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Dick Callery Pearce was born in Cannifton, Ontario, in 1921. He left his engineering studies at the University of Toronto to join the Royal Canadian Navy, achieving the rank of Lieutenant (N). Dick served for four and a half years in WW2, which included three years in corvettes on the North Atlantic convoy run between Newfoundland and Ireland, with stops in New York, Halifax, Saint John, Bermuda, Iceland, Scotland and England. He was the navigating officer in two corvettes and was also second in command of three of the ships. During the war he often encountered former Appleby College classmates. He also met his bride-to-be, Betty Chambers. After the war, he joined his father, uncles and cousins, who published The Northern Miner newspaper and ran Northern Miner Press (the award-winning printing division later became Norgraphics), progressing from reporter traveling to mine sites across the country to sole owner of the company. He also served as chairman of the Council of Printing Industries of Canada. He is a life member of the Canadian Institute of Mining & Metallurgy and the Prospectors & Developers Association. When Dick sold his company in 1989 he had increased staff from 50 to over 200. A member of the Granite Club for over 50 years and the Toronto Hunt for over 20 years, Dick is also a keen traveler. His business and personal trips took him throughout Canada, especially in the years right after the war, when he regularly visited mines from coast to coast, plus several times to Europe (sometimes purchasing printing machinery) and on over 20 cruises from the Mediterranean to the Orient. With a permanent home in Toronto, he and Betty used to winter on Longboat Key in Florida. But Dick is truly happy at the Cedar Point cottage property he purchased on Georgian Bay in 1951; he designed the cottage built in 1952 that the family still considers ‘home.’ There he has enjoyed captaining many boats. 

THE WAR YEARS

 I had left Appleby in June of 1939 and in the fall I enrolled at the Port Credit High School to complete my grade 13 subjects. War had been declared on Sept.3, 1939, the day I turned 18.  I wanted to enlist but my father persuaded me to complete grade 13, or better still a year or more of university so that I could be considered for becoming an officer.  So, September, 1939, found me at the Port Credit High School. With the war just starting, the school, like others everywhere, found that there was a strong demand for military training, so it was decided to form a cadet corps. I was named second in command, quite an honour for a new boy. Everyone was keen to learn and was prepared to put in extra hours. Within a few months we had a very respectable corps which could march in step, handle its rifles and above all was taught how vital it was to follow orders. Failure could mean death in a war zone. 

Active Service in 1941
Academically I got my remaining grade 13 subjects and applied to U of T for admission in the mining engineering course and for residence at Trinity College. With the war on, the excitement of fraternity events, and new girls to date, I did not have my full concentration on my courses. I enjoyed the drafting, mineralogy and surveying but was over my head with calculus and one or two others.  In early January, 1941, I had an interview as an officer candidate for the RCNVR (Royal Canadian Navy Volunteer Reserve) and was accepted.  I got my first uniform and a certificate saying I was a probationary acting Sub-Lieutenant while holding present appointment. How could it be more insecure! From then on I went through the motions only at school and not surprisingly failed my year. I then immediately took up residence in the naval barracks, HMCS York, which had been the automotive building at the CNE. I was there taking training and my turn at officer of the day until late August, when I was put on the active service list and sent to Halifax for a three-month intensive training program at what in peace time was King’s College.

Navy Life
I was posted to the corvette Arvida, in December, 1941, but was not required to report aboard until the first of January, when we sailed and joined the escort group of my first of many convoys. When we graduated from our course at King’s we were asked to choose in order of priority our wishes. I marked corvettes, some picked destroyers, or minesweepers, or motor torpedo boats, etc. One option was called “Special Services.” None of us knew just what that meant but two of my friends from Trinity College and the barracks at York (Dave Rogers and Andy Wedd, both now dead) signed for it. They soon learned they were in the commandos and had a very exciting time of it for the rest of the war, taking part in numerous raids and landings including Dieppe, North Africa, Norway and Normandy (D-Day).

But back to the basic officers’ training course at HMCS King’s, which was a real pressure cooker. We aspiring young officers were assigned bunks four to a room. Day started at 6 AM with calisthenics outdoors and running around the track, sometimes holding a rifle over your head, then to the mess hall for breakfast. The days were filled with lectures on a myriad of subjects and the lectures were interspersed with trips outside for things like signal flags, semaphore lessons, marching and rifle drill, flag etiquette, etc. I remember we all had to take our turn at giving orders for marching our classmates around in various formations. My cadet experience stood me in good stead. 

In the evenings we wrote up our notes and studied for the frequent exams. We had to be familiar with books on seamanship, pilotage (which is within sight of land as opposed to navigation), navy regulations, signals, gunnery and many other things which were to be a part of our lives for the next few years.

