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who have stuck with me through
thick and thin, as the best families do.
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			​Preface

			Wars are exhilarating when fought elsewhere 
by other people.

			—Arnold J. Toynbee, A Study of History

			My father, Robert James Buckles (“Buck” to his family and friends), was a Spitfire pilot during the Second World War and prisoner of war (POW) at Stalag Luft III in German-occupied Poland during the “Great Escape,” one of the most elaborate and tragic prisoner escapes of the war. His war story, etched in the memory of his three sons, is exhilarating and a tribute to the efforts and sacrifices of men and women who came of age during the Great Depression and went on to defeat Hitler’s fascism and the aggressive militarism of Imperial Japan.

			[image: ]

			Flying Officer Robert “Buck” Buckles, 1943.

			Buck shared his experiences willingly, although he always shielded his sons and grandchildren from the worst of them. When he died in 2016, at the age of ninety-three, I gathered his personal papers and photographs and stored them in plastic tubs and file folders for some future writing project. I was still working and simply didn’t have an opportunity to do anything else. They remained unread. Five years passed. I retired, wrote a memoir of my working life, sold our Ottawa home of twenty-eight years, and moved with my wife to a small apartment in Toronto to be close to our son and his young family. We disposed of many belongings during the move, but we brought the tubs and folders with us. They were too precious to simply discard.

			Once I settled into my new life, I sorted through photographs, still attached to crumbling albums or mounted in paper frames smelling faintly of mildew. Pictures of Buck at airfields in Britain showed a poised young man, confident and handsome in his battle-dress jacket. I remembered the warm grip of his handshake and imagined the bonds he must have made on the airfield and at the Officers’ Mess with other young men of 401 Squadron risking their lives daily. 

			I read through a thick stack of Buck’s letters home, from his time training in Ontario and flying Spitfires in Europe to the long period (seventeen months) as a POW. His mother, Olive MacRae, had saved them, stamped envelopes and all. The letters seemed mundane at first, filled mainly with references to friends and family I knew little about and plans to visit home or Scotland or London on his next leave. Only after the second and third readings did I notice details that coaxed me into investigating: a reference to the fall of Singapore, an intercepted German communique on the journey by ship across the Atlantic, a line of text cut neatly by British censors from a light-blue airmail letter. The letters took on a new meaning when cross-referenced with the histories of key events in the war, his pilot flight logbooks, his POW wartime log, and 300 pages of his personnel records from Library and Archives Canada. The sources added facts, nuance, and colour to the stories I had heard as a child. Gradually, I formed a more complete idea of my father’s younger self and the context of his life during the war. I came to know him as I never had as a son, as though I were on a journey back to his future. His brashness and self-assurance when he enlisted at eighteen amazed me, as did the clarity of his thoughts about the significance of the war he was in. Something, a wisdom unrelated to age, helped him discern the right path at the right moment. 

			Before I started writing my father’s story in earnest, a reunion on November 11, 2024, with my cousin, Sam Goodwin, at a village cemetery on the outskirts of Toronto, diverted my attention. Sam went to the cemetery every Remembrance Day to stand at the grave of our grandfather, where Buck is also buried. Jack Buckles and three of his brothers had served on the Western Front during the First World War. The two youngest were the first of the brothers to encounter the horrors of trench warfare. One was badly wounded at the Battle of the Somme, and another, after whom my father was named, was killed on the battlefield at Vimy Ridge. Two older brothers, more cautious and with other priorities to consider, lived and fought through the brutal Hundred Days Offensive that finally ended the war.

			Sam had already collected the personnel records and regimental histories of the four brothers, visited the sites of their battles in France and Belgium, and read copiously on battle tactics during the world’s first industrial war. Walking through this complex period of Canadian war history suddenly seemed less daunting to me with Sam at my side, and the family photographs of men in the khaki uniforms of the Canadian Expeditionary Force less remote. We agreed that if we did not write their stories and acknowledge the dilemmas they faced, then probably no one else would. And so began a project with a bigger canvas, a multi-generational story of families during the two world wars of the twentieth century.

			Then I decided to pull on a thread. Buck’s mother was a central character in his wartime correspondence, as was the village of Whitevale where she lived and he had grown up. Her family tree, found among the files, distilled more than 130 years of lives spent in the same Ontario village, now a heritage district next to the Rouge National Urban Park on the eastern edge of Toronto. Some ancestors had witnessed up-close the Rebellion of 1837, Upper Canada’s only armed conflict after the War of 1812. Their children’s, children’s, children’s, children were rooted in Whitevale like trees in soil with a particular mix of sand, silt, and clay. The cemetery was full of them, strong settler men and women with values that embodied the best of early Canada but also expressions of religious intolerance, legacies of racism and oppressive patriarchal practices characteristic of the nineteenth century. 

