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TRANSCRIPT
“Five close friends and I decided we were going to join the army, permanently. We got back from Niagara-On-The-Lake and we went down to University area and signed to go into the military, permanently. So, we volunteered, because in those days the army was pretty well volunteer. And it got so that you would be conscripted, but only for service in Canada. But if you were going to go overseas, you were a volunteer.

They shipped us over on Landing Ships… tanks… very low draught… very shallow… and they sent me over on one of these landing ships to France and they’d used it in the morning for German prisoners of war - all of whom had been sick to their stomach. And the captain told me to take a crew of men down and clean it up. So I’m down there in a hole… like in a cave… and the stench was something awful. Within an hour, everyone of us was up [on the deck] ‘bringing up’ and that was my first taste of real misery because, here I’m going to France, but not going in style… the thing is bobbing like a cork… the stench is awful… and all the men are sick, including me, at the side of the landing craft.

So, I went and took over this platoon of the 11th Battalion of the Royal Scots Fusiliers and they’re about thirty, with reinforcements. And I’m looking at them, and I’m twenty. And these kids are like eighteen, eighteen and a half. Some were older. And I looked at them and they looked like old, young men. They were so tired. They were sleeping in slit trenches, which are about three feet wide, and five feet long and three-and-a-half feet down, so you can get your head below the surface. And I thought my god… these guys look almost like zombies. I don’t mean that in a bad way, but they just looked like they were in a trance as if they were exhausted and tired. And I looked them all over and my Sergeant introduced me to the troops and I looked at those guys… and you know - two weeks later I was shaving, and I looked just as bad. I couldn’t believe it. At night, you’d be on sentry duty, you’d be awake for two hours on duty, then somebody would relieve you, and you’d sleep in your trench for four hours. And then somebody would tap you on the shoulder and you’d be up for another tour. And by that time you’re punchy and you’re seeing bushes move at night… noises are magnified. And, that was my first contact with these actual fighting men. These guys are right at the very front of it all.

Well, we had a battle in the woods… a short one. Nobody got hurt, but it was my first exposure to mortars and shells when you’re in the woods. When you’re out in the open they hit the ground and explode, but what was happening here was the high explosive nose would hit the top branch and when it did, it would come down like rain. You’d get fragments in all directions coming from above you. Even a slit trench wouldn’t protect you that well. So, I don’t know how, but we survived it. 

There’s something weird about your psychology. Like, you can go through something and nothing can happen to you. You know you’re going to lose people… but nothing’s going to happen to you. It’s going to be half a dozen other people, but not you. But I got wounded later on, and I went to a hospital in Antwerp. All around me were wounded people. The next bed was a Polish tank commander [who had] gone over a mine that blew his buttocks off and he moaned and groaned all day long. His whole rear-end was gone. And I had a mild wound, but all around me were pretty severe casualties. This psychology of “it can’t happen to me”… you’re not so sure now, because you see what metal can do to a man.

