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Although h i s t o r i a n s  have long used personal  in te rv iews  and o r a l  h i s t o r y  method- 
ology i n  t h e i r  research ,  i t  i s  not  y e t  common p r a c t i c e  f o r  i nd iv idua l s  t o  develop 
t h e i r  own independent o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t s .  Maybe t h i s  i s  because t h e  words "o ra l  
h i s t o r y  p ro j ec t "  u sua l ly  connote a f a i r l y  l a r g e  undertaking wi th  s p e c i a l  funding 
and a s t a f f  of s e v e r a l  people. But i t  need n o t  b e  t h a t  way a t  a l l .  There a r e  many 
t o p i c s  which o f f e r  h i s t o r i a n s  t h e  oppor tuni ty  t o  develop, conduct and f inance  
pe r sona l ly  a small  independent p r o j e c t .  One such example i s  my s tudy  of t h e  
Canadian Contingent t o  t h e  Fr iends  Ambulance U n i t ' s  China Convoy dur ing  t h e  Second 
World War. L i t t l e  has been w r i t t e n  about t h e i r  experiences and today, over t h i r t y  
yea r s  l a t e r ,  t h e  o r a l  record remains t h e  most important source i n  cons t ruc t ing  a 
h i s t o r y  of t h e  Canadian c o n t r i b u t i o n  i n  t h i s  humanitar ian work. 

The o r i g i n a l  Fr iends Ambulance Unit  was founded during t h e  F i r s t  World War a s  
t h e  Anglo-Belgian Ambulance Unit  under t h e  guidance of P h i l i p  Noel Baker, t h e  son 
of a former Canadian Quaker. By 1918 t h e  name was changed o f f i c i a l l y  t o  Fr iends  
Ambulance Unit  and al though i t  was disbanded i n  1919, reunions of o ld  members were 
he ld  from time t o  time. It w a s  a t  such a reunion i n  October 1938 t h a t  p l ans  were 
formulated f o r  a new FAU t o  meet t h e  cha l lenge  of renewed world c r i s e s  and t o  
provide Anglo-American p a c i f i s t s  wi th  t h e  oppor tuni ty  t o  perform p o s i t i v e  s e r v i c e .  

The new FAU requi red  a much more complicated o rgan iza t ion  than  t h e  o l d  u n i t  
s i n c e  t h e  Second War was t r u l y  a world war spread around t h e  globe. The hurnanitar- 
i a n  s e r v i c e s  of t h e  FAU were needed no t  only i n  Europe bu t  i n  t h e  Mid-East, North 
Afr ica  and t h e  Far  Eas t  a s  we l l .  It was i n  t h e  E a s t ,  China i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  where 
t h e  FAU embarked on what even tua l ly  became i t s  g r e a t e s t  s i n g l e  adventure.  The 
China Convoy became a r a r e  example of i n t e r n a t i o n a l  coopera t ion  i n  t h e  r e l i e f  of 
human misery. Unlike FAU war r e l i e f  work i n  Europe, t h e  China u n i t  faced t h e  con- 
s t a n t  t h r e a t s  of f lood  and famine a s  w e l l  a s  e x t e r n a l  war wi th  t h e  Japanese and 
i n t e r n a l  c i v i l  war. 

The head of t h e  FAU i n  China was D r .  Robert B. McClure, a Canadian missionary 
doctor  who l a t e r  became t h e  f i r s t  l a y  moderator of t h e  United Church of Canada. H i s  
f i r s t  f i nance  o f f i c e r  was Gordon Keith,  a l s o  a Canadian. It was D r .  McClure, 
t oge the r  wi th  a n  interdenomina.tiona1 committee of p a c i f i s t s ,  who encouraged young 
Canadians t o  t a k e  on t h i s  a c t i v e  humanitar ian work. The Canadian ven tu re  w a s  
f inanced by t h e  Chinese War Rel ie f  Fund, a Canadian o rgan iza t ion  formed t o  a i d  
Chinese r e s i s t a n c e  t o  Japanese aggress ion ,  and a s s i s t e d  f u r t h e r  by t h e  Canadian Red 
Cross. 