My First Corvette

The corvette I was assigned to, H.M.C.S. Arvida was named after the town of Arvida in Quebec. Corvettes were first built in England and were named after flowers: there was even an H.M.S. Pansy! Others I recall were Trillium and Rose. But the Canadian-built ones were named after towns in the expectation the community would adopt its namesake and keep it supplied with cigarettes, candy, etc. My other two corvettes were Matapedia and Forest Hill. We were the envy of most in the latter because, it being a wealthy community, we were overwhelmed - a piano in the wardroom, movie projectors, food treats, books, magazines, and of course cartons and cartons of cigarettes. The excess of the latter were wonderful for acquiring black market stuff like butter, fresh eggs, etc. By the way, you serve in a ship, not on.

The following recollections of ships and convoys and wartime experiences are written 55 years after I first boarded a corvette and saw my first convoy, so there are undoubtedly a few minor inaccuracies. Corvettes were a relatively easy and inexpensive ship to build and to operate. They were first built in England and then the Canadian shipyards took over and several hundred were built in all. Although not fast, and unable to carry much armament, they were the backbone of the convoy system and deservedly got much of the credit for winning the Battle of the Atlantic - an essential victory for the defeat of the enemy. 

The early corvettes, such as Arvida, were about 205 ft. long and had a crew of 85 including five officers.  My last one, Forest Hill, was a few feet longer, had more covered area (an extended forecastle or “fo’c’s’le”) and, because equipment and armament had increased, as well as becoming more sophisticated, our crew was 110 including eight officers. But speed was still only about 15 knots flat out and the pitching and rolling was as bad as ever. Corvettes, like fighter aircraft and tanks, were designed for young men. Only a handful of our complement was over 35, the great majority being in their 20s. The worst roll I recall was about 40 degrees, as shown on the clinometer in our wheelhouse.  We wondered whether we would keep going right over. Sometimes the North Atlantic was so rough that convoy and escorts had to heave to, i.e. just maintain enough speed to keep the bow into the waves, for a day or two. Of course, submarines had to stay deep in that weather so there was some compensation.

 Ice and Fog 

Apart from the enemy, our greatest concerns were ice and fog. I don’t mean icebergs, although we did see them sometimes in late summer or fall, but from ice forming from spray. If not chopped frequently, a hazardous job in itself, the ship would get sluggish from the extra weight and could roll under. Fog could, and did, come in with little or no warning but at least with fog the sea was calm. We always feared collision, because although the ships in the convoy blew their whistles steadily, sound is distorted in a dense fog. Our radar was non-existent in the early years and even when we got a system, called SW1C; it was very unreliable because of back echoes. So if the fog was really bad we used to get astern of the last ship in an outer column and put a lookout in our bow whose job was to watch the merchant ship’s fog buoy. They all towed those and they shot a plume of water in the air which was quite visible. But it meant we were probably only 100 ft. from the freighter’s stern, so constant vigilance of course and speed was needed.

In the early years, while we amateur sailors were learning our way, many of the smaller ships such as corvettes and mine sweepers had naval reserve officers as captains.  These were men, in their 40s and up, who were merchant marine officers, i.e. professional sailors. They may have been a little hazy on Admiralty regulations and anti-submarine tactics but they were good seamen and as such invaluable. My first captain was one, but as the trips became more and more stressful due to increasing attacks and mounting losses, his nerves went and he was transferred to a shore job. This, I believe, was not uncommon. As I said, those little ships were for young men. The professional regular navy types were in the larger and more complicated ships - like destroyers, frigates, cruisers and the like.

Convoy Types

Perhaps a bit about convoys would be of interest. There were basically two types: slow (which meant 6 or 7 knots and taking a couple of weeks to cross the Atlantic, which we all hated) and fast (perhaps 12 knots). The troop ships, like the Queen Elizabeth and Queen Mary, could go 25 or 30 knots so mostly were unescorted. If escorts were needed for fast ships, destroyers were used, as they could travel at 30 to 35 knots. Convoy speed was that of the slowest ship, so every effort was made to group by speed. If a merchantman couldn’t keep up and thus was endangering the rest, he’d be told to proceed independently and wished good luck, which he sure would need. Convoys came up from the oil fields of Venezuela and southern U.S. and were escorted to Halifax for assembling in Bedford Basin. They would be escorted from there to off St. John’s, Newfoundland (“Newfiejohn”), where the mid-ocean escort would steam out and take over for the crossing to the U.K.  I was mostly in the mid-ocean group (usually four corvettes and either two destroyers or frigates, i.e. fast ships)   Our eastern terminus was Londonderry, Ireland - after the grey Atlantic a welcome sight indeed with the lush foliage on each side of Loch Foyle. The other run was called the triangle, or milk run, and was rather looked down upon by the mid-ocean types. The triangle run was New York, Halifax and St. John’s, Nfld.

