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Author’s Note:  

This book is a compilation of stories first written for the readers of the 

Guysborough Journal. These stories were written between 2018 and 2021. 

They have been compiled here in one place as an example of war on the 

Homefront from 1939 to 1945.   

The Second World War affected all Canadian Communities both large and 

small, yet there is often an impression that its impact was felt only in the 

larger Canadian centres. The truth is, the war’s impact was prolific, and 

even affected the very small and rural areas of Canada. The impact of the 

Second World War in Guysborough County is such an example. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The Second World War was truly the story of the home front. Many young Canadian 

men and woman from all walks of life, from cities, towns, and hamlets, joined in the fight 

against fascism. These young people all stood together, shoulder to shoulder in a great 

enterprise that defeated an ideology that threatened the peace and liberty of us all. It 

took the Second World War to do so. 

Then as now, some do not appreciate that the world of the 1930s was quickly sinking 

towards an abyss of human depravity. Another war to end all wars was on the horizon, 

in which our values, life and liberty held little currency. Something had to be done. This 

is a story of a generation that fought and died in doing something about it. That should 

not be forgotten! 

2018 marks the 75th anniversary of Canada’s participation in the Italian Campaign during 
the Second World War. The first step was the invasion of Sicily on 10 July, that was 
subsequently followed by the invasion of Italy proper in September 1943. All of 
Canada’s armed forces participated; army, navy and air force foreshadowing the 
invasion of Northwest Europe later, on D-Day, 6 June 1944. In all, 92,757 Canadian 
soldiers served in the Italian theatre. Sadly, a quarter of these became casualties; 5,764 
lost their lives.1 

There are many stories to choose from and tell in leading to the Italian Campaign. This 

is one of a local boy and a ship he came to command during the Second World War. 

Once again it began with a newspaper clipping sent to me by Norma Cooke of Isaac’s 

Harbour. It languished amongst the many projects that sat on my desk far too long. I 

was pleasantly surprised as it turned out to be both interesting and enlightening.  

Unlike other stories, this one had a plethora of textual and photographic material to draw 

upon. Surprisingly, this story isn’t one of youthful exuberance in joining up. It was the 

story of a mature and dedicated man behind the scenes of action and world events. 

Many young Canadians paid a terrible price during the war. One man came to care for 

Canadian youth in an unexpected way. It’s the story of Captain Morris Osbourne O’Hara 

and the Canadian National Steamship (CNS), Lady Nelson. 

Captain Morris Osborne O’Hara was a fourth-generation mariner, borne to John Wilt 

O’Hara (Master Mariner) and mother Mary Anne (nee Burke) at Isaac’s Harbour, NS in 

1893. Surprisingly Morris’s birth was only declared, registered and notarized in Halifax 

 
1 Canada, Canadian War Museum, Operations – The Sicilian and Italian Campaigns, 1943-1945, 2018 

Source: 

https://www.warmuseum.ca/cwm/exhibitions/newspapers/operations/sicilianitalian_e.shtml 
Accessed: 12 Jun 2018 
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on 25 January 1932 by one Guy Meadows Mitchell, Notary. His uncle, Henry Marshall 

O’Hara, witnessed his attestation.2 

 

 
2Nova Scotia, Public Archives, Historical Vital Statistics, Record of Birth, Morris Osborne O'Hara, born 

1893 in Isaacs Harbour, Guysborough County, Page: 71300675 

Source: https://www.novascotiagenealogy.com/ItemView.aspx?ImageFile=1904-

71300675&Event=birth&ID=170869 

Accessed: 1 June 2018 
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From Clipping Halifax Chronicle Herald, 18 March 1950 

It may seem odd that Morris’s birth was only registered long after the fact. We do not 

know the reasons, but the death of his father, Wilt may explain the oversight. John Wilt 

O’Hara died before Morris was born. It may have distracted all from the legal 

requirements in the registration of his birth at the time. 

It seemed only natural though that Morris would follow in his father’s footsteps in a life 

tied to the sea. It was a part of his own legacy that had deep roots. First, it was 

geography. Isaac’s Harbour lies on Atlantic Canada’s east coast where the sea gets into 

your blood at an early age.  

Tradition may also have had something to do with it. Three generations of Morris’s 

family were master mariners on his father’s line alone. It was also a matter of history too. 

One of his great grandfathers fought with Nelson at Trafalgar and was on the ship that 

transported Napoleon into exile.3 

His paternal great grandfather had once taken a great leap of faith by emigrating to 

Canada and leaving Ireland behind.  He did it in style too. He built and sailed his own 

new 60-foot schooner that transported all his immediate family to Canada.4 Such as it 

was, Morris’s family line and livelihood were tied inexorably to the sea and his roots thus 

deeply seated.  

How could it be otherwise? He was the son of a master mariner, his brothers were all 

sea farers, whose careers and history all looked to the past while looking at their future. 

Their ancestors; grandfathers and great-grandfathers were all seafarers and deep-sea 

captains as they all were.5 No one can escape such a legacy or the influence of family 

tradition. The sea’s allure was all too great! 

Captain O’Hara ultimately followed in his father’s footsteps, having a very distinguished 

career, while serving more than 33 years at sea. Notably, 26 of the 33 years were spent 

with the Canadian National Steamship Line (CNS). Captain O’Hara was very modest 

concerning his accomplishments in the news accounts of his deeds. He served in the 

Merchant Navy during the First World War and came back to serve once again in the 

 
3 Frank Miller, True Son of the Sea- Fourth Generation of Nova Scotia Family of Skippers, The Halifax 

Chronicle Herald, 18 March 1950 

 
4 Ibid Miller, 1950 
5 Ibid Miller, 1950 



Second.6 He rose up through the ranks to finally assume Command of Lady Nelson.7 

His service there was marked with great distinction. It’s an epic story, one worthy of 

Hollywood in telling. And so, let the story begin. 

  

 
6 Ibid Miller, 1950; and 

Library and Archives Canada, Royal Canadian Navy, 1910-1941 – Service Files Ledger Sheets, O’Hara, 

Morris Osborne, item 974 (Nauticapedia), 

http://nauticapedia.ca/dbase/Query/Biolist3.php?&name=O'Hara, Morris 

Osborne&id=50511&Page=1&input=O'Hara, Morris 

Accessed: 28 May 2018 

 
7 Ibid Miller, 1950 



2.  The Lady Boats 

Captain O’Hara’s story begins with his service aboard the Lady Boats.  These ships 

were built for the Canadian National Steamship (CNS) line in the 1920s.  

 

There were five famous "Lady" ships, which began sailing from Canada to the West 

Indies.  The Lady Nelson was first to leave Halifax December 12, 1928, on this service. 

She was the fleet’s flagship. 
 

 

Library and Archives Canada, Canadian National Steamship "Lady Nelson" – Officers.; Accession number 1989-455 NPC  

 

The Lady Ships were designed to carry cargo and passengers. They were the pleasure 

cruisers of the day outfitted with great opulence to attract paying passengers. But it 

would always be a tough go for them, as the ships were built and put into service just as 

the Great Depression hit Canada.  

There were two lines for the fleet in the provision of service to the West Indies. The 

western line made its home port at Montreal and the eastern line at Halifax. “Western” 



and “Eastern” do not mark the dispositions of the ships at their home ports in Canada. 

They reflect a designation of the routes taken by the fleet through the Caribbean. 

The western route departing from Montreal ventured down the St Lawrence and then 

turned in the Gulf toward the Strait of Canso. Their path took the boats through the Strait 

onto the broad Atlantic in their journey to the Caribbean.8 These ships would have been 

familiar sights as they passed through the Strait of Canso whose passage is now limited 

by the Causeway and Canal. 

The Lady Nelson was based in Halifax on the Eastern Service. She found herself in 

interesting times. The late 1920s and early 1930s were periods of intense interest in 

Eastern Canada. The Lady Boats were very much involved in sweeping changes 

affecting both the port and city of Halifax.  

Halifax began to re-assert and revitalize itself as a principal port. It experienced a 

cultural boom and by 1926, had its own radio station concentrating on local interests.  

The city even considered building an airport.9 The Lady Boats were part of the 

foundation of this progress as it brought with it commerce and pleasure cruisers. 

But more importantly Canada and Nova Scotia became aware of the emerging danger 

of Germany as a threat to North American security. Our attention was drawn to that fact 

in 1934 when major developments were contemplated. The true threat was realized by 

the visit of the German airship, Hindenburg.  

Hindenburg was on its way to New York, there was no stop over in Halifax, but the 

airship cruised over the harbour and city photographing the dockyard and all the city’s 

fortifications. This simple fly-by demonstrated that better means of defence, 

transportation and communication were required.10 

In the meantime, however, with war looming on the horizon, the Lady Ships continued 

their service between Canada and the Islands of the West Indies. One of their ports of 

call, and one that would hold special interest for the crew of Lady Nelson, was Castries 

at St. Lucia. It was a favoured port for all the Lady Boats. The Lady Boats were easily 

accommodated and were able to lie comfortably along side its dock.  

Port Castries was an easy spot to load and discharge cargo because of its modern 

facilities. St Lucia was a product of bygone days though. Castries was once used 

principally as a coaling station.11 It was here where ships on their way to and from 

southern latitudes were fueled. So, it was well built and maintained. It became a 

favoured port for crew rest and recreation. 

 
8 Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, M.B.E., The Lady Boats – The Life and times of Canada’s West 
Indies Merchant Fleet, Canadian Marine Transportation Centre, Dalhousie University, 1980, pg. 23 
9 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 39 
10 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 39 
11 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 33 



The Lady Nelson, and her sisters, Lady Drake, Lady Hawkins, Lady Somers and Lady 

Rodney, became Canadian goodwill ambassadors to the Caribbean Islands while 

hauling both freight and passengers to and from there. The Lady Ships were a “symbol 

of the ties that existed between the mainland countries and the islands they touched.”12 

 

 
SS Lady Rodney in St. John's, NF in May 1943.  In peacetime, this ship sailed the Caribbean with 130 passengers and cargo, 

during the war she was converted to carry 500 soldiers. Photo taken from HMCS WASAGA.  

Roger Litwiller Collection, courtesy Ross Milligan, RCNR. (RTL-REM165) 

 

They weren’t big ships as far as tonnage goes, built by the Cammell Laird & Co., at 

Birkenhead, England. Lady Nelson had a gross tonnage of 7970 tons. She carried 132 

first, 32 second and 53 third class passengers plus 48 free roaming ‘deckers’.  

 

Lady Hawkins and Lady Drake were built to this standard while the remaining two, the 
Lady Rodney and Somers carried a total of 125 first class passengers only. These latter 
boats were slightly over 8000 tons, but all were considered sister ships as outwardly, 
they had the same design made by A. T. Wall & Co., of Liverpool. Further their interiors 
never differed. They closely resembled one another. And they were all sisters in name 
too, being christened after the wives of five famous British Admirals for their exploits in 
the Caribbean.13 
 
All five liners remained in the Canadian National Steamship (CNS) service for a year 
after the outbreak of the Second World War. Things changed in 1940. In October of that 
year, Lady Somers was turned over to the British Admiralty for use as an auxiliary unit.  
Sadly, less than a year later, she was torpedoed and sunk by enemy action.   
 
She was amongst three Lady Boats that were eventually lost during the war including 
Lady Hawkins, and Lady Drake. All went to the bottom, sunk by enemy action at various 

 
12 Fred Sankoff, Canadian National Steamships 1946-1958, The Scanner – The Monthly News Bulletin of the Toronto Marine 

Historical Society, v. 1, n. 2 (May 1968) 

Source: www.maritimehistoryofthegreatlakes.ca/Documents/Scanner/01/02/default.asp?ID=c004 

Accessed: 28 May 2018 

 
13 Ibid Fred Sankoff, 1968 

http://www.maritimehistoryofthegreatlakes.ca/Documents/Scanner/01/02/default.asp?ID=c004


points during the Second World War. The Lady Hawkins was lost in January 1942 while 
still in company service, sunk off the coast of Bermuda with her master, Captain. H. O. 
Giffin, lost along with the ship.  Within six months of Lady Hawkins’ loss, the CNS 
service to the Caribbean was finally abandoned for the duration of the war.14 
 
Later in March 1942, the Lady Nelson was torpedoed in the Harbour of Castries, St. 

Lucia. Following only a short two months later, the Lady Drake was sunk and lost too. 

Lady Drake was torpedoed a mere one day's travel from Bermuda.   

 

The Lady Ships were fully engaged in the war. Lady Rodney, the last remaining liner of 

the fleet still in CNS service, was eventually taken over by the Department of National 

Defence in June 1942. It served a useful and vital purpose as a troopship between 

Canada, Newfoundland and Labrador.15   

 

It might seem odd to the modern reader, but a posting to Newfoundland and Labrador 

was indeed consider as an “overseas posting”. Newfoundland then was not yet a 

Canadian province. Newfoundland would only become one 31 March 1949, after a long 

and heated referendum, with Joey Smallwood as its Premier.16 

 

 
SS Lady Rodney in St. John's, NF in May 1943.  In peacetime, this ship sailed the Caribbean with 130 passengers and cargo, 
during the war she was converted to carry 500 soldiers. Photo taken from HMCS WASAGA. Roger Litwiller Collection, courtesy 
Ross Milligan, RCNR. (RTL-REM165) 

 

In the meantime, Lady Nelson was raised from the bottom and towed to Mobile, 
Alabama 11 May 1942. She was converted for other duty. In the process of this 

 
14 Ibid Fred Sankoff, 1968 
15 Ibid Fred Sankoff, 1968 
16 Melvin Baker, The Tenth Province: Newfoundland joins Canada, 1949, (originally in) Horizon, vol. 10, Number 111 (1987), 

2641-67. 
Source: http://www.ucs.mun.ca/~melbaker/confederation1949.htm 
Accessed: 3 June 2018 
 

http://www.ucs.mun.ca/~melbaker/confederation1949.htm


conversion, she was stripped of her stately cabins that made room for hospital wards 
and medical laboratories.  Lady Nelson was relaunched once again April 1943, but this 
time as a hospital ship. Her crew now included a group of 70 Canadian Medical Corps 
personnel, doctors and nurses. Lady Nelson began a lengthy duty as a vessel of succor 
and mercy.17  

 
17 Ibid Fred Sankoff, 1968 



3. Sinking and Salvage 

The war had raged on for well over two years as 10 March 1942 approached. In 

Canada, there was evidence of massive destruction all along its Atlantic coast as 

convoys exited Halifax for Europe. These convoys were attacked and torpedoed 

relentlessly.  Our eastern seaboard was swarmed by marauding submarine captains, 

who sunk an average of 400,000 tons of shipping per month. The sound and sights of 

their carnage was easily heard, seen, and found in the flotsam of lost cargo and 

wreckage all round Halifax and her approaches. It all floated freely to shore. In fact, 

1942 proved to be one of the worst years of the war. 18 

Captain Morris O’Hara’s life was about to change that year. Morris O’Hara, First Officer 

aboard the Lady Nelson was expecting a quiet uneventful layover at St Lucia.19 Lady 

Nelson had just docked at Port Castries, laying along side another vessel, Umtata.  

O’Hara’s voyage began on 27 Feb 1942, as Lady Nelson left Halifax once again loaded 

with general cargo and passengers for destinations in the Caribbean. It proved to be a 

tense but uneventful trip until she put into Port Castries, St Lucia under command of 

Captain Welch, 10 March 1942. Lady Nelson took her regular berth alongside the wharf 

near Umtata and began discharging her cargo. 

The ship’s company finally relaxed. They assumed they were safe now within the 

confines of this small harbour, and that nothing untoward could happen. The trip so far 

had been harrowing and nerves were still taut. The crew was well aware of the fate of 

other Canadian National Steamships (CNS) and that many of their peers had been lost. 

The sinking of the other CNS ships left the Captain and crew of Lady Nelson jumpy. But 

they had arrived at St Lucia safely! Fear let go to weariness and they relaxed. The 

Captain for the first night in a long while, was able to climb into bed and sleep in 

pajamas. Captain Welch spent many a night sleeping in his working garb, grabbing a 

few winks of sleep on a hard settee in his room, while waiting to go into action at an 

instant if called to.20 

U-161 had been watching the harbour waiting for a likely target on the evening of 10 

March 1942. She found two favourable targets in Lady Nelson and Umtata. Albrecht 

Achilles commander of U-161 did not hurry, he waited for the protection of the night, and 

 
18 Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, M.B.E., The Lady Boats – The Life and times of Canada’s 

West Indies Merchant Fleet, Canadian Marine Transportation Centre, Dalhousie University, 1980, pg. 83 

 
19 Frank Miller, True Son of the Sea- Fourth Generation of Nova Scotia Family of Skippers, The Halifax 

Chronicle Herald, 18 March 1950 

 
20 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg.83 

https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/1419.htm


began his approach to attack the harbour at 1030 PM the evening of 10 Mar 1942. U-

161 began inching its way into the harbour entrance, careful not to alert its defences.21 

U-161 struck hard and fired two torpedoes into the harbour at 4:49 AM (German Naval 

time given). The first torpedo hit Lady Nelson while the other found Umtata.  

 

U-boat Net - Photo courtesy of Library of Contemporary History, Stuttgart 

Devastation reigned. Both were struck and sunk by the stern. Three crew members, two 

gunners and 15 passengers aboard Lady Nelson were lost. The loss was relatively small 

given that 116 crew members, 110 passengers and two gunners were aboard. But U-

161’s reign of devastation was felt ashore as well. Seven dock workers were also lost 

that night.22 

There was more to Achilles’ attack than a straight in and out approach.  His attack was 

brilliantly conducted. Achilles carefully navigated U-161 along the harbour and sighted 

the Lady Nelson. But his approach had not gone unnoticed: “The U-boat had been seen 

entering the harbour by a police lookout at Vigie Lighthouse, but due to faulty 

communication no alarm could be given before any torpedoed was fired.” His luck held 

despite being spotted by police stationed at Vigie Lighthouse. They vainly attempted to 

raise the alarm before Lady Nelson and Umtata were attacked. Their warning never 

made it in time. Their communications failed miserably.23 

The docked ships were plum targets. They were fully lit as black out of shipping was not 

fully enforced at the time. Still they were not totally defenceless. Lady Nelson was 

blessed with a 4-inch naval gun left over from the Great War for its protection. But the 

 
21 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 84 
22 U-Boat.net, Ships hit by U-boats, Lady Nelson, © 1995 - 2018 Guðmundur Helgason 

Source: https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/1418.html 

Accessed: 28 May 2018 
 
23 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 84 

https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/1418.html


gunners were now “off duty” and ashore on leave for a little “Rest & Recreation”. Nothing 

stood in the way of forestalling or thwarting Achilles’ attack.24 

Achilles’ torpedoes hit home and within 10 minutes Lady Nelson was sinking and 

abandoned. U-161 backed her way out to open sea and made a clean getaway but not 

before she was fired upon by machine guns from the St Lucia Police stationed at the 

mouth of the Harbour. It was too little, too late, U-161 sustained no damage or 

casualties.25 

By now the Lady Nelson had settled by the stern with a large gaping hole but most of 

her hull remained above water. There was negligible damage to the shore 

establishment, so it could be put to immediate use to the rescue and salvage of the 

damaged ships.26  

There was much debate on what should be done with the ship next. But it was 

determined that it would be a relatively easy salvage job. So, why not give it a try? It was 

finally decided to remove the salvageable cargo and save the ship. Salvors were 

contracted, and a week later the salvage vessel, Killerig arrived. The ship was refloated, 

repaired, and towed to Mobile Alabama.27 

It was a busy job. Some of the crew were recruited to help the salvors. The rest were 

either retained to crew the ship when ready or were sent home immediately. Nelson’s 

Master George Welch signed a Lloyds “No Cure – No Pay” open form of salvage 

agreement with the salvors and by 26 March his ship was successfully refloated along 

the side wharf.28 

 

 

 

 

 
24 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 84 
25 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 84 
26 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 84 
27 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 84 
28 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 84 



 

U-boat Net – Lady Nelson Photograph courtesy of Tim Webb 

It was most fortunate that Lady Nelson and Umtata both sank in shallow waters. 

Although damaged, they were salvable. They were soon raised from the bottom, Lady 

Nelson on 16 April 1942. By 20 April all salvageable cargo had been removed, and the 

ship was in the final phases of making ready to sail. Nelson’s 4-inch gun was removed 

and given to St Lucia Police where it was mounted at Vigie Point to be manned by a 

police detachment.29  

The day finally came, May 11, where Lady Nelson sailed under tow of the salvage 

vessel, Edmund J. Moran. They weren’t about to make the passage alone. They had a 

naval escort. Still those aboard were not sanguine on their chances of making this 

passage in such a damaged ship or even of surviving a 5 – 10 knot voyage without 

being torpedoed by the Germans once again. But she did it despite the odds and made 

a triumphant arrival in Mobile on 29 May two weeks after departure from St Lucia.30  She 

was recommissioned on 22 April 1943.31 

It all seemed so easy on the surface but the voyage from St Lucia to Mobile was fraught 

with peril. It was a voyage of courage and heroism. Lady Nelson was in rough state, 

barely fit for service after being torpedoed. Her crew stood in constant fear of losing the 

ship. Their journey to Mobile was an epic tale.  

 

 
29 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 85 
30 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 85 
31 Ibid, U-Boat.net, Ships hit by U-boats, Lady Nelson, 2018 

https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/
https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/


4.British Empire Medal Citations Officers and Crew Lady Nelson 194232  
 

Morris O’Hara was aboard the Lady Nelson the night she was torpedoed 10 March 

1942. He was its First Officer.33 O’Hara was awarded the British Empire Medal (BEM) for 

his efforts in saving the Lady Nelson. He was cited for his valuable work under trying 

conditions in the Merchant Navy. 34  

Unfortunately, O’Hara’s BEM 1943 citation contained very little detail on his role in 

saving the ship. It must have been significant, for he was publicly acknowledged. The 

total effort though, was chronicled in the separate details of the other BEM citations of 

those who saved the ship. All these citations, when pieced together, paint the true 

picture of horror, courage and salvation to what the crew faced, and in what they had 

accomplished! 

The Ship’s master, Captain George W. Welch, and John Paul MacDonald, his Chief 

Engineer were determined to bring Lady Nelson to Mobile. MacDonald was 

subsequently awarded the Order of the British Empire. MacDonald’s citation explains 

the situation and the extent of the devastation from U-161’s attack.  

