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WWII navy veteran revisits history

 Regine Lord

L
ast month we did an ar-

ticle on a visit by Roy-

al Navy veteran Joseph 

Wilkinson to the Russian Na-

vy’s Slava-class missile cruiser 

During a subsequent inter-

view, Mr Wilkinson graciously 

shared some of his life story 

with me, focusing especially 

on his military service during 

old to enlist in the Royal Navy 

-

sic training, he was posted to 

a special Royal Navy Wireless 

Telegraphy Training School in 

as a radio operator; his rating 

was Telegraphist (Trained Op-

Both of his older brothers 

brother Thomas Wilkinson had 

been in the Royal Engineering 

-

was part of a convoy (GTX2) 

bound for the invasion of Sicily 

torpedoed and sunk by German 

coast near the port city of Derna 

including his brother, were lost 

when the ship went down, bare-

Under the command of Ober-

leutnant zur See Johann-Otto 

numerous vessels, until it it-

self came under attack, and was 

sunk, by US bombers while in 

-

Mr Wilkinson’s middle broth-

er Jack was deployed with the 

The British Fourteenth Army, 

under the command of Lieuten-

ant General William Slim, was 

a multi-national force formed 

made up of units from various 

Commonwealth countries, in-

cluding units from the British 

Army and the Indian Army, and 

from West and East African di-

-

gotten Army’ because its oper-

ations in the Burma Campaign 

At some stage, during his 

military service, Mr Joseph 

Wilkinson received a message 

that his brother Jack had been 

invalided back to England from 

ill, as did many of the soldiers 

who fought in the Far East; dys-

entery, malaria and other infec-

tive diseases were common in 

in the Royal Navy had kindly 

arranged for Joseph to get shore 

leave, so that he could go and 

visit his brother at the barracks 

somewhere in the Midlands of 

-

ed very well,” he said, chuck-

After his training, young Mr 

Wilkinson reported to the Wild 

-

ing at the port of Larne, north 

During World War II, mine-

sweepers and anti-submarine 

vessels regularly departed from 

both Larne and Belfast to pa-

trol the Irish Sea and the North 

America and Canada to Britain 

found it safer to sail northwards 

past Northern Ireland to Britain, 

along the Western Approaches, 

rather than following the south-

ern route past the Republic of 

Ireland, which was within eas-

ier reach of the German Luft-

“We came over on the ferry 

from Stranraer in Scotland,” Mr 

Wilkinson recalled, remember-

-

though it was a fairly short trip 

(about 2-3 hours), the Irish Sea 

when we came up to our ship 

was the smell,” he declared, 

an overpowering stench of die-

or hammock free for me,” he 

at the front of the ship, with a 

whole lot of lockers, where you 

could keep your uniforms and 

I could neatly tuck myself into 

that, as soon as the ship reached 

the open ocean, it would start 

to roll and pitch, so throughout 

the night, I kept falling onto 

was always water seeping in 

from somewhere, coupled 

with the smell and the oil and 

Later, thankfully, he was al-

great,” he said, “no matter how 

much the ship moves, a ham-

mock stays pretty much level, 

so you don’t get tossed about 

noise of the ocean was some-

thing else… When we travelled 

at speed through the waves, the 

bow of the ship would push 

downwards, so the water would 

be displaced upwards, and crash 

we were trying to sleep under-

neath that! It was so loud that 

torpedoed or shot at!” 

“The Atlantic was a terrible 

“The seas were really turbulent, 

with big waves, and our ship 

was small, so it was constantly 

-

fered badly from seasickness 

couldn’t keep any food down,” 

Eventually, he reported to the 

him that there was a new and re-

ally powerful injection against 

seasickness, which would cure 

-

tor had given him the injection, 

his seasickness vanished com-

again!” he exclaimed, laugh-

ing, “no matter how rough the 

a while later that the doctor told 

him, with a chuckle, that he had 

been given an injection of dis-

Although the ship carried 

supplies of weapons, ammuni-

tion, food and water, after the 

-

the various convoy runs and the 

anti-submarine patrols, they re-

turned to the harbour at Larne 

to replenish their supplies and 

to make repairs to the ships, 

which were sometimes dam-

aged during the engagements 

-

ing water, and you couldn’t use 

it for showering or washing, so 

you can imagine the smell after 

sea water for washing, but it’s 

not good for your skin; you end 

matter how hard we tried, our 

soap didn’t lather with sea wa-

ter!” 

