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“Regret deeply...”
The Second World War Experiences 

of Bill and Fred Tucker

Angela Fritz

Over a m illion C anad ians wore a  uniform  in 
the  fight ag a in st H itler’s G erm any. The 

T ucker family of K itchener, O ntario  s e n t two 
brothers, Bill and Fred, to aid in th is cause. Only 
one retu rned .

In May 1941, Bill T ucker en listed  in the 
C anad ian  arm y. He h a d  a lready  seen  m any of 
h is  ne ighbours an d  friends board  the  tra in  for 
various destinations and  he h ad  mixed feelings 
w hen he left for basic  train ing. It w as the first 
time he had  left his hometown and he was excited 
a t the  prospect of traveling across C anada. On 
the  o ther hand , he w as leaving beh ind  a  family 
th a t needed him. His father died two years before 
leav in g  b e h in d  e ig h t c h ild re n , a n d  m an y  
h o u s e h o ld  re s p o n s ib i l i t ie s  r e s te d  on  h is  
shoulders.

Bill reported  for basic tra in ing  in C hatham , 
Ontario on 20 May 1941. His en listm ent papers 
describe a typical C anadian young m an. He was 
a  hea lthy  21 -year-old, 5 feet 5 inches tall, 130 
p o unds w ith brow n h a ir  an d  brow n eyes. He 
spoke only E nglish  an d  he h ad  a  grade eight 
education . He h a d  five years experience as a 
w orker in  a sh ir t factory and  w as licensed to 
drive a car. His hobby  w as ra is in g  hom ing 
pigeons.

Upon enlistm ent Bill Tucker becam e Private 
Tucker, W.E. A-61502. He w as paid  $1 .30  per 
day for h is services of w hich he h ad  $20 per 
m on th  (over ha lf of h is pay) se n t directly to h is 
m other Ida, h is designated  next of kin. After 
completing his basic training, he was dispatched 
in Jan u ary  1942 to the First Battalion Saint John  
Fusiliers of New B runsw ick. More advanced

tra in ing  took place w ith the  reg im ent in  a reas  
acro ss C anada  includ ing  D ebert, NS, Prince 
George, BC, J a sp e r  Park, A lberta and  Melville, 
Saskatchew an. He felt he w as fo rtunate  to have 
seen  a g rea t deal of C a n ad a  th a n k s  to the  
hospitality  of the C anadian  Army.

Bill w as serving with the Fusiliers w hen his 
b ro th e r Fred, who w as one and  a ha lf years 
younger th an  Bill, cam e of en listm ent age. They 
th o u g h t it would be g rea t if the  b ro th e rs  could 
be together. Bill talked to h is officers and  found 
Fred a position as a  clerk. Bill though t th a t th is 
w ould be a nice ‘safe’ office job  for Fred. Both 
T ucker boys were thrilled  to be together again, 
and  Bill could keep b e tte r  w atch  over h is ‘kid 
b ro th e r’ Corporal Fred Tucker.

T hough Fred apprecia ted  having his older 
b ro th e r there  to show  him  the  ropes, Bill was 
no t the b e s t role model. He did n o t see the 
im portance of shiny buttons, polished boots and 
o ther regulations th a t were, in h is eyes, only in 
place to bolster the egos of com m anding officers. 
As a re su lt Bill w as often p u n ish ed  w ith ta sk s  
su c h  as peeling potatoes, w ashing  the  floor in 
the  m ess hall, or being restric ted  to barracks. 
Above all, Bill h ad  the m ost difficulty w ith being 
A bsent W ithout Leave (AWOL).

Bill loved h is  family very m uch, an d  w hen 
he was granted a few days leave he would always 
go hom e. B ut a couple of days w ith h is family 
often tu rn e d  into a week or more. He d idn’t care 
if he w as going to be in trouble w hen he w ent 
back, h is philosophy was, “W hat are they going 
to do? Fire m e?” A little extra time with his family 
was more im portant to him  th an  a tongue lashing
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surgery, Bill was to be released on 5 M arch, b u t 
when he got word th a t the Seaforths were leaving 
Italy he checked h im self ou t ag a in st doctor’s 
orders on 27 February . After a lengthy  search , 
Bill found the Seaforths on their way to Holland.

