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John Reilly, my father’s younger brother, joined RCAF as a navigator early on
in World War 1l. In 1944, his airplane was shot adoawver Nazi occupied Poland.
John spent the remainder of the war in German peisof-war camps. That was
about as much as | or any other member of my fanmtfuding John’s children,
knew about his war experience. He rarely spokéisfgeriod in life other than to
acknowledge that it had occurred and had been pleasant experience to say
the least. John was one of my favourite uncleshbuvas a troubled man in many
respects. | now have no doubt that, in retros@gedttn suffered from post-
traumatic stress syndrome.

In the summer of 2006, | participated in a spegiagramme at the
University of Winnipeg that drew together univeysand high school teachers of
Canadian History to discuss new approaches tcetehing of that subject. Late
one afternoon on a bus returning our group to Vgeaifrom an excursion to
Manitoba’s historic Inter-Lake region, | found mifsstting beside Philip
LaGrandeur, a high school teacher from Albertasually asked Philip about his
research on World War 1l that he had mentioned ¢oearlier in the week. Over
the next several hours, Philip LaGrandeur fascthate with a tale of research
that reminded me of the vital importance of oraktiy and led me, on a personal
level, to a much deeper understanding of my urmihe.J

LaGrandeur was at the time completing a multi- yeaearch project on
the experiences of RCAF airmen who were shot dovem enemy territory and
detained in Nazi prisoner-of-war camps with airnfrem other Allied countries.
He explained that theirs was a largely unknownystioecause few of the PoW'’s,
like my uncle, ever spoke about life in the canTg®ir traumatic experiences for
the most part remained hidden from family and flgenlhis was not an unusual
response to the stresses of war, as many studiesdleanonstrated. LaGrandeur
had himself essentially stumbled upon this histbri998, a visiting Australian
relative told LaGrandeur that his father was antfglian PoW airman who spent
time in Stalag Luft Ill, the site of the Great Egeammortalized in the
Hollywood movie of that title. The Australian ralag asked LaGrandeur to keep
an eye out for any Canadian PoWs who might havevkrios father. LaGrandeur
knew nothing about the subject and could find mesilittle written on the
history of Canadian airmen imprisoned in the carh{gswas about to give up his
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enquiries when he spotted a Remembrance Day iatenm an Edmonton
newspaper with a former Canadian airman who haticgaated in the Great
Escape. LaGrandeur contacted the veteran whoamarkable coincidence told
him that he not only knew his relative’s fathert bua camp that housed 10,500
men, had actually shared a room with him. GordamgKthe former Canadian
airman in question, and LaGrandeur quickly devedogstrong friendship. King
became LaGrandeur’s guide into what to that pois largely an unknown and
private history of Canadian airmen.

King introduced LaGrandeur to many other ex-airrRelVs who
belonged to the Airmen’s PoW organization, a qérasernal and support group
of former prisoners. LaGrandeur recognized earlyisiresearch that for most of
these men “their experiences were personal, and ehtisem were unaccustomed
to talking about them. | had to ensure that | repn¢éed their stories accurately.”
(16) Myron Williams, reports the author, refuseddb his wife, family, or PowW
friends about the torture he endured until “heldsed dark details of his
mistreatment at Dulag [transit camp] Luft for tlrstftime during an interview at
his home in Calgary in the summer of 2002. His la&ti@n was so overwhelming
that he collapsed before he could finish his actaird).

LaGrandeur devoted the first years of his projeatdilecting from more
traditional historical sources as much informatsrpossible on life in the prison
camps. During this time, he also identified mebeadanterviewed. He next
arranged pre-interviews with these informants. lat@eur used these meetings
to gather background information for his interviewst perhaps most importantly
to establish a trust between him and the men. WHeemterviewing began
LaGrandeur observed that “initially, some of thennfigund it difficult to reveal
their inner thoughts. Over time, they spoke freatyd some revealed things they
must have thought they would take to their gravess surprised to learn that
many of their wives did not know the full detaillstbeir stories” (17).

