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My First Year of Navy Life 

On June 1, 1944, I picked up a destroyer called  “HMCS Iroquois” at Halifax and sailed across the Atlantic to Liverpool.  I used 

to think of Liverpool a lot when I was a kid as I had a cousin about my age living there. 

Liverpool was wonderful.  We spent six weeks in refit and I had a chance to see my relatives at Garston, who were surprised 

and pleased to see me.   

 I learned that my uncle had died and met a man who knew him.  The man was of medium height, and carried his body in a 

bold upright manner.  He appeared to be genuinely affected by the death of my uncle.  There was something about his manner that 

suggested an air of excellent upbringing, although his clothes were of the ordinary laborer’s.  As he walked across the hall and 

extended his hand, I felt myself admiring his confident stride, and the way he held his head, as if to say “Challenge the World”.  His 

grip too, indicated his spirit.  It was firm and cordial and he smiled a mouthful of clean healthy teeth.  The eyes seemed to laugh at 

me and all at once I felt myself liking the man immensely.  “The name’s Saunders,” he boomed, “Mike Saunders of  Acme 

Construction or,”  he added a little dejectedly, “Was Of Acme.” 

All this was during the month of June 1944 and while we had our ship’s refit, the never to be forgotten D-Day took place.  I 

remember there was a little disappointment at our failure to be there, however our ship more than made up for that later as I will 

relate a little further along. 

It was early July when we left Liverpool and our next base was Scapa Flow.  This was a forlorn and leave-less  period of four 

weeks during which we trained in fleet maneuvers and gunnery practice.  At this point I had just about gotten the knack of our twin 

Oerlikons and was considering taking a course in it.  We did take a few lessons in aircraft recognition and eye shooting and it was 

one of the few times we got ashore.  The other times were spent at sporting parties and it was good to stretch our legs for a while.  

On August 1, after training was completed at Scapa, we sailed to Plymouth and joined the 10th Flotilla at the same time relieving the 

Huron while she went for a leave and refit in Canada.  Shortly after the Huron sailed we joined the Haida,  RN destroyers Tartar and 

Ashanti and British cruiser Bellona.  While in enemy waters we had action. 

Our ship picked up a German convoy with our radar and brought to bear.  (started to fire).  I would like to take a little space 

to describe my feelings when the first Lieutenant called over the loud speaker (WE ARE CLOSING THE ENEMY)  I was with my friends 



Kelly Save and Collett on P.3 Oerlikon and the night was very warm and clear.  I didn’t exactly feel scared but intensely excited.  We 

didn’t have to wait long before the ship ahead threw up a couple of starshells and then we saw the convoy break and scatter in 

every direction.  In about one hour’s time the entire convoy was blazing and the spectacle was like a huge fireworks display only 

much larger.  The Haida suffered two casualties and two injured but the return fire was weak and their shooting was a trifle out.  The 

closest shell landed 20 feet amid ships and not quite directly in front of our own.  One thrill we had was closing in within 50 feet on a 

tanker and opening up with everything we had.                                    

   Les with Bill Collett             Les and Kelly on the Oerlikons 

At about noon we met a fleet of sloops on anti-submarine patrols and were assigned to escort them by ourselves. 

The Haida returned to Port with their dead and wounded.  In the afternoon a terrific explosion resounded from the English 

Sloop “Lock Fadda”, and then, the stern of a German submarine rose to the surface, stayed there about 10 seconds, then sank.  The 

survivors were picked up by the Fadda and the patrol was continued.  The job was done so easily and efficiently, that it hardly made 



an impression on the crew, most of whom had never seen a German sub before.  On return to Plymouth harbor, we had a day’s 

leave while the ship was being re-ammunitioned.  

We sailed a few days later (Aug. 14), with different partners, whom incidentally,   we stayed with for a considerable length of 

time.  They were the British destroyer “URSA” and the cruiser “MAURITIUS”  The next patrol, our second, was down along the coast 

of France as far as Bordeaux, and as luck would have it, another convoy, this time escorted by Narvik destroyers and “M” class 

minesweepers was picked up.  The action lasted all night and when dawn came we had destroyed four supply ships, and two “M” 

class minesweepers.  It was a hard fight with both destroyers doing the main part of the work.  The return fire was considerably 

heavy especially at the start but good marksmanship by the cruiser paved the way for the complete victory.  

The next morning at 8:00 we switched back to defense stations and cut back in near the shore to draw the fire of their shore 

batteries, consisting of 15 inch guns.  About noon they opened up and caught us at low speed.  The order came through to put on all 

helmets and take cover at any convenient place.  Shells were dropping all around us and it was pure luck that we escaped being hit.  

The captain ordered full speed ahead and laid a smoke screen as we pulled out of their range.  The cruiser then laid off shore and 

bombarded the batteries.  Fires were started on the shores. 

These patrols were about 5 days long and practically sleepless.  Defense stations were stood during the day and action 

stations from dusk to dawn.  At times one practically fell asleep standing up.  The sleep we did get was on the deck with a couple of 

coats to lie on.  