Before a convoy sailed there would be a meeting of all the captains, escort and merchantmen alike, and this would be presided over by the senior officer of the escort group and the commodore of the convoy. The latter was generally a retired senior naval officer who was in the lead ship of the central column.  He gave the orders for the convoy, always keeping in close touch with the senior naval officer. The meeting would be given the sealed route (only to be opened after all ships had sailed) and would discuss matters such as evasive action, picking up survivors, refueling the escorts, communication and, very important, where they were to be in the convoy. Tankers and munitions ships were placed in the centre as the safest place. No one who has seen the horror of the fireball that a tanker became upon a hit, and the screaming crew bodies flying through the air - and I saw those explosions many times - can ever forget. Their crews were the bravest of men, in my opinion.

The Noon Sight

Every noon, if the sun was out, the navigators would get their sextants and take a meridian altitude. That’s when the sun is at its highest point and a book of tables shows your exact latitude. You would transfer an earlier shot of the sun to get a cross bearing and thus your position in longitude as well as latitude. And then we all awaited the signal from the commodore giving his result, which was the one that counted. We also took sights on the stars, planets and moon because it was our responsibility to keep the radio shack provided with our position for every hour of the day and night. I think it was not until 1944 that we received Loran, a radio navigation equipment.  It used bearings received from shore-based stations friendly to us, such as along the Atlantic seaboard, in Newfoundland (which wasn’t part of Canada then), Iceland, Ireland and the U.K. It was a very good system, not nearly as fast, nor as accurate, as today’s satellite-based systems but we were thrilled to have it.  

The exact time was needed for all sextant shots except the noon one. Everything was based on Greenwich Mean Time and every chart room had a clock set to that and wound on a regular basis only by the navigator. The time would be signaled every day and with a stop watch you knew whatever error to allow for. 

Course changes were normally made after dark, in the hope that any watching subs would lose us. The after-dark changes would be signaled by the whistle on the commodore’s ship and would be repeated by each ship down the columns. In good visibility if a change was decided upon (perhaps because of a radioed warning that a submarine wolfpack was closing in on us) the course would be by signal flags. We were all in touch with short range RT (radio telephones) for emergency situations. How did anyone know subs were near us?  Because naval headquarters had powerful listening stations which could pick up the coded signals which passed every night (when the subs surfaced for orders - and fresh air) between the subs and their headquarters. Cross- bearings from the receivers thus gave the position of subs.

The Safe Channel

On the subject of navigation, or perhaps it was pilotage because we were near shore, although we couldn’t see more than a few feet in the dense fog, we had an illustration that there can be more ways to locate yourself than the books describe. The ship was Matapedia, of which I was the navigating officer, and we were creeping, hopefully, into New York harbour. The captain, John Frewer, placed one of our officers in the bow. Because of his home country he was always “Newfie” Parsons. He was quite a character and suffered many jokes. Anyway, “Newfie" was peering away when suddenly he yelled to the bridge, “Sir, we’re in the safe channel," and he was pointing down at the ocean.  And indeed we were, for there was a steady stream of sewage with a high content of “French safes” - condoms, in modern parlance.  We were opposite the city’s sanitation disposal plant.

Signaling was usually done by a specialist using a large, mounted signal lamp which used hand-operated shutters to turn the beam into Morse dots and dashes. A lamp was mounted on each side of the bridge. For short range signaling a small hand-held unit (Aldis lamp) was used. All the escorts were provided with an identifying code (F/F - friend or foe) which changed every day and was for challenging aircraft as well as ships coming over the horizon. All our signal code books, including for the wireless room, were to be put in a nearby weighted canvas bag so they could be thrown overboard in case of emergency.

An Open Bridge

The bridge of small ships like corvettes and mine sweepers was wide open in those days. There was no protection for any of those on watch except for the asdic operator (who was in a little cubbyhole off the bridge), the helmsman (quartermaster) and the radar operator and wireless man. The officer of the watch, the leading hand, the two bridge and two stern lookouts were all exposed. And it could really be miserable - in rough weather the spray from the bow came right over the bridge. Dress at sea was very casual in a corvette - much more important to have a balaclava and scarf over your head than your cap. In port we were always in uniform, including ties for the officers. We seagoing officers took pride in going ashore with our greenish (from salt spray) cap badges in contrast to the brassy look of the badges on the caps of the shore types.

The officer of the watch had to stay on the bridge unless another officer came to relieve him. But the leading seaman of the watch kept moving about checking on things and rotating the lookouts every hour. And he made what we called “Kye,” a very welcome hot chocolate drink on a cold day or night. It was made from a block of very hard chocolate which was scraped into a pot of boiling water. Canned milk would be added, and mugs of this steaming brew were brought to us at our stations. 

There were no “walkie-talkies” or intercom phones at that time. The bridge had a row of voice pipes - copper tubes about four inches in diameter with hinged covers. There was a whistle to attract attention at the other end of the voice pipe. These ran to various parts of the ship, such as over the captain’s bunk, the wheelhouse, radar operator, engine room and stern lookouts. 

The ship’s company was divided so that there would be equal skills on each watch by means of a “Watch and Quarter Bill,” which, as I learned as part of my duties, was quite an involved document to prepare. This showed not only which Watch (Port/Starboard or Red/White/Blue) a man belonged to but it showed him his action station, any special teams like damage control or fire fighting, abandon ship location, etc., etc. 

