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Believe it or not … this  is a photograph of a former Royal Canadian Navy River-
class frigate that served in World War II.  For £45,000 to £65,000 per day, you 

too can sail on her!  Please see page three for her capsule history.

news, views and seagoing tales from the 
Naval Museum of Alberta Society
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In the last issue of The Ensign, Terry 
Thompson stated that our newslet-
ter began its life in January 1992 

with Volume 1, No. 2, but both he and 
Editor, George Moore, where at a loss 
to explain why they couldn’t locate a 
copy, or for that matter any record of 
a Volume 1, No. 1 edition.  Well, the 
mystery has been solved.

Volume 1, No. 1 
of “The Ensign” Found!

As volunteers were putting the 
thousands of books and journals from 
the Burgess collection onto the shelves 
at the University of Calgary’s General 
Howard Library, they came across a 
box with past issues of The Ensign.  
Sure enough, inside the box was the 
missing Vol. 1, No. 1 which was pub-
lished in September 1991.

President’s Report
By Earle Shirley

Hello everyone; I trust that this 
edition of The Ensign finds 
all of you in good health and 

happy.  This will likely be my last 
article as your President.  My family 
and I will be moving to Victoria this 
summer, so I will be handing over the 
President’s duties to my very capable 
Vice-President, Ken Sivertsen.

It has been a tremendous honour 
and privilege to have been the NMAS 
President over these past few years and 
it is certainly with mixed feelings that 
I leave you.  While I am excited about 
a new life and times in Victoria, I am 
certainly going to miss the wonder-
ful people with whom I had the very 
great pleasure of associating during my 
tenure with the Society.

During my time as President, the 
NMAS has met some significant chal-
lenges and has achieved some notewor-
thy milestones.  Many of those have 
been documented in previous editions 
of The Ensign, so I will not spend too 
much time on them again.  They in-

clude events like the transition of our 
museum to the Royal Canadian Navy 
to become a fully accredited  Canadian 
Forces Museum; the subsequent devel-
opment of a new strategic plan for the 
NMAS, one which  focuses on telling 
the RCN’s story, past and present, to 
Canadians; supporting the restoration 
and display of significant new exhib-
its like the 3”70 gun and the 3”50 fire 
control system; the handing over of our 
John Burgess Library to the Univer-
sity of Calgary (this library as well as 
the Ken Macpherson Archives will be 
housed at the U of C’s facility located 
next to the Naval Museum of Alberta in 
The Military Museums in Calgary).

None of these activities would have 
been successfully accomplished had it 
not been for the dedicated and persis-
tent efforts of the many NMAS vol-

unteers.  While those activities I have 
just mentioned may be impressive, 
NMAS volunteers also step up every 
day in order to keep the Society and the 
Museum functioning smoothly.  If there 
is one thing I have learned during my 
tenure with the NMAS, it is that there 
appears to be way more jobs to do than 
we have people to do them.  So, if you 
are reading this, if you think you might 
have some free time on your hands and 
you would like to occupy it with some-
thing meaningful and different, give 
the Society a call; we would be glad to 
have you!

What are some areas where we 
could use some help?  For starters, our 
website is woefully out of date.  So 
much so that it has been shut down for 
some time now.  If you or any of your 
friends are aspiring webmasters, we 
have an opportunity for you.

Then we have recruiting; the NMAS 
is always looking for new members.  If 
you have some ideas and would like 
to be a part of (or maybe even lead) a 
small team looking at ways to attract 
new members, here is something for 
you.  Maybe you do not have a lot of 
time, but could spare a few minutes 
every other day.  How about dropping 
by HMCS Tecumseh and picking up 
our mail?  So you see, there is always 
lots to do and even if they are not big 
jobs, they are all important jobs.  And 
of course, you get to meet some really 
wonderful, interesting people.

I have enjoyed my time with the 
NMAS immensely.  I will really miss all 
the tremendous people I have met.  Fair 
winds!

Want to become a Naval Museum Watchkeeper?
Please contact Bill Buchanan at 403-274-7535

cutknife@telus.net
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Our cover ... from frigate to luxury yacht

HMCS Stormont

Public Archives Canada

Museum Operations Update
By Bill Wilson

The 17 foot, 5 blade, variable-
pitch port screw of the HMCS 
Huron monument is scheduled 

to be unveiled on June 3rd by Rear-
Admiral Norman, Deputy to the Com-
mander of the RCN.  The monument 
is being dedicated to “the men and 
women who served in the boiler and 
engine rooms of the ships of the RCN 
in the 20th century.”  That is, to the 
ERA’s and technicians, and of course 
the stokers (sometimes called ‘shovel 
navigators’ or ‘clinker knockers’) who 
over the years received little or no rec-
ognition despite the fact no ship of the 
RCN could leave harbour in peace or in 
war, without them.

Members will recall that the eight 
parts of the screw were transported to 
HMCS Tecumseh by Arthur Hazle, and 
Murray Hazle cleaned off the barnacles 
using a high-pressure water jet.  Don 
Connolly, Gary Hansen, Jack Pidgeon, 
Gord Rowan and Andy Madsen then

hand buffed all the surfaces.
Currently, the staff and contractors 

of the Area Support Unit, under the 
direction of Tom Doucette, the Execu-
tive Director of The Military Museums 
(TMM) — Acting Executive Direc-
tor of the Naval Museum of Alberta 
(NMA) — have identified the site of the 
memorial in front of the University of 
Calgary library, immediately east of the 
NMA.  Construction of the footing and 
support structure will commence in the 
near future.

When the screw is finally mounted, 
the volunteers will again buff the sur-
faces to a high polish and then apply 
a coat of ‘clear coat’ to prevent future 
discolouration.  We may be request-
ing additional volunteer help from the 
membership.  The finished product 
when completed will definitely be ‘one 
of a kind.’