There was one good feature, though, and that was the lovely weather.  

The Bay of Biscay in the summer is wonderful.  The water is sky blue, the wind is usually still and the skies are cloudless.  

From where I stood my watch, I sat and watched the wake of the ship form a great white path on the sea. 

The month of August was coming to a close when we sailed out of Plymouth on our third patrol on the Bay.  It was still warm 

and our escorts were the “URSA” and the “MAURITIUS” again.  This trip was the most important of any we had made so far.   

The first couple of days passed without incident except for our first encounter with aircraft.  Up until then there had been 

absolutely no sign of them.  About noon on the second day, a terrific explosion shook the ship and looking towards the URSA I saw 



smoke and a huge geyser of water spouting into the air.  I remember my friend shouting that she was hit by a glider bomb.  The 

bomb didn’t hit but was within 20 feet and shook the crew considerably.  At exactly the time the bomb landed near the URSA, a 

mosquito aircraft that was on patrol duty in the near vicinity, failed to drop recognition flares and was mistaken for the enemy plane 

that had steered the glider bomb to the ship.  Close range guns opened up and the plane wheeled out of range at the same time 

dropping their flares.  No trace was found of the enemy plane or planes. That night and all the next day passed uneventfully and as 

we entered the final night of our patrol we were closed up at action stations.  At approximately midnight the biggest escort convoy 

of our patrol was picked up.  This time our ship was the leading ship and we were the first to contact them.  Starshells were thrown 

up and one tanker, escorted by “M” class minesweepers, was engaged.  The enemy returned starshells and one exploded directly 

above us.  A fierce battle took place but direct hits by our ship gave us an advantage we never lost.  About half way through the 

engagement we altered course and avoided torpedoes.  This action lasted five hours until all the enemy ships were destroyed. Just 

as the horizon was turning a streaky grey, a terrific salvo shook the ship and more starshells went hurtling into the air.  Another 

convoy was picked up and we raced into attack at 30 knots.  The return fire was considerably more accurate than any other we had 

encountered and we grew a trifle worried as shells came tearing over our ship about 20 feet above the bridge.  At full speed ahead, 

we dodged, turned, weaved and twisted round and round the slower German ships.  Our attack was so furious and the men so 

determined that within the first few minutes of the battle we had scored direct hits on a huge flak ship and a Narvik destroyer.  The 

Mauritius then engaged the Flak ship and from my position I watched as they exchanged salvoes until the more accurate fire of the 

British cruiser set the flak afire and sinking.  

 

Manning the Oerlikons



  

The rest of the convoy made a run for it and were driven close to shore where they ran aground.  It was then decided to come right 

into shore and destroy them completely.  This was the most dramatic episode of the 

whole fight.  Nothing happened and we closed to a thousand yards then we saw the 

reason.  They were lowering lifeboats and trying to escape to shore.  The Mauritius laid 

miles back from the shore while the Ursa and our ship poured heavy fire at the ship.  I 

remember clearly a shell landing between two lifeboats and turning them over.  I felt a 

wave of pity come over me because this is exactly what would happen to us if the 

situation was reversed.  Finally 

the ships but one were 

completely destroyed, and we 

destroyed it with 65 Germans 

aboard.  It is hard to believe 

that we are so cruel but from 

personal experience I know we 

had to be.  Our first action was 

an example of massacre.  800 

German soldiers were all killed 

trying to escape from the coast of Northern France.  Not one survivor was picked up.  

The sloop Lock Fadda also disregarded German survivors in the water when the 

submarine was sunk, and dropped charges amongst the survivors. 

The above mentioned battle was called “Operation Kinetic” 

    News clipping about Operation Kinetic 

 



September 10th, 1944 – New Phase of our Operations 

After our last engagement off the coast of France we were sent on a trip to Casablanca with our sister ship,  Haida.  The object of our 

trip was to escort the large French cruiser,  Joan of Arc, to the Port of Cherbourg, a port made famous by the Americans’ invasion of 

France,  The trip was made in extremely rough weather but was uneventful.  Points of interest were the number of ships in 

Cherbourg and the white cliffs on either side of the channel. 

On these few pages I would like to describe our first landing in France.  Many such landings were made as the invasion moved along 

at such lightening pace.  It was shortly after our bombardment of batteries around the Isle D’Yeu that we received signals from 

ashore stating that the Germans had withdrawn to the mainland.  Being the senior ship at the time, we immediately dispatched a 

landing party and waited off shore for the results. 

Sailing ships started out from the shore and came alongside.  The people on the boats were waving and cheering us.  It was a 

pathetic sight.  After four years of German occupation they were finally free.  I noticed a big tin filled with German biscuits and was 

lucky enough to get one.  This biscuit was German-made and the people had actually existed on these for months.  They continually 

waved and cheered us and exchanged little souvenirs for cigarettes.  We loaded supplies from the Island and picked up our landing 

party.  As we left the island the people stood bare headed and sang La Marseillaise.  I felt the blood rush to my cheeks, but I knew 

every other man on the ship felt proud and honoured to be the liberators of the Island. 

