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By Robert L. Whitside 

WILLIAM J. WHITSIDE’S BIOGRAPHY 
 

FOREWORD 

 
When asked by a friend, “why are you writing your brother’s biography," I had a pretty 

quick answer. In fact, I had two answers. First, I had just finished writing a genealogy history of 

General Samuel M. Whitside, my Gr-gr. Uncle. He was an Indian fighter in the 1870 to 1890 era 

and rose to be Brigadier General, in command of the eastern provinces of Cuba after the Spanish 

American war in early 1900.  

If I could write the story of an old warrior Uncle, the least I could do was write the story 

of my own brother, William James Whitside’s, World War II flying exploits. 

Second, my brother-in-law, Frank Brame, a long time fellow pilot who had a career as an 

aeronautical engineer with the Boeing Company, was fascinated by the second hand stories that I 

told about my brother’s time in the R.C.A.F. He said, “You should write Bill’s war stories while 

you still have the chance.”  

Perhaps the big brother bit creeps in here. At 16 or 17 years of age, in the middle of the 

war, a brother who was a fighter pilot was something to be proud of. He is still my big brother 

and has always been there when I needed him. We are good friends. 

As I am the self appointed family genealogist, who constantly bores them with our family 

stories, this also serves as the history of another branch of the small Whitside family. 

Bill has made many notes collected from his photo albums and from his book collections. 

He has told me many stories, which I recorded for later transcription. Bill, at 75 years, is not in 

the greatest of health but there is nothing the matter with his mind. He has always been 

intelligent and sharp and has enthusiastically entered in to this project. 

After we finished his life up to the end of the war, it was going so well that, we decided 

to keep going and tell his entire life story. This would include the story of the family business.  

I am going to write most of this in Bill’s words but I will take the literary license of an 

author by adding my own notes, comments and endnotes 

A note might be appropriate here about the use of the books that I have referred to 

throughout this story of Bill’s life. As there isn’t any intention to publish or sell this tome, I 

sincerely hope that I have not broken any copyright laws. It is just too much work to contact 

them all and ask permission. 

I would also like to thank my son Cameron for the use of his collections of World War II 

Airforce and aircraft books. 

A final update for this reprint. Sadly Bill lost his last fight, this one with his heart. Bill 

died on March 26th of 2001 after a gradual deteriorating situation. We will miss him. 

 

Robert L. Whitside @1998 

#602 -- 17 Mill Pond Ct. 

Simcoe, Ont., N3Y 5H9 

519-426-6453 -- whitside@nornet.on.ca   Revised November 10, 1998 

mailto:whitside@nornet.on.ca
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CHAPTER 1 
 

The Beginning -- Home, Family & School 

 

 

William James Whitside was born on January 19, 1922 in Simcoe, Ontario. As to where, 

I am not too sure, as the Norfolk General Hospital was not opened until 1925. If at home, that 

would have been in our large red brick home, on the corner of Colborne and Union Street, at 126 

Colborne St. North in Simcoe, Ontario. 

From my point of view, this was a happy, busy 

home, with affectionate parents and a rowdy, not so 

affectionate group of five children 

Mary Catharine was the eldest, followed by 

William James, and I was caught in the middle. Edith 

Lorraine was next and the baby of the family was 

Diane Louise.1 

That is enough “William” and from here on he 

will be Bill because that is what everyone called him. 

Bill was an excellent student and like most of 

the Whitside family, a little rebellious. Well maybe more than a little. Like the time he talked 

back to his high school mathematics teacher, Mr. Vanderberg, and proceeded to find out that old 

Vandy had been a University wrestler. He picked Bill up by the scruff of the neck and marched, 

threw him down the stairs, and into the principal's office. Bill did well in math. 

He loved sports and was a real competitor, playing on the High School football and 

hockey teams, as well as badminton in the Armories. I can still remember the day Karl Davidson, 

teacher and hockey coach brought Bill home from a hockey game with a broken collarbone. I 

had never seen so many white faces before, Bill’s, Karl’s, and my mother’s. 

I suppose because there was such a difference in their ages, (10 years), Diane was always 

a favourite of Bills, and to Diane, he was always her hero. The following are Diane’s 

remembrances of her big brother Bill: 

Because there was so much difference in our ages, Bill never fought with me; he never 

teased me, so I really enjoyed him as an older brother. One of the stories our mother used to tell 

was about Bill, Dave Goodlet and me in a baby buggy. They were evidently supposed to be 

taking me for a walk, I was old enough to be sitting up in a carriage and when mother came to 

see where they were, she was pretty shocked. They were up the street at the Goodlet’s house, 

with Bill pushing me off, down the driveway ramp, across the road, and Dave would catch my 

carriage on the other side. Of course they were doing this between the cars going by. They were 

having a wonderful time, until mother caught them. I guess they both received a real thrashing 

for that little episode. 

I can remember being very worried about Bill, when he went overseas. I would have been 

about 10 years old. We received a telegram that he had been injured2 and I was so frightened. 

(November 1942). We all went to Sunday School in those days, and I remember walking past our 

Church, (Presbyterian), and unlike anything that I had ever done before in my life, I went up the 
                                                        
1Mary C . born 1920, William J. 1922, Robert L. 1925, Edith L. 1928 & Diane L. 1932. 

2This was after Bill and his friends hit a landmine in their jeep in the Desert. 
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steps and in to the Church. I went down to the front, knelt down, which was a pretty unusual 

thing for a Presbyterian to do, and prayed that my brother Bill would come back safely. 

I don’t think I have ever told anyone this before, but after I had said this little prayer, 

there was, for the first time in my life, a wonderful bright light and I knew from then on, that he 

was going to be safe for the rest of the war.  

The other thing that I remember about Bill was when he came home from, overseas.  

I remember sitting in the kitchen, having dinner, and how surprised we all were. Mother was 

pretty overwhelmed by his arrival. I can remember him walking around the house for the next 

few days with a smile on his face, singing “Mares-e-doats and does-e-doats and little lambs eat 

ivey”. This was a funny song that was popular at the time and he thought it was the silliest thing 

he had ever heard. He was really intrigued with this stupid song. 

I can also remember the night before he left for overseas, we had a big family party, 

(November 1941). Mother was in tears and every body was so upset. I remember sneaking down 

the stairs and seeing Bill and Dottie Butcher on the chesterfield together. She had been there for 

dinner. They were pretty romantic. 

 

 

For the most part, I always remember Bill as being quite content on his own. He loved to 

fish and hunt. We didn’t have too much pocket money, so Bill had to make his own shells for his 
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shotgun. Dad was a great duck shooter and also shot traps, so there were always 12 gauge shot 

gun shells in the back room. Bill had a 20-gauge shotgun, which used much smaller shells. All he 

had to do was collect spent shells, unload Dad’s shell and use the wadding, powder and shot to 

make his own. He said Dad never found out. 

Bill also had a favourite pastime that was a little different. It also got him in to trouble 

and I helped. Bill had a small caliber, 9-millimeter shotgun that he used to shoot out our 

bedroom window at the poor unsuspecting, but noisy and dirty starlings. No wonder this guy 

wanted to go to war. The trouble came when he left the gun at the ready, sitting on his bed, while 

he went to do something else.  Along comes nuisance little brother Bob and his friend Jack 

Goodlet. While Bob explains to Jack what Bill does, Jack picks up the gun, aims it at Bob and 

playfully pulls the trigger!      “BANG”! 

Well, I wasn’t exactly killed. Luckily, it was winter and I had talked Dad into taking me 

to Jake Blume’s store to buy me a black horsehide leather jacket, (We were in the leather 

business remember, so the proper leather was important). The small shot slammed into the jacket 

at my shoulder, scared the hell out of me, but never got through that horsehide. Jack turned pale 

as a ghost and my mother was up the stairs like a shot. Boy, did Bill get hell when the old man 

came home. Needless to say, Bill and I were not very close in those days. 

Bill liked to go rabbit hunting, but as he showed in later years, he was never much of a 

cook and the shortest easiest route was the best. He and Chirp (Brian) Davies would head off on 

a Saturday morning with a dog and dog food. Lunch for the dog? Well, if it was good enough for 

the dog, why not for us? 

The family were all good swimmers. We had a cottage, all of our growing up years, at 

Turkey Point. If we weren’t in the water all day, it was only because of the dreaded rule that you 

could not go swimming for two hours after eating or the “Cramps” would get you. 

Bill worked as a lifeguard at the local Kinsman Swimming Pool, which used to be behind 

the High School. He got some great training from Brantfordites, Harold Fulcher Ed Chandler and 

Wallace Barry. 

About 1937, they talked him in to swimming in 

the mile swim at the Canadian National Exhibition in 

Toronto. He finished, which in itself was quite a feat 

because the water was COLD! After warm swimming 

pools and warm Lake Erie, it took a lot of guts and 

determination to finish. I was there, and when they 

helped him out, he was blue, dead tired, and had 

chattering teeth. He got a little medal, which I envied 

for years. 

Bill graduated from Simcoe High School in 

June of 1939, at the age of 17 with an excellent 

scholastic record. I told you he was smart! He also had 

one aim in life. In the summer of 1938, with his hard 

earned money, (as a lifeguard), he took lessons from 

George Culver at Simcoe’s little grass strip, airport. 

George had a 40-horsepower Piper Cub and gave 

flying lessons. But Bill wanted to really fly. He wanted 

to join the Royal Air Force. It seems, at the time, they 

had a Cadet Training Programme in the R.A.F. that 
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took 17 year olds. Bill wrote and applied. 

A Piper Cub like the one Bill first flew.   Bill’s pic from his license 

 

There was a slight problem, World War II was declared on September 3rd of 1939. 

That put the kibosh to that plan. Now Bill was in a quandary, he was only 17 years old, had 

finished high school and was too young to join the Royal Canadian Air Force. In September of 

1939, Dad put him to work in the finishing room of our factory, The Simcoe Mitt and Glove Co., 

at 19 cents per hour. Little did Bill, realize what a part this old3 establishment was going to play 

in his future. I am sure this was not the kind of future Bill wanted. In his words, “My heart 

wasn’t in it." On the other hand, I think it was always Dad’s hope that Bill, the oldest son, would 

come in to the business with him.   

 

   
 DAD: With his pipe, Seagrams 83 & Globe             MOTHER 

 

So Bill had to kill time and wait. Still living at home, borrowing Dad’s car for dates and 

watching the war unfold, without being able to get in. I’ll let Bill take the story from here.

                                                        
3Founded in 1865 by our maternal Gr-gr-grandfather , Jacob Sovereen in Delhi, Ont. 
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Ancestors of William James viii WHITSIDE

William James viii WHITSIDE

Bruce Wilbur vii WHITSIDE

Catharine Gladys Cameron

Wilbur Henry WHITSIDE

Mary Elizabeth vi HEATH

William Leslie iv Cameron

Esther Willey

James ii WHITSIDE

Hannah Shaw

Mortimer HEATH

Nancy Jane v SOVEREEN

John B. iii Cameron

Agnes IRVING

Richard Willey

Catherine Shaw

William H. I WHITSIDE

WhitsideMNU

William Shaw

Susan Shawmnu

Peter HEATH

Mariah HESS

Jacob iv SOVEREEN

Elizabeth Mary (Betsy) vii Gustin

Donald George ii Cameron

Jane Anne STUART

Charlotte Willey(mnu)

William Shaw

Ellen HAGERTY

Parents Grandparents Great-Grandparents 2nd Great-Grandparents
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Elementary Flying Training School 

 

The big day finally came, Thursday, January the 19th, my birthday. No car and Dad was 

busy, so I took the Lake Erie and Northern Railway to Brantford and walked over to the 

Canadian National station to take the train to Hamilton.  I had to take a streetcar to the R.C.A.F. 

recruiting depot, and signed up. 

Back home and another wait, which seemed to be forever. Finally on May 13th of 1940, 

with an official travel voucher I took the C.N.R. train to Hamilton and I became Ac/24 Whitside, 

serial #R64142 and my Air Force career began. They took us by train immediately to #1 

Manning Pool in the old horse barn of the Canadian National Exhibition in Toronto. 

What a shock to an independent guy from a small town. A huge building, with 1000 new 

recruits in one room. We slept in a room full of bunk beds and noisy complaining guys. Lights 

out at night and that was it, no reading late, no going out. Quite a change! Then forced haircuts, 

more like head shaving, short arm inspections, uniform and kit issue, medicals, and some lousy 

shots that knocked some of the guys right out. Showers and toilets were pretty exposed and that 

took some getting used to. The meals were in a mess hall with food I thought so bad, I didn’t eat 

for 3 days. 

After indoctrination, the Aircrew were sorted out and we were transferred to #1 Initial 

Training School on May 28 to, what was previously, The Eglington Hunt Club in mid north 

Toronto. There was some training here, but really it was a sorting out station to find out who 

would be best doing what. At this time in the airforce there was only 3 main categories, Pilots, 

Observers and Wireless Airgunners. You will never guess what I had my heart set on? 

An observer had a multiple job. First he was responsible for all the navigation of a 

bomber. Secondly, he became the bombardier who aimed the bombsights and dropped the bomb. 

In his spare time, he also had to operate a machine gun, if one was available. He could also, in a 

pinch, if the wireless operator was put out of action, take over this function. Later, as the war 

progressed and bombers became larger, the rating of Observer was discontinued. Individual 

Navigators, Bombardiers and Flight Engineers, all of who had their own wings and insignia, 

replaced it. An Observer was a very important member of the Aircrew. 

Selection day came and was I happy? No! I was selected as an “OBSERVER”! Trouble 

was, I did too well on all of my math and other tests and they wanted the smart guys for the 

tough job. I think they thought anyone could be a bus driver, flying a plane, but they needed the 

brains to get it there, navigate, and drop the bomb. I guess they didn’t know I wanted to be a 

“FIGHTER PILOT." 

They couldn’t do this to me! So with the nerve of a brass monkey and an 18-year-old kid, 

I went to the Commanding Officer, of the station, (5Wing Commander O’Brien), and complained 

bitterly. I told him I had spent all my money taking pilots' lessons so I could fly. I wanted to be a 

“PILOT." I suppose that this was the kind of nerve and brass, a fighter pilot needed, but 

                                                        
4Ac/2 Aircraftsman  2nd Class, which is as low as you can get in the R.C.A.F. His serial #R64142 in 1940 compared to mine in 

1944 at K281338. Air Cadets received a K #. 

5W/C O’Brien later as Group Commander O’Brien who later became my Commanding Officer after I returned from overseas and 

kidded me about this. 
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whatever, he switched me and I was sent to train as a pilot. I guess you have to remember this 

was still early in the war, and things were a little more flexible. What a nerve I had! 

On June 23rd after a few days leave, I arrived at #3 Elementary Flying Training School in 

London. We actually started flying from a dirt strip in Lambeth, which is south of London. They 

trucked us back and forth to the airfield, while they finished the Crumlin field in east London. 

Crumlin is the site of the current London Airport. 

We started flying in Fleet Finch, fabric covered, open cockpit, and bright yellow 

biplanes. This was a real selection process. First they had to find out who could be taught to fly, 

and who could not. Second, they had to decide who would be single engine or who would be 

twin engine pilots.  

 

The steadier more mature people 

were picked as twin engine pilots and the 

wilder and more irresponsible people were 

picked as fighter pilots. Also if you were 

small you had a better chance of being a 

fighter pilot.  You had to be small; the 

R.A.F. fighter planes did not have much 

room in the cockpit. I was 5 foot, 7 inches 

and only weighed 140 pounds.  

As this was the first course to finish at Crumlin/London, they brought in some senior 

instructors from Trenton to check us out. My senior instructor was from England and was 

currently setting up instruction at Trenton. After my check ride, he advised that I was the most 

ham handed son of a bitch, he had ever flown with. “You don't fly an aircraft, you force it to do 

what you want! 

Among our class, was Mike Strutt an English Lord, who endeared himself to all of the 

guys by calling us Colonials. He was a horse’s ass and later became the Aide de Camp to the 

Duke of Kent. He graduated, but it took a lot of extra training. Normally he would have been 

washed out. I graduated from London. E.F.T.S. the end of August, 1940 

 
E.F.T.S GRADUATING CLASS (I am 2nd from right, upper row)

 

Fleet Finch Trainer 
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CHAPTER 3 
 

S.F.T.S. -- Service Flying Training School 

 
I was posted to #2 Service Flying Training School, at Uplands; the site of the present 

Ottawa airport and it still is an airforce base. In a friend, Shorty Grey’s old jalopy, and with two 

other guys, we headed for Ottawa, arriving on September 1st, 1940. I’m still pretty keen because 

now the Battle of Britain was on and I was still in training. I wondered if they would wait for me. 

We were Course #2 and flew North American Harvards and Yale. The big difference 

between the two planes was that the Yale had a fixed undercarriage. Both were bright yellow but 

all metal, closed cockpit, single engine, low winged aircraft. To us they seemed big and 

powerful. 

 

 NORTH AMERICAN 

HARVARD 

 

 (Ed. note: I was posted to 

Uplands in 1944, waiting to go on 

course. I ended up in charge of the 

swimming pool for the summer. 

Herb Smith from Simcoe was 

stationed there as a bandsman and 

told them who I was. I was taken to 

the Officer’s Mess and shown a cut 

off prop mounted over the door 

with a plague in the hub stating something like “the first course # 1 completed in Dec. of 1940, 

Top of the Class, W. J. Whitside." Wasn’t that something to have to live up to!)? 

 

Air Marshall Billy 

Bishop, the top World War I ace, 

presented our wings to us in early 

December. 

This was a big day and certainly a 

really big step to my hope, to get to 

be a fighter pilot and, to get into 

combat. 
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I went home, on leave, as a 6Leading Aircraftman, 

LAC, from Ottawa. While on leave, I received a call from 

my Instructor, Bud Malloy, advising me that I had 

received my commission as a Pilot Officer. 

At the end of the course, six of us were sent to 

Winnipeg to fly six Harvard aircraft back to Ottawa. This 

was part of the crazy lend lease deal that Canada had with 

the United States. The Americans had a field that was on 

the Canadian border. They flew the aircraft to the United. 

States field and then towed them with tractors across the 

end of the field in to Canada. They could not fly them 

into Canada. They had to do this to maintain their 

neutrality. 

I was fortunate in the amount of flying training 

that I received at Advanced Training School in Ottawa. 

We were allowed to low fly and practice dogfighting. 

After a few crashes and mid air collisions, these were 

prohibited in later courses. I was also lucky to be able to 

do advanced aerobatics. Later on, pilots in training were 

not allowed to throw an aircraft all over the sky. 

Now I had another problem. At the time, you 

could not be sent overseas if you were under 19 years of 

age. I was now 18 years and 10 months so I missed the posting with all of my friends. Most of 

these fellows were killed. 

While waiting to age, I was posted to Camp Borden, #1 S.F.T.S., supposedly as a Staff 

Pilot. A Staff Pilot was somebody they didn’t know what to do with. I did air test on aircraft and 

made a nuisance of myself, griping to get out of there. I got in deep doo-doo, out of boredom and 

frustration, by flying in close formation, upside down, over an Instructor doing a washout ride 

with a student pilot. Since I had become 19, I had been writing letters, asking to be posted, 

luckily my posting came before I got pulled up on the carpet. I guess at the start of the war you 

could get away with murder. 

 

                                                        
6La/c is a Leading Aircraftsman, the rank before Corporal and Sergeant in the Airforce. 
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CHAPTER 4 

 
#118 R.C.A.F. Fighter Squadron 

1941 

 
Now I’m really going to fly some hot aircraft and be a serious “Fighter Pilot."  My 

posting was to #118 Fighter Squadron at Rockliffe Airport, (the other side of Ottawa from 

Uplands). #118 Squadron had originally been formed as an Auxiliary Bomber Squadron back in 

Montreal in 1934. It was activated and redesignated as a Fighter Squadron on the 8th of August 

of 1940. 

I arrived on Jan. 31, 1941, reporting to Squadron Leader Ernie McNab, DFC, who later 

served as the Lieut. Governor of Saskatchewan. One problem, the only aircraft that we had were 

some Harvards and Lysanders. Flight Lieutenants Hart Molson7 and Dal Russel were Flight 

Commanders; all three were back from #1 Fighter Squadron in the Battle of Britain. They were 

posted to form8 this hot shot Canadian Fighter Squadron. 

While waiting for our aircraft, I ferried Lysanders from Malton to Halifax/Yarmouth via 

Montreal, Maine and St. Johns N.B. Not very glamorous, I had to return by train to Ottawa. The 

Airforce was doing this to get airframes to Yarmouth. The Company in Malton had a contract for 

airframe with the engines to be supplied. The engines came from England and they were short of 

them. They would take the engines out of the planes at Yarmouth, ship them back up to Malton, 

put them in another Lysander and fly it back to Yarmouth. I assume some day they got caught 

up. 