Watch and Watch

To start with, you divided the crew into port and starboard watches. This allowed the ship to function watch on watch, i.e. four hours on, four hours off - which meant that in prolonged periods of being closed up at action stations the ship was always an effective fighting force.  The normal mode was three watches - red, white and blue - each of which had four hours on and eight off. To change the sequence of the three watches, rotation was achieved by “dog watches.” These were two-hour watches from 1600 (4.00 p.m.) to 1800 and 1800 to 2000.

Watches for officers did not rotate. I was the first lieutenant (second in command) for several months in both my first and third corvettes. As such, I always stood the 0400 to 0800 watch and the first dog watch (had my dinner in the second one).This had practical reasons because: (a) right after breakfast the first lieut. would meet with a petty officer (known as the “buffer”) who would have the sailors whose watch ended at 0800 lined up on deck and work would be assigned - their next watch was the first dog; (b) the dawn watch required contacting the convoy ships in that sector who were straggling, making smoke, etc, which was an appropriate task for the senior watchkeeping officer; and (c) he had to make the morning  rounds of the ship. The captain did his once a week –Sunday, usually. From a personal standpoint I enjoyed seeing the dawn and smelling the bacon cooking in the galley, which was on the main deck just aft of the bridge area.

The rounds were very necessary in my opinion. Space was limited and therefore things had to be stowed properly. If action stations rang in the middle of the night you couldn’t lose time because the crew was tripping over something that should not have been there. I also opened the drawers where the mess decks kept their utensils, and the cupboards with dishes or treats from home. I was checking for grease, crumbs, spilt sugar, etc. Roaches were always a problem and there could be nothing to encourage them. I think my crew understood I was so fussy for their own, and the ship’s, good.  Apart from the routine maintenance chores of the ship, such as chipping off rust and re-painting, there were frequent drills - such as how fast could action stations be closed up, drilling the gun crews, the fire fighting teams, the damage control parties and so on.

Hell Week

About once a year ships would do WUPS (work up procedures). That was hell week. I remember one in Bermuda and another in northern Scotland. They seemed to be run by the meanest retired admirals the navy could find, but if you passed you knew your stuff. If not, be prepared for a transfer to a harbour patrol boat. These weeks were a test of a ship’s readiness for any situation.  The admiral and his aides would probably   approach your moored ship in the dark - you never knew when - and woe betide the ship that didn’t spot and challenge him for his identity. Unseen, one of his aides might secrete a smoke canister somewhere and bellow “fire,” then perhaps all the power would be cut, and so forth, any time of day or night.  Once he ordered “abandon ship” and everyone had to jump into the sea, with our lifejackets fortunately.  I never appreciated before how high above the water even a corvette is.  

All your fighting sectors would be thoroughly inspected, of course - how fast to prepare for an attack, to re-load, etc. And there were most realistic mock-ups on shore for convoy attacks which tested officers, asdic operators, signalmen, etc. to the fullest.   One of my most terrifying sailings was when Forest Hill was ordered with little notice to sail from northern Scotland on completion of our tests. It was a black winter night, blowing hard, and of course there were no aids such as buoys and lighthouses (all blacked out). And there was a minefield to get through. I was the navigating officer. We made it without mishap. Keeping charts current at all times with the positions of minefields was a very important but time consuming chore for the navigator. We seemed to be constantly advised of changes, in code naturally. Escort ships did not steer a fixed course like the convoy. We were zigzagging on both sides of the main course but trying to be very erratic so that no U-boat captain could predict where we would be next.

The armament on corvettes in 1942 consisted of a four-inch gun (the diameter of the shell) on the bow, an Oerlikon machine gun on each bridge wing and sometimes a pair of anti-aircraft guns aft of the funnel, plus our main ASW weapon: depth charges. These looked like smallish oil drums, only they were filled with explosive which was triggered upon reaching whatever depth was set. The depth charges were released by rolling out on one or both of two rails over the stern and by throwers on each side which flung the charges into the air perhaps 50 ft. from the ship. By varying the depth settings (not usually less than 100 ft. or you damaged your own ship) and by using the rails and throwers together, a pattern would be fired which hopefully would damage the sub enough to sink it, and that sometimes happened. The subs would sometimes try to feign damage by releasing oil and bits of clothing, etc. from a torpedo tube.

One vital thing before dropping depth charges was to make sure you were going full out and that the engine room knew what was about to happen. Your own ship got quite a shaking from the charges. Pipes in the engine room would spring leaks. Dishes would bounce from the cupboards and break.  And God help any survivors in the water nearby because the concussion would kill them - and that happened, too. We only set the charges if we had an asdic (sonar) contact.  In bad weather depth charges occasionally broke loose and rolled around the stern deck. Securing them was a dangerous job and a broken leg, or worse, was not unknown. If the sub was under the surface the asdic was supposed to gain contact and the sound of the echoes and their bearing changes - plotted by the navigator if the hunt lasted long enough - helped decide the depth settings needed.  But it was imprecise and many a charge was dropped on fish or a sinking ship.