Many other trips were made to parts of the mainland  and everywhere, it was the same story of starvation and hardships.  Stories 

about how the women who had German boyfriends were treated fascinated me very much.  After the Nazis left, some of these 

women had their hair shaved off for collaborating with the enemy during wartime. 

During all the operations in the Bay of Biscay, our own base was at Plymouth, England.  Plymouth was pretty well bombed, 

but as time went on I found myself liking the place, and was sorry finally to leave for Scapa Flow again.  Before we finally did leave 

Plymouth, we were sent on a secret mission.  Rumour had it that we were taking Winston Churchill to Canada and for once they 

were right.  We met the Queen Mary and escorted her at 32 knots to a point where it was safe.  Later it was announced that 

Churchill arrived in Quebec, where the famous Quebec Conference took place.  The way home was both exciting and thrilling for me, 

as I had my first look at the tropics and needless to say it was all I had expected.  I remember watching the sun come up over the 



mountains and start a day that I will never forget.  It was thrilling from the moment we came into the lighted harbor until we sailed 

away in the brilliant afternoon sun.   

             

                  RMS Queen Mary (public domain photo)                                               Stalin               FDR          Churchill  

            (public domain photo) 

The Azores is a group of Islands off Portugal that have been completely untouched by the war and where we went was the 

first non-blacked out city we had seen since we left Canada.  The city is wide open in every respect. The wine shops are numerous 

and open all day long.  They sold everything one could wish for and luscious fruit was ours almost for the asking.  I spent my time 

drinking champagne and walking the streets with my chums, always arguing with the natives. 

(I found out after that the secret mission taking Churchill part way to Quebec was called  “Operation Octagon”) 

I left with the hope of returning someday and seeing a little more of the island country.  

After our return to Plymouth harbor, we came alongside a jetty and had a boiler clean.  Leave of the day was granted to each watch 

and Doyle, a friend of mine came with me after Save and Bill managed to get away a night earlier because of special jobs.  We left 

the ship about three in the afternoon and arrived in Bristol at seven.  We checked our bags and did the town. I had a wonderful time 

and was all for staying there for the rest of my leave, but finally we boarded the train and went to Liverpool.  I saw my relatives and 

my old friends. I was terribly sorry to leave but I was sure I would go back someday.   



 

 

 The Azores, Portugal  



After our leave we continued our patrols down the Bay and landed a few more parties along the coast.  It was uneventful 

except for the odd submarine contacts we made.  I found Plymouth more fun after we knew it better and enjoyed some swell times 

with Brown who was always getting himself in all kinds of trouble, but it always worked out for the best.  Rumours started forming 

about going home and bets were passed.  I bet five dollars in favour of not going and within two months’ time was still in the 

running.  I still have a few months to go before I win or lose.  Confidentially, it would please me more to lose than win even if it was 

one hundred dollars.  

In this chapter the first tragedy of our trip took place.  While proceeding to Scapa Flow for trials, the weather became 

extremely stormy and the ship was lurching and rolling to the extent that it was hard to walk outside even with the aid of a safety 

line.  First Lieutenant, Clifton Coughlin, while completing rounds, was caught by a huge wave and smashed against the guard rails.  

His moans attracted the attention of Morris and another man who carried him to the operating room.  His leg was broken in three 

different places and internal injuries were caused to his person.  We reached Scapa Flow the next day and he was rushed to the 

hospital. For two days his life hung in the balance and on the third day he died.  I have written a short paragraph of his funeral, in 

which I was a part of the Guard.  I felt terribly sorry to think that a man of his ability went out in such a manner and was buried in 

that lonely part of the world. 

A Burial 

  Scapa Flow is a pretty dismal place at any time of the year.  It is especially cold around the winter months, and rain combined 

with a biting wind, makes life pretty miserable for all who are unfortunate in being there.  It was on a usual cold, blowy day, with the 

faint suggestion of rain in the air, that a party of armed guards marched up the deserted streets, and turned toward a church that 

had been converted from a round shaped barracks to a place of worship.  The Guard lined up in two very straight rows and stood 

with heads lowered in humble sympathy as the final rites were paid to a naval hero.  The body was brought from the church, and the 

Guard reviewed arms and led a slow march to a small, neglected graveyard.  There, a short service was performed and a volley of 

three shots were fired over the grave.  Once again the Guard bowed their heads, this time as the bugler blew the “Last Post” and the 

body was lowered into the ground.  The Guard then turned and marched off, leaving behind a gallant hero, whose name will always 

be remembered by the people of a nation at war.  (Lieutenant Clifton “Tony” Coughlin – Died Oct 20th 1944 at Age 31) 

 



In Remembrance of Lieutenant Clifton “Tony” Coughlin (Age 31) 

                          

                                                                      Photo via Ted Doyle                             Clifton (Tony) Coughlin - photo via Ted Doyle  

