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DISTRESS COMMUNICATIONS  

 
The first known shipwreck in the Halifax area that involved a system of marine communications occurred 

in November 1797 when the frigate TRIBUNE was wrecked in the harbour entrance. This occurred off 

York Redoubt and news of this along with a request for help from the Dockyard, was communicated by the 

signal staff at the redoubt. This is the first indication we have of the date the Duke of Kent erected this 

famous signal station. Since that time all marine distress incidents around this coast have involved these 

communications stations in one way or another, but it is no longer possible to record all the incidents that 

have been assisted. 

 

This distress aspect of this type of communication has been such an important part of the operation of these 

stations, that it is impossible to record anything of the history of marine communications without 

describing a few. A list of known shipwrecks will only provide fuel for the imagination. It will give the 

date and with this slight bit of knowledge, you can only assume what took place at the nearest stations. 

 

When the number of ships involved is realized, you have to admit that a request for assistance in one form 

or another is rare, but they do happen and will continue to take place as long as human beings are out in 

ships. Ships are better constructed today and the crews are fewer in number and better educated. Ships no 

longer have the steering or propeller problems they had a few decades ago. At that, the operators were 

handling at least three requests per week of direct assistance in one form or another when the station closed 

in 1996. A sick crewmember, physical injury, or an engine problem seemed to be the majority of the 

trouble. This is all handled via satellite, if the incident occurred any distance from the coast, since the 

station closed. 

 

There had been hundreds of shipwrecks around this coast by the time the first wireless stations were 

erected. Many involved small sailing vessels and naturally some of these were assisted in one form or 

another after these stations went into service, but the poor quality of logging fails to mention any. Any 

participation must have appeared in the messages handled, which were only logged by number. There is no 

record of the actual messages. 

 

ABERDEEN VDG 

 
The next distress, I will record, was one of our own Coast Guard Ships. At least she would have been a 

Canadian Coast Guard Ship (CCGS) in todayôs terminology. Then she was known simply as a Canadian 

Government Ship or a Dominion Government Steamer. On Saturday, October 13
th
, 1923, the ABERDEEN 

departed Yarmouth in thick fog, bound for an inspection tour with J. C. Chesley, Marine Agent, Saint John, 

P. F. Morrison, Engineer, Saint John, and John Kelley, Superintendent of Lighthouses, on board. 

 

The ABERDEEN had been built at Paisley, Scotland, in 1894. She was 180 feet long, 674 gross tons, and 

carried a crew of forty-five men. She was under the command of Captain Loran B. Kinney, and Fred Hill 

was her wireless operator. 



 

At about one PM the ABERDEEN was approaching Black Ledge about one mile and a quarter from Seal 

Island. As her speed was being reduced in order to take soundings of the water depth, her lookout spotted 

something ahead. ABERDEENôs engines were reversed immediately to full speed astern but she struck the 

wreck of the trawler SNIPE, which had been lost in June of 1922. This collision ripped a hole about 

twenty-five feet long from the forward hatch to the after part of the vessel. She filled immediately and 

settled on the ledge at 1:15 PM. 

 

Al Smith was on duty at Cape Sable VCU at the time Fred sent his SOS from VDG (ABERDEEN). Al 

notified the proper authorities and a sister ship, the LAURENTIAN (call sign CGC) departed Saint John 

immediately to assist along with the ACADIA (call sign VDT) which was at Halifax, and the ARLEUX 

(call sign CFL) which was at Briar Island. 

 

ABERDEEN had been using call code ñABò prior to 1912. This was not MAB as one would assume but 

ABD according to a 1912 list of these calls as provided by Laval Desbiens. The ñDò suffix may have meant 

Dominion as in Dominion Government Steamer if it meant anything.  

 

The ABERDEEN had about 500 bags of cement that was to be used at the Cape Sable Light on board, and 

there were many drums of carbide forward that caused much concern to those on board when the water 

entered the ship. About twenty-five crewmembers went ashore to the Seal Island Light Station, by the 

ABERDEENôs boats, and the remainder remained with the vessel to assist the tug C D belonging to Hugh 

Cann and Son, in salvaging as much of the wreck as they could. 

 

The ABERDEEN was considered one of the best ships in the government fleet at the time and just prior to 

the accident had been given a good refit, and was in excellent condition. Those aboard were fortunate she 

settled on the ledge, because had she slid off this ledge there would have been little chance of any surviving 

the incident. The ABERDEEN had been based at Saint John since 1913. 

 

RAIFUKU MARU JRF  

 
Al Smith was transferred from Cape Sable VCU to Camperdown VCS and was on duty from six AM until 

noon of April 21
st
, 1925. At about 8:30 AM he received a distress call from the Japanese freighter 

RAIFUKU MARU with call sign JRF. 

 

Captain Hikota Izeki in command of the RAIFUKU MARU had sailed on April 18
th
, 1925, from Boston 

with a full cargo of wheat bound for Hamburg, Germany. The RAIFUKU MARU had been built in 1918 by 

Kawasaki Dockyard Company Limited and was registered in the port of Kobe, Japan. She was a steel screw 

steamer with the dimensions of 385 feet in length, 51 feet in breadth, a depth of 36 feet, making her gross 

tonnage 5857 tons and a net tonnage of 4259 tons. Kokusai Kisen Kabushiki Kaisha in Japan was her 

owner. This was before the amalgamation of the wireless and flag call signs and her flag call was RFBQ. 

 

When the RAIFUKU MARU departed Boston she had on board a total complement of thirty-eight men, 

including Captain Izeki and twenty-nine year old wireless operator Masao Hiwatari. Mr. Hiwatari had lived 

for a time in the United States and was fairly proficient in the English language. His wife and baby son 

were at his home in Tokyo. He had been a wireless operator for only a few months, having graduated from 

the Meguro Wireless Telegraph Communication Training Institution, which is now known as the National 

Electric Communications College, in 1924. 