Hedgehog

Late in the war we were fitted with a weapon called “Hedgehog.” This device fired a burst of small shells with fins on them into the water over the bow. A shell exploded only on impact, regardless of depth. When they exploded that was supposed to be the end of the sub, whereas exploding depth charges near a sub could damage or kill it without actual impact.  A big advantage of “hedgehog” was that you didn’t need speed before firing and thus did not lose your asdic contact through turbulence. And you didn’t break your dishes.

When a sub was spotted at night on the surface, and I saw several, star shell was fired from the four-inch gun to illuminate him. It was preferable to force him to dive because he was much slower underwater and easier to deal with there than by trying to ram or outgun him. 

Many of the merchant ships had mounted machine guns, often manned by Marines. Subs used to try and surface between the columns of convoys because they knew the escorts were unable to either drop charges or fire at them there. The object of the Marines was to try and keep the crew of the surfaced U-Boat inside so that they couldn’t fire their deck gun. This gun was quite capable of sinking a ship, and shells were much cheaper than torpedoes. 

Machine guns (merchant and navy) were loaded with tracer ammo – it was one thing to hear gunfire but much more helpful when you could see where it was directed. And like our side, the Germans kept introducing new ways to keep us alert. A couple I remember were the acoustic torpedo, which, when fired, homed on the noise of a ship’s propeller. Our side got around that by providing us with a contraption called CAAT (Canadian Anti-Acoustic Torpedo) which consisted of three or four steel rods in a frame. In action you threw this over the stern and towed it 200 ft. astern.  The pipes were to rattle and bang together and hopefully be more attractive to the torpedo than the propeller noise.  The early mines, and there were many in coastal waters, were impact weapons. If you hit one of the projecting “horns” the mine detonated. When we saw any of these it provided target practice - from a safe distance. Then the enemy came up with magnetic mines which were attracted to the hull of a ship. Our answer was a thing called “degaussing,” which consisted of an electric cable all around the hull, above the water line, which had a negative charge in order to repulse the mine.

Liar’s Dice

When I joined Arvida the beginning of January, 1942, I saluted the quarterdeck, as I knew is proper procedure, identified myself to the sentry and was escorted to the tiny wardroom, which was down at the waterline and reached by a steep steel staircase. By the way, there were no wooden decks in a corvette, like cruise ships have. Nearly everything was steel, including heavy damage control doors everywhere. These doors were shielded by thick canvas blackout curtains since in wartime absolutely no light must show. If someone even tried to light a cigarette on deck the glow could easily be spotted by a surfaced U-Boat.

On entering Arvida’s wardroom, there was John Clarke, a classmate from Appleby. Was I ever delighted to see a familiar face and have someone to “show me the ropes.” And the first thing he did was to explain that it was the custom there for the officers to play liar’s dice for the drink round and did I know how to play?  I should tell you that in the Canadian and British navies the officers were allowed to drink in port, but never at sea, whereas the crew was allowed a daily tot of rum at sea but not in port. The American navy did not allow liquor aboard at any time, and therefore their officers liked to visit us in port.  So did the local officials. The clergy were the worst - we often had to help a rector or “father” ashore. Our liquor was cheaper than a soft drink, perhaps 30 cents an ounce, and you paid your wardroom chits once a month to the officer who was secretary.  It was against the rules to take liquor ashore but some of us did now and then. It was rationed on “civvie street” (one 26 oz. bottle a month, I think), so if we could help our hosts it was very much appreciated: Navy rum was a favourite. It was so strong that it could be diluted by half and then handled the way a liquor store purchase would be. Our half-wellington boots each accommodated a 12-oz. flask nicely. 

Cabins for Officers

Officers had cabins. At the wardroom level, which was waterline, there were two small cabins with two bunks in each. The captain’s cabin was just above the main deck and had a small ensuite washroom. He was right next to the steep ladder to the bridge. In the larger corvettes with the extended fo’c’s’le, such as Forest Hill, the engineer officer had a cabin on the main deck and the No.1 (First Lieut.) had a cabin adjacent to the captain’s. I much appreciated that cabin with the private space and the access in good weather to fresh air. We slept in bunks, which had a board to keep you in, but we still had to fill the space up with a duffel coat or the like to help wedge you in. All of us when at sea slept in our clothes, minus our footwear, so that we could be at our action stations in seconds. We were a pretty grubby lot when we reached port. The crew slept in hammocks (micks) which, as they were suspended from the deck head, gave them a much less violent sleep than the officers. 

