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“I regret to inform you...”
Next-of-kin Notification and Official 

Condolences -  The Case of Flight 
Lieutenant George J. Chequer, RCAF

Serge Durflinger

D uring the Second World War public 
m e m o r ia l iz a t io n  a n d  p r iv a te  

b e re a v e m e n t  c o m p le m e n te d  on e  
an o th e r in lam enting  the loss of over 
42,000 Canadians on active service. The 
visible symbols of the n a tion ’s w artim e 
g r ie f  in c lu d e d  c a s u a l ty  l is t s  a n d  
ob ituaries  pub lished  in new spapers, 
religious services conducted to ease the 
grief of surviving rela tives a n d  friends, and  
various public commemorative ceremonies. Less 
frequently  seen  in public  is the  official and  
private correspondence received by C anad ian  
fam ilies upon the dea th s  of their loved ones on 
active service.

It is n o t  th e  e x is te n c e  o f s u c h  
c o rre s p o n d e n c e  th a t  is little  k n o w n . The 
po ignan t image of a sh a tte red  p a re n t taking 
delivery of a d readed  telegram  announcing  the 
d e a th ,  w o u n d in g , c a p tu r e ,  o r u n k n o w n  
w hereabouts of a son, or som etim es a daughter, 
is well established. W hat is less-well understood 
is  th e  v a r ie d  n a tu r e  a n d  v o lu m e  of th e  
correspondence th a t notified and then  attem pted 
to console the bereaved families. These letters 
an d  sym pathy  card s em anated  from public or 
governm ental sources, including the deceased’s 
un it comm anding officer, unit chaplain, casualty 
officers from the service or b ranch  in question, 
to p - r a n k in g  se rv ice  o fficers , g o v e rn m e n t 
o f f ic ia ls ,  c a b in e t  m in is te r s ,  a n d  even  
B uckingham  Palace. M ost were personalized 
form  le tte rs . The sy m p a th y  c a rd s  w ere, of 
course, m ass p roduced  and  d issem inated  as a 
m atter of routine. O ther private correspondence 
w ould  arrive from  friends of the  deceased ,

usually  m en having served in the sam e 
u n it an d  p a re n ts  of o ther servicem en 
having lost their lives or been cap tured  
in the sam e action.

These docum ents powerfully convey 
the mood of these  troubled  tim es. The 
w ording, variety , an d  even physical 
n a tu re  of th is  correspondence evoke at 

once individual tragedy and, m ore broadly, the 
sad  regularity  of d ea th  am ong so m any young 
C anad ians in so sh o rt a  time. While officialdom 
show ed  every sing le  lo ss of life to m atte r, 
insistence th a t none of the  lives were expended 
in vain  p e rm eates  m ost official a n d  private 
expressions of grief.

The M inister of N ational Defence for Air, 
Charles Power, whose own son was wounded and 
c a p tu red  by the  J a p a n e se  a t Plong Kong in 
D ecem ber 1941,' recorded in h is m em oirs th a t 
C anad ians  expected as  m uch  inform ation as 
possible on the fate of their family m em bers 
posted  as ‘m issing’ following air operations. He 
took a  personal in te rest in casualty  notification 
to the  next-of-kin an d  the Royal C anad ian  Air 
Force (RCAF) m ade a considerable institu tional 
effort in com m unicating with families suffering 
the loss of a loved one. “It w as inconceivable to 
the  average p a re n t of an  R.C.A.F. a irm an ,” he 
wrote, “th a t the M inister of National Defence for 
Air shou ld  not know exactly where and  how the 
boy w as and  w hat h is s ta tu s  w as.” He w ent 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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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 iscuss w ith the Air M inistry an d  the Royal Air 
Force (RAF) a range of issues involving C anada’s 
growing air force strength  overseas and O ttaw a’s 
desire to “Canadianize” its comm itm ent as m uch 
as possible. Among the topics broached was the 
need to facilitate the inform ation flow regarding 
casua lties  suffered by m em bers of the RCAF 
serving in RAF squadrons. On th is p a rticu la r 
m atter, though no t on all topics, the  British 
au tho rities  seem ed entirely  forthcom ing and  
both services moved quickly to co-operate in 
next-of-kin notification.3