 

 

                                                                                      Photo via Ted Doyle



 Nov 8/44  We have just arrived in Plymouth but we are expecting to pull out in a few hours’ time.  Shortly after the first Lieutenant 

died we sailed to Greenock, Scotland and stayed only one day.  The purpose of the trip was to bring the LYNE ( a large provision ship) 

to Greenock from Scapa Flow.  After the completion of the trip we had leave for 8 hours.  I was on duty as part of the motor boat 

crew and made a few trips past the “Queen Elizabeth” to the aircraft carrier “Puncher.”  On one of these trips the captain of the 

Puncher was with us and asked us our names and where we were from.  He casually told us that in the very near future, our ship 

would escort him to the South Pacific.  I wonder ----!  The morning of the next day we slipped anchor and headed back to Scapa, not 

a very pleasant trip for winter.  

            At approximately six-thirty PM an announcement came over the loud speaker to the effect that there would be a show in one 

of the mess decks.  Usually the show is alternately held in the Stokers’ Mess and then the SGTS’s mess much to their convenience.  

The machine is set up after a lot of shouting and changing of this plug and that plug, and the men file down to find whatever seat 

they can.  Some sit in the few benches that are down there, others sit on the floor and still more stand in any spot that won’t block 

the view of those seated. 

             The fellow who runs the picture shouts “Out Lights” and the show starts.  First the focus is out and there is more shouting 

and bellowing. This is quickly fixed and they settle back to enjoy the show.  Their enjoyment is shortened, however, as the sound 

usually fades and can only be fixed by the increase in power. And so on and on the troubles come till the show finally ends.   

               Life continues the same as before  - a couple of sports parties and shows. Also a ships company concert.  A party of WRENS 

were invited to the ship on Sunday.  We went ashore a couple of times to the show and Canteen.  The Canteen had a fair band but I 

was cold in the place all the time.                 

Finally we sailed out of Scapa and received a signal which said – Good Bye Iroquois and Good Luck.  We naturally assumed that this 

was the last we would see of Scapa Flow. 

 

November 11/1944  

Armistice Day is almost over as I write this.  It didn’t seem much like Armistice, with no service or anything.  The ship pulled into the 

Welsh port of Milford Haven in the morning and left at sunset.  The town is very nice, but it was a little misty and rainy.  Life is 

getting pretty darn weary.  No leave ashore and now the canteen is closed.  We are starting to get pushed around, with no steady 



base to run out of.  Nothing to do but play cards and natter at each other.  Everyone is arguing and fighting at the least little thing, 

but that’s because we’re stuck in such a small place with the same faces to look at every minute of the day. 

The Destroyer “Tartar” is with us this trip on a rendezvous with an American ship West Point.  At approx. 10:00 o’clock PM, the 

alarm buzzer sounded and we closed to action stations.  I was in my bunk at the time and had to dress in a hurry.  We chased the sub 

and dropped charges but couldn’t hold the contact.  Our ship picked it up first on our communications radio.  Later we picked up   

West Point and escorted her out of the Irish Sea.  At noon we changed course and left West Point to sail to the States.  Signaled a 

good-bye and good luck message.  

Jan 27/1945 

 Celebrated my 21st birthday on Jan 8th at sea.  It wasn’t exactly the nicest birthday I’ve ever had but I imagine that’s the type 

most fellows of my age have nowadays.  We reached Greenock a couple of days later and tied up to a buoy.  The lochs were all 

covered with snow.  It was really a very pretty sight. 

               From then until the present date we escorted troop ships and made a trip to Liverpool.  Today the ship patrolled the waters 

outside of Liverpool but just as we were going in the signal sent us on our way to Londonderry.  One of my friends, Kelly Save, got 

married to a girl in Liverpool.  She drives a truck for the army and is a very charming girl.  Before he could marry her he went AWOL 

for seven days and now expects severe punishment as the ship was under sailing orders.  The ceremony took place in Plymouth and 

he rejoined the ship in Greenock Scotland.  The last ship we escorted was called the Pasteur, built in France and named after 

scientist Louis Pasteur.  It was loaded with Canadian troops called   “The Zombies”[1].  They landed in Liverpool about the time six 

thousand of their men went AWOL in Canada.  This news is certainly a blow to Canada’s war effort and should humiliate our 

government in the eyes of our allies.  The men now needed badly to replace losses and bolster the soldiers in France. It’s too bad it 

had to happen. 

[1] Transcriber’s footnote: The NRMA men who refused to "go active" were derisively called "zombies" both in Canada and overseas. The "Zombies" were so-

called because they were soldiers who could not fight overseas, making them like the reanimated corpses from Haitian mythology who were neither alive nor 

dead, but rather somewhere in-between. 
 