“While tied up alongside the wharf at the inner berth in harbour of Castries, St. Lucia, 

British West Indies,” Lady Nelson was struck by one torpedo fired by an enemy 

submarine.  It had sustained damage. The ship’s bottom plating; from stern to middle 

No.4 Hold, about 60 feet in length, extending from keel to deck, entailing port propeller 

and shaft, was completely gone.  The rudder was blown out of its pintle.  The bulkheads 

obviously sprung, and water was taken in all holds, except for the No.1, which had a 

depth of eight feet.  Lady Nelson’s engine and boiler rooms were flooded to its 

 
32 Anon., Canadian Order Decorations and Medals, British Orders to Canadians, United Kingdom, Files - 

18-2-1 Volume 1 - "Honours, Decorations and Awards - British Empire Medal" Files - 18-2-1 Volume 1 - 

"Honours, Decorations and Awards - British Empire - General" RG.12 Box 1105, 2018 

Source: http://www.blatherwick.net/documents/Royal%20Canadian%20Navy%20Citations/11%20-

%20Canadians%20in%20Merchant%20Navy%20WW2.pdf 

Accessed: 2 June 2018 

Author’s note: unless other wise indicated, this citation was used for the entire section. Further to retain the tone 
and historical scope/context, and to avoid error, the stories are direct cuts from the individual citations of the 
incident. These were combined to paint a picture that details the true tale and develops the scope of the incident.  
33 Ibid, Frank Miller, 18 March 1950 

 
34 O'HARA, Morris, Chief Engineer - Member - Order of the British Empire (MBE) - Montreal - Awarded as per 
Canada Gazette of 5 June 1943 and London Gazette of (?) 

http://www.blatherwick.net/documents/Royal%20Canadian%20Navy%20Citations/11%20-%20Canadians%20in%20Merchant%20Navy%20WW2.pdf
http://www.blatherwick.net/documents/Royal%20Canadian%20Navy%20Citations/11%20-%20Canadians%20in%20Merchant%20Navy%20WW2.pdf


coamings.  She settled by stern to midship on mud upright, the poop being just above 

water.”35 It was a harrowing description of what had occurred. 

John Paul MacDonald, his Chief Engineer stood by his ship after the torpedoing despite 

the imminent danger of further attack.  His main turbines were awash at approximately 

10:49 p.m.  The lights from his main generators died down very soon after at 10:50 p.m. 

and emergency lights were put on.  The ship’s emergency generator kept things running 

for a time. Watertight doors were released at approximately 10:51 p.m., but by then the 

engine and boiler rooms were flooded.  

Lady Nelson’s emergency generator was finally shut off at 11:15 p.m. for the simple 

reason, that if a submarine was still in the vicinity, it could pick up noises of the 

generators on her detectors.  

MacDonald was among many who stood by in the effort to save the ship.  During the 

time the ship was in St. Lucia, he performed outstanding work with the salvage of the 

vessel and helped the Salvage Company in the operations, that refloated the ship and 

kept the water down.  He was successful in putting engines and auxiliaries into as good 

a condition as it was possible to have them under the circumstances and had steam up 

on one boiler.  This was of great help, as otherwise the ship would have been a "dead" 

tow on the run from St. Lucia to Mobile, Alabama via Jamaica, through submarine 

infested waters.  

Clement Barrow was one of the crew who fought valiantly to save the ship. He was a 

seaman who served continuously during the war in submarine infested and dangerous 

waters.  He twice served on Canadian vessels which had been torpedoed and was 

highly recommended by the chief Engineer as a good trustworthy servant, exceptionally 

faithful to his duties.  He too, stood by Lady Nelson in her hour of need.  

Mr. Barrow was a fireman on the Lady Nelson the night she was torpedoed. Mr. Barrow 

performed that duty first on Lady Nelson and then on Lady Drake, all in submarine 

infested and dangerous waters.36 

It was truly a team effort that took to salvage the ship. John Christiansen was Ship's 

Carpenter.  He was born in Denmark in 1890 and grew up in a naval family. His father 

too was a merchant navy captain. Christiansen immigrated to Canada in the late 20s or 

early 30s and married Marion Ross in the 30s. 

 
35  MACDONALD, John Paul, Chief Engineer - Officer - Order of the British Empire (OBE) - Canadian 
National Steamship Lady Nelson - Awarded as per Canada Gazette of 8 January 1944 and London Gazette 
of 1 January 1944.  Home:  Halifax, Nova Scotia.  
 
36 BARROW, Clement, Oiler - British Empire Medal (BEM) - Canadian National Steamships - Awarded as 
per Canada Gazette of 5 January 1946 and London Gazette of 1 January 1946.  Home:  St. Michael's, 
Barbados, British West Indies.  BARROW, Clement, Oiler, MN, CN Steamships, BEM(Civil)~ [5.1.46]  
 



Christiansen made the temporary repairs that were immediately required, which most 

likely saved the ship.37  It was Christiansen’s skills and actions along the way that 

brought them finally to Mobile. The bravery of his comrades had gone largely unnoticed 

in the public accounts, but Christiansen’s citation and courage were noteworthy. 

“Here is a typical act of bravery which did receive recognition quoted from an official 

publication as, ‘John Christensen is a ship’s carpenter of a large merchant vessel which 

was torpedoed in the South Atlantic. Temporary repairs had to be effected at once and 

these were effected by Christensen. He displayed great courage and devotion to duty 

for 18 days on repairs to prevent the bulkhead giving way under pressure.’”38  

Everywhere the crew went, it seemed that danger followed.  

Paul MacDonald was with the ship from the time of torpedoing until the latter part of 

April. He was recalled by the Company and returned to Canada to take over the Chief 

Engineer's duties aboard the Lady Rodney. While en-route to Canada from St. Lucia as 

a passenger on the Lady Drake; he once again was torpedoed, and the Lady Drake lost 

north of Bermuda.  

The torch of Second Engineer now passed to Michael Joseph Moyle. Moyle remained 

with the ship from the time of its torpedoing at St. Lucia until she reached Mobile, 

Alabama, the repair port.  During the time Mr. Moyle was in St. Lucia, he assisted the 

Chief Engineer in performing the outstanding work in connection with the salvaging of 

the vessel. He too assisted the Salvage Company in the operations that refloated the 

ship.   

Moyle put the engines and auxiliaries right and in as good a condition as was possible to 

have them, under the circumstances. The ship was able to finally steam on at least one 

boiler.  This was a great help, as otherwise the ship would have been a "dead" tow on 

the run to Mobile, Alabama.  Moyle was appointed as Chief Engineer on the voyage to 

Mobile, rendering great service under difficult conditions in the hazardous task of towing 

a disabled ship. 39 

The salvors presented a bill for $138,750 which CNS paid without hesitation. They were 

very pleased and satisfied with the salvor’s performance and work.40 

 
37 CHRISTIANSEN (CHRISTIANSON), John, Carpenter - British Empire Medal (BEM) - Canadian National Steamships 
Lady Nelson - Awarded as per London Gazette of 14 June 1945 (no Canada Gazette). 
38 Anon. Hamilton Spectator, Behind the Lines – Men of Merchant Marine Earn Bright Chapters in Book of Heroes, 
30 Aug 1943 (Canada War Museum Newspaper archives 149 War: European 1939: Cana(dian) Hamilton Behind the 
Lines) 
39 MOYLE, Michael Joseph, Second Engineer - Member - Order of the British Empire (MBE) - Canadian 
National Steamship ‘Lady Nelson' - Awarded as per Canada Gazette of 10 June 1944 and London Gazette 
of 8 June 1944.  Home:  Montreal, Quebec.  
40 Ibid Felicity Hanington and Captain Percy A. Kelly, 1980, pg. 85 



It took the efforts of many to save the ship. And save her they did, for she was to have a 

new life as a hospital ship. Here Lady Nelson played a key and important role from 1943 

to 1945, where Captain Morris O’Hara would finally come to command her. 

  



5. Details of the Attack of U161 10 March 1942 St Lucia 

U-161 commanded by Albrecht Achilles, approached the Island of St. Lucia on 10 March 

1942. St. Lucia was a favourite pre-war vacation paradise for winter weary Canadians 

and was frequented by the Canadian National Steamship Ltd., of Montreal. One of the 

ships on that service was the Lady Nelson. 

Lady Nelson, one of the Lady Class ships, was especially designed for the West Indian 

service. She carried both cargo and freight as well as paying passengers. Five ships 

were employed on a year-round service; three on an eastern route encompassing; Lady 

Nelson, Lady Hawkins and Lady Drake; with two on a western route, Lady Somers and 

Lady Rodney. 41 

U-161 was on the hunt at the harbours edge at Port Castries when Achilles spotted Lady 

Nelson and Umtata docked in St Lucia. U-161 managed to slip into the harbour where 

both ships lay along side one another.42 Achilles fired two torpedoes into the harbour at 

04.49 hours (German Naval time) on 10 March 1942. 43    

 

Lady Nelson was struck first. The torpedo’s impact was devastating. Lady Nelson 

caught fire and sunk by her stern in shallow waters. U-161’s second torpedo then struck 

the Umtata . 44  It too was hit and sunk by the stern. U-161 then reversed its course and 

slipped out the way she came in, moving back out to open sea. 45 

It proved to be a lucrative night’s work for U-161 and Albrecht Achilles!  

 
41 John Boileau, The Lady Boats, Legion Magazine, 1 January 2007,  
Source: https://legionmagazine.com/en/2007/01/the-lady-boats/ 

Accessed: 28 May 2018 
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U-Boat.net (with permission) Kplt Albrecht Achilles after a patrol 

Korvettenkapitän (posthumous) Albrecht Achilles was an outstanding leader and U-boat 
commander, who began his naval career in April 1934. He served for a time on the 
school ship Schleswig-Holstein. That was followed by a posting to the battleship 
Gneisenau. Achilles later spent a year at the Marineschule Mürwik instructing future 
officers. He was finally transferred from surface ships to the U-boat force in April 1940.46 

On January 1942 Achilles took command of a U-Boat class IXC boat, U-161. U-161 was 
a long-range craft, that operated mostly in the Caribbean, but was also found at times in 
Brazilian and African waters. 

 

 
46 U-boat.net, Greatest U-Boat Commanders, 2018 
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U-Boat.net (with permission) – Type IX U-boat 

Unfortunately, Albrecht Achilles’ luck eventually ran cold when the war caught up with U-
161, 27 September 1943. U-161 was attacked by Lt (jg) H.B. Pattersen, pilot in 
command of a US Mariner aircraft from VP-74 Sqn USN. Pattersen found U-161 
northeast of Bahia at 12 degrees 30 south/35 degrees 35 west, in the South Atlantic, 
east of Salvador. 47 

It proved to be a desperate fight between these two adversaries. U-161 was surfaced 
and opened on Pattersen’s aircraft with all it had. Thirty-seven-millimeter cannon shot 
peppered Pattersen’s aircraft causing damage that holed his aircraft severely. Shrapnel 
exploded internally causing both physical harm to the plane and crew. Regardless 
Pattersen persisted in the attack and launched his ordnance. 

 

U-Boat.net (with permission) Mariner Aircraft 

U-161 was subsequently sunk with all aboard. There were no survivors.48 

Pattersen broke off his attack and returned to base.  His aircraft was damaged, and he 

had wounded aboard. U-161’s 37mm shell exploded just forward of the galley door, 

injuring his Bombardier, ENS Oliver Bret, and Radio/Radar Operator ARM1/c Dean 

Bealer. Bret was removed by stretcher to a waiting ambulance while Bealer was 

assisted in walking off the aircraft. 

 

 
47 Axel Nestlé, German U-Boat Losses During World War II – Details of Destruction, Frontline Books, London, 2014, 
pg.121 
48 Ibid Nestlé, 2014 
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U-Boat.net (with permission) - ENS Oliver Bret safely removed from PBM-5 Mariner 

Pattersen’s amphibious Mariner sustained considerable damage, as evidence from 

leaking from the front nose wheel well. His fuselage also received considerable damage 

particularly in the area behind the pilot. There a 37mm shell exploded in the galley area. 

Shrapnel violently exited the aircraft causing harm to the crew along the way. Shrapnel 

finally impacted on the wing opposite from its point of entry near the rotary inverters that 

caused a loss of the aircraft’s electric instruments. 49 

 
49 Ibid U-Boat.net, from captions of photographs courtesy of the family of LTJG Harry Patterson (the pilot 

of 74-P-2) 

 



 

U-Boat.net (with permission) Martin PBM – 5 Mariner -note water leaking 

Albrecht Achilles did not survive the war. He died along with 52 members of his crew 
that day, 27 September 1943.  Pattersen’s attack was successful that sadly, put paid to 
an illustrious career. 

 



 
 

U-Boat.net (with permission) - Korvettenkapitän (posthumous) Albrecht Achilles 

 

Albrecht Achilles commanded 6 patrols in which he sunk 13 ships (63,412 tons) and 

damaged five (35,672 tons). Achilles ranked 35th amongst the top 50 leading U-boat 

aces. This select group alone conducted some 346 war patrols in which 715 ships were 

sunk. The group’s score totalled 3,584,075 tons of Allied shipping. Albrecht Achilles was 

a very highly decorated officer amongst this group; first awarded the Fleet War Badge, 

Iron Cross 2nd Class, U-boat War Badge 1939, followed by an Iron Cross 1st Class and 

the Knights Cross.50 

 

Albrecht Achilles was a formidable warrior who had engaged an equally formidable foe, 

Lt (jg) H.B. Pattersen (USN). Like all warriors, Albrecht Achilles fought bravely doing his 

duty and utmost on behalf of his country, but like many too, his life was sacrificed in 

doing so. 
  

 
50 U-boat.net, Greatest U-Boat Commanders, 2018 
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6. Hospital Ship Lady Nelson 

Day broke 10 March 1942 with Lady Nelson and Umtata laying on the bottom of the 

harbour in Port Castries, St. Lucia. They were very lucky in one regard. Both had sunk in 

shallow waters and, both were salvable. 

U-161’s attack was completely unanticipated and unexpected. The crew had settled 

down for port routine. They thought that they were out of immediate danger. For the first 

time in ever so long, Captain George W. Welch finally took off his clothes and put on his 

pyjamas for a good night’s rest. 51 

It was a matter of habit while at sea, the crew always slept with their clothes on. If 

torpedoed, they would be prepared, to leave the ship at a moment’s notice. Another 

lifesaving habit was having your life jacket at the ready, often sleeping with one arm 

through it.  If the worst came to worst, you were ready to go in an instant. Captain Welch 

was doomed not to get his well deserved good night’s sleep. His ship was torpedoed 

and sunk just as he got into bed. 52 Death and destruction now lay all about him. Three 

crew members, two gunners, and 15 passengers aboard Lady Nelson were lost.  

The survivors soon abandoned ship as best they could, many jumping over the side and 

making a swim for it. The loss on the ship was relatively small given the manifest of 116 

crew members, 110 passengers and two gunners aboard. The devastation was also felt 

beyond the ship though. Seven dock workers ashore were lost as well.53  

Sadly, the largest number of Lady Nelson’s casualties were found amongst the 

‘deckers’. Deck passengers were billeted on the open deck with little protection. Deck 

passengers were local people who used the Lady Boats as a tram system in moving 

from one island to another in voyages of short duration. They suffered greatly from the 

initial blows of U-161’s torpedoes. Only moments before many were happily singing on 

the poop deck passing time, and now 15 were dead. Unlike cabin passengers they were 

exposed to the full force of the exploding torpedo.54 

Further details were finally made public on U-161’s attack when censorship regulations 

permitted their publication some months later.55   News accounts suggested that 

 
51 U-boat.net crew list – identifies Captain George W. Welch as Master of Lady Nelson 10 March 1942 
52 Canada Veteran’s Affairs, Oral History, Lady Nelson, Mr. Pike (Transcript)_undated 

Source http://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/video-gallery/video/6984 

Accessed: 8 June 2018 
 
53 U-Boat.net, Ships hit by U-boats, Lady Nelson, © 1995 - 2018 Guðmundur Helgason 

Source: https://uboat.net/allies/merchants/1418.html 

Accessed: 28 May 2018 
 
54 Anon. Former Lady Nelson Ready After Year of Refitting for Service as Hospital, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 
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55 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 
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torpedoes were fired by a German raider who blasted his way through a protective 

submarine net. Three torpedoes were subsequently launched; one each struck and sunk 

Lady Nelson and Umtata only 50 feet away in shallow waters. A third ship was also 

attacked but escaped unscathed.  

What is most remarkable was the fact that U-161 and Achilles made this daring attack 

largely unchallenged inside the protected harbour. U-161 made its way back through the 

damaged submarine net out to open sea.56  Achilles’ retreat back through the net was 

both a display of remarkable seamanship and courage.  However, some doubt exists if 

an effective barrier was ever in place.57  Achilles’ attack also announced his U-boat’s 

presence and clearly identified his location.  It followed that over the next year, the 

hunter would become the hunted! 

Later that day on 10 March, Ralph Owen a crewman aboard Lady Nelson swam back 

to the ship to get his papers. He stayed with the ship when she was refloated and was 

aboard when it finally made its way to Mobile, Alabama, staying on through out its 

repairs.58 

Others too rejoined the ship. George Kenneth Hewitt was another survivor of the attack. 

George rejoined the ship later after its conversion to a hospital ship. George like many 

others was a company man and continued to work for CNS after the war.59 

Lady Nelson was subsequently refloated along with Umtata, then spent the better part of 

a year in refit at Mobile from May 1942 to April 1943 when it was relaunched as a 

hospital ship. All its luxurious features were removed and replaced with medical 

equipment and facilities as she was transformed. 60 

 
56 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 
57 Ibid, Mr. Pike (Transcript)_undated 
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59 Ibid, U-boat.net, Ships hit by U-boats, 2018 
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Canadian National Steamship "Lady Nelson" - private suite; Library and Archives Canada/Canadian National 
Railway Company fonds/e010861251 
 

Months of reconstruction turned Lady Nelson into a new ship. Captain Welch remained 

in command during the refit. Lady Nelson was renamed No. 46 and was Canada’s first 

hospital ship; accommodating more than 500 sick and wounded in lieu of 250 paying 

passengers.   

Lady Nelson was fully equipped. There were operating rooms, sterilizers, X-ray facilities, 

all manner of appliances required in a modern hospital.  The wards were of various 

sizes that met the particular needs of both the staff and wounded. Two small ante-rooms 

were set aside for the use of the medical staff, one for nursing sisters, and one for the 

medical officers. 61 

Accommodation was made for 200 walking and 300 stretcher casualties. There were 12 

wards. The most serious cases were placed in specially constructed swinging berths. 

Some provision was made for a ward for men who suffered from what is now know as 

 
61 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 



Post Traumatic Stress Syndrome.  Each of the 12 wards had an electric refrigerator and 

five kitchens accommodated meals for all.62 

Food was especially important to morale. There were dieticians aboard who prepared 

the food and sent them to the various wards using a dumb waiter system. Nutritious food 

was thus served hot in a very appealing manner.63 

 

Personnel of the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps (R.C.A.M.C.) aboard the hospital ship S.S. LADY NELSON, 
England, 4 October 1943 
Source: Library and Archives Canada/Department of National Defence fonds/a194130; and 
Canada Science and Technology Museum; CN005779/ 

The ship was operated by civilian personnel under command of Captain George Welch. 

Many of the ship’s crew and officers returned to serve with him. The medical staff was 

supplied by the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps; comprised of 9 medical officers, 

14 nursing sisters, and 60 other ranks. Spiritual care was provided by two Army 

Chaplains; Protestant and Roman Catholic. It was a formidable establishment. 64 

 
62 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 
63 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 
64 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 



On 13 April 1943, Lady Nelson (No. 46) assumed her duties as a hospital ship.65 There 

was much enthusiasm for the new task.66 No. 46 served “All Canadians of any Service, 

in the army, navy, or air force, (who) will have first call on this new ship, which…fully 

outfitted here with stores for a return trip across the Atlantic.”67  Lady Nelson now 

entered a new phase in her service during the Second World War. 

  

 
65 Anon. Lady Nelson Becomes Canada’s First Regular Hospital Ship, Globe and Mail, 14 April 1943 
66 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 
67 Ibid, Toronto Telegram, 15 April 1943 



  7.  The Italian Campaign 

Audrey Metzler, nursing sister, was aboard Canada’s first regular hospital ship Lady 

Nelson (No. 46).68 Audrey anticipated her new role with eagerness. She wrote “I can’t 

wait until we actually up-anchor and sail.”69  Metzler’s youthful enthusiasm and that of 

her peers was soon to be put to the test; and that test was found in Italy. 

Allied leaders met at Casablanca in January 1943 to consider their next steps in the war. 
They concluded that after North Africa, the next operation should be in the 
Mediterranean. The target was set for Sicily with the aim of forcing Italy out of the war.70 

American and British armies landed in Sicily on July 10, 1943. The 1st Canadian Infantry 
Division  and 1st Canadian Army Tank Brigade were on the  left flank of the British 8th 
Army.  All of Canada’s armed services were represented in this invasion.  RCN landing 
craft supported the troops. Three Canadian bomber squadrons operated temporarily 
from bases in Tunisia supporting the ground assault, and who would later continue that 
support in Italy. Combat Air Patrol was provided by No. 417 Squadron, RCAF. No. 417 
Squadron, RCAF flew Spitfire fighter aircraft from the beginning to the end of the Italian 
campaign. 71 It was a show of things to come in the later invasion of Northwest Europe 
in France on D-Day. 

So, began Lady Nelson’s trials in what would prove to be an eventful and busy year.  

Matthew Halton, newly appointed Chief War Correspondent for the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation (CBC), arrived in the field at Sicily a month after the campaign 
had started later in August 1943. By then, the Sicily operation was already over. But 
radio was a new medium bringing immediacy to the events. Canadian families at home 
clung on his every word for news of their loved ones as he reported the events in Italy.72 

Politics played a big role regarding Canada’s involvement in the Italian Campaign. 

Canadians invested heavily in the war effort and wanted to see a return on their 

investment. There came a clamour to get Canadian troops out of barracks in Britain and 
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into battle, somewhere. It was this same clamour that once fed the grist mill of death at 

Dieppe.  

Regardless of politics, Canadian troops needed some battle experience if they were 

ever to overcome what eventually faced them in Northwest Europe. Sicily was supposed 

to be the limited trial to foster combat experience under fire. But what was to be a limited 

trial, turned out to be a full-blown involvement. Sicily was the primer for the invasion of 

Italy, the next target. 