As the w ar progressed, and  especially as the 
stra teg ic  bom ber offensive ag a in st G erm any 
expanded, RCAF casu a lty  officers grew  ever 
busier. In J a n u a ry  1943, the  RAF’s Bom ber

C om m and  form ed N o.6 G roup , co m p rised  
entirely of C anad ian  bom ber squad rons. Until 
su s ta in ed  C anad ian  g round  operations began 
following the invasion of Sicily in Ju ly  1943, the 
RCAF’s bom ber forces suffered m ost of C anada’s 
co m b a t fa ta litie s . M oreover, th o u s a n d s  of 
C anad ian  aircrew  served w ith RAF squad rons, 
nightly involved in a ir operations over enem y 
ta rg e ts  in E urope. From  Novem ber 1943 to 
M arch 1944 in particu lar, Bom ber C om m and 
undertook  a series of p u n ish in g  raids against 
Berlin. On the  n ight of 3 0 /3 1  Ja n u a ry  1944, 
Bom ber C om m and lau n ch ed  a m assive a ttack  
against the Germ an capital. It was the third such 
raid  in four n ights. Among the 534 bom bers 
d ispatched  were 440 L ancasters, including the 
L ancaste r M ark IIs of 514 S quadron , 3 Group, 
RAF. D esp ite  th e  re p o r te d  su c c e s s  of th is  
devasta ting  bom bardm ent, the raiders did no t 
escape u n sca th ed . Thirty-tw o L ancasters and  
one Halifax bom ber were lost, resulting in Allied 
casua lties  of 193 airm en  killed and  53 taken  
p r is o n e r .4 T he only lo ss  re c o rd e d  by 514  
S quadron  as a resu lt of th is raid  was L ancaster 
DS735, “A” for Apple, piloted by a 22-year-old 
C an ad ian , Acting F light L ie u te n a n t George 
Jo sep h  C hequer of O ttaw a. The L ancaster w as 
shot down by an ti-aircraft fire n ea r M agdeburg,

CANADIAN PACIFIC
TELEGRAPHS

Wo'dd Wide. CommAmLcatUrnA
....................................................................  v  n  n n - .

RAA<?5 8  SIM

W INNIPEG MAN | |

MRS 5  CHEQUER ;V ‘. . ;

3  ASH3URY PLAGE OTTAWA

DEAR FOLKS BE HOME SUNDAY MORNING TRAIN LOVE

GEORGE

—M o i l t l i m  V i c i o y v  —  B r w  V i c t o r y  B o n d s

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 sa w  one 
another fo r  the last 
time that month. He 
arrived in Britain in 
January 1943.
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before it had  reached  its target area. C hequer 
a n d  a n o th e r  crew m an, Flight S e rg ean t J.L . 
O’Brien, an  A ustralian , were killed. Six o thers 
bailed out, of w hom  five becam e p risoners of 
war, an d  another, S ergean t R. M ontgomery, a 
Scot, was drowned after landing in a lake. (There 
was one extra crewman aboard for training.) This 
w as C hequer’s n in th  m ission (and seven th  to 
Berlin) since h is  first operational sortie on 16 
D ecem ber 1943.5

George Jo sep h  C hequer jo ined  the Royal 
C anad ian  Air Force in A ugust 1940, serving as 
groundcrew  in Calgary before rem ustering  to 
aircrew  in April 1942. He g radua ted  as a pilot 
from the B ritish  Com m onw ealth Air T raining 
P lan  (BCATP) in D ecem ber 1942, a n d  w as 
posted  to 514 S quad ron  w hen it w as form ed in 
S ep tem ber 1943. The squad ron  w as based  in 
W aterbeach, C am bridgeshire an d  flew its first 
operational m ission  on 3 November 1943.6