 

WESTLAND LYSANDER 

 

Finally, our new fighter planes 

arrived. These were Grumman FF-1 

Goblins9 built by Canadian Car and 

Foundry (CCF) in Fort William, Ont. CCF 

had A license to build the Grumman FF-1, 

two seat biplane fighter for the Turkish 

government during 1937 (most aircraft 

actually finding their way to the 

Republicans in Spain during the Spanish 

Civil War). To keep the lines working 

until Hurricane production could be 

instituted, the Canadian government was persuaded to accept a batch of 15 of these aircraft, to be 

known as GE 23 Goblins. Not filling any duty adequately, they were not wanted by the RCAF, 

but given to them anyway, during 1940. 

                                                        
7Hart Molson was part of the Moslon Brewery family from Montreal, Que. After the war he became President of Molsons, I 

believe & a Senator 

8This was the first squadron formed since the outbreak of W.W.II. 

9History of the Royal Canadian Airforce by Christopher Shores, published by Royce Publications, 1984, Toronto Canada. Pg..32.  

Book produced by Bison Books, Greenwich, Ct. 

 



 13 

Number 118 Squadron had been reformed in Rockcliffe in December of 1940, initially on 

a one-flight basis and subsequently moved to Dartmouth. Nova Scotia, where the aircraft were 

used for coastal patrol and reconnaissance. The #118 Squadron was the first formation of a new 

operational unit in Canada since the outbreak of war. 

How best to describe these Goblins? Originally the Grumman fighter, built for the U.S. 

Navy was a biplane, tough, aerobatics and a pretty good performing prewar fighter. But an extra 

seat was added that both ruined the performance, as well as the appearance of the aircraft. They 

were awful to fly, with a great long stick for leverage. When you took off, you had to reach down 

and crank the wheels up. I’m a little short ass, leaning down I could barely see over the 

windshield while trying to crank up the wheels. If you let go of the stick, the crank would drop 

and wrap your knuckles. It was awful! 

 

 

 GRUMMAN FF-1 GOBLINS FROM 118 

SQUADRON IN 1941 

 

We were to be the air defense for the 

East Coast of Canada and the harbour of 

Halifax. One little problem, every time we 

fired the 30 caliber machine guns, which 

were synchronized through the prop, we shot 

holes in our propellers. So they wouldn’t 

even load our guns. Some defense! We did 

lots of standbys and formation flying practice 

over Halifax, perhaps raising the morale of 

the Haligonians. If they only knew! 

As an interesting aside, I did night flying in cooperation with the local Anti Aircraft 

Batteries. I flew a Harvard directly over their guns and they couldn’t find me. An old school 

buddy, Bill West, was with this Artillery Regiment, so I took him up with me one night. We got 

so frustrated, we turned on the landing lights and finally, they found us. As far as I was 

concerned, Halifax had absolutely no air defense. 

The threat up was that they were afraid of long range German 4 engine Condor bombers 

carrying a light bomber, the ME 110. The condor would drop the ME 110, and then return to 

Germany. The 110 would then come on and bomb the Halifax refinery, head south and land in 

neutral United States. The ME 110 with one prop feathered could blow our poor Goblins away.  

 

Ed note: The Condor was operating with the 

Fliegerfuher Atlantik during the summer of 1941. It 

had four 1200 h.p. radial engines with a wing span of 

about 108 feet. (a Lancaster Bomber was 102 feet.) Its 

max. speed was 207 M.P.H., its range, 2206 miles and 

the operational ceiling was 19030 feet. It could carry 

up to 4630 lb. of bombs internally and externally. 

Hart Molson took over as Squadron 

Commander from Ernie McNab, on July 23rd of 1941, 

which was great. He had just been married and had a 
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big house in Halifax. We were invited there quite often and it became our gathering place. It sure 

livened things up; Hart was a great guy. 

Later in June of 1942, under S/L Art Yuille, #118 Squadron converted to Kittyhawks and 

were sent to Annette Island, Alaska. The Squadron was disbanded in late 1943. 

On October 25th of 1941, I was posted overseas with two weeks leave before reporting to 

Y Depot in Halifax. I went home to Simcoe and had pictures taken with the family and spent 

time with my girl friend, Dot Butcher. We weren’t engaged but I thought we sure had an 

understanding. 

 

 
 Bill    Mother    Edith    Mary   Bob    Dad    Diane - Before going overseas. 

 

I departed for overseas in a convoy, aboard the Warwick Castle on November 13 of 1941 

and arrived in Glasgow on Nov. 23rd. Surprisingly, we were escorted half way across by 

American cruisers and destroyers. They were not in the war at this time but they were certainly 

on our side. British ships then picked us up for the second half of the trip. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 

Overseas at Last 
 

Nov 23/41 to 20 April/42 

 

I Arrived in Glasgow, Scotland on November 23, 1941 

I was then sent to Bournemouth, the clearing station for all RCAF personnel, on Nov. 

25th. I spent Christmas with an English family there. The weather was miserable, cold and damp. 

The main heat was a fireplace, so while you roast your front your back froze. When they asked 

for volunteers for the warm sunny Middle East, I jumped at it. 

We departed Liverpool on January 9th of 1942, aboard the S.S. Arawa heading for the 

Middle East around the horn of Africa. Remember. At this time the Germans controlled the air 

over the Mediterranean and the Atlantic off shore of Europe and North Africa. First we headed 

out around the north of Ireland, then south. About one week out, we were spotted by a 

FOCKEWOLF Condor spotter plane. The convoy was attacked shortly after by U-Boats. We 

then headed due west and went almost to the coast of Brazil. Our ship was very slow and so was 

forced to run at maximum revolutions on the engines for days on end of shakes and rattles. 

We arrived in Freetown, West Africa on Jan 25, 1942 and then on to Durban, South 

Africa, arriving Feb. 13th. We were able to get ashore, to a transient camp, for four days rest and 

swimming. Then on to the “Viceroy of India”, for the run up the East Coast of Africa, through 

the Suez Canal to Egypt. As we left the harbour and watched the waters toward the shore, we 

could see our swimming area with the water full of sharks. 

The ship arrived in the Port of Suez on March 8th. We went by truck to the Almaza 

transient camp that is outside of Cairo. 

Was I going to get in to the war now? No way! I guess I should point out that, after you 

finish S.F.T.S. and are sent overseas, your next step is to go to an Operational Training Unit 

(OTU). I had not done this, in fact, I had never fired a gun, let alone been shown anything about 

deflection shooting, or any of those other skills needed by a pilot to prepare for combat. 

On arrival in Egypt we were advised that all the aircraft from the OTUs operating in 

Kenya, had been sent to the far east in a last ditch effort to stop the Japanese. Some hope! There 

were no OTU’s accepting incoming pilots (us). (Ed note: here comes nervy, “I want to be a 

Fighter Pilot Bill 

I requested an interview with the Commanding Officer of the Transient Camp and 

presented my logbook. This showed many hours on Grumman10 fighters. Luckily for me there 

were no pictures and I am sure he had never heard of a Grumman Goblin. Of course I had to tell 

him I was a fully trained fighter pilot. (Ed note: “With a death wish”.) They were so hard up for 

trained pilots, if there was any doubt, it never showed. I was immediately posted to a Kittyhawk 

conversion course in El Ballah, Egypt, east of Cairo on the Suez Canal. Here, I was able to get 

10 hours of airtime on Tomahawk and Kittyhawk fighters. This was the real thing. I still hadn’t 

fired a gun. 

                                                        
10The new Grumman fighter plane was a fast nimble mainstay of the United States Navy, flown from carriers and considered one 

of the best. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 
#250 Squadron RAF 

 
April 21 to November 8, 1942 

 

At last a real fighter squadron and my war is to begin. Around April 21/25th I am posted 

to #250 Royal Airforce Squadron and off to Sidi Haneish by train. The Squadron is preparing to 

move to Libya so I go by truck to Gambut, Libya. This is not too far from Tobruk. I finally join 

the Squadron and make one flight around the airdrome, and, Loa and behold, fire my machine-

guns twice, once for maybe ten seconds, from an aircraft for the first time. (Ed note: He sounds 

like a disaster trying to find a place to happen.) Now I become operational. Who needs more 

training? 

On Kittyhawks, a precision turn was suicide. In combat it was a case of very violent skids 

and turns, usually close to the ground, to avoid being hit by an enemy Me 109. The Kitty was a 

difficult aircraft to fly and required brute strength to fly in combat. Under certain conditions, one 

wing would stall without warning and would result in an inverted stall. Many experienced 

Spitfire pilots flying Kitti’s were killed this way. A Spit was a very ladylike aircraft and easy to 

fly. 

Gunnery training, even in Operational Training Units was almost useless. On joining a 

squadron, there was little or no instruction given on tactics, gunnery, etc. The new pilot was told 

to follow his #1 and learned by trial and error, if he was lucky. If a pilot could survive the first 

fifteen operations, he had a good chance of finishing his tour. 

Many, many, pilots never even finished their first ten operational flights! 

 

 
 

Curtis Kittyhawk Mk.1  
#250 Squadron numbers were LD 

The aircraft above was the same as I flew with #250 Squadron; my aircraft was LDA 
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My first operation. Two Beaufighters lead the Squadron. We fly almost to Crete to 

intercept a large formation of troop carrying Junkers 52 heading for North Africa. Of course this 

valuable cargo is escorted by Messerschmitt 110s, a fast, 2-engine fighter. We close on them and 

things start happening fast, too fast. On our first attack, I lose my sector leader. So not feeling 

like it is a good idea to be on my own, I join up with one of the twin engine Beaufighters, which 

promptly blows up after an attack by an ME 110. I went after the 110 and damaged it. Then I 

think, there is a piece of cake, a big old cumbersome “JU 52”. 

 

 
(Ed note: A Junkers 52 was the workhorse of the German Air Force Transport 

Command. It had a maximum speed of 190 MPH and was ugly but solid. It looked like it was 

made of corrugated iron and had three 830 h.p. BMW radial engines, one of which was on the 

nose of the aircraft of course. The wing span was 96 feet; it had an operational range of 808 

miles and an operational ceiling of 18045 feet. Germany used it as an airliner in prewar days.) 

Of course with all my experience, I proceed to attack the Junkers 52 from the rear. I 

immediately learn and I am also reminded later, that I had been told this is a no-no. This plane is 

full of 16 to 18 very highly trained, determined to live and fight for the fatherland, German 

troops, armed with sub-machine guns. They are not prepared to just wait and let me shoot them 

down. Every window is open with guns blazing; they are not the least bit friendly. I also learned 

later that the JU 52 has a top gunner at the rear, firing a 13 mm MG131 machine gun coordinated 

with 2 x 7.9 mm, MG15 guns firing through the rear side of the aircraft. I do manage to shoot out 

one of the engines of the 52, but they hit me. My engine quits, restarts, quits, and restarts. You 

get the idea. With much frantic pumping of the primer pump, I keep it going for the very, too 

long trip home to base. 

At one point, I figured I wasn’t going to make it so, I pulled back the canopy, started to 

climb out on the wing. But, all I could see was water, said to hell with it, climbed back in and 

kept pumping.  

I make it but I crash land and bust up my aircraft. No landing gear as my hydraulics were 

gone. I’m OK but a little humbled. Now I are a fighter pilot. Hum! 
(Ed note: Although Bill says many of the JU 52s were shot down, perhaps his quarry 

made it to North Africa. Can’t you imagine the smug look on the pilot’s face as he watches the 

squadron artist paint a Kittyhawk, with smoke coming out his ears, on the side of his fuselage? 
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Our intrepid Fighter Pilot has now been claimed a probable by a vicious, snarling, speedy 3 

engine transport.) 

We are working out of Gambut, Libya, and this is as far west as the Germans are going to 

let us go, before our big retreat. By late May of 1942, General Rommel was ready to resume his 

offensive. I got here just in time, I guess. He was really after the recovery of Tobruk.  

The history books say that between June 2 and 10th, the Luftwaffe flew 1300 sorties so 

you can figure how busy we were. On June 21st, Tobruk surrendered and we were on our way 

back to the Egyptian border. This was pretty discouraging and as you can imagine we poor guys 

out on the firing line didn’t know what was going on. We did mostly strafing of fuel trucks and 

attacks on enemy aircraft. On July 8, I got a ME 109 confirmed, in September I got 1/2 a ME 

109 and in October a probable. 

Reading the history of the Desert War, it appears that our new commander at this time 

Major General Neil Ritchie is another incompetent General. His subordinates did not have much 

faith in him and he was always overly optimistic. Things were pretty quiet when I first got in to 

action as Rommel was building up for his next push that started in late May. 

Rommel started his attack heading north around the British flank south of Bir Hacheim. 

He got a bit of a surprise because the British had received new heavier Grant tanks. The British 

backed the Germans in to an area called the Cauldron. Ritchie dithered and Rommel regrouped 

and broke out. Rommel finally in June captured Bir Hacheim.  

Now Rommel was on the attack and he wanted the recapture of Tobruk. He started his 

assault on June 20th and on that day some 150 bombers flew 580 sorties. Tobruk fell on June 21st 

and we were in retreat back to Egypt. Rommel said of the British troops, “You have fought like 

lions and been led by donkeys”. 

I guess this would be a good place to tell you how claiming a kill worked. It was tough in 

the Desert War. We could blast the German, see him blow up, or crash into the ground, but, if it 

was not confirmed by another pilot or a friendly observer on the ground, it was no good. You did 

have the chance to claim it if the army saw it or captured the downed pilot. If he went down 

behind his own lines, you had to wait until the end of the war to check German records and by 

then who cared. Some guys did it. 

The ME 109s, who were much faster and had a superior rate of climb to a Kitty, initiated 

most combat. Our best defense was to hug the ground and turn as tightly as possible. It really 

wasn’t the kind of dogfights I dreamed of having as a fighter pilot. It was suicide to try to follow 

an aircraft, you know you had hit. (Ed note: Sounds like he might be getting a little smarter?) 

I should point out how poorly trained we were. I didn’t even know, until I had finished 

flying in combat, that the needle showing that you were not skidding, was always supposed to be 

in the centre, when firing your guns. The trouble with this is that you had to look down into the 

cockpit, usually at a very tense moment, as well as to keep flying the aircraft. Maybe it’s a good 

thing I didn’t know this. After all I got through it and I did a lot of damage. Maybe while I was 

keeping the ball nicely centered and not slipping, I would have been a great target for those other 

guys. 

As far as deflection shooting, I did lots of that when duck hunting with Dad, but in 

combat it was a real art and took practice. Also you have to remember that, “I wanted to be a 

fighter pilot,” and I never went to Operational Training. (OTU). I was beginning to think that 

maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing that I ever did, to bluff my way straight in to combat. 
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Let me quote from Stocky Edwards’s book. 11 Stocky was a friend of mine and a fellow 

Flight Commander later in #417 Squadron. He flew with #260 Squadron in the desert.....”If they 

could follow strict flying discipline...could do a really steep turn properly...could learn to fly 

their aircraft to its utmost limits and capabilities...always see the enemy first, have quick 

reflexes. With some shooting ability, aggressiveness and luck...they might survive to become a 

good fighter pilot.” 

 

 
 

Bill in his Kittyhawk, LDA, waiting for take off. 

Western Desert Summer of 1942 

This was during the retreat from Gambut Libya to Amiyra, (near Alexandria). We were 

on strict rations of water and food. We were allowed one gallon of water per day, but half of this 

went to the cookhouse. Our food was mainly bully beef, canned biscuits, and margarine. Nothing 

was fresh. Beer was rationed to one bottle per month until we reached the delta. We did have lots 

of strong tea, condensed milk and sugar. Of course we 

lived in tents, it was sure basic. 

At times the Khamsin would blow. These were 

tremendous dust and sandstorms that halted all operations. 

It was very hot and there were millions of flies, a really 

lovely place! These winds would last up to three days. The 

one consolation was, that we were close to the coast and 

could go for a swim every week or so. When moving 

around we had to be very careful of booby traps and mines. 

The first thing we would do on landing at a new 

airdrome was to dig a slit trench, as we were bombed 

regularly. 

Aircraft maintenance was difficult and one of the 

big problems was that the Kitties had no intake air filters. 

The dust and sand would drastically cut back the life of an 

engine. Fifty hours, for an engine was so rare, that any pilot 

                                                        
11Kittyhawk Pilot by Wing Commander J.F. (Stocky) Edwards & J.P.A.Lavigne, published by Turner-Warwick Publications Inc., 

Battleford, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1983 
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and ground crew whose aircraft reached fifty hours were entitled to a case of beer, (if available). 

When the main bearings were messed up, the plane would often catch fire. We lost several pilots 

that way. 

One of our favorite pastimes during the boring hours was to catch tarantulas, spiders and 

scorpions, put them together in an enclosed space to see who would win. It was usually the 

spider. 

During the heat of the day, metal would become hot enough to fry and egg. We actually 

did it one day. There was great care taken wearing shorts when you got in to your aircraft. 

On the other hand, the nights were cool. At least we didn’t get flu or colds. 

Strafing 

When we were not escorting Baltimore or Boston bombers to their targets, we would be 

sent strafing enemy vehicles. 

The enemy would move across the desert floor, much like ships at sea in long parallel 

lines of vehicles. They were spaced well apart, with the inside vehicles being the soft skinned 

trucks and tankers. They would be led by tanks and armored cars, with the flanks and rear also 

protected by armored vehicles. 

Flak trucks were positioned all around each formation. These trucks had a battery of four 

20mm cannons on a flat bed. 

Our attack would be at very low level, ten feet or less, to stay down to the height of the 

trucks. We would pull up about fifty feet then nose down and fire, then back down to the deck. 

The flack trucks had trouble hitting us as the trucks shielded us. But I got hit as you can see by 

the pictures, luckily, I got back all right. 

 
Flak damage done to the left wing of my Aircraft – LDA  , I was lucky! 

 

Great care had to be taken when turning as you had to climb high enough so that your 

wing would not hit a truck, tank or the ground. 

A friend of mine did not lift high enough and his wing clipped a truck about fifty feet in 

front of me. He blew up and I flew right through the explosion. 

On another occasion I fired at a truck, stopped firing and watched in amazement as tracer 

bullets continued to hit the truck. I made a panic turn to find a ME 109 within twenty feet of my 

tail. He was so close that his cannon shells were just straddling my wing and the fuselage. He 

overshot and pulled up. I got the hell out of there and believe me I was badly shaken. 

ED Notes: Bill has a copy of the roster of the pilots, who flew with #250 Squadron, I 

believe this was prepared for Edward’s book, “Kittyhawk Pilot.” This list is for the period of 

June 1941 to May 1943, listing rank and nationality. Pilots were from Canada, Great Britain, 
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Australia, South Africa, Ireland, American, Kenya, New Zealand, Norway and probably others. 

A real international squadron. Many are listed as K.I.A. (killed in action), and some as shot 

down, which I assume means they were shot down but the authorities did not know what 

happened to them. Others were listed as MIA, (missing in action). There are about 50 in these 

categories out of a list of 126, for a casualty rate of 40%.  Bill questions this as he knew of 

others who were killed and were not listed. Casualties were probably higher than recorded. 

 

CHAPTER 7 

 
The Retreat, El Alamein &Heading East Again 

 

June, 1942 to November 8th 

 

As I said before the war was not going well for us. We were in real trouble. Gambut, near 

Tobruk was as far west as we reached. The Germans were just too strong for us and so the retreat 

to the east began. 

During retreat, we slept in pup tents in holes dug under the wings of our aircraft. We 

were bombed just about every night. It was not a very happy situation and at this point being a 

fighter pilot didn’t seem quite so glamorous. 

During the day, we would take off do an “ops” and land at a field further to the east. The 

fields were simply open ground marked by white painted oil drums. The situation was pretty bad, 

we were outnumbered and out planed. The squadron lost about 20 pilots in this period. Some 

Pilots came in, joined the Squadron, flew a sortie, were shot down and I hadn’t even met them. 

General Auchinleck had fired Ritchie and taken over himself. He retreated as far east as 

El Alamein and then dug in and started to regroup. Then Generals Harold Alexander and Lieut. 

General Bernard Montgomery arrived to take over. Montgomery was told by Alexander to go 

down to the desert and defeat Rommel. 

General Montgomery and Air Marshall Tedder made a visit to our camp and told us this 

was far as we were going to retreat and no further. We were told to strafe only vehicles carrying 

fuel. This included ambulances. We were carrying bombs and all the work was at low level. I 

guess the strategy was that if we couldn’t stop them with troops, we would try to hold them by 

knocking out their gasoline supply. We were at the El Alamein Line! 

El Alamein was 240 miles inside the Egyptian border and only60 miles from Alexandria. 

