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the bombing of Dresden in 1945. Did his grandfa-
ther believe he was a war criminal? If so, why?

Both authors, incidentally, stumble over the 
role that the 1960s generation played and contin-
ues to play in aggravating their quests, as well as 
negatively impacting their respective relations. 
Ron Pyves has psychological issues brought on by 
incessant and negative media coverage of Vietnam 
in the 1960s which accelerates his condition. 
Daniel Swift is repeatedly confronted with a lit-
erature that presents insane moral equivalence 
arguments equating strategic bombing with the 
Holocaust. For Swift, there is an historical counter-literature 
in which he can take comfort, but for Ron Pyves, that histori-
cal analysis comes too late.

And in other cases, the desire within certain quarters of 
British and Canadian society to sweep away and ignore those 
who participated in such operations finds expression in both 
works. Canada’s Veterans Affairs of the 1970s and 
1980s is populated with a generation of dismissive, 
uncaring bureaucrats that emerge from the 1960s 
Zeitgeist, and they are led by a Prime Minister who 
was openly derisive of Canada’s participation in the 
Second World War. Swift is confronted with deliber-
ate literary amnesia by poets who did not serve, 
ignoring the poetry of those who did but did not 
make it home alive to publish. Or, in the case of 
squadron reunions, Swift relates a situation whereby 
those at the reunion were the ground crew. The air-
crew members were all dead. One aircraftswomen, 
who married another bomb technician, tells him: 
“Most of us [women] steered clear of the aircrew because they 
weren’t coming back.”

Night Madness has a different take on personal relation-
ships. Ron’s future wife, Kay, maintains a voluminous corre-
spondence, much of which is reproduced in the book. What the 
author does not quite comment upon is how divorced from the 
reality of Ron Pyves’ war the letters actually are. He juxtaposes 

these anodyne letters full of up-beat anachronistic 
language (‘swell,’ ‘gosh,’ ‘snaps’) with technical 
narrative: (‘Outbound: 356 miles. Inbound: 462 
miles, total distance flown: 818 miles. 434 
Squadron: WL-D (KB 830) Bomb load: 18 x 500 
pounds.’) If Pyves’ intent is to jar the reader with 
this approach, he succeeds. (Incidentally, my rela-
tions who served in Bomber Command during this 
time generally did not correspond with their fami-
lies back home because their wartime reality was 
incapable of depiction to those who were not expe-
riencing it.) Ron Pyves attempts to do so in one 
letter: “If you were to light a firecracker, or if a car 

backfired near me, I’d probably dive for the sidewalk or under a 
table. I suppose it takes time to get used to these things.” And 
this is 1941. He has four more years to go.

After reading both works, it is difficult not to conclude 
that post-war British and Canadian society and their govern-
ments have behaved abominably towards those who partici-

pated in Bomber Command operations during the 
1940s. Yes, there is a right to dissent, to disagree, 
to argue, and debate issues of policy, strategy, and 
application. And we should. However, to deliber-
ately employ a current, or even a 1960s moral 
framework to judge the decision-making and activ-
ities of the 1940s remains a disingenuous approach 
at best. Those decisions were undertaken at a par-
ticular time, under specific conditions. The nega-
tive effects of that 1960s social and societal frame-
work contributed to and will continue in the future 
to place barriers in the way of veteran’s health and 
reintegration. It is not right that these men should 

have been moral pariahs and to be treated so by the societies 
whose elected officials asked them to undertake these physi-
cally, psychologically, and morally hazardous missions. 

Professor Sean Maloney, PhD, teaches History at the Royal Military 
College of Canada, and has taught extensively in its War Studies 
Program. He is currently the historical advisor to the Canadian Army for 
the war in Afghanistan.
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T
his is a significant book for those interested in 
Canadian history, particularly the period span-
ning the two world wars.  Although it does not 
focus upon the details of the military campaigns 
themselves, it provides a captivating account of 

how the nation’s prime ministers and their senior politicians 
navigated through the domestic and international issues to 
guide the nation through complexity and conflict. It is an 

examination of our wartime leaders in an attempt to under-
stand how they guided the nation through two of the most 
disruptive periods of our nation’s history.

The core question Tim Cook zeroes in on is how did each 
respective prime minister lead the nation in time of war. Both 
Borden and Mackenzie King faced similar challenges, but at 
different points in Canada`s evolution and maturation. As 
such, the author sheds light on each prime minister`s wartime 
actions, as well as their respective character traits.