                                                                                        



 

Leisure Time On Board and AShore 

 

       

  
Top left photo - Les on left boxing, Center - Les on left, Top Right - Shipmates performing, Bottom - Shipmates relaxing on board  



Jan 30th 1945 

 That was the day we pulled into the great Irish city of Belfast.  We were supposed to pick up the Minister of the Navy, Angus 

McDonald, and take him back to Liverpool or Greenock.  As he failed to arrive,  leave was granted and we went to shore to look 

around.  From early morning to well after midnight, a heavy sleet fell, making big puddles of slush and water all over the city.  The 

city is something similar to Winnipeg, as it has wide streets and modern buildings that correspond to it.  The continual rain made it 

impossible to go sight-seeing so we saw a show and generally made the rounds of different  service clubs. 

Jan 31st/45 

 Payday today and a fairly hectic time.  Our last day in Belfast and it wasn’t too pleasant in spots.  There are a bit of hard 

feelings towards the British and their colonies and we were warned to be very careful of potential trouble.  We were also cautioned 

against certain places and warned to get out of bars and pubs right away if we were refused beer.  I found things exactly the 

opposite, although the Canada flashes probably made a little difference.  I was one of the lucky ones, I guess, because after I went 

on duty as Bosun’s Mate a lot of trouble flared up in different places, and two of the crew came back in handcuffs and nearer to 

unconsciousness than not. 

 There was a big scrap at the gangway but we finally stopped it.  At the same time an ENSA concert was being held aboard 

and we had difficulty stopping the different drunks from messing it up.  Later that night the civilian police phoned that they were 

holding four of our men in jail and requested an escort to bring them back.  When things finally quieted down, I was damn glad.  I 

got myself in a tight spot when one of the boys came back drunk as hell and was causing a lot of trouble.  The officer of the day 

ordered me to take him down into the tiller flats and lock him in.  He could hardly hold onto the ladder with his cuffs on and he was 

trying to beat me up.  I had some anxious moments before I got him down and then I fixed him some canvas covers and laid him on 

them. 

 He came to at midnight and was smashing an iron bar against the bulkhead.  We took him forward and put him to bed and he 

was okay after that. 

 In the morning we sailed for the harbor of Greenock with the Captain of the Riviere du Loup, the ship that mutinied.  Almost 

there when the signal was received to escort the Puncher to Scapa Flow. 



  Weeks have passed since my last entry, but nothing of real importance has happened.  A few minor occurrences 

broke the monotony of our convoy work but I’m still in a depressed state of mind.  I hope, as do my shipmates, that the ship will 

return to Canada in the very near future. 

 Later after the terrific storm that damaged our ship, we reached Plymouth and began a much needed refit.  As usual on a 

refit both watches were granted leave, and I left for an eight day stay in London.  I booked a room at the Maple Leaf club and 

proceeded to have the greatest time of my life.  I took pictures and procured souvenirs and generally saw the city.  Met some swell 

girls but didn’t bother to correspond with them.  Will always look forward to my next visit to London.  On returning to Plymouth the 

ship went into dry dock and life again went back to normal.  At this particular time the ship is almost ready to leave.  I have a strange 

premonition that this will be the last I shall ever see of England. 

The particular time I am writing this is the latter half of February 1945.  The ship was out of the dry dock and back to the sea.  

Our job was escort work, such as troopships, battleships, carriers and convoys.  It was pleasant work, with the most shore leave 

we’ve had to date.  

 The convoys running the channels were the victims of a step-up in U-boat warfare and both Yankee and Royal navies formed 

most of the escort.  The convoys never travelled over 12 knots, thus the wind was reduced considerably.  The weather was 

practically perfect,  and the seas were motionless.  The loudspeaker was rigged on the upper deck and carried over the whole ship.  

It was really a picture of contentment to sit by the greens and drink in the sun and the cool air.  The escort ships weaved back and 

forth in front of the convoy leaving big froths of wake water after them.  Even during attacks by U-Boats the ships seemed like they 

were unconcerned, as they plodded along.  The only part of convoy I didn’t like was night attacks because the confusion was 

considerable. I was in the lower mess-decks, making it twice as hard to get out to the gun, because the ammunition party always 

came down on the rush.  The ship was fairly quick as they had lots of practice.  What a life of ease we had!! 

March 19/45 

 The crew is awaiting with mixed feelings, for the planes of three aircraft carriers to take off and lay mines off the coast of 

Norway.  The object is to tie up German shipping which had been active for the past few months. The take-off has been postponed 

for six hours, but now the sun has come out and the visibility is perfect.  The seas are fairly rough with the destroyers taking the 



worst of it.  Lookouts are especially warned to be alert for aircraft as they are in the vicinity.  If all goes well, the ship will return to its 

base in Scapa Flow.  Our striking force has considerable strength.  It consists of 7 destroyers, a cruiser and three aircraft carriers.  

 

March 20/45 

 The planes from the carriers returned without loss.  The only casualty was a fighter plane’s accident while landing.  The plane 

turned completely over but the pilot survived.  The weather turned to the worst and all night long the ship pounded, lurched and 

rolled till the mess decks were literally covered with gear and provisions.  

