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The Second World War is a large and complex endmstory that is traditionally
view on a broad scale. Often it is learned abodtexperienced by those who came after
its time and on a larger political and strategi@ascather than through the experiences of
those individuals, specifically soldiers, on thewgnd taking part in the fighting, planning
and logistics of day to day life at war. To betiaderstand this point of view oral history
can provide an outlet by which to glean the resdiof what it was like for men and
women of all ranks on the ground in the action. ®te historical account of such
experiences are a tool by which to understandth®évents that took place but, the
effect those events had on those who participaidioeim.

Most historic accounts of the Second World Wéak &ddout strategy, tactics,
operations and objectives, casualties by the haisdnad thousands and victory and
defeat in terms of the larger scale of the sucoEfse war. Rarely are the experiences of
those on the ground actually participating in tbeoa on a day to day basis understood
in terms of their individual and emotional expedes and existence as soldiers and
people. It is one of complex sensations and dityefsanging from bitter enmity to
intense affection, from paralyzing terror to sereeeoism, and from stultifying boredom
to frenetic activity.* To understand war from this point of view itiisgortant to
examine the conditions and circumstances surrogndin

The reasons why one joins the army vary accorttintje personal needs and
desires of the individual which influences the regnt and army as a whole. Major

Charles ‘Chic’ Goodman who was sixteen when thehvake out and who went on to
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have a long and prosperous military career in theadian Army joined the army for
several reasons:

When the war broke out in 1939 | was... thirteen geda and thought

... itwould be a neat thing... if the war would lashd) enough for me

to get into it. Plus, that we didn’t have much mgrmay mother

worked... so | thought it would be neat if | couldreany own living

by being a soldier as well as the glamour of wepamniform and

fighting in a war. | soon found out that, afterdswoverseas, there

wasn’t much glamour to it. So it was patriotism dindncial?
Another soldier, John Butler of th& @irborne Regiment, who went on to a 22 year
military career stated his reasons for joiningriribtary:

There was a war on. We were all intensely patridtimew | was

going to go. | was quite happy to go and join uprss or later but

being the youngest of a group my friends, my mdtad,all gone and |

was getting funny looks because they'd all gonelamds still there!

People didn't know what age | was but they thougts sort of

chickening out, so that make me put my age up simtm... It looked

a bit dodgy but nobody ever queried it. They warly ¢oo pleased to

get you in?
The main point to take away from these two accoisntisat they volunteered. Goodman
and Butler both willingly signed up and went to wislien in the early years of the war

were volunteers and this made for a very enthusibanhch of soldiers ready to

participate in whatever action they could. Morakswenly strengthened by the fact that
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those who were there wanted to be and were witbngjve everything they had to the
fight.

Though every soldier experienced something unumie themselves there were
similarities in aspects of battle and army lifenefe is a distinct difference between battle
and combat. Combat is what concerns the soldi¢gh@ifront, what is right in front of
him. According to Donald E. Graves “Although theotterms are used interchangeably,
it is important to note the difference betwemmbatand battle. They occur
simultaneously, but at different levelsCombat is more intimate and personal opposed
to battle which is far more removed though bothsigaificant. After the invasion of D-
Day and subsequent movement inland to Caen andusuting areas the momentum
slowed as the allies came under heavy artillegyrigsulting in severe casualties. Peter
Maule, of the South Saskatchewan Regiment, noggditiring their fighting at Verriers:

It was just south of the city of Caen what we ahliebreakthrough.
The third division was ahead of us and they gaiugh Caen and they
were holding it there and then they took so marsyahies then we
had to break through them to make a five mile &ttgrto the top of
the ridge and it was being held by the First ardNimth Panzer
divisions and the I2Waffen S.S.... They wouldn't take prisoners. So
that was our attack up the hill... just about wipedut. | had only had

seven out of the thirty-two men | went in with ouf hours ... it was

the worst experience.

* Donald E.Graves, ““Naked Truths for the Askingiv@ntieth-Century Military Historians and the
Battlefield Narrative” Military History and the Military ProfessionEd.s., David A. Charters, Marc
Milner, and J.Brent Wilson. (Westport: Praeger, 2)980.
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Major Goodman also described the losses faceddo$tluth Saskatchewan Regiment at
Verriers:

Verriers was a real hot spot, we called it HelliseFCorner, under

almost continuous shelling and direct fire of Gemrtenks and | saw

an incredible thing there. One of our anti-tankmens knocked out

three tanks with three rounds. One round per takehthat deterred

the Germans from crossing that field of fite.
Despite the heavy fire and the casualties it isra@dting to note that morale did not seem
to waver. Of course it was hard to see friendscamdrades fall but there were also hits
taken by the Germans as Major Goodman pointed out.

The terrain the soldiers experienced along thet&vie$ront altered depending
where exactly one was. Weather and terrain werefgignt in determining success for
those involved in various battles throughout the. W@eography and terrain are vital
subjects in military affairs. Although related, yrere not the same. Military geography
concerns the relationship of one place to anothér.contrast, the nature of the terrain
lies at the heart of military tactic$.The invasion of Sicily and Southern Italy durihet
summer of 1943 was the first action for many Caaadind British soldiers including
those of the 3 Airborne Division. In many cases extreme heatadd could be
oppressive to those enduring them but for thos#iessl who glided toward the coast of
Italy the heat was a blessing. Major Geoffrey Clostef the British Army, at the time,

recounts that he was “very glad it was warm becflusiespent ten hours in the sea and
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the Mediterranean was lovely and warm, thank Gdde' also goes on to describe the

differences between the fighting terrain of ItahdaArnhem:

In Italy, the country was rather open and that ebthing. It was
rather different. In Arnhem we were in a city ahdas all street
fighting you know and very close quarter fightimjfferent altogether
... Inthe open it's much easier because you canvbere things are.
In a built up area you never know who is in a house who isn’'t and
it's much more difficult?