 

Masao Hiwatariôs wireless station JRF was manufactured by Anônaka Electric Company, which is now one 

of the largest manufacturers of electronics in Japan (now called Anritsu Electric Company Limited). This 

was a three frequency transmitting installation, capable of transmitting on 300, 600, and 800 meters. Both 

the main and auxiliary installations were of the quenched gap spark type, the main having a power of seven 

kilowatts input, and the auxiliary having a power of 0.5 kilowatts input. This power was measured at the 

input to the motor generator. 

 



Shortly after the RAIFUKU MARU cleared the port of Boston, she ran into the worst storm recorded for 

the month of April 1925, and was soon in trouble. Having sailed with a number of cargoes of wheat, I know 

like the others who have hauled it, that it must be held in the ship so that it is unable to shift in any way. 

Wheat is a lot like water and will run in about the same way. If such a cargo breaks loose in the hold of a 

ship it will run from side to side with the ease of water. It will run or shift to one side of the ship and this 

shift in weight distribution will prevent the ship from righting herself from the initial roll that caused the 

shift. Another bad feature of wheat, making it a much worse cargo than water, is that if the wheat gets wet 

it will swell and will burst anything including the ship. Just exactly what took place in RAIFUKU MARU 

is not clear but she was soon in serious trouble and the only weather observations on record, for that area, 

are those taken by the staff of Sable Island VCT. These indicate this storm commenced as a force four-

easterly at one AM on April 23
rd
. Getting caught in one of these storms off this coast is bad enough when 

everything is as it should be. When it is not, whoever is in such a position is in serious trouble. 

 

When Al Smith received Masao Hiwatariôs SOS call it was also received by the White Star Liner 

HOMERIC. A sister ship of REPUBLIC and TITANIC. The closest coast station is always the controlling 

station, so Al cleared everyone off 600 meters (500-kHz) and took charge of the communications. This was 

done by transmitting QRT (stop transmitting) SOS, and sent a cold shiver up the spine of all that heard it. 

HOMERIC at the time of receiving this SOS was seventy miles from the RAIFUKU MARU. 

 

Captain Roberts in HOMERIC was advised and he immediately altered course and ordered his Chief 

Engineer to give HOMERIC all the speed he could. It must have been one merry old ride because the 

HOMERIC crew managed twenty knots in covering the seventy miles and put themselves alongside, as 

close as they could, to RAIFUKU MARU. A quick look into HOMERIC making this trip would have been 

most interesting. The crew up forward must have felt as though they were in the head of a jackhammer 

rather than the focôsul of their ship, as she hammered her way through each sea. In the engine room, each 

engineer would have been hanging on with one eye fixed on every gauge he had, and the other eye on every 

safety valve which would have been rattling as though ready to blow at any instant. The stokers in the stoke 

hold of HOMERIC, a spoon fed coal burner, would have looked like a bunch of mad black fools as they 

madly shoveled coal into her fire boxes. Up on her bridge you could have heard a pin drop, as possibly 

more than one quartermaster held her on a steady arrow-straight course. Captain Roberts and his mates 

would have been hanging on in dead silence, listening to every squeak and rattle, and fixed on each and 

every sea, for the first possible sign of over doing it. The cooks in her galley would have been up to their 

usual tricks, cursing everything in general and all the while doing their best to keep things in a normal 

working routine, yelling among themselves to be heard above the rattling and banging from their drawers 

and cupboards of utensils. 

 

In HOMERICôs wireless room, the Chief Wireless Operator would have been wrapped in a death grip with 

his legs around his chair, each and every pop of static sounding like a rifle crack in his headphones. All the 

time logging every bit of Morse heard, with one hand hovering close to his large brass transmitting key 

ready to acknowledge anything instantly. All the while his main Spark Transmitter would have been 

roaring away totally ignored by everyone, even when they came in for an up-date on any new 

developments. 

 

Just as HOMERIC reached RAIFUKU MARU Masao Hiwatari made his last transmission: 

 

  ñNOW VERY DANGER COME QUICKò. 

 

The RAIFUKU MARU crew had tried to get off in their boats, but failed. All their boats were smashed 

from the high seas when they tried to launch them and were lost. 

 

Captain Roberts laid the HOMERIC alongside RAIFUKU MARU as close as he could. He found her with 

a list of thirty degrees and quite unmanageable. There was nothing the HOMERIC crew could do to rescue 

the crew of the RAIFUKU MARU. HOMERIC would have only carried a small amount of oil for 

lubricating and would have been unable to pump any great amount of oil on the water to help quiet the sea. 

The sea would have been mountainous after a storm of such force had been in the area for such a long time. 

 



Shortly after HOMERIC arrived, having done everything possible to assist them she watched RAIFUKU 

MARU sink with all thirty-eight men still on board. It must have been one of the worst experiences for 

each and every crewmember on HOMERIC. HOMERIC remained in the area for awhile hoping to pick up 

survivors, but none could be found. 

 

At 11:15 AM Al Smith at Camperdown VCS received the following message from Captain Roberts: 

 

  ñOBSERVED STEAMER RAIFUKU MARU SINK IN LAT 4143N LONG 6139W  

  REGRET UNABLE TO SAVE ANY LIVESò. 

 

The British steamer KING ALEXANDER was also in the vicinity but was unable to participate and unable 

to reach RAIFUKU MARU. The Canadian Government Ship ARLEUX with call sign CFL was alongside 

at Halifax on Tuesday, April 21
st
, 1925, and left immediately and remained in the area searching for bodies, 

returning Saturday, April 25
th
, 1925, she was unable to locate any bodies or wreckage from RAIFUKU 

MARU. I was unable to locate the ARLEUXôs log. This would have been interesting, if nothing else it 

would have given an accurate description of the weather and sea conditions she experienced. 

 

 
Acme Newspictures Inc. 

                                 This is the SS RAIFUKU MARU sinking with all hands. 

 



 
Warren E. Hagar 

                This is Wireless Operator Warren Hagar ringing the shipôs bell on ARLEUX in 1926. 