Visitors to the museum and its work-
shop over the past twelve months or so

have witnessed the transformation 
which has taken place to Terra Nova’s 
3”70 gun mounting.  As a result of the 
necessity to remove all lead contami-
nation from the inside as well as the 
outside of the mounting, all removable 
bits and pieces had to be removed and 
all paint (15 coats) had to be meticu-
lously stripped, inch by inch.  Once 
completed, the volunteers (Don, Gary 
and John) applied a coat of special 
decontamination ‘gunk’ followed by 
several coats of RCN ships’ side grey 
(supplied by HMCS Calgary).

The mounting was then removed 
from the old museum at Tecumseh and 
installed in the TMM, and the work of 
returning the countless number of large 
and small parts began.  This work was 
all but complete as of March 1st.  This 
included the installation of the original 
lighting system plus some extras, and 
the change was quite remarkable.  With 
the earlier fitting of acrylic ‘windows’ 
in the rear and sides of the mounting, it 
is now possible for visitors to virtually 
lean inside the mounting and appreci-
ate the degree of complexity associated 
with this large bore post-WWII gun.

HMCS Stormont was a River-class frigate 

that served in World War II.  In 1952 she 

was purchased by Aristotle Onassis and 

converted into a luxury yacht (see cover 

photo) and renamed Christina O for his 

daughter.  At the time it was one of the 

most luxurious yachts afloat with 19 

staterooms.  In 1978 the ship was donated 

to the Greek government but in 1998 was 

repurchased as a charter yacht.

Source: MilTrivia
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It is hoped that Studio Y, who have 
volunteered to take on the fabrication 
of a barrel identical to the one currently 
resting on the floor next to the 3”50 
mounting, will have it completed for 
installation prior to the unveiling of 
HMCS Huron’s screw on June 3rd.  The 
installation of both barrels will com-
plete this project and the museum will 
possess the largest and most unique 
display of 20th century RCN armament 
in the country.

Of note, on installation in the TMM, 
the mounting was resting on a number 
of 10 inch square timbers.  These have 
now been removed and replaced by 16 
steel supports.  Chuck Von, an out-
standing member of the Calgary naval 
community, arranged for the supply of 
a number of scrap railway rails which 
were cut into 6 inch lengths.  Each of 
the 16 pieces of rail were welded by

Don onto 12 inch squares of half-inch
plate steel supplied by Darrel Crow-
ell (ex-LDsH [RC] WO) of RIPA Steel 
Industries.

We have also received a six foot 
model of HMCS Bonaventure.  This 
model was part of a collection donated 
by the Director of History & Heritage, 
Richard Gimblett, and it was thought 
it would complement the Banshee dis-
play.  The model has arrived and it is 
going to require considerable upgrad-
ing (primarily the aircraft models and 
the hull and upper deck fittings).  Vol-
unteers interested in such a challenge 
should contact Bruce.

Finally, there is a possibility that a 
Close-In Weapon System (CIWS) could 
be made available for display in our 
museum.  This gun is a current in-
service system, however it is surplus to 
current needs.

HMCS Vancouver returned home 
to Esquimalt on February 19th 
after a seven month deploy-

ment to the Mediterranean region.  
The deployment initially included the 
ship’s participation in Operation MO-
BILE, the Canadian contribution to the 
NATO-led Op UNIFIED PROTECTOR 
(supporting the liberation of Libya).

HMCS Charlottetown is deployed to

the Mediterranean Sea as part of Oper-
ation METRIC, Canada’s commitment 
to maintaining a forward deployed Ca-
nadian Forces presence in the Middle 
East and North African region in 2012.  
The Halifax-class frigate is conducting 
operations with the Standing NATO 
Maritime Group in support of Opera-
tion ACTIVE ENDEAVOUR, a NATO-
led counter-terrorism mission.

Recognition for Korean Vets

Both the US and the Republic of 
Korea are trying to find Korean 
War veterans for special recog-

nition.  The US is offering a Certificate 
of Appreciation to all veterans who

served from June 25, 1950 through July 
of Appreciation to all veterans who 
served from June 25, 1950 through July 
7, 1953.  The ROK is seeking veterans 
who served from June 25, 1950 through 

The 
John 
Burgess
Collection

By Greg McKenzie

For the past six weeks, volunteers 
have spent from 1000 to 1400 ev-
ery Sunday at The Military Mu-

seums.  Alan Cooper, Colin Langford, 
Scott Hausberg, Adam Hausberg, Earle 
Shirley and Greg McKenzie unpacked 
some 140 cartons comprising over 7,500 
books and hundreds of journals onto 
the shelves of the on-site University of 
Calgary Library.  

The library is named for long-time 
reservist Bill Howard.  The shelving 
area dedicated to the John Burgess 
Navy Collection will be prominently 
labelled in time for a grand opening 
ceremony next Fall.  

Many years ago, naval vet and long-
time Calgary resident and volunteer, 
John donated his extensive collection of 
books, journals and convoy records to 
the Naval Museum of Alberta Society 
and over the years the collection has 
more than tripled in size.  It is thought 
to be the most extensive collection in 
Canada of publications pertaining to 
the Royal Canadian Navy.  

With the opening of the new NMA at 
TMM, there are now very few visitors 
to the old building and the collection 
has become difficult to access for re-
searchers and the general public.  The

March 1955 to receive the Ambassador 
for Peace medal.  

More information can be obtained 
by emailing korea19501953@yahoo.com

Naval Operations Update
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old building too is showing its age and, 
unlike the General Howard Library, is 
not temperature and humidity con-
trolled.  It was gratifying to learn that 
the University of Calgary welcomed 
the acquisition of this significant col-
lection.  In fact, they are very excited to 
have received it and have embraced it 
as a key part of their collection.

Next time you visit TMM, stop by 
the General Howard Library (it’s just 
at the end of the hallway, past the Air 
Force Museum).  Don’t be shy, ask to 
see where the John Burgess Navy Col-
lection is housed and the staff there will 
be pleased to show it off to you.  

