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Dedication

			This narrative is dedicated to the grandchildren, great-grandchildren and now great-great-grandchildren of my father, Louis Edward Wren. Sadly, few of his descendants got to meet my father. The desire to preserve his memory and part of their own history was the driving force behind the preparation of these journals.

			



		

Preface

			As a child, one of the best places to play and explore was in the basement of our house among the boxes of Christmas ornaments stored from year to year, toys that would not get played with again but were too precious to discard, and boxes not unpacked since the previous move. Among the treasures were items my father had saved from the Second World War. There was a white air-raid helmet with scratches and marks that, to the vivid imagination of a youngster, could only have been caused by bullets from an enemy sniper. An original gas mask with canister and canvas carrying bag looked funny rather than sinister, and I only comprehended in later years the inhumane conditions that would prevail if such a device had to be used. There were boxes of photographs showing downed airplanes in the desert of North Africa, and pictures of the pyramids and the Great Sphinx of Giza as testimony to some of the locations Dad had been during the war.

			Like many veterans of that period, he did not talk much about the war. All we knew was he had been aboard oil tankers in the merchant navy as an engineer. He once passionately told me that one of the most horrific sights imaginable was watching helplessly as a ship burned in the middle of the night while sailors jumped into the cold sea (his ship wasn’t allowed to stop). The odds of surviving the war aboard an oil tanker were not good.

			In 1941, he transferred into the Royal Air Force (RAF) and spent time in the deserts of Iraq and Libya, North Africa. He recounted that if they were ever lucky enough to get a bottle of beer, they would bury it up to the neck in the sand and pour gasoline around it. The desert heat would evaporate the gasoline so quickly that it cooled the beer down. It is funny what one remembers.

			After the war, my parents and two older siblings emigrated from Britain to Canada. Dad was a heavy smoker and, combined with a lifetime of inhaling fumes and exhaust while working on motors and engines of all descriptions, his lungs were destroyed. In April of 1978, Dad was in poor health, so I flew to Florida (where he and my mother spent the winters) to help them drive back to Canada. However, Dad could hardly breathe, so my brother arranged for my parents to fly back from Atlanta, Georgia. While at the airport, Dad could barely get enough air to stand on his own, but he still resisted the efforts of airline staff who wanted to get him into a wheelchair to carry him up the steps of the airplane. I did not understand why he was being so stubborn. Perhaps my frustration and anxiety showed.

			On the tarmac, he looked at me and confided, “Chris, when you have seen what I have seen and done what I have done, it is just too hard to accept that I can’t take care of myself any longer and need help.” It was not until we found these journals after his passing that I could understand what he had seen and done. He could not resist much longer and died a few months later. While going through his personal belongings, we came upon two journals he had painstakingly maintained during the war. After all these years, none of us knew anything about the diaries.

			Our mother showed little interest in them as the war period did not hold fond memories; it was about hardship and shortages in England, raising two young children alone, food rationing, not hearing from your husband for months at a time, and never knowing what the next news would bring. When war broke out, Mom was living with her parents beside the Robin Hood Inn, which they owned, in the small village of Peckett Wells, Yorkshire. Mom did have fond memories of the inn, as living in rural Yorkshire held advantages over the urban centres. Not being a target for German bombers was one benefit; the other was having access to black market food such as bacon and butter from local farmers.

			After many years, I finally arranged to have the journals typed. Although Dad’s handwriting was good, the pages were starting to fade. It is with great pride that we make these journals available to our family so that they may know a bit of what their grandfather had seen and done, and to share his story with a wider audience.

			My father’s journal entries appear in italics to simulate handwriting. Material not in italics was added by me. My father used many abbreviations and slang terms. In some cases these have been defined at the point of use [in square brackets to differentiate from his entry], but where a longer explanation was considered appropriate, a footnote was added. In some cases, there is simply no explanation for a slang term. Minimal corrections to spelling or grammar were made to the original journal entries in order to retain my father’s voice and tone.
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Introduction

			Family History

			My father was born Louis Edward Wren (LEW) on April 17, 1911, in the town of Kirkbymoorside, near Helmsley, Yorkshire. He was baptized June 4, 1911, at St. Gregory’s Minster, which is the Anglican equivalent of a cathedral in the Catholic Church. Although St. Gregory’s is relatively small, it is a splendid building in a quiet rural setting. The original minster was built about 1060 on the site of an earlier church and is adorned with a rare sundial above the entrance door with an inscription in Anglo-Saxon.