The Italian terrain did, however, provide its oumque challenges, much of it
being open countryside filled with villages and mtains that reach five to six thousand
feet and the valleys are covered with vegetafibfihis is rather significant because it
shows the soldier's necessity for diversity andptadality in terms of training and
applications of that training. John Butler descsibiee Normandy hedgerow as “a terrible
thing to fight around. It is a bank about six tgtgifoot wide and six to eight foot high
heavily treed with bushes on top. Ideal ambush grifi® All front provided unique
challenges that had to be overcome by those figlttimthem.

Rationing was a key element of running a succésafpaign. The soldiers
needed to eat to remain capable in action. Alhose interviewed agreed on the fact that
they had nothing to complain about in terms oforadi There were a few instances when

food was lacking but that was based more on lagikpiroblems of not having

8 Geoffrey Costeloe, Personal Interview, 9 Novenf}s.
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established a hold on the ground that was beirngntakor John Butler D-Day was one
such occasion when because it took longer to sebaneinvasion objectives the soldiers
went without food for a couple of days:

The idea was we dumped all our kit for the sakspefed to get down

to the bridge and we’d sort it [the rations] odelaln actual fact

Gerry sorted it out later ... so the whole of D-ay had nothing to

eat. The following day we had in our pockets aofiemergency

rations only to be opened on the instructions obffiner. Oh to hell

with that we were hungry so we opened it and it asaguare of very

dense dark chocolate. It was good and it was futsit*?
It was not until the third day after landing thahd Butler had a real cooked meal. This
problem was however quickly resolved and from tbemMr. Butler ate well during his
time in France. Overall rations were sufficient ax@ither the soldiers of the British or
Canadian armies went hungry.

It is easy to find information in history booksoaib the types of weapons and
training facilities that soldiers used in prepavatfor their time overseas in action. What
was interesting to discover was that all the live fraining in the world could not really
prepare a soldier for the experience of being troador real, when it really counted.
Even after several years in the service and se&itign overseas these soldiers did not
get hardened to the situations. Peter Maule deschis feelings toward the war:

I would do one part again... | would join up butduldn’t want to

fight again. Some of it was really difficult to gato, take your men

into especially if they didn’t know, especiallytifey were a new
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recruit you know? ... They were the ones | felt fiabecause you
couldn’t explain to them, you couldn’t explain teetn at all. And you
can't go watching everybody like that or otherwyse!'ll be asking
for trouble for yourself. | know | had some yourigskthere one day,
the next day they were dead. Some of them | dielen really know
their names®®

The pervading theme of morale which seemed to kgepyone going and make the
experience bearable is found in all those intere@wlohn Butler expressed his thoughts

on the subject of camaraderie and how it relateddcale:
This was one of the things that carry’s you througien you're scared
to death. You're not going to let yourself dowrfriant of your
comrades so you put up with it and get on witlitd this is a general
feeling that pervades the whole group; you'll ovi®iyour comrades
and supporting your comrades as they support yparemount and
this literally carries you forward when you're friggned to death?

Geoffrey Costeloe had similar recollections whemlégcribed the realities of battle:
It was difficult if somebody you knew well, a vegyeat friend got
wounded or killed, of course it was. Yes, it wdstaof a shock but
somehow or other one had to put up with it you kddwon’'t know
what it is but you do, you put up with it and getwith the job*

This is echoed by Donald A. Graves’ article, “Maly History and the Military
Profession” when he emphasizes the definition ailzat by Paul Fussell as being one of

survival that takes over and is necessary for thdier and his comrades to survive the
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war. * It was worth it to endure these hardships anchiesubecause in the end the cause
was worth while and each and every one of the sddiinterviewed believed that what
they were doing was important and necessary. Magmffrey Costeloe expressed this
with his words:

We all felt we were doing something good, you knaserth while. |
think it was important you felt like this otherwiadat would be the
purpose in kind of throwing your life away if it st going to be
useful. I have a very strong feeling that what vwebvdas right and
maybe there were mistakes on the way but whategatigvthey tried
to get it right and they tried to do the best theyld."’

One has to keep in mind that these accounts aszlbaiggely on memory and are more
telling of the individual’'s emotional experiencenélaccounts are for that reason more
valuable in trying to understand the war from tbklier's perspective on a ground level
rather than as a chronological list of events.

As with many topics in history one of the probleismhe legitimacy of its
sources. There are endless books, articles, dodanes) newspaper clippings and the
like pertaining to World War Il. Sifting throughdke sources can be daunting and
sometimes difficult to sort the good from the b@ldere are several elements and
methods that history can be studied through. Tfierdnt facets provide different
aspects, points of view and demographics. Orabhjistor example, is from the
perspective of the individual and that comes acirosise literature written about it. But
having said that Oral history does leave roomlierihsertion of collective memory in

testimonies from literature and experiences theruntwee may have been exposed to. It
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is important to be familiar with these sources befngaging in Oral History so as to be
more able to sort through and better define whetllective and individual memory.
When researching and studying such conflicts aS#mmnd World War one must be
aware and mindful of who the author is and theasbs, especially in matters of war and
conflict. Despite this, Oral History presents aspective that is valuable and unique to
the historical account of an event. It is perhapatthe individual remembers that is
more important than the facts of the event becast®ws how it affected them at the

time, which is the perspective one is looking feraa historian of Oral History.
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