Luckily it stood in a neck of land, that as desert locations went was defensible, because it was 

bordered on the north by the Mediterranean and on the south by hills that formed the lip of the 

impassable Qattara Depression, 700 feet below. 

When we could get a day off. We would head for Alexandria for a bath and decent meal. 

The picture is of me in the hotel. 
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Things were pretty tense for all 

of us, but Cairo was in a real panic, 

they figured they would have to 

evacuate the city. The British Embassy 

was burning papers and trucks, 

automobile clogged the roads leading 

away from the city. The trains were 

packed with fleeing refugees. 

The Egyptian merchants 

thought this was just great and tried to 

take every advantage of it that they 

could. A lot of them were pro German. 

The so-called Battle of Egypt 

got turned around on August 30, 1942, 

when they stopped Rommel’s last attack against the Eighth Army. Along with our heavy armor, 

we bombed and attacked for two days and nights and Rommel finally pulled his troops out and 

fell back. 

Between August and October, British reinforcements really poured in to the El Alamein 

area. They even got 1,000 tanks including 300 new American Sherman tank. They figured they 

finally had something to hold off the German Panzer tanks. 

The RAF had started to get some Spitfires by the beginning of June so as we headed back 

east at the end of October, the Spits were given the job of top cover to fight off the 109’s and we 

were relegated to a lot more fighter bomber work. 

Everything was pretty basic at this point. We had a pilot's mess, which was for any rank 

of pilot, not just for officers.  Sergeant Pilots often led flights on ops because they were more 

experienced. There were no uniforms, no booze and no bullshit and we ate corned beef and 

corned beef and more corn beef, out of tins of course. (Ed note: This is where he learned to cook, 

if you can call it that.) 

On the night of October 23rd, starting with a massive artillery barrage, the Battle of 

Alamein began, much to the surprise of the Germans. After the Battle we were working west 

again. At this time we were working closely with the army and giving them all the support that 

we could. We moved to El Daba Airdrome, one day after the Germans left.  

We were pretty much working for the army, as part of their offensive. Sort of like aerial 

born artillery. We would alternate with the other squadrons in the wing, sometime flying top 

cover and sometimes, bombing and strafing. We sure kept busy. We were so close to the combat 

area that many sorties were only a half an hour long. Up and down all day. It was nothing like 

Europe, we really piled on the hours, and most flights, early on, involved a mix-up with the 

Germans or Italians. 

Our so-called “Landing Fields,” were something else again. Stocky Edward in his book12 

tells it well. “There was no traffic control in the desert,” Eddie Edwards recalled almost forty 

years later. “That is remarkable when one contemplates a situation where four squadrons, and 

sometimes more, operated from the same field with few mishaps on waiting for take-off or 

landing. Usually, the Squadrons operated together but, on occasion, they conducted separate 

missions. Except for the original airfields that were built along the coast, all others were simply 
                                                        
12Kittyhawk Pilot, page 121,  by Wing Commander J.F. (Stocky) Edwards & J.P.A.Lavigne, published by Turner-Warwick 

Publications Inc., Battleford, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1983 

 



 23 

graded out of the desert sand. They were about one-half mile by one-half mile, with a squadron 

widely dispersed on each side of the square. Group Headquarters normally situated a good, safe 

distance behind the line would lay on the operational duties. Headquarters would notify the 

squadrons in order - close, medium, or top cover, or whatever - in relation to the bombers. The 

bombers would come over us at 2000 feet and as they approached, all engines of the escorts were 

started and as the bombers circled the field the top escorts took off first followed by the medium 

cover escort and then the close cover.” 

This could be a real mess but it usually worked. The flying sand and dust was something 

else again. Landing was also a challenge at times. There was always the fear of a Me109 hanging 

around waiting to catch us with our wheels down, when we were most vulnerable. We did real 

fighter landings, short and quick. There was no traffic control but if necessary you could call 

ahead and get the other guys to clear off if you or your buddy were in trouble”. 



 24 

A TYPICAL TOUR: 

Probably this is a good place to tell you about a typical sortie, after the retreat ended and 

we were starting back west in 1942. 

We would have 12 aircraft lined up, abreast on the field. We were carrying one - 250 or 

one - 500 pound bomb that were fastened to the bottom of the fuselage. After dropping your 

bomb, you had to remember to get your nose up fast. It was a little disastrous if the bomb hit 

your propeller, It happened! 

The Flight Leader was on the port side. When he starts his engine, it was the signal for all 

of us to start our engines. 

It was pretty hot so there is no waiting around; we take off immediately. All 12 aircraft 

are in line abreast. As soon as we are airborne we form up into 3 flights of 4 aircraft each. We try 

to fly in a staggered formation, toward the sun if possible. We fly at about 12 thousand feet as 

this is just out of small arm's fire. German 

soldiers love to shoot at any aircraft above them. 

We head for the front line and are in 

contact with our forward observation post. They 

want us to take out a battery of 88-millimeter 

guns, so in we go. We dive bomb them and they 

are easy to see because the British Artillery have 

marked the area with colored marker shells. After 

our bombs are gone we strafe any troops or 

vehicles that we can see. Only problem with this 

is, if we use all of our ammo, we won’t have anything to fire if the 109s jump us. 

Usually as we are really concentrating on our target, 109s attack us, out of the sun. Ed 

note:(Messerschmitt 109 was the standard fighter used by the German airforce in the desert. It 

was far superior in speed to a Kitti and very competitive with a Spitfire.). We get rid of our 

bombs and the dogfight is on. Planes are going in every direction and of course, collisions are 

not uncommon. You sure had to keep your wits about you and have eyes in the back and side of 

your head. It can be very confusing and most 

new pilots are pretty lost for a while. 

The fight ends when the 109s decide to 

leave. They just open their throttles and climb 

away, leaving us far behind. We haven’t a 

chance to catch them even if we wanted to. 

 A 109 can’t turn as tight as a Kittyhawk. 

We carry 6 - 50 caliber machine guns in our 

wings which is pretty deadly. If a 109 pilot tries 

to stay with an experienced Kitty pilot, the 109 

is finished. When they leave, we head back to 

base in some semblance of order. 

At this time I was flying my own 

Kittyhawk. At left is a picture that shows me 

sitting in the cockpit and painted on the side was 

“Butch”. 

I can’t remember exactly when, but 

during all of this fighting, we finally received 

Me109 in RAF colours 
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some mail. Because we were on the move all of the time, it took weeks, sometime for the mail, 

to catch up with us. This was a big day, I got two letters in particular. One was from my 

girlfriend Dottie Butcher, telling me how much she loved me and would be waiting for me 

Another letter was from mother, telling me that Dottie had married George Brook. I always 

figured, because George and Dot’s marriage didn’t last, that George did me a favour. 

Things weren’t active enough for us I guess, so one day, three of us went in a jeep 

exploring. Reading the history books I noted that on November 4th Rommel ordered a 

withdrawal to the west so I guess we got some time off. We probably had a little looting or 

souvenir hunting in mind. Being very experienced desert Jeep drivers of course, it wasn’t very 

long before we hit a land mine. This was on November 8 of 1942. I ended up in the hospital in 

Cairo. I had a broken arm and two busted ear drums. (Ed note: I would think their commanding 

officer would be a little cheesed off with this. It certainly caused a lot of consternation when the 

news got back to Simcoe. Mom and Dad were sure some worried. November the 8th was also the 

days that the Allied troops landed in West Africa. ¾ of them were Americans and the rest were 

British; a total of 107000 men). 

As it turned out, I had accumulated enough hours and operational flights to complete my 

first tour. 
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CHAPTER 8 
 

HOSPITAL, - RCAF HEADQUARTERS & #417 SQUADRON 
 

20 November, 1942 -28 April 1943 

 

Cairo, November 1942, now I am confined to hospital in Cairo until I have recuperated 

enough to get about. I had acquired a broken arm and burst ear drums so I was out of action for a 

while. After some recuperation, I was given the option to return to Canada as I had completed 

my first tour. I declined, and was given a job, (on paper only) at RCAF Headquarters in Cairo. 

This was a great opportunity to see more of Egypt, so I spent my time exploring Cairo and its 

nightlife. I also managed to climb the pyramid and see the sphinx. I made it to the top as you can 

see in the picture. I wouldn’t want to try that 

now, even if they would let you. At that time 

we could do just about anything we wanted as 

military tourists. 

I was swimming at a very exclusive 

Country Club and met two pilots from the same 

course that I had been on at SFTS in 

Uplands/Ottawa. I wish that I had never met 

them. 

They had just come from England with 

the #417 RCAF Squadron and they were flying 

Spitfire V.13 They talked me in to transferring 

to #417. I figured I would get to fly Spits and 

be out of the fighter bomber business. Also it might be nice to be a little more competitive to the 

ME 109’s. 

 

417 SQUADRON -- The First Short Visit - 9 February, 1943 - 28 April, 1943 
(Ed note: The 417 Squadron had been formed at Charny Downs, England in November of 

1941 .The Squadron left by ship from Glasgow in April of 1942, arriving in Egypt on June 4th. 

Their aircraft were left behind, and there followed a long period on base defense duties, 

beginning on September 13, initially flying Hurricanes. They only managed to shoot down one 

Junker 88 and then were gradually converted to Spitfires Vc by January of 1943. Sounds like 

they needed something. The unit was retained for the defense of Tripoli, where they gained a 

single victory over an Heinkel 111-torpedo bomber. 

Finally on January 25th the squadron started to move west to where the real war was 

going on. The aircraft and pilots finally arrived at Castel, Benito, an aerodrome about twelve 

miles inland from Tripoli in Libya. For the next six weeks, during the time Bill joined the 

squadron they did defensive work, escorting convoys and guarding the harbour of Tripoli. 

They shortly after moved a few miles to Mellhala and did not do much. A Section was 

sent on to Ben Gardane in Tunisia, where there was more action. They then moved to La 

Fauconnerie, inland from Sfax on April 11 and then four days later to Goubrine South. They 

were attached to the #244 Wing of the Desert Airforce. 
                                                        
13Spitfire version 5 was the best fighter the Allies had at this point in the war. 
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In the record of the 417 Squadron on April 19th of 1943 twelve Spitfires of the squadron 

were jumped by 24 enemy fighters that dived on them out of the sun. Four of the Spits were 

knocked down and they only managed to get one ME 109. This was probably Bill’s last sortie 

with #417. Bill will tell you why). 

On Feb. 9, 1943 I joined #417 Squadron, this was the start of my second tour. I soon 

found out that not one of the pilots had any real combat experience. As the Commanding Officer 

had asked me if I wanted to join the Squadron and fly Spit Vs. I had jumped at it. Big mistake!  

By this time the Squadron was stationed near Tripoli in Libya at Mellaha. As a junior 

pilot in the Squadron, I was supposed to go by truck but I made a deal with a Kittyhawk 

Squadron and ferried a Kitty from Cairo to west of Tripoli. Then I joined #417 and the fun 

began. 

We were working our way west and Montgomery was working on his attack on the 

Mareth line that really got under way on March 20th. This was a real mess and we spent part of 

our time escorting bombers sent in to assist the ground forces. By April the army had Rommel in 

retreat and heading west to Tunisia and Bizerte. The British were joining up with the Americans 

who were coming east. 

But #417 is a disaster! No one had any experience except me. When we joined the #244 

Wing in Tunis, the Wing Commander of #244 Wing, recognized the problem and offered to 

break in the pilots with the other squadrons in the Wing. We were flying Spitfire Vc and our 

Squadron numbers were AN 

 

 
 

No way! Someone? said we must fly as a CANADIAN SQUADRON. This was on April 

12 of 1943. 

On April 19th, the Squadron led by Squadron Leader F.B. Foster 14was on a sortie when 

we were jumped by 20 or more Me 109s over Tunis. The Commanding Officer turned tail and 

ran for home leaving me and my flight of four planes in the top section to handle all of the 109s. 

We stay and fight but it is pretty one sided. We break off and head for home. As soon as 

we land, I was really mad and when I found the CO in the Pilot’s Mess, I called him “a yellow 

son of a bitch." This was in front of the rest or remaining pilots. He lost four pilots when he 

turned tail and as far as I was concerned he should not be leading the Squadron.. 

                                                        
14See Commanding Officers of #417 on pg. 109 of “RCAF - Squadrons and Aircraft by Kosenuk and Griffin, National Museum. 



 28 

I’m grounded and out of #417 Squadron, this is on April 27, 1943. I figure I am to be 

returned to Cairo in disgrace and could end up with a court martial.  

I don’t know the background about what really happened, except the next day I was 

called in by the RAF, Wing Commander of #244 and given a dressing down for insolence. I was 

immediately posted to the best Fighter Squadron in the Middle East, #145. I guess they couldn’t 

say so, but they must have agreed with my assessment of S/L Foster15. 

Ed notes: S/L Stan Turner replaced Foster on June 24 of 1943, probably because of the 

dismal record of #417. Turner was a tough leader who immediately grounded the squadron and 

cleaned house. 

 

                                                        
15S/L Foster was repatriated to Canada on June 23/43, so he didn’t last long. Naturally he became a Wing Commander in Canada. 



 29 

CHAPTER 9 
 

#145 RAF SQUADRON 
 

April 28, to August 18, 1943 

 

I was given a warm welcome by the Commanding Officer of #145, Lance Wade, D.F.C. 

with 2 bars. He put his arm around me and said he was glad to have me join the Squadron. At 

first, I was put in a flight with three Polish pilots who had cut their teeth in the Battle of Britain. 

They were experienced and hated the Germans with a vengeance. To top this off, we were flying 

Spitfire, Mark IX’s, which were the best and the only ones in the Desert Airforce.  

I was also quartered with my Polish wing mates who were much older. They spoke very 

little English and of course I did not speak a word of Polish. They were great guys and great 

pilots. What a change! Also the Polish pilots were the only ones outside of the C.O. that were 

flying Spit IXs, so I was really taking a big step up in aircraft as well as flying with very 

experienced pilots. I always wondered if Wade put me with the Poles to see if I would get killed. 

If I did, that would solve the problem and if I didn’t, I would be worth keeping. The Poles had a 

little game that they loved. They would draw straws to see who would be the bait. The winner 

was sent off to fly low while they watched. When the Germans jumped him, down they would 

come and nail them. I was never allowed to be the bait. Lucky me! 

Some of the Poles had left their families in Poland and hated the Germans. But surprising 

to me, they hated the Russians even more. They warned us that someday the Russians would be 

the real enemy. 

Wade had his Spitfire painted a bright blue, (no camouflage) and could be readily 

distinguished in a dogfight. I flew as his regular number 2. My job was to cover his tail while he 

did the shooting. On one occasion he escorted a crippled ME 109 back to its home base on 

Pantelleria. He flew close formation and waved to the pilot but over the aerodrome he dropped 

back and shot it down so that it crashed on the German aerodrome. 

Lance Wade was quite a pilot! He was an American and had been a stunt pilot before the 

war in the United States. He knew many of the Hollywood stars and starlets sent out to entertain 

the U.S. forces, so we got to see some of the shows. He had thousands of hours in the air. 

He was after a 109 one day, I was his wingman, following and supposed to protect his 

tail. The 109 was going straight down and Lance went right after him. Lance said all his controls 

got mushy and started to reverse and he couldn’t do a dam thing. The airplane was all over the 

place. The 109 went straight in to the water and luckily Lance had pulled the throttle 

On the way back and with the denser air he got some control and just barely pulled out. I 

couldn’t follow him and it was probably just as well that I didn’t. When we got back, Lance had 

the plane checked out to see if anything was wrong and they found nothing. It had scared the hell 

out of him. Of course we didn’t know anything about the speed of sound and the reversal of 

controls as you went through it. I was surprised he didn’t break it up. A Spit wasn’t built that 

strong and you could sure bend them. 

At this time the Army was slugging its way north and west toward Tunis. There were a 

lot of tank battles and it was pretty slow going.  According to the books, on May 5th Allied 

planes began the heaviest air attack of the North African war. In the following 24 hours they flew 

1958 bombing and support sorties. I guess I must have been in the middle of it. 
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Just one last thing. Lance died very strangely after I left the Squadron. He had been 

promoted to Wing Commander of 244 Wing of which #145 was a Squadron. He was, of course 

an excellent, very experienced pilot, yet he was killed in an unexplained flying accident, I 

believe in Italy. He had had lunch in the officer’s mess, went out to his spitfire, took off, pulled 

the stick back, climbed maybe too steeply, flipped over onto his back and went straight in to the 

ground. He had just been transferred to the United States Airforce and he did not want to go. He 

wanted no part of it, he wanted to stay in the R.A.F. even though he was an American. His 

accident was never explained. 

It was a great loss. I had flown as his number two for some time and he had certainly 

been good to me. 

On May 12 of 1943 the war in Africa ended and we went on HOLIDAYS! We were in 

Tunisia, right on the Mediterranean so we had lots of chance to spend on the beach. We also got 

in to Tunis, a beautiful city, and there was lots of booze and friendly girls. Some of the pilots 

even had too much wine to drink, if you can imagine, and got in a mock tank battle using 1/2 ton 

pick up trucks and 38 revolvers. Nobody got hurt except for the sore heads the next day. 

We didn’t have any beer, but we did have a captured Italian three-engine bomber, 

probably a S.M. 79, (Savoia Marchetti). We got it painted bright yellow with lots of RAF 

marking and sent it off to the U. S. Airforce base further to the west in Tunisia. Probably some 

friends of Lance Wades. With three Spits as escort we brought it back full of beer to Ben 

Gardane. This made life a little better. 

 

 
The BEER WAGON -Savoia Marchetti 79 Italian Bomber in British colours. 
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CHAPTER 10 
 

Malta & Sicily  
 

June, 1943 

 

On June 14th The #145 Squadron was moved to Malta. We flew our own aircraft, it 

wasn’t very far, with our personal, minimum kits, packed behind our seats in a parachute bag. 

The ground crew came with the rest of our equipment, and supplies by ship. Boy, Malta was real 

luxury, after all of the time in tents, we were billeted in private houses. In the 1990’s on a trip to 

the Mediterranean, my wife Lillian and I visited Malta and I was able to find and show her my 

old billet. 

In the meantime, #417, which had been named The City of Windsor Squadron, has sent 

their C.O. home and is pulled off Operations. Squadron Leader 16P. Stan Turner took over the 

squadron on June 23/43. Stan is RAF/RCAF, has the D.F.C. and bar and is a veteran of the Battle 

of Britain. Turner was a strong disciplinarian and just what the Squadron needed. He was 

actually a Wing Commander, but had taken a demotion to get back in to action. Turner was born 

in England but his parents moved to Canada when he was a child. He joined the R.A.F. in 1938. 

 He arrived with Fl/L Bert Houle as senior flight commander and started raiding RAF 

Squadrons for Canadian experienced pilots. He didn’t get any volunteers, so he used 

conscription. 

But back to Malta to #145 Squadron where there is little enemy activity. We do mostly 

high patrols and occasionally bomber escort over Sicily that is only 70 miles away. 

July 10th is a big day. We take off before dawn with our navigation lights on bound for 

Sicily. The invasion of Sicily, code named Husky, is on and we cover the landing from dawn to 

dusk. Few enemy aircraft are seen although there is lots of flak over our sector, which is on the 

southeast coast. 

The history books say this was the largest invasion ever. In the first 48 hours they landed 

80,000 troops, 7,000 vehicles, 300 trucks, 600 tanks and 900 artillery pieces. It was also the first 

large-scale Allied paratroop action of the war – and it would involve 4,600 men carried on 222 

planes and 144 gliders. It was a busy day. 

On July the 13th we become the first squadron to land in Sicily at Pachino, which are the 

first Allied aircraft to land in Europe. Pachino is just inland from the invasion beach. There is 

occasional sniper fire.  

We do continuous air cover for the army as it moves up the East Coast from our base near 

Catania. We sleep in tents in an orange grove with a large concrete water tank. This became our 

own swimming pool. These are the important things you remember about a war. 

                                                        
16Turner stayed in the R.C.A.F. after the war, retiring as a Group Captain. He retired in 1965 and died unexpectedly in 1985. 
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On take off one day, I looked down and saw a submerged aircraft just off the coast, south 

of Catania. The next afternoon, a few of us borrowed a jeep and went to the coast to see if we 

could find it. I swam out and found there were several large American gliders that had not 

reached shore when the area was invaded. I liberated a sniper rifle and a fold up bicycle. When 

we checked in to this we found the American tow pilots had let their gliders loose ahead of time, 

because of heavy flak. 

We later found many wrecked gliders that had hit stone fences head on. I have often 

wondered how many soldiers got killed this way before ever getting in to combat. What a waste! 