We Flew, We Fell, We Lived: Sories of RCAF Prisoners of War and
Evaders, 1939-1945 is the end result of LaGrandeur’s research projgoe book
is divided into three sections, the first of whisttomposed of a chapter on each
of the prison camps and another on prisoner ingatrons. The chapters are
structured around biographies of men held in ed¢hase camps. A briefer
Section 2 is focused on the stories of airmen wiwaded capture after being shot
down over enemy territory and Section 3 detailsftiheed marches the prisoners
endured during the last years of the war. The lipigies of the imprisoned
airmen are fascinating. The harsh conditions tisopers endured in the camps,
especially in the final year of the war, are dising to read about. They included
living in overcrowded camps where near starvatimmditions and illness were
always close at hand and harsh discipline a compnactice of the officers and
guards patrolling the camps. The forced marchélseoprisoners from one camp
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to another in advance of Allied forces near the @nthe war proved to be
particularly brutal for the prisoners. One of therst such marches was forced
upon the PoWs in the Bankau camp in Poland in Jgrii84. After first walking
for several days, the prisoners were loaded intovag cars: “[T]he guards
crowded 50 to 19 men into each carriage, leaviegitisufficient room to sit or
lie down. Then the trains stayed parked on thetisigh for up to four days. Most
carriages had a single window cut into the waltallered by barbed wire.
Modesty became a thing of the past. Prisoners werdhekth dysentery shared one
pail and the man closest to the window threw th&exts outside” (371). As it
turned out, this is one of those experiences alwbigch my uncle John who was
held prisoner at Banku never spoke.

It is equally fascinating, though, to read theis®of how the men
managed to survive in the camps. Escaping the camp®ften imagined, but
seldom a real possibility. How then did the mersghgir time? There is much
detail in the book on daily life in the camps. Mosthe PoWs' time was devoted
to basic survival: the search for food, sharingations, nursing the ill, and the
offering of psychological support to one anothart Bamp life involved much
more than this list suggests. The men organizedisgactivities including,
among the Canadians, hockey, as well as soccabaljscricket, and boxing.
Music was an important element within the camp® ien organized choirs and
bands of many different kinds and sizes. Elabdraatrical productions, at least
one might say elaborate under the circumstance® pegformed by the
prisoners. Others passed the time writing poetgpkng carefully recorded and
illustrated diaries or creating drawings which meavay document their
experiences. Cartooning was another common praatnoeg the prisoners.

LaGrandeur has used extensively these diaries,iagayand other
documents from the period to illustrate the biograp which lie at the heart of
the bookWe Flew, We Fell, We Lived provides a generous amount of information
on the general operations of the camps, the typpkoes flown, the organization
of the RCAF, and much, much more. There is, in, fiaciny mind, too much
contextual information though not everyone may agvéh this observation,
especially military historians for whom much ofdfdetail might prove quite
interesting.

LaGrandeur structures each of his chapters arounidbmgraphies of
three or four prisoners from the specific camp urtigcussion in that chapter.
These mini biographies were compiled from intengeaad written recollections,
as well as diaries and other materials relatedeqtrticular camp. Through these
biographies the reader begins to experience betdrgadful hardships associated
with camp life, but also to recognize the resiliené many of the prisoners. It
was individual and collective resilience and theeand concern that prisoners
showed towards one another that explains why masmng mmen did not die in the
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camps. These biographies drew me deeper into thie tnat they also
disappointed me. LaGrandeur took a rather traditibistorical approach to
presenting these biographies and the writing obbisk. They are written in his
voice and we hear little of the actual voices @f pinisoners. | found this approach
surprising in this study in which oral history inteews are such a prominent
source of information. The inclusion of the actwakds of the prisoners, in
essence, their own autobiographies would havelgreatiched the text. After
reading the book, | was left, quite simply, wantiodhear more of the voices of
the men whose stories LaGrandeur recounts for trer&they do appear, the
voices are compelling. | do hope that LaGrandelly imithe future, be able to
make his interviews available through the Intetoet wider audience.

As for my uncle John, LaGrandeur described the samghich John was
imprisoned and told me of the forced marches thnabg winter cold that John
and his fellow prisoners endured, as their cagbunted them from camp to
camp in advance of the approaching Allied armiée ght that this research
cast upon the psychological and physical diffi@dtihat John faced as a PoW has
led those of us who knew him to reflect differentfyon his life. As one of his
children said to me, "l wish I had known this abowyt dad when he was living. It
would have made a difference."”
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