C hequer w as u n m arried  and , like m any 
C anad ians, h a d  a n u m b er of relatives residing 
in Britain, including some in London, w hich was 
convenient w hen he took his leaves. He wrote 
hom e to h is p a ren ts  on average twice a  m onth, 
occasionally ask ing  for cigarettes, com m enting

on the d am pness of B ritish  accom m odations, 
or telling them  how he longed for a  posting  to 
w arm er climes. On 26 Septem ber, he wrote his 
p a re n ts  th a t h is  crew, two A ustralians, three 
E ng lishm en , a n d  a Scot were a “very good 
b u n c h ’’. Three weeks la ter he sen t h is p a ren ts  a 
group snapsho t of the m en with whom he risked 
his life and  rem arked th a t they spen t their leave 
time together.7

W hat follows is the ‘paper trail’ detailing the 
m an n e r in  w hich C hequer’s p a ren ts  and  his 
sister, Eileen, learned of his death and  attem pted 
to cope w ith it. The docum ents require little 
com m entary and  include telegram s, letters from 
various au tho rities  an d  individuals, an d  the 
form al expressions of sym pathy  the fam ilies of 
all casualties received. All the m aterial is draw n 
from the archival an d  photographic collection 
of the C anadian War M useum .8 Text occasionally 
h a s  been  added  to offer fu rth e r inform ation or 
chronological coherence. While no two Canadian 
fam ilies’ correspondence files w ould ever be 
exactly  the  sam e, enough  sim ila rities  exist 
be tw een  them  to m ake the  C hequer case  a 
rea so n a b ly  re p re se n ta tiv e  sam p le  of RCAF 
casualty  reporting.

CWM 19910181-011

George Joseph Chequer getting his wings.

Chequer wrote to his paren ts  on 3 December 1943.''

...I can hard ly  realize I have been  over here practically a year. I 
have just: come back  from leave. I spen t it in London and  had  
quite  a good tim e. The folks are well and  the only com plaint is 
that they have n o t h ea rd  from you for quite som e time...

I ju st received two m ore packages of cigarettes, 300 in each 
one, b u t have no t h ad  the lot of 1000 yet. b u t 1 guess it is on the 
way. 1 have no t received the o ther two parcels b u t I suppose  
they are following me around . 1 have been moved a couple of 
tim es just recently an d  the m ail takes a while to catch  up...

I am  sorry  th a t I can  hard ly  send any th ing  in the way of 
gifts, so all I can do is tell you to have the run  of my bank account. 
So by all m eans have a  good tim e. I would like you to cash  a 
cheque for about $75.00 and  get anything you w ant for the three 
of you...

Everything is fine an d  dandy  here, having a good tim e. So 
Cheerio for now.

Love,

George
4
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The last know n letter from him is da ted  28 December 1943 and describes his Christm as  
celebrations a t RAF B eachw ater.10

Many thanks for the many fine Xmas things...the sheepskin vest is really swell, fits perfectly 
and is very warm. The chocolates were a treat, I suppose it was quite a job getting them. I have 
also received the carton of 1000 cigarettes, thanks a lot Dad. The cake also went down very 
well, we halve] some quite good feeds when everyone gets their parcels together.. .Things are 
going quite well, nothing serious happening to date. I hope you had a good’ Xmas season, did 
you get a turkey alter all? I suppose that turkeys were hard to get. I am glad to hear that tea is 
going to be unrationed again. I bet Dad will go on a tea binge and drink about 10 pots. Well 1 
m ust close for now, so  cheerio and all the best.

Love,

George
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O n 1 F e b ru a ry , G eorge 
West, the  chap la in  of 514 
S q u a d ro n , s e n t  a h a n d 
w ritten note to Mr. and  Mrs. 
Chequer.

