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It is especially difficult today, when the civilised world is confronting the menace and all too deadly reality of  world-wide terrorism, to think back to a time 60 years ago, when our world was faced with an even greater peril, one that could have set the course of civilisation back a thousand years. That threat from Nazi Germany was confronted, challenged and defeated by our nations and brave men and women, such as Lieutenant-Commander Alan Easton, Distinguished Service Cross, Royal Canadian Naval Reserve.

After ten years in the Merchant Navy, Alan had had his fill of the sea. Many times he acknowledged his loathing of it. By 1940 he was well established ashore with his family. But in that year he also recognised Canada’s critical need for professional seaman and firmly believed it his duty to play his part. The need was stark. The Navy he joined began the war with six destroyers and a combined total of 3,000 regular and reserve officers and men.  By the end, in 1945, it had expanded to more than 400 ships and 100,000 personnel. Ninety-five thousand of these were amateur volunteers from all walks of life. Few had been to sea. In the desperate days of 1941 to 1943, when the lifeline across the Atlantic was in serious danger of being severed, these young, eager, but often terrified men looked up to, and depended upon, the knowledge, experience of the sea and leadership qualities of men like Alan. How well he responded. In succession, he commanded four ships in the Battle of the Atlantic: the corvettes Baddeck and Sackville; then one of the new frigates, the Matane, and lastly the ex-British destroyer Saskatchewan.  Command of a nation’s warship is both wonderful and demanding. Continuous command in war involves a responsibility and strain which many couldn’t manage. Alan Easton, affectionately known to his ships’ companies as “Pappy” (he was after all usually much older than most of his crew) did more than cope most magnificently.

So much depends upon a ship’s captain. The men, ships, equipment and training are about the same in most ships of a particular class. What sets a ship apart is the captain. He sets the tone, the example, the style and personality of the ship. Alan Easton’s ships were successful, efficient and happy. His method of leadership was founded upon his seamanship, knowledge of life and the world, his humanity and compassion for his men, an absence of pomp and ceremony, and, above all, his example of doing your duty. Together, his crews fought the determined U-boats and the most cruel of seas, the North Atlantic from Newfoundland to Iceland and the United Kingdom. Back and forth, they escorted one convoy after another. There was little respite from the enemy, ice, mountainous seas, the terror of being torpedoed, lack of sleep, the almost constant and violent throwing about of the ship, the need for vigilance, the danger of fog and collision in convoy and the captain’s requirement for self-command. When finally badgered into it in 1945, Alan Easton told this story, his story, in such an elegant, low key, honest, almost philosophical self-effacing style, that “50 North, Canada’s Atlantic Battleground”, is today termed a classic in the best sense of the word and is justly regarded as among the best and most important memoirs of the sea war. How many children, grandchildren and future generations are as fortunate as the Easton family in possessing such a wonderful memoir for all generations? The “50” of course, refers to the latitude, a very inhospitable place for the small corvettes, but the shortest route for the safe and timely arrival of the convoys.

During the First World War, Canada’s main fighting contribution was in the appalling conditions of the trenches of the Western Front and in leading decisive war-turning battles such as  those at Vimy Ridge and at Amiens.  In the Second World War, a decisive role was between 1941 and 1943, when the Atlantic battle was at its worst. In early 1943 the outlook was terrifying. Merchant ship sinkings were far outpacing replacement building programs. Fear and despondency stalked war chiefs in Whitehall, London. The United Kingdom had only two months’ food and supplies left. Had this tide not turned, there would have been no Normandy landings and our world now would be very different. Today, few Canadians, and perhaps also few Americans, understand the significance of this struggle. Not many, if any, writers, war correspondents, photographers or filmmakers opted for duty in corvettes on the North Atlantic run.

My words are not intended as a glorification of war. Rather, they are intended as an honest testament to the human spirit so well exemplified by Alan Easton, where steadfastness, dignity, humour, sheer guts (even a hint of his ever-present and painful ulcer would have provided a quick ticket to a shore posting for most men) and his determination to do his part helped to root out a palpable human evil. Alan Easton was also no pushover. His quiet determination showed itself in his severe criticism of a senior officer’s handling of a difficult convoy battle in August 1942.  This was the battle when Alan won his Distinguished Service Cross. Criticism of one’s seniors, in public and in print, is difficult and often hazardous in any walk of life. Navies are not particularly well known for taking kindly to such criticism.  But his observations were so well-founded and expressed with a spirit seeking improvement, they were validated by the admirals and their staffs on both sides of the Atlantic.    

HMCS Sackville, the command Alan called the “Queen” in “50 North”, is the last of Canada’s 123 corvettes.  She is the last of 226 Flower-Class corvettes built during WWII.  She is Canada’s oldest fighting warship and Canada’s official Naval Memorial. In all respects Sackville is to Canada what HMS Victory is to the United Kingdom and the USS Constitution is to the United States. We had bigger, sleeker and more powerful ships in the war. Sackville is dumpy, battered and not very elegant.  But this little ship which survived many battles and encounters with U-Boats, picked up hundreds of often broken, oil soaked and freezing merchant seamen and some of the very few sailors to survive a torpedoed Corvette, is the quintessential example of Canada’s response in the early and crucial phase of the struggle.  Lieutenant Alan Easton, her Captain in that period, can very justly be termed the quintessential example of the civilian seaman turned Naval Officer of the highest calibre.  This Canadian Naval Memorial is in fact the ‘Soul’ of the Navy.  That ‘Soul’ was shaped and imparted to Sackville and to the Navy by the leadership, spirit and actions of men like Alan Easton and the ship’s companies that they led.  

(Hugh MacNeil, Vice-Admiral, retired, Chair of the Canadian Naval Memorial Trust)