			My paternal grandparents were Arthur Edward Wren (1878–1966), born in Maidstone, Kent, and his wife Lillian Wren (née Eaglestone) (1882–1925). They were married February 16, 1905, in the District of Kensington, near London. Their first son, Christopher, was born in London. Their next recorded appearance in the 1911 Census is in Welburn, near Kirkbymoorside, North Yorkshire. A second son, Louis Edward, was born in April of that year.

			Little is known of my father’s childhood. We have two education certificates stating he passed workshop technical engineering courses at the Normanton Technical School in the years 1926 to 1929, when he would have been between fifteen to seventeen years of age. Normanton is in West Yorkshire, about five miles from the town of Pontefract. In my father’s RAF service book, his father was listed as the person to be notified in case of casualties. Arthur’s address was given as Pontefract, Yorkshire, and I remember my father saying that the name “Pontefract” originated from the Latin for “broken bridge,” formed of the elements “pons” (bridge) and “fractus” (broken).

			[image: ]

			St. Gregory’s Minster

			There is a family photograph below of Arthur, Lilian, my father, and his brother Christopher. My father appears to be three to five years old, making the year around 1914 to 1916. In the photograph, Arthur is in uniform. World War I began in August of 1914 when Arthur would have been thirty-six years old.

			There is another photograph of Arthur and Lilian in uniform during WWI. My mother recalled that Lilian was an ambulance driver, which was amazing for a woman at that time. She was possibly with an ambulance unit in London, as it would have been more surprising for her to be in France, although nurses were certainly present in France during the fighting. My father would have been between three and seven years old during WWI. He mentioned being sent off to boarding school at an early age, so perhaps it was during this period if both parents were occupied in the war effort. In one photograph, the insignia for the MT ASC can be seen on Arthur’s shoulder. The letters MT ASC stand for Motorized Transport, Army Service Corps. Another photograph had “MT ASC 28 Division BEF [British Expeditionary Force], France,” written in the margin.

			In another photograph, my grandfather is posing with several comrades, many of whom are wearing sheepskin vests (Arthur is middle row, second from left). Handwritten on the back of the photo is “Arras, Feb. 1917.” Many books have been written about the strong Allied offensive at Arras in the spring of 1917, which was among the deadliest of the entire war and had an incomprehensible casualty rate of over four thousand soldiers per day (Reed 2007). The battles included Vimy Ridge, where the Canadian troops performed superbly and essentially put Canada on the global map. Indeed, many historians consider Vimy to be one of the most unifying events in Canadian history. All this is to say that as an ambulance driver, Arthur would have seen, heard and experienced many terrible sights.

			Photographs at the time were often developed as postcards that could be mailed home. There is a postcard picture of Arthur standing between two colleagues in front of an ambulance. The card is addressed to Mrs. Wren, Stanley House, St. Mary’s Ave., Harrogate, Yorks. The inscription reads “Dear L. Your parcel received in good time. The blankets came in very useful as I was [unintelligible] yesterday. Feel very [unintelligible] today. There is no leave this Easter. This is my car. Love to all from Arthur.” It was likely sent at the end of March, as Easter was April 8 in 1917. We can only speculate on what experiences and stories, if any, Arthur shared with his two young sons after WWI. His father’s involvement in the Great War may have been at least partial incentive for my father to volunteer for the merchant navy before the Second World War broke out.
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			Arthur Edward Wren and family, about 1914
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			Arthur and Lilian Wren in uniform, WWI
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			Arthur Wren (middle row, second from left), Arras, February 1917
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			Arthur Wren (middle) in front of “his car,” Easter 1917

			My mother, Constance Clarissa (née Simpson), was born in Halifax, Yorkshire, on December 20, 1916. They were married in the wonderful town of Hebden Bridge, Yorkshire, on October 31, 1936. Their first child, Judith Lillian, was born a year later on December 19, 1937. There are many references throughout the first journal to Connie and his young daughter, Judy. Their second child, David Anthony (Tony), was born December 19, 1942. Dad was shipped overseas just four months later, and my brother would not meet his father again until after the war when he was almost two and a half years old.