March 28/45 

 Today is the third day of our patrol.  The first day was uneventful and the weather was fairly mild. On the second day planes 

took off from the carriers and hunted enemy shipping without success.  However during their operation, enemy M109s attacked 

their formations and were repulsed with two losses and two badly damaged.  Our losses were not known.  The ship closed to action 

stations all day. Weather is heavy.  The upper decks were only used by gunners on watch as the waves poured over the sides making 

trips back and forth dangerous.  The water was severely damaging, but on the whole the damage was slight.  Close range guns 

closed up In the morning but didn’t fire.  Later on a submarine contact was attracted but results were unknown.  Ship arrived in 

Scapa Flow in the afternoon.  

 On the morning of March the 30th, planes from the aircraft carriers took off to hunt enemy shipping and the ship closed to 

action stations.  The morning was cold and rainy making the day very trying.  As we patrolled about 50 miles off Norway and neared 

the Arctic Circle, the wind started to blow like mad and the rain stung like hell as it hit us. 

 The waves banged against the side of the ship and the spray was flung all over the ship.  The loud speaker was continually 

broadcasting the presence of enemy planes, mostly Me 109s.  Towards the middle of the afternoon the planes returned without loss 

or results and we switched to defense stations and ate our dinner.  We had half an hour and then back again. 

 It was estimated that well over 10 thousand sailors were engaged in the operations.  The force returned to Scapa Flow in a 

fierce storm and took on ammunition. 



April 4th/45 

 Four destroyers sailed from Scapa Flow this morning including Onslow,  Zest,  Zealous and our ship the Iroquois.  The object 

of our mission was a quick hit and run raid on a German convoy off Southern Norway almost to the Skagerrak.  The attack was to be 

made between 12 midnight and 0200 hours, after which we were to be met by planes and a light Cruiser “The Dido” to be escorted 

back to Scapa.  Strict orders were given to Captain D of Onslow that if spotted the raid was off, as it would be greater a risk that the 

spoils would be.  However a Junker JU88 observation plane spotted us and radioed our position into Norway.  As a result U-Boats, E 

boats and shore batteries were waiting for us when we struck. 

As we ran into attack, a terrific barrage of flak raked the ships but damage was slight.  Torpedoes were fired and all guns opened up 

and were hitting at the convoy.  Iroquois was credited with a big tanker sunk, Onslow two torpedo hits and others with minor hits.  E 

boats chased us through a mine field and fired a torpedo under our stern.  Escort finally met us and took us back to Scapa on what 

was termed a very successful mission.  Experience gained and ships sunk. 

 

April 10th/45 

 The ship sailed alone from Scapa Flow to Rosyth Scotland, about 10 miles from Edinburgh.  Five days of shore leave in 

Edinburgh before sailing orders came aboard.  Then chased nine Russian sub chasers to the Faroe Isles.  Attacked U-Boat contact 

without results.  

April 10/45 

 I enter this page as the ship starts out for North Russia along the Murmansk Run.  This run is the world’s toughest and takes 

about seven days each way at convoy speed.  

 We left the British controlled, Danish owned Faroe Islands, after a five day stay.  The islands are barren mountains, rising 

right from the water’s edge to great heights.  The people fish for a living.  We also met the Russian crews and invited them to shows 

and events.  They are a nice bunch and are lots of fun.  There is a Russian signaler in the next mess called Len. He is really funny. 

They are trying to teach him a few card games and he catches on fast.  Their little gun boats are spic and span -  in fact, they are by 

far the cleanest ships we have seen. 



April 25/45 

 This is a day to remember.  The last and most important day of the run.  Up to now we were not open to attack, but were 

stranded for days at a time.  Today hundreds of charges were dropped as we entered Kola Inlet on our last leg to Polyarny. As the 

ships passed through the narrow inlet, we were met by Russian destroyers, and more patterns were tracked.  A smoke screen was 

laid down by scores of destroyers.  They raced up and down many times at full speed, smoke trailing till the convoy was screened.  

Finally the convoy came though without loss and we entered the harbor city of Polyarny to wait for the merchant ships to unload 

their cargo and fill up for the return trip. 

 

April 29/45 

 The Russian port of Polyarny looked to be a nice city from the harbor, but as we went ashore we found extreme poverty and 

lack of modern buildings.  The Red Army patrolled every square inch of it and enforced strict military control. The lack of food and 

clothing is a major problem and articles bought on the black market bring fantastic prices.  For example a package of British 

cigarettes will bring  (journals are lost here) 

 Docked at Polyarny, Russia.  Iroquois is centre front 

 

 



May 6/45 

 The BBC announced that all Jerry troops in North Germany had surrendered. The news was expected but even so the crew 

listened breathlessly as the announcer read the lines.  

 We crowded around every loud speaker, not missing a word until it was over.  Then the captain spoke over the S.R.E. warning 

against what he called the army’s victory. He emphasized the word army.  He went on to say that German planes and subs who 

harried us all the way from Russia would not let up but would go all out to destroy the convoy.  At the time we were off Norway.  To 

date the aircraft had not made an actual attack but had shot up one of our fighters. 