 



                             
                                  Warren E. Hagar 

                                                                     CGS ARLEUX 

           
             World Ship Society 

                                                                       HOMERIC 

 

When news of this disaster broke in Japan, the Japanese press gave it wide coverage blaming the loss of 

their seamen on racial prejudice. This I find impossible to believe. HOMERIC was a passenger liner of 

34,356 tons, and her crew would have contained some of the finest seamen in the world. How Captain 

Roberts could have elevated himself to such a position and still hold racial prejudice as part of his makeup, 

would be rather hard to believe. Besides, at this time all the mates under Captain Roberts would have held 

Extra Master Mariners Certificates. This certificate was the highest of all marine certificates and was 

mandatory for a position of junior mate in these passenger liners. I am convinced that all possible was done 

in the attempt to rescue these seamen. 

 

According to the Japanese press articles I was able to locate on this incident, they were blaming racial 

prejudice on reports from the HOMERIC passengers after they landed in New York a few days later. 

Passengers, on most anything, can perform some amazing feats after they have been safely landed back on 

terra firma. If the truth of the matter were known, I feel confident there was more racial prejudice in any 

one of the passengers in HOMERIC, at the scene and during their mad race, than there was among all the 

crew. 

 

This press coverage did some interesting things in Japan. It prompted the Empress and Emperor of Japan, 

to express their sympathy publicly and to provide a three hundred-yen allotment to the bereaved of each 

and every crewmember. It also prompted the Japanese Seamenôs Union to hold special meetings at Kobe, 



making it known that more should be done to secure the rescue of seamen and the better construction of 

vessels on an international basis. They also made an appeal to world opinion to ignore racial prejudice by 

all seamen at the scene of a shipwreck. These latter records from this meeting are still on the records of the 

Japanese Seamenôs Union. 

 

I have been unable to locate either Masao Hiwatariôs son or widow, but if I ever had to pick a super hero, 

Masao Hiwatari would be at the top of my list. During the three and one half-hours Al Smith 

communicated and listened to him, he never made a mistake in Morse code nor did he ask for a repeat. 

Under such impossible conditions, it is hard to believe, and certainly proves he must have been one fine 

operator, and must have had nerves of steel. 

 

The part which disturbed me on learning racial prejudice was thought by some to have played a part in the 

outcome of this incident was that ten years later another Japanese ship, the ENGLAND MARU with call 

sign JAGD, performed amazing seamanship in the rescue of British and Canadian seamen. They rescued 

several men, making two trips, from the wreck of the British freighter BERWINDLEA with call sign 

GTFW that was lost on Dead Manôs Rock in the Gulf of St. Lawrence. They did this in an open thirty-foot 

boat that had no engine and was rowed by the Japanese seamen naked to the waist. This was done in very 

cold weather and water conditions from the weather side of the wreck, on October 27
th
, 1935. At one point 

Japanese Bosun Okabe used himself as a fender to protect the boat. This smashed seven of his ribs and 

nearly killed him, but he saved the boat. The Japanese boat crew landed the half-frozen survivors on board 

the Canadian tug FOUNDATION FRANKLIN with call sign VGJQ. She had been trying to salvage 

BERWINDLEA. This incident is recorded in Farley Mowatôs book Grey Seas Under.  

 

It is a shame history has to show us that such could take place, and that good seamen could be accused of 

racial prejudice after doing all possible, merely because they were not successful. At least I am convinced 

that all possible was done. As has been said many times, the impossible just takes longer and in this case 

time ran out and there was ñno longerò. 

 

CANADIAN GOVERNMENT MERCHANT MARINE (CGMM)  

 
We Canadians have had several fleets throughout our history, but for some reason have not been able to 

hang on to them. After World War I we had the best known of these fleets, the Canadian Government 

Merchant Marine (CGMM), owned and operated by the Canadian Government. The Company was 

incorporated in 1918 and took delivery of its first ship CANADIAN VOYAGEUR in 1919. These ships 

were a wartime construction project and this fleet became known outside the country in many shipping 

circles as the ñRat Lineò. The reason for this title was the house flag flown by this fleet. A Beaver in the 

canton or hoist of a flag resembled a Rat to most anyone outside this country. 

 

Shortly after forming this company regular schedules were set up between the United Kingdom, the West 

Indies, Australia, South America, and in the Canadian home trade. The last of this grand undertaking 

terminated in 1936 when the runs to Australia and New Zealand were discontinued and the remaining ships 

were sold. I have often wondered if our general attitude towards these things is not the main reason for their 

demise rather than economic or political conditions. Apparently no one knows the answer for certain. Every 

so often we hear talk of forming yet another of these fleets. 

 

The CGMM fleet contained sixty ships and the last one was delivered to the Company in 1921. One of 

these ships is well worth mentioning. CANADIAN RAIDER built in 1920 was not scrapped until 1976 

after reliable service for a span of fifty-six years. This record proves we can build them. CANADIAN 

RAIDER terminated her career as the Spanish ANTONIO DE SATRUSTEGIN with call sign EANB, and 

held two other names, MARI DOLORES and TENAX, during her lengthy career. 

 

The Canadian Government Merchant Marine (CGMM) fleet 1923: 

 

  Flag Radio Name 

 



  TPNM XWD    CANADIAN ADVENTURER 

  TPMB   XWG    CANADIAN AVIAT OR 

  TPRD   XWY    CANADIAN BEAVER 

  ---- VGLT    CANADIAN BRITISHER 

  TPVN   VGKM CANADIAN CARRIER 

  TQGP   VGLY  CANADIAN CHALLENGER 

  TQFC   VGJW   CANADIAN COASTER 

  TQDW VGJL   CANADIAN COMMANDER 

  TPVJ VGLX CANADIAN CONQUEROR 

  TQHC  VGLZ   CANADIAN CONSTRUCTOR 

  TQGR   VGNB   CANADIAN CRUISER 

  TQFW   VGLQ   CANADIAN ENGINEER 

  TQDB   VGBQ   CANADIAN EXPLORER 

  TPRC   XWX    CANADIAN FARMER 

  TQDN   VGBM   CANADIAN FISHER 

  TQDP  VGBT   CANADIAN FORESTER 

  TQFL   VGDF   CANADIAN FREIGHTER 

  TPMK   XWE    CANADIAN GUNNER 

  TQFH   VGBZ   CANADIAN HARVESTER 

  TPVQ   VGDC   CANADIAN HIGHLANDER  

  TPSG   VGBX   CANADIAN HUNTER 

  TPQC   XWQ    CANADIAN IMPORTER 

  TPQF   XWT   CANADIAN INVENTER 

  TQPF   VGJX   CANADIAN LEADER 

  TQGN   VGLS   CANADIAN LOGGER 

  TPWS  VGBF   CANADIAN MARINER  

  TPLB   XVZ    CANADIAN MILLER  

  TPRB   XWV    CANADIAN MINER  

  TPMB   XWJ    CANADIAN NAVIGATOR  

  TPRJ   VGLB   CANADIAN PATHFINDER 

  TPFR   CKT    CANADIAN PIONEER 

  TPNQ   XWP    CANADIAN PLANTER 

 



