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The Wartime Letters of Sgt. Ruskin Rice: Windows into Service, Communication, and 
Identity in World War II 

World War II profoundly reshaped nations, societies, and individual lives, generating 

experiences that unfolded under extreme and often suboptimal conditions. While the conflict is 

frequently narrated through strategic operations, high-level decision-making, and battlefield 

movements, the human dimensions of the war, where its emotional, cultural, psychological, and 

intimate textures are captured most vividly, are not in official archival collections but in the 

personal reflections of those who lived through it. Wartime correspondence, often slow to travel, 

subjected to military censorship, and composed in moments of fatigue, fear, or longing, served as 

a critical conduit between soldiers and their families.1 Letters acted as emotional anchors, 

sources of reassurance, and outlets for narrative and self-interpretation.2 For historians, they 

constitute an invaluable archive of lived experience that operational reports and government 

documents cannot adequately convey.3 The wartime letters of Sergeant Ruskin Service Rice 

demonstrate that correspondence was far more than a means of transmitting information; it was 

fundamental to sustaining emotional well-being, preserving family relationships, negotiating 

personal identity, conducting bureaucratic tasks, and making sense of unfamiliar environments, 

thereby offering historical insight into dimensions of military life that official records leave 

unexamined.4 

 
1 Daniela Koleva, "Negotiating Transnational Belonging: Post-WWII Migration as Life Experience and  
Collective Memory," Nationalities Papers 52, no. 4 (2024): 782. 
2 Peter Robb, “Ottawa Writers Festival: First World War Historian Tim Cook Reveals Secret Culture of  
Trenches.” ARTSFILE. Accessed November 30, 2025. https://artsfile.ca/ottawa-writers-festival-first-world-war-
historian-tim-cook-reveals-secret-culture-of-trenches/?utm_source=chatgpt.com. 
3 daftandbarmy. “A 'deafening silence': Canada still struggles with the Second World War's  
legacy.” Army.ca, September 2, 2020. https://army.ca/forums/threads/a-deafening-silence-canada-still-struggles-
with-the-second-world-wars-legacy.132932/?utm_source=chatgpt.com. 
4 Thornhill Verma, Jennifer. “The Secret History of Soldiers: Tim Cook.” Ottawa International Writers  
Festival. Accessed November 30, 2025. https://writersfestival.org/blog/the-secret-history-of-soldiers-tim-
cook?utm_source=chatgpt.com.  

https://artsfile.ca/ottawa-writers-festival-first-world-war-historian-tim-cook-reveals-secret-culture-of-trenches/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://artsfile.ca/ottawa-writers-festival-first-world-war-historian-tim-cook-reveals-secret-culture-of-trenches/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://army.ca/forums/threads/a-deafening-silence-canada-still-struggles-with-the-second-world-wars-legacy.132932/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://army.ca/forums/threads/a-deafening-silence-canada-still-struggles-with-the-second-world-wars-legacy.132932/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://writersfestival.org/blog/the-secret-history-of-soldiers-tim-cook?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://writersfestival.org/blog/the-secret-history-of-soldiers-tim-cook?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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The surviving letters of Sgt. Rice, R.76534, an RCAF airman attached to the RAF, 

provides a rich lens into the daily realities of wartime service.5 Written from training facilities in 

Ontario and New Brunswick and later from operational centres and billets in Britain, these letters 

chronicle a young airman’s trajectory from technical trainee to reflective serviceman navigating 

transatlantic travel and cultural adaptation. They reveal both the mundane and the meaningful: 

accounts of bombing exercises, train schedules, kit inspections, financial concerns, 

administrative complications, impressions of landscape, and moments of moral contemplation.6 

Rice’s correspondence is particularly valuable for its candor and for the continuity of his 

communication with family. His letters allow historians to follow, in near real time, the 

development of confidence, skill, and emotional resilience that marked his wartime journey. 