			The Second World War was ignited after Germany invaded Czechoslovakia in March of 1939. England and France had both pledged support to Poland, so when Germany invaded Poland on September 1, both countries declared war on Germany on September 3, 1939. Although war had been on the horizon for a long period, only some of the politicians would not—or could not—believe it could happen.

			The first journal begins November 24, 1939, and continues to September 17, 1940. Unfortunately, there is a gap of almost two and half years after the first journal ends and before the next journal begins in April 1943. By then, Dad was in the RAF. It is almost certain there would have been another journal covering the intervening period, but if it ever existed, we haven’t found it.

			The Merchant Navy and MV Corbis

			When the war broke out, Dad was already serving as an engineer aboard an oil tanker, the MV Corbis (MV = Motor Vessel). The Corbis was built in 1931 by Harland and Wolff, a huge and important shipbuilding company based in Belfast, Ireland, at Queen’s Island. The shipbuilding complex is now only one of two yards left in the UK capable of building large merchant ships. The yard was once considered to be the best in the world for building high-class transatlantic passenger liners, the most famous being the RMS Titanic. The shipyard was busy during the war, building six aircraft carriers, two cruisers and 131 other naval ships, while also repairing over 22,000 vessels. During this period, the company’s workforce peaked at around 35,000 people.

			At the outbreak of war, the MV Corbis was owned by the Anglo-Saxon Petroleum Company, now amalgamated into Shell. By today’s standards it was relatively small at 8,132 tonnes gross weight. The ship was 143 m (465 ft) long with twin screws powered by two six-cylinder engines that generated 715 hp. It was capable of a top speed of 11.5 knots (nautical miles per hour).

			[image: ]

			The MV Corbis

			Being an island nation, Great Britain had relied upon merchant sailors and shipping for centuries to provide its people with food and many of the other provisions needed to maintain a vibrant country. In 1918, King George bestowed the title of “merchant navy” to the merchant commercial fleets to acknowledge their service during the First World War.

			During WWII, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada, became the main departure point for convoys preparing to cross the Atlantic for Britain. The convoys of merchant ships carried all the fuel and materials needed for the war in Europe and much of the food for the citizens of Britain. The convoys became the lifeline for England while the rest of Europe was occupied by Nazi Germany.

			At the start of the Second World War in 1939, the UK was importing twenty million tonnes of food per year, including about 70 per cent of its cheese and sugar, almost 80 per cent of its fruit, and about 70 per cent of its cereals and fats. The UK also imported more than half of its meat and relied on imported feed to support its domestic meat production. The civilian population of the country was about fifty million.

			In January 1940, just four months after war broke out, the British government introduced food rationing. The scheme was designed to ensure fair shares for all at a time of national shortage. The Ministry of Food was responsible for overseeing rationing. Every man, woman and child was given a ration book with coupons, which were required to purchase rationed goods. Petrol was the first commodity to be controlled, and then in January 1940, bacon, butter and sugar were rationed. Meat, tea, jam, biscuits, breakfast cereals, cheese, eggs, lard, milk, canned and dried fruit were subsequently rationed, though not all at once. A number of other items, such as tinned goods, dried fruit, cereals and biscuits, were rationed using a points system. Priority allowances of milk and eggs were given to those most in need, including children and expectant mothers.

			Not all foods were rationed. Fruit and vegetables were never rationed but were often in short supply, especially items shipped from overseas. The government encouraged people to grow vegetables in their own gardens and yards, and many public parks were also used for this purpose. The scheme became better known as “Dig for Victory” or “War Gardens for Victory.” It was not until the early 1950s that most commodities came “off the ration.” Meat was the last item to be derationed, and food rationing did not end completely until 1954.
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			“War Gardens for Victory” poster from WWII

			Hitler recognized the importance of the merchant ships and convoys across the Atlantic Ocean and threw the weight of his navy into severing this vital route to try and starve the United Kingdom into submission. To maintain the flow of supplies, there were up to 2500 merchant ships at sea at any given time.

