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MP Suggests
Merchant Navy Day

Special to SeniorsPlus

MP Paul Bonwick has
suggested that Canadians
should commemorate Sep-
tember 3 as Canada’s
Wartime Merchant Navy
Day. The date was chosen as
being the date of the first
Canadian casualty of WW2,
Hannah Baird, a merchant
seawoman on the S5 Athe-
nia.

On August 28, 1939 by
government directive and on
Septemnber 3, 1939 by order-
in-council all Canadian char-
tered and requisitioned ships
were put on war alert. Mer-
chant seamen absent without
leave were on notice as
deserters.

The Athenia was a 13,581
ton White Star liner which
left Glasgow on September 1
for” Montreal. There were
1418 passengers and crew,
with 75% of those being
women and children. One
hundred and twelve lost their

lives when the ship was
struck five miles off the
northernmost tip of the Irish
coast at 7:30 p.m., Septem-
ber 3.

Canada’s merchant navy
was the first in and last out of
the war. In 1939 there were
37 ships and 1400 personnel
in Canada’s Merchant Navy.
At war's end in ‘45, it had
grown to over 180 ships and
12,000 personnel.

Two hundred mariners
became POWSs, spending an
average of four years two
months in camps, a period
longer than that of other ser-
vices. Unlike other services,
merchant mariners paid
income tax and paid for their
wireless training. In most
instances, their pay scale was
below navy rates. And for all
this, they faced a 1 in 8
chance of death. The RCAF
was half that at one in 16 and
the Navy was one in 47!

Following the war, MN
vers were not considered war

vets even thought they had
sailed under sealed Admi-
ralty orders and been admin-
istered by Canada's Trans-
port Department. They sailed
through enemy infested
waters and were prime tar-
gets of U-boats. They had
their ships sunk from under
them, were bombed by air-
craft and attacked by surface
raiders. They took gunnery
training from Navy and
Ammy personnel on how to
defend themselves.
Following the war, they
were denied vets' job prefer-
ence, business loans, rehabil-
itation grants, free university
education, room and board
and land grants. Merchant
Navy POWs were denied re-
employment at sea.
Merchant navy ships were
the lifeline from North
America to Britain at the
time when only the [slands
prevented Hitler's complete
domination of Western
Europe. The Canadian Mer-
chant Navy carried vital sup-
plies of food, munitions and
fuel through dangerous
waters, often with minimal
protection.
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