...I u n d e r s t a n d  th e  
u n c e r ta in ty  a n d  a n x ie ty  
w hich you m u st feel. I was 
w aiting u p  for the  crews th a t 
night, and  it was a great grief 
to all of u s  w hen your son 's 
p lane failed to re tu rn ...[I]t is 
not unreasonable to hope that 
th e y  m ay  h a v e  e s c a p e d  
d isa s te r  by bailing  o u t and 
becam e p risoners of war. But 
of course, there is no certainty 
ab o u t th is, an d  it is no t until 
o ffic ia l in fo rm a tio n  com es 
th rough  via the Red Cross that 
your terrible su sp en se  will be 
ended ...I know th a t  w hatever 
h a s  happened  to h im ...you can 
be su re  th a t h is chief though t 
was less for h is own safety th an  
for loyalty and  devotion to duty. 
We here  are deeply grateful for 
the help and  sacrifices th a t you 
of the  D om inions are m aking 
in  th e  w a r  a n d  g re a t ly  
a p p re c ia te  th e  g e n e ro u s  
sp irit w hich h a s  insp ired  
m en like your so n .. .[L]ike 
so  m an y  o th e r  b rav e  
m en he h as  willingly 
hazarded  his life for a 
g reat cause  an d  we 
m ay be p roud  and  
th a n k fu l for h is  
exam ple..."

W-or you
„v.
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On 20 April 1944, S quadron  
L e a d e r  W.R. G u n n , RCAF 
Casualties Officer, whose nam e 
appeared  a t the bottom  of so 
m any letters bearing grim news 
to C a n ad ian s , w rote George 
C hequer Sr., father of George 
Joseph , inform ing him  of ways 
to con tac t the next-of-kin  of 
o th e r  m em bers  of h is  s o n ’s 
c re w .12 C o m m u n ica tio n  b e 
tween fam ilies suffering losses 
a t the sam e time was a common 
practice. Many experiencing the 
pa in  of su d d en  bereavem ent 
so ugh t solace in o thers  who 
s h a re d  th e ir  grief. B u t Mr. 
C hequer h a d  already received 
a note da ted  23 M arch from 
S ergean t H. Ew art Gulliford, 
Royal Army O rdnance Corps, 
fa ther of Flight Sergeant R.L. 

Gulliford, RAF, who h ad  bailed o u t safely from 
the doom ed Lancaster and  been taken  prisoner. 
Gulliford had  received the good news abou t his 
son  being  a  p riso n e r  a n d  hoped  th a t  Mr. 
C hequer h ad  h ea rd  the sam e abou t h is own 
son. C hequer replied on 3 April, inform ing 
h im  of George J o s e p h ’s dea th . Gulliford 
wrote back  with a moving le tter of 5 May. “I 
am  tru ly  sorry”, he wrote, “th a t after going 
th rough  the long agony of su sp en se , you 
shou ld  get the terrible news of your so n ’s 
decease.”

“I w as n o t aw are th a t  any  of the crew 
were dead un til I h a d  a letter from the 
pare n t of an o th e r boy, and  I felt th a t 
by writing to you I had  opened all your 
sor rows again. Will you please accept 
my very deepest sym pathy  in your 
loss?

“T he a d ju t a n t  of y o u r  s o n ’s 
squad ron  described  him  as ‘very 
experienced and  seasoned’. I saw 
a pho tograph  of the  crew and  
your son appeared  to be a very 
nice fellow...

“I w as n o tif ie d  by th e  Air 
"  Ministry on M arch 11 that [my
son] w as a p risoner of w ar in G erm an 

h an d s, and  we have received a card  an d  letter 
from him . I will endeavour to find out from him  
any  inform ation he can  give regarding your son 
an d  will p a ss  it on a t once ...”13
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The Queen and I o f fe r  you 

our h e a r t f e l t  sympathy in  your

g re a t sorrow.

We pray th a t  your coun try ’s 

g r a t i tu d e  fo r  a l i f e  so nobly given  

in  i t s  se rv ic e  may b rin g  you some 

measure of conso la tio n .
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These form al cards from  minister and monarch 
express official gratitude fo r  an irreplaceable 
loss.
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In add ition  to service m edals, the  next-of-kin 
of all C anad ian  w ar dead  received a Memorial 
C ross, often referred to as the  Silver Cross. 
O ttaw a also aw arded  families a M emorial Bar 
to  be a tta c h e d  to th e  r ib b o n s  of m ed a ls  
aw arded deceased servicem en.