“We were always given a tot 

the taste of the food!” he ex-

-

cause I wasn’t yet 20 years old, 

But my mates would generous-

ly keep aside a little bit, and 

share it with me,” he said, his 

The Wild Goose was a Black 

Swan class sloop with a crew of 

Lt Cdr David Edward Gillespie 

of the Royal Navy’s 2nd Escort 

Group (referred to as the 2 EG, 

2nd EG or 2 SG), a British an-

ti-submarine formation, formed 
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The 2 EG was made up of 

several sloops of the Black 

Swan class, all named after 

Aubrey), Woodpecker (U08) 

-

-

The make-up of the group 

and repairs being necessary 

in-between deployments to the 

Atlantic, to the Bay of Biscay, 

back to the Atlantic, to the Arc-

The 2 EG under the com-

mand of Captain Frederic John 

(‘Johnnie’) Walker was the 

most successful anti-submarine 

unit of World War II, destroy-

ing 24 U-boats during its two 

Whenever his ship, the Starling 

the song “A-Hunting We Will 

Go!” would blare out over the 

loudhailer! 

Captain Walker had an un-

canny instinct for locating sub-

marines and anticipating their 

the British had cracked the code 

on the Enigma machine, which 

the Germans were using to en-

they often knew in advance what 

was planned and where the sub-

then deploy the Allied forces in 

The 2 EG’s main method of 

locating movement underwater 

was to use the ASDIC, which 

was a type of sonar that used 

quartz piezoelectric crystals to 

been developed before World 

War I; by the outbreak of World 

War II, different types of sets 

had already been incorporated 

into the various classes of sur-

Some of the tactics Captain 

Walker conceived to hunt the 

German U-boats, which of-

ten travelled in groups known 

as ‘wolf packs’, were subse-

quently used in naval warfare 

was the “creeping attack”, 

which Captain Walker used for 

this particular tactic because 

the ASDIC searched forward 

from the ship, while the depth 

charges were released from 

the ship sped up in order to re-

lease the depth charges above 

the U-boat, coupled with the 

loss of contact by the ASDIC, 

often gave the U-boat enough 

creeping attack thus involved 

ASDIC contact, while guiding 

the second slowly into position 

above the target, in order not to 

alert the U-boat that it had been 

spotted and that attack was im-

addition, a weapon known as a 

‘hedgehog’, which was made 

up of 24 spigot mortars, could 

It had contact fuzes, which det-

onated against a hard surface, 

such as the hull of a submarine; 

this made them far more effec-

tive and more deadly than the 

slowly sinking depth charges, 

which sent hydrostatic shock-

Another tactic was the “bar-

rage attack”, which was used 

by the 2 EG when a U-boat 

had gone deep, and was able to 

of the U-boat, in order to have 

an effective impact on the rein-

three ships moved in line abreast 

over the target area, where the 

submarine was suspected to be 

located, until each of them, at 

the same time, released a series 

of depth charges, set to explode 

-

ing barrage of explosions right 

after each other had a devastat-

As Mr Joseph Wilkinson was 

a radio operator on the Wild 

Goose, he spent many hours at 

the radio, with two different ear 

pieces on: with one ear, he lis-

tened for inter-escort messages, 

and with the other, he listened 

considerable focus and concen-

a message from another ship 

that said, “Gnats in the water, 

bearing so and so…” As it was 

what it meant, but, puzzled, re-

layed the message to the lead-

“I don’t know what this mes-

sage means, but it’s ‘gnats in 

the water, bearing so and so’”, 

anyone move that fast!” he 

that ‘gnats’ were acoustic torpe-

the German submarines often 

lined up ahead of the convoy, 

in an area they knew we would 

have to move through, and then 

picked up any sound in the wa-

ter, and then aimed straight for 

would home in on anything that 

made a sound underwater, and 

of course the ships’ engines and 

GNAT was an acronym for 

‘German Navy Acoustic Torpe-

do’, the British name for what 

the Germans called the G7es 

They were able to travel at about 

metres against convoy escort 

had two hydrophone receivers, 

which picked up the pitch of 

the ship’s propellers, and usu-

began to be used from August 

initially very effective, the 

British soon developed coun-

termeasures in the form of an 

acoustic decoy (codenamed 

metal pipes with holes in them, 

they were towed about 200 

generated more noise than the 

ship’s propellers; the torpe-

does thus homed in on the de-

coy instead, and circled it until 

these decoys also made the AS-

DIC ineffective, which meant 

that the ship could not track 

they could not be towed faster 

meant the ships could only trav-

el at slow speed, and the sound 

of the Foxers travelled long 

distances underwater, thus giv-

ing away the ship’s position to 

U-boats that were searching for 

Another weapon developed 

by the Germans was the ‘glider 

bomb’, which was rocket-pro-

-

ing wings and radio-controlled 

onto the target from the aircraft 

-

ish nicknamed it a ‘Chase me 

Charlie’, and fortunately dis-
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ve 