While at Lentini, one of our jobs was to fly cover on the beach area and protect the 

harbour around Bari. I was flying with Flight Sergeant Jimmy Carswell as my number 2 one day 

over Italy, when we sighted four Fockewulf 190s flying low over the water attacking Bari 

harbour. They were evidently heading back to Italy. We went after them and Jimmy got one, he 

pulled up to the right to go after another one. One of the other 190s must have got Jimmy, 

because he was going in to the water. I heard him call, “help me”, but I couldn’t see him and 

then he was gone. In the meantime I got one and I hit another one. I know he was hit but I never 
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did see him hit the water. I saw the first guy I hit, bail out and go into the water. I called Air Sea 

Rescue and they picked up the German pilot from my first 190 so I got one confirmed and one 

probable.  I confirmed Jimmy’s hit but he was reported 17M.I.A. The other one that I hit was 

smoking badly and heading for home. The fourth 190 took off at high speed for home. I never 

heard anything about Jimmy again, I felt badly, he was a good guy. 

Our final base with #145 Squadron was at Lentini, (west of Catania and outside of 

Syracuse). We were heavily bombed one night by Junker 88’s. Several of our Spits were 

destroyed and one bomb hit about 30 feet from my slit trench, luckily there was no damage 

except to my nerves. 

On August 17th of 1943, I was informed by the C.O., Lance Wade that I have been 

posted to #417, Canadian, City of Windsor Squadron as a Flight Commander of B Flight. I had 

been promoted to Flight Lieutenant by this time. I sure didn’t like this and turned it down, but I 

wasn’t given any option. You can imagine how I felt, having to go back to what I considered the 

worst Squadron in the Mediterranean My orders were to go, so I went. I left the next day on 

August 18. 

 

                                                        
17 M.I.A. – Missing in Action. 
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CHAPTER 11 
 

Return to #417-City of Windsor Squadron 

 
18 August, 1943 - 17 February, 1944 

As you can appreciate, it was with a great deal of apprehension that I returned to #417.  I 

sure didn’t think much of leaving my experienced friends at #145 for the uncertainty of #417. 

My leaving #417 previously had hardly been a happy one and I sure didn’t know what to expect. 

Thank God, it was a completely different squadron, very few of the original pilots 

remained. . We had a very experienced Commanding Officer in Stan Turner18 and many 

experienced pilots, of course all Canadians. They were flying Spitfire Mk 5B & C and were 

being converted to Mk VIII’s 

Turner was a R.A.F. Battle of Britain ace, 

who was originally from Toronto and had joined 

the R.A.F. before the war. He was a very 

determined, hard nose leader who did not tolerate 

mistakes, poor workmanship or sloppy flying. He 

cut from the squadron immediately, anyone who 

did not meet his standards. 

I didn’t particularly like him but I sure 

admired him. He changed the squadron from being 

a pariah into one of the top squadrons in a short 

period of time. He was a pretty feisty character. He 

and Bert Houle, when they were Flight Lieutenants 

in Malta, decided they wanted to steal a car, to get back to base, I suppose. They got drunk and 

got in to a real fight with the Maltese guys and got pretty beat up. The pilots were also very 

determined to live down the lousy reputation that the previous pilots had attached to the 

squadron.  

 

 
The cook house and the sea of mud at Termoli in Italy. Taken around New Year’s 1944 

                                                        
18P. Stan Turner was one of the great RAF/Canadian Fighter Pilots. He had flown with Douglas Bader in the Battle of Britain  in 

#242 Squadron during 1940. He received the DFC and bar. He commanded the #417 from 24 June/43 to19 Nov. 1943. He then 

became the Wing Commander and was replaced by S/L Bert Houle. 
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From Termoli we did patrols over the north coast, the east coast and over Italy. We were 

equipped with the new Spitfire VIII’s that were an improved version of the Mark IX’s. They had 

a lot of improvements that took longer to get in to production, so the IX’s were pushed ahead to 

replace damaged aircraft 

The Spit viii was quite distinctive with its pointed 

wing tips. 

The VIII’s had a longer range because of 2 wing 

tanks and they could carry a belly tank holding 50 to 60 

gallons. This extended the range from 470 miles to 660 

miles. The top speed went from 374 mph up to 404 mph 

and the service ceiling went from 37000 ft to 41500 ft. 

We had Merlin, 1710 hp engines and carried 4 x 303 inch 

mg and 2 x 20 mm cannons. 

I was the Commander of B Flight and was chosen 

to lead the escort flight for General Montgomery and Air 

Marshall Tedder from Sicily, to land in a small airfield in the toe of Italy. This was a very secret, 

hush, hush flight as it was prior to the invasion of Italy. They went in to talk to the Italians 

leaders to get them to surrender as soon as the Allies invasion began. We had to land and wait to 

escort their plane back so I was the first allied fighter pilot to land in Italy. So I guess I was also 

the first Allied fighter plane to land in Europe! That excludes those who landed by mistake. 

 

 

 

 

While in Sicily, we climbed to the top of Mount Etna, which was quite a thrill, because 

we had flown around it many times. We also got to visit Catania 

On September the 3rd, the anniversary of Britain declaring war, we invaded Italy across 

the Strait of Messina and also landing at Taranto, on the heel of the Italian boot, to secure the 
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port and drive toward Naples. Our Squadron was delegated to work on the Taranto landing and 

assist with the drive up the east coast of Italy. 

We had a Squadron Leader, who was our Squadron Minister. Believe it or not he was our 

Presbyterian minister from Simcoe. I believe his name was Ferguson. He insisted that he go in on 

the invasion into Italy. He wanted a tent and this and that and although everyone screamed like 

hell, headquarters said he had to go for the morale of the poor Canadian boys. When he got there 

he insisted the boys put his tent up for him. He was very unpopular. We decided to go in to town 

one day, when the weather was bad. We found a pickup truck and he decided he was going with 

us. He didn’t know we were looking for a little female companionship. Consequently he got left 

outside for about three hours, sitting in the truck out on the street, being teased by all the kids. 

“Hey mister you waiting to go Jig a Jig”? 

When we came back out, we were all pretty loaded. When we got back to the squadron, 

he laid a complaint to Bert Houle who was sicker than hell. Bert told him to go to hell. He went 

back to Headquarters and made complaints about the Canadian Squadron and said it should be 

withdrawn from service. He said they were completely demoralized and were poor examples. 

Needless to say nothing happened. Most of the fellows even though they were Protestants, went 

to the Catholic services.  

After the war ended, we had a grand victory parade in Simcoe with all the veterans in 

uniform on parade. Who is up on the stand, leading the prayers, etc., but S/L Ferguson. I was 

called up to the stand and poor Fergie turned pale and looked the other way. 

On September 19th the squadron moves to Grotagglie, Italy which is just east of Taranto 

and we continue to do basic air cover. We work out of Grottaglie until the 24th of September and 

move to Gioia del Colle, about 60 miles north of Taranto, on the 25th of Sept. until the 4th of 

October. The British troops were having a tough time making headway as the terrain was 

mountainous and easily defended by the retreating Germans. They were supposed to make a 

quick fight north to join up and assist the British-American landing at Salerno.  

We were doing a lot of cover for Kittyhawk bombers. By this time, they had really beefed 

up the Kitty, with a bigger engine and they were carrying 1000 pound bombs and doing the 

armies forward artillery work. We were operating up the coast against the coastal ports, in 

particular against the shipping that was coming in to harbour. 

 

 
SPITFIRE MARK VIII-CARRIED 120 GAL OF FUEL, 1710 HP MERLIN ENGINE, 408 MPH MAX 

SPEED, CEILING 44000 FT., RANGE 660 MILES - Note pointed wing tips as  flown by #417 Squadron. 
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As I arrived at #417, they were being re-equipped with Spitfire Mark VIII and by the end 

of September we were all switched from Mark V. These are a great improvement. 

On October 5th we moved to Foggia until 17th of October. Then north to Termoli on Oct. 

18 until 25th November of 43. Termoli is on the east coast of the Adriatic Sea, above Naples. We 

had steel mesh runways in Termoli. We then moved to Canne and are there until 16 January of 

1944. 

We are now doing air cover for the B24, Liberator, and B17, Flying Fortresses of the 

United States Airforce on their first raids in to Romania on the Ploesti oil fields. The bombers 

were coming out of Foggia. Because of our short range, we could only escort them as far as 

Yugoslavia and then meet them on their way back. We were carrying two 20 mm cannons and 

four machine guns. We were fitted with Merlin 70 engines and extended pointed 19wing tips for 

high level escort work and carried extra fuel tanks on the wings. The twin engine P 38s did the 

final escort to the target. I think later P47 Thunderbolts also did the cover. 

We were flying pretty slowly to stay with the bombers, which increased our range. The 

P38 Lightning would have climbed to our height by the time they got to us and would take over 

and we would head for home. 

Later we would get word, somehow that they were returning and we would scramble and 

climbing very slowly meet them on the way back. We would also do some strafing in 

Yugoslavia. The minute you crossed the coast and got over the water, you imagined your motor 

started to run rough. Many of the bombers coming back would be damaged, running on three 

motors and looking pretty beat up. 

We were also doing sweeps over Yugoslavia, doing train busting and shooting anything 

that looks like a German. 

On the 20th of November, of 1943, we got a new Squadron Leader, Albert, (Bert), U. 

Houle, who had a DFC and bar. He had flown with the #213 as a flight commander and with 

#145 before joining the 417. He was actually made a flight commander of #417 in June of 1943. 

The squadron was at Ben Gardane in Algeria but most of the personnel and equipment were 

aboard ships at that time. He didn’t meet up with us until we landed in Sicily. 

                                                        
19See picture pg 43 of Spitfire! Spitfire! By Michael Burns, Blanford Press Ltd. Poole, Dorset BH15 1LL, 1986, shows HF Mark 

VIII of #417 Squadron in Italy with extended tips. Aircraft # ANO. 
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I assume, as Stan Turner became Wing 

Commander of #244 Wing, that this must have 

been when Lance Wade was killed and Turner 

moved up to take his place. Bert Houle had been 

Flight Commander of #417 so moved up to 

become the Squadron Leader. Bert had been with 

#417 in Malta and into Sicily but got Malaria and 

was sent back to Egypt to recuperate. He rejoined 

the Squadron in November. 

At this time we also got a new Flight 

Commander of A Flight. This was Fl. Lieut 

Hedley Everard20  

Christmas of 1943 -- we had been doing 

fighter cover for the Eighth Army on the east 

coast of Italy, from Termoli, and doing lower 

bomber cover on the west coast for the Fifth 

Army. We managed to wangle a Christmas issue 

of booze from both sides. 

We decided to invite the U.S.A. 

Kittyhawk wing to a party. The Commanding 

Officer called their Wing Commander and they 

accepted. Our Squadron Commander Bert Houle also called all of the other Squadron 

Commanders in the Wing. They all accepted. 

We then got calls asking if the 99th Pursuit Squadron was included. Bert said “why not,” 

and was astonished, when told that the 99th were Negroes and the other squadrons would not 

come if the 99th were included. Bert told them that was their problem. So as it turned out only 

the 99th showed up. 

These were the guys known as the Tuskagee Squadrons because they were trained in 

Tuskagee, Alabama, under an experiment by the Washington politicians. They were a great 

group, all University graduates with hundreds of flying hours and lots of experience. We 

couldn’t understand how you could fight beside someone but not have a drink with him on 

Christmas. Later we learned that these guys really earned a lot of admiration from the bomber 

pilots. In fact, they were asked by one of the bomber groups, to escort them, on the long raids on 

Berlin. They never lost a bomber while they flew escort. 

It was necessary to be very careful when flying cover for the American army and navy. 

They shot at anything that even came close, and didn’t have a clue about aircraft recognition. I 

was claimed as a Me 109, destroyed by one Yank when he tried to form up for a mission. We 

finally gave up and the mission was aborted. 

                                                        
20Fl/Lt Everard wrote a book titled, “A Mouse in my Pocket”, in 1988, published by the Publishing Division of Valley Float 

Services Ltd and printed by Printcraft of Picton, Ontario. It covers some of the time he flew with Bill but is written totally 

from a very particular Everard view and some were a surprise to Bill. 

 

 

S/L Bert Houle D.F.C. 
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F/L Hedley Everard - S/L Bert Houle - F/L Bill Whitside (eating peanuts) 

 

There is little enemy air activity at this time so we are fitted with long range tanks and 

spend our time strafing trains and trucks in Italy and Yugoslavia. On one of my Ops, I took a 

direct hit in one of my new long-range tanks. There was no explosion, so no problem! 

It was getting in to late fall and the weather turned rainy and cloudy. This made it 

difficult to find targets, and flying was a little difficult. We had to fly between mountain peaks 

and the cloud base. 

We moved to the west coast of Italy, just outside of Naples, to give cover for the 

Americans landing at Anzio. We had a lot of trouble with very heavy antiaircraft fire from our 

own ships. Get too close and they would shoot. 

We were based at Marcianese, which is outside of Caserta, not too far from Naple, in one 

half of an insane asylum that was still occupied with patients. I don’t know which bunch were 

the nuttier. 

I took a few days leave and decided to see the country, at least that part of it that we had 

liberated.  I went to Pompeii and Sorrento and managed to climb to the top of Mount Vesuvius. I 

had climbed to the top of the Pyramid in Egypt, so figured I might as well do this one as well. Of 

course I got there just in time for a minor eruption and ended up having to duck falling rocks. 

One of the real problems we had were our own ships shooting at anything that even came 

close to them. The Fockewulf 190’s would try to sneak in really low, carrying bombs, and go 

after the Allied shipping.. We would see them and start down after them, they would get through 

the ships Ok, because they surprised the ships gunners, but by the time we got there they were 

warmed up and shooting anything they could see. The 190’s made their bomb run toward home 

and we couldn’t catch them. 

On February 15 my Squadron Leader, Bert Houle, was wounded, hit by a slug that lodged 

against his carotid artery. He was repatriated to Canada and out of the Squadron on 17th 

February of 1944. He returned home via England where he was presented with both his DFC and 



 40 

bar by George VI on April 18. He was quite a pilot and must have racked up at least 13 aircraft 

destroyed. 

The new S/L was K. L. Magee, who only lasted 24 days until March 12th and was 

replaced by S/L W. B. Hay who only lasted until the 23rd of June. 

By March, I had completed my second tour and had had enough. I had a total of 

approximately 400 operational hours in around 5oo sortie operations.(Ed note: Sure took him a 

long time to figure out he didn’t have any luck left!) 

I was supposed to go home by boat but I wangled a deal with a friend in the United States 

Air Transport Command and got a priority air travel voucher to New York City. We flew from 

Naples - Palermo - Algiers - Casablanca - Azores - Newfoundland - New York. 

I made $700.00 playing poker with U.S. Pilots whose tour had expired and were heading 

home. I also spent it all in New York. 

The Canadian Consul arranged a train voucher for me to Ottawa and after I signed in, I was sent 

home on leave. I had been overseas from 21 April 1942 to 17 February 1944, which was enough. 

 

Above is a copy of the menu for my last Christmas dinner overseas on December 25 of 1943 
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           CHAPTER 12 
 

BACK TO CANADA 

 
February, 1944 - November, 1945 

 
Homecoming was quite a surprise. As far as the family knew, I was still in combat in 

Italy and they hadn’t had any word of my coming home. I didn’t bother telling them, took the 

train home and just walked in the door. (Ed note: I’ll never forget it. We were just sitting down to 

dinner and wondered who was at the front door. Got pretty exciting, it was the only time I had 

ever seen my father in tears. Mom of course was happy and tearful and Edith, Deanne and I just 

watched with great wonderment. Mary, by this time was married and in Dartmouth with her 

husband, S/L Paul Gilbertson and her son Paul Jr.  

We must have been quite a surprise to Bill as we had all grown, considerably, I was 17, 

the head of the local Air Cadet Corp. and now taller than he was. He had been overseas over 2 

years) 

OTTAWA - I returned from leave and was ordered to report to Group Captain Hart 

Molson, my ex commanding officer of #118 Squadron, back in the dim past. He was now in 

charge of repatriated personnel. He seemed glad to see me and took me to lunch and asked what 

I wanted to do. Someone suggested test pilot so he had me posted to #1 Test and Development 

Squadron at Rockcliffe 

At T & D, I worked closely with The National Research Council, who were testing 

different modifications to existing aircraft. During this time I was detached for short periods as 

follows: 

A. #6, Research and Development in Trenton, Ontario. 

B Took an instrument training course, near Napanee, and earned an RCAF equivalent  to 

an airline pilot certificate in instrument flying. 

C. Flying some big shots around. 

In particular, during the Quebec Conference, attended by Roosevelt, Churchill and a lot of 

Generals, Air marshals and Admirals, Sq/Ld Stuart Pollen and I were instructed to pick up some 

V.I. P. passengers. We were to fly down to Bagotville, Quebec and fly them from Bagotville to a 

lake in a Canso amphibian aircraft, really think it was just an excuse for a big drinking party. 

Supposedly it was to watch the new development of rockets being fired from Hurricane fighters. 

This was really new and had not been seen by many before. We were to take them to a lodge up 

north. 

We picked them up in Bagotville flew them north to this lodge on a little lake where 

small boats came out to pick them up. We left and went back to Bagotville to wait for the call to 

come and get them. We finally got the call and the weather was no hell. They were in pretty 

rough country and as the lake wasn’t too big and it was going to be a heavy load, we were not 

carrying too much gas. When we got there, they weren’t ready to go, so we sat and sat, waiting. 

Finally they all came out and by this time the weather had socked right in. All these Generals, 

Air Marshals and whatever, had to get back. The Canadian Air Marshall in charge came forward 

and asked Stu if everything was all right. Stu said everything was fine. 

 Stu was the first pilot and had thousands of hours on transports and a lot of hours on 

amphibians but, he didn’t have his instrument ticket and I did. This was how I got in to these 

deals. 
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We swung around in to the wind, 

gave her full throttle, and as soon as she 

lifted off the water we were in to this real 

crap, zero visibility, low mountains ahead 

and I am on instruments. One engine quits! 

I turned to Stu and said, “joking I hope”? It 

was just one of those things you said. I 

reached up, because I had seen this before 

in testing, you pulled your mixture control 

right off to full lean, then jam it to full 

rich, then jam the throttle full forward and 

then back again and just pump that carburetor so full of gas that it explodes. It goes HARUMP!! 

Great gouts of flame come pouring out of the engine and it sure took the ice out of her. The 

engine started, it had to, there was no way we could turn around and go back and with the load 

we had we were not going to climb out on one engine. Even if we turned and went back, the lake 

was such a pissy little thing we would never have found it. 

The Officer in charge of the trip came forward and asked, “what was that all about”. I just 

told him, “oh nothing, we were just clearing our engine”. Stu looked at me and said, “Are you as 

white as I am”? He said he had never seen anything like that before. 

No big deal, we landed back in Bagotville, taxied up, all the big shots got out and thanked 

us very much. We just said, “no big deal and they were welcome”. Boy, if they had only known 

how close it was. 

Around about this time brother Bob was now in the R.C.A. F., stationed at Uplands on 

the other side of Ottawa from Rockcliffe. He was waiting to go on course to train as a pilot, after 

going through a really rigorous selection process. He had been running the swimming pool and 

was getting pretty worried about what was going to happen. He asked me if I could find out 

anything. I went to see Air Commodore O’Brien, who was in charge of Rockcliffe. This is the 

same O’Brien from way back when, just a great guy! He said to tell my brother to remuster to 

any form of Aircrew available, if he didn’t want to end up in the army. 

At this time, I quite often got home for weekends and of course stayed with Mom and 

Dad. Dad always loved his 2 drinks of rye whiskey every night before dinner. I was across the 

river from Hull, Quebec where they didn’t have any serious control on liquor sales. Ontario was 

very strictly rationed so I used to bring home this real cheap rye. Dad used to put it in empty 

Seagrams V.O. bottles, which of course had the correct Ontario labels on them. His guest used to 

comment on what great booze it was. 

Among the many projects that I worked on were the following: 

1. Spins testing a Cornell trainer to cure its tendency to flat spin and kill inexperienced 

pilots. 

2. Flying in bad icing conditions to test anti icing devices 

We were asked by the National Research Council to do tests on Lockheed Hudsons that 

were used by Trans Canada Airlines. We were doing stall-warning tests. They would put little 

wool telltales all over the wing to see how they reacted when we stalled the aircraft. The other 

thing that we were doing was de-icing test. They were trying out de-icing boots and other 

methods of flying in icing conditions. Of course this meant we were flying when no one else was 
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in the air. We would wait until we got a terrible storm and off we would go.  The boffins21 were 

a pretty smart bunch of guys but they didn’t seem to know how dangerous this was. 

3. I flew in some pretty terrible weather to test new storm radar warning systems. 

The National Research Council was trying to plot storms with radar. This was very 

experimental of course. They would sit on the ground watching their radar, watching a storm 

approaching and send us up into it. The problem was, when we got in the storm, we couldn’t talk 

to or hear them. There were no FM radios in those days so the static was terrible. They tried to 

get around the problem by putting a great long aerial trailing out the back. 