By 1944 twenty Canadians, e ighteen  men and two women, departed f o r  China. This  
cont ingent ,  a l though organized i n  Toronto by t h e  Canadian Fr iends  Serv ice  Committee, 
was composed of vo lunteers  from almost every s e c t i o n  of Canada and represented  
va r ious  r e l i g i o u s  denominations: s i x  United Churchmen- f i v e  Anglicans- f i v e  Quakers- 
one P resby te r i an  -one Di sc ip l e  of C h r i s t  and two with no r e l i g i o u s  a f f i l i a t i o n s .  
Overa l l  they were ord inary  men and women, much the  same a s  t h e i r  f e l l ow countrymen, 
except t h a t  they were committed p a c i f i s t s ,  most of them consc ien t ious  ob jec to r s ,  a t  
a  time when t h e  g r e a t  major i ty  of English-speaking Canadians were s o l i d l y  behind t h e  
n a t i o n ' s  war e f f o r t .  

These young Canadians were no t  p a c i f i s t s  i n  j u s t  a  r e l i g i o u s  o r  pas s ive  sense,  
bu t  r a t h e r  were r a d i c a l l y  committed t o  a  new s o c i a l  o rder  organized according t o  
t h e  C h r i s t i a n  s o c i a l  e t h i c s  of love  and brotherhood. Their  d e s i r e  t o  perform 
a c t i v e ,  cons t ruc t ive  peace work t o  he lp  remedy t h e  ravages of war was expressed by 
t h e i r  vo luntary  s e r v i c e  i n  China. 

The a c t u a l  s e r v i c e s  they performed included a  wide range of a c t i v i t i e s  from 
d i r e c t  medical a s s i s t a n c e  and famine r e l i e f  t o  t h e  genera l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of drugs 
and o t h e r  medical supp l i e s  throughout China. FAU personnel  worked deep wi th in  
China adminis te r ing  t o  t h e  needs on both s i d e s  of t h e  l i n e s  -- N a t i o n a l i s t  a s  we l l  
a s  Communist. 

I f i r s t  l earned  of t h i s  small  group of Canadians whi le  researching  t h e  h i s t o r y  
of t h e  Canadian p a c i f i s t  t r a d i t i o n .  Following a  b r i e f  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  I discovered 
t h i s  u n i t  provided a  good opor tuni ty  f o r  a  small  o r a l  h i s t o r y  p r o j e c t  t h a t  would be  
q u i t e  manageable f o r  one person opera t ing  on a  low budget. To begin with,  t h e  scope 
of t h e  p r o j e c t  i s  l imi t ed  s i n c e  t h e r e  were only  twenty people i n  t h e  u n i t ,  a l l  of 
whom a r e  s t i l l  l i v i n g  and e a s i l y  acces s ib l e .  The p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e  more than  w i l l i n g  
t o  r e c a l l  t h e i r  China experiences and, convenient ly f o r  me, t h e  ma jo r i t y  now r e s i d e  
i n  t h e  v i c i n i t y  of Toronto. Also, t h e  o r i g i n a l  f i l e s  on t h e  Canadian u n i t  compiled 
by t h e  Canadian Fr iends  Serv ice  Committee a r e  a v a i l a b l e  i n  t h e i r  Toronto o f f i c e .  
Other than  f a c t u a l  d a t a ,  t h e s e  f i l e s  con ta in  t h e  o r i g i n a l  l e t t e r s  w r i t t e n  by t h e  u n i t  
members whi le  i n  China. Therefore,  I have a t  my f i n g e r t i p s  no t  only t h e  human 
resources f o r  an o r a l  record but  a l s o  o r i g i n a l  p r in t ed  m a t e r i a l  f o r  supplementary 
support and a n a l y s i s .  My goal  is  t o  produce an  o r a l  record t h a t  can be consul ted i n  
my l a r g e r  s tudy of Canadian pacif ism and y e t ,  a t  t h e  same time, s tand  by i t s e l f  a s  a  
s epa ra t e  h i s t o r y .  

The f i r s t  s t e p  i n  organizing t h e  p r o j e c t  was t o  compile a  s tandard ques t ionnai re ;  
one t h a t  would lend  some con t inu i ty  i n  in te rv iews  and y e t  a l low f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  dea l ing  
wi th  var ious  p e r s o n a l i t i e s ,  According t o  t h i s  format,  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e  asked 
ques t ions  pe r t a in ing  t o  t h e i r  personal  background and t h e  fo rces  which l e d  them t o  
t ake  t h e  p a c i f i s t  p o s i t i o n ,  inc luding  t h e i r  experiences a s  conscient ious ob jec to r s  
and t h e i r  dec i s ion  t o  go t o  China, Questions concerning t h e  China venture  simply 
provide t h e  b a s i c  o u t l i n e  f o r  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  r e c a l l i n g  t h e i r  p a r t i c u l a r  experiences.  
Some need very  l i t t l e  coaxing whi le  o t h e r s  r e q u i r e  more s p e c i f i c  d i r ec t ion .  The 
genera l  t o p i c s  discussed vary  from f a c t u a l  informatiorl such a s  t h e i r  l ength  of s e r v i c e  
and d e s c r i p t i o n s  of t h e i r  work and l i f e s t y l e s ,  t o  more sub jec t ive  observat ions a s  
t h e i r  impressions of China and t h e  chao t i c  p o l i t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  t h e r e  a t  t h e  t ime p lus  
t h e i r  gene ra l  a p p r a i s a l  of t h e  work of t h e  FAU, Canadian p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  

