Albert Edward Robinson

Stories of the WW2 Atlantic, Mediterranean and Russian Convoys are today mainly of
record. Only one of four to me was epic, perchance that | was participant; and that later
it took nearly fifty years to discover that the area had been renamed from
GALTENFIORD to DONNESFIORD.

Operation ‘OPEN DOOR’ was the culmination of Norwegian resistance to German
occupation of the Norwegian island of SOROY. Many patriots in defiance of reporting for
forced labour to the Nazis Regime crossed to the island of Soroy to join their compatriots
and lived in highland caves when the Germans torched their villages.

The relief operation of four English naval destroyers of Convoy JA64 were sent from
Russia to German occupied Soroy Island and took on board 525 men, women and
children. They returned to Russia where the Norwegians were distributed to ships of
convoy RA64 returning to England. Some were on ships torpedoed later and sunk but
were rescued. This convoy from Kola Bay, Russia to United Kingdom was recognised
for the roughest weather of the war of Force 12 atmospheric pressure.
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ARCTIC CONVOYS

The Navy has never been lacking in such heroes, facing not only the foe of the times but
the old and ancient enemy, the sea and elements, steadfastly. Such is the story of the
convoys carrying war materials to Russia (Soviet Union) in the dark days of 1941 to
1945. These heroes were men of all services, Navy, Army, Air Force and Merchant
seamen of many nationalities --- in vessels of all shapes and sizes carrying fuel, tanks
and guns and all the varied supplies needed to wage war against a ruthless enemy. The
convoys were made running the gauntlet of U-boat and air attack through what could be
described as the worst possible conditions imaginable, in weather of unbelievable
severity, come what may. Gale force winds and mountainous seas, with temperatures
down to minus 50 degrees were the everyday conditions. Comfort was a word deleted
from the vocabulary of the men when to be warm and dry was just a memory. The
progress of the convoys, along their ‘mean line of advance’ was itself a hazard with the
zigzag in the mountainous seas resulting in pitch, yaw and roll alternating, as the ships
followed the pre-ordained pattern of zigzag without deviation. Anything that wasn’t
lashed down, below decks, ended up a broken sodden mess. On the upper decks, as
the ships approached the Arctic Circle, the seas coming up over the bows broke against
the fo’castle coaming in clouds of spray that instantly froze onto anything it touched;
ships were a mass of ice from stem to stern — waterline to the triatic stay. Courage was
the motivation of the men who sailed the Arctic sea-route to Murmansk and Arkangel —
men who saw a fire on the horizon, and knew it was a fellow convoy ship on fire — that
heard the loudest bang and knew it wasn’t a clap of thunder but a tanker laden with fuel
or explosives going up, and the yells and screams wasn't kids at a disco but was their
comrades in the water. Life expectancy in the water could be measured in minutes but
lift a man out and he almost instantly froze into a block of ice due to the incredible low air
temperature. Such were the men who turned out to man the guns when the air-alert was
sounded, and had to hose the gun breach with a steam hose before it could be opened
to load the weapon to defend themselves from attack from the air — men who slept fully
clothed and at times, soaking wet for the duration of the voyage.

Total cargoes carried via the Arctic sea-route was an overall tonnage of 3,964,231 tons,
and included 2,000 locomotives, 5,218 tanks, 7,411 aircraft, 4,000 rifles and machine
guns, 1,800 radar sets, 473 projectiles, 8 Torpedo craft, 4 submarines, 14
minesweepers, 10 destroyers and one battleship.

Total value from Britain was 308 million pounds, plus 120 million pounds in food, medical
supplies and raw materials — 428,000,000 pounds.

In all 21 Allied warships were sunk and Naval casualties amounted to 1,944 men.
Merchant ship losses were 98 ships and 829 men lost their lives.

