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Basic Training Saint John, NB 

Fall of 1942 

 

The following is a firsthand description of the living conditions and experiences of 

sailors who served onboard corvettes and frigate ships in the North Atlantic during the 

Second World War. This account was written in his own words by able seaman Lewis 

Herbert Matthews of L’Etete, NB who enrolled in the service at eighteen years of age. 

First ship I was on “HMCS Buctouche” (K179): 

The news and papers are full of stories of stress and living conditions that our service people 

encounter on foreign tours of duty; some as short as thirty days. 

I would like to make known some of the conditions that sailors on old short forecastle corvette’s 

had to contend with in the early 1940’s, for periods of years at a time. There was not room for 

everyone to sling their hammock, some had to sleep on the lockers and deck in the seaman’s 

mess. 

The hatches were not closed at sea as they could jamb if the ship was damaged; heavy canvas 

curtains covered the hatches & doors. In rough weather sea would break into the well deck and 

sometimes leave several inches of water that would soak the people sleeping on the mess deck 

floor with two duffle coats under them and one over top. 

We were not allowed to take our clothes off at sea and after twelve to sixteen days everyone 

was getting quite ripe. Most suffered with boils on shoulders and neck due to not washing and 

dirty clothes. 
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The condenser’s would only produce enough water for the ship’s boilers and there was only 

enough to wash our face and hands with. 

When in port with a water supply, we washed our cloths in a scrub bucket and used a plunger 

for the agitator. 

We could not hang our clothes on the upper deck to dry, (To un - navy looking). They were dried 

over the engine room through a small hatch on the fiddley deck and were dirtier when they dried 

than when they were put there. 

There were not enough plates, bowls and cups for everyone as they got broken in rough 

weather and only replaced every three months, the cutlery was thrown over - board in the dish 

water so that was another problem. 

A kind hearted waitress at The Green Lantern restaurant in Halifax, NS gave me a knife, fork 

and spoon, so I was quite popular as I would lend them after I ate. 

After about five or six days the bread would have a half inch of blue mould all over the outside 

and we would cut all this off and toast it. The bread was kept in a wire mesh locker and was 

supplied at port of call and sometimes a trip could be sixteen days or longer. (No sliced bread in 

those days). 

The short forecastle corvette I was on was infested with cock roaches and they would get inside 

the bread and it looked as if a load of buck shot went through it, you could eat it or go without. 

(Everyone ate it). 

Our kit bags and clothes were full of roaches and an empty Coke bottle would fill full of them 

over night. 

There were only enough duffel coats for the ship’s look out’s and a few spare ones to dry out, so 

with everyone using the same coats the arms were smooth from the elbow to the cuff where 

they wiped their nose in cold weather. 

Many meals were lost crossing the well deck from the galley to the forecastle in rough weather. 

This corvette (HMCS Buctouche) went for a refit in 1943 at Saint John, NB and had an extended 

forecastle added and was a much better ship. Corvettes would generally go for a refit in about 

two years as they were in steady use and got worn out quite fast. (So did corvette sailors) 

Second ship HMCS Rivere Du Loup (K357) 

This was a new ship and I was part of the commissioning crew at Quebec City in late fall 1943. 

This was an extended forecastle corvette and living conditions much better, everyone had room 

to sling a hammock and did not have to go outside to the gallery for food. 

Being a new ship, we had to go to Bermuda for work ups, to get the crew used to working as a 

team. A lot of the crew had never been on a ship before so I found myself an old hand “AB” at 
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18 yrs. old. We were very busy for two weeks, night and day and did quite well working together 

through this learning exercise. 

This ship had a washing machine donated by the town of Rivere Du Loup but only one leading 

seaman was allowed to run it and charged .50 cents to wash our clothes, this was about one 

quarter of a seaman’s day’s pay, so we still washed our cloths in a bucket. 

There was only one shower for the stokers, seamen and commission people and about an hour 

before entering port the water was turned on, and everyone not on duty would rush to get 

cleaned up like a flock of ducks under a drain pipe. 

The good thing about work up in Bermuda in the winter time was the warm weather and rum at 

.60 cents an imperial quart. 

On this ship we received “Gulf of St. Lawrence Battle Honors”, along with 74 other escort ships 

that had served in that area at different times. Many people are not aware that ships and lives 

were lost so close to home. 

We escorted a British submarine that was damaged and could not dive to Philadelphia, U.S.A. 

for repairs and while there saw a flotilla of small wooden mine sweepers with Russian crews, 

they had to carry their deck loaded with fuel and barrels. When we got to St. John’s, 

Newfoundland they were there, they left in a heavy gale of wind and we never expected they 

would survive the storm, but when we got to Londonderry, Ireland there they were, getting ready 

to go to Russia, tough breed of men. 

We were also with the largest convoy that crossed the ocean during the war, Convoy HXS  left 

New York, July 17, 1944. There were 167 merchant ships and none were lost. 

Third ship HMCS Ribble (K525) 

This ship was transferred to the Royal Canadian Navy in 1944 and returned to the Royal Navy 

in 1945. 

This was a frigate that worked out of Londonderry, Ireland and channel ports also Western 

Approaches. 

This was a change from corvettes as they were larger, 301 ft. long. (Corvettes were 205 ft. long 

& 33 ft. wide) 

People that would get sick in bad weather on corvettes did not get sea sick on frigates as they 

were much steadier. 

This ship did not have a shower for the crew, only a tin bath tub and the day the war ended we 

were off the coast of France and after splicing the main brace, Ron Lynch from West Saint 

John, NB used the bath tub for a drum and beat the bottom out of it, so back to washing up in 

the scrub bucket. 
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We did not get ashore for five days after the war ended as we were escorting German sub’s to 

different ports in England. On the clear nights we could see the cities in England all lit up like a 

Christmas tree, what a sight after all of those years of black out. 

When we did get to shore the celebration was over the booze all drunk and the girls too tired to 

party. (Sailors luck) 

On this ship we picked up 23 survivors out of a German sub (U1209) that was sunk off Land’s 

End, England. Several ships were having a go at this sub, I remember HMCS Montreal was one 

of them. 

We had these prisoners aboard for a few days and one of them spoke English and asked me 

what part of Canada I was from and told me that he was familiar with this part of Canada as just 

before the war in the summer of 1939 he was on a German ship that was loading pulp wood out 

of booms at Lepreau and the mouth of the Magaguadavic River in Charlotte Co., NB, right in my 

door yard as I was brought up about three miles from the mouth of the river. 

I had part of a German sea uniform (Leather) and Weldon Haines from Saint John, NB who was 

on torpedo boats had part of a uniform (Pants) and we gave them to the Naval archives at 

Stadacona Barricks at Halifax and they are in a glass case and our names are on a brass 

plaque.  

I came home on the Ile De France and arrived July 14, 1945. I was lucky to have enough sea 

time to have the points to get home so soon, as a lot of people were almost a year getting back. 

(11,500 service people including Gen. Creaser). On the Ile De France, I met Ben Leland who 

lived about four miles from me, he was a navigator with a bomber squadron, also Byron 

Nodding and Ed Justason from Beaver Harbour, NB. They were both serving on English ships 

when the war ended. 

Foreign countries I visited are Newfoundland (Not part of Canada at that time), England, 

Scotland, Ireland, France, Iceland, Gibraltar and Bermuda. 
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Picture of Crew on HMCS Ribble 

 

 

Names of Crew on HMCS Ribble 