A s  one can imagine, t h e  r e s u l t i n g  tapes  a r e  f u l l  of i n t e r e s t i n g  s t o r i e s ,  some 
humorous, some t r a g i c ,  t h a t  shed new l i g h t  on a c t i v e  p a c i f i s t  s e r v i c e  i n  time of war 
a s  we l l  a s  Canadian p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  r e l i e f  a c t i v i t i e s .  While t h e  tapes  



themselves a r e  a  r i c h  source of o r i g i n a l  m a t e r i a l  f o r  those  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  r e l a t e d  
t o p i c s ,  t h e i r  j o i n t  a n a l y s i s  i s  providing t h e  b a s i c  i npu t  f o r  a  w r i t t e n  h i s t o r y  of 
t h i s  Canadian u n i t .  

An example of t h e  type of information a v a i l a b l e  from t h e  in te rv iews  i s  D r .  
McClurels d e s c r i p t i o n  of medical s e r v i c e s .  The FAU cons is ted  of two sec t ions :  t h e  
t r a n s p o r t  s e c t i o n  which t rucked drugs and o t h e r  medical supp l i e s  throughout China, 
hence t h e  name China Convoy, and t h e  medical s ec t ion .  D r .  McClure, a s  head of t h e  
medical s e c t i o n ,  divided h i s  personnel  i n t o  mobile medical teams which moved around 
t o  var ious  l o c a t i o n s ,  depending on where they  were most needed. Each team contained 
approximately s i x  people: one doc tor ,  one nurse ,  one team bus iness  manager, one 
l abo ra to ry  technic ian ,  one pharmacist  t o  d ispense  drugs and one a n e s t h e t i s t .  Usual ly 
two teams worked toge the r .  

D r .  McClure r e c a l l e d  one i n s t a n c e  when h e  entered a  Chinese M i l i t a r y  h o s p i t a l  t o  
f i nd  over a  thousand p a t i e n t s ,  ch inese  s o l d i e r s ,  b u t  no doc tors .  A few a t t e n d e n t s  
did nothing but  change d re s s ings ,  even rewashing t h e  gauze f o r  f u t u r e  use.  F rac tu re s  
were not  s e t ,  a n e s t h e t i c s  were n o t  used. The dea th  r a t e  was f i v e  t o  s i x  p a t i e n t s  
per  n igh t .  The FAU medical teams c rea t ed  a  s p e c i a l  20-40 bed h o s p i t a l  i n  o rde r  t o  
t r e a t  p roper ly  s e l e c t e d  p a t i e n t s  from t h e  l a r g e r  m i l i t a r y  pool  and a  "pool of pus i t  
was" t o  quote D r .  McClure. The FAU teams performed s i x  opera t ions  per  day per  doc to r  
u n t i l  they d id  a l l  they could. Then they  moved on t o  another  1 o c a t i o n . l  

Despi te  t h e  he ro i c  work of t h e  medical teams, i t  was t h e  t r a n s p o r t  s e c t i o n  
which proved t o  be  t h e  l i f e  l i n e  of Free  China dur ing  t h e  war. The FAU t rucks  were 
soLely r e spons ib l e  f o r  keeping t h e  va r ious  Chinese and mission h o s p i t a l s  s c a t t e r e d  
ac ros s  China stocked wi th  drugs and o t h e r  medical supp l i e s ,  even though t h e  commun- 
i c a t i o n  system was completely d i s rup ted  i n  war-torn China. 