Churchill wanted action in Italy and ordered Montgomery’s 8th Army to do something 

about it. The 8th Army was about to face its bloodiest fighting since El Alamein. But this 

time, Canada was greatly involved. The Canadians were Montgomery’s spearhead in 

the operation.73 

British-Canadian forces waited for the invasion in the toe of Italy at Messina on 2 Sep 

1943.74 They were only intended to be used as a feint. The purpose of this operation 

was to draw German divisions down from the north of Italy by giving an impression that 

the entire 8th Army was being employed. The main assault was planned further north, at 

Salerno. The Allied strategy then was simple; draw the German forces down south and, 

cut them off with US forces had they come that way.75 

There was never any intention of using Canadian troops in the assault and invasion of 

the Italian mainland. Indeed, shipping had been allocated to take the Canadians back to 

England as soon as the campaign in Sicily had ended. But a request came from 

Montgomery for the Canadians to remain with the 8th Army. He required them.  

Montgomery’s reasoning for this request was simple. He felt some of the British 

regiments in the 8th Army had priority for this shipping over the Canadians. He wanted 

his troops repatriated early as many were to fight on the 2nd front shortly. His reasoning 

continued, he argued that many had been away from home for a long time, they 

deserved to be repatriated first.  

It seemed only fair to Montgomery that his men, should get home before Christmas. It 

would mean more to them than it would to the Canadians to spend time home with 

their families. The Canadians were not heading back to Canada any time soon. There 

was compassionate reasoning behind the decision for retaining the Canadians and 

sending British troops home to England ahead of them.76  

Regrettably, Canadian authorities bought it. It proved to be a fateful decision. The 

Canadian Divisions were only to be there long enough to carry out a landing at Reggio. 

Canadian authorities acquiesced to Montgomery’s request with one proviso; Canadian 
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troops were only to be employed for “limited operations in the toe of Italy.” Once that 

limited operation was completed, they were to be returned to the United Kingdom.77 

It never happened as planned. Three weeks prior to Christmas, Canadian troops 

encountered some of the deadliest and fiercest fighting during the Italian Campaign.  

Additionally, they battled under appalling weather conditions and fought bravely through 

mountain roads deep in snow and crossed valleys swimming in mud. It all added to their 

pain and suffering. It proved to be a difficult slog.78 

It was a desperate effort that was seen through by perseverance that saw one obstacle 

after another crossed and liberated. Canadian’s captured town after town along the way 

then came their next daunting task, Ortona, as Christmas Day approached.  

Ortona was attacked in early December. But Ortona was not easily taken. By Christmas 

Day the Edmonton’s and Seaforth’s launched a joint effort against the town to try and 

dislodge the Germans to finally take it.79 

Canadians had been in action from September to October that year. They were briefly 

pulled out of the line to rest and re-equip. German resistance was tough but not 

impenetrable. That had all changed by mid-November. The 1st Canadian Division’s easy 

days came to an end as German resistance stiffened considerably at a time when the 

plans for Ortona were considered.  

German forces were ordered to dig in along a winter line, in a series of well fortified 

defensive positions that stretched from Gaeta in the east, 177 Kms south of Rome. Their 

lines continued across the peninsula thence on to Ortona on Italy’s Adriatic coast.80 

It became intense. Montgomery ordered an attack in early December against the 

German Winter Line. The Canadians were ordered to attack across the Moro River and 

capture the town of Ortona for it was of vital importance. Ortona opened the road north 

across the mountains that led to Rome.81 

Thus, began the battle that became known as the Italian Campaign’s “miniature 

Stalingrad”.82 It was brutal house to house, hand to hand combat; where no mercy was 

given nor shown. Blood flowed freely in the streets and death hid around every corner. 

On 8 Dec Halton recorded the battle behind an old wall near San Vito Chietino. He 

described one attack across the valley toward the German positions. For a week over 

Christmas, Canadians clung to their radios, fixated on this battle fought by their sons 
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now raging in the town of Ortona.  It was all to close to Christmas. The attack for the 

town began proper, 20 Dec 1943. 83 

The climax to Ortona, the “miniature Stalingrad”, occurred Christmas day. Fighting was 

without let up. But time was made to remember the day and events planned. Some 

members of the Seaforth Highlanders gathered in shifts for a men’s Christmas dinner 

some few blocks from the fighting in the shelled-out Church at Santa Maria di 

Constantinopoli. It was but a few grateful moments of peace and respite from death, 

away from the battle raging only a few blocks away. Others fearing for their lives, 

avoided the feast altogether. 

 

Canada, Veterans Affairs Canada, Christmas in Ortona, Santa Maria di Constantinopoli Church 25 Dec 1943 

(With permission) 

 

At the end of the day Mathew Halton found himself in a forward field hospital with his 

sound engineer Art Holmes.  An accordionist was there entertaining, playing carols for 

the wounded and dying. Holmes had strung a cable into a ward for “life cases” those 
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who might or might not live so they could listen in. Several carols were recorded for the 

Homefront.  Halton was about to pack up and leave when the accordionist finished.  

Suddenly one young soldier woke up from a coma. Halton saw him awake and 

continued recording. The soldier was aware of the music played around him. He 

became lucid long enough to ask the accordionist “Corporal, I’ve been dreaming of 

home. Would you play something for me?” This is one sentiment that all soldiers share, 

the sound of a familiar tune; particularly, “I’m Dreaming of a White Christmas.’” 84  

The young Corporal sat down to play. He had just finished playing as the young soldier 

died. It was heart breaking. 
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Infantrymen of the 48th Highlanders of Canada dealing with a German counterattack, San Leonardo di Ortona, Italy, 10 
December 1943.   
Lieut. Frederick G. Whitcombe / Canada. Dept. of National Defence / Library and Archives Canada / PA-166566 

 

Pain and suffering was endured by both sides that Christmas Day. Fifty years on, CBC 

did a documentary on the battle and interviewed belligerents from both sides. Ortona 

was remembered by one German Stretcher bearer with dread. He openly wept in 

recalling the dead and broken bodies. Like many of his contemporaries who 



experienced that battle, he was never able to celebrate Christmas again. “It’s as though 

I am dead on those days”, he said.85 

The bitter fighting continued through the month of December and grief was felt by every 

regiment in the Division. All shared the burden at some point, and for some, that 

resulted in the ultimate sacrifice of certain death. The casualty count was high. Military 

records often refer to casualties as “wastage”, and wastage was high enough in Ortona 

alone.  

 

Troopers of "A" Squadron, The Calgary Regiment, who are under enemy shellfire, digging a grave for a comrade who was killed 
by shrapnel, San Leonardo di Ortona, Italy, 8 December 1943.   
Credit: Lieut. Terry F. Rowe / Canada. Dept. of National Defence / Library and Archives Canada / PA-180092 

 

In the end some 176 officers and 2136 other ranks were either killed or wounded. 

Ortona proved to be a deadly encounter that was an all or nothing effort.  

By the time Ortona was captured, Canadian strength was completely exhausted, and 

the advance halted for a time.86 It wasn’t to be the end though. Canadians fought on 

through Italy.  

On 24-25 May 1944 the Canadians fought one of their very last major engagements in 

Italy. They were ordered to make the Melfa Crossing in the Liri Valley.87 Only some few 

weeks later, on 5 June, Rome was joyfully liberated. The Canadian Army’s 
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achievements in Italy were soon forgotten though as they were overshadowed by D-Day 

in Normandy 6 June 1944. 

In the meantime, Lady Nelson, and Captain O’Hara, stood by waiting. Both had a 

particularly important role in providing relief and succour to the wounded, some of whom 

were soon on their way home if wounded seriously enough. Others were patched up, 

convalesced in England, and then, were sent back into the line in the final drive of the 

2nd Front that followed D-Day 6 June 1944. 

  



8. The Italian Campaign Returning Wounded to Canada 

Lady Nelson and Captain O’Hara stood by awaiting the wounded. The crew and ship 

were now part of a tremendous enterprise. Lady Nelson was their safe haven in Italy 

and way home to Canada.  

Lady Nelson was responsible for the safe evacuation of Canadian wounded from this 

theatre of operations. She came to Naples, Italy twice to evacuate Canadian wounded.88  

Lady Nelson’s first mission to Naples began in Halifax 14 Jan 1944. Her second 

commenced at Naples 12 Mar that was the reverse, ending in Halifax 12 Apr. But 

Naples wasn’t her first or only foray into the Mediterranean. She had already completed 

8 voyages to and from Halifax or Avonmouth through the Mediterranean to Gibraltar, 

Algiers, Bizerte, sometime between 3 July and 12 December 1943.89  Her service here 

was followed by the Italian Campaign. 

The Allied landings in Italy began early September 1943. The Allies had made good 

progress by 27 September in advancing a considerable distance up the boot of Italy. 

The battlefront was a line based on Salerno on the Tyrrhenian Sea and Gulf of Naples 

on the Italian East coast, that crossed the Italian Peninsula 110 miles to a point north of 

Barletta on the Adriatic coast. Everything south of that line was in Allied hands.90 

 

Figure from Toronto Daily Star, 27 September 1943 
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At this point a battle raged to clear Salerno and the city of Naples. The City of Naples 

was wracked by bombs and fighting in a desperate battle to liberate what was once, one 

of the world’s most beautiful harbours.91   

The port was finally liberated 2 October 1943 but was in shambles. The Port of Naples 

had been selected by the Allies as a test case. Naples was considered typical of the 

problems that would be encountered later in Northwest Europe.  

It took three months to clear and get the Port back into operation. In the beginning. The 

Port was able to handle 20000 tons of in-bound cargo a day. Only some 10 months 

later, that tonnage rose dramatically, such that the Port handled 5.3 million tons in 

total.92 Captain Morris O’Hara would have been in command of Lady Nelson in 1944 

when the port was at the height of these activities. 

But time would not wait. The wounded still had to be cared for. Help was on the way and 

Lady Nelson was to be a part of that help. It began 13 November when the 1st Canadian 

Division was augmented by other units in forming the Canadian Corps in Italy. The 

Corps carried with it a general hospital that had sailed directly from England. This 

hospital was the linch pin for survival for many Canadian casualties. It was staffed by 

doctors, dentists, physiotherapists, nursing sisters, dieticians, medical orderlies and 

many others.93 

A field hospital was also a part of the casualty clearing process where the wounded 

were first transported across the battlefront ranging anywhere from 100 to 150 miles 

wide and up the Italian peninsula as the troops advance towards Rome. It proved to be 

both a difficult and challenging slog. Lady Nelson then played a role in the final 

evacuation of wounded troops back to England or Canada. 

The clearing of the wounded from the field to a waiting hospital ship was difficult. The 

evacuation of casualties began with administering First Aid on the battlefield. The 

wounded were moved from the field to dressing/aid stations, thence to hospitals, and 

from there, on to awaiting ships bound either for Britain or Canada. They were moved 

from as far as Casa Berardi on the west coast of Italy on approach to Ortona on the 

Adriatic, to Naples on the Tyrrhenian Sea and Gulf of Naples on the east coast.94 
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First-aid personnel of the Three Rivers Regiment placing Sergeant Johnny Marchand on a stretcher, Ortona, Italy, 21 December 
1943.  
Credit: Lieut. Terry F. Rowe / Canada. Dept. of National Defence / Library and Archives Canada / PA-163927 

 

There were several steps to evacuating the wounded. The first was protecting them as 

best one could in the field. Often the patient was placed in a slit trench, if available, until 

a jeep arrived to take him to the Regimental Aid Post. This was the first stop. The next 

was onto a Main Dressing Station a little further behind the line.95 

 
95 Ibid, Movietone News Ortona 1944 



 

 

If the patient required further assistance, he would be treated at a field surgical unit 

where he was cleaned, assessed and operated on. Once the patient was stabilized, he 

was moved by ambulance to the #1 Canadian General Hospital.  

The movement of wounded troops was a complex operation! It was conducted either by 

jeep or large truck ambulance travelling through Italy, or by train, where wounded were 

taken to Italian towns to a railway depot. Patients were then loaded on board waiting 

ambulance trains.96 Every means was employed to move the wounded expeditiously 

and safely. 

 

A jeep ambulance of the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps (R.C.A.M.C.) bringing in two wounded Canadian soldiers on the 
Moro River front south of San Leonardo di Ortona, Italy, 10 December 1943.   
Credit: Lieut. Frederick G. Whitcombe / Canada. Dept. of National Defence / Library and Archives Canada / PA-180097 
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Upon reaching the final destination of #1 Canadian General Hospital, the casualties 

were further assessed and cared for. They were either streamed to wards or surgical 

theatres as required. They were then housed in appropriate wards where they made 

further recovery. Once sufficiently stabilized, the patients were once again transported 

by ambulances, but this time to port. 

Here they were loaded aboard the waiting Lady Nelson and made comfortable. Those 

that were able to walk, made their way to hand rails along the ship, and watched as the 

ship left port.97 They were all loaded aboard well within the sound of raging gunfire. For 

the lucky ones, they were now on their way home in Lady Nelson with Captain O’Hara in 

command. 98 

 

Hospital Ship, Lady Nelson; Library and Archives Canada/Department of National Defence fonds/e010778743 

 
97 Ibid, Movietone News Ortona 1944 
98 Ibid Miller, 18 March 1952 (author’s note – place in command at Naples in Nov 1943 by the e comment of gunfire 
– Naples was still an active war zone next to Salerno) 



 

Captain O’Hara as master of the ship, sailed over 200,000 nautical miles returning to 

Canada some 21,099 wounded troops from battlefields overseas. Morris O’Hara made 

18 trips as its Captain, two of which were to Naples, where he said, “the wounded were 

loaded on board within the sound of gunfire”.99 

Captain O’Hara and Lady Nelson were kept busy that year. Five round trips were made 

by 25 Nov 1943, all across the Atlantic transporting troops. Many repatriated troops had 

fought in the Battle of Sicily that August.  
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Nursing sisters of the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps (R.C.A.M.C.) aboard the hospital ship LADY NELSON, 
Naples, Italy, 29 January 1944 
Source: Library and Archives Canada/Department of National Defence fonds/a163661 

 

Lady Nelson’s fifth voyage was significant.  There were 50 men aboard, prisoners of war 

repatriated from Europe, who had participated in the battle at Dieppe. A prisoner 

exchange had been arranged with the Germans, so these men could be repatriated 

home. All had suffered devastating wounds, were hors de combat and would never be 



used to fight again. 100 It was to be one of the many missions of mercy that the Lady 

Nelson conducted. 

It wasn’t all work aboard Lady Nelson. There was time for fun as well. Lieutenant 

Marjorie McLean, nurse, attached 6 June 1945, made three trips aboard, repatriating the 

wounded. She also found time along the way while on layovers in England to see the 

sights, attend the theatre, and make trips to Edinburgh and Inverness, the land of her 

ancestors.101 But these pleasant times did not mask the pain and suffering that she and 

others witnessed. 

Over the next year Lady Nelson did yeoman work. She and the British Hospital ship 

ABA docked within two days of one another (14 November 1944) returning over 1000 

wounded young Canadians. Most of the group were young men fresh from the fighting in 

France, and with them, a sprinkling of airmen.  

The wounded suffered an eclectic mix of injuries. Here and there, one lost an eye, 

another a hand or leg, but all were glad to be home. There were some cheerful surprises 

and unexpected reunions as well. Pte Wesley Hebner of Honey Harbour, Ontario, was 

met on the dock and was joyfully reunited with his sister, Pte Lucy Laub of the Canadian 

Woman’s Army Corps. 102 
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Hospital orderly E. Hartz checks the condition of Private F.E. Arden in a ward aboard the hospital ship LADY NELSON 
Library and Archives Canada/Department of National Defence fonds/a-3227114 
 

It was a quick turn around that found Lady Nelson and Captain O’Hara back to sea once 

again.  She returned to Europe to pick up another load of casualties. This one was 

special though. Five hundred wounded souls were to be repatriated and were scheduled 

to arrive in Canada in time for Christmas.  

It seemed simple enough, but nothing is ever simple when mother nature takes a hand. 

A snowstorm swept through the port of Halifax on their arrival just as the Lady Nelson 

steamed in. It complicated the ship’s arrival, but she docked on 19 December 1944 with 

its precious human cargo who were able to reach their homes in time for Christmas.  

The thoughts of the slush and mud of European battlegrounds evaporated, as well as 

the discomfiture of a rough arrival and turbulent seas. These were soon replaced by 

happier thoughts of home and Christmas. And it was to be a happier Christmas for some 

families that year. 

Many returning vets suffered the ravages of war, witnessed by the missing limbs, the 

blinded or the bedridden. But the wounded soon forgot their misfortunes. It was lost in 

their excitement at being back in Canada, at home, and Christmas. 



9. The end is in sight 

Captain O’Hara made 18 trips as master of the hospital ship, Lady Nelson. He sailed 

over 200,000 nautical miles in doing so.  His mission was one of aid and succor to 

Canada’s war wounded. The ship’s mission would change dramatically in 1945. It was 

no less challenging or demanding but it also marked the end of his tenure as Captain.  

Peace had finally come to Europe. VE Day was celebrated by all 8 May 1945. All that 

was left to do now was to repatriate the troops back to Canada in an efficient and orderly 

manner, and in quick time.  But it wasn’t as simple as all that.  There were additional 

requirements.  

It was a long war, and many had set down roots and married after 5 long years in 

England. There were now Canadian dependents overseas who would now have to be 

moved as well. 

Repatriating the troops and war brides set certain expectations. Families wanted to be 

together and moved without delay. But there was insufficient shipping capacity given the 

number of veterans who had to be repatriated. In the end though, the Lady Boats played 

a significant role to managing and achieving those expectations, in moving this mass of 

humanity. The troops would be brought home first, then safely reunited with their wives 

and families later. 

The first priority remained with repatriating the wounded and war vets.103 This left a 

growing backlog of waiting war brides and families in Europe. The headlines of the day 

announced the arrival of repatriated troops to anxious families desiring the expeditious 

return of their sons and daughters.  

The Globe and Mail stated in early December 1945 that “33,000 Canadians Due Back 

home Before January 4”. The banner headline was prominently and widely announced 

well before Christmas 1945.104 It built up family expectations on the home front that 

some would be seeing their sons and daughters soon. 
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With permission Royal Canadian Medical Services Association, RCAMC Medics provide casualty care 

Even with this announcement, the schedule was only tentative. There were problems 

with ship availability and capacity. The movement of troops was greatly aided by high 

capacity transport such as the Queen Elizabeth that was scheduled to carry more than 

12,000 passengers to be discharged at New York.  New York was chosen because of 

free board problems with the Harbour at Halifax. The troops were then to be transported 

by train to homes in Canada from there.  

Others were more fortuitous. Some three lucky servicemen somehow manage to wangle 

a plane ride home for their wives aboard a commercial flight on Trans-Canada Airlines. 

Space became available and it was offered to high priority war brides. The bulk of the 

waiting brides, some 27,000 with 9,000 children, were not so fortunate and awaited 

repatriation hopefully. That was to be done by ship.105 

The waiting wives became a growing problem. There remained insufficient capacity to 

move them all, even with the likes of the Queen Elizabeth! These larger ships soon 

became dedicated to moving the large volume of Canadian and American troops 

repatriated from Europe. There was also a priority on shipping as the war with Japan 

continued as some troops were to be sent to that theatre. 

All these factors reduced shipping capacity. Regardless, Canadian authorities soon 

realized that they had a problem on their hands. They intended to speed up these 

removals and designated two ships to do so in the beginning. In the New Year, Lady 

Nelson and Lady Rodney were re-tasked and reserved for the movement of Canadian 

war brides and families.106 

That expectation was not so easily achieved for the Lady Nelson. She still had the 

wounded to attend too. One of her last loads arrived 16 Jan 1946.  

Lady Nelson arrived in a snowstorm. It was the first time in 5 or 6 years for many troops 

to be home on Canadian soil. The wounded were disembarked and loaded on two troop 

trains awaiting at Halifax. Four hundred and forty-nine sick and wounded Canadian War 

Veterans were now on their way home.107 

Lady Nelson then made a quick turn around and sent back to Europe. She returned to 

Halifax 18 February 1946 where she discharged 486 overseas casualties and notably, 

three babies. This marked a turn in her mission for this was her 30th and final trip as a 

hospital ship. She would now be totally designated to repatriating Canadian war brides 

and families as part of Operation “Daddy”.108 And significantly, this final trip was also the 

final trip of Captain Morris Osbourne O’Hara as its master. 
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With permission Royal Canadian Medical Services Association, No. 5 Field Dressing Station, Udem Germany 2 March 1945 

A notice in the Globe and Mail on 21 February 1946 stated, Captain William Barclay 

Armit, RD, RNR, RCNR, Commodore of the Canadian National Steamship fleet was 

appointed master of the Lady Nelson. Captain Armit had a distinguished service record 

and he would now become responsible for the repatriation effort in moving Canadian 

war brides and families.109 

Lady Nelson made 30 voyages as a hospital ship in total. Captain O’Hara conducted 18 

of those, and 12 were conducted by his predecessor Captain Welch or others between 

1943 and 1946. Captain O’Hara served the bulk of his time as master during the height 

of the war in Italy and Northwest Europe.  

Now it was Captain Armit’s turn. As of 21 Feb 1946, the matter of repatriating Canadian 

war brides and kin became his problem. It was expected that the backlog of war brides 

would not be cleared anytime soon. Authorities thought it would continue into August or 

September 1946. It was assumed that the backlog would be eased by the addition of 

Lady Nelson and Lady Rodney. The hospital ship Letitia was converted and 

subsequently added to the fleet.110 It still wasn’t enough! 

More than 55,000 Army and Air Force personnel were to be brought home within four 

weeks that January. There were somewhere between 25,000 and 44,000 servicemen 

and women in England awaiting a return home. The Queen Elizabeth was brought into 

the fray to clear that backlog.  

Two trips were scheduled; one 15 Jan and another 2 Feb to clear the backlog, carting 

more than 12,000 troops each time. The rate of two trips within 19 days was expected to 

clear the backlog, and that Queen Elizabeth would clear it all on her own by March that 

year. But there was no indication that she would remain available to do so. Over 
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225,000 from all services were eventually repatriated back to Canada between VE- Day 

and 31 Dec 1945.111 

Now all that was left to do was reunite the war brides and families. The plan was simple. 

