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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 I 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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