On 2 April 1945, the C anad ians p repared  to 
cross the  Ijssel and  Rhine Rivers in  H olland in 
a n  effo rt to  p u s h  th e  G e rm a n s  b a c k  in to  
G erm any. The 2nd  C anad ian  Infantry  Brigade, 
includ ing  the  S eaforth  H igh landers a n d  the 
Princess Patricia’s C anadian Light Infantry, was 
chosen  to m ake the first a ttack  across the  Ijssel 
River. Bill was asked to take out a large m achine 
gun  th a t  the G erm ans h a d  on the road  th a t ran  
across the top of the dike. They had  been pinned 
down in the m ud  for days by th a t gun  and  could 
no t advance u n til it w as knocked  out. Two or 
three o ther soldiers h ad  tried before. T hat n ight 
Bill craw led as close to the  edge of the  river as 
he could an d  dug him self a sm all tre n c h  to 
provide good footing. He also dug  a shelf into 
the  b a n k  a t eye level an d  lined up  the  grenade 
on the  shelf for easy  grabbing. W hen he began  
to throw  them  he d idn’t stop until every grenade 
w as gone an d  the  enem y guns were silent. He 
had  m anaged to blow off the wheel of the support 
for the  huge gun, an d  the  troops could finally 
move along the  road  along the dike. Years later, 
X-rays revealed an  old fracture to h is right elbow 
th a t  h a d  healed  incorrectly, resu lting  in  h is 
inability  to fully s tra ig h ten  h is righ t arm . The 
only tim e he could rem em ber hu rtin g  h is elbow 
w as after throw ing all of those grenades the  day 
he crossed  the  Ijssel River.

T he  S e a fo r th s  s p e n t  th e  n e x t  m o n th  
patrolling from town to town. They took roam ing 
G e rm a n s  p r is o n e r  a n d  cam e a c ro s s  sm all 
groups who were determ ined to fight to the bitter 
end. One afternoon, Bill and  some other soldiers 
stopped  a t a D utch  store  to p u rch a se  a few 
things. W hen they came o u t sniper fire rang  out. 
Bill felt the  bu lle ts  whiz p a s t h is  face as he ran  
back  in to  the  store. A few m in u tes  la te r there  
were som e C anad ian  g u n sh o ts  an d  the  sn iper 
was dead. Thankfully, Bill w as still alive.

With the  w ar com ing to an  end, th e  T ucker 
family w as u n d e rs tan d ab ly  anx ious abou t Bill 
and Fred. A telegram reporting th a t Bill had  been 
“slightly w ounded” arrived in  K itchener in late

February . The boys’ m other wrote to the  arm y 
D irec to r of R ecords to  find  o u t m ore. His 
a ssu ra n c es  did little to calm  h e r w orries and  
did not relax until she received a letter from Bill.

The family received an  optim istic letter from 
younger b ro ther Fred in late April. It w as dated  
10 April 1945 “Som ew here in Belgium .” F red’s 
first th o u g h ts  were for h is b ro th e r Bill who he 
h a d n ’t h e a rd  from in a lm ost two m onths. Fred 
reported:

1 wrote him [Bill] several letters and told him I 
thought it would be O.K. for us to get together 
again, now that it looks like the war is on its last 
days. At least we'd be sure of getting back to 
Canada together which would be a lot nicer than 
if we both arrived home separately... .Surely this 
war can’t last much longer. Germany’s armies 
are completely shattered and there’s really very 
little to stop the Allies. It’s funny they intend to 
fight to the end. They'could sure save themselves 
a lot of grief to give in now. Sooner or later you’ll 
see them crack. It’s amazing the way they stood 
up to it as long as they have. It shouldn’t be long 
anymore before we’re sailing back to Canada and 
believe me if I can help it that will be my last 
boat ride.

Less th an  one m onth after Fred Tucker wrote 
th is  letter, the  w ar in  E urope w as over. For Bill 
Tucker, the  g rea t relief and  joy w as highlighted 
by the  S eafo rths’ trek  to A m sterdam . As the 
Regim ent reached  the edge of the city they were 
totally u n p rep a red  for w hat they  were abou t to 
w itn ess . People p o u red  in to  th e  s tre e ts  to 
c e le b r a te  th e i r  f re e d o m  a n d  th a n k  th e  
C anad ians. Women k issed  them  in the  s tree ts  
an d  sa id  in  th e ir b roken  English  “T hank  You, 
C anad ian  Heroes!” C hildren hugged them  and  
asked  for “chokola t,” w hich all of the  soldiers 
h ad  in  their packs.