Watch for information about the 
opening ceremony as we get closer to 
Fall.  

In the meantime, work begins on 
moving the convoy records, as well 
as the Ken Macpherson photographic 
archives, to the University of Calgary 
at TMM.  More about that in the next 
edition of The Ensign.  If you wish to 
lend a hand in helping with the move, 
please call me, Greg McKenzie, at 403-
286-3547.

‘www.AwesomeNavyStuff’
If you are a Facebook user, check out the Calgary Military Museums Society page 
called MilTrivia.  It contains short snippets and photos related to unusual Cana-
dian military trivia.  It also contains a lot of navy trivia (some of which you’ll see 
from time to time in The Ensign).

Almost a decade ago, HMCS Fredericton’s crew made a video set to the music of 
U2’s “A Beautiful Day.”  This is worth watching — great frigate shots, rough seas 
and ice — it’ll make you want to re-enlist!  Go to http://www.youtube.com and 
search for “HMCS Fredericton Beautiful Day” or copy and drop the following link 
into your browser: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8v2SwtdmIzQ

HMCS Fredericton is seen transiting the narrows en route to a refuelling 
stop in St. John’s, Newfoundland harbour on April 30, 2010.

CF -Combat Camera photo by Cdr Guy Phillips

Source: MilTrivia

Several dozen NMAS volun-

teers turned out for the annual 

Volunteer Brunch on Sunday, 

January 22 at Mewata Armoury.  

The food and company were 

exceptional!  President Earle 

Shirley thanked all those who 

have volunteered over the past 

year.

Volunteer
Brunch
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HMC Submarine Update

The following is the Chief of the Maritime Staff, Vice-Admiral Paul Maddison’s response to 
a question on submarines posed by “The Standing Senate Committee on National Security 
and Defence” on February 27, 2012.  Ed.

“I am really enthused by 
where we are in the sub-
marine program.  Where 
we are today is where we 

really wanted to be a few years ago.  I 
am the first to say that it has taken a lot 
longer than we had hoped and, without 
providing what could be perceived as 
a litany of excuses, I can only say that 
there are very good reasons why it has 
taken the time it has.  I would also say 
— and Chief Petty Officer Laurendeau 
would, I am sure, support me on this 
— that a huge amount of leadership, 
determination, sheer will and ingenuity 
has gone into dealing with some of the 
complex challenges that we faced as we 
introduced this new class of submarine 
into the Canadian Navy.

Having said that — and I will use 
a phrase that I am probably wearing 
thin these days — we are at the end of a 
long beginning.  I mentioned in my re-
marks that Chief Petty Officer Lauren-
deau, General Natynczyk and I sailed 
and dived in HMCS Victoria a week 
ago today.  She is undergoing work-
ups.  She looks great.  She is clean.  Her 
crew is happy and working hard.  Next 
week, she will fire, in an instrumented 
torpedo firing range up off Nanoose, 
near Nanaimo, the Mk-48 heavyweight 
torpedo for the first time.  She will con-
tinue her training up to high readiness 
and be deployable for Canada in 2012.

Following Victoria, later in 2012, will 
be HMCS Windsor on the East Coast.  
She will come off the syncrolift in Hali-

fax in about two months.  She will be 
in the water shortly thereafter.  She will 
commence her sea trials in the Fall, 
become certified on the torpedo and be 
deployable for Canada early in 2013.  
Then Chicoutimi, the third boat, will 
come out later in 2013.  By the end of 
2013 we will achieve the steady state 
we have been driving at the last few 
years, which is: one high-readiness 
submarine, weaponized and ready to 
deploy for Canada either in our ocean 
approaches, in the Caribbean, or any-
where in the world where the Govern-
ment of Canada deems it appropriate 
to do so.  We will have a third sub-
marine on either the East or the West 
Coast, depending where we are in the 
rotation, and the fourth submarine, in 
this case Corner Brook, will be in that

deep maintenance period with the Ca-
nadian Submarine Management Group, 
through the Victoria-class In-Service 
Support Contract.  

We are on the cusp of achieving 
a steady state, which we will then 
drive through to the end of life of the 
Victoria-class submarine, which is 
anticipated to be around 2030.  We are 
currently going through a submarine 
life-extension sort of analysis to see 
what it would take to extend the sub-
marines beyond the originally forecast-
ed end of life, and I expect we will run 
these submarines until about 2030.

To go back to Senator Segal’s ques-
tion: assuming that Canadians will 
continue to see submarine capability as 
a critical capability for our Canadian 
Forces, I would envision initiating a 
next-generation submarine discussion 
within the next three or four years 
in order to go through the various 
procurement and project planning 
approval and funding gates to ensure 
there is no gap in submarine capabil-
ity.  That is what we faced in the 1990s, 
which caused a few challenges.

   More ‘www.AwesomeNavyStuff’

Source: MilTrivia

HMCS Onandaga is a TV star!  Featured on “Monster Moves,” this retired Canadian Oberon-
class sub was saved from the scrap heap and towed from Halifax to Rimouski, Québec. to 
become Canada’s only submarine museum.  A second Oberon, Ojibwa, has also been saved 
and is slated to become part of the collection of the Elgin Military Museum in St. Thomas, 
Ont.  Just as another piece of trivia, a sister Oberon to the Canadian boats, HM S/M Onyx, 
took part in the Falklands war in 1982.  Go to YouTube.com and search for Monster Moves 
submarine or type in this link http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R76Hrc5HITQ&feature=
youtu.be
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The Mileage Receipt Issue
By Lorne Hanson, NMAS Treasurer

As most of the volunteers 
and members are now 
aware, the Society has 
discontinued the policy of 

issuing income tax receipts for mileage.  
This was a decision that was not made 
lightly.  In fact, after a careful and thor-
ough review of the Income Tax regula-
tions, the NMAS Board has determined 
that we really had no choice but to 
arrive at this decision.  The following 
is an analysis of the Canada Revenue 
Agency rules regarding this area and 
the research your Board conducted 
prior to making the decision.

Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) has 
a Charity and Not for Profit depart-
ment which deals with policies and 
matters which relate to organizations 
such as ours.  One of the rules, which 
is clearly stated in a CRA publication 
states: “A charity cannot simply issue an 
official donation receipt to a volunteer for 
the amount of expenses, in lieu of reimburs-
ing the expense.  A charity can reimburse a 
volunteer for expenses incurred on behalf of 
the charity and later accept a return of the 
payment as a gift, provided the amount is 
returned voluntarily.”

This would mean that a cheque 
exchange would have to occur prior to 
December 31st of the year to qualify as 
a donation for that year.  This presents 
a logistical problem unless the mileage 
log is cut off prior to the end of the year 
and cheques are exchanged (a very 
significant administrative task).

To be sure that our interpretation of 
the rules was correct, Canada Revenue 
Agency – Charities Division was con-
tacted and asked if the simple issuance

of receipts was acceptable and we were 
advised that, clearly, it was not.  We 
also posed the question as to whether 
the issuance of cheques to be endorsed 
back to the Society (as evidence of a 
cheque exchange) was acceptable and 
were again advised that this was not 
acceptable.

A second issue also came to light 
regarding the reimbursement of mile-
age.  In the business world, the cost 
of driving to and from work is not a 
deductible expense if work is at a fixed 
and consistent location.  Therefore, the 
Society cannot be involved in reim-
bursing mileage for travelling to and 
from the museum simply for standing 
watches.

It should be noted, however, the 
Society policy is, and always has been, 
that it will reimburse volunteers and 

members for mileage and costs where 
carrying out Society business (such 
as travelling to another city to obtain 
an artefact, attending a conference or 
meeting, or purchasing supplies or 
equipment for Society purposes).

The Society’s main concern was that 
if it did not adhere to Canada Revenue 
Agency rules and regulations, we may 
put our charitable status in jeopardy, 
which would prevent us from issuing 
any receipts for donations and also ex-
clude us from being able to participate 
in future casinos.

We understand this change may 
have a significant impact on some of 
our volunteers.  Your Board is continu-
ing to examine all alternatives within 
CRA, DND and labour standard rules 
that may allow us to mitigate this 
impact.

We trust this explanation will assist 
people to understand why the mileage 
policy was changed.  We apologize for 
the delay in getting this information 
out to the volunteers and members.

Navy Men Proudly Sailed 
the Seas in World War Two

Reprinted from the “Macleod Gazette” Fort Macleod, Alberta, November 9, 2011.

By Frank McTighe

One followed a family 
tradition and went to 
sea, while the other was 
an accidental sailor.  

One hunted for submarines and later 
served inside one, while the other was 
an antiaircraft gunner fighting attacks 
from the sky.  

Both Lieutenant-Commander Frank 
Saies-Jones and Captain Bill Wilson 
proudly sailed the seas as part of the

Allied effort in World War Two.
The two men were guests Satur-

day at the Empress Theatre as part of 
the Canadian Forces Memorial Film 
Festival.  Military historian Stephane 
Guevremont interviewed the two veter-
ans prior to the screening of the 1942 
film “In Which We Serve” starring Noel 
Coward.

Saies-Jones knew from a young age 
he wanted to follow the family tradi-



Frank and Bill during their interview at the Empress Theatre in Fort Macleod prior to 

the screening of the 1942 Noel Coward movie “In Which We Serve.” 
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enlist.  Discouraged, Wilson climbed 
aboard the bus to go home.  As he 
passed the naval cadet barracks he 
remembered the cadets were parading 
that night, so he got off the bus and 
went inside.  “I joined the Sea Cadets 
that night,” Wilson said.  “It was all by 
accident.  I never regretted a moment.  
It was a great experience.”

Saies-Jones lengthy career in the 
navy and armed forces almost never 
got started.  After enlisting in Hali-
fax, the ship on which he was sailing 

to England was torpedoed early one 
morning.  “I had just gotten out of my 
hammock when there was this tremen-
dous explosion,” Saies-Jones said.  He 
went to his action station where he 
supplied ammunition for one of the 
six-inch guns.  It took four hours for the 
ship to sink, with forty men lost at sea.  
Saies-Jones and the others spent four 
hours in the water in a raft before they 
were rescued and taken to Iceland.

The start to Wilson’s career was less 

dramatic but presented its own chal-
lenges.  After three years in Sea Cadets, 
Wilson, in 1942 enlisted in the Royal 
Canadian Navy Volunteer Reserve.  
Most of the thirty men who left Win-
nipeg with Wilson, bound for the east 
coast, were just out of high school and 
had never been out of the city.  All of 
a sudden he was in a barracks block 
with 120 men from across Canada.  
“Everything was so different,” Wilson 
said.  “We met, served, fought and, 
some of us, died with men from all 

across Canada.”  
Wilson served 
three years as a 
seaman gunner 
on destroyers and 
minesweepers in 
the North Atlan-
tic Ocean, English 
Channel and Bay 
of Biscay, and 
eventually found 
himself on a ship 
engaged in the 
D-Day landing at 
Normandy.  “We 
had gone from a 
small, small navy 
that was almost 
non-existent, to 
taking a large 
part in a major 

landing,” Wilson marvelled.
After six months of training in Eng-

land, when the British Navy thought 
Saies-Jones was 17, he joined the Medi-
terranean Fleet and travelled to South 
Africa, East Africa, India and Egypt.  
He was involved in anti-submarine 
warfare and spent many hours listen-
ing for the undersea echoes that would 
identify a German submarine [U-boat].