			The principal enemy of the convoys was the submarine or U-boat (Unterseeboot). In September 1939, German commodore Karl Donitz had fifty-seven U-boats under his command. Germany’s pre-war expansion plan called for the construction of a fleet of three hundred, with which Donitz claimed he could certainly strangle Britain to death.

			An estimated 32,000 merchant seafarers lost their lives during WWII, mostly within the convoy system and crossing the Atlantic Ocean. After many years of lobbying to bring official recognition of the sacrifices made by merchant sailors in the two world wars and since, Merchant Navy Day became an official day of remembrance on September 3, 2000, in Canada and in Britain. In Canada, the merchant seafarers were not given official recognition as war veterans until June 1992, and it was not until 2000, or fifty-five years after the war ended, that Canadian merchant navy veterans began receiving some of the compensation allocated by Veterans Affairs (Barris 2021).

			In September 2019, I booked passage on a container ship, the Atlantic Sea, which followed the same transatlantic route of the convoys in WWII from Halifax, Nova Scotia, to Liverpool, UK. The Atlantic Sea was built in 2015 and was more than twice as long as the Corbis (296 m or 971 ft). With a gross weight of 100,000 tonnes, it was more than ten times heavier. The Atlantic Sea was powered by a single eight-cylinder engine that produced 29,000 horsepower and was capable of cruising at twenty knots. We enjoyed relatively calm seas and made the ocean crossing in just under 6.5 days, which was much quicker than the thirteen to fifteen days that even the “fast” convoys took to cross the Atlantic Ocean during the war. Interestingly, one of my co-passengers was a well-travelled German lady. When I explained the reason for my trip across the Atlantic, she replied that her father had been in the German Army on the eastern front against Russia during WWII. She made it quite clear that, while he was in the German Army, he was not a Nazi. We had many interesting discussions during our voyage together.

			The Convoy System

			The method of grouping large numbers of merchant ships together as a protective measure dates back to medieval times in England (Hague 2000). The British Admiralty became responsible for the control of merchant ships when the Second World War broke out. This consisted of the authority to decide whether or not a ship was to proceed in convoy, and it often depended on the speed that a ship was able to maintain. A slow convoy (SC) was expected to make 7–7.5 knots, while the HX convoys (Homeward bound fast) were required to travel at a minimum of 9 knots.

			A “convoy” was understood by the Admiralty to include one or more merchant ships sailing under the protection of one or more warships. However, there were too few navy escorts during the early convoys to operate efficiently, and their tactics and understanding of the enemy were not effective before 1941. The most usual convoy formation would be between six to nine columns of ships with up to five ships in each column (Hague 2000). The early ocean convoys comprised about thirty-five ships, as it was the opinion of the commodores of the naval escorts in the early years that more than this number could not be properly handled, especially in harsh Atlantic winter conditions. Merchant ships frequently experienced mechanical problems or got separated from the convoy. Any ship out of sight of the convoy and its escorts was considered a “straggler,” and each convoy was assigned a “straggler’s route” that such vessels were to follow if it fell out of convoy.

			The Atlantic convoys started in Halifax, NS. Later, as more and larger convoys gathered, they also assembled in Sydney, NS, to alleviate congestion in Halifax. The convoys had to cross over three thousand miles of ocean, often with little protection, as reliable radar to detect submarines had not been developed at the outbreak of war. The United States did not enter the war until December 1941, so they offered no support during this period. In the early war years (1939–1941), the beleaguered naval and air resources of Britain were needed to protect its own shores from the threat of invasion by the German troops that sat on the shores of France a mere few miles across the English Channel.

			As Germany began occupying countries along the European Atlantic coast in 1940, including Norway in May and then France in June, the entire coastline could serve as bases for battleships, airplanes and U-boats alike. The benefits of using these new bases became apparent when the number of merchant ships sank by Germany doubled in June of 1940 from the previous months. Travel in the English Channel became even more dangerous for merchant shipping, and the majority of the convoys were routed away from London to Liverpool and the Clyde in Scotland. This distressing situation was on top of the imminent threat of invasion by German troops that were gathering along the coast.