			I soon discovered that while Buck’s maternal line was clear and deeply rooted, his paternal heritage lacked a definite shape. His father’s parents appeared to have sprung from the urban melting pot of Liverpool, England, with no family history attached. Toronto at the turn of the century—the new suburb of Long Branch and the downtown neighbourhood of Parkdale—was their home, and Park Lawn Cemetery, located between the two places, their cemetery. As a child and young man, I never visited their graves, even though periodic family trips to the Toronto area inevitably led us to the Whitevale cemetery. Who were these people, I wondered, the parents and ancestors of the four soldiers from the first war? I found the breadcrumbs fascinating and spent months researching their lives using modern archival tools and reaching out to individuals who might have a connection to the family. Census records, marriage certificates, prison reports, and newspaper stories came to life for me because they featured the family names and revealed both the courage and the trauma of their lives. Secrets emerged that had escaped my father’s awareness and even his father’s, buried by shame, the fear of difference, and the immigrant desire to make a new life in a new land.

			The research into lives long ago and far away challenged the received family narrative. It also brought to the fore a tension in my own life. I was born in November 1955, ten years after the end of the Second World War and the same year my father rejoined the Royal Canadian Air Force. He was a military pilot for another 18 years, active in NATO operations in Canada and Europe. I grew up on and off military bases, proud of my father’s war service but also quietly critical of the Cold War and the proxy wars that followed. Like many post-war baby boomers, I was confident in the moral truths that seemed to make peace and the eventual prospect of a unified world unassailable. I became an artist and then an anthropologist, dedicated to the pursuit of justice for marginalized communities. This choice, and the freedom to question the necessity of my father’s military vocation, was, ironically, the legacy of peace enjoyed by virtually every Canadian alive today. 

			Now, more than eighty years after the defeat of fascism in Europe, a rise in authoritarianism and aggressive militarism once again threatens the sovereignty and security of Canada and the world. This is not something I expected to ever see in my lifetime. It has raised emotions of anger and fear for the future lives of my two sons and two grandsons, for all Canadians, and for peaceful people elsewhere. It has also raised questions every individual, every family, and every nation must ask because they are urgent in today’s world, teetering as it is on the brink of a new world war: what are we prepared to do when conflict and war interrupt the pursuit of a peaceful life? How firmly and doggedly will we work to build and defend the peace? The choices, Canadian choices, become our story.

			What began simply as an account of my father’s war story changed over time into a family saga of the long peace of the nineteenth century, the two world wars that followed and my own evolving understanding of the challenges of their times and my own. The narrative is divided into historical periods, some of which may be of greater interest to some readers, and consequently may be read more closely. I begin with what for me is the heart of the story: Buck’s experience as a prisoner at the end of the war, longing to go home and resume his interrupted life.

		


		
			​Prologue: 
​Breakout from Luckenwalde

			

			In April 1945, the deadliest war in history was coming to a close. Nazi Germany and its long campaign of hate and fear were all but defeated. Germans, still loyal to his disastrous leadership, celebrated Hitler’s birthday, April 20, mutely. A week later, deep inside a Berlin bunker, he married his longtime mistress, Eva Braun. Both then committed suicide.

			For Flying Officer Robert “Buck” Buckles, a Canadian Spitfire pilot interned in a prisoner of war (POW) camp 50 kilometres south of Berlin, the promise of peace was still out of reach. After eighteen months in captivity, he longed for freedom.

			Polish prisoners of war constructed the camp, Stalag III-A at Luckenwalde, shortly after the German invasion of Poland in 1939. Later, 43,000 French POWs, including Africans from colonial units, joined the Dutch and Belgian prisoners. Yugoslav and Russian prisoners came later, as did Italians who refused to fight for Mussolini. Deprived of POW status, Italian military internees were assigned to forced labour throughout the war. Few survived. American, Romanian, British, and Polish prisoners, including Polish youth from the Warsaw Uprising, also came to or through the camp. By the end of the war, Luckenwalde had become a last stop for prisoners shuttled from POW camps across both the Western and Eastern fronts as German forces retreated to Berlin. Hitler did not want them released while the fighting continued in case they might rejoin the fight. For him, their subjugation was also a point of pride.

