
Collections of Interest 

"In Flanders  Fields":  r ad io  s e r i e s  and o r a l  h i s t o r y  

On November l l t h ,  1964 CBC Radio broadcas t  t h e  f i r s t  i n  a s e r i e s  of seven- 
teen one-hour programs e n t i t l e d  "Flanders F ie lds"  which documented Canadian 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  F i r s t  World War. Described a s  "one of t h e  l a r g e s t  t ape  
recordings eve r  undertaken by t h e  CBC"; t h e  s e r i e s  was over  two yea r s  i n  
p repa ra t ion  during which over  600 hours of in te rv iews  were recorded with 
ve t e rans  of " the war t o  end a l l  wars". These in t e rv i ews ,  a f t e r  being used a s  
source m a t e r i a l  f o r  t h e  programs, were then  s e n t  t o  t h e  CBC a rch ives  f o r  s t o r -  
age. 

I n  1980, i n  recogni t ion  of i t s  h i s t o r i c a l  va lue ,  t h i s  hugh c o l l e c t i o n  was 
t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  t h e  Pub l i c  Archives of Canada. For al though the  programs were 
an  outs tanding  success  from t h e  pe r spec t ive  of r ad io  broadcast ing;  t h e  600 hours 
of unedi ted in te rv iews  were - from the  pe r spec t ive  of a r ch ives  - of a f a r  more 
s i g n i f i c a n t  va lue .  But perhaps h i s t o r i c a l  va lue  can be b e s t  judged by an 
e x t r a c t  from an in te rv iew i n  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  i t s e l f .  

The in t e rv i ew t r a n s c r i b e d  below i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  noteworthy on s e v e r a l  
l e v e l s .  F i r s t ,  i t  demonstrates t h a t  important con t r ibu t ions  t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  
record  can be made through o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iews  generated f o r  reasons o t h e r  
than a r c h i v a l .  A t  p r e s e n t ,  t h i s  c o l l e c t i o n  r ep re sen t s  t he  l a r g e s t  s i n g l e  o r a l  
h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t  i n  Canada even though i t  was undertaken by t h e  CBC f o r  broad- 
c a s t  purposes i n  1964, long be fo re  "o ra l  h i s t o r y "  became a recognized team and 
c o l l e c t i n g  o r a l  h i s t o r y  recordings a recognized a r c h i v a l  a c t i v i t y .  Second, t h e  
in t e rv i ew revea l s  t h e  power of t h e  o r a l  h i s t o r y  technique when i t  concent ra tes  
i n  t h e  a r e a s  where i t  i s  s t r o n g e s t :  d e s c r i p t i o n s  of human r e a c t i o n s  t o  s o c i a l  
condi t ions .  I n  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  r e c o l l e c t i o n  t h e  interviewee does n o t  focus on 
c o n t r o v e r s i a l  b a t t l e s  o r  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  b u t  r a t h e r  t h e  desc r ip t ion  of l i f e  i n  
t h e  t renches  and t h e  a c t i o n s  of f e l l ow s o l d i e r s .  Oral h i s t o r y  i s  thus  employed 
t o  recount  a h i s t o r y  of t he  war from the  vantage po in t  of t h e  infantryman where 
a t t i t u d e s  and emotions count more than s t a t i s t i c s  and a r e  necessary t o  expla in  
the  s t a t i s t i c s .  In  t h i s  sense t h i s  o r a l  h i s t o r y  in te rv iew i s  noteworthy from 
a t h i r d  and perhaps most important l e v e l  i n  t h a t  i t  o f f e r s  another  i n t e r p r e t a -  
t i o n  of t h e  war based on s o c i a l  h i s t o r y  r a t h e r  than t h e  more convent ional  
s t r a t e g i c  and d ip lomat ic  i n t e r p r e t a t  ions.  

