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and ‘7/7,’ – the London subway bombings.  In all cases, the 
various contributors provide important lessons and observa-
tions, as well as interesting statistics, such as the amount of 
money spent on security; the percentage of Muslims who are 
estimated to sympathize with violent response to world politi-
cal events; and the number and types of casualties stemming 
from the respective disasters covered. 

In sum, the volume is an excellent scholarly work dealing 
with resilience in the context of catastrophic societal events. 
The chapters, as already noted, are well written and researched.  
The contributors are, on the whole, scholars focusing upon 

emergency management and/or crisis/disaster response. The 
book includes an extensive, detailed list of references provides 
the reader with an excellent starting point for further examina-
tion, if desired.  Moreover, the book contains a comprehensive 
index. In the end, this publication is a great resource for any-
one interested in resiliency whether their focus is at the indi-
vidual, organizational, or societal level. 

Colonel Bernd Horn, OMM, MSM, CD, PhD, is the Chief of Staff 
Strategic Education and Training Programs at the Canadian Defence 
Academy. He is also an Adjunct Professor of History at the Royal 
Military College of Canada.   
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W
hile researching a book on the Great Escape 
years ago, I occasionally came across the 
name Peter Stevens in memoirs and inter-
views. There were mentions that he was 
actually a German Jew serving in the RAF 

under an assumed name, but no hard evi-
dence that this was anything but a pre-
sumption. Not until I read Marc Steven’s 
fascinating biography of his father did I 
learn the full story.

And it is a remarkable story. Peter 
Stevens was born Georg Heil, the son of a 
prosperous Jewish publisher in Hanover 
whose premature death put the family 
into a downward spiral. Financial prob-
lems and the persecution of German Jews 
convinced Frau Heil to send her three 
children to England and safety. Then, 
with the family’s savings exhausted and 
the window for immigration firmly 
closed, she quietly took her own life. 
Georg eventually joined the RAF (using 
the name of a dead schoolmate), trained 
as a pilot, and did something that might 
have been unique: he bombed the city in 
which he had been born and raised. Shot 
down and captured in September 1941, 
Heil (as Peter Stevens) spent almost four years in captivity, his 
true identity a secret to all but his closest confidantes.

Much of this pre-1939 history was unknown to the family 
that Stevens raised in Montreal after the war (he had emi-
grated to Canada to work with the Canadian subsidiary of the 

Bristol Aeroplane Company, and joined 401 Squadron RCAF 
Reserve because he missed the camaraderie of the air force), 
and remained hidden from Marc Stevens until after his father’s 
death. As a biographer, then, he faced unusual challenges. He 
had to capture the life of a man he thought he knew, but whose 
most formative experiences were largely a mystery to him. 

So much could have gone wrong with a biography writ-
ten on these terms, but Marc Stevens has succeeded admira-
bly. This is not a rose-tinted hagiography by an awe-struck 
son; rather, it is judicious and even-handed – “warts and all,” 
to use the cliché. Stevens was a remarkable man, but in some 
ways, not a very likeable man. He stole, and then wasted, the 
last of his mother’s money, which had been sent to Britain to 
establish the three children. When that money was gone, he 
dabbled in petty crime and eventually landed in jail after 

being convicted of theft. Furthermore, he 
was a cold and distant husband and 
father, unable to display emotional 
attachment or even relate to others on 
terms of affection.

But he was never short on courage, 
and here the depth of the author’s research 
helps him to recreate the very difficult 
early days of Bomber Command, when 
accuracy was low, casualties were high, 
and air crew were overworked. Stevens 
and his crew once flew five operations in 
nine nights. A fine pilot, Stevens once 
brought his Hampden bomber home on 
one engine and without functioning flaps 
or undercarriage, saving the lives of badly 
wounded crewmen. And although it would 
have been much safer to sit quietly in 
captivity and avoid drawing attention to 
himself, Stevens became an inveterate 
escaper, exploits that earned him the 
Military Cross after the war. This is a 

wartime career that would make any son proud, but Stevens’ 
real triumph is in writing a biography that will satisfy the most 
discerning historian.

Jonathan F. Vance, PhD, is Distinguished University Professor in History 
at Western University in London, Ontario.
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