Memories still vivid

Dan Rycroft was saved by kmdness of French undergmund
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| wezity years ago. Dan Rycroft
[ would not have been able to
' talk about the war.

To talk about it at the time, the
Grande Prairic man might have staved
a couple of minutes and then quickly
left. His wartime memories were just
too-vivid.

It wasn until 1985 when his sister
and wife convinced him to tell his sto-
ry that he wrote it all out. He didnY
[ wtite it to tell what he did, instead be

wrots it to et his family know what
| others did for him during the dark
days of the Second World War,

Sheltered by the French nnder:
ground in-a small village in the Ar-
dennes region. families risked their
lives by hiding Rycrofi from the Ger-
\ mans posted in the area,

“If you asked mie today what is the
thing in my past that | remember most,
it’s this. It is0 my marriage. it isa1 my
family. The other things come back and
they're the most important things in my
life:, but if vou were to.ask me what 1
remember most about the past, it’s this.
No matter how hard vou try not Lo, its
there,” siid Rveroft.

“Every day that I was there for 16
| days. their life was in danger. But they

would have been guite satisfied if § had

Staved there, they didnt want me to go

Dan Rycroft today, and in the
centre of the right-hand picture
with the family that saved his life,
Robert and Germaine Bouquit.
Phosos: Kevin Crushe' submimed

A flight sergeant in the Roval Cana-
dian Air Force and a tail gunner in a
Lancaster bomber, Rycroft took part
i the invasion-of France. The night
hefore D-Day, Be was part of a top se-

aircraft. He tried to bail but couldn't
get oul the window. Basic survival
instinct tr.:'.-ld ham o try mmutlnng

Europe until a mission oa the Ger-
man city of Russellheim on Aug. 25,
1944, On their return 10 Englaﬂﬂ his




RYCROKI

- Continued from front

When he regained consciousness,
he safely parachuted into a forest but
had 1o cut himself free from the
his first lumbar veriebrae and a cou-
ple of nbs. Seven of Rycrolt’s Inends
died in the crash while the only other
survivor, Mickev Mcleod, was cap-
tured and spent the rest of the war in
a PoW camp.

In binding pain, Rycroft knew 1o
stay in the woods meant cither being
found or lorn 1o pieces by wild piss.
In a desperate journcy, hobbling on &
branch, he limped for miles while
avoiding German patrols along the
rodds until he finally came across a
group of teen bovs. Once they real-
ized be was Canadian, they dragged
him to safety.

That night, he was taken to the
nearby village of Belleville and into
the home ol the Bouguils, leading
members of the area’s French under-
ground.

Holed up in the attic overlooking
the main street, be didn know at first
just how much the Bouquits were
risking by hiding him. Just 40 kilome-

tres away, 2 family was killed by the

o oo EH.MWMH 1986 to vis-
it with Robert (at left) and Germain Bouquit as well as the doctor (in

the blue jacket) who helped nurse his injuries.

Il was looking through the cracks
that Rycrofi put aside his hate for the
Germans. Practically ignored by thew
own country in favour of the 58 divi-
sions, the regular German soldiers
were in homble conditions. From hs
vantage. Rycroft watched as they
went door to door begging for any
food the villagers could offer.

“The thing that hit me the worst
was youl coukd see the tears streaming
down their faces, the tiredness and
the desperation in their faces. When
you're 19, 2) or 17 years old, you

Pty Sitimatinct

spent the war hiding a young Jewssh
girl.

Rycroft spent another couple of
weeks in Bellewille recovening from
his injunics but he knew he had 10 go
home. On Sept. 26, the eatire village
turned out 10 say goodbye 10 him be-
fore Robert escoried him o an
American airfield in Reims, where he
would catch a flight home. He has al-
ways felt on that day he was leaving
fuml'yhel‘und

“Suppose you left your parcnis and
you knew you were never going o



Germans for hiding an Allied solder
and the same would happen to them
if he was discovered. Making it more
perilous, some villagers sympathised
with the Germans and could have rat-
ted ham out.

‘AFRAIY

“1 was afraid, but | never even
thought about myself after a certain
time, it was always for them because |
knew what was going on,” said
Ryecrofl.

Chances were taken. The French
had recovered the bodies from the
wreck but had a traditon that famaly
or fnends must be at 4 funéral. They
wrapped him up and ook him 1o the
funeral m full view of the Crermans.
Another lime he wenl 0 mass o give
a posteard to the priest so it could be
sent home, with a cloak hiding
Rycrofl’s full uniform.,

During the daytime he could peer
oul cracks m the shutters and waich
the village. The villagers were polite
1o the local soddiers butl never fnendly
with them. Al times, the back-shirted
55 would march through and a nerv-
ous guietl would fall over the village.

don’t hide that very

se¢ them again; this

well. It catches up to 4 was the same basis.”
you,” 5sid Rycroft. | quit hating, For years, Rycroft
“I didn't hate them 'Which has proba-  kepr wp  sending
because | realized h*ﬂd Christmas letters to
they were doing the oy Tt .H the Bouquits but he
same thing | was. It M'gh my life. lost touch in the late
ook a while because | — Dan Rycroft 1960k when during the
had just lost my FLO vears the gov-
friends and my crew, but then | real- ernment confiscated letters 1o and
zed that this is something thev're not  from France. He thought the

0 blame for. It helped me an awful
lol because | quit hating, which has

probably helped me all through my
g

For two weeks. Rvcroft watched
the goings-on. He knew he had a
home w0 go back 10, but he wondered
what the Germans had (o go back 1o.

The Allies were pushing forward
and soon the Americans reached
Belleville. A counter-offensive bneflly
brought the Germans marching
through again but then they were
gone forever. The village celebrated.

Out in the strects with the rest of
the villagers, Rycroft learned the
Bouquits weren'l the only ones who
risked their lives hiding people. An-
other family in a nearby village had

Bouguits had stopped wrniling.

In the 198k, the granddasghter of
the Bouguits contacted him because
she wanted 10 improve her English.
He wrote back and found the
Bouguits alive and well. In 1986,
Ryeroft went back 1o Belleville 10 vis-
il the people who had risked every-
thing for him. He even sleépt in the
same room he had been hidden in.
Waking up, the first thing he did was
look out the unshuttered window,

Sixty-one years removed, Rycroft s
now able to talk about his experi-
ences, even spending part of Thurs-
day 1elling his story o schoolchildren.

He con do it now because he wants
people 1o know what strangers did for
him.