4. We also worked on radar ground control landing systems. 

5.I went to Winnipeg to test and finally reject a Canadian effort to convert a Liberator 

bomber to a transport aircraft. 

Someone got this great idea that they were going to convert a United States Airforce 

Liberator bomber to a cargo plane. There were going to be a lot of these available after the war 

and it may have been a good idea but they sure messed it up. 

The conversions were done in Winnipeg, Manitoba, on three Liberators and I was sent 

out with Bert Wallace to do the tests. I was the senior pilot in charge. They had cut great big 

cargo doors, as well as windows, in the plane. They had also put liquid oxygen bottles on board 

so we would have oxygen for high altitude flying. 

We started to fly them and immediately knew they were not right. There was something 

wrong with them. Neither of us had a lot of Liberator hours, but we did know when an aircraft 

flew right or not, even empty. Of course we had to carry all these engineers with us, and they 

kept adding more weight with sandbags. Finally, they decided to do a full weight test. I can 

remember the date, because it was the date my grandmother Whitside died. (Ed note, Sept. 20, 

1945). 

Bert and I talked it over and as senior pilot, I said I wouldn’t do it. It wasn’t safe. The 

engineers got their slide rules out and said it was OK. I didn’t care, it just didn’t feel right, but 

how do you tell an engineer this and make him believe it. We finally compromised. I said that if 

they wanted to do this we would take it up to Gimli, Manitoba. This is north of Winnipeg, up on 

Lake Winnipeg, where they had a nice long runway with no city surrounding it. 

 

                                                        
21 Nickname for Scientists! 

Canadian Liberator Cargo 

Conversion. C5 
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They loaded it up with sandbags and then I had them back it up until the tail was back over the 

end of the runway. The throttles were wide open, we let the brakes off and when we hit the end 

of the runway, we had not lifted an inch. The engineers were yelling,” rotate, rotate”, and I was 

saying it won’t fly. Luckily the runway was built up quite high, over the trees, so as we hit the 

end of the runway, we actually put our nose down, to get more speed and it started to fly and lift.  

As it started to climb the whole tail was moving. That was enough for me. When I got 

back, I wrote a report condemning the aircraft and told my Commanding Officer that I wouldn’t 

fly it again. They phoned my C.O. and told them that I was completely uncooperative and they 

wanted another pilot. The C.O. (Gus McLean who later became the Premier of P.E.I.), said if 

that is what the boys say, its good enough for me. He had been a Lancaster pilot. 

This was the last project I worked on. I had done more flying then all of the rest of the 

pilots in Research and Development Squadron, put together. I wanted to fly, but I was getting 

pretty tired of the military. The war was over, so I decided I had had enough and I asked to be 

discharged. The BS was starting to fly, everyone was jockeying for jobs and it was starting to get 

pretty bureaucratic. All of the guys were coming out of the woodwork who didn’t go overseas 

and weren’t in combat. They were cutting back on flying hours, making all sorts of rules and I 

didn’t want anything to do with it.  

In my RCAF career I logged better than 2000 hours and was certified on the following 

aircraft as First Pilot: 

SINGLE ENGINE: Fleet Finch, Tiger Moth, Tom Tit, Stinson 105, Cornell, Harvard, 

Yale, Grumman Goblin, Norseman, Lysander, Hawker Hart, Kittyhawk, Mk 1,2,3, Hurricane, 

Fairey Battle, Mohawk P36, Tomahawk, Spitfire Mk V, Spitfire Mk VIII & IX, 

TWIN ENGINE: Anson MK I, II, IV, V, Oxford, Lockheed Hudson, Electra,Ventura, 

Crane, Beechcraft, Bolingbroke, Canso, Mosquito, Beaufort 

FOUR ENGINE: Liberator, C5, Lancaster. 

POST WAR: Super Cub, Cub 60, Cherokee, Cessna 150, and Piper Tripacer 
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From the above you can see I ended up with the following medals, etc., 1939-1945 Star - 

Atlantic Star - Africa Star & Clasp - Italy Star - Operational Wings & Bar - Wound Stripe, 

Canadian Volunteer Service Metal & Clasp - Pilot Flying Badge. 

I enlisted on May 13, 1940 and I was discharged on November 1, 1945 which accounted 

for 68 months or 5 years and 8 months. That was sure as hell enough time to serve my country, I 

think I did my share. 
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CHAPTER 13 
 

BOATS & MARRIAGE 
 

1946-1976 

Since I was very young, I have been fascinated with boats. As kids in Turkey Point, my 

sister Mary and I would take out an old canoe in very rough weather. Occasionally we would 

capsize, to the consternation of onlookers on shore. As we could both swim like fish, this was no 

big deal. We would just tow it ashore, empty it and go back out. 

Dad and Uncle Jack Cameron22, had an 18 foot lapstraked boat with a 32 horse power 

Johnson, 4 cylinder outboard motor. It had to be started with a mighty pull on a rope cord. In 

those days, the oil to gas mix was very heavy and the oil was ordinary car oil. This meant a 

change of spark plugs about every hour. At the age of thirteen, I started operating the boat by 

myself. On weekends, I would take one of my23 uncles and Dad fishing. I ran the boat, fetched 

the beer that was in a wash tub full of ice, covered with an old raincoat, cleaned the fish and then 

cleaned the boat up after we got home. 

One summer, Dad got me a job with Walt Stroeger, as a fishing guide, on one of Walt’s 

party24 boats. This was about a 30 footer, with an old car motor and would take up to about 12 

fishermen. Many times some of the passengers would get drunk and fall overboard. I soon 

learned that as soon as the serious drinking started, to move the boat into about five feet of water. 

The fishing suffered, but nobody drowned. I found out later that Dad had subsidized my wages. 

On occasion, when I was old enough to think about girls, I would take our boat to the 

dance at Port Dover. 

Dad sold the boat and cottage in 1944 to Jack Rouse of the accounting firm of Millard, 

Rouse and Roseburgh. You couldn’t get gas for the boat and he was busy with the Chairmanship 

of the Norfolk War Bond Drive as well as being on town council. 

In 1946, I was having a tough time adjusting from the carefree and irresponsible life of a 

Flight Lieutenant, Test Pilot, living in Ottawa with lots of money, lots of girls and a fascinating 

job. Now I am just an ordinary guy with no money and 

a job I hated. 

I had bought a 1937 Oldsmobile convertible 

from my friend, Bob Habbeshaw and was driving up 

Norfolk St. in Simcoe when I saw this good looking gal 

on a bike. I followed her to West & Peachey’s office, 

where she worked in the office. Chick West was a 

friend of Dads and the father of one of my best friends 

so I just walked in and got an introduction. 

Lillian Wakarchuk was of Ukrainian descent and had 

moved to a farm just outside of Simcoe with her parents 

and brother Mike in 1941. At the time that I first met 

                                                        
22Uncle Jack was mother’s brother. They had the cottage next door, with lots of space between us. 

23My mother also had a brother Bruce and a brother-in-law Dal Smith.  

24Walt and his son built these boats behind the Turkey Point Hotel, which he owned. 
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her, she was engaged to a French Canadian in the Canadian Army. I finally got a date with her 

and much to her parent’s disapproval, we were soon going steady. We spent a lot of time with 

Dave25 and Edna Goodlet, who were living full time, in a cottage in Port Ryerse. Lil started 

sailing with me and enjoyed it in the beginning. 

In the summer of 1946, Brother Bob got me interested in sailing. Bob and I went to 

Turkey Point and bought a little 11 foot, scow type sailboat. That was the start of my boating 

hobby. We took the boat to Port Ryerse where Dave Goodlet was 

living in a cottage on the beach. I was going with Lillian by this 

time and we spent a lot of time sailing, in all kinds of weather, in 

our bathing suits. It was a real wet asser. It really wasn’t much of a 

boat, but it was a start. Bob was in University and I guess he 

needed the money so I bought him out. 

It didn’t take long before I sold the scow and bought a 14 

foot Ackroyd, International class dinghy. It was a little tender. I 

remember Bob showing off as he came into the little pier in front 

of Dave’s. He tipped it right in front of the pier.  

The next move was naturally to a bigger boat. I bought an 

18 foot sailboat, designed in Erie, Ohio, called a Pasch. It had been 

sunk in the Port Ryerse creek and belonged to John Brook. A lot of 

the ribs were broken so I now got my start in the boat building hobby. I replaced the ribs and 

fixed the boat up. I kept it in the creek, but of course, as soon as it was all fixed up, I figured I 

needed a bigger boat. 

I bought plans for a 21-foot Mallard design sailboat and rented space in an old barn from 

my cousin Tom26 McCall. Lillian and I lofted the plans from the blueprints on the floor at the 

factory and then spent the winter of 1946-47 happily building my dreamboat. I called it IMSHI, 

which was “go fast” in Arabic. I had lots of trouble with someone breaking into the barn and 

stealing things. Cousin Tom had 6 kids and it was pretty obvious who the culprits were. I solved 

this by hiring them as guards at 25 cents a week.. I didn’t have anymore problems. 

Lillian and I were married on April 12th of 1947 and moved in to a tiny cottage on the 

creek in Port Ryerse. We kept the sailboat at a dock in front of the cottage. I launched the boat 

off the bank of the river and tied it up behind the cottage. When I got up the next morning, it had 

sunk. I left out a drain plug. Had to raise it, clean it up and then finished the rigging.  

We had a lot of fun around Long Point that first summer and the next. One weekend, we 

were safely tucked away in a small inlet on the point, when a storm picked up from the northeast. 

It was rough enough that the fishing tugboats running back to Port Dover were taking water over 

their tops. I guess I had to get home for something or other, can’t remember now, so I decided to 

go, regardless! This was one rough trip. After many hours, we got in the lee of Port Ryerse and 

Lillian went ashore in the dinghy, while I proceeded to Port Dover. Lil lost all of her enthusiasm 

for sailing that day. 

By this time Dave had moved in to his new house across the creek from our little cottage. 

He had a dog which he called “Bill”. Very annoying as he was always calling and swearing at 

                                                        
25 Dave Goodlet lived up the street from the Whitsides and had been friends since childhood. Dave was a retired Flight 

Lieutenant and had been an instructor and transport pilot in the R.C.A.F. 

26Tom worked for the local paper, but had been a Squadron Leader in the R.C.A.F., serving as the senior Public relations officer. 

He moved later to Toronto and became the Deputy Minister of Tourism for Ontario. He finished his career as the Chief Public 

Relations Officer at Chrysler Canada. 
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the dog, i.e. “Bill you’re no good, get out of that garbage”, or, “Bill, did you pee on my 

flowers”? 

That summer, ten people kicked in $100.00 each to get a yacht club going in Port Dover. 

We started with an abandoned church, skids from the American Can in Simcoe and lots of 

volunteer labour. The Erie Yacht Club offered us $$5,000., but we turned it down. Instead, we 

set up very illegal slot machines that had NO pay-off. The Erie sailors understood that this was a 

diplomatic pay-off. We also had an illegal bar. Each member had to take turns buying the booze 

for the Saturday night parties. I guess it had to happen, someone squealed on us. The night Buck 

Walmsley bought the booze, we got raided by cops from outside of Port Dover. The local police 

wouldn’t raid us and even if they did they would have told us when they were going to do it. We 

had a lot of fun and did a lot of sailing. 

I had a number of boats, but after the Imshi, I naturally decided that I needed something bigger. I 

bought a converted navy double ender lifeboat converted into a sailboat from somebody in 

Bronte. It was 26 feet long and came with a 4-cycle engine and a set of sails. It was great in a 

hurricane downwind, a good sea boat and it rolled like crazy. It also had a real problem, it 

leaked. I suppose because it was old and lapstraked. I of course, had to fix it, so I proceeded to 

use the very newest method called fiberglassing. What a job, stapling on the fiberglass and then 

adding the dope. I had worked on the boat, behind my garage, for about 2 or 3 years when my 

sister Mary came along and inquired, “why do you have 2 portholes on one side and 3 on the 

other. I had never noticed. (Ed note: I helped him on the boat and spent weekends on the boat 

and I never noticed either). The fiberglassing job was not very successful 

 

I named the boat, ”THE RANGER” 

but the double ender soon picked up 

the affectionate? nickname of the, 

“Wretched Gretchen. We did have a 

lot of fun and spent many weekends in 

Gravelly Bay, getting away from it all. 

Lillian declined this kind of fun.  

 

The picture on the left shows the 2-

porthole side. 

 

I was working on the boat behind the 

garage of the Norfolk Street house, 

when Jim Miller drove up to see what 

I was doing. He was a friend of Dads 

and had been helping me make screens for the 21 foot Mallard. He was a nice older guy, but 

pretty rough and gruff. I asked him what he thought of my new boat. He thought for a little bit 

and his answer was, “Fill it full of dirt and plant flowers in it. Sometimes I agreed that is what I 

should have done. It was not much of a sailboat, but we had a lot of fun in it. That was the last 

sailboat I owned until 1978 

When the cold weather came in 1947, Lil and I moved to an apartment in Simcoe on 

Talbot Street. It was so cold in the apartment that the water froze in the toilet. Dad had arranged 

the place through a friend, Jack Perrett, who owned it. 
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I guess in the spring of 1948 we moved in to the big Yeager yellow brick house27, south of town. 

Tom Hamilton and I had bought the house and property to develop a subdivision. Tom and Eva 

lived in the front and Lil and I lived in the back. 

Lillian continued working in the office of The West & Peachey Foundry at the corner of 

Norfolk and Union Street until our first child was born. We sure didn’t have any money and our 

social life was usually a case of beer and spaghetti at the Goodlets. 

Bruce Michael 28was born on the 12th of January 1949 and James .29William was  

born on the 12th30 of July of 

1954 

We decided with the arrival 

of James that we had better 

start thinking about a better 

house. We made a deal with 

Lillian’s mother and father 

to buy a corner of their 

property on Decou Road on 

the southeast corner of 

Simcoe. It was a nice site 

for a home with a rise from 

the road to the house. There 

were problems of course 

with a spring in the bottom of the property, which gave us great water but made the area pretty 

damp. 

I really enjoyed designing the house with Lil’s help and we were lucky to find a Dutch 

immigrant, Pieter Daniel to help 

me build it. Pieter was a partially 

trained architect and a master 

carpenter. He drove me crazy 

with his desire to have 

everything just perfect. I had to 

keep telling him we were 

building a house not a cabinet. I 

did a lot of the work myself and 

it was great away from the office 

therapy. 
     Pieter Daniel & Bruce  Decou house under construction 

 

We moved in to the house in 1955 and lived there until 1976, when we moved to Port Rowan.

                                                        
27 See picture on page 44. It has now been torn down and replaced by a Doctors office on Norfolk St. S.Simcoe. 

28Second name, Michael after Lillian’s father. 

29Second name, after myself. 

30Seems fitting, as the Whitside’s were Protestant from Northern Ireland. 

 

Dad & Bruce James & Bill 
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   The Decou house, it was painted blue! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pictures of Bill & Lillian dressed for a party out. On the right, New Years 1967. Bill in a tux yet, 
that must have been quite an occasion. 
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CHAPTER 14 
 

HUNTING 

 

My uncle Walt McCall, (my mothers sister, Ethel’s husband), gave me my first .22 rifle 

when I was twelve years old. I practiced with this and became a fairly good shot. Harve 31Evans, 

one of Dad’s best friends, would take me to the Porter farm just outside the east side of Simcoe 

some Saturday afternoons to shoot pigeons. Harve Evans and his wife Myrtle never had any kids 

so they were always known as Uncle Harve and Aunt Myrtle and were always great friends. 

Dad bought me a 20 gauge shotgun the following year, and I would do some rabbit 

shooting with he and some of his friends. The next year, I went with Dad to shoot on the Long 

Point Company property at Courtright Ridge. The Long Point Co. Keepers were allowed a week 

of shooting with a limited number of guests, after all of the members had gone home. 

We went by boat from Turkey Point and stayed for a week. The keeper, Daddy Johnson, 

had a son Arnold, (Buck), a few years older than myself so we were paired up and put where we 

couldn’t get in to much trouble. The men decided to shoot a deer so Buck and I were conscripted 

to be dogs. Our job was to walk up Courtright Ridge to South Beach, cross over to the next ridge 

and walk toward the shooters, who would go by skiff and set up stands. This was about a six 

mile walk for Buck and I. We didn’t carry any guns but we made lots of noise. No luck! 

We moved over to another ridge and repeated with still no deer. By this time, Buck and I 

were beat. It was decided to make a very short drive with two of the men being dogs. I borrowed 

a double barrel 12-gauge shotgun, sat down behind a stump and promptly fell asleep. I woke up 

to find three deer moving slowly past me about 50 feet away. I shot two, reloaded and killed the 

third. Some one had shot another and now we had four deer to get back. It was getting late and 

dark and we were a long way from the boats and the cabin. The deer were gutted and hung from 

trees. We figure we could come back at our leisure and get them the next day.   

Back to the boats, punt home, (no outboards allowed), a quick supper and bed for Buck 

and I.  The phone 32rings! The Long Point Company has a special party to shoot deer and wants 

us to be the dogs. Worse yet, they are going to drive the ridge where our deer are hanging. While 

no secret to the head keeper, (Hanson Ferris), the shooting of deer on the point was both illegal 

and forbidden by the Company by anyone who is not a member. 

We left the cabin at 3:00 a.m. by boat to the end of the ridge, walked through woods and 

swamp to the four deer. We cut them into quarters, put them in sugar bags and carried them back 

to the boats. 

By the time the Company party arrived at 7:00 a.m., we were back and the deer were 

hidden. Then we spent all day in the woods being dogs. When the day ended, I was too tired to 

eat supper. From then on, any deer that I shot was close to the boat. 

I shot at Courtright until the war and on my last leave, Dad and I spent a week of my two-

week departure leave, duck shooting at Courtright. My mother and I suppose, my girl were not 

too enthused about my priorities.  

                                                        
31He was always known as Uncle Harve to the Whitside kids. A real happy appearing, rotund man who did not have any children 

of his own. He and Dad were friends for a very long time. His wife, Myrtle’s, parents, the Porters, lived on a farm, on the south 

east edge of town. 

32The phone was a local hook up, battery operated and rung by hand crank! 
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During High School, my Saturdays were spent hunting rabbits, either on a jack rabbit 

drive or cotton tail shooting with a ferret. I kept a ferret in the basement for a short time, until 

mother found out. Bill West and I also hunted ground hogs with .22 rifles in the summer. 

After the war, Leo Lutes, the factory shipper, and myself shot ducks off the end of 

Turkey Point. We then built a hide in the Long Point Provincial Park. 

Dad had a friend, Bill Edwards, who owned an island off Prince Edward County in Lake 

Ontario. He raised pheasants on the island to sell to restaurants. We took two buyers from 

General Motors, in Oshawa for a few days shooting. It was interesting, but too easy, we brought 

home over thirty pheasants. We also had all kinds of trouble with this buyer, Russ Nesbitt, and 

after the trip, he was a real pain in the fanny. I guess he thought were trying to bribe him and had 

to prove he couldn’t be bought. The other chap, Bill Bellingham was a real great guy and a 

friend. 

John Stratford and I flew by chartered DC 3 from Hamilton to Cape Jones on the east 

coast of James Bay. From here, a short flight on a float equipped Beaver aircraft, took us to our 

hunting camp. The Quebec government and the local Indian tribes operated this camp. We went 

there to shoot Canada Geese. It was early September and snowing! I wore every bit of clothing I 

had brought with me. We were above the tree line and it was a real education to see this part of 

our vast country. 

Later, after Buck Wamsley and I became friends, we often shot together in Gravelly Bay 

and when I built the cottage. This continued until the fall of 1973, when I had a heart attack. 

Funny thing, I was getting ready to go duck shooting with John Stratford when I had my first 

heart attack. I had just read an article in Readers Digest about recognizing the signs of a heart 

attack. As I was getting ready to go, all the symptoms that I had recently read about in a issue of 

the Readers Digest, appeared. Lil and I went to the hospital instead. I managed to have my heart 

attack at Norfolk General Hospital in Simcoe. 

The heart attack, sale of the cottage, retirement from Ranpro33, and the construction of 

the Marina, wound up my hunting, other than a few enjoyable hunts with Bruce in his boat. He 

did all the work. 