Wilson was also involved in anti-
submarine warfare, protecting the

tion of serving in the navy.  “I just 
wanted to go to sea,” Saies-Jones said.  
Wilson couldn’t cite family history or 
any particular interest in going to sea.  
“I didn’t know any better,” Wilson said 
with a laugh.

Saies-Jones was born and raised in 
Jamaica where his father was a radio 
operator in the merchant navy.  At the 
age of 15 he convinced his parents to 
let him go to England to enlist in the 
British Navy.  He wound up stranded 
in Bermuda and an obliging admiral 
allowed him to 
hitch a ride on a 
destroyer bound 
for Halifax, 
where he tried to 
join the Cana-
dian Navy.  “I 
lied about my 
age and they 
accepted me,” 
Saies-Jones said.  
Within twenty-
four hours the 
navy discovered 
his lie, but Saies-
Jones convinced 
authorities to 
transfer him to 
the British Navy 
on permanent 
loan.

Born and raised in Winnipeg by 
Scottish parents, Wilson was 14 when 
the Second World War broke out.  
Three days later he joined the Sea 
Cadets — almost by accident.  Wilson’s 
father served as a Highlander in WWI 
being wounded three times.  Other 
family members also served in the 
Highlanders, so Wilson set out across 
Winnipeg to enlist in the Highlander 
cadets.  When he got there, about 150 
young people were already lined up to



9The Ensign | Spring 2012

convoys heading to Europe from attack 
from below.  That role later changed to 
hunting German U-boats.  “The excite-
ment on the lower decks was quite phe-
nomenal,” Wilson said, noting his ship 
sank three U-boats.

Saies-Jones found himself at one 
point posted to Bermuda as an instruc-
tor.  While the idea of being in an island 
paradise in the middle of a war seems 
idyllic, it was not all it was cracked up 
to be.  “After six months there I was 
trying to get off the island,” Saies-Jones 
said.  “I was bored stiff.”  When the 
navy refused his request for a transfer, 
saying he was too valuable to lose as an 
instructor, Saies-Jones acted on advice 
he got in a bar from a man who said 
people were needed to serve on sub-
marines.  “A week later I was off the 
island,” Saies-Jones said with a laugh.

Wilson recalled being in the Channel 
on D-Day, aboard one of 6,000 ships.  
“The sun came up and we were all 
awake,” Wilson said.  “When the sun 
broke, the sea was covered with ships.  
It was quite spectacular.”  The sailors 
had been told to expect 65 percent 
casualties during the D-Day landing.  
“It was an exciting time.  Remember, 
I was only 19,” Wilson said.  “I don’t 
think any of us were scared.  We were 
too young to be scared.  But we were 
apprehensive.”

The end of World War Two was 
cause for a party.  “We had a tremen-
dous celebration, of course,” said Saies-
Jones who was in Portsmouth, England 
at the time.  Wilson however, was in 
Halifax at war’s end and was witness 
to a riot that broke out in a port that 
sailors hated.  There was little booze 
available and the city’s restaurants 
were closed.  “The war was over and 
we wanted to celebrate,” Wilson said.  
“The riot started … it was a bad scene.”  

Wilson was on shore patrol that night.  
“My job was to go out and find my 
mates who were having a great time.”

Editor’s Note – A complete account of

Frank Saies-Jones exploits during WWII 
will be found in his book entitled “Joining 
the Grey Funnel Line,” Trafford Publish-
ing (2009), is available at www.indigo.com 
for only $7.39.

Vern Harvey

An ‘Ensign’ Oral History 
By Greg McKenzie

Every sailor has a story and 
Vern Harvey is no exception.  
I recently met with him in 
his home where he shared 

numerous documents, photos and the 
text to his many speaking engagements 
about his Merchant Navy experiences 
in World War II.

Vern was a typical prairie boy who 
had never even seen the ocean before 
his first seagoing experience, which 
was to sail in a merchant ship around 
the world unescorted, during the 
height of the war, but more about that 
later.  

Vern was born near Brandon, Mani-
toba.  His father and both uncles had 
all served in WWI.  One uncle lost his 
life; the other lost his leg.  Vern’s dad 
returned to Canada from France and 
was given land near Brandon from the 
Soldier Settlement Board which he pro-
ceeded to work and turn into farmland.  
As a boy, Vern was always interested 
in radio, much as kids are interested in 
electronics of all kinds these days.  He 
was good at building crystal radio sets 
and seeing how many stations he could

pick up.  Education was important in 
his family and he graduated from high 
school.  He had a teacher there who en-
couraged him, along with others, in his 
interest in radio.  On graduation, Vern 
was keen to join the Air Force and go 
overseas but his dad suggested he get 
a trade or skill first, as then he could 
serve his country better (and likely 
himself too, on return from war).  Vern 
applied and was accepted to the Radio 
College of Canada in Toronto.  This 
involved completing a six month corre-
spondence school course at home, then 
going to Toronto.  He travelled by train 
and stayed with his uncle who lived 
next door to a family with an attrac-
tive daughter, Irene, whom Vern was 
to later woo and marry.  Vern learned 
quickly over the six-month course 
(which in those days was entirely 
Morse code based) and graduated as a 
commercial radio operator.  

While at the Radio College of 
Canada, recruiters from the Air Force 
arrived and were taking graduates to 
become wireless operators.  The wire-
less school was at Clinton, Ontario and
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Vern was disappointed that it would 
not involve going overseas.  The 
Department of Transport also sent a 
recruiter to the College.  The recruiter 
was very persuasive about the need for 
radio operators immediately aboard 
Canada’s Merchant Navy fleet, which 
was rapidly growing due to the war ef-
fort.  It would mean adventure, service 
and seeing foreign climes immediately.  
It was certainly something new and 
different, as he had never even seen a 
ship.  Of the sixty students who earned 
their commercial radio operator certifi-
cate of proficiency that term, twenty-six 
joined the Merchant Navy.