Oral h i s t o r y  in te rv iew of Greg Clark, j ou rna l i s t , 1  f o r  broadcast  on CBC 
r a d i o  s e r i e s  "In Flanders  F i e lds"  November 1964 t o  March 1965. 
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"My a t t i t u d e  on war h i s t o r y .  I s e n t  two o r  t h r e e  copies  of ~ i c o h o l s o n ' s  

book t o  some of my o l d  t roops  when i t  came out  and one of them wrote a very 
i n t e r e s t i n g  l e t t e r  back. He s a i d  t h a t  he enjoyed i t .  The maps, he thought ,  
were s o  i n t e r e s t i n g .  He hadn ' t  seen any maps f o r  a long time t h a t  were a s  



i n t ima te  a s  t hese  i n  t h e  r e l a t i o n  t o  him. But,  he says  ' M r .  Clark, t h i s  wasn ' t  
t h e  war. This f e l l a  t a l k s  only about  b a t t l e s  and ope ra t ions ' .  Now t h a t  t o  m e ,  
was a  very i n t e r e s t i n g  th ing .  This wasn ' t  t h e  war he remembered. B a t t l e s ,  y e s ,  
they a r e  dec i s ive  i n c i d e n t s  i n  war. But t he  longer  t h e  h i s t o r y  l i v e s ,  t h e  more 
and more h i s t o r y  wi the r s  i n t o  t h e  dec i s ive  i n c i d e n t s  of b a t t l e s  what w e  f o r g e t  
i s  t h e  experience of those h a l f  m i l l i o n  canadians.. . . . .The p i c t u r e  of t h e  war 
i s  wrong i n  t h e  eyes of h i s t o r i a n s .  Even i f  they were t h e r e ,  even i f  they  
p a r t i c i p a t e d ,  they have f o r g o t t e n  t o  remind us of one th ing ,  t h a t  from t h e  s e a  
up near  0 s t endeY3  some hundreds of mi les  waving and weaving ac ros s  Belgium and 
down through France over  h i l l  and v a l l e y  and p l a i n  and r i v e r ,  down ac ros s  and 
back up i n t o  the  mountains, t h r e e  hundred and some mi l e s  I t h i n k  i t  was, was 
t h i s  ribbon of s t e a l t h .  Some p l aces  i t  would be only a  mile  wide, o t h e r  p l aces  - 
because of the  f l a t  t e r r a i n  - i t  was wider.  This ribbon o r  b e l t  of absolu te  
s t e a l t h ,  day and n i g h t ,  week a f t e r  month a f t e r  yea r ,  f o r  fou r  years  - never  
changing; t h i s  ban of dea th ly  s t e a l t h  i n  which no man moved o r  spoke loudly.  
When you en te red  i t  from behind whatever h i l l s  o r  o t h e r  cover enabled you t o  
be yourse l f  ( cha t t i ng  and marching and s louching along wi th  your u n i t ) ;  suddenly 
you en tered  t h i s  s t r ange ,  mysterious unear th ly  land  of s t e a l t h .  And i n  t h a t  
s t e a l t h ,  mi l l i ons  of men - B r i t i s h ,  French, Germans, Americans, every na t iona l -  
i t y  l i v e d  years  of t h e i r  l i v e s .  Now, i t  never  re laxed .  There were s h o t s ,  t h e r e  
were sounds. There was t h e  d i s t a n t  sound of t h e  gun f i r i n g .  There was the  
weird,  unear th ly  howling of s h e l l s .  There would be t h e  crack and explosion of 
s h e l l s .  There would be s t r ange ,  meaningless r i f l e  sho t s ;  l i t t l e  random un- 
a s soc i a t ed  r a t t l e s  of half-dozen b u r s t s  of machine guns-in t h e  n i g h t  and even 
i n  broad day. These sounds i n  t h i s  s t e a l t h  only accentuated i t  and gave i t  a 
more unear th ly  and s l i g h t l y  l u n a t i c  sense.  You were l i v i n g  i n  t h i s  s t r a n g e ,  
weird and wonderful t h ing  n o t  f o r  a  l i t t l e  while;  b a t t l e s  came and broke i t  and 
smashed i t  i n t o  a  thousand m i l l i o n  p i e c e s ,  bu t  then  t h e  b a t t l e s  subsided and 
t h e  s t e a l t h  re turned .  