 

                                                        
33 We had changed the name of the Company from Ranger Safety Products because the government was forcing us to do all 

company names in bilingual and we couldn’t get the Ranger trade name cleanly copyrighted in the United States. 
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CHAPTER 15 
 

TRAVEL 
 

After spending two holidays in the Florida Keys, we next went to Puerto Vallarta in 

Mexico, where Dad and Ginny, his second wife, were spending the winter. We fished, shot wild 

pigeons and had a great time. Dad and Ginny had a wide circle of friends and we were invited to 

their homes almost every night. The last night before we left, Lil and I hosted a “thank you” 

party at a local restaurant. Lots to eat, drinks, music and the bill was unbelievably low. This was 

before Puerta Vallarta was developed into a tourist trap. 

 

    Virginia (Ginny) Whitside    Dad 

 

One year we went to Trinidad, then to Tobago and stayed at Crown Point. While we were 

there, Queen Elizabeth and Prince Philip arrived and spent several days. We fished and snorkeled 

and explored the islands 

While looking for a location for a branch plant, we also spent time in Antigua, Barbados 

and Jamaica. 

Business trips to Europe took us to England and France. We tied these trips in with extra 

visits to Scotland, Wales and a week in Switzerland where we stayed in Zermatt for a few days.  

While in hospital in 1973, I learned Spanish and in 1974 we made a trip to France where 

we stayed with Serge and Mireille Ferrari for a few days, then to Madrid, where we rented a car 

and drove south through Spain to the coast.  We turned west and crossed into Portugal, then to 

Lisbon and home. We took our time and stayed in small hotels away from the tourist areas. I was 

great. My Spanish was pretty poor but we got by OK. 

The following year, we took three months and went around the world via Hawaii for a 

week, Fiji, and New Zealand for six weeks. We rented a car in New Zealand and drove over both 

islands. They were wonderful hospitable people. We then went on to Australia, Singapore, 

Bangkok, and Delhi with a side trip to the Taj Mahal. We then went on to Teheran in Iran, 
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London, and home. We spent usually, at least three days in each place between flights and took 

in most of the local sights. Wherever possible we tried to stay in the smaller hotels and took side 

trips by boat, buses and even elephants. 

Over the next several years we took several trips on cruise ships. One in the eastern 

Mediterranean, started in Venice and we stopped in Yugoslavia, Greece, Crete, Turkey, and 

Israel. 

Another originated in Kobe, Japan and 

went to Korea and various ports on the China 

coast, ending in Hong Kong. There were several 

side trips by bus and train to visit Peking and the 

Great Wall of China. I was greatly impressed by 

the Chinese work ethic, “Work or go hungry." 

A third trip started in Puerto Rica, and 

after a few island stops, paused at Cartagena in 

Columbia. It then went on through the Panama 

Canal making its first northbound stop on the 

west coast of Costa Rica. Here we took a train to 

spend the day in the capital city. The next stop 

was Acapulco in Mexico and then Los Angeles. We took a flight home from there. 

I decided that I would like to visit some of the areas where I had been during the war. We 

flew to London, then on to Cairo. From Cairo, we took a one-week cruise on the Nile as far south 

as Aswan. On the way we visited Luxor and the Valley of the Kings. On our return to Cairo, we 

saw the Pyramids and the Sphinx. We flew to Alexandria and hired a car and driver to go out the 

coast road to El Alamein. We returned to Cairo, then spent a few days in Malta and then to 

Sicily, where we rented a car. We drove on in to Italy, up to Rome, taking the ferry from Sicily 

to the mainland. I was trying to find the places I had been during the war with very little success. 

We stayed in Rome for a few days then flew 

home. The old saying, “You can’t go back was 

true." Everything had changed so much, that it 

was quite disappointing. 

In 1983, Lil and I had flown to Bob’s son, 

Kimberley’s’ wedding to Freya Bruheim in an 

island off Vancouver. From there we went to 

Victoria and picked up a car and drove north to 

the tip of Vancouver Island. We then crossed 

over to the mainland and went south along the 

coast, turning east through Kamloops to Banff, 

Calgary where we dropped the car and flew 

home. 

We actually thought we might consider 

moving out to British Columbia for a permanent 

home and give up the six month trip to Florida 

The weather took care of that idea. It was cold and rainy. 

John Stratford, a friend from Brantford, and I made a trip to the Northwest Territories, via 

Edmonton, Yellowknife and Inuvik. We chartered a small float plane with pilot, of course, and 

flew to Herschel Island and then along the north shore to Tuktoyatuk. We also fished for arctic 

Lil on the Mississippi 
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char and lake trout. It is hard to realize that most of Canada, geographically, is north of 

Edmonton. 

While in Inuvik, we decided to charter a plane and pilot to visit Sachs Harbor on Banks 

Island in the Arctic Ocean. 

The aircraft was a twin engine Mooney, with enough range to get there and back with not 

much fuel to spare in reserve. 

I sat in the co-pilot seat and took great interest in the pilot’s check before take off. He had 

topped off the wing tanks before taxiing out and ran up his engines on the main fuel tanks at the 

end of the runway. 

When he indicated he was ready for take off, I said, “switch to the wing tanks for a few 

minutes, just to make sure”. When he did, BOTH ENGINES QUIT!  

He had added jet fuel instead of aviation gas to the wing tanks. We walked back to the 

hangar and cancelled the deal.  

I later figured that we would have made it part way back, nicely over the Arctic Ocean, 

when we would have had engine failure.  

Sometimes it pays to be a worry wart! 

In 1988, Bruce and I went on an African Safari with cameras instead of guns. 

 

DEEP WATER CRUISING 
 

Bruce and I made our first real sailing cruise in the fall of 1989. We chartered a 37 foot 

Beneteau, (a French built and designed boat), from Moorings Inc. in Tortola in the Virgin 

Islands. This was big water sailing in a very comfortable boat, hot showers, refrigerator, freezer, 

etc. We sailed, snorkeled and explored. At night we would find a secluded cove, often by 

ourselves. The sailing was great and we were rarely out of sight of land. 

The next year in 1990, Bruce and I booked a 42-foot boat in Grenada and sailed north. 

We picked up Jamie in St. Vincent and headed back south, visiting various islands along the 

way. When the charter ended in Grenada, Jamie flew straight back home, while Bruce and I 

rented a car and driver and explored the island. It was very laid back and very friendly in sharp 

contrast to my experience in Jamaica. 

Our next trip was to Tonga in the South Pacific in 1993. I flew from Florida to San 

Francisco, stayed over night, and then flew on to Hawaii. I got a good night sleep, and then met 

Bruce at the airport as he came through, for the early flight to Tonga via Samoa. 

From the main airport in Tonga, it was a short flight in a small plane to the Mooring’s 

base on one of the outer islands. This was an almost completely undeveloped island; the natives 

were still using log canoes! 

The sailing and snorkeling were incredible, although Bruce had a bad encounter with a 

man of war jellyfish. This was very painful and scared both of us. We could sail around the 

islands all day without seeing another boat. Everything was so perfect that by the time the charter 

was finished, we were starting to get a little bored. 

In 1994, I met Bruce, his son Justin and his daughter, Hillary in Tortola for my second 

cruise from there. This time there were many more boats and also no more secluded anchorage’s. 

We taught the kids to snorkel and in no time they were prowling around in deep water. A couple 

of days, we made long trips and one was very rough. We gave the kids seasick pill and they slept 

through the worst of it. It was a real fun trip. 

 



 

09/20/14  56 

 

CHAPTER 16 

 
       The Long Point Cottage 

 

1962 -1976 

Dad, after he had served as Mayor of the town and Warden of the County, had a lot of 

contacts and knowledge of the area plus friends in local politics. He was asked to be Chairman of 

the Norfolk County Assessment Appeal Board, he accepted, and did a great job. He was fair and 

honest and knew34 the ins and outs of the County. 

As Chairman of this Board, he had been instrumental in saving the Long Point Company 

thousands of dollars in taxes. They were being assessed for farmland and he had it changed to 

marshland, which is what it was. Marshland had little or no value. 

The Company lawyer, Francis (Red) Reid and I were together on a Rotary Club fishing 

trip, when I asked him about the possibility of building a small cabin on Long Point Company 

property in Gravelly Bay. He pursued this for me and in short order, I had a lease to proceed. 

This was in 1962. This lease could be cancelled at any time, for any reason, and I would have to 

be off the beach and I guess take my cottage with me. 

I made a deal with Bill Sterling and we traded boats for a while. We used his big steel boat with 

the help of my sons Bruce and Jamie, I built the cabin, out near the inner end of Long Point. We 

slept on the beach until we had the floor completed and had it closed in by the fall. Outside of a 

treacherous jeep ride down the south beach and through the marsh, the only way to reach the 

cottage was by boat. This suited me just fine, as this was my hideaway from the Factory. 

 

The cottage and my jeep    James and Bruce 

 

                                                        
34 He was Deputy Reeve, Reeve and then Mayor of the Town of Simcoe and then served as Warden of Norfolk County. The 

County Warden was the head of County Council. 



 

09/20/14  57 

The cabin was 16 feet by 12 feet and built on cedar posts about 2 feet off the sand. 

During the winter I built the cupboards, bunks, etc. at home and when spring came in 1963, I 

took them down by truck and jeep along the south 

beach. This was a lot of fun. 

I used the cottage as a retreat from business 

and both boys usually accompanied me. I put a 

permanent anchor out for the bigger boats and had a 

14-foot outboard for fishing and exploring. Both boys 

were soon running the boat all over the place. Lil 

would come over once in a while, but usually stayed 

home and enjoyed the peace and quiet. 

In 1965 I bought an old jeep and could then 

get to the cottage even in the winter. A group of us 

who had cottages on the beach hooked up a farm dirt 

scraper to the back of a jeep and built a road across a 

swamp to the south beach. 

Beach travel could be difficult at times. We 

tried to travel in pairs and carried chain saws for 

fallen trees, winches, plywood and shovels for soft 

sand. One winter day it took over 7 hours for three jeeps to go from Port Rowan to Gravelly Bay. 

This was a real adventure. 

We also tried to go down the south beach, one winter, by snowmobile! Four machines 

broke down and the fifth gave up and helped the rest of us get back. We didn’t get the last 

machine out for a week. Two of us went down the Bay side on snowmobiles, once and only 

once. The ice kept cracking as we crossed thin spots, at full throttle. 

Now a boat was really an important necessity. I sold the 21-foot plywood boat and 

bought a 21-foot Grew. I didn’t like this boat so decided I would try to get the best. I bought a 

Danish built, 21 foot, Botved boat, which had 2 Volvo, 4 cylinder inboard/outboard motors. 

Empty, this boat would do 40 MPH. 

In the fall, we shot ducks. I had a hide, a few yards behind the cottage and usually had no 

problem getting my limit. Both boys learned to shoot ducks behind the cottage. 

Dad and I took four of his 

grandsons, Hugh Kindy, Kim 

Whitside, Cameron Hunter and 

James Whitside for a weekend. 

They slept in tents a good distance 

from the cottage and were allowed 

inside for meals only. They were 

all about the same age and would 

disappear for hours at a time. They 

had a great time and still talk 

about it. 

Jamie and I took the 

Botved and launched at Midland. 

We went up the shore of Georgian 

Bay, through Parry Sound and on 

Bruce, Lillian & James 

Bill &B Lil at Limberlost 
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to the French River. From there we went over to Little Current on Manitoulin Island, then back 

to Killarney Lodge where Lillian and Bruce joined us. Bruce and Jamie drove home and Lil and I 

stayed at the Lodge. We knew the manager, Maury East, whose wife’s parents had owned the 

skiing resort at Limberlost.  

We went skiing there for a few years with Bob and Barbara. We were not allowed to talk 

business on these trips so all our conversations were concerning snow shovels instead of mitts 

and gloves. It was very confusing to people listening in to our conversation.  

From here, we took a 

leisurely trip south, not 

spending, more than one night 

at a time on the boat and 

making sure I avoided any 

rough weather. Didn’t want to 

lose my crew! I had the boat 

pulled out and Proctor’s 

Marine, who had brought the 

boat up to Midland, trucked it 

back to Simcoe after a great 

holiday.  (Ed notes -Lillian 

said it rained all of the time) 

 

I kept the Botved until 

I sold the cottage. I sold it to 

the Crown Attorney, Doug 

Drinkwater. To finish out the Canadian boat business, I had, in addition to the larger boats, an 

assortment of dinghies, fishing boats and duck shooting boats. In 1975, construction had started 

on the marina and so other than workboats, I had nothing in Canada until 1978, when we became 

the O’Day dealer and I started to sell sailboats. 

Needless to say I was out of sailboats at 

this time as it was pretty shallow crossing the 

bar out in front of Gravelly Bay and we couldn’t 

carry lumber etc. in a sailboat. 

I spent many happy days out there, 

fishing, duck shooting, and exploring. There 

always seemed to be something to do and from 

time to time, friends would arrive unexpectedly, 

just to stop in and have a beer. 

After I sold my shares in the Factory, my 

interests changed and I wasn’t going to the Point 

as much. The Gravelly Bay section of Long 

Point had been donated by the Long Point 

Company to the Federal Government. The 

Ministry of Natural Resources, Wild Life 

Department, was taking over the point so I sold 

the cottage to them in 1976.  
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CHAPTER 17 
 

Blue Bill Marina to Parry Sound  
 

1976-1988 

The decision to sell my shares in Ranpro Inc. was made in 1974 with Bob taking over as 

President on August 1974. The agreement with Bob to buy all my shares had a closing in the 

summer of 1975. 

After I sold my shares in the factory, I knew I could not just sit around and do nothing. I 

was only 51 years old and had lots of energy for things I liked to do. My obvious choice was 

something to do with boats and the water. 

The initial payment on my 

shares was enough to allow a sizeable 

investment. Just outside the village 

limits of Port Rowan, Arnold Brown 

had approximately 14 acres, an old 

house and a shop for sale for $60,000. 

About 1/2 of this was marshland on 

the edge of Long Point Bay and 

included a small dredged channel. 

This had been dug many years ago 

and had silted in badly but showed on 

the charts as an existing anchorage. This previously existing description was vital to my plans. 

I bought the property and hired a dragline to clean out the existing channel. In the 

process, it increased the size over ten fold. I borrowed a pile driver from Buck Wamsley and that 

fall of 1975, we started to drive sheet pile to protect the walls of the marina.. In October all 

activity ceased and we headed south for the winter. 

For the next two years the construction continued. First the driving of sheet steel for sea 

walls. Putting in holdback anchors, driving pilings for docks, building docks, installing lighting 

towers and electrical out lets for the boats, plus building our own wash room facilities and work 

shop. Work started in late April and I hired University students as helpers. 

The dock system at Blue Bill Marina consisted of finger docks, spaced 25 feet apart. 

Midway between the offshore ends of each tow docks we drove a 20-foot piles (poles), to serve 

as a tie-off for the sterns of adjoining boats. It was not uncommon for the winter ice to lift these 

piles enough that come springtime, we would have to use our pile driver to reset them. 

In the spring of 1980, I had moved our driving barge into position and was guiding the 

pile into the slot below the driver hood, which was in the raised position I guess I was a little 

careless, because my left had was resting on top of the wooden pile. 

The helper accidentally, at that very moment, released the brake and the hammer 

weighing approximately 400 pounds dropped on my hand, pinning it to the top of the pile. 

I had read about the phenomenon of super strength, under extreme conditions and without 

giving it much thought, with my right hand, I lifted the 400 pound hammer enough to free my 

left hand. 

The impact had been hard enough to drive part of the hand into the top of the pile, which 

luckily was soft and wet. My major concern was to avoid going into shock so I lay down on the 

The Port Rowan House 
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barge and put the damaged hand in the ice cold water. Then I sent my helper to phone for an 

ambulance. 

Went to Simcoe in the ambulance to the hospital and they in turn sent me on to London’s 

Victoria Hospital. They must have been pretty good because they managed to put things back 

together. On release from the hospital I made a special hand cover, so I could continue to weld. 

After several months’ therapy, the hand was almost back to normal except for the little 

finger, which is permanently bent.  

I guess I have to admit my luck was still holding. I could have lost my hand. 

Outside of the hand accident it was wonderful therapy. I was outside all day without any 

phones or customers bugging me. I learned to run heavy equipment and to weld steel. I hired a 

couple of University students in the summer as helpers. When the summer ended and cold 

weather set in, we left for our house in the Keys in Florida to fish and play. We usually stayed 

there about 6 months and came back in the spring when the ice was out. 

We had just gone to Regional Government, so they had put Norfolk County and 

Haldimand County together, with a much bigger bureaucracy. The obstacles to get permits were 

incredible. It was all red tape and bull shit. We finally got 6 acres of the good land at the top of 

the bluffs subdivided into lots for a small subdivision. This took close to 2 years. 

In 1976 we sold our house on Decou Road in Simcoe and moved to Port Rowan. We 

moved in to the old Brown house on the property after remodeling it. When the weather was too 

bad to work outside, I renovated the house to make it more livable. 

When we opened for business in the spring of 1978 we had 80 slips capable of holding up 

to a 26-foot boat. Rental was on a seasonal basis only and a card-operated gate controlled access. 

Success was almost immediate and we were close to capacity by the end of our first season. 

We sold O’Days. J24’s and Sonic 23 sail boats. In many cases I taught the buyers, how to 

sail and made a point of teaching bad weather sailing under adverse conditions. By this time I 

had learned that there were days to stay ashore because of weather. When I could get away on 

weekends, Bruce and I would enter the local races and learned a lot about proper sailing 

techniques. We had a retired policeman, whom we called Mac, in the marina who had 

participated in Olympic sailing. I learned more from him in one summer, than in all the years I 

had been sailing. 

My eldest son Bruce was now an electrician and was working in the local area. He joined 

the business on a part time basis until he became established in his business. As his business 

increased, he decided to concentrate on it and got out of the marina business. I bought his shares 

and I was on my own again. 

The next season I hired a couple to help me run the marina. We put a trailer at the bottom 

of the hill for them to live in for the season. We also dug a second channel to accommodate more 

boats. About this time it struck me that I had worked myself back in to a long hour, stressful job 

again. The fun was gone! 

I guess I really like to build things, do new things and not be tied down to the day to day 

operations. I also had those people called “customers”, back again. 

In 1983, I sold the marina to Elmer and Sue Steiner. We then sold the house and bought a 

cottage in the Parry Sound area. It was my intention to stay truly retired this time. I bought a 20-

foot O’Day day sail boat from Ron Sinden in pretty poor shape. I fixed it up and had a lot of fun 

sailing the inlets and islands around Parry Sound.  
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The cottage we bought was actually on Parry Island, which is an Indian reservation, just 

out of Parry Sound a few miles. There was almost 200 feet of shoreline with a sand beach and a 

good dock in deep water. 

I had a small sailboat and a fishing boat. While we were there I proceeded to completely 

remodel the inside of the cottage. The first problem was the distance from the kids. Both Bruce 

and James tried visiting on the weekends, but summer traffic from Toronto north was terrible. 

The other problem was that we were about fifteen miles from Parry Sound on a poorly 

maintained gravel road.  

Except for July and August, there were very few people around us. I had a second heart 

attack, at night, in September of 1985. It was doubly fortunate that a neighbour had not yet left 

and an ambulance happened to be at the local Parry Sound hospital after an emergency call. 

I was hospitalized of course 

and when I was well enough to 

travel, we went to Florida for the 

winter. 

In January of 1986, Lil and I 

went to Toronto, rented a short-

term apartment and I had triple 

heart by-pass surgery. From here 

we went back again to Florida. This 

was still in the days when the 

Ontario Government covered us for 

out of country medical expenses. 

When we returned to 

Canada in the spring of 1987, we 

started to look for a place to buy in the Simcoe area. We couldn’t find anything that appealed to 

us, so we bought a piece of property from Walter Moore in Port Ryerse beside the little Anglican 

Church. In the meantime, we sold the cottage in Parry Sound and James and I rented a truck and 

moved our things to Port Ryerse, where we put them in storage in Edna Goodlet’s basement.  

Bruce supervised the building of our new house in Port Ryerse the next winter while we returned 

to Florida. 

In the spring of 1988 we moved into our new house. Full circle, we are back to the little 

village where we started our married life.  

Soon after we moved into our new house in Port Ryerse, I bought back the first sailboat 

that had been sold at Blue Bill Marina. This was a 23-foot O’Day and the owner had died. The 

boat had seen very little use and I had many enjoyable days, plus over night, cruises to Gravelly 

Bay. I sold this also in 1996, when I decided to give up sailing. 
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CHAPTER 18 
 

DIVING & POWER BOATS 
 

1954 and on. 

SCUBA, (Self Contained Breathing Apparatus) diving became a real hobby for me for a 

number of years. 

I got interested in it in 1954 when Tom & Eva Hamilton, Lil and I drove to Marathon, in 

the Florida Keys, for a holiday. While there, I bought a small scuba tank (Ed:note, I still have it) 

and regulator and brought it home. There was no local source of hi-pressure air available, except 

for using large rental tanks, which I got from one of our best customers, Canadian Liquid Air 

through their local distributor at a bicycle shop. I did this for some time. 