May 7/45 

 Destroyer and Cruiser left us for a naval battle off Norway.  Captain Adams was furious at being left behind.  

 The crew were disappointed too.  It would most likely have been our last scrap over here.   Earlier this morning bad weather 

made landings on the carrier hazardous and a fighter plane misjudged the flight deck crashing into the edge of the stern with his 

wheels.  The plane burst into flames but the pilots were saved.  Then the wreck was pushed out to sea. 

 About 9:00 o’clock the same night and ship gave a hard over and one of the ERA chiefs named Edwards was flung over the 

guard rails into the water.  A lookout spotted him in the water and the Captain went back for him.  He was thrown life buoys but the 

swells kept rolling him away and a boat could not be lowered on account of weather and safety of the entire crew.  He was almost 

spent when a rope was luckily thrown to his hand and he hung on somehow till the crew drew him in.  Then a scramble net was let 

down the side and two boys dragged him out and up.  He was more dead than alive and so cold he couldn’t move. The water was 38 

degrees.  According to shipmate Jim Dowell, “he was taken to sick bay and recovered”. [2] 

Transcriber’s footnote: To read Jim Dowell’s account of this incident which he calls ‘Man Overboard”  go to: http:jproc.ca/Iroquois/man_overboard.html 

 

 

 



Norway and Denmark 

 A week after we reached Scapa Flow the ship sailed to Rosyth, Scotland and we had leave to Edinburgh.  Then we stocked up 

with supplies of food and medicines and sailed to Oslo Norway with the first convoy to reach Norway.  Crown Prince Olav was taken 

back to his throne, by a cruiser called the HMS Devonshire.  The Devonshire was escorted by five minesweepers, two cruisers and 

three destroyers. The HMCS Iroquois was one of the destroyers.   When we reached the Fjord a German sweeper met us and sent 

pilots to each ship.  Around 10 o’clock in the morning we dressed in our good uniforms and sat in the warm sun as the ship passed 

town after town on the narrow Fjord leading to Oslo.  All the way the water was crowded with boats of every size and shape all 

shouting and cheering, laughing and singing “Norway’s free, Welcome to Norway”.  They waved flags and handkerchiefs.  The boys 

threw them cigarettes and chocolates all the way in. 

 Finally we reached Oslo and the docks were solid masses of people.  They went wild and they hugged us, patted our backs, 

carried us on their shoulders and invited us to have anything we wanted.  

 

 
Boats of many shapes and sizes greeted us as we entered Oslo 
Harbour.  Photo via Les Roberts 

 

 
Norwegians welcoming HMCS Iroquois bringing Crown Prince 

Olav home to Oslo – May 13, 1945 
     Photo via Les Roberts 



                                                             
                                     Liberation of Norway        King Haakon and Crown Prince Olav 

          The Norwegians were all blondes, nice looking and very healthy.  The Germans had been very hard on them.  They had very 

little to eat and nothing to smoke.  They also had little recreation,  as the Germans closed dance halls and similar places.  They are 

very polite especially the children and a fair percentage of the population knew how to speak English.  The German situation was 

very delicate.  They still had their guns and were waiting for the army to take them.  Every night there were small flare ups but most 

of them were scared stiff.  A lot of Norwegian Quislings were shot and rounded up for punishment. (NB. A quisling is a Norwegian 

term for a traitor)  The girls who had fraternized with the Jerries had their hair slashed off.  About a hundred British paratroopers 

were dropped and they started disarming what Jerries they could.  They would spot a high official in a swanky car, stop the car, kick 

the Jerries out, disarm them and then drive away in their car.  They had a lot of fun in a way. 

             Our ship was alongside the dock right next to a huge shed filled with German soldiers who were still armed.  No one bothered 

with them till they packed up and left.  Just before they went, the buildings were all looted.  Everything was taken back from them 

and brought aboard our ships.  The night before we sailed was Independence Day and they had another celebration ending with a 

huge fireworks display.  They really know how to celebrate.  They were so glad to be rid of the Germans and are really grateful to the 

allies. 



                Our next stop was Copenhagen, Denmark and we pulled alongside a huge dock in the centre of town.  We stayed a week 

and had dances on the docks and all kinds of fun.  The people were well fed, but short of tea, coffee and cigarettes.  All day long the 

guards held back crowds of people trying to get cigarettes.  They offered as much as $10 a package or watches, cameras and 

souvenirs of real value.  The visitors were allowed every day and they invited us to their homes in return.  There were 25000 

Germans across the street in a huge barracks waiting for allied soldiers to take them away. 