Now they speak of t renches  i n  t h i s  s t r a n g e  ribbon of deadly s t e a l t h  ac ros s  
Europe. Trenches i s  too romantic a  name. I mean, i t  v i s u a l i z e s  f o r  you some- 
th ing  t h a t  wasn ' t  t r u e .  These were d i t ches  - common, ord inary  d i t ches .  From 
s i x  t o  t e n  o r  twelve f e e t  deep, averaging e i g h t  f e e t  deep when new, bu t  l i v e d  
i n  week a f t e r  month a f t e r  year  they  took on t h e  cha rac t e r  j u s t  of d i t ches .  A s  
time went by-we had no garbage d i s p o s a l ,  no sewage d isposa l ;  - they became 
f i l t h y .  You threw every th ing  you d i d n ' t  want out  over t h e  parape t  o r  t h e  para- 
do le .  And i f  you s tood  eve r  a t  a  p l ace  where, wi th  powerful b inocu la r s ,  you 
could look a t  t h e  t renches ;  you saw t h i s  s o r t  of s t r a n g e  l i n e  of garbage heap 
wondering up h i l l  and down da le  a s  f a r  a s  t h e  eye could see .  And t h a t  i n  t h a t  
s e t t i n g  men l i v e d  - month, yea r  a f t e r  yea r . . .  

Now, I don ' t  know i f  I am success fu l ly  conveying t h i s  sense of d i r t  and 
unpleasantness .  In  add i t i on  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  i t  was a  s o r t  of a  garbage dump 
d i t c h  mi les  and mi les  long a s  t he  home of men, t h e  l a t r i n e s  were l i t t l e  t renches  
o f f  t he  main t rench .  These, when they became too  o f f ens ive  were f i l l e d  i n  and 
a new one dug. But t h e s e  main t renches  were h e l d  some times months on end. 
They became very sou r .  The smel l ,  a s  I th ink  most s o l d i e r s  w i l l  r e c a l l  i t ,  i n  
those  dugouts was a  sour  s t r ange  odour o v e r l a i d  i n  w in te r  by the  smel l  of coke 
gas.  

I th ink  now, having s o r t  of descr ibed t h i s  s t r ange  and e e r i e  world i n  
which they l i v e d  and which was the  war t o  them, b a t t l e s ,  perhaps,  were even 
welcome a s  a  l i t t l e  exci tement . . .  



.... To me, looking back on i t ,  a t  t h e  time what s t r u c k  me, of course,  a s  a  
n a t u r a l i s t  a t  h e a r t ;  t h e r e  were no b i r d s  i n  t h a t  land  of s t e a l t h .  No b i r d s  
sang, no b i r d s  came. There was j u s t  t h e s e  l u n a t i c  and i r r e s p o n s i b l e  - s o r t  
of modern symphony sounds, meaningless bangs and crashes  l i k e  modern music. 
A l l  i t  d id  was e l a b o r a t e ,  ex tend ,  and accent  t h e  s t r a n g e  l u n a t i c  s i l e n c e  of 
t h i s  th ing  and t h e  b i r d s  wouldn't  come i n .  Now and again a  ha re  o r  a  r a b b i t ,  
which was c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of Europe, would lop  through; bu t  even i t  knew t h a t  
something dreadf u l  was wrong. 