 
Public Archives Canada PA-96167 

                       This is the CANADIAN PROSPECTOR with international call sign VGPC. 

 

  TPQH   XWU    CANADIAN PROSPECTOR 

  TPNR   XWN    CANADIAN RAIDER 

  TPNJ   XWO    CANADIAN RANCHER 

  TPGL   XVF    CANADIAN RANGER 

 



 
Cyp Ferland 

This is the CANADIAN RECRUIT with Wireless Operator Cyp Ferland insert, 1919, and CANADIAN 

RECRUIT is not on this list 

 

  TQDB   VGDZ   CANADIAN ROVER 

  TPSD ----      CANADIAN RUNNER 

  TPKC   XVR      CANADIAN SAILOR 

  TQBD  VGBK   CANADIAN SAPPER 

 



 
Public Archives Canada PA-96112 

This is the CANADIAN SCOTTISH built at Prince Rupert, British Columbia in 1921. It looks like 

launching day with the crowd that has gathered. 

 

  TQGC   VGDK   CANADIAN SCOTTISH 

  TPNK   XWK     CANADIAN SEALER 

  TPJG   XVS   CANADIAN SEIGNEUR 

  TPMV   XWI       CANADIAN SETTLER 

  TPJQ   XVU  CANADIAN SIGNALLER 

  TPWK   VGBW CANADIAN SKIRMISHER 

  TPMQ   XWH    CANADIAN SOWER 

  TPMW   XWM    CANADIAN SPINNER 

  TQBR   VGJT    CANADIAN SQUATTER 

  TPJF   XVP   CANADIAN TRADER 

  TPWM VGBY   CANADIAN TRANSPORTER 

  TPNW   VGNC   CANADIAN TRAPPER 

  TQDV   VGBC   CANADIAN TRAVELLER  

  TPHG   XVN    CANADIAN TROOPER 

  TPSR   VGBP   CANADIAN VICTOR 

  TPGD   XVM    CANADIAN VOLUNTEER 

  TPFQ   CKS      CANADIAN VOYAGEUR 

  TPFN   XVA    CANADIAN WARRIOR 

  TQBD   VGDB   CANADIAN WINNER 

  HWNC VDZ    SHEBA 

 

As can be seen this makes a total of sixty-two ships counting SHEBA. This fleet must have lost 

CANADIAN RUNNER and CANADIAN RECRUIT early in its history because they do not appear in the 

1923 List of Radio Stations. You will note that the changing to a four character Radio Call Sign and the 

combining of the Radio and Flag Call Signs did not come easy. It took a period of over a decade to 

accomplish this. The four-letter Radio Call Sign came first in the early 1920ôs, and this call sign was to 



become the standard call sign for ships after the many conventions that were held around 1933. You will 

also note duplicates in the Flag Call Signs; i.e. CANADIAN WINNER/CANADIAN SAPPER, and 

CANADIAN NAVIGATOR/CANADIA N AVIATOR. Since these are the actual records, these calls are 

accurate ï ñHey, you are using my call signò. ñNo Iôm not, youôre using mineò. How this came about and 

how it terminated would be rather interesting. 

 

These ships had Marconi Wireless Telegraphy Company (now Canadian Marconi Company) stations, and 

all the operators were employed by MWTC. All had four transmit frequencies, 300, 450, 600, and 800 

meters. They were not listed with the amount of power available. They were listed with the range in miles. 

That was the practice at the time. Some were listed as 200 miles, the majority 250 miles, and a few at 300 

miles, meaning there must have been three distinct power outputs or for some reason the rigging of their 

antenna lowered or raised this figure. 

 

SHEBA with radio call sign VDZ was an interesting vessel. She was part of the Canadian Government 

Merchant Marine but her station was operated differently. It was under the authority of the Department of 

Marine and Fisheries. From this arrangement it was discovered after some time, that her operator was being 

paid twice, from the two sources. He refused to give up one-half of the money he had been paid, claiming 

he was paid for services rendered. From the detail I could learn on this bit of choice information, he did not 

pay back this money and this involved a court case of some description. This particular operator retired as 

the top executive officer of a large Canadian company. Many of these operators were to go on to become 

top executives in one field or another. One of these started out as an operator in the old GYPSUM PRINCE 

(built 1927) and became an Admiral in the Royal Canadian Navy, Admiral Bill Christie. 

 

In addition to this sixty ship CGMM fleet, there were another 189 ships carrying operators, listed in this 

1923 List of Canadian Radio Stations. The International Call Sign Blocks allotted to Canada at the time 

were: 

 CFAA ï CFZZ 

 CHAA ï CHZZ 

 CJAA ï CKZZ 

 GTPA ï GTSZ 

 GTVA ï GTZZ 

 VAAA ï VGZZ 

 XVAA ï XWZZ 

 



 
Captain John H. Campbell 

                           This is John H. Campbell on the left and Bill Snailham.  

                             Bill was Wireless Operator of SS LENGAN in 1927 

 

MARITIME FISH AND NATIONAL FISH  

 
Prior to World War II Maritime Fish and National Fish were the predecessors of what became National Sea 

Products Limited. All their larger vessels carried wireless stations and carried operators. Many an operator 

obtained his start around this coast in one of these ships. Their wireless stations were leased from Canadian 

Marconi. This was the practice for most ships back then. The operators for this fleet were employees of 

Maritime Fish or National Fish. 