The ce le b ra tio n s  w ere sho rt-lived . J u s t  
weeks after the  w ar ended, Bill received a letter 
from  h is  m other. It sa id  th a t  she  h ad  been  sen t 
a telegram  inform ing her th a t  Fred h ad  been 
killed in  action. She asked  if he  would try  to 
find h is  grave an d  rep resen t the family. Bill 
cou ldn’t believe it. He h ad  las t heard  from Fred 
ju s t  w eeks before, still safe an d  far from the 
front. Bill w as determ ined  to find h is b ro ther 
and  w rite h is m o ther telling h e r  it w as all a big 
m istake an d  th a t  Fred w as fine. He explained

the  s itu a tio n  to h is C om m anding Officer who 
allowed him  to leave in search  of h is  brother.

Bill headed  n o rth  tow ards W irdum , where 
h is m o ther sa id  Fred w as tem porarily  buried .

be repatria ted  early. As a widow, she needed Bill 
a t hom e to take care of the household . With her 
very lim ited  incom e a n d  fou r d a u g h te rs  to 
support a t home, she felt th a t having Bill a t home 
would be a  g rea t relief for bo th  herse lf and  the
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On h is way there  he ra n  into som eone he knew  
from K itchener who had  served with the Perths. 
The soldier told Bill th a t  he w as very sorry  b u t 
Fred h a d  been  killed. Bill a sked  him  how he 
knew  th a t, an d  the  m an  sa id  th a t  he w as with 
him  w hen he died. The soldier th en  led him  to 
the  farm  where they  h ad  been. He told Bill th a t 
Fred w as s tand ing  in  front of a window in the 
b a rn  w hen he w as shot. Fred crum pled  to the 
g round  and  the o ther soldier grabbed  him  and  
asked  him  if he w as O.K. Fred replied “Ya, I’m 
fine” an d  th en  he died. Fred T ucker died on 
Sunday, 29 April 1945, five days before the end 
of hostilities. He w as ju s t  23 years old.

The Tucker family was devastated  by F red’s 
death . Bill never figured ou t why Fred, a clerk 
th ro u g h  m ost of the war, w as involved in the 
fighting a t all. Mrs. T ucker requested  th a t  Bill

family. An arm y investigator recom m ended th a t 
Bill re tu rn  hom e. Bill w as g ran ted  an  early 
d ischarge  on com passiona te  g rounds. On 2 
November 1945, Bill Tucker re tu rn ed  to civilian 
life.

Bill T ucker earned  the C anad ian  Volunteer 
Service Medal an d  Clasp, 1939-45 Star, F rance 
and  G erm any Star, and  the Italy S ta r during his 
h a rd  fought efforts in  the Second World War. He 
u n d e rs to o d  the  Im portance  of the  w ar an d  
shuddered to think about how things would have 
been  if the  G erm ans h a d  won. In h is lifetime, 
Bill m ade su re  th a t he instilled  in h is ch ildren  
and  grandchildren the im portance of family, and 
the values of team w ork an d  helping o thers  in 
need. He learned  how quickly life can  change 
and  he savored every m om ent w ith the  ones he 
loved. He knew  firs t h a n d  the  h o rro rs  an d



Above: Bill Tucker at Fred's grave in Holten Canadian 
War Cemetery in Holland, 1995.

Right: Fred’s gravestone.

devastation th a t the w ar caused, and prayed that 
the  a trocities th a t he w itnessed  would never 
again become a reality.

The people of H olland have never forgotten 
the brave C anadians who liberated their w ar tom  
country. In 1990 and  again in 1995, Bill Tucker 
re tu rn ed  to the  N etherlands w ith h is wife Mary 
an d  s is te rs  Rita, M ildred and  M arie an d  he r 
h u sb an d  Noble to celebrate and  remember. They 
were greeted with Canadian flags everywhere and 
banners  hanging in the s tree ts  saying ‘Welcome 
C anad ian  Heroes!’ S trangers stopped  veterans 
in the stree ts to shake their han d  and  say thank  
you. Bill always h ad  a soft spo t for the  D utch  
people because  they were so good to him  and  
because  they w holeheartedly  apprecia ted  the 
help the  C anad ians gave w hen they  needed  it 
m o s t. T h a t  b o n d  m u s t  h a v e  b e e n  so m e  
consolation when Bill and  his sisters visited their 
bro ther Fred’s grave in the quiet woods of Holten 
C anadian Military Cemetery.

Angela Fritz g radua ted  w ith a  BA in History 
from the University of Waterloo in 2001, with 
a  particular interest in the Second World War. 
She wrote th is article about her G randfather 
an d  G reat Uncle Fred to preserve th is  piece 
of h e r family h isto ry  for fu tu re  generations. 
Angela says, “I am  very greatful to have heard 
these  stories first h a n d  from my G randpa, 
and w ant to m ake sure  th a t his story is never 
lost.”