This  l and  of s t e a l t h  went through towns, v i l l a g e s ;  bu t  mostly through farm 
f i e l d s  - abandoned and of course running wi ld  wi th  t u r n i p s  and some o t h e r  farm 
crops. A weird t a n g l e ,  you t h i n k  i t  would be a l i v e  wi th  game, bu t  no. There 
was noth ing  i n  i t  except  r a t s  - by t h e  count less  mi l l i ons .  I don ' t  t h ink  t h a t  
i t  was p o s s i b l e  t o  exaggerate  t h e  number of r a t s  t h a t  s t e a l t h i l y  land  and added 
t h a t  l a s t  mad f e a t u r e .  Wherever you went, i n  t h e  day l igh t  and a t  n i g h t ,  t h e  
whole p l ace  squeaking and squea l ing  wi th  these  hugh monstrous r a t s  l i v i n g  on 
t h i s  garbage of our  t renches  and l i v i n g  on what had been bur ied  t h e r e  by t h e  
f  rench be fo re  us and so  on.. . 

The t ens ion  never  f o r  one moment re laxed .  The s t e a l t h  t h a t  I speak of 
never  re laxed  - day o r  n igh t ;  w in t e r ,  sp r ing ,  summer, autumn. The s t e a l t h  and 
t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  t ens ion  never  ended. You never knew a t  what moment one of those  
p e r f e c t l y  meaningless sounds of explosion - whether of a  r i f l e  o r  a  machine gun 
o r  a  s h e l l  o r  a  t rench  mortar  - would g e t  you. The c a s u a l t i e s :  I would be 
i n t e r e s t e d  t o  know t h e  r a t i o  of c a s u a l t i e s ,  between b a t t l e  c a s u a l t i e s  - 
c a s u a l t i e s  i n  a  s e t  b a t t l e  and t h e  c a s u a l t i e s  day i n  day ou t  i n  t h a t  war of 
a t t r i t i o n .  The war of t h e  l i t t l e  r a i d s ,  t h e  war of t r y i n g  t o  improve t h e  
t r ench  p o s i t i o n .  There were r a i d s  - I th ink  o f t e n  t h a t  they c a l l e d  f o r  r a i d s  
t o  keep up the  i n t e r e s t  of t h e  t roops ,  t o  g ive  them a sense  of p a r t i c i p a t i n g  
i n  something. Because, mark you, i t  wouldn't  have taken a  g r e a t  dea l  i n  t h i s  
dreadfu l  p r e - h i s t o r i c  man circumstances f o r  men t o  have l o s t  h e a r t  and they 
never  d id .  We had a  t h i n g  c a l l e d  s h e l l  shock i n  our  war and i n  t h e  second war 
it was c a l l e d  b a t t l e  f a t i g u e .  I remember t h a t  a  g r e a t  many of us were very 
h o s t i l e  t o  t h i s  phrase  ' s h e l l  shock' which the  m i l i t a r y  a u t h o r i t i e s  used. I t  
wasn ' t  anything of t h e  kind.  It was j u s t  f a t i g u e  - n o t  so  much i n  b a t t l e  a s  

__ i n  t h e s e  long i n t e r v a l s  of l i v i n g  under t h e s e  condi t ions . .  . . 
\ 
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W h y ~ l i k e d  Curr ie  was, n o t  only t h a t  he was t h e  f i r s t  Canadian t o  

command t h e  corps,  b u t  he had a  wonderful r epu ta t ion  wi th  h i s  own men and h i s  
own d iv i s ion .  But t h e  grand important t h i n g  was t h a t  he gave us  maps down t o  
lance-corporals .5  P r i o r  t o  t h a t ,  only o f f i c e r s  and gentlemen were allowed t o  
have maps i n  t h e i r  possession.  Curr ie  s a i d  'maps down t o  s e c t i o n  l e a d e r s '  
because he knew who f i g h t s  t he  b a t t l e s .  I t 's  t h e  sec t ions .  