 

The purpose of the operator on these large fishing vessels was to maintain contact with the shore office via 

telegram and to obtain bearings from the direction-finding stations ashore in order for the Captain to obtain 

a good fix on his position. It was normal for the operator to obtain these bearings first thing each morning, 

whenever they got a good catch, and for any other reason. With these Canadian Fishing Vessels were often 

several British fishing vessels chartered by Maritime Fish and National Fish and many American vessels. 

The coast station operator would take many of these bearings, as many as forty or more, during the normal 

working shift of one of the operators. 

 

ST. CUTHBERT was a fishing vessel that came from Fleetwood, Lancashire, England, in 1930. Her 

wireless operator on the trip over was Jack Maher. Jack retired as the Technical Station Manager of VCS, 

turning the station over to Gus Crewe, in July 1970. 

 

ST. CUTHBERT was twenty-nine days in crossing the Atlantic to Nova Scotia. Her wireless room 

consisted of a cramped little cubbyhole that contained both the equipment and the operatorôs living space, a 

bunk for sleeping. Her wireless equipment consisted of a ¼ kilowatt quenched gap spark transmitter and 

the receiver was a two-tube oscillating detector. This would not reach all the way across the Atlantic, or 

either side from mid-Atlantic, but Jack was able to contact a passenger liner somewhere around mid-

Atlantic. This liner gave him their position and notified Cape Race VCE of their position. Of course Jack 

received the enervating message in return that most of us have received at one time or another during our 

careers at sea. VCE had the passenger liner advise Jack that they were ten days overdue. You can be 



pounding to pieces trying to get somewhere close to schedule, and always there is someone to advise you 

that you are adrift, which normally is the only reason you contacted them in the first place. ST. 

CUTHBERT arrived okay, her crew ravenous as they had been without solid food for two days. 

 

 
The Marconi International Marine Communications Company Limited 

This is the wireless room on the British Trawler KINGôS GREY. A typical fishing vessel installation of the 

1920ôs and much the same as those fitted in Canadian fishing vessels. 

 



 
27586 The Marconi International Marine Communications Company Limited 

The steam carrier CAESAR, owned by Hellyerôs Steam Fishing Company Limited, Hull, United Kingdom, 

was the first fishing vessel ever to have wireless equipment on board. She was fitted in June 1913 by the 

Marconi Marine Company, which, at the same time installed wireless equipment on board the trawler 

OTHELLO, also owned by Hellyerôs. 

 

 
S63745 The Marconi International Marine Communications Company Limited ï Picture by courtesy of óWireless Worldô 

A group of those concerned in the installation in 1913 of the first wireless equipment ever to be fitted on 

board a fishing vessel. This was the carrier CAESAR, owned by Hellyerôs Steam Fishing co., Ltd., of Hull, 

England. 



 

It is hard for one to fully appreciate the feeling we have had in earning our Certificate of Proficiency in 

Radio and then learning that we were to report as Radio Officer in a ship. Earning our certificates is 

probably the hardest and most rewarding thing most of us have ever done. Shortly after this, on learning 

you are going to be a Radio Officer in a ship, all by yourself, with all the memories of the Radio School 

Instructor fresh in your mind. Stating how the crew is relying on you, and you alone, to notify the world of 

their possible distress, all the stories you have read and heard of the glamour and excitement of ships 

sailing to far-off ports, - can one imagine a more exciting moment? 

 

When I heard I had been chosen Radio Officer for the BOUNTY, a square-rigged sailing vessel built and 

used for filming the movie Mutiny on the Bounty, I had just received my second class certificate from 

Radio College of Canada. Although I had served as a radio operator in three naval frigates prior to this, I 

was most excited. Because of the publicity given this vessel, the telephone directory had a colour picture of 

her on the cover. As I received confirmation of my position as radio officer I was looking at her picture just 

underneath the phone. I did not hang up the telephone on termination of the call ï merely tossed it into the 

air and yelled. 

 

Of all the fellows starting out, I do believe the one I know who got off to the poorest start was Walter H. 

Wooding. Walt received his second class certificate, and while waiting for a job taught radio at the 

Johnsonôs Radio School on Hollis Street in Halifax. He was notified that he was to report to VIERNOE as 

her Radio Officer, and like most of us became very excited about it. It made no difference that the vessel 

was a fishing trawler. 

 

At the time Walt had an old Model T Ford car. He had stripped this down and made it into a ñrun-around-

bugò. This vehicle had to be started by cranking the engine with a crank. The night before he was to sail he 

went down to the radio school for the evening. When he left to return home, in his excitement, he advanced 

the spark on the old Model T too far. This caused the engine to ñback fireò when he cranked it. This back-

firing broke Waltôs right wrist, but he managed to sail on time complete with his wrist in a cast, and 

managed to transmit Morse code with the wrist until he learned to send with his left hand. 

 

Walt was later transferred to one of the sister vessels, and this proved an interesting experience. The 

previous operator had been fired for drinking and when he learned he had been fired, he went back aboard 

and put the spark transmitter out of tune. Walt was at sea before he realized this, and had one heck of a time 

getting this transmitter to work. 

 

Shortly after this Walt joined a ñrum-runnerò and then crossed over to the Department of Marine and 

Fisheries, as a National Revenue Preventive Service operator and RCMP Marine Section operator. From 

there he was transferred to Camperdown VCS and spent time at this station around 1938. 

 



 
Public Archives Canada S-85  

                                                                    HMCS VENOSTA 

 

 
Public Archives Canada S-45  

                                                                    HMCS VIERNOE 

 



                                                      
                                                                 Clyde Thornhill 

This is some of the VIERNOE crew in 1946 with the mate Clint Thompson in the center and Ellison 

Thornhill on the far right. 

 

 



Nova Scotia Museum 

               This is the only photograph of the Steam Trawler GOOD HOPE that I have found. 