As primary sources, letters reveal the immediacy, uncertainty, and emotional complexity 

of wartime life as qualities absent from formal military writing. Tim Cook stresses that letters, 

diaries, trench newspapers, and songbooks represent “a vital record of the soldiers’ lived 

experience,” capturing the “secret history” of war that exists beneath official narratives.7 Cook 

argues that such sources preserve the everyday rhythms of military life, such as camaraderie, 

humour, improvisation, superstition, and longing, which operational reports seldom mention.8 In 

Rice’s correspondence, these dimensions appear clearly. His descriptions of training routines, 

friendships, parcels from home, and efforts to reassure his parents illustrate how service 

 
5 “Flight Sergeant Ruskin Service Rice.” Canadian Virtual War Memorial. Veterans Affairs  
Canada. Last modified January 29, 2024. https://www.veterans.gc.ca/en/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-
war-memorial/detail/1533118 
6 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, May 15, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
7 Jennifer Thornhill Verma, “The Secret History of Soldiers: 
8 Peter Robb, “Canadian Author and Historian Talks about the Secret Life of WWI Soldiers,” Red Deer Express, 
accessed November 30, 2025, https://www.reddeerexpress.com/news/canadian-author-and-historian-talks-about-the-
secret-life-of-wwi-soldiers/?utm_source=chatgpt.com.  

https://www.veterans.gc.ca/en/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-memorial/detail/1533118
https://www.veterans.gc.ca/en/remembrance/memorials/canadian-virtual-war-memorial/detail/1533118
https://www.reddeerexpress.com/news/canadian-author-and-historian-talks-about-the-secret-life-of-wwi-soldiers/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.reddeerexpress.com/news/canadian-author-and-historian-talks-about-the-secret-life-of-wwi-soldiers/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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members navigated the tension between institutional discipline and personal emotion.9 Whereas 

official RCAF or RAF documents offer technical data and procedural clarity, Rice’s letters 

restore humanity to wartime experience by revealing the internal negotiations between fear and 

duty, loneliness and pride, which shaped daily life. 

Rice’s early letters from No. 4 Bombing and Gunnery School in Fingal, Ontario, written 

beginning in August 1941, exemplify how correspondence served both as a personal narrative 

and as an informal technical report.10 He described his performance on bombing exercises with 

evident pride, noting a particularly successful “group of 48-yard radius from 6,000 feet” that met 

instructional expectations.11 Such details supply historians with first-hand evidence of aircrew 

training standards. Still, they also perform a psychological function: by narrating his progress to 

his family, Rice reinforced his sense of competence and belonging within the air force 

community. The letter thus becomes a vehicle not only for factual reporting but also for self-

affirmation and identity construction. 

These early letters also highlight the social dimensions of wartime training. Rice 

frequently mentioned old friends encountered on base, new acquaintances formed during 

instruction, and the emotional significance of receiving parcels and letters from home.12 Such 

interactions were integral to morale, and writing about them allowed Rice to integrate 

professional achievement with social support, demonstrating how personal bonds softened the 

 
9 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, December 12, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
10 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, August 17, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
11 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, August 25, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
12 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, December 27, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
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rigours of highly technical training.13 The interweaving of technical detail with personal 

anecdote illustrates that trainees’ daily experiences were structured as much by relationships and 

emotional needs as by the demands of bombing, gunnery, or navigation instruction. 

A crucial dimension of Rice’s correspondence is his need to manage bureaucratic 

responsibilities from afar. Letters served not only emotional or narrative functions but also 

practical ones. Even while immersed in intensive training schedules, Rice had to direct his 

mother through insurance payments, war savings certificates, and pay assignments.14 His dual 

status as an RCAF member serving under RAF administrative systems further complicated these 

responsibilities. Misaligned insurance deductions required intervention from home, a problem he 

explained in detail: 

I have more insurance trouble now. I didn't know what the monthly premium would be to 

make my assignment correct. I wrote and got the letter in answer, but it was too late to 

make a change. The result is I guess a little high. I made them an assignment of $1.75 a 

mth. and it should be $1.57. That assignment will be hard to change as all our papers are 

transferred to the R.A.F. rates of pay, etc., and I can't do much about it. I wonder if you 

could go into the office in Edmonton and see if there is anything they could do about it. 