Captain ‘Johnnie’ Walker (left) 

BRAVO ZULU:
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covered quite by accident that 

it was affected by the electric 

waves given off by electrical 

razors, which confused its tar-

When submarines are sunk, 

-

ing force, and they were incred-

ibly brave; those small subs in 

particular were really cramped 

and life was extremely hard for 

produced the U-boats in large 

numbers later in the war, so 

“When we gave chase and 

hunted down enemy vessels, 

we were focused entirely on 

chasing and killing them,” he 

-

my vessel was destroyed, we al-

ways tried to pick up and rescue 

we hung down over the sides of 

-

ing in the water to grasp them 

and scramble aboard more eas-

sailors often climbed down to 

were usually given the sailors’ 

Bear in mind that space and 

supplies on these small ships 

were limited; we didn’t really 

One particularly memorable 

patrol for the 2 EG happened in 

-

fully sunk six German U-boats 

in the Atlantic, southwest of 

Ireland: 

(Wild Goose, Starling and 

Magpie were the main ships 

involved) 

(Wild Goose, Woodpecker)

(Wild Goose, Starling) 

(Starling, Magpie, Kite)

(Wild Goose, Woodpecker)

(Starling, Woodpecker)

After this record-breaking 

trip, as the convoy of ships 

made their way into Gladstone 

-

by loudly cheering crowds, and 

formally welcomed by the First 

Lord of the Admiralty, Mr A V 

During World War II, Britain 

was being supplied with arma-

ments from Canada and North 

-

surface ships and planes to in-

tercept and sink the merchant 

vessels that transported this 

American, Canadian and Roy-

al Navies began to escort these 

supply ships across the Atlantic; 

when a submarine was spotted, 

the job of the escort vessels was 

of the devastating human cost, 

seamen and 30,000 German 

Mr Wilkinson not only partic-

ipated in the Atlantic convoys 

between America and Britain, 

but also in one of the Arctic 

Convoy runs between Britain 

and Iceland, and northern ports 

-

cally Murmansk and Archan-

Union was relying heavily on 

-

er planes, fuel, ammunition, 

War II was, after all, fought on 

the Eastern, although it is the 

Western Front that has received 

-

mans, who had established bas-

es in Norway and Finland, sent 

-

er planes to the Arctic Sea, once 

they realised that Britain and 

America were supplying the 

Soviet Union under the Lend-

There were 78 convoys in to-

-

ruptions, mainly during the 

darkness during the summer-

time made it more dangerous for 

the convoys, as they were easier 

to spot and thus more likely to 

the winter convoys faced dif-

drift ice, extreme cold, severe 

weather and heavy storms, fog, 

and constant darkness, which 

made navigation and convoy 

which were numbered sequen-

tially and referred to as PQ for 

outbound and QP for home-

bound, ran from September 

the second series, which were 

referred to as JW for outbound 

and RA for home-bound, ran 

routes in summer and winter 

time, as the Arctic ice spread 

south in winter and contracted 

narrow strait between the Arc-

tic ice and northern Norway, 

where the Germans had bases 

with aircraft, ships and subma-

convoys most frequently en-

Shortly after their re-

-

within twelve days, they were 

assigned to Arctic Convoy JW 

Having departed from Liver-

sloops Starling, Wild Goose, 

Magpie, Wren and Whimbrel 

sailed from Scapa Flow in the 

Orkney Islands off northern 

Scotland the next day, joining 

Whenever convoys travelled 

through an area, there was a 

core of cargo ships and mer-

chantmen in the middle, sur-

rounded on all sides by destroy-

ers, cruisers, minesweepers 

and submarines, with a party 

of ships up ahead, and another 

cluster of ships following be-

or other support vessel at the 

back,” explained Mr Wilkin-

survivors, if any of the ships in 

the convoy were destroyed, be-

cause the ships in the convoy it-

self could not turn around, they 

their route through the so-called 

‘Rose garden’ (evidently an 

-

cal miles (280 km) north of the 

Faroe Islands, the Starling de-

and immediately launched 

depth charges, which destroyed 

it before the U-boat even real-

ships in the convoy destroyed 

three further U-boats on the way 

carriers Beagle and Tracker 

sunk on 2 April, and U-288 on 

to turn back, but the remaining 

48 ships all reached Kola Inlet 

near Murmansk, Russia, on 4 or 

were not allowed ashore, and 

the naval escort remained out-

side, while the merchant ships 

WELCOME HOME:

PHOTO: Imperial War Museum
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This particular convoy (JW 

Milwaukee, a four-funnelled 

American cruiser, which was 

a gift from President Theodore 

Roosevelt to Joseph Stalin as 

On receipt by the Soviets, she 

was commissioned as the Mur-

mansk and performed convoy 

and patrol duty in the Arctic 

Ocean until the end of World 

War II; thereafter, she became 

-

-

turned to the United States, and 

On 7 April, mere days after 

from the Kola Inlet and made 

its way back through the Arc-

tic Sea, reaching Loch Ewe in 

attacked on the return journey, 

neither ships nor U-boats were 

sunk on either side, making this 

At more or less the same time, 

a Fleet Air Arm attack was 

launched on the heavy German 

battleship, Tirpitz, which was 

stationed in Altafjord, northern 

damage on the just-repaired 

Talking about his experi-

ences on the Arctic Convoys, 

Mr Joseph Wilkinson recalled 

that the room in which he and 

his fellow radio operators sat 

was always cosy and warm, 

because the instruments gen-

sets used huge valves, on which 

they dried their wet clothes, as 

who was standing above on the 

bridge, would be exposed to the 

often, the poor lad would come 

down the stairs, absolutely blue 

with cold, and try to get warm 

before going back up again,” he 

inside most of the time, where 

On most of the Arctic Con-

voys, the conditions were so se-

vere and the water so icy that, 

if someone fell overboard, they 

had barely minutes to be res-

cued; otherwise, they would 

-

counts of the winter-time con-

voys describe how the water 

that surged over the ships in 

heavy seas would freeze on the 

could make the ships top-heavy 

and more likely to capsize, the 

crews had to keep chopping the 

ice off chains, railings, guns and 

Fortunately for Mr Wilkinson, 

his convoy travelled in April, 

when the weather was slightly 

Thereafter, 2 EG returned to 

the Atlantic for several months, 

before being sent down to the 

South-Western Approaches, an 

area off the south coast of Ire-

land, in order to participate in 

‘Operation Neptune’, the inva-

-

cerned that the Germans might 

ships and planes to attack the 

various transport ships in the 

English Channel, and thus pro-

Wild Goose was part of that 

group too, and so Mr Wilkinson 

was also involved in the histor-

About a month later, on 2 July 

-

edly died of a cerebral haem-

orrhage, caused by stress and 

over command of the 2 EG, and 

they continued hunting U-boats 

2 EG had destroyed 24 U-boats 

which made them the most suc-

cessful anti-submarine unit of 

George VI and Queen Eliz-

abeth visited the HMS Wild 

Goose at Birkenhead to con-

gratulate the sailors personal-

time has pride of place in Mr 

Wilkinson’s home; it shows 

King George VI, and the Com-

with Lt Cdr Wemyss peering 

over his shoulder, walking past 

whether the King had spoken to 

him, and he replied with a shy 

-

he asked me, ‘And what do you 

do on the ship, my boy?’ I re-

member that, because he was 

right to call me a boy; I was 

After the end of World War II, 

the Wild Goose was assigned to 

the Persian Gulf Division of the 

East Indies Station; here she 

-

son was posted to an aircraft 

carrier that had been convert-

ed to a troop ship and travelled 

through the Mediterranean and 

the Suez Canal many times, 

bringing back troops and equip-

ment from the East, including 

-

to South Africa, fell in love and 

married; he and his wife had 

-

tive member of the Ex-Service-

men’s Association, and worked 

for the Old Mutual Insurance 

Company for many years as 

The Chairman of Old Mutual at 

the time was Brigadier George 

-

employment opportunities for 

ex-servicemen wherever possi-

Old Mutual for 38 years until 

Over the years, Mr Joseph 

Wilkinson was awarded sever-

al medals in acknowledgement 

of his military service during 

operations for Army and Navy), 

-

bar for France and Germany, 

the Arctic Star (for service north 

of the Arctic service, including 

during the Arctic convoys), and 

(for all full-time personnel 

who served for at least 28 days 

in the Armed Forces between 

he received a medal from the 

Russian Federation called the 

Victory in the Great Patriotic 

-

ative of the government of the 

The Arctic Convoys trans-

ported some four million tons 

of supplies and munitions to 

sailors, airmen and soldiers 

risked their lives under inde-

scribably harsh and dangerous 

conditions, constantly under at-

tack by the German Luftwaffe, 

3,000 Allied seamen died, and 

-