 

 
Nova Scotia Museum 

                                                                       FV LEMBERG 

 

Three of these fishing vessels became naval vessels during World War II. HMCS VENOSTA and HMCS 

VIERNOE were minesweepers from October 1939 until January 1941. From June 1941 until January 1942 

they were Gate Vessels at Sydney, Nova Scotia. To enable friendly vessels to enter the port, the job of 

these ships was to open and close the gates in the nets strung across Sydney harbour to prevent enemy 

submarines from entering. They were returned to Maritime Fish and National Fish in January 1942. 

 

HMCS RAYON DôOR was a minesweeper loop-layer from 1944 until 1945. No doubt you are familiar 

with the type of vessel known as a minesweeper and know her duties, but a loop-layer is a vessel that lays a 

system of electric cables on the sea floor. These cables are connected to instruments ashore and are 

calibrated to indicate the presence of a vessel when it comes within a certain distance of these cables. 

 

Patrick Falvey was Radio Officer for ten days in the fishing trawler CAPE AGULHAS during 1940. Her 

radio station consisted of the Marconi MST-MSA receivers and had only the one transmitter, the ñBird 

Cage Affairò with an output of 50 watts. It was identical to the larger transmitter with the 100 watts output. 

 

Known Canadian Fishing Vessels fitted with wireless between World War I and World War II: 

 

 Flag Radio Name   Year and Place built 

 

 TVHR  ---- GOOD HOPE          1903 Hull, England 

 ---- VGJF   LEMBERG              1914 Shelby, Great Britain 



 JMLB   VGZJ   ST. CUTHBERT      1915 Shelby, Great Britain 

 ---- VGNW VIERNOE              1914 Shelby, Great Britain 

 ---- VGCS   VENOSTA               1917 Shelby, Great Britain 

 ---- VGFJ   RAYON DôOR          1912 Beverley, Great Britain 

 ---- VOBV   CAPE AGULHAS   1919 Shelby, Great Britain 

 ---- VXRJ   CAPE AGULHAS   Registry changed from St. Johnôs, Newfoundland, to  

        Halifax, Nova Scotia. 

 

GOOD HOPE was sunk at 11:50 AM on Saturday, March 16
th
, 1929, after being in collision with the 

Norwegian passenger liner STRAVANGER FJORD, in the approaches to Halifax harbour. I believe her 

wireless operator at the time was the late Jim Rogers, who retired as Regional Superintendent Radio 

Regulations, Edmonton Region, but I was unable to learn the full detail of this. No lives were lost in this 

incident. 

 

LEMBURG stranded on Sable Island, September 12
th
, 1937, and became a total loss. 

 

ST. CUTHBERT was sold to Warren Transportation Company Limited, Belize, British Honduras, on 

September 15
th
, 1936, and sailed for that country never to return. 

 

CAPE AGULHAS grounded and sank Halifax approaches, on January 6
th
, 1956. 

 

VIERNOE, VENOSTA, and RAYON DôOR were laid up on the Dartmouth side of Halifax harbour. What 

exactly became of them I do not know but quite likely cannibalized for their steel from time to time, until 

nothing was left. 

 

Thanks to Clyde Thornhill I was able to obtain some photographs of the fishing on board CAPE 

AGULHAS. Clyde was the Bosun in the vessel from 1940 until 1952. 

 

                         
                             Clyde Thornhill 

This is some of the crew in CAPE AGULHAS, Elios on the far left, Captain Frank Green, Chief Engineer 

Frank Green, Jr., Cook Bill Riggs and Deck Hand Max Dodge. 

 



                             
                                  Clyde Thornhill 

          This is the crew on CAPE AGULHAS with Clyde Thornhill in the back row on the far left. 

 

                          
                              Clyde Thornhill 

The man in the top bunk is unknown, Tom White in the bottom bunk and Ernie Thornhill. Ernie saved the 

CAPE AGULHAS crew when she went ashore one time by running a Breeches Buoy up on the beach. This 

incident happened several years before CAPE AGULHAS was lost. Ernie went to another vessel, the 

RAYON DôOR, and was hit with a block in an accident and was killed. 

 



                                              
                                                       Clyde Thornhill 

                                     This is bringing the buoy on board the CAPE AGULHAS. 

 

                                          



                                         Clyde Thornhill 

This is the net coming on board with Nelson Williams on the far left, the man in the middle is unknown and 

Bill Dollard from Canso on the far right. 

 

                                          
                                         Clyde Thornhill 

                          This is the net when it first came up on the water with 20,000 of fish. 

 



                                          
                                         Clyde Thornhill 

              This is the net coming in on board with the 20,000 of fish off Sable Island, Nova Scotia. 

 

                    
                   Clyde Thornhill 

                                         The net with the 20,000 of fish has been emptied. 

 



                                             
                                            Clyde Thornhill 

This is another view of the 20,000 of fish on board. The winch that operates the net is in the foreground and 

it was Bosun Clyde Thornhillôs job to operate this winch. 

 

                             
                            Clyde Thornhill 

      The crew in CAPE AGULHAS is cleaning, washing and stowing the fish they caught in the holds. 

 



                                    
                                           Warren E. Hagar 

This is a Portuguese Fishing Schooner on the Grand Banks in 1930. Many will remember the Portuguese 

fishing fleet from their use of a Cootie Key to transmit radiotelegraph. 

 

RUM RUNNING  

 
Prohibition got a good foothold in the United States after a number of years and a lot of work from various 

groups. After 1919 it was illegal to make, buy, transport, sell, and about anything else, one could think of 

regarding beer, gin, rum, whiskey, and wine. This may have sounded good to the groupôs who worked hard 

for it, but those who wanted to drink liquor were going to drink regardless, and the time known as the rum-

running era was given birth. This proved a most colourful part of the history of that century. 

 

Looking back at the history of this rum-running era, the thing that fascinates me was that it came to an end. 

Everyone was having a grand old time making money at it, including those against it, who were making 

money holding lectures against the subject and receiving very good fees for participating in these 

gatherings. Those doing the rum running were anyone and everyone. Those in charge of the rum running, 

apparently in a lot of cases, were also the ones in charge of trying to stop it. 