They advised me to get some papers fixed up in Halifax. But as I said the letter was too 

late to do any good.15 

 
13 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, August 25, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
14 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, November 29, 1941(d02). 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
15 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, November 29, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
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This extended passage reveals the administrative labour required of service members and the 

reliance on families to manage affairs that could not be handled from overseas. Such letters 

illustrate the interconnectedness of emotional and bureaucratic life: writing home functioned 

both as reassurance and as an essential form of transnational coordination.16 For historians, this 

aspect of Rice’s correspondence demonstrates how wartime communication structured 

relationships between soldiers, their families, and the state. 

Historical scholars such as John Keegan help contextualize the value of such materials.17 

Keegan argued that letters, diaries, and memoirs provide the raw material necessary for a human-

scale history of war. Rather than focusing exclusively on generals, strategies, and operational 

success, Keegan emphasized the need to reconstruct battle and service from the vantage point of 

individuals who experienced fear, exhaustion, discomfort, loss, and moments of profound 

camaraderie.18 Yet he also cautioned against the uncritical use of such documents, warning that 

merely collecting soldier anecdotes risks flattening complex experiences into unconnected 

fragments.19 Rice’s letters, however, resist such fragmentation; collectively, they form a coherent 

narrative that reveals not only personal impressions but also structural features of wartime 

training, military bureaucracy, and cultural adaptation. 

When Rice transferred to Pennfield Ridge, New Brunswick, in October 1941, his 

correspondence broadened in scope, integrating operational observation with personal 

 
16 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, November 29, 1941(d02). 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
17 Dan van der Vat, “Sir John Keegan obituary,” The Guardian, August 5, 
2012, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/aug/05/sir-john-keegan. 
18 Matt Schudel, “John Keegan dies: British military historian was 78,” The Washington Post, August 4, 
2012, https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/books/john-keegan-dies-british-military-historian-was-
78/2012/08/04/3b0b29a4-de52-11e1-8e43-4a3c4375504a_story.html. 
19 Matt Schudel, “John Keegan dies: British military historian  

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/aug/05/sir-john-keegan?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/books/john-keegan-dies-british-military-historian-was-78/2012/08/04/3b0b29a4-de52-11e1-8e43-4a3c4375504a_story.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/books/john-keegan-dies-british-military-historian-was-78/2012/08/04/3b0b29a4-de52-11e1-8e43-4a3c4375504a_story.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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reflection.20 He described aerial views of Lake Memphremagog and the mountains of Maine, 

details that convey both the landscape's beauty and the novelty of the flight experience. Such 

vivid imagery serves two functions.21 First, it allowed Rice to share the sensory richness of his 

training environment with his family. Second, it shows how letter writing helped him preserve 

experiences that might otherwise fade quickly amid the demands of military instruction. His 

attention to natural scenery provides historians with insight into the environmental conditions of 

Canadian training flights and the emotional resonance these landscapes held for trainees. 

Even as he adjusted to new locations and responsibilities, Rice continued to emphasize 

the importance of family ties. His frequent references to train schedules, weekend visits, and 

parades (Rice, 1/9/41) reinforce the effort required to maintain family cohesion under wartime 

constraints.22 Historian Mary Louise Roberts highlights the importance of such personal accounts 

for capturing the “somatic history of war” through its bodily, sensory, and relational dimensions. 

Rice’s ongoing narration of domestic logistics demonstrates how emotional labour, as well as 

technical skill, formed an integral part of service members’ wartime identities.23 Maintaining a 

sense of normality required a strategic use of correspondence to sustain prewar relationships 

during long separations. 

Rice’s November 1941 Atlantic crossing illustrates yet another function of wartime 

correspondence: shaping family perceptions of danger. Crossing during the height of the Battle 

of the Atlantic meant severe risk from German U-boats. Yet Rice described the sea’s “good 

 
20 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, October 3, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
21 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, April 30, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
22 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, September 1, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
23 Mary Louise Roberts, Sheer Misery: Soldiers in Battle in WWII (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021).  
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humor” and observed that few on board were seasick.24 This careful framing suggests an attempt 

to shield his family from unnecessary anxiety while simultaneously asserting narrative control 

over a potentially traumatic experience. For historians, such letters provide a dual record: they 

document logistical aspects of wartime travel and reveal the psychological strategies service 

members used to mitigate fear for themselves and their families. 