The Lady Nelson and Lady Rodney would carry between 200-300 war brides while 

Letitia 400 each trip. A train of ships was set up across the water on a schedule of three 

round trips per month until the backlog was cleared and the tasked completed.112 

 

War brides en route to Canada aboard S.S. Letitia waving goodbye to families and friends.  
Credit: Barney J. Gloster/Canada. Dept. of National Defence/Library and Archives Canada/PA-175794 

 

It never went according to plan. Wives and children of Canadian Servicemen overseas 

were rushed to the Dominion in unprecedented numbers, but those numbers continued 

to grow. There were a number of new marriages. It was recorded during March 1946; 

some 3694 wives and 1272 children were transported to Canada. During that same 
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period however, 851 new marriages were performed with an additional 281 babies born 

of “earlier unions.” 113 

Col W.S. Murdock director of the bureau responsible for repatriations said; “At the 

present rate of progress we cannot hope to complete the movement of servicemen’s 

dependents before the end of the year.”   

Still remaining in the United Kingdom were 24,334 wives and 8.810 children. 

Additionally, 15,931 women and 7,554 children were awaiting sailing on forthcoming 

drafts. It was quite the number to handle and it kept 300 servicemen and women 

engaged in the administration at the bureau to handle all the details.  It wasn’t just a nine 

to five job. All worked considerable overtime in sorting out the priorities and dealing with 

the families.114 

It took more ships to deal with it all. The fleet expanded to include Lady Nelson, Lady 

Rodney, Aquitania, Scythia, Letitia, Ile de France, and Mauretania. Mauretania remained 

in the fleet for only a very short time. She was eventually redirected to the repatriation of 

British Servicemen from India.115 

Progress was slowly made. Some 39,000 brides and babies were transported safely to 

Canada by 11 June 1946. Col V.N. Gill then director of the Canadian Wives Bureau in 

London was especially proud of that record in which this was safely carried out with no 

loss of life. The Bureau had taken every precaution ensuring that families were 

conducted safely to Canada by matching services to family needs.   

Mothers with young babies were matched to ships with lower bunks and baby cots, with 

up to date hospital facilities available. Large families were matched to ships that ensured 

every child was kept with the mother and had a bunk. 116 

This was a complicated task. Some families had six or more children, sometimes with a 

new baby in tow, that exacerbated the problems of repatriation. But it was done. It was 

also a factor that slowed the process down, but safety was paramount! It also created 

some inequities. Others were moved ahead in the queue displacing some priority 

families who were unable to be accommodated safely. It was all due to the lack of space 

that suited their needs.117 

The task finally ended 1947-1948 when the last of 1338 war brides finally arrived in 
Canada. The biggest wave of immigration came in fiscal 1946. Thirty-nine thousand war 
brides and children arrived representing 55% of the total eventually transported to 
Canada.  
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It was an eclectic mix reflecting where Canadian soldiers had served. The lion’s share 
came from Britain - 44,886, Holland - 1886, Belgium - 649, France - 26 and Denmark – 
7.118 All had to be repatriated from various locations using various means. It took time. 

In the end, some 64,446 brides and children finally arrived in Canada. They had a huge 
influence as they made their way here, building a future, setting up house and home in 
their adopted country. The war brides fanned out far and wide across the country and 
their influence felt everywhere.119 

All wasn’t well and good though. Some war brides were homesick, families did break up, 
and some returned “home”. But the vast majority stayed. To this day their direct 
influence was that perhaps one million Canadians can trace their heritage to Canada’s 
war brides. 120 
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10.  Captain Morris Osbourne O’Hara – Epilogue 

Captain O’Hara’s story is tied to the history, story and life of the ship, Lady Nelson. It 

was exceedingly difficult to find very much direct material pertaining to Captain O’Hara’s 

legacy as its master. There was no direct reference to his role in his British Empire 

Medal (BEM) citation as it appeared to recognize solely his duties and service aboard 

the Nelson when sunk in St Lucia in March 1942.   

The date of the BEM citation was 1943, predating his tenure as Captain of the Lady 

Nelson. Yet we know he was its Master from 1944 to 1946 in which he made 18 

crossings as master.  

Lady Nelson’s arrivals in port were well documented. One would think Captain O’Hara 

would have frequently been mentioned somewhere along the way. The one photograph 

found as O’Hara as Master, came from the snippet of a story written by Frank Miller, 

True Son of the Sea, Halifax Chronicle Herald, 18 March 1950. Regrettably a full copy of 

his article was not available that may have held more clues. 

 



Sometimes a picture paints a thousand words though. This photograph of Captain 

O’Hara taken at the helm of his ship, conveys both an impression of a humble man and 

a proud Master. He may have been one of those modest men who wished to avoid the 

spotlight.  

Men and women of Canada’s Merchant Marine were the unsung heroes of the Second 

World War. Their accomplishments were largely ignored by the press and they weren’t 

feted by an appreciative or adoring public either.  It may be one reason why it was so 

difficult to find any photographic evidence of Captain Morris in the public record. 

It was said that “The reconstructed Lady Nelson was very fortunate in her assignments 

of Captain. One of the first Captains as a hospital ship was Captain Morris O’Hara, a 

native son of Isaac’s Harbour, NS.”   

Felicity Hanington, wrote those words in her book “The Lady Boats – The Life and 

times of Canada’s West Indies Merchant Fleet,” in 1980. She sketched Captain 

Morris O’Hara’s character as “’Ample in frame, exasperating, loveable, sympathetic, and 

understanding; time meant little to him.’ ‘He was affectionately known as “Mo” and was 

well suited for his job as master of a hospital ship’”. 121 

That says a lot about Morris O’Hara, the person, and the respect, esteem, and affection 

held for him by his crew. He was decidedly a most reserved man. His duty lay with the 

safe return of the wounded. He cared little for protocol when it was a matter of the men’s 

safety and comfort at heart.  

Captain O’Hara cared not a fig for the necessities or sensibilities of some high officials 

awaiting his arrival in port. His first duty was to the wounded under his care. All that 

mattered to him was the safe conduct of the ship. Hanington wrote “He was immoveable 

in that regard, there was always another day tomorrow.”122 

Moreover, Captain Morris Osbourne O’Hara was a brave man too. Lady Nelson was 

always under threat of air and naval attack. The Mediterranean alone was a significant 

and violent theatre of operations. He was without any means of defence for, as a 

designated hospital ship, he was forbidden weapons of any kind in order to remain 

under the protection of the Geneva Conventions.  

Captain O’Hara was continuously in war zones, under fire, and was in Naples 1944 

picking up wounded in the Italian campaign. He had to contend with matters of 

navigation from, to and in worn torn harbours, as well as sea lanes that were under 

constant threat from enemy hazards; such as, surface ships, aircraft, U-boats, mines, 

and other hazards.123 

Captain O’Hara sailed on 18 of 30 voyages that were true missions of mercy. He was 

responsible for 60% of the total effort and sailed nearly 200,000 nautical miles doing so. 
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It was a singular accomplishment that saw many of Canada’s wounded safely returned 

home to families and loved ones. It was a task accomplished under the most difficult of 

conditions.  He was exposed at all times as hospital ships made all their voyages fully lit 

in order to identify themselves to submarines.124  

It was a hazardous duty notwithstanding the rules of the Geneva Convention protecting 

them. One never knew what hazard or mischance would cross their paths thwarting that 

protection. Lady Nelson was fortunate to have avoided these. 

It wasn’t for lack of trying!  “Hazards and Chance” existed a-plenty. Captain O’Hara 

experienced his fair share of these too while at sea. One time he was aboard a freighter 

with 10000 tons of grain bound for Cyprus. For the first time aboard ship, he was 

provided with a bed instead of a bunk. Rough weather pursued his crossing and he was 

continually tossed from the bed. He remedied that by sleeping in a chair on the bridge 

for the remainder of the voyage. 

Another time he ran afoul of port authorities in Gibraltar. He had lost his passport and 

was about to be arrested as a fugitive from justice. A small Spanish boy saved the day 

by stepping in to explain to police what had happened.125 

 Lady Nelson was placed in harm’s way often as witnessed by Howard Clark who joined 

the Lady Nelson in 1943. Clark made 17 crossings from Europe to Halifax, NS some of 

which in company with Captain O’Hara. He remembered sailing into Cherbourg in 

October and November 1944, then an active theatre of operations. 
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The Canadian hospital ship Lady Nelson leaving Cherbourg Harbour in October/November 1944. 
Roger Litwiller Collection, Arthur Singleton, RCNVR Photo, courtesy Doug Campbell, RCNVR. (RTL-DC040) 

 

Clark recalled other memorable voyages in Lady Nelson with Captain O’Hara. One trip 

included a voyage via Jamaica and another just after the war via Hamburg, Germany.  

Dangers still lurked in all these waters even at peace for many hidden hazards 

remained.  

Yet in spite of these; particularly Hamburg, Lady Nelson was always brought in close to 

the wounded to bring them home from a point closer on the front without undue delay.126 

Such was the nature of the man, his crew, and the tenor of the ship. 

Canadians began reflecting on the major role their little towns played in the war as early 

as 1943. A terrible price was paid by their sons and daughters, who served so far away. 

It was a cost of lost loved ones, and in a legacy of pain and suffering of its wounded.127 

This sad legacy is shared by many communities.  

The little hamlet of Isaac’s Harbour along Nova Scotia’s Atlantic coast on our eastern 

shores was no different. One son contributed mightily to the war effort in a unique way. 

Captain Morris O’Hara, in command of a hospital ship, the Lady Nelson, brought mercy 

to foreign shores. He returned safely home, to Canada, its sons and daughters at the 

height of the Second World War. That is a legacy worth remembering. 

Captain Morris O'Hara, a distinguished son of Isaacs Harbour, born 25 Jul 1893, died 

June 1965 in his 72nd year at Camp Hill Hospital, Halifax, after a long illness.  Captain 

O’Hara was wartime commander of the first Canadian hospital ship, the Lady Nelson, 

and is buried in Camp Hill Cemetery Halifax. 

  

 
126 Ibid Howard Clark, 2017 
127 Anon. Little Towns of Canada Play Major Role in War, The Hamilton Spectator, 12 Jun 1943 
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Introduction by Gerry Madigan 

This is a story fresh off my recent foray in the Journal “They that go down to the sea in 

ships”. Once more we touch upon the life of Capt Morris O’Hara. 

The bulk of the story comes from beautifully handwritten notes sent to me by Norma 

Cooke of Isaac’s Harbour.  

Norma is a historian in her own right, who has 

greatly assisted me and many others, in bringing to 

life the history of Guysborough County through the 

years. It is a deep, rich, and interesting history that 

is easily lost if we don’t stop and take the time to 

record it. 

This article was largely taken from Norma’s written 

notes and news clippings that she and her late 

husband Findlay amassed over the years. My role 

here was merely to add some joiners to make the 

story flow between the sections. 

My wife Melodie and I recently spent some time with 

Norma at her home in Isaac’s Harbour to flesh out this story a little further.  

Norma came by her love for local history quite honestly. Her interest began with her 

husband Findlay. Both became avid collectors of memorabilia and artifacts over the 

years. But it wasn’t the collecting that was important, Findlay’s interest lay in the history 

behind the items. That is what intrigued Findlay most of all.  



 

Norma 

Cooke 

and 

Gerry 

Madigan editing story 18 October 2018 

 

Findlay wrote a book, now out of print but still much in demand, titled “History and 

Stories of Isaac’s Harbour and Goldboro” published by FORMAC of Antigonish, NS 1 

January 1976. Sadly, Findlay passed 26 September 1981, but he left Guysborough 

County this great legacy. 



 

Amazon website copy of Findlay Cooke’s Book Cover Jacket 

Norma shared Findlay’s love of local history. That love was encouraged by chance 

because of a second career upon their return to Isaacs Harbour in 1970. It happened 

shortly after they retired there from Dartmouth. The local post master died that left a 

vacancy at the post office to be filled. The position was put up for competition. Norma 

was asked amongst a number if she would consider applying. 

Three people from the community in total applied. They all had to go to the Sherbrooke 

Post Office for an oral interview. There were two board members, one being the Area 

Manager, Mr. Parker from Sydney and the other Frank Jordan, Postmaster at 

Sherbrooke. All were interviewed individually and a selection amongst the three 

candidates was made. Norma was offered the job, which she accepted, and worked as 

Postmaster at Isaac’s Harbour as a second career for 27 and a half years. 

It was a fortunate circumstance for it was here that her interest in history truly piqued. 

Norma met a lot of “real nice people” in this job from as far as Texas, New York State to 

Oregon and beyond. All had an interest or had some connection to the Isaac’s Harbour 

and surrounding areas. 



People often stopped at the post office as a first point of contact to obtain local 

knowledge and for clues to finding their ancestors and family origins. 

These inquiries nurtured her interest in local genealogy. It soon became the chase for 

the history behind the personal connections, which truly peaked Norma’s interest to 

researching and preserving Guysborough’s local history that continues to this day. 

I asked Norma what her plans are for the future. She cheerfully replied with a chuckle 

and modestly said “I’ll probably continue with it as long as I am able. Every year it’s 

getting a little bit harder, but I just enjoy doing it!” 

Norma is a unique person and treasure. I hope you enjoy Norma’s rendition of your local 

history as much as I and “The Ties That Bind”. 

  



“The Ties That Bind” 

Life is a tremendous journey along whose many paths we will come across people, 

places, and things. It will all produce memories. Some will be memorable, others less 

so, and perhaps wished to be best forgotten. And so, it was for Capt Morris O’Hara of 

Isaac’s Harbour, NS. Morris was a man bred for the sea. He was the son of a sea 

captain. His three brothers were sea captains and their grandfathers and great grand-

fathers, also sea captains. 

Morris O’Hara’s life and seafaring career were documented in a recent article in the 

Guysborough Journal titled “They that go down to the sea in ships”.  Captain O’Hara 

ultimately followed the path of his father’s footsteps, a man at sea, having a very 

distinguished career, while serving more than 33 years notably, 26 of which were spent 

with the Canadian National Steamship Line (CNS). Captain O’Hara was very modest 

concerning his accomplishments in the news accounts of his deeds.128 

Morris O’Hara was indeed a very modest and humble man. One brave intrepid 

newsman attempted to interview him in 1947 on his life and accomplishments. He wrote 

“Questions about his life brought only growls of disapproval from his ample frame but 

the twinkle in his eye belied his gruffness.” In Wartime he was master of the hospital 

ship Lady Nelson, but he scoffed at the idea he might make an interesting story. 

 
128 Gerry Madigan, “They that go down to the sea in ships” - The Life and Times of 

Captain Morris O’Hara (Isaacs Harbour, NS), Master of Lady Nelson during the 

Second World War, Guysborough Journal, submitted 22 July 2018 

 



 

U-boat Net – Lady Nelson Photograph courtesy of Tim Webb 

Capt. O’Hara went to sea in the days of sailing ships. He was first officer of the Lady 

Nelson in March, in 1941 when she was torpedoed in the Harbour of St Lucia with the 

loss of 16 lives. After she was repaired he was made master and sailed her some 

199,357 sea miles bringing 21,099 wounded Canadians home from overseas 

battlefields. 

Despite all this, however, Capt. O’Hara barked “Nothing to tell” when asked about his life 

at sea.”129 But there is indeed much to tell. Air Vice Marshall G.O. Johnson, C.B., M.C., 

Air Officer Commander-in-Chief, Eastern Command, put it all in perspective when he 

personally expressed the thanks of the RCAF to Capt Morris O’Hara for his outstanding 

service as captain of the Hospital Ship “Lady Nelson”. 

After the war years Morris was Master of the Canadian National Steamship (CNS) Liner 

“Canadian Cruiser”. After serving 26 years with CNS he retired in 1955. It was at this 

time where his life had a number of paths cross. 

In the spring of 1956 Morris was “shanghaied” when the Captain of a Greek freighter 

suffered a heart attack minutes before the ship he was on was due to leave Halifax 

Harbour. Port Officials asked Capt O’Hara to take command of the vessel. It was a 

freighter that was bound for Cyprus with 10,000 tons of grain. 

 
129 Unattributed news account, Canadian Press, M.N. “Also Silent”, MONTREAL, 26 Nov 1947 



It proved to be an interesting voyage for Morris. First and novel to him, was that for the 

first time at sea he was forced to sleep in a bed instead of a bunk. Rough weather on 

the voyage threw him out of the bed, and he spent most of the 14 day journey in a chair 

on the bridge. 

Morris’s troubles were not over. He was almost arrested in Gibraltar for failing to have a 

passport. He was very fortunate to have a small Spanish boy who was able to speak 

English explain to the Spanish police that Morris was not a fugitive from justice but the 

Captain of the ship in Port.130 

“It isn’t easy” 

The threads of our being are weaved into a pattern shaped by the experience and 

memories of our lives. In reflection they paint a picture of who we were, what we 

touched, and who we loved. It was no different for Morris. He would have likely been a 

life long bachelor had he not met and married Leona DeMone. 

Leona was born in Isaac’s Harbour, daughter of Capt Ira & Abbie (Pride) Giffin in 1889. 

She too had the sea cast in her veins.  

During the Second World War she served with the Red Cross Service, like many other 

Canadians, taking a job in the assistance of her country. 

Leona was previously married to Heber F DeMone. She bore him a son, Frank. Sadly, 

Heber died in 1923 leaving Leona a single mother to raise their son, Frank Lewis. Lew 

was born in Halifax on April 22, 1918. His father, Heber, died when Frank was very 

young, just five years old. Morris was the only father Frank knew growing up. 

 

 
130 Norma Cooke, Notes on the Life of Capt Morris O’Hara, based on an account given to her by a cousin of Morris 
a number of years ago. 12 Sep 2018 (account a direct transcription from Norma’s notes) 
 



 

Source: CanadaGenWeb’s Cemetery Project; Camp Hill Cemetery (Section: KA, Row 3), Halifax County, NS, photo 1973398 

 

Morris married Leona 10 Apr 1929 in Halifax NS. He was 36 years old, Leona 40, joined 

together in marriage in a Baptist ceremony performed by Rev F.R. Daleman. Morris was 

a Master Mariner at the time; Leona a Householder residing in Dartmouth, and he in 

Halifax.131  

The year 1929 proved to be a change of fortune for both. They married yes, but Morris 

was eventually to become first officer aboard the Canadian National Steamship Lady 

Nelson. Morris’s future and job were secure as a Master mariner. 1929 would prove a 

change of fortune for the country. It was to be the start of the Great Depression that fall. 

But Morris and his new family were lucky in one respect. Their future was secure. Morris 

had a good job.132 

But it was the coming war that further entwined the family. Morris would command a 

Hospital Ship and sail the seas. Lew would join the army and fight through Europe. And 

Leona would also do her part with the Red Cross. It was the ship and the sea that would 

be the common tie in their work and surprisingly, their future as a family in some 

respect. The ships brought them to and from the war. They also brought the eventual 

ties that bind, which eventually brought all back to Isaac’s Harbour. 

 
131 Public Archives of Nova Scotia, Marriage Records Morris O’Hara and Leon Thursa DeMone, 10 Apr 1929,  
Source: : https://www.novascotiagenealogy.com/ItemView.aspx?ImageFile=55-370&Event=marriage&ID=185526 
Accessed: 22 Sep 2018 
132 Ibid Madigan, 2018, pg. 11 

http://geneofun.on.ca/cems/NS/NSHAL03005
https://www.novascotiagenealogy.com/ItemView.aspx?ImageFile=55-370&Event=marriage&ID=185526


“A new day a new chapter” 

The war tended to shape people; especially Frank Lewis (Lew) DeMone! Lew enrolled in 

the Nova Scotia Technical College Contingent, Canadian Officers Training Corps, in the 

rank of Private in September of 1936. Lew was commissioned Second Lieutenant Royal 

Canadian Artillery April 1940 and promoted Lieutenant 1941. He rose to the rank of 

Captain in 1947 and after the war to Major 1954.  

Lew held many prominent positions. Returning from a 14- month tour of duty in Korea 

1952-1953, Lew held appointments as Deputy Commander Electrical and Mechanical 

Engineer, Eastern Command; and, Deputy Assistant Director (Organization and Plans) 

(Electrical and Mechanical Engineers) Army Headquarters, Ottawa. He was also for a 

time responsible for Area Electrical and Mechanical Engineers Nova Scotia and Prince 

Edward Island; and finally, Commanding Officer 6 Coy Royal Canadian Electrical and 

Mechanical Engineers Halifax, NS. 

After serving 30 years in the Canadian Army, Lew retired in 1966. Lew garnered for his 

service to his country the Canadian Volunteer Service Medal, the War Medal 1939-

1945, the United Nations Service Medal, and the Canadian Forces Decoration, also the 

Canadian Efficiency Medal. 

Retirement did not slow Lew down. In fact, he became an active member of his 

community. Prior to his retirement from the Canadian Army, Lew moved to Isaac’s 

Harbour with his wife, Dorothy and his mother, Leona and step-father, Morris. Here he 

became very active in community affairs.  

Lew headed the group responsible for organizing the Goldboro-Bayview District Board 

of Trade. He became President of this organization which was a Corporate body 

representing 10 communities. He was Vice-President of the Guysborough County 

Industrial Development Association; a Director of the Nova Scotia Heart Foundation; 

and was elected to the Council of the Municipality of the District of Guysborough in 

1970. 

Lew was a driving force behind the construction of the road and ferry boat service 

between Isaac’s Harbour and Fisherman’s Harbour, the development and staffing of the 

Bayview District Medical Centre, a Government Pier at Country Harbour, and the Senior 

Citizen’s Home in Isaac’s Harbour.133 

 “Stand by me” 

Lew shared many of Morris’s life’s experiences. Both lost their fathers at a very early 

age never knowing them. Both married devoted partners late in life. Both married slightly 

older women.  

 
133  ibid Norma Cooke, Notes on the Life of Capt Morris O’Hara, 12 Sep 2018 



Sometime during Lew’s service, he met Lieut. Dorothy Kathleen Gerow. Dorothy was a 

very distinguished Army officer in her own right.  

Dorothy, a daughter of Mr. & Mrs. J.C. Gerow, was born in Blenheim, Ontario on May 

14, 1912. She took nursing training at the Women’s College Hospital, Toronto. After 

graduating in 1935, she worked as a nurse in Toronto until she enlisted in the Canadian 

Army in May 1942. 

She served at Camp Borden, Ont before proceeding overseas in September 1943 to No. 