 The seamen’s mess was on the main deck forward and the engine room personnel (known as stokers and ERA’s - engine room artificers) were immediately below, the same level as the wardroom and junior officers’ cabins. The petty officers had their mess near the stern. The name stoker still persisted although propulsion was from oil-generated energy rather than coal. All the messes had tables and benches bolted to the deck and the tables were places for eating, playing cards, writing letters, etc. Each man had a seat-high lockable chest for his belongings. Washrooms with showers were adjacent to the mess decks. The mess decks had their own cutlery and dishes and a delegate from each would bring the meal in large pots from the galley. The stewards for the wardroom did the same for the officers. Everyone had the same food.

Considering the conditions under which they worked - a small area constantly moving, often violently so, the cooks did a remarkable job. The bread loaves got smaller each day as the green mould was cut away, and we ate a lot of tinned meat (spam), potatoes, cabbage and carrots, plus tinned vegetables and fruit. We longed for fresh milk and eggs instead of powdered. But nobody starved. 

Bathtub Beer

Dishes were washed in the mess decks and the stewards did the wardroom ones in a small adjoining pantry. The stewards took the laundry for the officers ashore as soon as we reached port. There was no laundry equipment aboard, so I guess the rest of the crew did the same for their things. There was a bathtub (the only one aboard - the men had showers) in the officers’ bathroom but it was rarely used at sea.  For two or three crossings we tried to make beer in the tub but it was a failure - too much motion?

I can’t remember pay scales or procedures in any detail.  I do know that serving at sea paid more than for the same rank ashore, that in a war zone (as opposed to a harbour patrol type of sea job) you received “danger” money, that the more skills you had (such as navigation qualifications, gunnery, etc.) your pay increased, and your responsibility was compensated. A lieutenant who was the commanding officer, or the executive officer (second in command), naturally earned more than a man of the same rank but without those responsibilities. And, if married, you received a “marriage allowance.” It all added up. Cash needs were modest when serving in a ship. Many had money deposited automatically to their home bank accounts. Once I married I had more of my pay automatically sent to Betty than to me. And most of the ship’s company was using a payroll deduction plan to purchase war bonds.

Getting back to my first ship, Arvida, after a very short time (I think about three months) the captain decided I had qualified for my watchkeeping certificate. This was approved by the shore authorities and meant that I was judged capable of standing watch alone - which I did from then until the end of the war unless I had a junior with me for training. My friend John Clarke, as well as the No.1, was soon transferred to other ships and, to my surprise - and as an indication of how desperate the navy was for officers - I was appointed No.1 of Arvida. This was in 1942. I was still a Sub-Lieutenant and only 21. But that sort of responsibility at a young age was going on everywhere - Air Force squadron leaders, Army company commanders. 

In my year-plus in Arvida I saw more sinkings and picked up more survivors than I can begin to count. The years 1942 and 1943 were terrible on the North Atlantic. We might start with a convoy of 100 ships and lose 25 of them to the enemy. Sometimes the percentage was higher. The carnage was dreadful.

Picking up survivors was a very unnerving experience and was only done with the approval of the senior officer of the escort.  Obviously the ship had to be stopped. This left a sector of the convoy unprotected with submarines all around busily sinking more. And it left the stopped escort a sitting duck. Yes, escorts were sunk, even corvettes and mine sweepers, but larger targets were preferred. And if your asdic did contact a sub while you were stopped what could you do about it? You were dead in the water and even if you could get underway, if you dropped depth charges you would surely kill those men in the water. They were tough choices and had to be made in an instant.

The Ottawa Sinking

We in Arvida had a record for a while in 1942 of picking up the most survivors of any corvette to that time. We had men from four merchant ships and the destroyer Ottawa - well over 150 extra in a ship designed for 85. Ottawa was torpedoed in our sector, so, it being one of our own, we were ordered to search for survivors. In the darkness and confusion of exploding ships, gunfire, etc., we steamed right through a large group of men thinking they were merchantmen. Those in our stern heard them shouting “Ottawa,” but by the time our captain learned that and turned us around to retrace our route most of them had perished from the cold water and the suffocating oil which always spread over the sea with a sinking.  Several of our crew, including two officers, took ropes and dived into those oily waters to rescue men. I think we only saved 25 or 30 out of over 200 in Ottawa’s crew. It was a tragedy that haunted all of us. What a different story if we had stopped the first time. That horrible night, as I said, we ended up with men from five ships. We all gave up clothing and our sleeping spaces. I know I slept on the chart house deck the rest of the trip. We took them to “Newfiejohn” and the press made quite a fuss over us. 

The picking-up routine required draping large rope nets (scramble nets) over each side near the stern. Often men had to be helped up. Once aboard, we hosed and wiped the heavy fuel oil off them as best we could, tried to get everyone under cover and with a blanket, and took injured ones to a bunk. Some, although aboard, didn’t withstand the shock. The night Ottawa was sunk was the first time - but not the last - that I had a man die in my arms. We had no doctor but we did the best we could. Then the long task of recording names of the survivors and those who died aboard, and their ship’s names, began. This information was for the next of kin and other records. And it was often hard to get because many of the seamen didn’t speak English.