Upon arriving in Britain, Rice continued to use correspondence to interpret his 

surroundings. He remarked on the higher quality of British-issued clothing, especially woolen 

vests and socks, and commended the Beaver Club’s familiar hospitality for Canadian 

servicemen.25 His sightseeing visits to St. Paul’s Cathedral, Westminster Abbey, and the Tower 

of London show that servicemen actively engaged with British culture, using their leisure time to 

explore historic sites.26 For his family, such descriptions offered glimpses into a distant world; 

for historians, they reveal how Canadian personnel adapted to and made meaning of their new 

environment, integrating cultural curiosity with military obligation. 

Rice’s December 1941 letters also reveal a deeper intellectual engagement with wartime 

society. In one letter, he outlined proposals for a postwar order grounded in business principles, 

social equality, and enhanced education.27 These reflections suggest that young servicemen were 

not merely instruments of military policy but active participants in broader political and moral 

 
24 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, November 11, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
25 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, December 12, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
26 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, December 13, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
27 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, December 12, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
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discussions. Letters provided a private forum for such contemplation, preserving evidence of 

wartime ideological formation at the level of individual experience. 

Administrative complexities remained a constant theme in Rice’s correspondence. His 

attachment to both the RCAF and RAF required careful navigation of overlapping documents, 

pay structures, and insurance arrangements. Letters detailing efforts to correct deductions, secure 

proper documentation, and coordinate with family members at home illustrate the hidden 

administrative burdens that often accompany service.28 These bureaucratic demands, largely 

invisible in official military histories, formed a substantive part of wartime life for individual 

airmen. 

A persistent thread running through Rice’s correspondence is his desire to reduce his 

family’s anxiety. “Whatever you do, do not worry about me,” he insisted, assuring them of the 

quality of medical and logistical care available overseas.29 These reassurances reveal the 

emotional strategies soldiers employed to protect loved ones from the psychological strain of 

separation. They also demonstrate the bidirectional nature of wartime communication: letters 

preserved soldiers’ mental well-being as much as they supported the morale of those at home. 

For historians, such passages provide evidence of the emotional negotiations and reciprocal care 

that structured familial relationships during the war. 

Cumulatively, Rice’s letters trace his evolution from a novice trainee to a thoughtful, 

globally conscious serviceman. Through detailed accounts of training exercises, social 

interactions, bureaucratic challenges, cultural encounters, and ideological reflection, his 

 
28 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, December 13, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
29 Ruskin Rice, “Letter to mother and father.” Letter to Mother and Father, December 27, 1941. 
Unpublished, transcription in progress. Rice Family Papers, University of Lethbridge Archives, Lethbridge. 
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correspondence documents a process of maturation shaped by the unprecedented demands of 

war. The letters preserve nuances of emotion, growth, and perspective that no official record 

could capture. Sgt. Rice’s correspondence thus stands as a testament to the essential role of 

communication in wartime life and to the enduring value of letters as historical sources. They 

reveal the complexities of aircrew training, the difficulties of administrative coordination, the 

emotional weight of transatlantic separation, and the intellectual curiosity of a young man 

encountering the world under the pressures of global conflict. More than mere updates, Rice’s 

letters functioned as mechanisms of emotional resilience, identity construction, and personal 

expression. They sustained family ties and allowed him to articulate his experiences in ways that 

shaped both his interior life and the historical record. 

For historians, Rice’s letters offer unparalleled access to the emotional, social, cultural, 

and intellectual dimensions of World War II as dimensions that remain largely invisible in 

operational reports and official documentation. By foregrounding the significance of wartime 

communication, we recognize that the story of war is written not only in battles and strategies 

but also in the steady, intimate exchange of letters that carried hope, continuity, and meaning 

across oceans. Rice’s correspondence ensures that the personal realities behind the statistics of 

war remain visible, resonant, and deeply human. 
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