Once the  o i l  supply t o  China was c u t  o f f  by t h e  Japanese, t h e  China Convoy became 
we l l  known f o r  t h e i r  charcoa l  burning t rucks ,  copied from a system f i r s t  developed 
by Sen t ine l  steam t rucks  i n  England. Each t r u c k  was equipped wi th  a hopper i n  which 
charcoal  was burned t o  produce t h e  gas t o  feed  t h e  engine.  One of t h e  main d i f f i -  
c u l t i e s  involved was g e t t i n g  enough power t o  climb s t e e p  mountain roads.  According 
t o  one Canadian member, sometimes i t  took a l l  a f te rnoon t o  g e t  up one mountain, yard 
by yard. The t ruck  would move forward a l i t t l e  u n t i l  i t s  power gave out  and then  
t h e  Chinese charcoal  boy who accompanied each t r u c k  would p l ace  a  t r i a n g u l a r  block 
of wood under t h e  r e a r  t i r e s  t o  prevent  t h e  t r u c k  from r o l l i n g  backward. When t h e  
t ruck  r e w e d  up enough power i t  would inch  up a  l i t t l e  f u r t h e r  and so  on u n t i l  i t  
reached t h e  top.2 Despi te  such problems t h e  FAU t rucks  had a  r e p u t a t i o n  f o r  
dependable and s a f e  d e l i v e r y  of supp l i e s .  

Besides medical and t r a n s p o r t  work, some Canadian personnel  were seconded t o  
o the r  humanitarian o rgan iza t ions  working i n  China. I n  t h e  summer of 1945 George 
Wright, now a United Church m i n i s t e r  i n  Mount Fo res t ,  Ontar io,  was assigned t o  t h e  
American Advisory Committee t o  work i n  a  famine a r e a  around Tat ing  and P ich ieh  i n  
Western Kweichow province. Rev. Wright t r a v e l l e d  t o  t h e  v i l l a g e s  i n  t h e  a r e a  
quest ioning people on t h e i r  d i f f e r e n t  fami ly  s i t u a t i o n s  i n  o rde r  t o  a l l o c a t e  
s u f f i c i e n t  funds f o r  each fami ly  t o  buy enough corn t o  t i d e  them over  f o r  one month. 
This u sua l ly  amounted t o  6,000 Chinese d o l l a r s  s i n c e  t h e  i n f l a t i o n  r a t e  was about 
500 t o  one. FAU members woulcl a l s o  t r y  t o  f i n d  some way t o  he lp  i n  t h e  long run.3 

Another Canadian who worked i n  famine r e l i e f  s ad ly  r e c a l l e d  going t o  a  v i l l a g e  
of s t a r v i n g  people t o  d i s t r i b u t e  food and milk. Unfortunately,  t h e r e  was no t  enough 



food t o  feed  t h e  e n t i r e  v i l l a g e .  Only an o r a l  recording could capture  t h e  emotion, 
t h e  pauses and t h e  cracks i n  t h e  in te rv iewee ' s  vo ice  a s  he descr ibed t h e  p a i n f u l  
process  of s e l e c t i n g  those people t o  g e t  food whi le  being f u l l y  aware t h a t  those  
turned away would probably s t a r v e  t o  death.  4 

Another i n t e r e s t i n g  experience w a s  t o l d  by Jack  Dodds, t h e  only Canadian 
member t o  work i n  Communist t e r r i t o r y .  I n  1946 Dodds accompanied an PAU team ac ros s  
N a t i o n a l i s t  l i n e s  t o  Yenan, t h e  c a p i t a l  of Communist China. There he worked a s  a 
labora tory  t echn ic i an  i n  t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Peace Hosp i t a l s  dedicated t o  another  
Canadian--Dr. Norman Bethune. I n  December of t h a t  year  t h e  N a t i o n a l i s t s  launched 
a b ig  o f f ens ive  on Yenan. When American Army personnel  pu l led  out  t h e  Communists 
o f f e red  FAU personnel  t h e  chance t o  l eave  a l s o .  They decided t o  s t a y  and toge the r  
wi th  t h e  Communists pu l led  out  of Yenan and i n t o  t h e  h i l l s .  The whole h o s p i t a l  
moved en masse and reassembled i n  caves where they  t r e a t e d  c a s u a l t i e s  from t h e  
f r o n t ,  Dodds descr ibed Chou En-lai,  whom he  saw about once a week, a s  a c l e v e r ,  
e f f e c t i v e  admin i s t r a to r  who l e f t  FAU members w i th  t h e  impression t h a t  he understood 
Western a t t i t u d e s .  Overa l l ,  according t o  Dodds and o t h e r  Canadian members, t h e  FAU 
was always welcome i n  Communist China and a t  t imes were accused by N a t i o n a l i s t s  a s  
being too sympathetic wi th  t h e  Communist cause.5 

