
HMS Athabaskan: Untold Stories of a Gallant
Ship
HMCS Athabaskan, a Tribal-class destroyer, served with distinction in the
Royal Canadian Navy during both World Wars. Her valiant crew played a
pivotal role in numerous naval engagements and humanitarian missions,
forging an enduring legacy of heroism and sacrifice. This article delves into
the lesser-known stories and untold adventures of the indomitable HMCS
Athabaskan, shedding light on the bravery, resilience, and camaraderie that
defined this extraordinary vessel.

HMCS Athabaskan was commissioned in 1942, amidst the escalating
conflict of World War II. Built at Vickers-Armstrong's shipyard in Newcastle
upon Tyne, England, she was initially assigned to escort duty in the North
Atlantic, protecting vital Allied convoys from German U-boats. Her early
missions proved eventful, as she participated in the sinking of the German
submarine U-210 and the rescue of survivors from the torpedoed merchant
ship SS City of Oran.

In 1943, HMCS Athabaskan was transferred to the Mediterranean Sea,
where she joined the Allied campaign against Axis forces. She played a
crucial role in the Battle of Salerno, providing gunfire support to landing
troops and repelling German air attacks. It was during this intense
engagement that Athabaskan earned her first battle honor, the Battle Honor
Salerno 1943.
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In June 1944, HMCS Athabaskan was part of the massive naval armada
assembled for Operation Overlord, the Allied invasion of Normandy. She
provided covering fire for the landing beaches and engaged in fierce
skirmishes with German coastal batteries. Following the successful
invasion, Athabaskan continued to support the Allied advance through
France and the Netherlands, participating in the liberation of Channel ports
and providing fire support for troops engaged in bitter urban warfare.

After the liberation of Europe, HMCS Athabaskan was assigned to escort
duty in the Arctic, where she joined the perilous Allied convoys that
delivered vital supplies to the Soviet Union. These missions took place in
treacherous Arctic waters, under constant threat from German U-boats and
Luftwaffe aircraft. Despite the risks, Athabaskan remained steadfast in her
duty, ensuring the safe passage of Allied ships to their destination.

Following the end of World War II, HMCS Athabaskan returned to Canada,
where she underwent a period of refit and modernization. In 1949, she was
assigned to the Royal Canadian Navy's Training Squadron, where she
played a vital role in the training of future generations of Canadian sailors.
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Athabaskan continued to serve as an
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ambassador for Canada, participating in goodwill visits and international
exercises.

In 1997, HMCS Athabaskan was designated a National Historic Site of
Canada in recognition of her exceptional wartime service and her enduring
cultural significance. Today, she is permanently docked at the Canadian
War Museum in Ottawa, Ontario, where visitors can explore her decks and
learn about her fascinating history.

Beyond the official records and historical accounts, there are countless
untold stories of heroism and sacrifice that occurred aboard HMCS
Athabaskan during her years of service.

The Life-Saving Dive: During a fierce storm in the North Atlantic, a
crew member was swept overboard from the deck of Athabaskan.
Without hesitation, Lieutenant Commander George Dyer, the ship's
executive officer, jumped into the raging sea to rescue the man. Dyer
managed to grab hold of the sailor and keep him afloat until a lifeboat
was able to reach them.

The Miraculous Survival: In 1944, while escorting a convoy in the
Mediterranean Sea, Athabaskan was attacked by German aircraft. A
bomb struck the ship, killing several crew members and setting fire to
the engine room. Amidst the chaos, Able Seaman William Hall risked
his own life to crawl into the burning engine room and shut down the
electrical system, preventing a catastrophic explosion.

The Humane Gesture: During the liberation of Holland in 1945,
Athabaskan encountered a group of starving Dutch civilians. Despite
the ship's own limited supplies, the crew decided to share their meager



rations with these desperate people, an act of kindness that left a
lasting impression on those they helped.

The legacy of HMCS Athabaskan extends far beyond her physical
presence. She represents the indomitable spirit and selfless sacrifice of the
Royal Canadian Navy during World War II and beyond. Her crew's
unwavering courage, unwavering determination, and compassionate acts
have left an enduring mark on Canadian history.

Today, HMCS Athabaskan serves as a reminder of the sacrifices made by
ordinary people who answered the call to serve their country. Her untold
stories continue to inspire and educate generations of Canadians, ensuring
that the legacy of this gallant ship and her crew will never be forgotten.

To fully appreciate the history and significance of HMCS Athabaskan, we
encourage you to visit the Canadian War Museum in Ottawa, Ontario.
There, you can explore the ship's decks, learn about her fascinating history,
and pay tribute to the brave men and women who served aboard her.

Through interactive exhibits, immersive displays, and personal stories, the
Canadian War Museum brings the history of HMCS Athabaskan to life,
ensuring that her legacy will continue to inspire and educate future
generations.
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