I would tie up to the pond nets off Long Point with my boat and would then spear 

pickerel and catfish inside the net. I graduated to a larger tank and built a compressor, using three 

war surplus aircraft compressors and a gas powered motor. The compressors were from United 

States Flying Fortresses, used for lowering their wheels in an emergency. I used castor oil as a 

piston lubricant, which gave predictable results after a day of diving. 

Next I added a dry suit, which was necessary at any depth below 20 feet. I met Bill 

Sterling, from Brantford, on a trip up the Bruce Peninsula, where we were hunting for the body 

of a fisherman, who was a friend of Bills.  He had fallen over board and drowned after having a 

heart attack. There weren’t many of us with diving gear at this time so we were always getting 

calls like this. 

Bill bought a 21-foot steel boat and he and I and Buck Walmsley started hunting for 

wrecks up and down Long Point. We found several, but after the locals started blowing them up 

and selling the iron for scrap, we quit. There is one wreck that has not been re-discovered, to this 

day that we found off the Point. 

Our technique was to drag a chain fastened to the boat by a rope. When towed, the weight 

of the chain held the diver as close to the bottom as he wished. In dirty water, the rattle of the 

chain gave us warning of an obstruction ahead of the diver. 

I also did some commercial work, clearing water intake screens on pumping stations, 

recovering dropped tools from drilling rigs and, in one case, disassembling a drilling rig which 

had fallen from the platform. 

Bob and I did the diving on the recovery 

of a Weaver Brothers tug that had capsized in a 

storm off Long Point in 1956. One of the crew 

was drowned and the other fishermen and Buck 

Walmsley donated their time and effort to 

recover something for the widow. 

Buck got the contract to remove an old 

hulk sunk outside the breakwater at Pt. Dover. I 

put the explosives in the hulk and climbed up on 

the breakwater to watch. Buck had no experience 

with explosives and used about 10 times too 

much. When it blew large pieces of iron and timber flew in all directions. Some went over our 

heads, landing inside the harbour. 
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Shortly after that episode, I gradually lost interest and sold my equipment. When Bruce 

and I were in Jamaica working on the new factory, we rented scuba gear and dove 75 feet into a 

cave used to film parts of “20,000 Leagues Under the Sea”. 

Leo Lutes, who was our finishing room foreman, and I bought a 15 foot lapstraked boat 

with a 22 horse power Evinrude motor. We kept it in the creek at the west end of Turkey Point, 

(now the entrance to the Turkey Point Marina). By this time through our work on the Port Dover 

Yacht Club, I had become a friend of Buck Wamsley, who had a fishing cottage at the end of 

Long Point in Gravelly Bay. I was spending a lot of time there. 

Fifteen feet is not enough boat for the outer 

bay. Also this boat was hogged on the bottom and 

liked to put its nose down at the wrong time. Sure 

made it wet! Bill Sterling, Buck Wamsley and I 

were seriously into the scuba diving business about 

this time. Bill had a 22 foot steel boat with twin 35 

horsepower Motors on it. It was built in Wheatley, 

Ontario by a company and man named Goodereau. 

We used this as our diving boat and Buck’s cottage 

in Gravelly Bay as our base. I decided to get my 

own bigger boat, so I had Goodereau build a 26 

foot steel cruiser hull with a cabin. I hauled it home 

and used jacks to get it into the garage on Decou Road. We had to push it in with the keel flat on 

the floor. I finished it, adding an old Chrysler Crown flat six motor. I had the motor completely 

rebuilt, I think it gave out about 105 HP. 

I had to put the windows in and I remember that while we were welding the ladder on the 

back that we set fire to the paint, and everyone was bailing out of the house. The boat was 

outside, ready to put the engines in when mother died so that would have been April of 1958. 

 After finishing it, I towed it to Port Dover and launched it. It had a black hull with white 

trim. We named it “The Hawk”. 

This boat had sealed rear cockpit floor with a water tight raised engine hatch. I cut a 

tailgate into the stern and put in a drop down door, just like a pickup truck. It was great for 

diving. With the gate down, I could cut power quickly and the following wave would run right 

into the cockpit. It sure scared hell out of my unsuspecting passengers. Leo Lutes gave me a 

searchlight off one of his old cars and I installed a stainless steel sink in the galley. 

The boat was slow and a lousy sea boat, so 

I sold it after Lil made it clear that she was no 

more interested in my cruiser than she was in 

sailboats. 

In 1958, I had Howard Stewart in Port 

Dover built a 21-foot plywood hull for me. I then 

took it home and fiberglassed the bottom and 

sides. I built a cabin on it installed bunks, galley 

and head and powered it with 2 - 35 HP outboard 

motors. 

Dad, Bruce and I, made several long 

cruises in this boat. The first trip was from Rice 

Lake, through the Trent Canal system to Georgian 

The Hawk! 
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Bay. Dad and I slept on the two forward bunks and Bruce slept across the stern on the stern seat. 

We had a full canvas top and side curtains for the rear cockpit. 

The next year, we trailed the boat to Trenton and went up the St. Lawrence to Alexandria 

Bay, back to Kingston, where we rendezvoused with Bob and Barb. We took their car home and 

they cruised up the Rideau Canal for a couple of weeks, then brought the boat back on the 
35trailer. 

Another year we launched at Kingsville, at the western end of Lake Erie and from there 

toured Peelee Island, the Bass Islands and as far west as Cedar Point on the United States side. 

We came back east along the American shore, with stops at Sandusky, Cleveland, Mentor 

Harbor, Ashtabula and Erie, Pennsylvania. From Erie we jumped across to Long Point and then 

to Booth’s Harbour in St. Williams where I kept the boat. 

I traded the 21 foot wooden boat to Bill Sterling for his steel boat. I needed a heavy duty 

boat to carry lumber to the cottage that we were building at the end of Long Point. After the 

cottage was finished I traded again and got my own boat back. 

I finally sold the 21 footer to our cutting room foreman, Bob Thornton. Next I bought an 

18-foot fiberglass outboard made by Arkansas Traveler. All we wanted was a good boat to take 

us back and forth to the cottage. I guess fiberglass boats were getting popular and I didn’t want 

to have to work on boats any more. It was a terrible boat, in fact it was such a rough riding boat 

that the seat broke under me, one day, and left me sitting on the floor in complete confusion. 

 

                                                        
35A great cruise but the trailer was a dog. Behind Bill’s under powered station wag, it was like a dog waving its tail. 40 MPH was 

about all we could do. 
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CHAPTER 19 
 

Florida 
 

1976-1998 

When we first moved to the Keys in Florida in 1976, the fishing was fantastic. We 

bought a house on Big Pine Key, about 30 miles from Key West in the Whispering Pines 

development. My neighbour, Don Holloway, was a Captain of his charter boat the “Cuda”. 

He taught me the local methods. We would often go far offshore after dolphin with good 

success.  

We moved after a few years over to 

another part of Big Pine Key to Tropical Bay 

to a lovely block and brick house with all 

terrazzo floors. We were right on the Spanish 

Channel that led to the ocean out under the 

highway bridge and the other way back in to 

the back country and the gulf. I was able to 

keep my 22-foot Aquasport outboard on 

davits over the channel that led out in to open 

deep water. 

The one thing that I really liked on 

Big Pine Key was its Flea Market that was held every Saturday. Found lots of good bargains 

and on occasion some not so good bargains. Ask me about the nicely painted red vise I 

bought. Jamie was with me and this looked like a good buy. I took it home, fastened it 

securely to the workbench and thought it 

looked pretty good. A few days late I put a 

pipe in it, did it up nice and tight and the vise 

just broke in two. The guy that sold it to me 

had glued it together with metal glue.  

Our house was very comfortable in a 

nice setting but I can’t say I was too fond of 

some of the neighbors. I did have one good 

friend from Missouri, Chris Christensen, 

shown in the picture on the left and leading the 

way with me at the Flea Market above. We had 

some good friends but as time past so did they 

and toward the end we were not enjoying the 

area at all. 

Big Pine 

Key House 

Tropical Bay from the 

water 
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When we left in 1987, the fishing was almost done. Commercial fish traps, no bag or 

size limit, and the sale of small fish of any species for cat food, ruined it. This lack of decent 

fishing contributed to the reasons to sell in the keys and our move to the west coast of 

Florida. 

In Florida, I started with a Mako 19 foot, then a Proline 21 foot boat, which had twin 70 

HP outboards, and then a 22 ft. Aquasport36 Family Fisherman with a 175 HP Mercury outboard. 

I later repowered this with a 175 HP Evinrude. 

I made the mistake of selling this to my neighbor, John Wolfe, who continually bugged 

me with imagined faults. Too keep busy, I started buying old crock outboards, fixing them up 

and then selling them for a profit. It was a good hobby and I made a few dollars. I continued 

doing this after we moved to Punta Gorda from the Keys in Florida. 

We bought a manufactured home in Windmill village, just on the southern edge of Punta 

Gorda. This was a comfortable house with a full glassed in verandah, across the front (waterside) 

of the house. I could sit and read and watch my friends going by in their boats on their way from 

our own marina out to Charlotte Harbour. 

We had a great bunch of friends who were 

always willing to help. We even had our 

own Woodworking club where I met a lot 

of nice guys. 

The last boat I had in Florida, other 

than little fishing boats, was a 22-foot D.S. 

sailboat, built in Canada and designed by 

Bruce Kirby. Bruce Whitside and I brought 

this boat south on a trailer behind Bruce’s 

pickup truck. This was a very fast boat and 

a real pleasure to sail. It was rigged for 

one-man operation in even very heavy 

weather. In company with several of my friends in their own boats, we would cruise for several 

days at a time from Punta Gorda, as far south as Ft. Myers and north to Venice. It was with great 

reluctance that after more heart problems, I sold this boat in 1996. I finally convinced myself that 

my sailing days were done. Ed. Note: He admitted that he scared himself, when he was out in a 

blow and he should not have been there.) 

Finally, I guess my luck got a little weak just like my heart. I got a case of what I thought 

was bronchitis, and woke up in the night unable to breathe. This was scary! We headed for Punta 

Gorda hospital, but as soon as we got started, Lil said she didn’t have her glasses and couldn’t 

see well enough to drive. So, I drove to the hospital. 

The hospital was OK, but I got the feeling that the Doctor’s were all looking at me like 

pigeon to be plucked. None of this bronchitis business for them. Right in to the heart situation 

and how to fix it? I couldn’t get them to contact my cardiologist in Toronto 

After a week or so, I seemed to be stabilized. I had been talking to my out of country 

health care provider, The Snowbird Association, and they were very good. However, as soon as I 

was released from hospital, they advised me that I should return to Ontario at once. This was still 

in January and I assumed it was still cold at home. 

                                                        
36 I bought one of these boats for Bob with a 200 hp motor in 1978. He used it for years in Florida, and didn’t sell it until 1998. 

They were great boats.  

The Proline 
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They sent a driver for our van, and with help we got packed up and returned to Ontario 

and our home in Port Ryerse with the feeling I had seen the last of Florida. 

Before I left, Windmill Village, I put the Hague Street house for sale and was lucky 

enough to get a good offer and I sold in within the month. 
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CHAPTER 20 
 

Simcoe & “The Factory” 

 

November 1, 1945 to 1974 

During the war, Dad had served on the Wartimes Prices and Trade Board and was as 

deeply involved in the war effort as a civilian could get. He was also on the Town Council, 

serving as Deputy Reeve, Reeve and in 1944 as Mayor of the Town of Simcoe. He followed this 

serving as Warden of the County. He was also the Chairman of the local area War Bond drive. 

With 2 sons in the Airforce and his daughter, Mary, married to Squadron Leader Paul 

Gilbertson, he was fully committed to the war effort. 

Prices and wages were frozen and materials were in short supply. While he struck to the 

letter of the law, his competitors in Quebec had no such qualms and broke every rule in the book 

to make more money. As an example, the price on all cream cowhide mitts and gloves were 

fixed, but they found a way to beat that. They had the tanner’s make them leather in a light tan 

colour and called it Kangaroo. They then increased the price and sold nothing but Kangaroo 

tanned products. They prospered and The Simcoe Mitt & Glove Company declined. 

Dad took care of all of his old customers feeling that when the war ended, they would 

repay him for his loyalty, by continuing business with him. It didn’t work that way. The 

customers that Dad had maintained during hard times would now make no allowances for his 

loyalty. The Quebec manufacturers moved in and took over most of the S.M. & G. Co.’s 

business. Labour costs in Quebec had been lower in that province. 

Added to this problem was the export business. Prior to 1939, Dad had a sizable export 

business to England, Belgium and Holland. The war stopped this; they actually lost shipments to 

the German U-boats. During the war the Factory was kept busy making mitts and gloves for the 

services and taking care of his old customers. I would estimate export made up more than half of 

his annual sales. 

After the war, currency restrictions came in to effect. Great Britain was for all accounts, 

bankrupt and they were only allowed to import on a small scale. At one stage, the English 

tanners were buying Canadian hides, tanning them, and shipping them back to us, we would 

make gloves out of them and ship the finished product back to England. There was no way as 

much business as before and that didn’t last very long. Some of the old customers just 

disappeared during the war and were never heard of again. Some were good friends of Dads as 

he used to make a trip to Europe every year in the spring to book orders. (Ed. Note: He brought 

back some great presents.) 

After the war ended, material became available, and then competition really became 

tough. By the time I joined the Company in early 1946, things were so bad that he sold the 

factory building to Springstead Knitwear. During the war they had prospered and outgrown their 

small factory, 5 miles south of Simcoe in Vittoria. Luckily, Dad was pretty smart and part of the 

deal was he got a long lease, 20 years I think, for the part that we occupied. This was 3/4 of the 

upstairs and the lower 1/4 of the building, which included the office, shipping and finishing 

rooms. Everything had to go up and down by the stairs or a hand operated, rope-pull, elevator. 

I had been getting fed up with the bureaucracy in the Airforce and decided to get out. I 

had an offer of a job with Provincial Air Services, flying all sorts of aircraft. Bert Houle had also 
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approached me about joining a Hornet37 Squadron. They were only going to take 2 tour veterans 

and it sounded interesting. I never told Dad about this. I know Dad had always counted on my 

coming into the business, ‘The eldest son kind of thing”. To complicate this was the money I had 

sent home from overseas.  

I served with the Royal Air Force for a lot of the time and there was a big difference in 

the rate of pay. A Canadian Pilot Officer made as much, if not more money than a Royal Air 

Force Squadron Leader, so we were only allowed to draw equal to our rank in the R.A.F.  The 

rest of it we had sent to someone at home. I sent mine to Dad. Because he assumed I was going 

to come into the “Factory," he used my money to buy up outside shareholders, some or whom 

were his sisters. So, instead of having a $10,000. plus nest egg to spend on a new car, wine and 

women, I was invested in something I knew nothing about, was not trained for, and didn’t know 

if I wanted. 

We decided I should get out and go to University to take an accelerated business course 

given for veterans at The University of Toronto. The Airforce were very obliging by letting me 

out on November 1st, so off to Toronto I went. I boarded at mother’s sister, my Aunt Edith 

Smith in Willowdale. I hated it! It was boring and I wasn’t learning anything, so I packed it in 

and returned to Simcoe. 

I started in pretty well at the bottom. Dad wasn’t prepared to hand much over so I got the 

job of delivering piece goods to the homemakers and such. I used to take my 22 rifle and shoot 

groundhogs or just sleep under a tree. For a year I didn’t even draw any salary. There was some 

kind of a pay out to employers for hiring and training veterans. We got this, so, I was being paid 

$35.00 per week, a big come down from my Airforce responsibilities and pay. There just wasn’t 

any money and now for me there was no flying, no excitement, no glamorous uniform and no 

money.  

 Business was poor. At the low point, we were down to nine employees and the bank loan 

was higher than our annual sales figure. To add to this, Dad was in agony and didn’t seem to 

want to do anything. He had a slipped disc and constant back pain. Luckily or not, he had to have 

an operation to fix it that was very experimental at the time. He was laid up for weeks and I had 

to step in and, do something. I was trying to run the factory, find some sales, and deal with the 

bank. The local bank manager, a supposed friend of Dads, Jack Dougherty had decided to close 

us down. He and I did not get along! Dad believed everything Doughtery said and couldn’t 

understand my attitude toward him. I kept 

asking the banker for a set of rules, tell me what 

we had to do, I got no help at all. 

While this was going on, I had become 

involved in a deal to build houses and develop a 

subdivision with a friend, Tom Hamilton. Tom 

and Eva Hamilton were renting a big old brick 

house that was divided into 2 apartments.  

The owner wanted to sell the house 

along with approximately 14 acres of land. I 

used my D.V.A.38 Veterans Land Act to get a 

                                                        
37The war was still on with Japan. The Hornet was a new version of the 2 engine very fast Mosquito fighter-bomber. 

38Department of Veterans Affair. You could take your grants in schooling or loans and some grant money and the amount was 

according to your time in the service. 
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forgivable loan of $6,000. With this start, we bought the house and land for $13,000. Then I 

bought the house alone for $7500. and then rented the one apartment to Tom and Eva, who paid 

us rent, and Lillian and I lived in the back half. Tom was going to build a39 house in the 

subdivision 

The development became the Pinecrest Subdivision. We laid out the streets and arranged 

for builders and started to sell lots. Houses could be built and including the lot sold from $6,600 

up. Later we rented the front part to Mother and Dad after Tom and Eva moved out. I enjoyed 

this business but I had reached a critical point in my life. 

DECISION TIME! Do I give up a lost cause, (The Factory), and get out of a situation 

that I hated and stay in the increasingly profitable building business that I enjoyed. OR, give the 

Factory my complete attention? The Factory was at the bottom; we had to do something. 

Stupid, stubborn, whatever, I could not abandon Dad and in turn my Mother. Dad had 

never done anything else. He was taken out of Woodstock College in 1916 when his Dad had 

died of Cancer and there was no one else to run the business.40 He wasn’t well and I was sure 

that he would have gone broke. So, I sold my share of the construction business to Tom and 

figured I would give the Factory my full attention. What else could I do? 

 
The first order of business was to go to the head office of The Canadian Bank of 

Commerce and try to straighten out the financing. Some Good Luck! The Senior Manager that I 

went to see had a son who had been in the Air Force. He set up a fiscal programme to which I 

was told I must stick. Finally some sort of guide lines! 

Back to Simcoe, and as became our custom, “When in doubt, flail about, do something." 

We loaded every mitt and glove, including samples in to the back of my blue Chevvy van and I 

went out a sold them to raise some cash. I sold every bit of surplus machinery and made long 

                                                        
39The original Yeager house has been torn down; there is a Doctors office on the sight. Tom built a house at 30 Poplar St. and 

still lives there. Tom Hamilton died after a period of poor health in February of 1998. 

40See the History of the Sovereen Mitt & Robe Co., The Simcoe Mitt & Glove Co., Ranger Safety Products and Ranpro Inc 

written by R.L. Whitside copy in the Norfolk Historical Society.  
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term repayment arrangements with all of our suppliers. We made a deal with Prelipp’s Hardware 

to fill their window with mitts and gloves. Because we had a lot of extra single hands we let 

people take their pick, we gave them an extra hand for each pair they bought. Walt Cronk had a 

little store on Robinson Street, and he moved a lot of our stuff. Smith Sales had a hot shot 

salesman, Cliff Anderson, who pedaled our goods all throughout the surrounding counties. We 

raised some money from all of this. We ended up with nothing on our shelves. 

Our Canadian sales had been entirely through wholesalers, jobbers and mail order houses. 

These sales were all handled through commission agents, which made it costly. I fired all of the 

agents and started to do all the selling myself. 

Next I took Leo Lutes, the foreman of the finishing room and Harry Culver, one of our 

older cutters and we all went on the road, selling direct to the factories. 

     
Leo Lutes, Finishing room foreman       Harry Culver, Senior Cutter 

 

 I can still remember the little cheap red suitcases we had for samples. It sure was the 

blind leading the blind! 

Work gloves were more and more being supplied, free of charge, by the companies to the 

workers. Some of this was due to Union pressure and other for safety reasons. Luckily for us, the 

most junior purchasing agents handled this type of product and most were returned veterans. I 

remember in particular the buyer at McKinnon Industries in St. Catherines saying, “Well we will 

try a trial of 250." I figured pairs but he wanted 250 dozen.  What a thrill that was! These guys 

were happy to give their business to a local company and in my case to a fellow vet. 

When the industrial business was well started, I went north to the lumber camps, who 

bought a large quantity of horsehide mitts for their teamsters and axemen. (No chainsaws in 

those days.) Horsehide was expensive, so it made good dollar sales. 