Vern was accepted into the Merchant 
Navy on 29 January 1943.  He was sent 
home to Manitoba and told to be on 
call for assignment to a ship.  He got 
the call on 9 April 1943 to report to the 
manning depot in Montréal.  He and 
others were put up in a small hotel in 
east end Montréal where he received 
a subsistence allowance of $2.50 per 
day for meals and expenses.  He got 
two days training ashore.  The first 
day was an afternoon learning how to 
load a 12-pounder gun.  The second 
day involved reporting to a swimming 
pool wearing old clothes and bringing 
along a change of clothes.  They were 
required to practice descending rope 
ladders and scramble nets, and then to 
swim the length of the pool.  That was 
it for training and he reported to his 
first ship on 7 May 1943.  He dressed 
in his new $19.95 suit which he had 
purchased before he left home.  He 
took a taxi downtown to the harbour 
and reported aboard the SS Algonquin 
Park.  Vern was the junior radio officer.  
He was summoned to the Wardroom 
to meet Hill Wilson, the captain, who 
asked if he had a uniform.  Vern an-
swered “No” and was informed that

“No officer would sail in a ship without 
a uniform.”  Vern was delighted and 
asked where he could get one.  The 
reply was: “Why you will purchase it 
of course!”  Vern says, “I was short of 
money so the captain arranged to get 
me an advance and I purchased my 
first uniform at Scully’s in Montréal.  

Wearing a uniform had advantages.  
While the ship was being fitted out and 
cargo loaded, Vern was still in accom-
modation at the hotel.  The first day he 
wore his uniform, he decided to walk 
the distance down to the berth.  As he 
walked along, a station wagon pulled 
over.   The drive was a woman in Air 
Force uniform who rolled down her 
window and said, “Excuse me sir, how 
far are you going?”  Vern told her and 
she said, “Get in,” and drove him right 
down to the ship.  It turned out she was 
a duty driver and she arranged to pick 

The Canadian Park-class vessel SS Algonquin Park.  She is streaming anti-torpedo 
nets.  Note her seaboats are turned out.  This could be done at the captain’s discre-
tion in normal seas to accommodate a hasty exit in the event the ship’s safety was 
compromised by the likes of a successful U-boat torpedo attack or striking a mine.

him up each morning for the remaining 
days in port.  At nineteen years old, be-
ing called “Sir” was heady stuff indeed 
and the daily ride was prestigious too.

SS Algonquin Park was one of the 
early Park-class vessels.  The Cana-
dian government established the Park 
Steamship Company in April 1942 in 
response to the horrendous shipping 
losses of the time.  Park ships shared 
a similarly design with American 
Liberty ships and British Fort ships.  
All Park-class ships were constructed 
in Canadian shipyards on the east and 
west coasts, the Great Lakes and on 
the St. Lawrence.  Over 180 ships were 
constructed over the next three years, 
20 of which were tankers and the oth-
ers general cargo ships.  Most were coal 
burning steamer ships which were de-
liberately ‘low tech’ at the time.  While 
oil burning ships were more popular in
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modern merchant fleets, for wartime, 
coal was an astute choice as it meant 
that on arrival in Great Britain they 
could be replenished with coal which 
was still mined and plentiful there.  
It meant not having to transport a 
dangerous cargo of oil across to fuel the 
returning merchant ships.  The name 
‘Park’ refers to the fact that all were 
named after Canadian federal, provin-
cial and municipal parks.  The initial 
armament was not impressive.  Algon-
quin Park was fitted with an old First 
World War 3-inch stern mounted gun 
which could not elevate enough to pro-
vide air cover, nor depress sufficiently 
to repel surface submarine attack.  It 
would not be until a subsequent voy-
age that the ship received a modern 
4-inch gun and two Oerlikon anti-air-
craft guns.  Vern was a gun loader for 
the stern gun during action stations.

In their day, Park-class ships were 
impressive for what they could carry.  It 
was believed at the time that if a Park-
class ship could make even one suc-
cessful voyage, then it would have paid 
for the cost of building it.  For example, 
the following cargo was typical of most 
voyages:

 • 20 army tanks - 700 tons
 • 61 big guns - 161 tons
 • 24,000 pkgs. small arms ammo - 
  860 tons
 • 28,000 pkgs. big gun ammo - 
  700 tons
 • Smoke grenades - 49 tons
 • Ship’s own fuel, water and stores

A crew for these vessels usually re-
quired 66 - 78 hands.  This included the 
‘Black Gang’ made up of firemen who 
stoked the furnaces each watch, trim-
mers who supplied the firemen with 
coal from the bunkers and oilers who

kept moving parts lubricated.  There 
was a deck crew who did the upper 
deck seamanship and manned the 
helm.  There were cooks and stewards.  
Leadership included the captain and 
his 1st to 3rd mates, two cadets, a bosun 
responsible for the deck crew, the chief 
engineer and 2nd through 5th engineer 
officers, and a chief radio operator and 
2nd through 3rd radio officers.  A donkey 
man was responsible for the steam 
winches and windlasses, and there was 
a carpenter, naturally known as ‘Chips.’  
Leadership roles entitled those individ-
uals to bunks in the port or starboard 
cabins.  The other crew members slung 
hammocks in a common mess deck 
aft in the vessel.  The crew was mostly 
Canadian, but sometimes other nation-
alities, especially British nationals, got 
added as replacement crewmembers — 
usually to replace illness or desertion.  
Canadian deckhands were trained in 
Peggy’s Cove, Nova Scotia, while en-
gine room hands received their training 
in Ontario.

As the new ship had just come down 
river from a shipyard, it still needed fit-
ting out.  As this work was being done, 
cargo was being loaded.  Vern was still 
taking accommodation in the hotel, 
but reporting to the ship each day.  He 
worked hard to learn his responsibili-
ties aboard ship.  He was to share a 
cabin with the 2nd radio officer.  It was 
a small cabin on the port side of the 
main deck which was fitted out with 
a bunk bed and lockers.  He became 
familiar with the radio equipment, 
which comprised a peacetime Marconi 
MSL3 receiver and a Marconi LTTR 
transmitter.  It was also fitted with the 
same Marconi MDF5 radio direction 
finder that was carried in navy ships.  
Vern was responsible for using all three 
pieces of equipment.  The radio shack

was next to the chart room and bridge, 
which were just below the ‘Monkey 
Island’ which was the open bridge.