Not surprisingly, the book takes a chronological approach, 
starting with Robert Borden. Cook expertly summarizes 
Borden`s life and career – particularly, his transition from 
lawyer to politician. The story is well written; fast flowing, 
and dynamic, the narrative is an artful mix of narration, quotes, 
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and historical fact. It is easy to read and absorb-
ing, and it captures the essence of Borden`s tor-
tured political career up to the commencement of 
the First World War. Cook gives the operational 
context of the war swift coverage, focusing rather 
upon its impact at home, specifically, the social 
and financial implications. Borden’s second visit 
to Britain in 1915 is especially well covered, cap-
turing his drive to gain more autonomy for 
Canada. What comes out of the first part of the 
book is the strain and fatigue of the nation`s polit-
ical leaders as they struggled through the compet-
ing demands of fighting a global conflict, includ-
ing nothing less than pressing trade and fiscal challenges, 
conscription, worries of insurrection, riots, the imposition of 
martial law, and the gaining for Canada of a place in the peace 
process and international landscape at the end of the war.

The book then moves on to William Lyon Mackenzie King 
in the same manner.  The fast flowing text carries the reader 
through King`s family background and early formative years, 
particularly his beginning in Ottawa as Deputy Minister of the 
Department of Labour, and his start in politics after eight years 
as a public servant.  King`s rise to the status of the nation’s 
warlord is arguably so Canadian.  He spent the First World War 
working for the greatest of the American ‘robber baron’ fami-
lies – the Rockefellers; suffered two electoral defeats; had 
psychiatric problems, and yet, he became a perfect candidate 
for the Liberal leadership convention in 1919 after Laurier`s 
death. After all, his electoral defeats and employment had 
spared him being tainted with any of the contentious issues 
surrounding conscription or liberal party infighting. As a result, 
he could not be tarred for any past sins of the party itself.

Cook does a wonderful job of describing King and his 
approach to becoming the champion of the right for Canada to 
act independently. He weaves in King`s spiritualism and pri-
vate life, which, although enlightening, is also somewhat dis-
turbing, considering his stature and role in the nation. The 
author’s description of the years leading up to the Second 
World War, and the international as well as internal tensions 
is also fast moving and very interesting as he summarizes 
complex events and issues with flare and clarity.

The author’s skill at providing a clear image 
of the characters, from King to his trusted minis-
ters who ‘moved mountains’ to mobilize Canada 
for the war effort, is commendable. He succinctly 
captures King`s strengths and weaknesses, as well 
as his very astute political instincts. It is quite 
fascinating to see how an otherwise-uninspiring 
individual actually led a nation through the turbu-
lent pre-war and war years. In fact, it is ironic that 
Canada`s ‘warlord’ had never served in the mili-
tary, and was incredibly awkward and nervous in 
front of troops, unable to rouse them with patri-
otic fervor or speech. However, this does explain 

his lack of focus upon troops overseas and his primary focus 
on domestic issues, particularly finances and conscription. In 
the end, the author ably explains how this contradiction of a 
leader – a man who was not inspirational, had no charisma, a 
plodding personality and was easy to dismiss - held power for 
22 years and had a seminal impact upon the nation.   

Overall, the narrative is fast moving, clever, and highly 
engaging. Historical fact, scholarly insight, and devilish per-
sonal foibles of the main characters combine to make the read 
highly interesting and entertaining. The book is well 
researched, and it contains a wealth of endnotes that provide 
sources and additional information, as well as an extensive 
bibliography. The author is clearly knowledgeable about the 
subject, and he has utilized seminal sources, both secondary 
and primary. The book also contains an accurate and detailed 
index, a well as 30 black-and-white photographs and political 
cartoons of the time. These assist with providing some visual 
cues to the narrative.  

In the end, this is an exceptionally well-written book, 
and it is highly recommended for anyone interested in 
Canadian history and/or leadership through periods of com-
plexity and conflict.   

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 and Norwich University.
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A 
staff officer in the Canadian Forces at age 40 
today would have been sitting in Grade 8 Social 
Studies in 1984. It would have been a minor cur-
rent event in that class to discuss the fact that 

Spain had joined NATO two years earlier. The alliance that 
represented the institutionalization of the transatlantic coali-
tion that won the Second World War had been relatively static 
for many years. If that officer joined the Canadian Armed 
Forces in 1992, the Alliance had still really not changed 
much: it continued to provide a categorical commitment to 
the collective security of its members. Now, if one fast-for-
warded to the present, that officer could be forgiven for think-
ing that the NATO that fought over Kosovo in 1999 and 
remains in Afghanistan today is really just an out-of-date 
relic of the Cold War. Canada as the junior member of 
NATO’s transatlantic wing, has not recently had European 
dramas in its face and many of its citizens have missed the 


