cameramen. by Tyler Hooper

impressionistic style for the clothing and background. Op-
penheimer counted among his subjects Albert Einstein, Sir 
Harold MacMillan, Germany’s Count Otto von Bismarck, and 
South African President Paul Kruger.

Eva Prager, Oppenheimer’s daughter, immigrated to Mon-
treal in 1949 and became an accomplished artist. An officer 
in the Order of Canada, she employed a vibrant style to her 
pastel portraiture and counted Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau 
as both a subject and a personal friend. Other prominent 
subjects painted by Prager include violinist Yehudi Menuhin, 
astronaut Marc Garneau, author and historian Pierre Berton, 
and National Ballet of Canada founder Celia Franca.

Top Left: Central to the display in 
the former office at Dayspring is a 
mock-up of Joseph Oppenheimer’s 
studio featuring his original easel, 
paints, brushes, posing table, and 
chair. In addition, the room features 
a sketch he made in 1890, at the age 
of fourteen, of Otto von Bismarck, 
together with a congratulatory letter 
from Bismarck.

Top right: A collage of drawings by 
Eva Prager and a photo of her at 
work. One of the works displayed 
is the original of one of the many 
Christmas and greeting cards Prager 
made to support various children’s 
charities.

Bottom: Dayspring was built in 
1928. Algoma Steel purchased 
Dayspring in 1947 and gave it to 
Sir James Dunn, its CEO. On Dunn’s 
death it was the only bequest he 
made to his third wife, Marcia 
Christoforides, who later became 
Lady Beaverbrook.

This Nieuport II biplane will take 
part in the historic flight at Vimy.
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