Next, the ship went out to sea for 
two days for work-ups.  Then on 22 
May 1943, SS Algonquin Park sailed 
down river to join her first convoy, 
which was from Québec City to 
Sydney, Nova Scotia, under escort by 
the RCN.  She carried military cargo 
destined for the 14th British Army in 
Burma.  In Sydney, they took on bunker 
fuel before departing for Halifax to re-
ceive final sailing orders.  In peacetime 
their route would be across the Atlantic 
and through the Mediterranean and 
the Suez Canal enroute to the Indian 
Ocean.  But this was wartime and that 
passage was impossible as Germany 
occupied North Africa at the time.  
Therefore, SS Algonquin Park had sail-
ing orders for New York, then on down 
the American coastline unescorted and 
through the Panama Canal and to the 
Far East by the longer route west.  This 
was risky as the U-boat threat was at its 
greatest in early 1943.  A favourite tactic 
of U-boats was to lay off the US coast-
line just outside the shipping lanes.  
As the US did not require black-out 
conditions, night was a prime opportu-
nity to find merchant ships illuminated 
against the well-populated and lit up 
coastline.  For that reason, Algonquin 
Park travelled by day and anchored at 
night.  While passing near Cuba, they 
did encounter a periscope, but to their 
relief they were not attacked and to this 
day, do not know if it was a friend or 
foe.

Going through the Panama Canal 
was fascinating for a 19 year old.  It 
took a full day to get half way through 
and anchor overnight in the lake.  The 
next day they proceeded through the 
remainder of the locks and anchored
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overnight at Colon on the Pacific coast.  
Arriving in the Pacific was exciting 
but worrisome too as they remained 
unescorted for this entire trip.  It was 
a straight 30 days at sea en route to 
Christchurch, NZ.  By now Vern was 
getting his sea legs.  They were out of 
sight of land the entire 30 days, expe-
rienced amazing sunrises and sunsets, 
and were entertained by whales and 
dolphins accompanying the ship.  He 
reports he was never seasick a day in 
his life, but later came to appreciate 
that his vessel rode far better than the 
little escort corvettes that shadowed 
them in subsequent trips.  They trav-
elled day and night and settled well 
into their watch routine.  Vern always 
had the 0800 to 1200 watch both morn-
ing and night.  

Vern got along well with the other 
officers and became friends with Bar-
ney Barnes the 3rd mate, Harry Cullen 
the 1st radio officer, Bill Calvert a cadet 
and with the captain, Hill Wilson.  Vern 
reports that conditions were relatively 
comfortable with always enough food.  
There was no alcohol aboard other 
than the captain’s stash and enough 
for each man to have a tot in a paper 
cup as they crossed the equator and got 
initiated in the centuries old tradition 
of the sea.  As he was on watch at 0800 
in the morning, he and the others com-
ing on watch would go into the galley 
and forage for themselves as the cook 
prepared the main breakfast for those 
coming off watch.  There was always 
coffee on, day or night.  There were 
fresh things for a few days out of port 
such as milk and eggs, but on the lon-
ger crossings such as to New Zealand, 
then it was powdered milk and eggs, 
cereal and canned goods.  Lunch was 
always a hot meal for he and his watch, 
with meat, powdered potatoes, canned

vegetables and the occasional pie.  
There was always a soup stockpot sim-
mering.

Off watch activities included reading 
the book provided by the Navy League 
to each sailor, then exchanging books.  
Vern had his own fitness routine of sit-
ups, push-ups, improvised weight lift-
ing and running on the spot along with 
extensive walking on the upper deck.  
Some of the crew did tiddly work such 
as fancy rope work.  The captain was 
particularly good at this and the ladder 
rails to his cabin were handsomely 
adorned.  On the 30 day crossing there 
was a 30 day poker game that went on 
non-stop and Vern won $90, which was 
a month’s wages!  Later in the voyage, 
Vern and the 2nd engineer invented a 
washing machine by taking a 45 gallon 
drum, fabricating a plunger/piston, 
and attaching it to the engine shaft.  
Each revolution of the shaft generated a 
push-pull of the plunger up and down 
through the load of wash in the drum.  
An automatic washer — such luxury!

Time on watch was largely unevent-
ful on this leg of the trip as there were 
no other ships in company and hope-
fully, no other ships around at all.  The 
weather was fair throughout this leg 
and remarkably fair throughout the 
entire voyage.  However, Vern did get 
a scare from time to time.  Even though 
things were quiet, he had to be ever 
vigilant for a British Armed Merchant 
Ship (BAMS) message.  Radio officers 
were under constant pressure to be 
sure they never missed one as their 
lives depended upon accurate infor-
mation about threats.  These could be 
general messages to all in vicinity, or 
specific messages to a particular ship.  
One night in mid-Pacific he heard the 
Algonquin Park’s call sign ZL4AL.  He 
copied the message reading “Enemy

force at (latitude and longitude).”  As 
he looked at the chart he realized the 
Algonquin Park would pass through 
that very place on the chart.  He in-
formed the captain who immediately 
appeared on the bridge in his house-
coat and asked some very pointed 
questions.  In particular, what was the 
message’s time of origin.  Vern hadn’t 
copied that down and when he went 
back to find out, he discovered the 
message had been sent 12 hours earlier.  
As the captain worked out their course 
and speed, he reasoned that the fact 
they hadn’t already been sunk meant 
that the force was now 12 hours away.  
But while it could be along the track, 
chances are it was likely to be along 
any of the other tracks they might con-
template taking, therefore best to just 
“Double the lookouts, maintain course 
and speed and inform me if any vessels 
are sighted.”  Nothing was sighted and 
Vern has always wondered if his 1st ra-
dio officer was less vigilant than he and 
had missed the BAMS message sent 12 
hours earlier.