Almost Torpedoed

Twice I recall having a torpedo fired at us. The first time we were underway and heard, and saw, the “fish” in time to take evasive action. The second time was much more memorable.  That time I was in Forest Hill and something was wrong with our engine that required stopping for a few hours. An escort could not be spared to protect us, so we nervously watched our convoy disappear over the horizon. It was a calm sunny day and everything was shut down so as not to have any noise travel to a listening U-Boat. Not having power we were helpless to do anything. We had an RN (Royal Navy) warrant officer with us that trip, an anti-submarine expert, there to help our operators. He was on the bridge with several of us when suddenly the portside lookout called out, “Torpedo Red 80.”  We all looked and there was the wake coming straight for us. I think we all stopped breathing and expected to be blown up in seconds. Nothing happened and then the silence was broken by the Brit: “The silly bugger thought we drew 10 ft. instead of eight.”  And sure enough, when we rushed to the other side there went the torpedo from right underneath us. And just about then the Chief Engineer, who didn’t know about our excitement, called up to report that repairs were done and we could proceed. Our asdic didn’t find a contact, so we didn’t waste any time heading for our convoy.

Collision at Sea

I was posted from the course to the corvette Matapedia, which was on the triangle run.  That was to end in three months or so because, in dense fog as usual, we were leaving Halifax to pick up a convoy when a freighter loomed up and all but cut us in two. I had just left the bridge moments before and was still on the main deck when this huge bow appeared over my head. My first thoughts were whether she would stop, go right through us or roll us over. Thanks to a good damage control team who shored up the bulkhead (right near the wardroom) and the prompt closing of watertight doors, we didn’t sink. But that was the end of Matapedia for months. We were all posted to different ships - John Frewer, our captain, to one of the new frigates as senior officer of the escort group. John had joined the Royal Navy in 1939 as a Midshipman and was serving in the cruiser Edinburgh on the very dangerous Murmansk convoy run when the ship was sunk. After hospitalization for his injuries he was transferred to the Canadian Navy. I was drafted as navigating officer to the corvette Forest Hill, which was nearing completion at Greenock on the Clyde River in Scotland. 

My crossing was in the Aquitania, which had been converted from a luxury liner to a troop ship. Our old family friends, the Ruses, were living in Dartmouth at the time and Betty was with them when we left. She and Mrs. Ruse were on the shore waving a sheet. Aquitania was jammed with troops. As officers we were eight to what would be a cabin for two in peacetime. But the troops were well below in four-high bunks. We had to take turns visiting the Navy personnel there. We felt very sorry, since the great majority, even some of the Navy men, had no experience with ships. Many were seasick and the smell down in their quarters was overpowering. And they were naturally scared. We had no escort and I, accustomed to zigzagging, would have been happier if the ship wasn’t always on a straight course. But she was fast, got us over in five days instead of the seven days to two weeks we were used to, and there were no incidents. I can still see the non-stop poker and crap games in all the Aquitania’s public rooms.

Commissioning a ship for war was an experience. Things were in short supply and every ship wanted the same things yesterday. The crew and officers were all strangers to one another. We were all taking courses in various subjects. An interesting one for me was for gyro compasses - something new for corvettes and certainly new to me. Forest Hill had one but I was always worried about a power break, so made sure the deviation card for the old-fashioned compasses was current. The course was held about a 45-minute train ride from London, so for the first time I saw that city. I mentioned earlier that my pals Rogers and Wedd had joined the commandos. I can’t recall how we made contact but we did. I found them at the bar in an officers’ club beside Hyde Park. They introduced me to their drinks, Pimms No.1 and Pimms No.2, which were apparently very popular but I couldn’t see why. It was there that the sirens sounded, the anti-aircraft guns in the park started to fire, and I was in my first air raid. My friends were completely unruffled and refused to go to a shelter. We just stayed at the bar.

New Year’s Visit

Forest Hill was alongside a dock in the Clyde River for Christmas and New Year’s of 1943.  I was Officer of the Day New Year’s Eve and the ship had a very minimal complement aboard as the rest were ashore celebrating.  I was by myself in the wardroom, feeling rather lonely and wondering what my wife was doing, when there was a bumping and scraping against the ship’s side. I rushed on deck to find a landing craft being tied up to us. The officer in charge was Lt. Jack Macbeth from; you guessed it, my class at Appleby. I can’t recall how he knew where I was but I was delighted to see him. He joined me in the wardroom while his crew joined ours in the mess deck and we welcomed 1944.
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My class was only perhaps 15 boys and only about two were unable to get in the services. Most of us selected the navy and some are still to be met in this account.

We did our Forest Hill workups in the north of Scotland where the Admiral in charge made it a hellish week.  When we had passed all his tests he ordered us out at midnight on a windy winter night.  After getting us out of port I, as the only navigator, had to guide us through a minefield in the pitch dark. Obviously we made it!