         A week after our arrival on May 24th/45, we escorted two huge Jerry cruisers “Prinz Eugen” and “Nurnberg”  to Germany not via 

the Kiel Canal but around the gulf to the city of Wilhelmshaven. Here the prisoners awaited disposal by the allies.  In Wilhelmshaven 

we saw crumbled homes, buildings with one wall standing, piles of rubble heaped as far as the eye could see.  All this was 

Wilhelmshaven’s price for Nazi conquest.  The people were still dazed and full of hatred towards us.  They ignored us but had lost 

the haughty spirit they once owned.  Their suffering is unbelievable, their spirit broken and their country a complete wreck.  I believe 

that the German people will never menace the world again. The harbour might have been beautiful in peace time and houses might 

have been neat and colourful, the rusty liners might have been lovely sea Queens that docked at huge piers, but today hell has 

scared her badly and her dazed citizens look with broken hearts on a lost city.  

  Tonight the Nurnberg passed the rows and rows of captured submarines and held the salute as all the crews stood to 

attention and acknowledged her salute.  It was little more than a gesture because the pride in Germany’s navy was shattered by the 

sight of her greatest warships surrendering to two tiny destroyers. (Nurnberg on right, Prinz Eugen on left) 

                                                              

  
 



 
Dock at Wilhelmshaven Germany – German prisoners of war on the right (photo via Les Roberts) 

 
HMCS Huron, HMCS Haida and HMCS Iroquois assemble in Greenock Scotland to sail home together (HMCS Iroquois in 

foreground)photo via Les Roberts 

 

All three ships arrived back in Halifax on June 10, 1945 

 



Letter to Mother dated May 16/1945 

Dear Mom 

Well sweetheart, guess where your wandering son is now.  Norway – You see Mom I can tell you where we are now cause it’s no 

secret anymore.  We just had the luck to bring Crown Prince Olaf back to Norway and liberate the people.  English paratroopers are 

here too, and they’re all having a great time.  As we sailed up the Fjord, there were boats of every size and description and everyone 

was shouting and hollering like mad.  Boy what fun!  Everyone was hugging us and patting us on the backs and gathering around 

laughing and singing.  They had had a hard time of it and were glad to see us here.  We spent V.E. day at Scapa Flow, but got to 

Edinburgh, Scotland the next day.  I’ll have to tell you about a trip to Russia we had when we get back.  It was before the wars and 

we really had a go and saw plenty of excitement.  It was cold as heck and snowing all the time, and we sank two subs, two probables 

and four damaged.  Lost a ship and the men lasted almost 20 minutes in the water before they died of exposure.  It never got dark 

and the weather was rough.  Russia wasn’t so good but we had fun amongst ourselves.  Red Army are pretty tough.  We skated and 

hiked around a bit.  We’re in swell weather now. It’s a quick change from winter to summer.  I wish we’d go back to Canada soon as 

I’d like to see you again.  I’m getting a little fed up waiting.  I’m having a swell time though, and I’ve tried every way I can think of to 

buy you a pair of binoculars but I just can’t.  They’re almost impossible to get.  The situation is delicate here because the army hadn’t 

landed yet to take the Jerries away and they’re still around.  The Home Guard patrol every place, with guns and revolvers and ride 

the streets in flat trucks with mounted guns. The Quislings are all being rounded up now.  A woman got her hair shaved off in the 

street.  I’m in a big hurry to get this letter away as mail is going within an hour and I do want this to make it.  Hope you can make out 

the sentences, as I’m just saying anything as it comes to my mind. 

The people are all blonds and nice looking as anything.  The city is swell and green and clean.  The National day is tomorrow so we 

should have a great time.  I shall be glad to leave though cause I’m going on black listment today and that means stopping of leave 

soon.  I was framed!! I’ll have to peel spuds I guess. 

Well old dear, say hello to everyone and be good. 

Love and Kisses  Leslie 

P.S.  I haven’t had mail for a long time so I’ve had nothing to write about until the censorship was lifted.  I figured it was no use 

writing as I couldn’t send it, but we have a chance now and all the boys are writing. 



 

Thinking of Home 

“ I had two years on the Iroquois and my last Christmas Eve at sea was the hardest.  I 

had had all I wanted of the Navy.  I was homesick, worried about my Dad, who was in 

the army, was freezing cold and just staring at water while on watch.  That’s what I did 

and what all the other boys did who were on the ships.  I closed my eyes, and then I 

went home and hugged my mother, told her how much I loved her, said Hi to my 

sisters, and then came back to the ship.  After all your mother is the best friend you’ll 

ever have and I missed mine and the rest of my family so much. “ 

 

 

                                                                                                  

 

 

 

 

A shipmate of Les Roberts thinking of home  



Life On Board HMCS Iroquois 

                   
                    Officers on the Bridge    Commander J.C. Hibbard 

                                      

                    Captain Ken Adams                   Inspection                                                Payday 



 
Cramped quarters on board HMCS Iroquois (WWII stock photo) 

  
In the Boiler Room (WWII stock photo) 



 

 

Iroquois at Sea – Painted by Gordon Grant for makers of Players Navy cut Cigarettes 

Grant was famous for his Maritime drawings and paintings 

Photo via Les Roberts 



Memorabilia from the HMCS Iroquois 

 
 

 

Photo courtesy of Ted Doyle 
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Cave Supper Club – Vancouver BC 
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