New Zealand was chance to replen-
ish supplies and refuel, so time in port 
was necessary.  Vern reports that as 
Canadians they received a very warm 
welcome.  This was because many 
of New Zealand’s young men had 
joined their Air Force and were now in 
Canada as part of the British Common-
wealth Air Training Program.  These 
men were writing home describing 
how Canadians treated them.  “The 
Christchurch locals hosted a dance for 
us which was very welcome.”  A very 
attractive young woman named Ruth 
had him up on the dance floor most 
of the evening.  When Vern walked 
her home that night, her father was at 
the door and Vern was invited in for a 
drink and a visit.  Conversation went
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on until the wee hours, such that Ruth’s 
father suggested it was too late to go 
back to the ship and that he spend 
the night with them — alone in his 
own room of course!  The father was a 
lawyer who owned a car.  He had care-
fully saved up gas coupons and had 
enough to take Vern and Ruth out on 
tour.  It was summer in New Zealand 
and over the next several days he got 
to see much of the beautiful South Is-
land.  Algonquin Park never returned to 
Christchurch nor did the companions 
stay in touch.

Vern says, “We were there about a 
week before sailing south of Australia 
to avoid the riskier shipping lanes  to 
the north where the Japanese were very 
active.”  As they rounded Australia and 
headed north, they got a second BAMS 
message informing them of an enemy 
force directly ahead.  They were direct-
ed to proceed west a fair distance then 
turn north and head toward Ceylon on 
a parallel course to the one originally 
intended.  Their arrival was delayed by 
a few days but they arrived as directed 
on the western side of Ceylon in the 
port of Colombo where he got ashore 
and “found everything new”  — exotic 
food, interesting architecture and unfa-
miliar sights, sounds and fragrances.  

From there they proceeded south 
around Ceylon and up its northeast 
coast to the port of Trincomali, which 
had become the British headquarters 
after the loss of Singapore.  Here they 
joined a small convoy making passage 
for Calcutta, India.  It was in Calcutta 
that they discharged cargo for the Brit-
ish 14th Army.  In Calcutta they had a 
smallpox scare and Vern assisted with 
vaccinations of the crew.  Algonquin 
Park did not carry a doctor, however at 
each port they would access a doctor to 
treat illnesses or injuries.  Fortunately, 

on this trip they did not experience 
smallpox or any other serious medical 
conditions.

It was in Calcutta, however, that a 
crewman was sent to jail for dereliction 
of duty.  He was one of the firemen and 
a surly character who did his job only 
as required.  Vern remembers him as 
a troublemaker.  Despite the very real 
Japanese threat in the area, he refused 
to close up to his action station thus en-
dangering himself and others.  Vern got 
ashore in Calcutta and proceeded to the 
service club, as most merchant sailors 
did when they got ashore.  These were 
safe places to have a drink and find 
out more about the area.  While there a 
woman volunteer took a shine to Vern 
and invited him home for dinner.  It 

may have been to meet her daughter.  
Over the next few days, mother and 
daughter showed Vern the Calcutta 
sights including a beautiful park.  
While a romance did not develop, it 
did lead to a friendship that carried on 
through subsequent trips to Calcutta.  
Vern always had a place to go for din-
ner and a visit.

SS Algonquin Park then made pas-
sage for Cochin on the Indian Ocean 
side of India where she took on a cargo 
of raw hemp to be used in the manu-
facture of rope for Allied ships.  Here 
a seaman deserted.  Vern’s copy of the 
Watch and Quarter Bill shows there 
were seven deserters over the years he

served in Algonquin Park.  He says you 
never knew why, they just disappeared 
and the ship sailed without them.  Pre-
sumably they got a ship destined to a 
port more appealing or found a reason 
to stay behind.  By now the Suez was 
safer and the Mediterranean had just 
opened up to Allied shipping.  They 
got through the canal and anchored 
overnight at Port Said, Egypt.  There 
was no time to go ashore as Algonquin 
Park joined a convoy that was one of 
the first to pass through the Mediterra-
nean from east to west.  She stopped at 
Gibraltar where the crew got some brief 
time ashore — long enough to find the 
local service club.  They then joined a 
US Navy escorted convoy to New York.

Their voyage was nearing its end.  
From New York they sailed indepen-
dently to Saint John, New Brunswick, 
arriving on 16 December 1943 after 
seven months at sea, thus ending an 
around the world journey that logged 
29,779 nautical miles.  Not bad for a 
prairie boy!  For the next trip Vern 
was promoted to chief radio officer in 
Algonquin Park.  He then served for the 
remainder of the war and into 1946 
aboard SS Hamstead Park, but that’s 
another story.

Epilogue
Vern Harvey returned from three years 
of war only to experience ten difficult 
years of landing a job.  It felt like jobs 
he was qualified for and interested in, 
always went to servicemen, many of 
whom hadn’t experienced war at all.  
He eventually landed good work using 
his technical and marketing skills with 
Phillips Electronics, Sharp AV and Atlas 
Electronics.  He was active as a member 
of the Merchant Navy Association, the 
Calgary Naval Veterans Association, 
and recently the NMAS.
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We’re seeking ‘volunteers’ to serve 
as Naval Museum Watchkeepers!
If you would like to enlist in our fine body of Naval 
Museum Watchkeepers, please contact Bill Buchanan 
at 403-274-7535 or cutknife@telus.net and we
promise not to send the Press Gang to your door!

The NMAS is urgently seeking 
a volunteer or volunteers to 

rebuild the Society’s website! 
If you can help, please 
contact the Society at 

execdir@navalmuseumsociety.ca