10

Canadian Military History, Vol. 9 [2000], Iss. 4, Art. 5

https://scholars.wlu.ca/cmh/vol9/iss4/5



George Joseph  Chequer's crew, probably Septem ber  
ini.:.  Chequer is sea ted  centre, front row.

Mrs. Hennie Carey, the m other of an o th e r crew m em ber 
"I lhe dow ned L ancaster who h ad  already lost her h u sb a n d  
• '" d a  son-in-law  during the war, replied to a note Mr. Chequer 
11. id w ritten her a t abou t the sam e time he was in contact with 

, Sergean t Gulliford. Like Gulliford, w ith whom  she w as also 
. in touch, Mrs. Carey w as a t first u n d e r the im pression th a t 
Si all crew m en h ad  p a ra c h u te d  to safety. “I never knew  your 

so n ”, she  wrote on 26 May, “b u t feel we all do as Jack ie  
[her son] could not express his gratitude to his pilot enough 
w hen on leave, he alw ays said  ‘we crew p u t ou r lives in 
dear George’s h a n d s ’, w hich only proved to be true ...I 
have your dear son to thank  for my so n ’s and the rest of 
the crew's being P.O.W.s”"

In Ja n u a ry  1945, the air force retu rned  to Mr. Chequer h is son ’s 
b irth  certificate and  school records -  docum ents George subm itted  to the 

- RCAF u P °n enlisting. Moreover, a t Mr. C hequer’s request, in  February  1947 the
or + SC him  hlS S° n S flyln§ lo§ book-15 While no record of it can  be found in  the C hequer
file a t the C anadian  War M useum , George Jo se p h ’s personal effects alm ost certainly were re tu rn ed  
o is family as would any m onies to which the dead a irm an would have been entitled. Any packages 

of cigarettes or food addressed  to C hequer arriving a t 514 S quadron  following h is dea th  would 
have been opened a n d  d istribu ted  am ong h is sq u ad ro n  m ates as was custom ary  in cases su ch  as

In S ep tem ber 1948, the Im perial War G raves Com m ission (IWGC) inform ed Mr. C hequer th a t
S e?rl e^ Seph S b ° dy ha d  bCen exhum ed from location n e a r the  c rash  site an d  rem oved to the 
British Military Cemeteiy located in the British Occupation Zone in Berlin. Chequer and his Australian 
m id-upper gunner, J.L. O’Brien, were buried  side-by-side as w as com m on practice w hen in terring  
aircrew  who h ad  perished  together. A to tal of 527 C anad ian  a irm en  were buried  in th a t cem etery 
U nfortunately  due to the onse t of one of the  Cold War’s earliest crises, the Soviet blockade of 
Berlin, the  IWGC w as forced to adm it to Mr.
C h e q u e r  th a t we
w hereby you could 
obtain  perm ission 
to v is i t  th< 
c e m e te ry  a t  the  
p resen t tim e.”16 It 
is n o t  k n o w n  
when, or if, Mr. 
C h e q u e r  ev e r 
saw  h is  s o n ’s 
g r a v e s i t e ,  
a l th o u g h  h is  
s is te r  E ileci 
v is i te d  
1958.17

Photo  s e n t to th e  
Chequer Jamily in 1949  
by RCAF.
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The healing process took years, an d  often was 
n ev er com pleted , for lite ra lly  h u n d re d s  of 
th o u sa n d s  of C a n a d ian s  who lost sp o u ses , 
re la tiv e s , lovers, f rien d s, n e ig h b o u rs , an d  
colleagues during the war. As one struggle ended, 
theirs only began. It is hoped that by showcasing 
som e of the official correspondence s tim u la ted  
by a single C anadian a irm an ’s death, some light 
will have been shed  on the process of next-of- 
k in  notification in C anada  during  the Second 
World War.
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