After a few months in Forest Hill our captain, a great fellow named Ernie Usher Jones from Montreal, was transferred and Fred Brebner, also a good man and the No.1 when we commissioned, became our captain for the duration of the war and I was promoted to Fred’s job and his nice cabin. Fred, like most of the corvette captains, continued as a lieutenant.  Forest Hill was larger; more complicated, and had more crew than the earlier ships, so we were assigned more officers.  One of these was a newly graduated navigating officer from Toronto, Lees Oram.  Another was Alf Beardmore - yes, from Appleby!  Alf had been a year ahead of me at school and my prefect but in Forest Hill he was one of my junior officers. 

Another friend from Port Credit and Appleby was John Ruse, whom I saw a bit of in Londonderry. In his early navy years he was in two-man subs, and they would be released from a mother ship then try and sneak through the mesh gates with which all the harbours were sealed. If they got in they would attach underwater explosives with timing devices to the hulls of enemy ships at anchor. And then try to get back to the mother ship. After those hair-raising adventures John became a training officer at Londonderry, where he would go down in a submarine and the escorts would try to find him and make dummy attacks. He stayed in the navy for several years after the war, became a salvage and underwater specialist, and helped build Canada’s DEW line (distant early warning) in the Arctic. He retired as a commander. 

Irish Bum Boats

I mentioned earlier that Londonderry was our UK base. Ireland has seven counties to the north of Londonderry which belong to southern Ireland (Dublin et al.) and although the north was loyal to Britain and the war at that time, the south was fiercely independent.  Some were even accused of befriending Nazis. What we called “bum boats” crossed the Loch Foyle from Buncrana, the nearest town in the seven counties, to the escort ships. These small craft were selling things we all longed for and were unable to obtain - fresh eggs, bread, milk, silk stockings for girlfriends and so forth.  Trade was brisk. And we sometimes donned civvies, which didn’t fool anyone, and crossed to Buncrana for an evening on the town. We were warmly welcomed and I never heard of anyone getting into trouble for those illegal visits. 

Londonderry in wartime was a busy place, jammed with British, Canadian and American sailors. Just before reaching the city we passed the WRENS (Women’s Royal Navy Service) barracks. At that point every ship blew its whistle and we waved as the girls came out and waved back. The girls had no lack of dates.  I recall travel in the city was by “jaunty” cart - a small carriage pulled by one horse. These were the local taxis. There were lots of pubs but I never learned to like Irish whisky, or their ale and stout.

After our commissioning in Scotland and workups in the north, Forest Hill entered the mid-Atlantic convoy business. Forest Hill had another week’s workup in Bermuda and three of our five officers went to the beach at the conclusion. They all got serious sunburn, so bad they were confined to their beds. The captain and I alternated every four hours for watchkeeping for the next two days or so. Fortunately it was kept quiet because it was a court martial offense.

Tide Turning

In 1944 the tide was starting to turn in our favour. We were still losing ships and sleep, it was as rough and miserable as in any corvette, but life in Forest Hill was certainly better than in Arvida.  By early 1945 we all knew there would be an invasion of Europe and ships began to be taken from the convoy escorts for invasion training. I don’t know whether we were lucky or unlucky but we weren’t chosen, so spent the balance of the war back and forth over the ocean. I wish I had kept track of the number of crossings. One crossing that was memorable for me was when Forest Hill was delayed for a day or two out of Newfie and had to sail alone to Ireland to rejoin our escort group. I was the only one aboard who could navigate!  We hit Loch Foyle right on the nose. What a relief!

We were at sea when the signal was flashed that Germany had surrendered and all hostilities were to cease. However, we still did not use lights in case there was some guy down there who hadn’t heard or who wanted one last shot at us. I’m glad we missed the riots which then broke out in Halifax. These were partly caused by smouldering resentment by Navy men against Haligonians for what was perceived as shabby treatment during the war years. And worse, it degenerated into drunken hooliganism with looting.  Everything had calmed down by the time we reached port.

But the Pacific war was still on. I, along with many of my peers, was offered a command if I volunteered to fight the Japs. It was tempting but I decided I’d had enough. Who was to know that the Yanks were to drop the atomic bomb and that war, too, would be over before the end of the summer. And we were wooed to remain in the volunteer force, for another five years I think. That meant any flare up and you were back on active service. Those I knew who did enlist were later rewarded with a half stripe - to Lieutenant-Commander, the same rank as an Army Major.

Forest Hill was ordered to Sidney, N.S., where most of the crew was removed. Only a handful of us were left to take the ship to Sorel, I think it was, for de-commissioning. That was a great trip up the beautiful St. Lawrence - all our lights on, balmy shirt-sleeve weather, music blaring. We all wanted a souvenir from the ship, the fine binoculars being a favourite, or a revolver, but everything was catalogued and had to be accounted for. I took a wardroom table cloth - being dark blue flannel it has been a great table cover for poker games. If it was missed, I never heard. 
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