9 General Hospital, England. 

 

Nursing sisters of the Royal Canadian Army Medical Corps (R.C.A.M.C.) aboard the hospital ship LADY NELSON, 
Naples, Italy, 29 January 1944 
Library and Archives Canada/Department of National Defence fonds/a163661 

 

From England Dorothy went on to Italy. After nine months in Italy she returned to 

England in 1945 and back to Canada to the Toronto Military Hospital.  In 1948 Dorothy 

was transferred to Wolseley Barracks, London., Ontario to take charge of the New 

Hospital. 



She took her release from the Army in 1951. 

Dorothy was a remarkable woman who served her country well. It could be said her 

whole life was full of love and sacrifices, always putting the needs of others ahead of her 

own without complaint. 

She nursed and cared for Lewis’ step-father Capt. Morris O’Hara after he became 

disabled until such time that he required more extensive care and was admitted to Camp 

Hill Hospital in Halifax, where he passed away. 

Family was everything to Dorothy, and for many years she provided love, 

companionship and towards the end nursing care for her mother-in-law so that she was 

able to remain in her home in Isaac’s Harbour until the end.  

Dorothy was also very active in community events. The Church played an important role 

in her life. She was a member of the Women’s Auxiliary and participated in many fund 

raising functions in aid of the Church.  She also took part in most community activities 

and was always willing to lend a helping hand. 

Dorothy was very creative. She hand-stitched and quilted many beautiful quilts. One in 

particular was of the famous “Bluenose” which she designed herself with help from a 

friend and neighbour Gordon Sutherland. She also stitched many other lovely things, 

many of which she donated to various organizations for fund raising events. 

She will always be remembered as a well liked and respected member of the 

community. 

In the Late 1980s Lew and Dorothy sold their home in Isaac’s Harbour and moved to 

Halifax. He passed away at home, while Dorothy passed in Camp Hill Hospital. They 

were both cremated, and their ashes buried in Camp Hill Cemetery. They had no 

children.134 

“In Retrospection” 

Guysborough County has been blessed with its share of distinguished people who have 

worked not only for the betterment of their community but also on the world stage. They 

may now be long gone, a distant memory to some, but they should not be forgotten.  

It was their industry to community and family that should be of inspiration to us today in 

our hope and desire to restore our rural communities to their rightful place, where they 

become home and place for opportunity, for us and our loved ones.  

It’s up to us to make a difference whether that be big or small. It is that community 

difference and caring that makes Guysborough County and other small communities like 

it, unique and better places to live. It should also remind us to remember the lives of our 

predecessors and “the ties that bind”. 

 
134 ibid Norma Cooke, Notes on the Life of Capt Morris O’Hara, 12 Sep 2018 
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Part 1 Spring has sprung! 

 
The dog days of winter were still with us early March. Spring was just around the 
corner, as I looked forward to my latest project with Norma Cooke. The days 
seemed to be getting both warmer and longer, the snow receding upon the lawn.  
 
Wistfully, like many readers, I looked forward to forthcoming favourite spring and 
summer activities, some good fishing, and some refreshing gardening after a long 
winter’s nap. It became exceedingly difficult to investigate or write about anything 
for all beckoned. 
 
In my last years of work, I constantly had visions of casting, catching, and looking 
forward to my trips to Nova Scotia. The short vacations here, spread over the 
idyllic days of spring, summer, and fall; found me in the out of doors on its many 
lakes, streams and  rivers. It was all about being here, enjoying mother nature’s 
magnificence! 
 
So, it was of no surprise that Melodie and I upped stakes when I retired from the  
Canadian Armed Forces and moved back to Nova Scotia. That move expanded our 
horizons. We had visions of doing  a little gardening and maybe living a little 
healthier, perhaps off the land as well.   
 
Melodie and I once had a hugely successful foray “on the land”. It was in the early 
years of our marriage. We had a small garden plot at Macdonald College, an 
agricultural institution, where I was a grad student and studied private forestry. At 
the end of the day we canned the most delicious succulent stewed tomatoes ever. 
They were canned, stored,  and eaten  up over the winter months. It was the 
sweet taste of summer with each opening.  
 
As it happened with many grad students in our day, there were few opportunities 
in our chosen fields. Alas a career in forestry was not meant to be and we moved 
on, surprisingly to a military career.  It happened that many postings put paid to 
our gardening  aspirations though. This aspiration was only realized once again 
when we returned to Nova Scotia some 28 years later.  
 
I soon found out, to my chagrin, that I never did possess a green thumb. My 
gardening efforts failed miserably in the dribs and drabs of the odd tomato, 
misshapen carrots, rotted potatoes, and minimal harvest of beans and peas. There 



was never enough to feed a flea much less two adults (and Melodie says, “It cost 
us a pretty penny too!”). 
 
My poor results never dissuaded me from trying year after year though. It soon 
became evident that the benefit was more about the exercise, serenity and 
turning the ground and not the food. Food sustenance was a mere side line.  If left 
to my own devices, Melodie and I would surely starve and never survive a winter. 
Thank God then for the convenience of the modern grocery store! 
 
My efforts seem laughable, but I recently recalled an exercise on one grad course 
concerning food security. Our class was tasked to figure out the minimal crop area 
required to sustain the nutritional needs of a typical Canadian family.  Surprisingly, 
the solution turned out to be a mere half acre. This figure was recently 
corroborated by further research on another area of interest, war time rationing 
in the United Kingdom. Their data and experience suggested that a family of five 
could live comfortably well on a mere 300 square foot garden plot for 8 months of  
the year.135   
 
I have often wondered then, given my own experience, if our generation could 
ever be able to sustain ourselves, should the need arise. It’s a matter of food 
security after all. We never know what the future may bring. As it happens, we do 
have an answer to the question in the example of Canada during the Second 
World War, wartime rationing.  
 
 

Part 2 ς Waste not, want not 

 
Canada’s rich history and body of experience, concerning war time rationing, 
illustrates it had an impact on our health and psyche. I never experienced it first 
hand. As a child of the fifties though, that  experience came as a carry over, found 
in frugality in the family home.  
 
To my mother, Shirley, it remained a question of “waste not, want not” in those 
days. Shirley always saved bacon grease in a jar at the back of the fridge.  It was 

 
135 Jane Fearnley-Whittingstall, The Ministry of Food – Thrifty  Wartime Ways to Feed Your Family Today, 

Hodder & Stoughton, 2010, Pg. 53 

 



safeguarded there for later reuse as she experienced that shortage during the 
war. Fats, butter and other oils became scarce, so, nothing was ever wasted, fats 
were saved. It was a habit that she continued long after the war. 
 

 
Source: Economy Recipes for Canada’s Housesoldiers. The Canada Starch Company, March 1943, pg. 18 
 

I suppose to the modern, post millennial 21st century nose and palette, this is off 
putting. Imagine; recycling grease with bacon bits for later use! But every Friday, 
Mom would pull out this jar, put a dollop in a hot skillet and fry up some of the 
best home fries and lightly dredged cod for our Friday evening meal. You simply 
could not beat the flavour and taste. And sadly, it’s a recipe that I am unable to 
replicate either in texture or flavour today. But as it was then, as it is now, it was 
simple homecooked comfort food. 
 
Food and food conservation were more than symbolic; they were in fact weapons 
of war. Central to Canada’s wartime food policies, was an obligation to feed its 
allies and soldiers overseas. Canadian food exports were an essential lifeline to 
Britain. 136  The reigning fear was that an effective U-boat blockade preventing 
exports, spelt disaster and meant certain defeat. 

 
136 Ian Mosby, Food on the Home Front during the Second World War, (essay), McMaster University, 
Wartime Canada, 2019 
Source: http://wartimecanada.ca/essay/eating/food-home-front-during-second-world-war 
Accessed: 18 March 2019 
 

http://wartimecanada.ca/essay/eating/food-home-front-during-second-world-war


 
It followed that Canadians at some point would feel some privations of food 
shortage and wartime rationing. Canadians were encouraged to aid Canada’s food 
export commitments by avoiding foods that were required in Britain.  
 
Citizens were asked to consume more “Canadian” foods to assist both farmers and 
fisherman whose traditional European markets were now gone. Patriotic food 
alternatives to meat; such as lobster, a luxury food item today, were strongly 
encouraged.137 Cheaper and rougher cuts of meat were utilized to stretch the 
protein reserves; such as tongue, hearts and liver to name a few. Rationing 
eventually followed several federal government’s “request and suggestion” 
campaigns.  
 

 
With permission -The Women’s Institutes of Nova Scotia –  
Mrs. John A. McLean et al (ed.) The Country Kitchen - Old and New, 1983, pg. 44 
Venison Recipe 

 
 
Canadians enthusiastically assisted in whatever way or means possible. Nothing 
was wasted. Every effort was made to conserve. Canning was strongly 
encouraged, and extra sugar rations were provided for that effort. With canning 
and wartime production, came a forced standardization of packaging. Limitations 
were placed on the number of tin-can sizes, that reduced their number from over 
116 to only 9 standard sizes.138 

 
137 Ibid Ian Mosby, Wartime Canada, 2019 
 
138 Ibid Ian Mosby, Wartime Canada, 2019 
 



 
Source: Economy Recipes for Canada’s Housesoldiers. The Canada Starch Company, March 1943, pg. 18 
 

Part 3 ς The Flood Gates Opened Wide 
 

The Great Depression was still a very recent memory in the early days of the 

Second World War. Canada’s fiscal policy became an instrument of economic 

development and, more importantly, it was also an instrument of great social 

change. 

The “Dirty 30s” or the “Great Depression” was to many citizens, Canada’s most 

traumatic and darkest period in its history. It was a low point that deeply shook 

the Canadian psyche to the core. Its impacts were felt very deeply by many 

Canadian families. Many were impoverished and lacked the basic necessities of 

life, food or shelter for want of a decent paying job. 

 The statistics of the day paint a horrible picture. More than half the wage earners 

in Canada, were on some form of relief at the height of the Depression. One in five 

was on the dole.  

Interestingly, the poverty line was marked at $1000 per year for a family of four. 

What points to the desperation and plight of Canadian families though, was the 

fact that the average income was less than $500 per year for many households. 

People and families had been left to their own devices. These were truly 

desperate days, the blackest days in Canadian history, and with a “government” 



unmotivated to act to spare the suffering.139 That desperation was the crucible for 

change. 

Change came and for many, that happened September 10, 1939, the day 

Parliament declared war on Nazi Germany. It was a change that was both 

noticeable and palpable. For many Canadians the government’s declaration 

effectively ended the Great Depression. September 10 ended the government’s 

fiscal parsimony. The purse strings had suddenly opened! 

Although war brought great privations, trials and tragedy; it also brought 

prosperity, jobs, and wealth. There was a vast industrial expansion. The addition 

of defence spending boosted demand for labour for war production, that brought 

with it, full employment.  

A country that had been unable to find work or succour for a fifth of its people in 

the Dirty 30’s and Great Depression, suddenly and miraculously, was able to find 

work for all, including women, young boys and old men.140  

It was an economic miracle that had not gone unnoticed!141 And with it, it brought 

a whole new set of problems, inflation, unmet consumer demand, and increased 

prices. It was a set of problems that had to be solved too; largely through 

rationing and wage and price control. 

Part 4 ς Wage and Price Control 
 

 
139 Pierre Berton, The Great Depression - 1929-1939, Anchor Canada, 2001 (copyright 1990), Pg. 9 

140 ibid Pierre Berton, The Great Depression - 1929-1939, 2001, pg. 503-504; and 
Donald F. Ripley, The Home Front – Wartime Life in Camp Aldershot and Kentville, Nova Scotia, Lancelot Press, 
Hantsport Nova Scotia,  1991, pg.30 
141 Alexander Brady and F.R. Scott, Canada After the War – Studies in Political, Social, and Economic 

Policies for Post-War Canada, The Canadian Institute of International Affairs, The Macmillan Company of 

Canada Lt, Toronto, 1945 (@1943), Pg. 3 

 

“if we are not now to take thought for the future, we can expect nothing but backsliding to the bad old ways of the 

inter-war period. As to the claim that thinking of the post-war future slackens the war effort, nothing could be 

paltrier. People are bound to think of the future. Only the promise of better things to come sustains us in war. If 

this promise is not to be frustrated and our high hopes disappointed, we must be prepared to discuss now in a 

realistic manner the modifications of our institutions necessary to fulfil man's aspirations for a "better world". ' 

 



Prosperity and the war raised some concerns, some of which concerned the 

consequences of inflation and prices.  Full employment in a state of “Total War”, 

threatened the gains in our economy and to Canadian social well being. The cause 

lay behind the potential in a rampant increase of prices for goods and services.142   

It was a simple fact that demand exceeded supply. 

So, a report in 1944 on how Canada handled and avoided a “wage and price” crisis 

was timely. It also addressed the issues of food security and its impacts on 

Canadian health and welfare. Many useful yardsticks were discussed that 

measured the consequences, yet these yardsticks did not necessarily provide a 

complete or clear indication of the reasons for rationing. 143 

 “Food” in Canada was generally available. The first big ration impacts were felt in 

other commodities; such as, the availability of gasoline or durable goods. And 

rationing was not necessarily equitably distributed; particularly gasoline. 

Then Nova Scotia Premier A. S . MacMillan complained to Munitions Minister 
Lowe, 17 May 1942 that “Nova Scotians refuse to 'accept diminished gasoline 
rations while all Canada outside the Maritime Provinces continues with 
unchanged rationing” .  
 
MacMillan went on to suggest that Nova Scotians were being discriminated 
against. He was concerned by the government’s lassitude when announcing 
gasoline rationing changes that, “Many persons had been `hundreds of miles away 
from their homes and could not secure sufficient (gas) to enable their return." 
What irked MacMillan more than the change was the inadequate notice given so 
Nova Scotians could prepare themselves adequately. Rationing worked, but not 
always smoothly, nor without controversy.144 
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143 Ibid, A. L . Cawthorn Page, Globe and Mail 1 Jul 1944 Pg. 2/21 
 
144 Globe and Mail, Nova Scotia Premier 'Resents' Gasoline Cut, 17 May 1942 
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It became a huge problem because many sectors were largely lent over to war 

production. Ready supplies of consumer goods became increasingly unavailable or 

scarce for Canadian consumers. The available stocks of consumer goods thus had 

to be prioritized and distributed accordingly.145 In many cases there was nothing 

to be had, even if there was money to be spared. 

Rationing was applied to imported goods first. Canada was largely self reliant for 

its own food production and domestic food security. The key food items that were 

rationed included sugar, tea and coffee. It followed later that some Canadian food 

items were also rationed; such as, meat and butter.  

Canadians took wartime “wage and price control” as well as rationing in their 
stride. In fact, many Canadians wished to do more. Sometimes they did so by 
ignoring government policies and desires. One area that bucked government 
direction was the matter of victory gardens.  
 
The government saw the implementation of a Victory Garden program as a waste. 
The program was perceived as a diversion of scarce resources, energy, manpower, 
and tools; and a drain on the total effort required in the production of vital war 
materiel.  
 
The government feared an increased demand and need for garden tools and other 
implements would burden its already strained production capacity. There was just 
no spare industrial capacity for this effort. Regardless, Canadians simply ignored 
government “direction” and got on with planting their gardens.  
 
The Victory Garden effort was in fact quite successful. At its peak in 1944, 
approximately 209,200 victory gardens were in operation on front, back lawns or 
empty lots. Canadian gardeners harvested a total of 57,000 tons of vegetables 
produced nationwide that year. The government finally relented and threw in the 
towel. The bureaucratic effort to hinder the movement ceased in early 1943.146 
 

Part 5 ς Canadians take a hand! 

 

 
145 Ibid, A. L . Cawthorn Page, Globe and Mail 1 Jul 1944 Pg. 5/21 
146 Ibid Ian Mosby, Wartime Canada, 2019 
 



Ensuring Canada’s food security was a matter of grave concern to Canadians. It 
went far beyond the production of food; it was also a matter of public health.  
The Depression greatly affected people’s health. Many starved or were 
malnourished. The Depression’s impacts were felt at recruitment centres for 
Canada’s armed services. It was not surprising then that many volunteers were 
rejected as unfit because of poor health.  
 
It all stemmed from their poor diet during the Depression that was recognized by 
1941. The country’s leading nutritionists warned that upwards of 60 percent of 
the country suffered from some form of vitamin and mineral deficiency. They 
observed and, in their words, it was evident in the “alarming rates of medical 
rejections by the Canadian military.”147 
 
It had to be dealt with and quickly. The federal government responded with its 
first ever national nutrition education program by creating a new government 
department, the Nutrition Services Division in 1941. The Division launched the 
Canadian Nutrition Program the following year, that inundated Canadians with 
nutritional advice throughout the war years.148  
 
This effort was the precursor to the National Food Guide. Their guide enumerated 
and listed the requirements of a healthy diet, consisting of dairy, cereals, breads, 
fruits, vegetables, eggs and, finally, “meat, fish, etc.”. That guide was meant to 
establish a basic caloric intake to affect an improvement in health and general 
well-being of Canadians. It did have one great impact; Canadians soon became 
healthier.149   
 
Canadian families seemed to have taken the government’s advice to heart. 
Canadians of that era often looked back fondly and nostalgically on their wartime 
diet. 150 
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Part 6 ς Rationing 

 
By 1943, the impacts of shortages were starting to be felt, some three and a half 
years after the war begun.  Rationing was first instituted in the control of favoured 
food items; such as, fats, butter, sugar and meats.  Canadians had to make do with 
alternatives or supplement their larders by other means. In Guysborough and 
other rural areas, meats and fish were easily harvested off the land to fill the gap. 
 
Rationing was important because it ensured an equitable distribution for all 
Canadians. All were to receive their fair share of caloric requirements necessary to 
sustain a healthy life. Beyond that, it was also about the military requirement to 
be fighting fit, and industrially, to be efficient for the jobs/tasks under a war 
economy. Rationing was implemented slowly. Gradually the way Canadians 
shopped and ate, changed.  
 
The first small steps were taken December 1941 with the introduction of a 
universal price freeze. Some few months later, that was followed with the 
introduction of coupon rationing of sugar July 1942.151 It was the beginning of 
what led to be the larger program. 
 
The average weekly food ration for adult Canadians was a mere 8 oz of sugar, 7 oz 

of butter, 2 oz of tea, 8 oz of coffee per family member in September 1944. 

Evaporated milk was also controlled and limited to one to 16 oz daily for infants.  

There was also sundry rationing on jams, canned fruit , molasses, honey and 

syrups. Supplies were limited to monthly amounts of  12 oz for jams and 20 oz for 

canned fruit per person. Surprisingly meats were not listed as “rationed” items in 

September 1944. 152  

Yet meat availability was to be impacted too. Meatless Tuesdays and Fridays were 

instituted to buffer and make up for any shortfalls in supply.153 And still Canadians 

were able to warmly welcome many a lonely serviceman into the hearts of their 

home for a good meal and companionship despite rationing. 

 
151 Ibid Ian Mosby, Wartime Canada, 2019 
152 Ibid, A. L . Cawthorn Page, Globe and Mail 1 Jul 1944 Pg. 7/21 
153 Ibid Ian Mosby, Wartime Canada, 2019 



The abundance of food was largely due to the prodigious efforts of Canadian 

farmers and fishermen. Even the little places in rural Canada made a tremendous 

contribution and impact on Canada’s war economy.  

In the matter of substitution and alternatives, such places as the local lobster 

cannery made a difference to the war effort. Once such place was the lobster 

canning factory operation at Drum Head in the 1940s. This cannery not only 

provided food, but also many jobs for both men and women in the area. It was 

operated  by O’Leary and Lee Limited of Halifax. 154 

 

From the archives of Norma Cooke, Isaac’s Harbour 

In 1942 Mr. Ted Greencorn came to Drum Head as buyer and to manage the Drum 

Head Fish Plant. He provided a lot of jobs for both men and women as fish cutters 

and packers. Burns Fisheries bought the fish in the form of fillets.  

Mr. Greencorn’s arrival was propitious for other reasons too! In his second year as 

operation’s manager, he hired a number of Newfoundland boys to work in the 

plant. It seemed that this resulted in several of the local girls finding husbands.155 

But the increase in fish and lobster harvesting also brought activity in secondary  

sectors of the economy. All the produce or goods brought in had to be 

transported.  

 
154 Norma Cooke, Auto-Biography (In Her Words 2018), 29 October 2018 (transcribed) 

 
155 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 



Part 7 ς Family fun, making do, and living life to the fullest 
 

Norma Cooke fondly remembers her father, Austin Henderson of Drum Head, 

Guysborough County and the trials of his small trucking business. Austin had a 

contract to transport fish to Antigonish to be shipped out by rail to Burns Fisheries 

Ltd. in Halifax. 156 

 

From the archives of Norma Cooke, Isaac’s Harbour 

Austin worked hard. Most times it would be early evening before the shipment 

was ready as he left for Antigonish, over a distance of about 52 miles. He had a 

tight deadline for meeting the midnight freight train. Austin made his way to 

Antigonish and found at times the train was hours late in arriving. Often as not, 

Austin wouldn’t arrive home until noon or later the next day. 157 

It was a bone jarring drive and there was no way of communicating with him back 

then while he was on the road. By today’s standards the distance isn’t all that 

great, but in the 1940s, roads were unpaved. It wasn’t until you reached St 

Andrew’s that you hit tarmac. And most of the roads then as now were in very 

poor condition, especially in Spring, with the frost coming out. There were places 

that were almost impassable.158 

 
156 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
157 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
158 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 



Norma also recalls her family’s experience with war time  rationing. “I can recall 

the War Ration Coupons Mum would have to use for certain things and her saying 

food had to be used very sparingly.159 

 

From the archives of Norma Cooke, Isaac’s Harbour 

Living in the country back in the 40s, most people did all their shopping through 

mail order for everything except groceries and meats. There were two meat trucks 

that came around the community once a week. 160 

Simpson’s and Eaton’s were the main sources for supplies, but I can recall sending 

films away to be developed to different companies in Ontario and sending the 

occasional order to the Free Press Weekly.161 

Small parcels would come through the mail, but larger items would be sent on the 

freight boat which made regular trips. The trip from Drum Head to Halifax took 

two to three days, depending on her stops. The earlier freight boats carried 

passengers as well as freight. 162 

The last of the steam boats was the “Chedabucto” . The government paid a 

subsidy for the upkeep of these boats, this continued until after the trucking took 

over and then the subsidy was withdrawn. Chartered boats then took over until 

 
159 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
160 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
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the mid 60s and then became obsolete. Very large items would be shipped by rail 

and would have to be picked up at the train station in Antigonish.”163 

 

From the archives of Norma Cooke, Isaac’s Harbour 

 

Norma also spoke about sending catalogue orders to Simpson’s and Eaton’s for 

clothing and other necessities and having most of the money returned as the 

goods were unavailable. The war had an impact, even in Drum Head.164 Still the 

people persevered. And they persevered in many ways and by other means; and 

perhaps, life was much more enjoyable and memorable.  

