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The “Heroes of Their Day” project for the 75th anniversary of Victory in Europe 

(V.E. Day) May 8, 1945-2020 honours the contribution of the 40,000 Canadian 

Ukrainians in the Canadian armed forces in the Second World War. My dad, 

William, was among them. 

I remember one day we were together in Saskatoon, at Mohyla Institute. A man 

walks out. Dad looks at him, and the other does likewise. It was like a line from 

“Glory Days” by Bruce Springsteen, “I was walking in / He was walking out.”  “I 

know you,” my dad chuckled. “I know you,” the other man responded brightly. It 

was Bohdan Panchuk. They recognized each other after 40 years. The last time 

they saw each other was at the Ukrainian Canadian Servicemen’s Association Club 

in London, England. That encounter made their day, and gave them a chance to 

reminisce. 

Contacts made among members of the Ukrainian Canadian Servicemen’s 

Association offered an amicable camaraderie like this, which itself was a beneficial 

work at that social level. There was also a humanitarian work, described by Mr. 

Panchuk in “Heroes of Their Day: The Reminiscences of Bohdan Panchuk.” He 

describes how Ukrainian soldiers of “Galicia” Division escaped repatriation to the 

Soviet Union from a camp at Rimini, Italy, which was in the British zone, and 

which the Canadians, including my dad had liberated in 1944. 

Panchuk met Captain Peter Smylski and Flight Lieutenant Joseph Romanow 

through the Ukrainian Canadian Servicemen’s Club. He describes how their group 

made its first contact with the Ukrainians at Rimini. Romanow was flying a route 

between main European cities that included Rome. “Our purpose was to take 

advantage of this rare opportunity to establish direct contact with the Ukrainian 

Catholic Bishop Ivan Buchko, who chaired the Ukrainian Relief Committee in 

Rome, and through him with the Division…” 

This solid reputation of the sacrifice of those Canadians “who had voluntarily 

supported the Allied war effort” made Panchuk’s involvement with the Division 

possible: “…shortly after the war’s end, when we had all this information and I 

was still in uniform, the War Office in London called me in and made me a firm 

offer. ‘Look, we’d like you to be our advisor, our consultant on Ukrainian 

affairs’…. I agreed. And they in turn agreed not to do anything on Ukrainian 

matters, especially the Ukrainian Division “Galicia,” without my advice.” 



Panchuk describes how he “went down to Italy and helped close up the camp.” The 

Division was moved to Great Britain between May and October 1947. He 

mentioned that “I even made a film of the closing of the camp.” 

“At Rimini there were two officers, a British Colonel and a captain, who were in 

charge of our Ukrainian SEPs (Surrendered Enemy Personnel). They were very 

friendly men; they liked their charges. These British officers heard directly from 

the Division’s men why the Division was formed and who it fought. They knew 

that in the Canadian armed forces there were thousands of Ukrainians. We were 

loyal Canadians and we were helping those in Rimini, so they reasoned, their 

prisoners must be decent men.” 

And there is this story: “The British officers “turned over to me all the money they 

had taken from censoring the letters they received by the internees from the United 

States and Canada – thousands of dollars- I put it in my car and smuggled it across 

the Alps to England.” Later, he “distributed the money back to the rightful owners” 

with the assistance of several former internees. 

The fate of the Ukrainians of the Division was a race against time because of what 

Panchuk refers to as the Italian Treaty that meant British control over Italy would 

be ended, and their troops withdrawn. In “Memorandum on ‘Divisia Halychyna’ A 

Total of about 9,000 Surrendered Enemy Personnel Now in Rimini, Italy,” He 

argued the following: “This group of surrendered enemy personnel, (SEP) together 

with any others that may be in Italy, in the same or a similar position, will be left at 

the mercy of the Italian authorities. It is felt that the Italian Government will be 

subjected to severe pressure from the East. Both from economic and from political 

reasons it is feared that the Italian Government might submit to pressure from the 

East and that this group might be forcibly repatriated. From all Christian and 

humanitarian considerations this would be a great tragedy. It would also be from 

economic and political considerations a great loss to the Western World.” 

In August 1945, a Soviet delegation arrived at Camp 374 at Rimini with the goal of 

separating the “stubborn Fascist minority” from those to be volunteered and re-

classified as “Free Soviet Citizens.” Col. Jakovlev then General Vasilov are 

mentioned as the leaders. They left, “having met with a hostile reception.” Panchuk 

dismissed their intentions because they did not go through official channels: “No 

official report of their activities was supplied by the Soviet Mission to the local 

British authorities.” 

Petro Cisarskyj was a soldier in the Division Halychyna. He had trained as a 

machine gunner. On several occasions he writes about what it meant for 

Ukrainians to be fighting against Ukrainians in the Red Army. In his memoirs, “A 

Merciless Time,” he writes, “Ukrainians were on both sides… We were front-line 



soldiers and we went into combat against the enemy. That said, if it could be 

avoided, we would do what we could to save each others’ lives.” Later, he was a 

“selepko” at Rimini, an “internee or prisoner, every reader can make that 

conclusion for themselves.” For a time, he was a guard for the camp’s jail. 

About leaving Rimini, in May 1947, he writes: “We didn’t expect any unpleasant 

surprises. We were going to Great Britain, after all, and they knew we were 

coming. While it’s true that each individual was thinking his own thoughts, we all 

thanked God that we had escaped from the diabolical Bolshevik Rehabilitation 

Commission and were finally free of it forever.” 

Andrii Lehit was one of these men, too. He wrote a book of poetry, “Behind Bars: 

Camps of Ukrainian military prisoners of war: Austria- Italy -England 1945-1948 

and dedicated it to the “Riminians,” those Ukrainian soldiers for whom Taras 

Shevchenko’s words were as their own: “I am punished, I suffer, but I am not 

repentant.” He has a poem in which another famous line, this one used in by Lesia 

Ukrainka in her poetry, sustained the men: contra spem spero- I hope against hope: 

“We knew no experience of joy in our dreams / Behind bars in gloomy prison 

shacks… / And it seems as though Shevchenko’s portrait on the wall / Shed tears 

over the fate of these young men. / The months passed like water flowing, and 

years disappeared / While the Division kept faith with ‘contra spem spero’ , / … 

Canadians like Bohdan and Anne Panchuk, Peter Smylski, and Joseph Romanow 

turned the reputation for self-sacrifice and loyalty to Canada of nearly 40,000 

Canadian Ukrainian soldiers, including my father, William, into an authority that 

made it possible for these Ukrainian prisoners of war to live a post-war life that 

was truly a life of hope against hope. 