. . . His to r i ans  go on about and g ive  you t h e  grand p l an ,  t h e  grand s t r a t e g y  
and then  they  come down t o  the  l e s s e r  s t r a t e g i e s  and i t ' s  a l l  g r e a t  formations 
and groups. And they go i n  f o r  i n i t i a l s  and a l l  kinds of fancy th ings  and 
confuse you beyond b e l i e f .  Do you know t h a t  i t  i s n ' t  even b a t t a l i o n s  t h a t  
engage i n  b a t t l e .  A b a t t a l i o n  goes in and t h e  s e c t i o n s  of s i c  o r  f i v e  men wi th  
a  lance-corporal  lead ing  them. A l i t t l e  band of b ro the r s .  A l i t t l e  group who 
have l i v e d  toge the r .  They have come and gone, some have been k i l l e d  o r  wounded 
and new ones come i n .  They have been t r aded  wi th in  t h e  company where t h e  
se rgean t  of t h e  p la toon  see ing  some l i t t l e  uneasiness  and s t r e s s  in one s e c t i o n  



ar ranges  t o  t r a d e  men from one s e c t i o n  t o  another .  And a l l  of t h i s  time through 
t h i s  long drawn out  i n t e r v a l s  of war i s  t h i s  endless  s h i f t i n g  and a d j u s t i n g  and 
changing and reorganizing of t he  s e c t i o n s  u n t i l  you've got a  b a t t a l i o n  t h a t  
c o n s i s t s  of so  many s e c t i o n s ,  no t  so  many companies o r  so  many p la toons .  The 
minute t h e  b a t t l e  begins - a t  zero hour - it  i s  ou t  of t h e  hands of t h e  gene ra l s ;  
i t  i s  out  of the  hands even of t h e  b a t t a l i o n  commanders who s i t  back i n  t h e i r  
dugout wi th  t h e i r  t e lephones ,  l i s t e n i n g  despera te ly  wi th  t h i s  catch-as-catch- 
can s i g n a l l i n g  and message system. We had no r ad io .  You d id  o r  d id  no t  g e t  
information a s  t o  how the  b a t t l e  goes except  w i ld  guesses  from what you could 
s e e  from the  top of t h e  dugout. But who i s  doing t h e  f i g h t i n g ?  The platoon 
commander might a t  the  a c t u a l  moment of when the  bar rage  f a l l s  and you a r e  t o  
go, might leap up and wave h i s  walking s t i c k  and say 'come on, men' and many 
of us have done t h a t .  But before  we g e t  t o  our  o b j e c t i v e ,  t h e  l i e u t e n a n t  has  
f a l l e n  back t o  t h e  p o s i t i o n  from which he can watch i s  f i v e  s e c t i o n s .  It i s  
the  s e c t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  doing t h e  th inking  and t h e  planning. They've t r a i n e d  
and we've t o l d  them a l l  t h a t  we h o w  and they 've  done every th ing .  Where t h e r e ' s  
d i f f i c u l t y  your l i e u t e n a n t  might run forward t o  t h e  a s s i s t a n c e  of number f o u r  
s e c t i o n  who suddenly l o s t  i t s  corpora l .  One of t h e  se rgean t s  might come and 
j o i n  a  s e c t i o n  t h a t  had been mangled. But it  was s e c t i o n s  t h a t  a c t u a l l y  fought  
t h e  war. And when i t  was a l l  reached and a l l  over and done wi th ,  t h e  l i e u t e n a n t  
would consul t  h i s  s e rgean t s  and s e c t i o n  l e a d e r s  and r e p o r t  t o  h i s  company 
commander. The company commander would r epor t  t o  t h e  b a t t a l i o n  commander. The 
b a t t a l i o n  commander would r epor t  t o  t h e  b r i g a d i e r  and s o  t h e  message would g e t  
back - ' t h e  b a t t l e  is  won! ' But i t  was won by lance-jacks and t h e i r  f i v e  o r  
s i x  boys. Blood b r o t h e r s ,  f r i e n d s  who knew each o t h e r  a s  more than b r o t h e r s  