The enemy losses were 2 capital ships, 3 destroyers, 32 submarines and an unknown
number of aircraft.
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Norwegian Patriots _ |

| While the Convoy was in Russia, they beard about approximately 1500 people. all old meq.
woman and voung children who were hiding from the Germans in a cave up in the fjords. i
The Germans would routinely fly over their site and bomb them, killing a few of them each
time. P

Four destravers of the British home fleet, were ordered to execute a daring dayhght thru st
down a fjord behind German lines at North Cape, 1o rescue the Norwegian patriots. |

| | fiord to the Island of Soroy in West Finmarkt.-Cmdr. E G. Boak of Victora ,
i+ commanded the SiouxThe other ships were ILM.5. Zealous (Cmdr.RLF. Jessel) and |
| H.M.S. Zest (Lt-Cmdr. RB.N. Hicks)H.®.5.Zambeai (Capt J.H. Allison)

' The destroyer force, under command of Capt JH. Allison, steamed sixty miles down the

When the four destrovers arrived, there were only 5235 people |d8then they saw the
Allied Destrovers approaching them, they all came skimg out of the mouth of the cave dowmn

the mauntain to the shipdt is a sight that CLff will never foreet. P

! The rescued patriots told how the Nazis destroved their homes and food in a vain etfort b
foree them into slavery. i
i The destroyers steamed in unexpectedly, took the Germans by surprise and returned the i
¢ Moo 'ans to a British port, E
. . L !
Most of those rescued were women and children who had been hiding in caves and huts on
the snow-covered mountains of the bleak island since late autumn moving constantly to
keep out of the reach of German patrols which chased them through the bilter Arctic winid
One woman gave birth to a son in a cave only 10 days before she was rescutEdher
woren catried with them babies bom only a week ortwo before their homes were set afin

=1

T

As the Germans began withdrawing the Norwegians were ordered to leave their homes anfl
move south.To make certain the order was obeyed. the Nazis methodically bumed down
every house on the island, slaughtered all animals and destroyed foodsto#keo old

women. too il to be moved, were roasted alive in their laming houses. according to the

rescieed Norwegians.

| | The Germans took 1200 of the healthiest men and women away for slave labor, while ﬂﬂlr_ir
' patriots took to caves and snow huts and eked out a living through the cold modémy I
- of them had eaten nathing in the last 12 weeks except some fish and remdeer meat. |
|

t | As soon as thev were taken on board the refugees were given soup and & meal of comed. |

¢ beef and potatoes - the first vegetables they Had tasted since their ordeal began. !

g g i e B A L RS
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The N‘avy "does it again_

Dayllght dash -
into Hun-held
Norweglan
Harbour
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While the gscort was at Fola awaiting the homeward-bound convoy thers wis an
interesting diversiun when it was decided to rescue the inhabitants of Sorey. In their
search for slave labour, the Germans had raided the island, bumed the inhabitants'
dwellings and forced the people to take shelter in caves in the hills, The islanders’
plight was reporied to the Admiralty by the Norwegian Military Mission on the
island and action was not long in coming. The Norwegian mission was told 1o have
the inhabitants ready for evacuation, and a Catalina of the Norweglan Air Force
landed off Soray to wam them of their impending departure. In the afiemoon of 13
February Operation *Open Door' was implemented. The destrayers Zambesi (Capt J.
H. Allison DSO RN, Senior Officer), Zealous, Zest and Siowr, which had besn
detached from the convoy, swept up Galten Fjord with their White Ensigns proudly
flying—watched impotently by German shore garrisons—and anchored off Sorey.
Five hundred and twenty men, women and children were embarked on the four
ships, which retumed the way they had come without opposition. The destroyers
sailed to Murmansk, the children being plied with chocolate (a luxury some of them
had never seen) and being outragsously spoiled during the voyage. The inhabitants
were then distributed among the merchant ships sailing back to the United Kingdom
with RALGE, The eonvay
was very slow in leaving the [nlet, and it was not long before the first U-boai sttacks
materialized. At 1024 U968 blew the stemn off HMS Lark and sank the freighter
Thomas Scorr. A third success for the U-boats came in the aftemoon when U7
{Kapitdnleninant Hans Langs) torpedoed HMS Biunebel! (Lt H. G. Walker RN), The
little corvette, a veleran of so many Arctic comvoys.™ hlew up and sank with the loss
of all her crew except ane, Henry Bacoe, sinking 50 miles 1o the east
Zest and Opporiune were dispatched to rescue the 63 survivors, is wial including
some of the Norwegian refugess from Sorgy.