			Buck’s quarters held 300 men in a large single room filled with triple-decker bunks. Many of the prisoners were half starved and sick with dysentery. Men in similar conditions filled dozens of other buildings lined up across several hectares of barren land surrounded by two parallel rows of tall fencing. Although escape appeared unattainable, the sound of distant cannon fire offered hope. The end was imminent.

			On April 21, 1945, the German guards, mostly haggard soldiers in their forties and fifties, marched out of the camp. Intense Soviet pressure targeted German forces, including General Theodor Busse’s Ninth Army regrouping in the forests of Halbe just east of Luckenwalde. Instead of providing cover for the German soldiers, the tall pine forests turned into a deadly battlefield. Russian artillery and air bombing hit the treetops, sending a torrent of sharp wood fragments onto German troops below. Many bled to death. Encircled by Russian positions and blinded by constant smoke from burning pines, small and larger groups of German soldiers moved around in the forest chaotically, attempting to avoid Soviet captivity. They had no thought of winning the war, by then a hope long abandoned. On April 21, the first Soviet artillery bombardment of Berlin commenced, devastating shoppers at the Karstadt department store in the Hermannplatz.

			The next day two Russian tanks burst into Luckenwalde. They plowed through the main gate, stopping suddenly on the central roadway that divided the camp into quadrants. The tank crews emerged, shouting and waving joyously. Prisoners, Buck among them, rushed for the gate and freedom. As they did, the tank came roaring down the inside wire fence, blocking the way. The tank tracks, an inviolable line in the sand, stopped any rush to escape. The Russian soldiers had received orders to confine the Allied prisoners and quickly took over the role of the German guards. Only the Russian POWs were free to leave the camp, each armed with a rifle. Some took their revenge in villages nearby.

			Wing Commander Richard Charles Marler Collard, the senior British officer responsible for Allied prisoners of war in the camp, ordered his officers to stay put. Discipline among the ranks and safety from final acts of violence required that he conclude negotiations for repatriation with Captain Medvedev, the commander of Soviet forces now in control of Luckenwalde. Neither knew that negotiations would take more than a month, leaving fellow prisoners Buck knew from Stalag Luft III struggling to stay alive.

			

			German aircraft strafed the building that night while Buck slept in a top bunk. Years later, he told his three sons that he leaped from the bunk so fast he got to the floor before his mates from the lower bunks. They landed on top of him, he said, adding the incongruous detail, as he often did when telling stories of the war, to lighten the gravity of the circumstances.

			Buck and others were allowed to forage for food under Russian guard. A truck ferried small groups of prisoners into the countryside to look into barns and dig around abandoned gardens. It was late April, the earth soft under spring rains but still mostly barren. All Buck could discover was rhubarb, a sour plant he never ate again even when it was offered in a pie with sugar and strawberries.

			On the first of May an American war correspondent showed up at the front gate in a jeep. He was looking for American POWs. Desperate for information, prisoners shouted out questions about the location of Allies, the advance on Berlin, and when they would all be freed. The correspondent confirmed what everyone suspected: The Soviets planned to hold Allied prisoners as long as they could, to barter for time and advantage as they consolidated control of new territory and searched for German scientists and engineers they could use in Russian factories. The Cold War was already underway.

			Buck and fellow prisoners talked over the wisdom and risks of staying versus making a break for American or British lines. To climb the outer fence and enter the forest would be perilous. Russian guards might shoot them. The SS and Wehrmacht soldiers continued their final defence of Berlin in the forest, beyond the perimeter. A court martial for disobeying the order to await formal repatriation also posed a risk.

			As he stood in the dark at the fence, Buck thought of what he might find in the forest beyond. He also thought of his family waiting in the village of his childhood and the leap to freedom he now needed to make. Resolved to leave the war behind, he climbed the fence and crossed into the forest. Courage, and the recklessness of youth, propelled him forward, seeking the ordinary adventures of a peaceful life. He wanted to get home.
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			Whitevale Methodist Church, established 1885. 
Sketch by Caroline Fremont.

		


		
			​One

			​The English

			Family history is always embedded in places, the lands and waters that shape our stories. Whitevale, a village in Pickering Township on the outskirts of Toronto, was the place where Buck’s memories of family resided. He spent most of his childhood there, immersed in village adventures and surrounded by signs of his maternal ancestors. The graveyard contained a score of them. By then, between the two world wars of the twentieth century, the people, families, and community of Whitevale had passed through a hundred years of complex life together, akin to the butterfly’s metamorphosis and senescence.