			Tankers carrying precious fuel and oil to Britain were particular targets by U-boats and German aircraft. My father’s diaries tell of a German raider (surface ship) being active in the area of the Corbis during one trip and the crew putting extra provisions in the lifeboats in full expectation of being attacked and forced to abandon ship. This action was probably largely symbolic, as a tanker filled with oil would turn into a burning inferno if it was hit by a torpedo, and no one would likely survive. In describing the success of U-boats on shipping along the American east coast, Canadian historian Spencer Dunmore also explains that, “Even if crewmen succeeded in jumping off burning tankers, they were often immolated by fires blazing on the surface. And fuel oil didn’t have to be burning for it to be fatal; with thousands of gallons floating on the ocean’s surface, it was hard not to swallow some of it. Ingesting just a few mouthfuls was lethal” (Dunmore 1999).

			In September of 1940, U-boats first used the so-called “wolf-pack” tactics. At night, groups of U-boats (often as many as six and sometimes more) attacked convoys sailing from North America to Britain. The results were staggering. As many as 20 per cent of a convoy’s heavily-laden cargo ships were sunk. The convoys could only travel as fast as the slowest ship, and the U-boats developed an ability to hunt and sink the unarmed merchant ships so successfully that it jeopardized the ability of England to support itself. After the war, Churchill made the admission that, “… the only thing that really frightened me during the war was the U-boat peril … it manifested itself through statistics unknown to the nation, incomprehensible to the public.”

			Interestingly, and perhaps lesser known, is that Germany had attempted to starve Britain into submission in WWI with indiscriminate attacks by submarines on merchant ships in waters around Great Britain. Germany declared the waters around Britain to be a “war zone” and sank any vessel they encountered, including unarmed passenger ships and merchant ships belonging to neutral countries (Larson 2015). The earlier U-boats had much less range than the later models in WWII, so virtually all U-boat attacks were in the English Channel and waters surrounding the UK. An astonishing 7,670 ships were attacked and either sank, damaged or captured in WWI.1

			Attacks by the U-boats often sent the merchant ships into confusion, which, during storms and fog, often resulted in collisions and loss of ships. The statistics of merchant ships lost to U-boat attacks in WWII tell a chilling account of the fortunes of the war (Table 1). During the peak U-boat activity in 1942, the merchant ships were being sunk at an incredible average rate of almost three per day. Most U-boat attacks occurred at night to provide the cover of darkness to the attackers.

			Table 1. Summary of merchant ship and U-boat losses during the war

			
				
					
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Year

						
							
							Total Number Allied Merchant Shipping Losses2

						
							
							Number of U-boat losses3

						
					

					
							
							1939 (four months)

						
							
							227

						
							
							9

						
					

					
							
							1940

						
							
							1,135

						
							
							24

						
					

					
							
							1941

						
							
							1,269

						
							
							35

						
					

					
							
							1942

						
							
							1,740

						
							
							87

						
					

					
							
							1943

						
							
							654

						
							
							244

						
					

					
							
							1944

						
							
							260

						
							
							249

						
					

					
							
							1945 (five months)

						
							
							125

						
							
							120

						
					

					
							
							Total

						
							
							5,410

						
							
							768

						
					

				
			

			 

			It is hard to imagine what goes through the mind of a sailor aboard a ship that is trudging through the dark when they are told to wear their clothes and life preserver while they sleep and there are lifeboats ready to be deployed in case of attack. My father’s diaries tell us he thought of home, his wife and young daughter, Judy, while simultaneously wondering if he would survive to the next day, let alone the war. Despite this, Dad displayed an amazing compassion for the German sailors aboard the U-boats as they were being hunted by their Canadian and British destroyer escorts. Claiming Hitler must be mad, he seemed to accept the submarine crews were also victims of the war.

			After about May 1943, although still sinking Allied ships, the U-boats became the hunted. The German Navy eventually lost over 750 out of 830 U-boats between September 1939 and May 1943. The casualty numbers were 25,870 crew killed out of 40,900, and another 5,000 taken prisoner—an astounding 75 per cent loss—by far the highest suffered by any group of the armed services among any of the warring countries.