men sailed on these convoys, 

still alive, and at a very ad-

government, which had been 

arguing that the Atlantic star 

covered the Arctic Convoys too 

and that these thus did not merit 

delivered on their much-delayed 

promise to create a medal spe-

-

ly, it was already too late for the 

thousands of veterans who had 

passed away in the intervening 

caused much frustration and 

heartache to these veterans, and 

The fact that the Russian gov-

ernment was already awarding 

medals to these veterans in ac-

knowledgement of their coura-

geous service most likely add-

ed to the pressure on the British 

A Soviet medal dating back 

-

ov, honours all Naval personnel 

and courage in naval theatres of 

century naval commander who 

never lost a battle and is in fact 

the patron saint of the Russian 

been presented to a number of 

-

cally for personal courage and 

valour shown during World 

War II while participating in the 

British government did not per-

mit Royal Navy veterans to ac-

cept this medal, because it was 

against the rules that govern the 

receipt of medals from foreign 

after much lobbying from the 

by-then very elderly veterans 

of these convoys, the award-

ing of the Medal of Ushakov 

was made an exception to these 

presented to numerous foreign 

veterans who were involved in 

Interestingly, the Russian 

government has issued addi-

tional medals to mark sever-

al anniversaries of ‘Victory in 

It is the last one, the 70 years’ 

anniversary medal, which Mr 

is evident, that the Russian peo-

ple hold the men of the Arctic 

Convoys in very high regard; 

this was also brought home 

during Mr Wilkinson’s visit to 

the Marshal Ustinov missile 

cruiser in the V&A Waterfront, 

when he was treated with such 

respect and gratitude by the of-

months after the decision had 

been made with regard to the 

Arctic Star, the 70th Anniversa-

ry of the Battle of the Atlantic 

was marked in Liverpool, the 

home of the Western Approach-
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warships from six countries 

sailed into the port: they in-

cluding the German minehunt-

Louise-Marie, the Canadian de-

stroyer Iroquois, the Polish frig-

ate Gen T Kosciuszko, and the 

Russian destroyer Vice Admi-

-

Royal commemoration service 

and a military veterans’ parade 

were held in the Anglican Ca-

party was held at St George’s 

-

the most memorable aspect of 

this trip was for him, he replied, 

“One of the highlights was a 

concert at the Liverpool Phil-

harmonic Hall, where the band 

of the Royal Marines played, 

and the other was the opportu-

nity to meet up with some of 

In response to a question how 

he felt about the role he had 

played in this part of history, he 

said, “Looking back, I can see a 

lot of things that weren’t right, 

and I witnessed the tragedy that 

but I am proud to have served 

my country, and proud of what 

The men from the Atlantic and 

Arctic Convoys were all pro-

foundly affected and changed 

by their experiences, both phys-

witnessed ships blown to piec-

es and disappearing beneath the 

their own shipmates, sailors on 

other vessels, submariners or 

Mr. Wilkinson’s medals

-

how, they found the courage to 

-

They found camaraderie and 

brotherhood with their ship-

mates, drew from the strength 

and did everything they could to 

save their fellow sailors, wheth-

er on their own ships or from 

memories deep and never spoke 

about the things they had seen 

and done; some were wracked 

by survivors’ guilt; some bore 

physical and emotional scars 

that affected their lives until 

in sharing their memories with 

only their closest family; some 

sought the company of their 

shipmates who understood best 

what they were going through, 

Others shared their stories free-

ly and generously, hoping that 

it would impress upon the next 

generation that there is always 

a terrible cost to war, and that 

all efforts should instead be fo-

cused on encouraging peace to 

Regardless of what their spe-

Arctic Convoys, we owe these 

had not done what they did, our 

world would be a very, very dif-

Author’s note: With much grati-

tude to Mr Joseph Wilkinson for 

sharing his life story with me so 

generously; I am also indebted 

to his son Brian and daughter 

Michele for their gracious as-

sistance and feedback, and for 

giving me access to their ar-

chive material. And I am very 

grateful to Dr Elina Komarova 

Tagar for arranging the visit to 

the Marshal Ustinov and her 

feedback on this article. 

Quiz

World War II tanks

T
1 2 3

4

5

6

7 8 9

10 11 12

13 14 15