			The family matriarch, Eleanor Tracy, arrived in Canada in 1832 with her husband and three children on The Esther, a copper-bottomed ship sailing from London, England. Due to their proven lower risks, Lloyd’s of London charged lower insurance premiums on coppered ships. The term “copper-bottomed” is still used to denote risk-free investments, plans, and ventures, a quality that may very well have appealed to the Tracy family’s desire for assurances and comfort. Eleanor came from an eighteenth-century landowning family in Layer-de-la-Haye, a Church of England parish in Essex. As landed gentry, the Tracy family received rent from tenant farmers. The head of the family ensured the continuity of the family income and the prestige of the Tracy name by passing the estate intact and without debt to the firstborn legitimate male child. Typically, the inheritances of daughters such as Eleanor and younger sons were made in modest amounts of cash or stocks, which may have helped the Tracys to emigrate and settle in Pickering Township with some style.
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			Eleanor Tracy, circa 1878.
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			Announcement of the 1832 London to Montreal voyage of The Esther.

			The Mississaugas, Ojibwe-speaking peoples east and west of present-day Toronto, had only recently been displaced from the territory. They had traded meat for grain with the Wendat agriculturalists long before, fought with the Iroquoian-speaking Seneca during the height of the fur trade, aided the British during the American War of Independence, and joined the intertribal military alliance of Tecumseh against the Americans in the War of 1812. Their loyalty to the Crown was brushed aside by the British as soon as the struggle against American aggression and ideology shifted from a boil to a simmer. Boundary maps for townships along Lake Ontario from Scarborough to the Bay of Quinte were laid over the Indigenous territory like a blank sheet of paper. Terra nullius. Only a century later, in 1923, the Williams Treaties extinguished the land rights of the Indigenous peoples who traditionally hunted, fished, and gathered in the area. The terms are still contested today.

			A flat field near the Whitevale Road between the village and the cemetery offered up to archaeologists a small collection of stone knives and axes, spear points, broken pots, copper fragments from northern Ontario, and clay marbles with which to play games, the rules of which are long forgotten. These signs of late Iroquoian occupation on what was once a pine ridge forest towering over the landscape were mixed with remnants of a shantytown of French Canadian woodsmen, who were fabled for their knowledge and skill at felling and floating great trees down rivers for British ships, forts, bridges, and other undertakings of colonial government. One house, the oldest in Whitevale and currently the community centre, has at its core the architectural elements typical of the medieval villages of Samuel de Champlain’s own youth: studless walls of pit-sawn pine planks fastened vertically to adze-axed sills and grade beams with thick hardwood pegs.

			The geometry of land concessions, lots, and side roads, a plan­ning device set out in 1789 by Sir Guy Carleton, the Lord Dorchester, and the Governor General of British North America, had been laid over the natural features of the landscape. Only passing notice was given to the waterways that flowed with a few gentle twists and turns through a glacial moraine of till plains, sand plains, and clay plains to a swampy mouth at the shores of Lake Ontario. All kinds of aquatic life moved up the running water: the now-extinct Atlantic salmon, trout, white fish, sturgeon, herring, pike, pickerel, mullet, suckers, beautiful speckled trout, and eels. An Irish fur trader named Duffin lived on the most prominent of the waterways before 1800, which led to the creek being named after him, possibly because he was also reputed to have been murdered there.

			In 1832, the Tracy family acquired land at the back of Lot 24, Concession 8, a location that was home to many English immigrants. Scottish and Irish immigrants were placed on other concessions, a planning device meant to establish homogeneous communities of loyal subjects in the wake of the War of 1812. The Tracy land, unlike most of the township, was partly accessible via the Brock Road, a completed roadway north from the Kingston Road at Lake Ontario. They may have purchased their land already cleared by itinerant pioneers, a common practice when land was cheap and labour and capital for serious farming were rare commodities. By 1835, only three years after arrival, Eleanor’s husband, William Tracy, was already a township officer for Pickering Township, a sign of his wealth and instant status in the community.

			Buck’s other maternal ancestors were of more modest means, typical of the immigrants of the time. Thomas Pallister, from Bowes in Yorkshire, emigrated to Canada in 1829 with his wife, Elizabeth Clark of Kilburn, and several children in tow. The Saint Lawrence Steamboat Company Passenger List records them in steerage from Quebec City to Montreal, along with another Pallister travelling with his wife and a son. Presumably they were brothers.

