
During the Second World War public 
m e m o r i a l i z a t i o n a n d p r i v a t e 

b e r e a v e m e n t c o m p l e m e n t e d o n e 
another in lament ing the loss of over 
42,000 Canadians on active service. The 
visible symbols of the nation's wartime 
grief i n c l u d e d c a s u a l t y l i s t s a n d 
obi tuaries publ ished in newspapers , 
religious services conducted to ease the 
grief of surviving relatives and friends, and 
various public commemorative ceremonies. Less 
frequently seen in public is the official a n d 
private correspondence received by Canadian 
families upon the dea ths of their loved ones on 
active service. 

I t is n o t t h e existence of s u c h 
c o r r e s p o n d e n c e t h a t i s l i t t le k n o w n . The 
poignant image of a sha t te red pa ren t taking 
delivery of a dreaded telegram announc ing the 
d e a t h , w o u n d i n g , c a p t u r e , o r u n k n o w n 
whereabouts of a son, or sometimes a daughter, 
is well established. What is less-well understood 
i s t h e v a r i e d n a t u r e a n d v o l u m e o f t h e 
correspondence that notified and then attempted 
to console the bereaved families. These letters 
and sympathy cards emana ted from public or 
governmental sources, including the deceased's 
unit commanding officer, unit chaplain, casualty 
officers from the service or b r anch in question, 
t o p - r a n k i n g se rv ice officers, g o v e r n m e n t 
o f f ic ia l s , c a b i n e t m i n i s t e r s , a n d e v e n 
Buckingham Palace. Most were personalized 
form le t t e r s . The s y m p a t h y c a r d s were, of 
course, m a s s produced and disseminated as a 
matter of routine. Other private correspondence 
would arrive from friends of the deceased, 

usually men having served in the same 
uni t and pa ren t s of other servicemen 
having lost their lives or been captured 
in the same action. 

These documents powerfully convey 
the mood of these troubled t imes. The 
wording, variety, a n d even physical 
na ture of this correspondence evoke at 

once individual tragedy and, more broadly, the 
sad regularity of dea th among so many young 
Canadians in so short a time. While officialdom 
showed every single loss of life to mat te r , 
insistence tha t none of the lives were expended 
in vain pe rmea te s mos t official a n d private 
expressions of grief. 

The Minister of National Defence for Air, 
Charles Power, whose own son was wounded and 
cap tured by the J a p a n e s e at Hong Kong in 
December 1941, 1 recorded in his memoirs t ha t 
Canad ians expected as m u c h information as 
possible on the fate of their family member s 
posted as 'missing' following air operat ions. He 
took a personal interest in casualty notification 
to the next-of-kin and the Royal Canad ian Air 
Force (RCAF) made a considerable insti tutional 
effort in communicat ing with families suffering 
the loss of a loved one. "It was inconceivable to 
the average pa ren t of an R.C.A.F. a i rman," he 
wrote, "that the Minister of National Defence for 
Air should not know exactly where and how the 
boy was and what his s t a t u s was." He went on: 

If he was missing or otherwise a casualty, we 
were expected to have the full details of the action 
in which the boy was involved. We were obliged 
to give more attention to these matters than was 
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C o m m a n d formed No.6 G r o u p , c o m p r i s e d 
entirely of Canadian bomber squadrons . Until 
sus ta ined Canadian ground operat ions began 
following the invasion of Sicily in Ju ly 1943, the 
RCAF's bomber forces suffered most of Canada's 
c o m b a t fa ta l i t ies . Moreover, t h o u s a n d s of 
Canadian aircrew served with RAF squadrons , 
nightly involved in air operat ions over enemy 
targets in Europe . From November 1943 to 
March 1944 in particular, Bomber Command 
under took a series of punish ing raids against 
Berlin. On the night of 3 0 / 3 1 J a n u a r y 1944, 
Bomber Command launched a massive a t tack 
against the German capital. It was the third such 
raid in four nights . Among the 534 bombers 
dispatched were 440 Lancasters , including the 
Lancaster Mark lis of 514 Squadron , 3 Group, 
RAF. Desp i te t he r e p o r t e d s u c c e s s of t h i s 
devastat ing bombardment , the raiders did not 
escape unsca thed . Thirty-two Lancas ters and 
one Halifax bomber were lost, resulting in Allied 
casual t ies of 193 ai rmen killed and 53 t aken 
p r i sone r . 4 The only loss r e c o r d e d by 5 1 4 
Squadron as a result of this raid was Lancaster 
DS735, "A" for Apple, piloted by a 22-year-old 
Canad ian , Acting Flight L ieu tenan t George 
J o s e p h Chequer of Ottawa. The Lancaster was 
shot down by anti-aircraft fire near Magdeburg, 