Within a few years, we got the company back on a solid footing and sales with some 

profit in them were back up to the $200,000. mark. We had a bank loan we could work with and 

we were growing. We still had the wholesale, jobber and mail order business, but we now had 

the additional sales in Industry and lumbering. 

By this time I was working 60 hours a week, either on the road, or making new samples 

as well as running the factory. I would be on the road selling all week, back in to the factory on 

Sunday with Eileen Lutes to make samples to send out and to take out to the potential customers. 

I had developed an ulcer and decided enough was enough. 

Brother Bob was working for the Ontario Hydro in Toronto, for the Frequency 

Conversion Division and I asked him it he would come in as partner and be the Sales Manager. I 

told him if he spent the next 30 years in Toronto that he would spend 3 years in his car driving 

back and forth to work. (Ed note: Big deal, now I am a Sales Manager but there aren’t any 

salesmen, just me. I now proceeded to spend the next 30 years in an airplane, opening all of 
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Canada, parts of the U.S. and buying in the Far East and Europe. I enjoyed it!) Dad didn’t agree 

with this, he said there would never be enough money in the Factory to support 3 families.41. 

Bob agreed with me, and joined the Company in April of 1950 and took all of the sales 

off my hands. He also eventually did all of the buying of the resale glove items. I worked with 

him for 3 weeks and then some problem came up and he was on his own. 

Now the company started to grow and by 1955 our sales were up to $430,000 and we 

were making a profit. Bob bet me a new office chair that we would hit $500,000. in 1958. I said 

no way we would never reach it, but I had to 

buy him a new chair at the end of the year. In 

1960 we did close to $600,000, and in 1966 

we cracked a million at $1,300,000. By 1969, 

we were doing $1,872,00 in sales of which 

resale of gloves bought outside, accounted for 

1/3 of our sales dollars. We were buying all 

of the low priced cotton and leather palm 

gloves from other Canadian glove companies. 

The industrial side of the business was 

growing, especially the welding business and 

the wholesalers and jobbers were gradually 

disappearing. The mail order business 

continued with Simpson and then Simpson 

Sears, but in the end it got so small and 

expensive to handle, that we actually dropped 

them. 

Our big strength was in the welding one 

finger mitt and glove business. Canadian 

Liquid Air in Montreal became our biggest 

customer, reselling our products under their label to their distributors across Canada. The other 

big customer of welding gloves was General Motors in Oshawa, who had a miserable buyer 

named, Russ Nesbitt. Dad had a pretty good relationship with him so we got Dad to handle the 

account. Dad and I even took him pheasant shooting at one of our tanner’s special spots but it 

didn’t do much good. He became even worse to deal with afterward, I guess so we wouldn’t 

think he could be bought.  

                                                        
41Bill told me that if I spent the next 30 years in Toronto, that I would spend 3 years in my car driving back and forth to work. 

Instead I spend the next umpteen years in an airplane opening Canada and buying goods around the world. 
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I kept trying to find ways 

to increase production and lower 

costs and one of my big projects 

was to put in a transporter 

system. This was new and 

interesting and a break from the 

monotonous grind of just 

producing gloves day after day. It 

was something to build, install 

and make work. Basically it was 

a beltway to deliver the goods to 

the sewers and get rid of all of 

the little pushcarts full of cut 

parts. It worked great and in the 

end we installed two of these 

systems. As far as the glove 

business in Canada we were the 

leaders in production line 

development. 

 

 

The New Ireland Road factory-Ranger Safety Products Ltd. - 1969 –1974 

We were also bursting at the seams in our old plant, even though we were now using the entire 

factory. We decided to build a brand new factory with the assistance of Ontario Government 

money. 

This was a lot of work, which I really enjoyed. I worked with Gilvesy Construction of 

Tilsonburg; Ontario and they were a great contractor. When we finished, with all of the add on 

and changes, we were in complete agreement about costs and construction. Bud Smale a local 

architect and ex Spitfire pilot was our architect. 

(Ed note: by this time it was pretty obvious to everyone that Bill’s calling was in building 

something. We have both agreed we should have got into some business with more growth 

potential and less confinement for Bill. I was lucky; I was out of the factory a lot at the beginning 

and enjoyed sales work). 

The plant had 32,000 square feet for production and 5,000 square feet for the office and 

lunchroom. What a change! 

We changed the name of the Company from The Simcoe Mitt & Glove Co. Ltd. to 

Ranger Safety Products to better describe our area of business. By this time we were well in to 

making welding garments, aluminized high heat clothing and acid protective clothing. We knew 

there was no long future in the manufacture of gloves, so we kept trying to diversify in to 

something with a future. 
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 A front and back view of our new Ranger plant built in 1969/70 
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CHAPTER 21 
 

James North Canada and Jomac Inc. 
 

1961-1969 

With our ambition to grow, we decided that one way was to get in to the cheaper, higher 

volume lines of leather palm gloves. At this time they were all, pretty well, being made in 

Quebec. We new that large quantities were being used by industry and because we couldn’t 

supply, our good customers were buying from our competitors. 

We had started by buying some from Mike Gold, who had a plant in Prescott, Ontario. 

He also had contacts in Hong Kong and China and was starting to import cheap lines of leather 

palm and cotton gloves from there. 

I bought a beam press42and a set of dies from Mike and we started to make some of the 

better lines of leather palm gloves. Two things became apparent after only a few months of 

operation. The first was that we just could not compete in price on the cheaper lines. The second 

was that our manufacturing standards, set to produce top grade industrial gloves were too strict to 

allow the same employees to produce both top grade industrial gloves and lower grade leather 

palm gloves. We did have some success working with Simpson Sears. They gave us patterns and 

all the data for making their special United States type of deluxe leather palm glove. It was about 

3/4 leather. 

We set up a completely separate department with specialized machinery in a separate part 

of the building. 

 One of our big competitors, Safety Supply Co. in Toronto had made a deal with a U.S. 

company called Jomac Inc. and were doing really well in the automotive industry with terry 

gloves as no one was making them in Canada. 

. We started to buy the resale gloves from wherever we could to get the best price. Bob 

took over this buying operation. Bob had bought some terry gloves from Advance Glove so we 

decided to make a deal with them. By this time, we had dropped the manufacture of cheap 

leather palm gloves and had surplus machinery 

Arrangements were made to buy cut parts from Advance and assemble them in Simcoe. 

There was a real problem with quality control from Advance but we were making inroads in the 

sales and taking business away from Safety Supply/Jomac. This attracted Jomac’s attention and 

next thing that happened, to our surprise, was a phone call from Howard Colehower, the 

President of Jomac Inc. from Philadelphia. He wanted to make a deal with us. 

In 1962 the Company went into a joint venture with Jomac Inc. of Philadelphia in the 

operation of James North Canada Co. LTD, controlling 49% of the shares. I believe Jomac also 

owned 49% and the balance were held in escrow by the lawyers.. Jomac had taken over the 

branch plant of a very successful English manufacturer of industrial rainwear and plastic dipped 

gloves. James North England was the inventor of the first plastic dipped gloves. 

Jomac Inc. manufactured the “North” plastic gloves under license and their own terry 

gloves in the U.S.A. Part of their agreement with James North was to help them enter the terry 

cloth glove business in Europe. 

At the time Jomac Inc. approached us, they had taken over James North Canada LTD, 

operating a plant in Toronto. They were making some rainwear, using James North England 

                                                        
42A very large press, that would cut multiple layers of fabric in widths up to 60 inches. It would cut a lot of glove parts cheaply. 
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fabrics and selling Jomac’s terry gloves in Canada. They had the North American rights for 

“North” products and they had given the Jomac Inc. terry cloth rights to James North England. 

James North England’s head office was in London but its plants were in Manchester. 

Jomac’s Vice President, Don Trimble, was overseeing the operation and to date they had 

lost $180,000. on the deal. Bob and I went to Toronto to look at the operation and of course, 

being eternal optimists and always trying to find something new to get into, decided we would 

buy half of James North Canada. We gave James North Canada our terry cloth business and they 

put in their rainwear business. Jomac Inc. ate the bad debt and we started with a clean slate. 

They had 2 male executives, Ron Izon, who was the manager and Bill Coldicott who was 

the salesman. Izon had been playing around in this business for a while and knew the customers 

and some of the processes but without Safety Supply they didn’t have too much. Bob took them 

on as salesmen and split up territories for them to cover. We closed the plant in Toronto and 

moved everything to Simcoe. 

I set the terry cloth manufacturing up in a separate part of the plant but it was basically 

the leather palm department. The rainwear had to go in a completely separate part of the plant as 

we couldn’t have any lint or dust around that might get in to the electronic welders 43operation. 

This was the way the seams were water proofed. 

On arrival of the North inventory in Simcoe, we found we had countless bales of 

rainwear and gloves that had never been opened. Most of these items were suitable to the United 

Kingdom but not very saleable in Canada. How many raincoats for policemen riding horses can 

you sell in Canada? How many black rain suits with attached hoods made out of PVC on rayon 

were in demand? We also had black boiler suits, we call them coveralls, which were too short in 

the crotch for Canadians. We had bags of 16” and 18” long plastic gloves and gloves with so-

called armor coating. It was a very frustrating time clearing this stuff and trying to turn it into 

money. 

The manufacturing process brought from Toronto was old fashioned and had to be 

updated. The only good thing that could be said for it, was that it got us into the rainwear 

business. 

During our association with James North England, Bob and I met Henry Rothenberg, 

their President, in New York and were invited to visit them in England. Lil and I took two weeks 

and visited their manufacturing plant, which was at Hyde, just outside of Manchester. We also 

found another fabric supplier in Wales, who made better fabric than The James North Company. 

After my business was finished, we rented a car and drove through Northern England and 

Scotland. 

We bought fabric from James North for a while but it was poor quality, so we switched to 

the supplier in Wales and to Ferrari in Lyon, France. 

I made several trips to visit Ferrari in France and the manager/owner, Serge Ferrari and 

his wife Miriel , became good friends of myself and Lillian. We spent one very enjoyable 

weekend with them in their villa on the Mediterranean. 

During one of these trips, after visiting Serge and Miriel, we spent a few days in the 

cowboy country of Southern France, called the Camaraque district. From there we flew to 

Madrid and rented a car and spent a very enjoyable two weeks driving along the coast of Spain 

and into Portugal. We went to a bullfight in Madrid and cheered for the bull. We flew home from 

Lisbon. 
                                                        
43The seams were sewn first, folded over and then welded with a hot bar, that made the vinyl material flow and make a 

waterproof seam. 
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The Ferrari families were friends with Baron Bic, (Bic pens and lighters), who entered 

the French contender for the America Cup sailing race. Ferrari made the sails for the boat. When 

they came to the U.S.A. to race, Lil and I were invited to visit the Ferraris and go out on the 

French boat during a practice run. To this day, I can’t think of the reason we did not go. 

We visited Jomac’s plants in Philadelphia and Warsaw, Indiana, to learn more about 

making their products. Howard Colehower, suggested that I come to work for him, as production 

manager, at a salary of over triple, what I was making. I was not prepared to move and work in 

Philadelphia for any amount of money, so politely declined. 

In 1965 the board of James North Canada, of which W. J. & R.L. Whitside, Howard 

Colehower and his controller, Bill Grundy, were members, decided to buy Lorence Products 

manufacturers of plastic Gloves in Windsor, Ontario, operated by two brothers. As Jomac, under 

their President, Howard Colehower, were deeply involved in this business, it was agreed that 

Jomac would handle the negotiations. 

At the August 31, 1965 Board meeting, the Board was advised that Jomac Inc., owned by 

Colehower, had bought44 Lorence Products of Windsor for themselves. James North Canada was 

left out completely. This is recorded in the Company minutes. The WHITSIDE’S having been 

double-crossed, had no alternative but to tell them to go to hell and we parted company with 

Jomac. It certainly was not our way of doing business. As Dad used to say, “They were shrewd 

to their own interests." 

In November of 1965, the Simcoe Mitt & Glove Company Limited purchased for $1.00 

the physical assets of the Company and took over the $58,000. of indebtedness of James North 

Canada Company Limited. We absorbed it into our own production and marketing facilities.  

The company name of “James North Canada Company Limited” reverted to Jomac Inc., U.S.A. 

Henry Rothenberg who was President of James North England, was in complete agreement of 

our assessment of Jomac Inc. and Colehower. They asked that their agreement be terminated 

with Jomac and the name James North was returned to England and I believe they severed their 

relationship. The James North Co. In England were fine and honourable people.  

After this, for a short time, we became the exclusive distributor in Canada for North-

England for their wide range of safety products. 

James North also had the right to sell our 

products in England. Their products included hard 

hats, eye protection, face shields and other safety 

related products. (Ed note: As things turned out in 

the years to come, this might have been the way for 

us to go. A lot more potential than just gloves and 

rainwear). 

We decided that we had better concentrate on the 

products we knew and withdrew from the 

agreement 

 

The picture on the left is from the Simcoe 

Reformer about 1968 before the company name change to Ranger Safety Products. 

                                                        
44We learned later that they had paid $250,000. For Lorence Products. They moved it to Valleyfield, Quebec and it is still 

operation there, under the Jomac name. 
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CHAPTER 22 
 

JAMAICA - CARIBE SAFETY & RETIREMENT 
 

1972-1974 

Our growth in sales from resale gloves (all cotton, and cotton and leather palm gloves) 

increased every year. We were buying primarily from Hong Kong but also trying Taiwan, 

Singapore and Pakistan. We were having a continuous problem with quality. We prided 

ourselves on selling the best quality products in our field and we did not want to sell inferior 

import gloves. 

Through Trade Associations, I had become a friend with Martin Tobin who was the 

production manager for Cooper Weeks in Toronto. They made hockey gloves, baseball gloves, 

sport gloves and other sport equipment. They had a branch in the Barbados, making hockey and 

baseball gloves there. 

There was also another Toronto firm, Wellinger & Dunn producing similar items in 

Jamaica. 

Lillian and I took a trip and visited both plants and had detailed discussions with both 

plant managers about benefits and drawbacks to such a branch operation. I decided on Jamaica 

because of the much easier shipping facilities as well as labour availability and the fact that there 

was a tannery in Kingston. 

After approval from our Board of Directors, I went to Jamaica and contacted the Jamaica 

Industrial Development Board. They agreed to build a factory, which we would lease. There was 

to be no tax on anything that we imported and no income or corporation tax for 10 years. This 

was because all products to be manufactured must be for export only. We also had to agree to 

hire Jamaicans for all jobs except for the plant manager. 

I spent a considerable amount of time finding a location. We settled on Savannah La Mar 

on the west coast and construction was 

started in 1972. 

When the plant was finished in 

early 1974, a transport trailer of 

equipment and raw materials was 

shipped from Simcoe, via Miami, to 

Montego Bay and then on to Sav La 

Mar. I had hired Jerry Harder to be the 

plant manager some time before. He 

worked in the Simcoe plant learning our 

manufacturing techniques. He had been 

previously employed in a shoe factory in 

Galt as a production manager before 

joining us. 

We bought a car and Jerry, his wife and two boys moved into a rented house close to the 

plant. When word got out that we were hiring, he received close to a thousand applications. I sent 

two of our senior employees, Jean Newton and Olga Bassett, to train our new employees. 

In a very short time, the plant was in production, the quality was good and we had about 

thirty employees. The next step was more machinery and more employees to bring the plant up 
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to full capacity, which would require about 120 people. Things were looking pretty good and 

with the lower wage rates, that we were paying, we would be able to compete with imports from 

the Far East. To set the wage rates I met with other employers in the area to establish a fair and 

good rate of pay that would attract a good class of worker and not upset the local economy, 

which was not very large. 

Bob had set up a distributor in 

Kingston, Jamaica who would sell 

throughout the Caribbean but we had to 

figure a way around the rule that all 

production had to be export. We had also 

made a deal with a company in North 

Carolina to make gloves for them. We 

met them when we were looking for 

striped cotton fabric for back and cuff 

materials.  

After a lot of thought, Bob and I 

decided to call our new venture, “Caribe Safety Products”. Everything was rosy to this point! 

When we made the deal with the Jamaica Industrial Development Corporation, (JIDC), 

the political party in power had a policy of encouraging and promoting foreign investments. 

We were just nicely started in production when a general election replaced this party with 

a very socialist pro communist 

government led by Michael Manley. 

Their programme was Jamaica for 

Jamaicans and throw out the white 

capitalists. That meant us! 

Within a short time after the 

election, union organizers from Kingston 

came to Sav La Mar. Our workers were 

told they must join the union or their 

houses would be burned. We were called 

white bloodsuckers and Jerry’s kids were 

threatened. 

The Union insisted on a ridiculous wage increase, which would wipe out all incentive to 

manufacture in Jamaica. (Ed note: They in fact wanted us to pay the same wages as we paid in 

Simcoe). I tried to explain the facts to them but they pulled every body out on strike. The girls 

were in tears, they wanted to work and there was no other place for them to work in the area. 

Many of the girls were high school graduates. The two Union organizers were drunk and 

belligerent and impossible to talk to. I went to Kingston to see the J.I.D.C. and wasn’t given any 

consideration. 

The only choice that we had to make the plant a viable operation was to increase 

capacity, increase our capital outlay and our vulnerability in the hope that we could come to a 

satisfactory arrangement with the union. 

I told Jerry to put the people back to work at the new wage scale. We sent no new 

material and then over a weekend sent a transport truck and trailer to the plant, loaded it with 

help hired in Montego Bay, put it on a ship to Miami and we were out of Jamaica. Jerry sold the 

car for cash, took his wife and kids and flew back to Canada. 

Jerry, the kids & house 
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It was a hell of a way to finish a project, 

but there was just no other way. We got almost 

everything out of Jamaica except my pride and a 

considerable financial loss. 

The trailer was put in bond and sent to 

Simcoe. There were no export permits or custom 

papers included. Both Dad and I had a close 

working relationship with our local custom agent 

which we had developed over the years. I made up 

a set of papers showing origin as Jamaica and 

goods were being returned to Simcoe and were the 

property of Ranger Safety Products. (True). So everything was cleared with no problem. Try that 

in a big city! 

In retrospect, the decision to cut and run was the correct one. Manley tied in with Cuba’s 

Castro and most of the American and Canadian businesses were forced out 

(Ed Note: I met Bill in Miami when he came back from Jamaica and he was pretty upset. 

It doesn’t get more stressful then this kind of a situation and I think this was the real trigger for 

his first heart attack, which he had shortly after). 

After this I really lost interest in the business. Bob and I discussed the possibility of 

selling out and were wondering what the value of the Company was.  We talked about it but 

didn’t take any action. 

In 1974 I had my first heart attack and that brought me a lot closer to the decision to get 

out of the business. We had a consultant in one day talking to us about the future and the value of 

the Company. That was all I needed and I advised Bob that we should sell or he could buy me 

out. We had a buy sell agreement in place and it really ended up quite easy to do. Bob bought out 

my shares in Ranpro and took over as the owner and President.  

Editors note: We had a lot of fun in the business along with plenty of arguments and 

worries. We were able to have company cars, write off business/pleasure trips and were our own 

bosses, when the bank left us alone. 

Together Bill and I also developed a lot of fine products for Canadian industry. Besides 

being our President, Bill was in charge of production and was probably the best leather glove 

man in Canada. He also had the ability to make all the crazy products, for special industrial 

applications that we asked for. 

Bill was a great innovator and loved to try new things. He put the first transporter system 

in to use in the glove industry. When we got in to the rainwear business, he installed a newer 

transporter on this line. He also developed seam welding and waterproofing systems that still 

have the competitors trying to figure out how we did it. 

Under his leadership, we provided a lot of employment and a good working place for a 

great number of people in our area. We innovated and developed a lot of fine products for 

industry and I think Bill can be proud of his lifetime of work after the war. 

Back of the plant 
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CHAPTER 23 
EPILOQUE & UP TO DATE 

 
1998 

Bill at first was convinced that he would not be returning to Florida, nor doing any out of 

country travelling. However after his return to Ontario and consulting with his Doctors he is 

feeling much better. It appears that the Florida Doctors ignored his claims of having bronchitis 

and immediately started to change his medication. 

On his return to his Doctors in Ontario, he was advised that his changed medication was 

wrong and causing his troubles and that he probably did have bronchitis. Once they straightened 

this out he was feeling better, within 5 days and he is now out walking and able to get about. You 

just can’t keep this guy down. I think someone higher up must be looking after him. 

 

The picture above was taken about 1985. It includes from left to right: Bruce, Lillian, Bill, James 

and Jamie’s wife Marianne. In front is Bruce and Diane’s daughter Hillary. Bruce’s wife Diane 

evidently took the picture 

 

Bill died of a massive heart attack on March 26, 2001 after a long hard fight with congestive 

heart failure. He is buried in the Whiteside plot, K29, in Oakwood Cemetery in Simcoe, Ontario 

 

 

 