			Thomas received a grant of 100 acres in Concession 8, and his son received another 100 acres in Concession 6. The thick forests had not yet fully unveiled the land’s agricultural potential, hidden by the immense effort needed to fell trees, remove stumps, pile rocks, and excavate the dense root system on the forest floor. It took years to satisfy the settlement duties upon which formal title to the land depended, far longer than the two years allocated by policy to clear and plant five acres, build and occupy a house, and clear a quarter mile of road allowance along the front of the property. Happily, the final result was fertile black loam, some of the best agricultural land in Ontario.

			The Tracys, Pallisters, and dozens of other settler families in Pickering Township discovered the riches of the land on which they laboured only to realize how isolated and alone they remained. Road allowances were for a long time a patchwork of incomplete dirt trails barely wide enough for a wagon to pass. The public works to be funded from the lease and sale of Crown reserves—a public tax—did not reach them. The governing elite, a cabal of politicians known as the Family Compact, instead directed the tax revenue to roads and bridges serving their interests in Toronto. A pittance was expended for the upkeep of Kingston Road. A toll gate at the Rouge River bridge for use by the stagecoach and general public added to the irritation.
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			Bridge over the West Duffins Creek, Pickering Township, circa 1830. Drawing by Gordon Willson.

			Both families arrived in time to witness the Upper Canada Rebellion of 1837 in Upper Canada, a short-lived event that tested the loyalties of settlers. Government corruption and neglect of rural communities created fertile ground in Pickering and other townships surrounding Toronto for William Lyon Mackenzie, an ambitious Scot and member of the elected assembly. After a few years of futile political protest, and emboldened by an uprising with similar complaints led by Joseph Papineau in Lower Canada, Mackenzie spent a few months in the summer and fall of 1837 meeting with farmers to rally their support for an armed revolt against the political leadership. Pickering Scots, and many American settlers new to Upper Canada, responded.

			Peter Matthews, a prosperous farmer and former army captain married to a daughter of Whitevale’s most prominent resident, John Major, led a group of about sixty men down the Brock Road and along the Kingston Road to stop the mail coach and set the bridge over the Don River on fire. The Sheriff of Belleville, Susanna Moodie’s husband, arrived soon after with an armed militia, scattered the rebels, and retook the bridge. A cannonball through the front window of Montgomery’s Tavern north of Toronto, where MacKenzie had gathered with a hundred men, scattered the poorly armed rebels, ending the military campaign.

			The Tracy and Pallister families were not among the known combatants, although their sympathies were probably on the loyalist side. Calls for independence from Britain and the creation of a new government under a republican constitution implied by Mackenzie’s spoken word and numerous broadsheet publications were too much for most settlers surrounding Toronto. Many saw the prospect of open rebellion as a prelude to American invasion, for them a far greater evil than a corrupt local government and unfair land policies. Persistent loyalty to the home country and the institutions of the Crown effectively overruled stirrings of disloyalty to a particular corrupt leadership in Toronto. The distinction between the general good and the particular evil kept them loyal.

			Religion also played a part. Before coming to Canada, the Tracys had attended the Independent Church in London, a dissenting or non-conformist congregation that had emerged from the Puritan Reformation of the Church of England. The personal and rapturous character of the faith and strong belief in the separation of church and state were shared by many settlers, including Methodists, the dominant frontier denomination in Ontario. For Methodists like the Pallisters, religious values of tolerance and patience before the will of God trumped the injustices of government corruption and neglect.

			Mackenzie and his small band of followers retreated from Toronto to Navy Island on the Niagara River. From there, they declared the formation of the new Republic of Canada. It took a fierce British bombardment of Mackenzie’s position to force a withdrawal to Buffalo, New York, where Mackenzie was captured and held by the U.S. Army. He was pardoned soon afterwards by both governments and then rehabilitated as a member of the Elected Assembly in Toronto. His grandson, William Lyon Mackenzie King, became one of Canada’s longest-standing prime ministers, overseeing Canada’s response to the Great Depression and the Second World War.

			Peter Matthews, Whitevale’s son, was not so fortunate. While fleeing the militia on Brock Road, he left footprints in the snow leading to his home, a trail spotted by local loyalists. He was arrested, with his wife, Hanna, and eight children looking on, and in 1838, hanged for treason in a Toronto jail. A fellow Scot, Samuel Lount, was also hanged by the neck until dead. The principle of loyalty had been asserted violently, and a path—religious introspection, social and political compromise, and hopes for economic prosperity—was laid out for subjects to follow. For many in Upper Canada and the new country of Canada, it seemed just right.
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