It was a b i g  and l a s t i n g  experience f o r  young Canadian p a c i f i s t s  from r u r a l  
Saskatchewan and urban Toronto t o  t r a v e l  throughout an impoverished country l i k e  
China, p a r t s  of which were s t i l l  con t ro l l ed  by war-lords and i n f e s t e d  w i t h  band i t s  
and d i sease .  Few su f fe red  from c u l t u r a l  shock but  t h e i r  impressions say  almost a s  
much about Canadians i n  1946 a s  about t h e  Chinese. There s t o r y  would be  l o s t  t o  
l a t e r  genera t ions  of Canadians, however, without  a n  o r a l  h i s t o r y .  Other t han  t h e i r  
l e t t e r s ,  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  themselves a r e  t h e  only  source of information.  Now a 
h i s t o r y  of t h i s  u n i t  i s  being w r i t t e n  based on t h e i r  o r a l  record .  

The important po in t ,  I be l i eve ,  i s  t h a t  t h i s  p r o j e c t  d id  not  r e q u i r e  s p e c i a l  
funding o r  a s t a f f  of i n t e rv i ewers .  It was a l l  pos s ib l e  a s  a small independent 
p r o j e c t .  There must b e  many o the r  good t o p i c s  manageable enough f o r  s i m i l a r  
independent p r o j e c t s .  A l l  i t  t akes  is  a l i t t l e  hard work on t h e  p a r t  of an  
ind iv idua l  h i s t o r i a n .  

The expense of such an undertaking can be  r e l a t i v e l y  s m a l l .  I secured a good 
p ro t ab le  c a s s e t t e  t ape  recorder  f o r  under f i f t y  d o l l a r s  and bought most of my tapes  
i n  a two f o r  one s a l e .  They a r e  BASF 90 minute tapes  wi th  t h e  s p e c i a l  mechanism t o  
prevent jamming. Rather than t r a n s c r i b i n g  t h e  t apes ,  which is  j u s t  too c o s t l y  and 
t ime consuming f o r  an  ind iv idua l ,  I index each t ape  according t o  t o p i c  using the  
gear  dr iven  counter  reading on my t a p e  deck. I simply designed a s p e c i a l  index form 
and reproduced enough copies  t o  use wi th  each tape.  The t ape  index i s  not  only easy 
t o  make, bu t  I f i n d  i t  completely s a t i s f a c t o r y  f o r  my purposes. I c u r r e n t l y  have 
over 25 hours of taped in te rv iews  which I hope t o  depos i t  i n  an  a rch ive  following 
t h e  completion of my work. 

Of course,  t h e r e  a r e  always problems, e s p e c i a l l y  when an ind iv idua l  wi th  l i t t l e  
experience working i n  o r a l  h i s t o r y  t a c k l e s  a p r o j e c t  a lone.  I am f o r t u n a t e  i n  t h a t  
most of my problems were r e l a t i v e l y  small .  For i n s t ance ,  when I f i r s t  began tap ing  
in te rv iews  I d id  n o t  a sk  p a r t i c i p a n t s  t o  r e l e a s e  t h e  tapes .  Only l a t e r  d id  I dev i se  
a t a p e  r e l e a s e  £ o m  e s p e c i a l l y  s u i t e d  f o r  my p r o j e c t .  This means back-tracking t o  
g e t  t h e  forms s igned properly.  Also, only a f t e r  a few tapes  of poor q u a l i t y  d i d  I 
discover  t h a t  t h e  microphone b u i l t  i n t o  my c a s s e t t e  recorder  was picking up more 
machine n o i s e  than voices .  An inexpensive ex te rna l  microphone e a s i l y  solved t h a t  
problem. 



Probably t h e  major drawback t o  an i n d i v i d u a l  project-- the s t r e s s  a s soc i a t ed  
with one person being s o l e l y  r e spons ib l e  f o r  organizing t h e  p r o j e c t ,  conducting 
t h e  in te rv iews ,  indexing tapes  and f i n a l l y  analyzing t h e  o r a l  record--is a l s o ,  
paradoxica l ly ,  i t s  most a t t r a c t i v e  f e a t u r e .  The heavy workload i s  o f f s e t  by t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  one ind iv idua l  has  f u l l  c o n t r o l  and complete knowledge of t h e  p r o j e c t  
from t h e  f i r s t  in te rv iews  t o  t h e  f i n a l  s t a g e  of wr i t i ng  the  h i s t o r y .  My independent 
p r o j e c t  on t h e  Canadian Contingent t o  t h e  FAU i n  China i s  one example, 
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