In the late summer many families did a lot of berry picking. There was an 

abundance of raspberries, blackberries, blueberries, and foxberries. Norma 

recounts that she  “loved to pick berries and most every day after school I headed 

for the barrens.” It wasn’t just the children, a lot of the adults picked berries too. 

“What berries couldn’t be made used of while fresh were preserved or put down 

some other way for use over the long winter months!165 

During the winter months I enjoyed coasting and skating. My father had a pair of 

snowshoes and I loved to go out on the glade back of our house on them. 

Occasionally Doug Nauffts who owned a movie theatre in Canso would come to 

Drum Head and show a movie in the hall. It was usually a western and sometimes 

it would be a silent type. His equipment wasn’t the best and you’d just get 

 
163 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
164 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
165 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 



interested when the film would break. Sometimes this would happen a couple of 

times during the movie. I think I paid 25 cent admission.”166 

Every summer the Henderson family would take a trip to Halifax by train to visit 

with cousins, and every Fall, Austin would take his family to Antigonish for a 

special day. That day “consisted of a dinner at Wong’s Restaurant and doing a bit 

of shopping at the two department stores. The Antigonish 5c to $1 is still in 

business but the other store with the squeaky floors, I’ve forgotten the name ((sic) 

Goodman’s), is no longer in existence.”167 

Norma’s account is a great vignette of life and times on the home front in 

Guysborough during the war years. It was likely an experience that all shared one 

way and or another. And a good life was lived as well. 

Part 8 ς A community gathers together 
 

The war brought new opportunities and roles for women to fill too. Canadian 
women worked tirelessly in the home. There was much to do in domestic labours, 
war-related volunteer work with women's organizations, in military canteens, or 
war work in the factories and shipyards across the country.168 
 
The Women's Institutes (WIs) and other women's groups did their part too during 
the war. It was their members' experiences in adapting recipes to wartime 
shortages though, that are of particular importance. The WI published special 
cookbooks to assist the average homemaker, struggling to prepare meals within 
the restrictions of food rationing. 169 
 

 
166 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
167 Ibid Norma Cooke, transcribed, 29 Oct 2018 
168 Canada. Veteran’s Affairs, Women and War .Canada Remembers Women on The Home Front, 14 Feb 
2019  
Source: https://www.veterans.gc.ca/eng/remembrance/those-who-served/women-and-war/homefront 

Accessed: 2 April 2019 
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The WI also assisted Canada’s food security; and used its agricultural connections 
in cooperation with government to establish farm labour bureaus. These bureaus 
helped many women to volunteer with harvesting crops. Additionally ,they held 
“canning clubs” that helped preserved fruits and vegetables for future use.170 
 
Locally, the  Women’s Institute (WI) first began in Guysborough County 27 August 

1914, with the first branch at Sherbrooke organized by Miss Jennie Fraser, the 

superintendent of the WI of Nova Scotia. The movement soon grew beyond, and 

another organized 28 August at Newtown-Denver. On 29 August another branch 

was organized in Aspen-Glenelg. Others quickly followed.171 

 

 
With permission - The Women’s Institutes of Nova Scotia –  
Mrs. John A. McLean et al (ed.) The Country Kitchen - Old and New, 1983, pg.72 
Guysborough County Branches 1983 

 

The organization of the “Women’s Institute” in 1914 was timely. The First World 

War had just started. There was a need to outfit and comfort Canadian soldiers. 

The WI soon played a role in knitting for Canadian boys serving overseas.172 What 

was truly amazing though, was that the WI did wonders on a total lack of funds!  

The women of the WI earned cash to  buy their materials by the “sweat of their 

brows”. Many members had sons and daughters serving in the military. 

Regardless, all worked hard in quilt making, mat making, spinning and weaving, 

that saw great comfort and warmth brought to their sons and, yes daughters too, 

serving overseas.  

 
170 Ibid, Canada Remembers Women on The Home Front, 14 Feb 2019  
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Their work went beyond that too. They raised funds for appeals and reliefs. The 

WI bought field ambulances that brought the wounded in from the field thus 

saving many lives.173 

Their invaluable work was to be repeated once again, a mere generation later, 

with the Second World War. Their knitting needles were hard at it once again. The 

WI sent books, newspapers and special treats to military hospitals overseas. All 

these creature comforts were needed.  The WI’ s efforts and other good works 

greatly assisted the Red Cross and service personnel, overseas and at home too.   

Life on the home front was not all doom , gloom and high tension. There were also 

moments of surprising normalcy, making do, enjoying what little you had to the 

fullest, and perhaps most importantly, enjoying the pleasures of one another’s 

company. That was often found in the company of strangers from far and away. It 

was based in sharing and; often, a gathering  and food.174  

The WI and communities were involved here too. Service members were 
recognized by their communities through “Send-off” parties organized for the 
men and women proceeding on active service both home and abroad. 
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Source: Family Album and Scrapbook, Scott MacKeen, Second World War Memories 
 

Perhaps more importantly, it was the relief and joy that was found in the 
“welcome home” parties, for the returning service personnel from their area, that 
was most appreciated. After the war, the WI was in the forefront to create the 
many local war memorials for those sent overseas, but never returned home. 175 
 
The WI”s role was played on the home front as well. The organization was a 

source for home economy. They helped stretched rations and their books were a 

source of many valuable recipes.176 

But it was in the homecomings, send offs and hosting where it all paid off. These 

social occasions meant that hospitality and the breaking of bread was shared. And 

it was all done on a dime.  War time recipe books ensured hospitality was plentiful 

and tasty despite rationing. 

 
175 Ibid, Canada Remembers Women on The Home Front, 14 Feb 2019  
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Source: Family Album and Scrapbook, Scott MacKeen, Second World War Memories 

 

Careful substitution and improvisation meant that Canadians and their guests 
were well taken care of. And it had not gone unnoticed. Canada was the land of 
milk and honey to many Allied service men and women.  

Denis Slater, then a young RAF Airman commented on his arrival in Canada. He 
remarked “The plentiful food, though the armed forces were well fed in the UK, 
there was not much variety…. When we arrived in Canada, we experienced a 
degree of hospitality unknown in Britain at that time. We were regularly invited 
into peoples’ homes after the briefest acquaintance.”177 

And so rationing continued for a time and was finally ended in the late 1940s. It 
had served its purpose. Canadians survived the war, thrived and were healthier. 
All this was accomplished based on household economy, resourcefulness, 
substitution, sacrifice, and perhaps a little hunting, fishing, and gardening too. 
Would we do so well today? I think not.  
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My own pittance from gardening never amounted to much, nothing more than a 
few leaves of lettuce and a mere tomato, all incapable of sustaining the feeblest of 
human beings not more than one meal, forget about a winter’s needs. I might do 
by fishing, but given the sardines caught of late, that is somewhat doubtful too. 
Hunting, well maybe; that is another matter, best not discussed. 

It goes to show how truly vulnerable we are when it comes to our food security. 
Perhaps it’s time to take a lesson from days gone by, to become more self-reliant, 
source locally, and be a tad more resourceful when selecting our food choices. 
And may be, just may be, the choices found in the old food guides of the Second 
World War hold and have value for us today too.  

Perhaps that’s where our government should look for some answers, found from 
the “Hearth and Home” in  the memories of days gone by. 
Postscript:  

Gerry (GD) Madigan, CD, MSc, MA is a retired logistician, Canadian Armed Forces. Major (Retired) Madigan’s career spanned 28 Years as a 
finance officer. He is a graduate of Saint Francis Xavier University (BSc), McGill University (MSc) and the Royal Military College of Canada (MA  
(War Studies)). 

Norma Cooke, a long-time resident of Isaac’s Harbour, is a notable Guysborough County historian in her own right. This article benefitted  from 

Norma’s insight, written notes, photographs, and news clippings that brought to life the history of Guysborough County and times during the 

Second World War.  
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Introductions 

Melodie and I were visiting our daughter Janice, and her family in January 2018 when I received 

an email from the Guysborough Journal. It was a request from a Mr. Nick Devaux of Castries, St 

Lucia who said: 

“I would be most grateful if you could forward this email onto Mr. Madigan on my behalf 

since he wrote an article on Morris O'Hara who captained the Lady Nelson which was 

torpedoed in Castries during WWII.   

 
The first attachment below describes the matter I wish to discuss with Mr. Madigan.  The 
other attachment is from a related project that I am working on that may be of interest 
to Mr. Madigan. 
 
I would be most grateful for your assistance.” 

 

My story on the loss of the Lady Nelson during the Second World War had only recently been 

published. Regrettably, I had to disable the email on my website, so Nick had to relay his 

request through the Guysborough Journal. 

One thing led to another, and apart from his interest in the Lady Nelson, Nick was also working 
on his own project, The Log Book; concerning his father, Cyril Devaux’s wartime service. 

Cyril Devaux was born on 19 February 1920 in St. Lucia, at the time a British 

Colony. In 1943, he left the West Indies for Alberta, Canada, and 

commenced training with the RAF in January 1944. In October that year, he 

earned his Pilot’s Flying Badge and subsequently relocated to England where 

he was initially stationed at Sywell in Northampton. With the war rapidly 

closing in Europe however, Devaux was not assigned to engage the enemy. 

He therefore successfully sought a transfer to the Fleet Air Arm in order to 

serve in the Pacific. In July 1945, he was posted to Royal Naval Air Station 

(RNAS) Henstridge where he flew the iconic Seafire (Spitfires modified for 

aircraft carrier service). The atomic bombing and surrender of Japan in 

August 1945 meant that Devaux was never deployed into combat however 

he continued to fly with the RNAS until May 1946, serving out his final 

months with 720 Squadron at Ford Sussex. After his discharge he returned to the West Indies 

where he rose to the level of Managing Director with Barclays Bank PLC, raising ten children with 

his wife Norah, before his retirement in 1980. He died on 6 February 1997; his tombstone reads 

“a noble man”.  

  

 

Project Logbook with 
permission – Cyril Devaux 



Starting in 2016, some 70 years after Devaux’s last flight entry, a random sample of war 
veterans and civilian witnesses who lived and served through one of history’s darkest chapters, 
was asked to autograph Devaux’s RCAF pilot log book. A document summarizing their 
remarkable experiences, annotated with the log book’s own journey as it travels the world 
obtaining signatures, is in progress. It is hoped that future generations who encounter the book 
and the compilation of testimonies, will appreciate the unspeakable horrific suffering and 
deprivation experienced by millions - on all sides - during World War II and the need to strive 
continuously for peace and reconciliation. This token is therefore dedicated to all who suffered 
incalculable and irreplaceable losses and to those who served in order to purchase the 
freedoms so often taken for granted today.  

Nick requested my assistance in circulating the book, but I was totally committed to several 

projects, so Nick’s project happened to remain as one loose thread on my desk for a time. But 

then my desk and outstanding projects (two books and several articles) cleared by June 2019 , 

so I contacted Nick, offering my assistance.  

Nick asked if I knew any surviving WWII veterans who might be interested in signing the book. I 

enquired of several organizations on his behalf, but no names were put forward. I happened to 

pick one small volume off my own library shelf and re-read a passage from; “Until the Cows 

Come Home – Memoirs of Merle Taylor”. As I re-read these passages, I realized that much of 

Merle and Fred’s wartime service met Nick’s criteria for inclusion in his project, The Log Book.  

I approached my niece, Krista Ghanekar Taylor, one of two granddaughters/editors of this fine 

book to inquire if her grandmother might be interested in signing The Log Book, to add to its 

collected stories. And so it was, Merle agreed and the Log Book, once it made its rounds to 

veterans in France, Belgium and the UK for the 75th Anniversary of D-Day, was finally dispatched 

to me January 2020 for her signature. 

Merle and Fred’s story begins like many threads of their time, with Canada declaring war on 

Germany, 10th September 1939. It has been remembered by many Canadians not only as the 

day  Canada went to war, but also as the day that ended the misery of the Great Depression.  

The Thread of the Canadian Experience 

The 10th of September 1939 marked a change of circumstances for many Canadians whose lives 

were to change forever. On a personal note, my father Vincent recalled Canada’s declaration of 

war that day. He was playing pick-up baseball in Montreal, as one of the younger kids chosen to 

fill in the field, so the older boys could play a game.  

It was common enough to see young and old coming together, filling in time, waiting for the 

next job, which were not plentiful. Time weighed heavily for the older unemployed lads. There 

was little else to do but play ball.  

For the younger ones, it was a time to impress and to earn respect of the older boys. The 

ballfield was a field of honour, through which sports was a time to forget the misery of the 

Depression, a time to enjoy a rare moment of pleasure and comradery.  



Vincent remembered a wonderful afternoon. The air filled with the sound of joy, the bravado of 

sport, the crack of the bat as the boys played on that afternoon. But there was an ominous air 

on the horizon.  

Word came down that very afternoon that Canada had declared war on Germany. It was as if a 

wet blanket dampened their exuberance and smothered their youthful joy at play. A sombre 

grim determination descended upon the group gathered there. The field was immediately 

cleared of the older players who left and proceeded en-masse to join up at local recruiting 

centres.  

The younger boys found themselves suddenly abandoned. Vincent remembered it surreally and 

happening so fast. An ominous silence pervaded as a sense of profound loss descended upon 

him; one that was soon felt by many Canadian families during the war. It was the loss of 

innocence and of peaceful times. The loose threads of a lost peace would soon tie many 

inextricably to the path of war in which great sacrifice and service occurred. 

 With that declaration came a mass migration of Canada’s young, beginning with many heading 

off towards recruiting centres.  Canada’s swift mobilization for war manifested itself by the 

ground swell across the provinces in the hurry to join up. 

But at the highest levels of government, there remained great concern for how deeply Canada 

would become involved. At the time, the declaration of war also meant the end of the Great 

Depression. It was not clear then though, but the impact saw full employment coming soon 

across the land, and with that, came the end of the Depression. Prosperity came, something not 

felt in a generation! 

Canada’s commitment to war in September 1939 was of great concern to Prime Minister 

Mackenzie King. King set expectations and limits to Canada’s participation from the onset. King, 

like many Canadians, had little desire or thirst for the role of “active” service for the armed 

forces. The open sores of the Great War were still far too fresh for many who had lived through 

it and remembered its lingering horrors all too well.  

King wished to limit Canadian participation as much as possible.178  It matched the public’s 

desire at least at the very beginning of the war. Canadians wished to be supportive yet, without 

the full engagement in all aspects of war. The British Commonwealth Air Training Plan (BCATP) 

was designed as the sop to that end.  
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The plan was cast as Canada’s major contribution that 

would contribute materially but limit its military 

participation. Canada became the “aerodrome of 

democracy”, responsible for the training of Allied aircrews 

in safety on Canadian soil that brought the threads of many 

young lives from across the Empire and world to Canada. 179  

On 17 December 1939, three and a half months after the 

declaration of Canadian hostilities, Mackenzie King signed 

the BCATP act into being. Coincidentally, the 17th was also 

Mackenzie King’s birthday.180  King’s desire for limited 

participation came to naught though. Canadian armed 

forces eventually became engaged in total war as hostilities 

progressed.  

Mobilization of Canada’s economy happened under 

extremely tight deadlines. In fact, there was a flurry of 

activity involving the Army, Navy and Air Force. The confluence of these activities brought 

Canada ever closer to total war in 1939 despite the prevailing opinion for a limited war. And so, 

it came to pass that not only did Canada’s young men sign up to serve, but also its young 

woman too! Merle McIntyre, a young woman at the prime of her life, would soon follow many 

young Canadian men and women serving in the Royal Canadian Air Force. It was an event that 

changed her young life, and her destiny.  

Merle’s life and times were lovingly recorded by her family in Until the Cows Come Home: 

Memoirs of Merle Taylor. (2013). Halifax, NS: Quadrule Services Inc. The following is the story of 

Fred and Merle, as remembered and retold by her sons and edited by her granddaughters.  

Merle’s Story excerpts from” Until the Cows Come Home: Memoirs of Merle Taylor” 

By the spring of 1942, the Second World war had ravaged most of Europe. As with so many 

young Canadians at this rather great time at our history, Merle was trying to find a way to 

contribute in a meaningful way to the war effort.181  She had good family reasons for doing so. 

“My dad was the eldest of grandma Scarfe’s first family and Uncle Sandy Horne was the 

youngest in her second family. We had never met Uncle Sandy until he came to the farm at 
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Centre School to say goodbye. He was a wireless air gunner and had been posted overseas; he 

looked impressive and very handsome in his uniform. Uncle Sandy had planned on getting 

married the previous year, but his mother had objected to the marriage. However, as his 

mother had died during the winter, he now planned on getting married and taking his bride to 

the East Coast on their honeymoon.” 

Merle’s recollection of a family loved one leaving for far 

distant shores and battlefields, was one sentiment and 

memory shared by many Canadian families during the 

Second World War. It is a recollection of loved ones 

leaving for overseas; where some regrettably, never 

returned home, and in which, they were lost to their 

loved ones forever. She continued her final 

recollections of her Uncle Sandy with; 

“Once on the East Coast he would then take leave of his 

new wife and board a ship bound for England and the 

war. It was very sad for all of us to bid him farewell and 

the image of Uncle Sandy leaving the farm was vividly 

etched into my mind forever.” 

By the summer of 1942, Merle began to finalise plans to 

join the RCAF WD (Royal Canadian Air Force, Women's 

Division) in the fall. One of her good friends, Elsie 

Gardner, had joined that spring as a cook and was posted to Jarvis, Ontario. Elsie was very 

encouraging as she was enjoying her experience in the military.  

Merle decided that now was the time to put her plans into action. This was Merle’s second 

return to the recruiting centre. Her first trip was with her friend Elsie Gardiner in the spring of 

1942. She had no interest in the careers open to her the first time around. So, she elected to 

stay and work on the farm at three cents an hour for one more summer. Elsie joined up as a 

cook. But after the summer, she had her father take her to the corner, where she could catch 

the bus to travel the 28 miles to the recruiting centre in Winnipeg. Once at the recruiting centre, 

Merle studied the list of careers that were available to women wishing to enter the military at 

that time. 
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“You could be a motor transit driver, a medical assistant, a 

meteorologist in the tower, a cook or a wireless operator 

ground bracket (WOG). The position of WOG had just 

recently been added as many wireless air gunners were 

being killed in the mission's over Germany. These air gunners 

were being replaced by male WOGs as they were already 

fluent in Morse code. In turn, the vacant WOG positions 

were opened to women.” 

With the image of her uncle Sandy in his airmen uniform still 

fresh in her memory, Merle immediately applied for the 

WOG position. She returned home and waited for word from 

the recruiting office.  

In short order, she was asked to come back to the recruiting 

office and write an aptitude test to determine if she was 

capable of carrying out the duties of a WOG - the main 

requirement was the ability to take Morse code. In October, Merle received word that she had 

passed the test and was accepted as a wireless operator. She was to report to Rockcliffe, 

Ontario where she completed basic training. 

On hearing the news of Merle’s acceptance, her uncle Sandy sent a telegram on the 24th of 

December 1942. It read, “Merle, congratulations on choice. Seasons greetings. Letter to follow. 

Love uncle Sandy.”   

Merle did extremely well on her WOG course at Number One Wireless School in Montreal. 

There were 52 students in Merles’ class, and 27 of those students graduated. The remainder of 

the class either failed or were put back to the next class to repeat the entire course. Overall, 

Merle finished third in her class. 

But it wasn’t all work and no play for Merle. She fondly remembered her first Christmas in the 

RCAF. Merle had made plans to return to her home for her first Christmas leave and spend that 

time with her family. She was so looking forward to it, but it wasn’t meant to be. 

In the days where no ATMs existed, and the scepticism of banks accepting cheques, military 

personnel were often paid in cash and were responsible for making their own arrangements for 

the safekeeping of their funds. Service men and women were well remunerated for the time. 

So, it happened that Merle received her Christmas pay, broken into two parts; earned pay, plus 

two weeks of unearned pay to cover her time on leave and her return to work. Her purse was 

flush with cash. However, it was momentarily left unattended and she was robbed. 

Merle was crestfallen. However, her life long friend, Elsie Gardiner then posted to Jarvis, 

Ontario, much closer than her home in Manitoba, saved the day. Merle and Elsie had known 
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each other since they were six years old, where they attended Centre School in Manitoba 

together. Elsie had joined the service in the spring of 1942 and was a cook, at Jarvis, Ontario.  

Elsie suggested that Merle spend Christmas with her. But Merle had no money, or ready cash. 

She scrambled and went through her things and found 50 cents! It was surprisingly just enough 

money to get her to Jarvis. Christmas was saved and Merle said; “it was the best Christmas 

ever!”  

The perpetrator of the stolen money was never found, nor the money returned to Merle. That 

wasn’t the end of the affair though. True to the spirit of service, and after her return from Jarvis, 

word soon went around the barracks. Her mates took up a collection for her and then presented 

Merle with $15 from her fellow service women. 

And so, the loose threads in Merle’s life, ensured that she was not alone, nor forgotten, and 

that the season was made merry. In fact, it was, and still is, the service way. We’re all part of a 

big family and family helps when needs must, in what is today known as the service ethos of “I 

got your back.” 

Merle was anxious to write her mother and father about 

her new posting in Montreal. So, one day, she went to 

the Recreation Hall, purchased ink and stationery, and 

found an empty desk on one side of the many large 

marble pillars that were located in the hall. She noticed 

an airman busy writing at the desk on the opposite side 

of the pillar. 

This airman turned out to be her future husband Fred 

Taylor. 

Merle recounts their meeting; “As I was busy writing, the 

airman, who turned out to be a nice-looking chap, 

approached me and asked me if he could borrow some 

ink, as his fountain pen had run out. I informed him that I 

had a new bottle and he was welcome to some ink. He 

thanked me and said that not only was the ink new, but I 

was also new. When he finished writing the letter, he 

asked me if I would mind mailing it for him when I went to post my letter. He asked me my 

name and informed me that his name was Frank MacDonald.  