 

Boats of all types and sizes, either took to running liquor or were on the other side, that of trying to prevent 

it. The islands of St. Pierre and Miquelon (French possessions) on the south coast of Newfoundland, and 

the islands of the West Indies, were the major ports on the Atlantic coast where liquor was loaded. There 

was also liquor being manufactured in this country for export. The majority of this was shipped in vessels 

that should not have returned for months, but returned to port a few hours after leaving. With all the 

Customs Officials in on the racket, what more could one expect? Looking at the records left, you will find 

everything in order. Anything that might hold something against anyone has merely been left blank. Any 

signatures were nothing more than unintelligible scrawls. The crews of the rum running vessels were 

definitely breaking the law. To say they were criminals would be stretching the term criminal to the limit. 

One has to realize that especially during the depression, which became world wide during this era, a job of 

any description was very hard to find. Most of these men were glad to have the work in order to make an 

income of some description. Quite often they did the rum running until they were able to find work on one 

of the patrol vessels. This was true with the wireless operators and a number of them got their start in the 

ñrum runnersò and then crossed over to the government side. 

 

All the coast stations handled messages from the ñrum runnersò that had licensed wireless stations. The 

messages transmitted were coded and copies of these messages were given to the government officials. It 

was not long until the government officials broke their codes and were able to ñread the mailò. 

 

Yarmouth, Nova Scotia, was one of the larger rum running ports and a center for a good portion of the rum 

running activity, and a certain individual there made a good living installing wireless stations for the rum 

running vessels. These stations were illegal and communicated with illegal coast stations. The authorities 

complained in the press that they were never able to find these illegal coast stations. A typical example was 

one station at Saint John, New Brunswick. The Manager of the Bank of Nova Scotia in Saint John 

approached the Officer in Charge of Saint John Radio VAR, wanting to know if he would consider taking 

on a part time job, transmitting messages to the rum runners. He stated he was not interested but would 

mention the job to his operators. One of them jumped at the opportunity. That meant the individual from 



Yarmouth went to Saint John and installed a station in the attic of the home of this operator. Therefore this 

operator was communicating with the patrol vessels during his normal working hours and communicating 

with the ñrum runnersò during his hours off. An excellent set-up and no wonder the authorities could not 

find the illegal coast stations. 

 

A common procedure for the illegal stations in ships to contact these illegal coast stations was the use of 

three letters. In order to describe this I will use my initials, S G R. The ship would send the letter S three 

times, then DE the separation signal, and then the letter G three times. The coast station would answer the 

ship with G three times, DE, and the letter R three times. That way both would know they were 

communicating with the proper station. The only way a preventive authority could be involved is if he had 

obtained this prearranged three-letter code. 

 

Naturally many ingenious gimmicks, many of them are now memories, found a use for communications 

between these stations. The best of these rum-running vessels were small and very fast and in most cases 

better equipped than the patrol vessels. They relied mainly on speed in order to outrun the patrol vessel. 

The policy was for the larger vessels to lie off the coasts of either Canada or the United States, just outside 

the International boundaries, with their cargoes of illicit booze and discharge this to smaller faster vessels 

that would take it ashore. A favourite of the larger vessels was the schooner. Many of these schooners had 

their masts removed and were fitted with large engines, making them fast and very low in the water. This 

made them harder to see from a distance. The larger ones were fitted with a direction finder. Shortly after 

the coastal direction finders entered service these D/Fôs were scaled down and fitted into ships. The smaller 

boats used one of the most ingenious navigational aids found. This ingenious navigational aid cost 

practically nothing to build but was sold by an individual in Halifax for around one hundred dollars. This 

was fitted in the small fast ñrum runnersò. It consisted of about six inches of pipe and contained nothing 

more than a condenser with the necessary pieces of wire to hook it up. This would act like a small spark 

transmitter. All the engines in use during this era used gasoline and when this unit was fitted into the coil 

lead of the electrical circuit of the engine it worked very well. Those operating these units knew the engine 

revolutions necessary for this thing to create a good signal (racket) on the D/F frequencies. Thereby the 

small pick-up vessel just sat in the water creating this racket while the loaded vessel sailed down to it, from 

the D/F bearings taken on this signal. 

 

The first sailing ship to be fitted with wireless in Canada was one of the famous Canadian tern schooners, 

so numerous around the turn of the century. The word tern comes from the Latin word Terni. Terni means 

three for three masts and is not named for the bird which is quite popular in this area. This schooner was 

the VINCENT A. WHITE that was built at Alma, New Brunswick, in 1918. She was registered in 

Parrsboro, Nova Scotia. 

 



 
A. K. Smith VE1BY 

This is Wireless Operator Al Smith on the left with First Mate, Captain Olsen, at sea on the SV VINCENT 

A. WHITE, April 1922 on a voyage from Halifax to Glasgow, Scotland. 

 

 
New Brunswick Museum, Saint John, New Brunswick 



   This is the VINCENT A. WHITE and another vessel, both under construction at Alma, New Brunswick. 

 

 
New Brunswick Museum, Saint John, New Brunswick 

       This is the VINCENT A. WHITE and another vessel under construction at Alma, New Brunswick. 

 



                      
                          New Brunswick Museum, Saint John, New Brunswick 

                      They are getting ready to launch the VINCENT A. WHITE, August 7
th
, 1918. 