			Of the many supply lines maintained during the Second World War, none compared in duration, magnitude and importance with the Battle of the Atlantic. As poignantly described by Canadian military historian Ted Barris, the Battle of the Atlantic was the single longest battle of WWII, lasting 2,074 days, or the entire duration of the war (Barris 2021). The British Merchant Navy lost over 30,000 men, or 20 per cent of its pre-war contingent between 1939 and 1945, most lost in the North Atlantic. They received little formal recognition during the war for their efforts, yet they were certainly as much a front-line soldier as any other group. There are many wonderful accounts of the Battle of the Atlantic, including Bishop (2006), Edwards (2003), Halstead (1942), Lawrence (1985), Milner (2003), and White (2006).

			The dangers faced by the men and ships in the merchant navy were numerous. Even before the Germans began their attacks, the merchant navy had to contend with the furious weather conditions in the North Atlantic, particularly in late fall and winter. In his journal, Dad makes frequent but simple statements about stormy weather, such as, “Had some hellish rough following seas,” or “The screws were right out of the water,” meaning the bow of the ship had plunged into a wave trough so deep that the stern was clear out of the water and the propellers were airborne.

			Navigating at night or in fog was difficult, which seems incredulous in this modern age of handheld Global Positioning Systems (GPS) and smartphones with mapping applications. But none of that existed in 1939. The merchant ships were not even equipped with radar or very high frequency (VHF) radio. Communication between ships was by morse code or flag signals. The radio operator, always referred to as “Sparks,” would calculate their location based on radio direction finding (RDF) to radio beacons when near land. If the operator could locate two or more beacons, he could plot their location where they crossed. However, the journals contain several references to “… but as usual we got lost.”

			The feeling of being lost amidst a minefield or knowing enemy submarines were in the area must have been dreadful. On January 28, 1940, while their ship was in the Irish Sea, Dad’s entry states: “… it’s very trying this convoy business. We are apprehensive of mines, torpedoes and also collisions. If we sank we couldn’t launch a boat in these seas.” If enemy U-boats attacked a convoy, the merchant ships would often disperse to break up the columns to reduce the likelihood of their vessels being targets. But this also meant confusion and collisions between merchant ships, and even collisions with Royal Navy (RN) escort ships were not unheard of. Some faster merchant ships would decide to leave the convoy in the hope of outrunning the U-boats alone. Such vessels were called “Rompers” by the Admiralty, and these departures had mixed results. Most ships chose to stay in convoy.

			Early in the war, Germany converted several merchant ships into surface raiders, which were faster than regular merchant vessels. They were armed with naval guns, some smaller guns, torpedoes, and reconnaissance seaplanes, and some were equipped for minelaying. Many of the captains demonstrated great creativity in disguising their vessels as Allied or as neutral merchants. These commerce raiders carried no armour because their purpose was to attack merchantmen, not to engage warships. Other pocket battlecruisers such as the Admiral Graf Spee, Scharnhost, Gneisenau, Scheer and Lutzow all operated in the Atlantic and were largely dedicated to the disruption and destruction of merchant ships. The surface raiders generally preyed on merchant ships sailing independently and not in convoy.

			The Mid-Atlantic Gap, sometimes referred to as the “Black Pit” or simply “The Gap,” was a hole in air cover that was beyond the reach of land-based RAF Coastal Command antisubmarine (A/S) aircraft. It stretched about three hundred miles from east to west and six hundred miles north to south from Greenland to the Azores (Goette 2005) and was a particularly fearful time for the convoys. Free from the aircraft threat, U-boats easily moved on the surface at night and attacked poorly protected convoys. The results were devastating, as shipping sunk in this period between 1942 and 1943 amounted to over six million tonnes, a great deal of which was at the hands of U-boats. Although the British recognized this problem by late 1941, The Gap was not closed until the spring of 1943. In the interim, the Allies established A/S aircraft in Labrador and Iceland using very long-range (VLR) bombers and reconnaissance planes to help the beleaguered convoys.