The next night, I returned to the recreation hall and noticed Frank on a couch talking to an 

attractive woman. After the woman left, Frank approached me and asked if I would like to go to 

a movie the next night. I was somewhat taken aback, but I agreed to go to the movie.  

 

With Permission of the Taylor Family Merle and 
Her lifelong friend, Elsie Gardiner 



The movie theatre was located approximately one-half mile from the school and as we were 

walking home, Frank informed me that his name was not 

Frank MacDonald, but it was Fred Taylor. Fred apologised 

and explained to me, that was a habit of airmen, not to 

give their proper names to women who they had just met. 

It was a joke that has always provided much laughter 

when recalled in later years.” 

On May 26, 1943 Fred graduated as a wireless electric 

mechanic (WEM). He was posted to Number 3 Service 

Training Flying School in Calgary. By the time he left on 

the train for his posting, he and Merle had already been 

making plans to be married.  

Merle was one of the top students in Morse code who 

graduated that June. She was posted to the east coast at 

a base in Halifax where her talents could be utilised. She 

and Fred we're going to be at a considerable distance apart. Merle approached the officer in 

charge and asked if it would be possible to have a posting closer to Fred in Calgary. The officer 

arranged a posting exchange for Merle with the girl who had been posted to Number 4 Service 

Flying School in Saskatoon. 

Fred and Merle decided to get married on August the second 1943 which was Merle’s 20th 

birthday. Merle returned to work in Saskatoon. She discovered that she had been posted to 

England. She now had a difficult choice to make as an overseas posting held considerable appeal 

to her. She realised that should she accept this posting, there was a chance that her relationship 

with Fred would come to an end. After some deliberation, Merle returned to Calgary to seal the 

deal, where she and Fred were married.  

In Calgary, Fred and Merle found a minister in the phone book and made necessary 

arrangements with him over the phone. Fred picked up Merle at the YWCA where she was 

staying. As Merle came down the stairs, there was a girl playing a piano in the lobby. Quite 

appropriately, the song she was playing was “The bells are ringing for me and my gal”. To this 

day, the memory of this song still gives Merle goosebumps.  

Merle returned to her instructor’s position in Saskatoon, after having made the decision that 

she would leave the military as soon as possible. It was a difficult decision, but she really 

enjoyed contributing to our country, and her duties in the service. However, Merle did not have 

to wait long for a reason to leave as she realised that she was pregnant. In October, the Air 

Force made it official on December the eighth 1943 by advising her that “her services were no 

longer required.”  

Merle move to Calgary where she delivered a son to Fred in June 1944. Fred and Merle decided 

to call their baby Alexander (Sandy) after Fred’s maternal grandfather Alexander Archibald, and 
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Merle’s uncle, Sandy Horne, whose visit to the farm at Centre School had inspired Merle to join 

the military. Sadly, Merle’s uncle did not survive the war as he was shot down while on a 

mission over Germany and reported missing in action on December 26, 1943.  

Merle’s uncle Sandy was amongst a vast score of names published daily in newspapers across 

Canada, documenting their heroism, service, devotion to duty, and deaths throughout the 

Second World War. 

On April 10th, 1945 Merle had appendicitis and her appendix was removed. The next day, Fred 

was advised that he had been posted overseas. He went to the hospital and delivered the news 

to Merle. He explained that he was to leave in 3 days and that he would be travelling to Halifax 

by train in order to catch a troop ship to England. Merle and Sandy travelled to Nova Scotia with 

Fred as they would be staying with Fred’s parents, William and Lottie, during his overseas 

posting. 

Fred finally returned from England aboard the Mauritania, arriving in Halifax January 16th, 1946. 

Merle joined the excited crowd welcoming home soldiers and airmen, some of whom had been 

overseas much longer than Fred. Nevertheless, they were certainly happy to be back together 

and hurried down to Lochaber, NS to begin life anew.182 

A Hope and Promise for a Better Future 

In the aftermath of the war, the government learned a very valuable lesson from the BCATP 

experience. Defence spending brought prosperity. Government had a role to play through 

policies that enhanced and sustained the economy. So too, did the private sector.  

At the back of their minds loomed the recent experience of the Great Depression and the harsh 

public censure that the government received in its laissez faire approach to managing that 

disaster. 183  Nobody wished to endure that ever again! 

The experience of war brought great privations, trials and tragedy. But it also brought prosperity 

and jobs. A vast industrial complex and expansion created by increased defence spending,  

generated demand for labour and war production. The policy led to full employment.  

In some ways the war restored the Nation’s confidence, hope, and prosperity, that negated 

what was simply lost during the Great Depression. It was not lost on the government that 

Defence spending stimulated Canada’s moribund economy. It was this revelation that was the 
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catalyst for a new view on fiscal management and for social policy development in post war 

Canada. 

A country that had been unable to find work or succour for about one fifth of its population 

during the Dirty 30’s and Great Depression, suddenly and miraculously found work for all during 

the war! And “All” included women, young boys, girls, and old men.184 The War was truly an 

economic miracle that had not gone unnoticed!185 

Government spending was widely and broadly felt across all reaches of Canada, especially Nova 

Scotia. In the post war, the government would not allow a back slide to the ways and old times 

and policies of the Great Depression.  

Defence spending on the RCAF, Army, and Royal Canadian Navy during the war had a huge 

bearing toward the development of economic policies after the war. There was a certain hope 

on the government’s part that the sacrifice invested would make Canadians the happiest people 

on earth. 

Still hope, confidence, and prospects remained high. There was a prosperous economic outlook 

despite the large industrial drawdowns in war production and the rapid demobilization of 

Canada’s armed forces.  

Canadian exports were far above the level required for full employment in 1946 and were 

forecasted to remain so. But the government thought a buffer was necessary to ease the future 

transition to a peace time economy. Many measures were taken to ease any transition that 

prevented social dislocation such as the institution of unemployment insurance plans and social 

welfare policies.186  

 
184 ibid Pierre Berton, The Great Depression - 1929-1939, 2001, pg. 503-504 
185 Ibid Alexander Brady and F.R. Scott, 1945 (@1943), Pg. 3 

 

“if we are not now to take thought for the future, we can expect nothing but backsliding to the bad old ways of the 

inter-war period. As to the claim that thinking of the post-war future slackens the war effort, nothing could be 

more paltry. People are bound to think of the future. Only the promise of better things to come sustains us in war. 

If this promise is not to be frustrated and our high hopes disappointed, we must be prepared to discuss now in a 

realistic manner the modifications of our institutions necessary to fulfil man's aspirations for a "better world". ' 
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But the reality of the hope for the future of the government’s policies were also tempered by 

the fiscal realities many veterans faced on their return to civilian life after the war. It wasn’t to 

be a bed of roses, but a struggle to pick up their lives and get on where they left off. 

It happened that as Fred was shipped overseas and crossing the Atlantic, peace was declared. 

The war was over, and Fred spent some time in England before making his way back home. Fred 

eventually returned home from England on the Mauritania, arriving in Halifax 16 January 1946. 
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Happily reunited, Fred and Merle sought opportunities for the future. One was a desire to own a 

farm to raise a family on. They looked to Lochaber, NS and discovered one property that suited 

their needs.  

Home was Lochaber, outside of Antigonish – where he and Merle had saved about a thousand 

dollars and worked furiously to save another thousand. When they bought Glen Hill Farm in 

1946, they had a year to pay the remainder of the three thousand-dollar purchase 

price. Their farm is located at the north end of Lochaber Lake, flowing into a tributary to the St 

Mary’s River at its southern end. The property of 225 acres of land, came with farm buildings, 

hens, and six milking cows.187 

“That year was a struggle,” Merle recalled. It was further complicated by Fred who had to have 

a kidney removed. He was sent to Halifax for medical treatment and remained there for the 

whole winter.188 

The Taylor family like many others following the war, struggled. The first ten years of farm 

ownership was “hard,” as an almost complete lack of money. But through hard work and, 

through the dint of perseverance, not only did the farm grow, but their family too! 

The family’s situation bettered as a result of Fred’s involvement in local politics, that eventually 

saw him working as property assessor with a steady salary. Fred’s work in town meant that 

Merle, who had an eye for business, ran the farm. That enterprise prospered too! 

Sadly, Fred died of cancer in 1982, shortly after retiring. He was only 63. Fred’s philosophy was 

that although he’d had a short life, it had been “an awful good one.”189 

Community Service 

Education was a mutual interest; for the couple, especially as found nearby was St Francis Xavier 

University (StFX). All five boys were educated there, and graduated in order: Sandy ‘65/66, Lloyd 

’84, Keith ’71, Sidney’74, and James ’76.190 

 

Merle and Fred’s community spirit and generosity were recently recognized by the Xaverian 

Community in their 2018-2019 impact report – A Celebration of Xaverian Generosity. Dr. Katie 

Edwards, Assistant Professor English StFX University recounted Merle’s Fred’s devotion to StFX: 

 “Although Fred has passed on, Merle ensures his legacy is still strong. Almost immediately after his 

passing, she established the Fred L. Taylor Award, a bursary for StFX students enrolled in science from 
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Antigonish or Guysborough counties. Merle has been so happy to hear from its recipients over the years. 

 

“Really” she says, “Fred was so interested in young people having an education.” 

 

Merle knows what it’s like to struggle, and certainly knows the value of a dollar. But, she still somehow 

found $500 every year to help send a student to StFX. 

 

“I wanted every child to have a chance, regardless of what their parents had,” she says. “And Fred would 

have wanted it, too.”’”191 

 

But Merle’s legacy goes way beyond funding bursaries. Hers is also a legacy of community 

service and activism. She amongst others saw not only the building of a community curling rink, 

but also a rebuild of a new community hall that has since become a world class place for 

competitive rowing, sculling and canoe racing. Merle has been a most active member of her 

community, always looking to its needs and betterment.  

 

Merle continues to live on her own in her own home and is quite the remarkable and gracious 

host at the tender age of 95. She still bakes her own daily bread and puts down her own stocks 

of strawberry preserves and mustard pickles which are well renowned and that have won their 

fair share of prizes at local fairs. We shared a fair sampling of that abundance with a tea, bread 

and homemade jam on the day of our interview. And we weren’t allowed to leave her without a 

sampling of both in hand to take home with us. 

Merle’s proudest legacy though is her grandchildren and their accomplishments who 

photographs proudly adorn her living room. That is the satisfaction of her sacrifices along the 

way and lives well lived. 

 

A Tapestry of Loose Threads 

A fine web of humanity was expended during  World War Two, some of which left gaping holes 

in the fabric of time and family, who suffered  severe hardship as a consequence. Our attention 

would be tragically misplaced if we do not consider the sacrifices of the families too! Merle 

remembered the sacrifice of her Uncle Sandy Horne who was recently married before his 

posting overseas. The young couple honeymooned in Halifax before Sandy bid his fond 

goodbyes to his bride. He served one tour overseas as a Wireless Air Gunner, but subsequently 

re-mustered and trained as an air bomb aimer, another dangerous role. Sadly, Sandy was killed 

in action on his very first mission over mainland Europe reported missing 26 December 1943. It 
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was a very sad Christmas for Merle, as she was very aware of the loss not only of her loved one, 

but that of his bride as well. 

Our young men and women played a very 

important role, whose service was marked by a 

singular devotion to duty. It was in these small 

threads that placed many young men and 

women at the crossroads of time, place, and 

history. Their sacrifice, immutable from events, is 

sadly, often lost upon us today in the scope of its 

tragic consequences. And for those who survived, 

their contributions are often forgotten and 

buried in time. 

No one theatre was more important than 

another based on the scale of lives lost or service 

rendered. Sacrifices were made everywhere. Like 

a tapestry we tend to focus on the larger motifs 

in looking at past events, as they often seem the most important, for in them lie the dominant 

features of a story.  

But a tapestry is also made up of smaller pixels. Those smaller patterns tell a tale, without 

which, the total story is incomplete. From these small threads where lives cross comes the 

fabric that yields the larger picture. And threads and colour seldom run linearly when shading 

the tale. 

Enter the Log Book: a 4 year journey of seeking threads as humble tokens of remembrance for 

which Nick Devaux of St. Lucia has gathered over 80 signatures from around the world in his 

father’s RCAF log book.  Each representing either eyewitness accounts of the horrors or of 

remarkable service during that period. 
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The book has travelled along a route 

determined through current news items or 

word of mouth references. There was no 

restriction in scope, rather Nick hoped to 

secure differing perspectives from as many 

sides of the conflict as possible. As destructive 

and horrific as WWII was, it forced record 

models of human development and 

mobilization that still stand. Beyond the 

battlefields and extermination camps, WWII 

affected every aspect of life as we know it 

today. As varied as the signatory’s stories are, 

theirs are but single tiny threads within a 

sprawling vast WWII tapestry of experiences, 

stories, discoveries and advances that has and 

still shapes our world today. 

 

 

Along the way however, Nick realised that those who 

influenced his father’s service were represented by the flight 

instructors and officers who had signed The Log Book in the 

course of duty. On a personal level, he began hoping to 

establish at least one modern day direct link to his father’s 

WWII journey. Nick was therefore elated to find that 

connection in Merle’s life story published in “Until the Cows 

Come Home”. It appears that his father and Merle’s late 

husband, Fred were stationed at No. 3 Service Flying Training 

School (SFTS) during the same period as confirmed in the Log 

Book in his father’s own writing “28 April to November 1944”. 

Nick expounds “Here at last, is a tangible connection!”  

Coincidentally, it appears that both men transferred to the 

UK around the same time in April 1945. Life threads do indeed cross!  

Nick wrote to Mrs. Taylor on her service in a letter that accompanied the Log Book for her 

signature, stating “As top student/graduate Wireless Operator Ground Bracket (WOG), posted 

to Halifax, and later to No. 4 SFTS, your determination to contribute bears witness to a legacy of 

selfless service,”  an astute deduction that has been the hallmark of Merle and Fred’s lives and 

legacy recognized by many in Antigonish and Guysborough Counties. 

Merle Taylor Presented the Log Book for her signature on behalf 
of Mr. Nick Devaux 23 Jan 2020 

The Log Book with permission 



Nick went on to say, “There is a duty to ensure that records like yours and Mr. Taylor’s and the 

ultimate sacrifice of your uncle, Sandy Horne, KIA over Germany 26 December 1943, are 

eternally recognized.” 

Perhaps such threads help explain the smaller motifs in the tapestry of our lives and the 

sacrifices that were necessary and required to achieve total victory. The sacrifices found in the 

smaller profiles of the living should not be ignored either. The seemingly unrelated loose 

threads of our lives often detail a tenure of public and civic service in a well-lived life; whose 

connections then, now are just as important today.  Without them, the ends may have been 

totally different, for their lives made a difference.  

For these and other stories VISIT: 

 https://www.facebook.com/lucianlogbook/ to follow the journey of the Log Book; and 

The latest on-line additions to https://madiganstories.com/ concerning Nova Scotia’s Military 

History 
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1 April 2020 

This story begins April Fools’ Day. I hunkered down like many Canadians to wait 

out the ravages of COVID-19. It has been a most unsettling time for many of us; 

especially if you are of an age with health conditions or a compromised immune 

system. No doubt, you have taken the warnings very seriously and now are self-

isolating and practicing social distancing. 

For some that has been quite the  challenge. No one likes to be fettered and 

isolated from friends, family or their daily routines. But on the other hand, this 

pandemic may also have provided new opportunities as well.  

Not to downplay the profoundly serious economic nature and challenges faced by 

many Canadians, industry, and families, this pandemic has also been an 

opportunity to refocus our lives. Now we have come to learn what is truly 

important,  the time to find out what is most important to us. And perhaps this is 

also the opportunity that gives us a sense of the shared trial, the communal 

experience of the Greatest Generation, during the Second World War. 

I was sitting around bored to the gills, with writer’s block, dithering on another 

story. It was going nowhere in a hurry and I needed a bit of a break when 

opportunity knocked. From out of the blue, I received an e-mail from colleague 

and fellow historian Bruce Macdonald, of Antigonish. Bruce concentrates on the 

local history of World War One and Guysborough County in particular. 

Bruce too was self-isolating at home. He was lucky to have had the foresight to 

borrow a stock of old Casket news archives, kindly lent to him before the crisis 

unfolded. He soon came across several articles of interest to me, one of a forced 

landing in Sherbrooke, NS in June of 1942.  

Bruce, knowing I’ve a deep interest concerning the war on the Homefront, 

regarding Guysborough County in particular, wrote;  “I've been going through the 

wartime editions of the Antigonish Casket as part of our research on local 

Antigonish 2nd World War soldiers and came across the attached item. 

Apparently, a young New Zealand pilot training out of Summerside, PEI, in June 

1942 became lost and landed his aircraft at the Sherbrooke race track. The 

attached article provides a little more detail - have you ever heard of this 

incident?”  



It was all news to me! I was 

immediately intrigued. This story 

gave me the much-needed boost 

to get off the couch and 

investigate. It was a welcome 

change of scene. I needed 

something else to refresh my 

own mind and outlook,  

something positive to do and 

look forward to. And that is one 

lesson we need to relearn here; 

our lives need some purpose and 

focus each day.  

As with every new project, where 

does one begin?  

The first step was to extract what 

you can from the material in 

front of your eyes. The Casket 

news articles provided key clues 

and others like the photograph 

of Harvard Trainer, numbered  

Serial AK 2533 from the Winn Campbell, family archive.  

Antigonish Casket" 10 June 1942 

 



 

The Antigonish Casket 

recorded the event as “Early 

last week a New Zealand 

flying student from 

Summerside in P.E. Island lost 

his bearings when out on a 

practice flight, and finally 

made a successful landing on 

a race track at Sherbrooke.” It 

was determined that the track 

enclosure was too small to 

permit taking off again. This 

necessitated the need for 

RCAF crews to come in and, 

after several days working 

with graders and tractors, 

“they extended the field so 

that the plane was able to get 

away safely last Friday.”192 

  

 
192 - "Antigonish Casket", Stranded Plane Takes off Again, 11 June 1942 

 

Antigonish Casket" 11 June 1942 

 



 

Harvard Trainer  Serial AK 2533 

 

With permission Winn Campbell, family archives,  Sherbrooke airplane photo, March 2020 

I incorrectly assumed with some basic facts in hand, further investigation would 

be an easy go. April Fools! It was not to be an easy go at all. It all started with the 

origins of the Harvard aircraft. The aircraft in the picture is a single engine Harvard 

Trainer used in the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan (BCATP).  

Winn Campbell’s family photographed this aircraft at the time, and it  provided a 

big clue to its provenance. From the records, Harvard 2533 was a part of the 

aircraft establishment for No. 9 Service Flying Training School RCAF. This flight 

school operated under the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan at Summerside 

for a time.193 

Harvard Trainer Serial AK 2533 had an interesting life. It was one of the first 

aircraft taken on strength, early on during the war. That can be determined from 

 
193 Wikipedia, CFB Summerside History Second World War, 2020 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CFB_Summerside 

Accessed: 28 Mar 2020 
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its four-digit serial number. Later additions to the fleet were documented with a 

five-digit serial number.  

Harvard (AK 2533) was transferred about the country side. Its service life began at 

Uplands, then it was transferred to Summerside along the way, and then finally 

onto Moosejaw, where it was struck off due to a flying accident in 1943. It was 

clearly on establishment at Summerside June 1942.194  We can further place its 

location to a certain unit based on the segregation of aircraft types. 

There were three air stations in Prince Edward Island during the war, all operating 

under the BCATP. Each had its own unique aircraft establishments. RCAF Station 

Charlottetown hosted No. 31 General Reconnaissance School that employed twin 

engine Anson aircraft.195 

The second airfield of note was RCAF Station Mount Pleasant. Built in 1940, it was 

a relief landing field for No. 9 Service Flying Training School, located at 

nearby RCAF Station Summerside. But its function soon evolved as the BCATP 

expanded.  

By September 1943, RCAF Station Mount Pleasant evolved from a relief field to a 

full training facility. It became the home of No. 10 Bombing and Gunnery School 

(B&GS). The aircraft establishment for this unit included the Avro Anson, Fairey 

Battle, Bristol Bolingbroke and Westland Lysander.196 

Finally, the third airfield in Prince Edward Island was located at Summerside, 

home to No. 9 Service Flying Training School RCAF. Harvards were used there to 

train airmen for various roles. No. 9 SFTS was transferred to RCAF Station 

Centralia in July 1942. The unit was replaced by No. 31 General Reconnaissance 

 
194 R.W. "Bill" Walker, Canadian Military Aircraft, Serial Numbers, Harvard RCAF 2533 History 

http://www.rwrwalker.ca/RCAF_2500_2550_detailed.html 

Accessed: 1 April 2020 
 
195 Wikipedia, RCAF Station Charlottetown, 2020 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RCAF_Station_Charlottetown 

Accessed: 28 Mar 2020 
 
196 Wikipedia, RCAF Station Mount Pleasant, 2020 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/RCAF_Station_Mount_Pleasant 

Accessed: 28 Mar 2020 
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School RCAF. These timings place the aircraft and personnel at Summerside or at 

the very least, on Prince Edward Island in June 1942.197  

But as of June 1942, the Harvard was still on establishment and was its mainstay! 

But by the process of elimination, we can narrow our search to, and confirming 

that Summerside was the home station for Harvard 2533! The clues concerning 

the airfield also narrowed down the field of search for an “LAC Ellison” from the 

10 June 1942 Casket article.  

The rank of the airman raises some concern regarding his status and training as a 

pilot. A leading aircraftman (LAC) or leading aircraftwoman (LACW) is a junior rank 

in some air forces. Airman would have held this rank normally while undergoing 

basic or elementary flight training. But by the time they would have reached an 

advanced training unit, most would have likely been promoted to Sergeant or 

Flight sergeant. This is suggestive that LAC Ellison may have been either an Air 

Observer (AOS) or Bombing and Gunnery (BGS) and not necessarily a pilot trainee. 

A pursuit through the records was attempted to further identify the airman. That 

proved difficult with many turns, twists, and blind alleys. The fact that the 10 June 

article identified the Airman only as LAC Ellison, RNZAF was most unfortunate. His 

initials or a surname would have assisted greatly! But how hard could it be to 

identify LAC Ellison? Difficult. 

One would think that plugging his name into various search engines would yield 

the answers to the man’s identity. In fact, that raised more questions than 

answers, but it also yielded a wealth of information in other ways, leading to new 

on-line contacts who provided much help in developing this story about a Royal 

New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF) Airman. 