 

Her first wireless operator was Alfred K. Smith and he and the gentleman from Yarmouth, installed an 

illicit station in her in April 1922. This station consisted of a 1-1/2 inch spark coil transmitter and a 

carborundum crystal receiver. It was installed in Alôs cabin, which was with the officerôs quarters in the 

after house of the schooner. The aerial was the standard long wire strung between the main and 

mizzenmast, with the lead-in running down the mizzen stays. Right after this installation at Saint John, she 

made a voyage to Halifax and then on to Glasgow, Scotland. VINCENT A. WHITE remained a wind-

powered schooner and was not altered by removing her masts and installing an engine. She was launched 

on August 7
th
, 1918, and was assigned flag call TNLC. On January 20

th
, 1926, she changed her name to 

ESTONIA and her port of registry to Lunenburg, Nova Scotia. I was unable to locate any further 

information on her communication equipment after that date. This illicit station was licensed just prior to 

the name change, with call sign VGCN, as a receiving station only. This schooner had a most remarkable 

and fascinating career, if one could ever learn the full detail. As the ESTONIA she was definitely doing 



more Rum-running, than the legal trades of lumber and salt cargoes so common to these schooners. In 1926 

she was under the command of Captain Spurgeon Geldert of Lunenburg. He is probably best known as the 

mate under Captain Angus Walters in the famous BLUENOSE. On October 25
th
, 1935, ESTONIA made 

her final voyage. She sailed from Turkôs Island, West Indies, and encountered a heavy storm, losing her 

sails and rudder, and was abandoned in a sinking condition. The Norwegian tanker S.S. SOUTH 

AMERICA rescued her ten man crew, but I have no idea how SOUTH AMERICA found her. By this time 

the VGCN call sign was assigned to a Police Launch belonging to the British Columbia Provincial Police. 

Whether or not the wireless station had been removed or used in this rescue is not known. 

 

There were a number of vessels classed as patrol vessels. These belonged to the National Revenue 

Preventive Service of the Canadian Government, a branch of the Customs Department. A number of them 

were of Ottawa design. In other words, they were fairly good boats but for the most part were only given 

sufficient power to enable them to maintain a speed of about half that of the rum-running vessels. The few 

patrol vessels that could work up a fairly good speed were pretty well restricted to a mundane life of that of 

a personal yacht for certain government officials. This way the ñrum runnersò were given a little better 

chance at not getting caught. One of these vessels was the MARGARET that was built at Southampton, 

England, and delivered to Customs in Halifax in April 1914. She was immediately taken over by the Navy 

for the war and returned to Customs at the close of the war. She was assigned wireless call sign VDW and 

the station was listed as having a range of 150 miles. It was the typical station of the day containing only 

three transmitting frequencies 300, 600, and 800 meters. MARGARET is the only Customôs vessel listed in 

the Official List Radio Stations of Canada for July 31
st
, 1923. Shortly after this date two more vessels, the 

BAYHOUND and PREVENTOR, were added to the fleet. 

 

 
C. C. Foster VE1AMF 

                  This is Jack Sugden Wireless Operator in the Customs Patrol Vessel PREVENTOR. 

 

At this time most countries started to assign four letter radio call signs to their ships. Canada was to do the 

same and some interesting facts come forth, which make little if any sense. BAYHOUND and 



PREVENTOR were assigned CGPJ and CGPK respectively. A quick glance at the three prefixes of these 

calls will tell a lot, CGP-Canadian Government Police. In other words if the rum-running operator 

remembered those three letters he could then do a lot with his direction finder. If a buddy happened to be 

around with a direction finder and communications on one of their illicit radios, nothing more need be said. 

They knew the exact position of these ships from periodic D/F bearings. Assigning these distinctive 

prefixes definitely did something to the ego of the bureaucrat who authorized them, but there is no sense 

behind them. 

 

The only other Customs Patrol Vessel fitted with wireless, on which I could find information, turned out to 

be the most interesting of the lot. Her official name was PATROL BOAT NO. 4 and she was assigned call 

sign CGPN. Most not only knew her by her former name STUMBLE INN, but they continued to call her by 

that name. This vessel started out as a World War I Submarine Chaser, but was built a bit late for the war. 

Somehow she took up the interesting job of running rum, and while doing this, she had the misfortune of 

being caught. She then became a patrol vessel. The wireless room was also the wireless operatorôs home, a 

bunk amongst his equipment that consisted of a cubbyhole at the best. Cec Foster was her wireless operator 

for a time while she was a patrol vessel. 

 

There were 440 of these boats, which were built and operated by the United States Navy, in service during 

World War I on both sides of the Atlantic. 121 crossed the Atlantic Ocean under their own power. The loss 

of two enemy submarines was credited to these boats. Since I have a special interest in boats of this size 

and type, I found the detail on these most interesting. They were 110 feet in length overall, and had a full 

displacement of 75 tons. They not only were equipped with wireless during World War I but they shocked 

many that came near and heard them talking to each other over a primitive radiotelephone. Radiotelephone 

then, for all intents and purposes, was some distance in the future. Their main propulsion was fascinating. 

They had three 220 horsepower (at 500 revolutions per minute) main engines and were direct-coupled to 

three 39-inch propellers having a 57-1/2 inch pitch. The most fascinating part of this detail to me was that 

these engines were air started and were reversed by air. Each main engine was connected to an individual 

air compressor. All these boats were equipped with a 10 horsepower gasoline engine with a 4-1/2 kilowatt 

generator on one end, and a three-inch bilge and fire pump on the other. PATROL BOAT NO 4 must have 

been a welcome addition to the Customôs fleet. She should have managed nine knots on one engine, ten and 

one-half knots on two engines, and twelve knots on all three. One would have to agree she was an 

interesting little vessel. This detail is recorded in the book Maverick Navy by Alexander W. Moffat, 

Captain, USNR (Ret.). 

 

A few of the government patrol vessels managed to fire a shot or two at a rum runner, but this was very 

rare. If these vessels did have a gun which could handle ammunition that was available, no doubt the crews 

were only allowed one shot a month, and would have to purchase any additional rounds out of their own 

pockets. Several patrol boat skippers were told to get out of the way, in more colourful terms, from just 

behind the business end of a shotgun. Granted a few people got hurt, but on the whole the majority on both 

sides of the law, thoroughly enjoyed their experiences. 

 

The four Customôs Patrol Vessels that carried wireless operators operating in this area: 

 

  VDW      MARGARET 

  CGPJ      BAYHOUND 

  CGPK     PREVENTOR 

  CGPN     PATROL BOAT NO 4 

 



 
Captain John H. Campbell 

This is Gordon MacDonald, Pictou, Nova Scotia and Captain J. H. Campbell in 1928. Gordon MacDonald 

with the bowler hat is Wireless Operator in SS DAGHELD 

 