The gale continued to buffet the convey for the next two days, reducing its speed
to dbout 34kts, By this stage nearly all the escons were running low on fuel, and the
destroyers were detached 1o proceed independently 1o the Facroes, fucl, and then
return to the convoy as speedily as possible. Fortunately, the bad weather also
hampered the Lufrwaffe and the U-boats, for no further attacke manerialized by
cither, RA64's sufferings were nearly at an end. On 26 Febrary McGrigor parted
company, taking the two carriers and four destroyers with him and leaving the
convey in the hands of Capt B. F. Jessel of HMS Zealows. The laner brought the
ships down to the Clyde, whers they arrived withour further incident on 1 March,

Thal'VW/RA.64 pair were the last convoys to endure the full horrore of the Aric
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A 64 was chiefy ootaciows, Tt was probzbly
rhe worst ::‘P.ql_{nr_gd th;u::ghnur the war.
The tarograph chact dlluserated tells the
stocy of the lost 10 davs in matearolagizal
termma. Photographs, sech as those rzpra-
duced on PP 1725 o licgls 1o CONVeS
feracity of a storm such as this, Winds of force
12, the highest cating in the Heaaforr Scale,
are of Tomph and upaards. Ansuch veloeitics
waves of mprsssive propordons baild op,
leoking even bugper than hey really ars when
seen from the bridge as the ship slithers and
crashes, pome down, inio the trough. Bach
new wave in an wnending series comes
beetbe-browed and creseed with froth snd
fonm, seemingly insusmountable. In the
dazk sroughs the spume e blown in paralle]
streaks and rhe whole of the sucfuce i pock-
marked by the ferociry nf the wind.

When propecly hapdled, it 35 cnly he
rarity of & mammach wave, sking like
suct because of its :insu':'.|.‘-l:.'.
danper for a well-found ship. e is the sound
and the fary, and the violent madon of the
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J'l.-mp-p ol the
bammggraph shuwling remeapnerls
ppesvzes during the passape of

comvey A Ga foom e,

ship, hour after houws, thar i exhausing.
Anvehers herween  decks, and n-pb{iuﬂ-!.l
furward, 4:'.'-:'::|'r_'|h‘.nf; becomes suzking  wet
with water sloshing over the decks and drip-
ping from every bulkkead in an srmosphere
of 100 mer cent kumidiey, The very thaughs
of being pitched our, with the Joss of one’s
ship ir action, intw this screaming inferno of
near-freezing warer does oot bear thinking
of, end indsed ne-one ever did think of i,
until it happened and then pot far long.

A thicd and final Bussian convoy (JWRA
G} escorted by Bellong with & strong esoort
of carriers, desrravers and corverres, made in
hetter weather &nd longer daylight had 2
disrinctly cod-cf-term feeling aboas i The
last ship zo be sunk in the war sgzinst
Germany, the cocvette, EMs Caoadall w88 1of-
pedoed on 30 April 1945 with Feavy boss af
life shortly after the start of the setcen
journey, The officers hid bemn onbosed
Bedfsma only a little whils exrlier, before sails
ing, and this was for her absn the lest, podg-
nanr, event of the shoatng war
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The corvette Bluebell Torpedoed 16" Feh 1945

U3ET and UGS were sunk and
several German aircraft shot down Nor
were any ships lost from the suwtward bound
JW 64 (34 ships}), but twe of the 35 requrning
ships in RA 64 were torpedosd in a series of
heavy attacks and o third was torpedesd by
a U-boas at the outser of the voyage during
which two carrier-borne ﬁghh‘-“ were loar,
The corvetre Dembigh Cartdy was hit by a
homing torpedo on her way in to the Kala
inlee on the wery lasc lap of the owward
joutney, towed In and besched half-wsy up
a3 Vaenga, On the return pourney anothes
corvetts, Bl was vorpedoed and hlew up
and 3 third, Lark, having herself sunk a
U-boaz, had her stecn blown of.

This ked-up warship indicaies what the merckantmen
had to endure on ibe Russian Run

. 6%, Captain E, Ullring. R, Ner. Mavy. . Left Kola Tnlet. 17/2/45,
1 Ship returned to harbour with weather damage.
W'ships salled.. Wwere lost, 3t arrived Boch Ewe 28/2/45 gnd
Clyde 1/3/45/ (Excludes 2 sunk of Kola before jolning R.A. [
Hemarks.- 1 returned to Bols, 1 sunk by U.Pogt, 1(straggler) sunk
by torpede alreraft; 2 sunk befeore jolnlng cor "",' aff
31z inlet,., H.M.8, Bluebsll gunk by U-Boat-1 surviver.
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