Five-point three percent of the 131,000 trainees who graduated in Canada under 

the British Commonwealth Air Training Plan came from New Zealand. Many were 

trained in New Zealand first though. Some 2,910 pilots were trained to elementary 

standards in New Zealand first, before posted to BCATP facilities in Canada. 

 
197 Wikipedia, CFB Summerside History Second World War,2020 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CFB_Summerside 

Accessed: 28 Mar 2020 
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Amongst the throng sent here to continue training, were some 2,700 wireless 

operator/air-gunners, 1,800 navigators, and 500 bombardiers. 198 

The Hunt for LAC Ellison 

The question now was how to identify which Ellison served at Summerside, home 
to No. 9 Service Flying Training School RCAF from this vast number. An internet 
search quickly narrowed it down initially to at least three RNZAF airman with 
“Ellison” as part of their name structure. Two were listed as a family name, and 
another as a surname:  

¶ Firth , Ellison George Sgt  (412218 ) -RNZAF 

¶ Ellison, Flt Sgt DAVID WILLIAM COLL (4215146) -RNZAF 

¶ Ellison, Flt Sgt Bruce Woodward (4310166) – RNZAF 

All these individuals led interesting but short lives. All warranted research and had 

a story to tell. 

Our first investigation leads to Sgt  412218 Ellison George Firth. He trained as a 
wireless Air Gunner, and served with 75 (NZ) Sqn that was initially based at RAF 
Feltwell. He was subsequently posted to RAF Mildenhall, RAF 
Newmarket and finally RAF Mepal in Cambridgeshire. His Squadron saw action 
over France, Norway, Belgium, Italy, Sweden and Germany.199   

In October 1942 , 75 Sqn (RAF) was located at Mildenhall and was equipped with 
the Vickers Wellington Mk III twin engine bomber.200 Sadly Sgt Firth was lost in 
action 13 October 1942. He was only 19 years old. 

 
198 Wikipedia, New Zealand Airman Training Numbers, 2020 

Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/British_Commonwealth_Air_Training_Plan 
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Sgt Firth was 16 years old when war was declared. His service details and 
enrolment proved difficult to find at this time. But it is possible that he may have 
trained as a wireless air gunner here in Canada. And depending on his training 
location and postings, it is also possible that he may have been in PEI at the time 
of this forced landing at Sherbrooke, June 1942. But that is only speculation and 
conjecture for the time being.  

Given the time between the incident of June and his death in October 1942, Sgt 
Firth would have had to been speedily rushed from training into action. Given the 
needs of familiarization and further advanced training of the RAF for new 
incumbents,  Sgt Firth’s possible whereabouts weighs heavily in the consideration, 
that he may have been posted or was likely elsewhere in the United Kingdom at 
the time.201 

Secondly the life of Flt Sgt David William Coll Ellison was investigated. Flt Sgt DWC 

Ellison served in the Pacific theatre of war. He was only 20 years old when he was 

killed in action 18 September 1944. He was buried at Bourail Memorial Cemetery 

in New Caledonia. He left to grieve his parents, John Ellison and of Emmeline 

Ellison (nee McDonald), of Featherston, Wellington, New Zealand.202 

Finally, Flt Sgt Bruce Woodward Ellison was a RNZAF navigator who served with 
148 (RAF) Sqn. He was lost on operations 12 September 1944 at the age of 26. He 
was the son of Percy Charles and Gwenllian Glamorgan (nee Richards) Ellison of 
Napier Hawke’s Bay, New Zealand.203  
 

 
201 Murray Peden A Thousand Shall Fall, Stoddart, 1988 (paperback), pg. 193-241. 

202 Commonwealth War Graves Commission, Flt Sgt David William Coll Ellison 
https://www.cwgc.org/search-
results?term=Ellison&name=Ellison&fullname=Ellison&tab=wardead&fq_warliteral=2&fq_servedwithliteral=New+Z
ealand  
 
203 From Commonwealth Grave Commission. Website Grave registration, Bruce Woodward Ellison 

Source: https://www.cwgc.org/find-war-dead/casualty/2816815/ellison,-bruce-

woodward/#&gid=null&pid=1 

Accessed: 27 Mar 2020 
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Flt Sgt BW Ellison trained in Canada in 1942. On first 

appearances, this suggests he may have been the airman 

in question guarding the lone Harvard aircraft that 

forced landed at Sherbrooke 8 June 1942. His service 

records suggest otherwise though. 

Bruce Woodward Ellison was born 24 May 1918, Napier 

Australia. He enlisted in the Royal New Zealand Navy 18 

December and immediately embarked for England 20 

December 1940. He served at various shore stations in 

the United Kingdom;  St Vincent, Gosport, and Daedalus 

until he transferred to the RAF exactly one year to the 

day of his initial enrolment 18 December 1941.204 

Bruce wanted to be a pilot in the Royal Navy Fleet Air Arm. He noted that desire 

on his application of 27 November 1939. But that was not meant to be.205 

Flt Sgt Ellison was transferred to the RAF, 18 December 1941, and reduced in rank 

to AC2. He was subsequently promoted to LAC when remustered to air observer 

RAF, then was transferred to Canada for BCATP training in August 1942. All this 

occurred some months after the forced landing in Sherbrooke.206 This placed him 

elsewhere when the Sherbrooke incident occurred, unless of course, if his records 

were inaccurate.  

Regardless, Bruce Woodward Ellison’s life was typical of the young men who 

passed through and trained in Canada under the British Commonwealth Air 

Training Plan. Especially those who came from afar as New Zealand.207 

  

 
204 Rolf Martin, Guernsey, Channel Islands, United Kingdom, Archives, 

Personnel Records, Flt Sgt Bruce Woodward Ellison, 4310166, RNZAF Deceased 11 September 1944, 

email 31 March 2020, File BE1.JPG 
 
205 ibid, Rolf Martin Archives, 2020 File BE1.JPG 
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207 ibid, Rolf Martin Archives, 2020 File BE1.JPG 

 

Commonwealth Grave Commission. 

  Bruce Woodward Ellison 

 



Service and Sacrifice Bruce Woodward Ellison 

On 28 September 1942, Bruce Woodward Ellison was transferred to No. 5 Air 

Observers School, Winnipeg Manitoba. He graduated and was awarded his Air 

Observer’s Badge, 22 January 1943. He was promoted Sgt 1 May 1943 and 

subsequently promoted Flt Sgt 1 November 1943. In the meantime he re-

embarked for the United Kingdom February 1943.208 

As was common in the day, Flt Sgt Ellison was processed through another round of 

operational training schools, first No.11 Elementary Flying School, Perth Scotland, 

for further training as an air navigator. He found his way into advance training in 

April 1943 to No. 36 (Navigators) Advanced Flying Unit, Staverton, 

Gloucestershire, where he trained on the Anson. Finally he was posted to No. 19 

Operational Training Unit, Kinloss, Scotland where he crewed up and trained on 

Whitley Bombers.209 

Flt Sgt Ellison was transferred to the RNZAF on 1 November 1943 and proceeded 

to No.1652 Conversion Unit at Marston Moor, Yorkshire. He trained on and 

converted to the Halifax bomber.  

Flt Sgt Ellison did not proceed immediately on “Ops”. In March 1944 he was 

assigned to the Bomber Development Unit at Newmarket. From there he was 

posted in April to the Ferry Unit Pershire, Worcestershire, from whence he 

proceeded to Blanche Maison in Algiers by way of St Mawgan in Cornwall.  

Flt Sgt Ellison finally landed at Rabat in Africa. On 15 June 1944 he journeyed to 

Foggia on a Dakota aircraft to join No. 148 Squadron at Brindisi. This is where his 

true journey on “Ops” began and sadly was to end.210 
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A Sad Turn of Events 

Flt Sgt Ellison took part in 18 Operational sorties. His last was the night of 11/12 

September 1944. His aircraft was assigned to drop supplies to partisans in North 

Western Italy. The aircraft failed to come home. 211 

Flt Sgt Bruce Ellison was a part of the crew of HALIFAX BB412 of 148 Squadron 
(RAF) stationed at Brindisi, Italy - 334 Wing, of the Balkan Air Force. 

The mission given Halifax II BB412/C and its crew  11 September 1944 was not 
only the re-supply of partisans in Northwest Italy, but also quite possibly, an 
insertion of operatives as well. Halifax II BB412/C took off at 1930 hours. The pilot 
in command was Pilot Officer J E O’Brien, RCAF.  

Regrettably somewhere en route to the Val Grande area in the vicinity of Ivrea, 
45km NE of Turin, Halifax II BB412/C was lost. It flew into the side of a mountain 
about 25 metres below the summit at 2345 hours, taking to their deaths the eight 
crew, a British Army officer, two Czech Army personnel and two unidentified 
dispatchers (possibly Italian partisans). All were buried in a collective grave in 
Milan. 

Flt Sgt Bruce Woodward Ellison, RNZAF, navigator was only 26. He was on his 19th 
operation, six short of completing his first tour.212 

The Difficulties 

It was difficult to ascertain at this point whether any of the RNZAF candidates 

served in Canada at the time of the forced landing 8 June 1942. There may have 

been an unknown Ellison RNZAF who survived the war, and then again, it was 

always possible that the nationality was incorrectly recorded in the Casket of 

10/11 June 1942. 
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A broader net was cast to determine if there were any other Ellisons who may 

have trained in Canada either RCAF, RAF, RAFVR, RAAF, or other. Several were 

found and their stories and fates are worth recounting here as well. 

ELLISON, F/O Phillip Patrick (J18370) – RCAF. Phillip Patrick Ellison was a 

distinguished RCAF officer, the recipient of the Distinguished Flying Cross. He 

served with No.408 Squadron. His DFC  Award was effective 5 July 1945. He 

survived 56 operational sorties during the war, effectively surviving what was two 

tours of operations. That was not only an outstanding achievement but was also a 

wondrous tale of survival! His citation reads in part “Throughout his lengthy 

period on operations, this officer has displayed exceptional ability as a tail gunner, 

and at all times has shown marked keenness to engage the enemy”. Phillip Patrick 

Ellison returned home to Canada to civilian life and died in Saskatoon, 13 April 

1995.213 

A contemporary of the time was LAC 402970 Ronal Edward (Ron) Ellison, of the 

Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). Ron Ellison was amongst the throng of Wireless 

Operators and Air Gunners of the 5th Canadian Draft (Canada 5). Their RAAF 

course was held at the Wireless School, Montreal, Canada from 2 February to 23 

June 1941.  

A number of these attendees were remustered or were provided additional 

training as Bomb Aimers or advanced gunners. Their courses were held at Jarvis, 

Canada from 26 June to 25 July 1941. It is unlikely that Ron Ellison was held back 

in Canada for a year. Most of his course mates were posted to Europe upon 

completion of training and commenced operations by 1942. 

 
213 408 "Goose" Squadron Association, ELLISON, F/O Phillip Patrick (J18370) – Distinguished 

Flying Cross – No.408 Squadron – Award effective 5 July 1945 
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in public domain Fourth Row 402970 LAC Ronal Edward (Ron) Ellison (6th from left) 

 

The fate of LAC Ron Ellison is unknown. But there was always an outside chance 

that he may have been posted to an advanced gunnery school in Prince Edward 

Island in 1942 like many of his peers. 

This is only a small sample of the young men who held either a family or surname 

of Ellison. Some may have trained here in Canada, but many more may have 

served with Canadians elsewhere, particularly in the Pacific theatre.  

One such place was Singapore. It was here where many Canadians were held as 

Prisoners of War, and here where many who fought in the Pacific theatre are also 

buried. 



 
 Britain at War, Singapore Memorial Roll of Honour (Ellison)214 

Listed amongst the dead of the Singapore Memorial Roll of Honour are 

memorialized names of four Ellisons , two airman RAF, voluntary reserve, one a 

private with the Royal Army Medical Corps, and another with the Royal Army 

Service Corps and Royal Artillery. That was a considerable weight of humanity 

consumed in the cauldron of war for just one family name alone. 

All had ambitions, aspirations for the future, and most likely, loved ones, whose 

lives too were impacted and were either left unfulfilled or bereft. It was a 

tremendous loss not only for their nations but also for their loved ones, both 

known and unknown. Each deserves to be remembered in some small way, and 

we must remember. Sometimes these young people crossed our paths in 

nebulous ways, like the forced landing of an aircraft, on a sports field in 

Sherbrooke, NS in June 1942. 

And after so many years, we tried to find the story behind the forced landing and 

find that sometimes the story you want, is not the story you are going to get! 

Sometimes, you will simply find a better one. 
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My most recent article concerning Guysborough County’s war on the Homefront, 

“Sometimes the Story You Want; Is Not the Story You Are Going to Get” was 

published in the Guysborough Journal back in April 2020. It was a piece 

highlighting the service of a young New Zealand pilot, in training out of 

Summerside, PEI, who became lost, and who landed his aircraft at the Sherbrooke 

race track in June 1942. It was also the tale of the attempts to identify him. 

 

The story itself was based on an 

archived Casket article from June 

1942. There was some basic 

information to start with.  

The Antigonish Casket gave the 

young New Zealander’s rank and 

family name  as LAC Ellison, 

Royal New Zealand Air Force 

(RNZAF), but little else. His 

surname or initials would have 

helped to track the young 

aviator’s flying career and fate. It 

was a source of continuing 

frustration in my search that 

went unrewarded for a time. 

Amongst other clues received 

though was the photograph of 

Harvard Trainer, numbered  

Serial AK 2533, sent separately 

by Bruce Macdonald, noted 

Guysborough County historian. This photograph came from the family archive of 

Winn Campbell. The photograph led to a remarkably interesting, yet an 

incomplete story as the pieces of the puzzle were difficult to trace and put 

together.  

Antigonish Casket" 10 June 1942 



 

With permission Winn Campbell, family archives,  Sherbrooke airplane photo, March 2020 (Harvard Trainer Serial 
AK 2533) 

Many details were obtained though by tracking the various sources. In time, a 

picture was built that led to the recounting of the lives of many of New Zealand’s 

young sons who either trained here in Canada, or who were lost on operations 

overseas. 

The many appeals while seeking help to identify the young “Ellison” were 

rewarding in and of themselves. They led to new contacts, stories, and sources, 

but all wound up as a dead end.  

One more effort, a Hail Mary if you will, was made to identify which Ellison trained 

at Summerside PEI, to the administrators of the Auckland War Memorial Museum. 

In reply, I received a generous note and lead from Madison Pine, a volunteer with 

the Museum, stating ”....I look(ed) through our database ....came across a Hugh 

Graham Ellison record ..., who embarked for Canada on the 8th of March 1942, 

disembarking around April ..., who is recorded at the Royal Canadian Air Force, 9 

Service Flying Training School at Summerside, Prince Edward Island - I think this 

could be the LAC Ellison who force landed at Sherbrooke.” Needless to say I was 

tickle pink! 



This information was crossed checked with my original work and the facts corelate 

very closely. In fact the time bracket of this man’s training confirms that the 

unidentified Ellison was indeed “Hugh Graham Ellison”. From this information we 

can piece together a brief history and sketch of Warrant Officer (WO) Hugh 

Ellison’s career and life. 

 

Part 9 ς Epilogue ς Where others Dared to Fly 

A Sketch Hugh Graham Ellison NZ415304  

 

Hugh Graham Ellison born on 4 Nov 1921 at Auckland, NZ, was 20 years old when 

he enlisted in the Royal New Zealand Air Force (RNZAF), 28 September 1941. He 

was based for a time at Levin as an untrained airman.215 

 

Hugh Graham Ellison was subsequently posted and received his elementary flight  

training at home in New Zealand. He trained at No. 4 Service Flying Training 

School, RNZAF Station Whenuapai. He graduated  as a pilot on course 25D, B 

Flight, 21 December 1941. 216 
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(Auckland War Memorial Museum with permission photo dated 21 December 1941,  

https://fotoweb.airforcemuseum.co.nz/fotoweb/archives/5003-Search-the-Collection/Collection/HbH481.jpg.info ) 

Upon completion of his elementary training in New Zealand in December 1941, 

LAC Hugh Ellison was sent to Canada for advance and initial operational training. 

Disembarking around April 1942, presumably on Canada’s west Coast, he was 

likely held in a reception/holding centre for a time, before receiving marching 

orders to Summerside later that year.217 
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LAC Hugh Ellison’s presence was clearly recorded at Royal Canadian Air Force, 9 

Service Flying Training School, Summerside, Prince Edward Island. He was on site  

May/June 1942, at a point where he began to receive advanced training.  

Placing  LAC Hugh Ellison at Summerside at this time alone, is strong enough to 

suggest that he was the member involved in the “Forced Landing at Sherbrooke”, 

10 June 1942. In fact young Hugh remained at Summerside for a considerable 

time. He finally graduated from Summerside PEI on Course 1: Class 53, 3 January 

1943. This ironically was some 79 years later, on or about the same time in 

January 2021, when I sent my additional request for assistance. 218  

LAC Hugh Ellison’s training dates at Summerside, bracket the timeframe perfectly. 

Fate must have had a hand when I sent that Hail Mary  in early January. That is 

strong enough evidence to confirm he was our man!  

LAC Hugh Ellison must have been too good a pilot as well. Unlike many of his 

peers, he was not immediately posted overseas. He was held back in Canada for a 

time. Young Ellison was posted to RCAF, 1 Flying Instructor School, Trenton, 

Ontario immediately following graduation January 1943. He was soon made an 

instructor upon completing that training.219  

It must have been irksome for a young man chomping at the bit for combat. He 

was now relegated to training others because it was what was needed, and that 

he was amongst the best of the best. That was the lot of many instructors who 

pleaded, cajoled, or begged for a posting overseas on active service. We do not 

know what machinations or route Hugh Ellison took in getting overseas, but he 

did, eventually. 

By this time, a Warrant Officer (WO),  Hugh Graham Ellison was finally posted to 

England. He spent some time at No. 55 O.T.U. where he upgraded his skills with 

familiarization on Spitfire Mk XVIs, and training  for actual combat operations. He 

was eventually posted to No. 602 Squadron (RAF) 4th August 1944.220 
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No. 602 Squadron (RAF) was a well-respected unit. Significantly, No 602 Squadron 
participated in the  Battle of Britain. After that, the unit performed various tasks 
and assignments, but always involving air interdiction. In January 1943 it was 
tasked to take on a new role. The unit was moved to England’s southwest to train 
for that purpose.  

In April it joined the newly formed 2nd Tactical Air Force, whose task was ground 
support for the Army and Allies in the coming invasion of the continent. Before D-
Day though it was briefly returned to Scotland from January to March 1944, which 
is suggestive. That move may have been part of the deception plan involving the 
invasion, keeping the enemy off guard. The unit was once again returned south 
prior to and in anticipation of the invasion. 

No. 602 Squadron (RAF) played an important role. Once a foothold was gained in 
France, the Squadron was dispatched to the continent and operated from advance 
airfields in Normandy. It then followed the Army's advance into Belgium until 
September 1944. 

The squadron conducted  offensive ground sweeps as part of the 2nd Tactical Air 
Force. It operated as a fighter-bomber squadron in support of the invading armies. 
It moved into the Normandy beachhead from mid-June on, harassing and 
destroying the enemy along the way.221 It was close work, requiring skill, 
determination, and courage. 

The squadron reached Belgium by August 1944. WO Hugh  Ellison joined them, 4 
August. It proved to be a noticeably short tour on the continent for him. 

Warrant Officer Ellison was shot down over what was known as “the Seine 

Maritime département”,  the morning of 26 August 1944. He was lucky to have 

survived the ordeal. But he was now “lost” behind enemy lines for a time.  

Warrant Officer Hugh  Ellison evaded capture and successfully reached his own 

lines 1 September 1944, after what must have been a harrowing experience. He 

filed an evasion report on 4th September. 222  
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Significantly, the young Ellison was either behind enemy or very near the front 

lines, from 26 August to 1 September. He was very lucky to have evaded capture 

on what was an extremely active, dangerous, and an open battlefield, having 

evaded the enemy for 6 days in total! 

Young Ellison was not the only New Zealander to have undergone such an ordeal. 
His fellow countryman and contemporary,  L.T. Menzies (NZ411016), also  of  602 
Squadron force-landed, but luckily behind allied lines on the same day, 26 
August.223 The loss of two aircraft on the same day, suggest the intensity of the 
battle and the inherent dangers of the operations of the Tactical Air Force.224 

By the time WO Hugh Ellison was repatriated to England, sometime in September 
1944, No 602 Squadron was recalled to the UK. The unit was subsequently tasked 
to take part in a campaign against V-2 rockets.225 

No. 602 Squadron returned from its farthest point of advance, Antwerp. After its 
move back to the UK that September, it was based at  RAF Coltishall, flying Spitfire 
XVIs, to carry out operations against V2 sites in the Netherlands.  

The unit was given a wide-ranging area to patrol as it sought to seek, locate, and 
destroy V-2 Sites. Their patrol line spanned from The Hook to Den Helder, until the 
end of the war. The unit was very quickly disbanded on 15 May 1945 at Coltishall, 
one week after VE Day.226 

WO Hugh Ellison’s records provide little detail beyond September 1944. 
Presumably, he rejoined his unit and fought with them until the end of the war 
engaging the enemy’s V-2 sites and operations. 
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Post War 

 

Little is known about Hugh Graham Ellison’s life post war. We do know that he 

retained a reserve status in the RNZAF  for a time. He like many veterans of his 

generation just wanted to get on with life. The one bit we do know comes from a  

1981 electoral roll. It states that he was a manager living at Kaikohe, New Zealand.  

 

Hugh Graham Ellison died 24 Apr 2001. His extraordinary service is marked on 

New Zealand’s War Memorial, and that of many others. These can be found on-

line at: Home - Auckland War Memorial Museum (aucklandmuseum.com). 

In closing, noted Canadian historian, Professor Jack Granatstein recently 

published, Canada at War – Conscription, Diplomacy, and Politics (University of 

Toronto Press, 2020). In his final chapter, he lamented on the current state of 

Canadian history that is being taught to our younger generation. “I suddenly 

realized that political and public policy, or what I called national history, was on 

the verge of disappearing... History by snippet, history by object lesson, was the 

new rule, and the memory of a past to which Canadians, ...., could relate was fast 

disappearing... ”. Granatstein’s following summation is a solitary warning to us all 

that “Canadians need to understand their national and their local history...”.227 

If the situation is to improve, it is our duty to remember and preserve those times 

in our lives and community before they are lost to time forever. And sometimes it 

may take the form of the little stories, like this one, that are truly “the Ones Worth 

Finding.” 
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