necessary in either Britain or the United 
States.. .In Canada no sooner was the notification 
sent to next of kin than inquiries began to arrive 
at our headquarters as to the circumstances and 
details; when lads were missing, we received 
persistent inquiries as to the prospects of good 
or bad news. I was very sympathetic to these 
inquiries and did my best to obtain further 
information; the Casualty Branch was Instructed 
to put forth its best efforts to satisfy the demands 
made upon it.2 

In Ju ly 1941, Power travelled to London to 
d i scuss with the Air Ministry and the Royal Air 
Force (RAF) a range of issues involving Canada 's 
growing air force strength overseas and Ottawa's 
desire to "Canadianize" its commitment as much 
as possible. Among the topics broached was the 
need to facilitate the information flow regarding 
casual t ies suffered by members of the RCAF 
serving in RAF squadrons . On this par t icular 
matter, t hough not on all topics, the British 
authori t ies seemed entirely forthcoming and 
both services moved quickly to co-operate in 
next-of-kin notification.3 

As the war progressed, and especially as the 
strategic bomber offensive against Germany 
expanded, RCAF casual ty officers grew ever 
busier . In J a n u a r y 1943, the RAF's Bomber 

Chequer obtained his 
wings and a 
commission in 
December 1942 upon 
his graduation from 
No. 3 Service Flying 
Training School, 
Calgary. He and his 
parents saw one 
another for the last 
time that month. He 
arrived in Britain in 
January 1943. 



on the dampness of British accommodations, 
or telling them how he longed for a posting to 
warmer climes. On 26 September, he wrote his 
parents that his crew, two Australians, three 
Englishmen, and a Scot were a "very good 
bunch". Three weeks later he sent his parents a 
group snapshot of the men with whom he risked 
his life and remarked that they spent their leave 
time together.7 

What follows is the 'paper trail' detailing the 
manner in which Chequer's parents and his 
sister, Eileen, learned of his death and attempted 
to cope with it. The documents require little 
commentary and include telegrams, letters from 
various authorities and individuals, and the 
formal expressions of sympathy the families of 
all casualties received. All the material is drawn 
from the archival and photographic collection 
of the Canadian War Museum.8 Text occasionally 
has been added to offer further information or 
chronological coherence. While no two Canadian 
families' correspondence files would ever be 
exactly the same, enough similarities exist 
between them to make the Chequer case a 
reasonably representative sample of RCAF 
casualty reporting. 

before it had reached its target area. Chequer 
and another crewman, Flight Sergeant J.L. 
O'Brien, an Australian, were killed. Six others 
bailed out, of whom five became prisoners of 
war, and another, Sergeant R. Montgomery, a 
Scot, was drowned after landing in a lake. (There 
was one extra crewman aboard for training.) This 
was Chequer's ninth mission (and seventh to 
Berlin) since his first operational sortie on 16 
December 1943.5 

George Joseph Chequer joined the Royal 
Canadian Air Force in August 1940, serving as 
groundcrew in Calgary before remustering to 
aircrew in April 1942. He graduated as a pilot 
from the British Commonwealth Air Training 
Plan (BCATP) in December 1942, and was 
posted to 514 Squadron when it was formed in 
September 1943. The squadron was based in 
Waterbeach, Cambridgeshire and flew its first 
operational mission on 3 November 1943.6 

Chequer was unmarried and, like many 
Canadians, had a number of relatives residing 
in Britain, including some in London, which was 
convenient when he took his leaves. He wrote 
home to his parents on average twice a month, 
occasionally asking for cigarettes, commenting 
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In addition to service medals, the next-of-kin 
of all Canadian war dead received a Memorial 
Cross, often referred to as the Silver Cross. 
Ottawa also awarded families a Memorial Bar 
to be attached to the ribbons of medals 
awarded deceased servicemen. 
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The healing process took years, and often was 
never completed, for literally hundreds of 
thousands of Canadians who lost spouses, 
relatives, lovers, friends, neighbours, and 
colleagues during the war. As one struggle ended, 
theirs only began. It is hoped that by showcasing 
some of the official correspondence stimulated 
by a single Canadian airman's death, some light 
will have been shed on the process of next-of-
kin notification in Canada during the Second 
World War. 
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