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DRM with a DH5 of 43 TS at Ternhill. The unit’s DH5s carried the broad white fuselage band shown here. Below: MacLaren as a Second Lieutenant,
shortly after receiving his commission.
:Library and Archives Canada

M

ajor Donald MacLaren’s total of 54 aerial victories places him third among Canadians in the
First World War and sixth in the British air

services.
Donald Roderick MacLaren was born in Ottawa on
28 May 1893 and later lived in Calgary and Vancouver.
He enrolled at McGill University in 1912 but illness
forced him to withdraw in early 1914. After recovering,
he opened a fur trading post with his brother Roy and
their father at Keg River Prairie on the Peace River. News
was slow to reach the remote location, so the family was
not fully aware of the extent of the war raging in Europe.
By the spring of 1916 the MacLarens realized that the
war was not going to end soon. Roy enlisted first, in
the Canadian Expeditionary Force. Donald and
his father went to Vancouver in early 1917 to enlist
but the elder MacLaren was rejected due to age.
Donald MacLaren enlisted in the Royal Flying
Corps, which was actively recruiting in Canada.
Donald MacLaren began his introductory
aviation training at the Long Branch
camp on the west side of Toronto
where he soloed after three
hours and 30 minutes of flying
time. He then moved on to 90
(Canadian) Training Squadron
at the Armour Heights camp
in north Toronto for militaryfocused flying the Curtiss JN4
(Can). His final assignment in Canada
was at Camp Borden for aerial gunnery
training. In August 1917 he received his
pilot’s wings and was sent to England. His
first stop in England was at 43 Training
Squadron, Ternhill for advanced training
that included aerobatics. Finally, it was
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on to the co-located 34 Training Squadron to get
accustomed to flying fighters such as the Bristol
Scout and the Sopwith Camel.
In November 1917 his training was
completed, and he sailed for France where
he was placed at 2 Aviation Supply Depot, a
holding area for pilots awaiting assignment.
It was a short wait and MacLaren was
assigned to 46 Squadron, a fighter unit,
flying Sopwith Camels, on 23 November.
The squadron flew almost daily but
the Germans were not putting
substantial numbers of aircraft
into the air during this time.
The first three months of
his combat flying career
consisted of long-range
reconnaissance patrols
and bombing missions
while avoiding antiaircraft artillery.
MacLaren’s
squadron finally
encountered German
fighters on 6 March
1918 as part of a fiveaircraft patrol flying
between Arras and
Cambrai. The patrol
leader gave the signal
to engage the enemy
flight. Following their
patrol leader, the RFC
planes gained altitude
and then attacked with
the sun behind them.