and who hard ly  knew anybody e l s e  i n  t h e  whole bloody B r i t i s h  army. They d i d n ' t  
know anybody. Well, t h e  o f f i c e r s  go t  t o  know each o t h e r  because they  were 
being c a l l e d  toge the r  every once i n  a  whi le  by the  co lonel .  The se rgean t s  go t  
t o  know one another  because they were f r equen t ly  c a l l e d  t o g e t h e r  by t h e  RSM 
(Regiment a1  Sergeant-Maj o r )  . But t h e r e  were men i n  'A'  company who only knew 
fou r  o r  f i v e  guys out  of t h e  two hundred i n  ' B '  company. We l i v e d  sepa ra t e ly .  
We he ld  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  of t h e  l i n e .  We worked s e p a r a t e l y  yea r  i n  and year  out 
( te lephone r i n g s ) .  . . . 
. . . .The f a c t  remains t h a t  t he re  was a  tremendous i s o l a t i o n  wi th  those m i l l i o n s  
of men l i v i n g  cheek by jowl i n  such surroundings. There was s t i l l  a  s t r a n g e  
o v e r a l l  sense of i s o l a t i o n  t h a t  was a  very important f a c t o r .  .. You l i v e d  by 
companies, t h e  fou r  o r  f i v e  o f f i c e r s  of a  company and t h e  two hundred men - they 
were considered a u n i t  f o r  s o c i a l  purposes.  They l i v e d  a p a r t ,  by themselves. 
On leave  when you went back t o  a  bus ted  v i l l a g e ,  t o  your horse- l ines ;  t h e r e  
would be o ld  houses,  barns ,  mission hu t s  and o l d  sour  h u t s  b u i l t  by the  f r ench  
i n  t h e  e a r l i e r  years  of t h e  war. And ' A '  company was away down a t  t h e  f a r  end 
of t h e  v i l l a g e  and 'A '  company's o f f i c e r s  had a  l i t t l e  farmhouse and t h e  men 
were i n  t h e  barns.  In  'A '  company you pu t  number one p la toon  i n  one barn ,  you 
p u t  two platoon i n  another  barn and s o  on; so t h a t  even t h e  p la toons  were a p a r t .  
On parade they saw t h e  whole two hundred. On parade t h e  two hundred saw t h e  
e i g h t  hundred - a l l  l i n e d  up, bu t  t h e  v a s t  major i ty  of them were s t r a n g e r s .  
They d i d n ' t  know one ano the r ' s  names i n  a  b a t t a l i o n .  This sense of comradeship 
t h a t  i s  thought of i n  t h i s  war should be i n  our  memories r e s t r i c t e d  t o  s e c t i o n s ,  
above a l l . .  . To my r e c o l l e c t i o n ,  t h e  men who l i v e d  and d i ed  toge the r  i n  b a t t l e  
and i n  t h a t  long war, which i s  more important than t h e  b a t t l e s ;  were t h e  sec t ions"  



FOOTNOTES 

1 It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  t h e  a b i l i t y  of an i n d i v i d u a l  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  
p a s t  exper iences  may be r e l a t e d  t o  h i s  o r  h e r  working ca ree r .  In  t h i s  
i n t e rv i ew Greg Clark d i sp l ays  the  s k i l l s  of a  t r a i n e d  observer  which were 
undoubtedly aided by h i s  many yea r s  a s  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  j o u r n a l i s t .  

2 .  The o f f i c i a l  h i s t o r y  of t he  Canadian m i l i t a r y  involvement i n  t h e  F i r s t  
World War was w r i t t e n  by Colonel C.W.L. Nicholson of t h e  Department 
of Nat%onal Defence under t h e  t i t l e  Canadian Expedit ionary Force. 

3 .  Ostende i s  a  s eapor t  on t h e  Belgium coas t .  

4.  S i r  Arthur Curr ie  was commander of t h e  Canadian Corps. 

5. Lance-corporal i s  the  rank between p r i v a t e  and f u l l  corpora l .  He i s  
respons ib le  f o r  a  group of f i v e  o r  s i x  p r i v a t e s  and r e p o r t s  t o  t h e  f u l l  
corpora l .  