			Liverpool

			The port of Liverpool soon became the main destination terminal for all convoys as it was more removed from direct threat than London. As such, Liverpool became the second most bombed city in England after London. After the fall of France in June 1940, the main North Atlantic convoy routes were diverted around the north of Ireland through the northwestern approaches. A commander-in-chief was appointed for the Western approaches to counter German submarine attacks on transatlantic shipping convoys and was installed in Derby House, Liverpool.

			For anyone interested in the epic Battle of the Atlantic, there are two museums in Liverpool worth visiting. The Merseyside Marine Museum on the waterfront has a permanent gallery on the Battle of Atlantic with a focus on the role Liverpool played during this period. It is exceptionally well done, with many artifacts and displays from this period.

			Perhaps lesser known, and more difficult to find, is the Western Approaches War Museum in Derby House. This is the underground bunker that housed the operations room where the Battle of the Atlantic was directed. It contains the original huge wall map where all convoy routes were manually followed and the position of enemy ships pinpointed to direct the RN to destroy German submarines and warships. The operations room has remained exactly how it was left when the doors were closed on August 15, 1945. It is a fascinating and moving experience.

			There is also a splendid monument in Liverpool that commemorates members of the British Merchant Navy who lost their lives during WWII. The monument was commissioned in 1952 and sits on shore of the Mersey River at Pier Head. Bronze plaques around the base of the monument pay tribute to merchant navies from over twenty-four countries that helped provide much needed supplies to Britain during the war.
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			Monument to the merchant navy in Liverpool
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			Plaque at the base of the monument



		

Organization of Journal I

			Journal I begins on November 24, 1939, several weeks after war being formally declared, and continues for almost a year to September 17, 1940. The first page was titled “An account of the Second Voyage.” There is no personal record of the first voyage in his journals. However, in his journal for December 10, 1939, Dad notes that, “Early in the war when we were in Halifax, N.S., we did some fantastic zigzagging during the day playing ‘chase me’ with German subs, we’ve won so far.” Based on the shipping records at The National Archives at Kew (Cat. Ref. BT/389/8), we now know the Corbis made an Atlantic trip earlier in the fall of 1939. The Corbis departed Falmouth, UK, on September 21, 1939, and arrived in the Dutch West Indies (now the Dutch Caribbean) in mid-October to pick up oil. It then assembled in Halifax on October 24 to join Atlantic Convoy HX 7.

			The first HX convoy from Halifax departed on September 16, 1939, so HX 7 was just the seventh convoy to cross the Atlantic. Convoy HX 7 was comprised of twenty-nine ships that left Halifax November 2, 1939, and arrived in Liverpool on November 16. The commodore was in Hoperidge, the vice commodore in Kingswood and the rear commodore in Merchant Prince. The ocean escort was HMS Enterprise, a light cruiser launched in 1919 and commissioned into the RN in 1926. This cruiser participated in many naval battles during WWII. The cargo of the Corbis is listed as gasoline. One does not need to be reminded how flammable gasoline is and what a dangerous cargo it represents.

			Dad’s first journal describes three voyages in the merchant navy. For the sake of convenience, this portion of the journal has been divided into three chapters that correspond to the different voyages (see Table 2).

			Chapter 1 describes the first voyage (November 24, 1939, to January 15, 1940), which involved a trip originating near London, England, through the Mediterranean Sea to Constanta, Romania, on the Black Sea, to pick up oil, and back again through the “Meddy” to deliver the precious cargo to Liverpool, England.

			Chapter 2 describes the second trip, which lasted from January 20 to May 5, 1940. After discharging the cargo of oil at Le Havre, France, the Corbis returned into the Mediterranean and picked up oil from Haifa (now in Israel). The ship again took this cargo to Le Havre in January and again in early May 1940. On May 4, the Corbis made a dangerous crossing of the English Channel during which time the destroyers escorting the merchant ships were dropping depth charges on suspected German submarines. The German Army invaded France just two weeks after the Corbis was in Le Havre, and the city fell on June 14, 1940.

			In Chapter 3, the ship departs from the UK after only three days in port. This time the Corbis left the convoy at Gibraltar and proceeded by itself down the coast of Africa to the Azores. From there it crossed the Atlantic alone and arrived in Trinidad on May 24. The Corbis spent some time in the Caribbean receiving and delivering oil. Then
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