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On March 6, 1945, a woman who would later become my mother gave a present to the man who 
would later become my father.
It was Joe Egan’s 24th birthday, and the silver bracelet he was lovingly presented on that day 
would prove to be a wholly impractical gift for an electrician. For safety reasons, these tradesman 
routinely eschew rings, bracelets, and similar jewellery that pose a risk of electrocution. My 
father appreciated the gift, but almost never wore it.
But as Joe Egan’s oldest son, I admire the bracelet’s simple beauty, and I wear it today in his 
honour. It displays an anchor on an oval field of navy blue, set above the initials, “RCNVR.”
The RCNVR – the Royal Canadian Naval Volunteer Reserve – was the name proudly carried by 
the 77,000 men and women who answered the call to King and Country to swell the ranks of 
Canada’s peacetime navy.
These “citizen sailors” joined a navy with only 13 vessels in 1939, at the outbreak of hostilities. 
But by war’s end, the RCNVR had given Canada the world’s third-largest fighting armada, with 
450 vessels and over 100,000 in uniform.
These warships were truly the Angels of the Atlantic – the Guardians of the Oceans. They escorted 
more than 25,000 merchant vessels from Canadian and Newfoundland ports to Britain. They 
fearlessly braved seas filled with scores of enemy submarine wolfpacks. Hitler’s “sea wolves” 
sought to destroy the constant flow of food and war material that allowed Churchill and his 
people to continue the fight.
My father, who died in 2009, was fond of recounting his welcome to the navy. After enlisting at 
age 20 in 1942, he was given a rail ticket from Sarnia to Halifax – a journey of more than a day. 
He slept fitfully in his seat as the train slowly journeyed eastward, stopping along the way to pick 
up more recruits.
After being mustered upon arrival in Halifax at HMCS Dockyard, a gruff chief petty officer welcomed 
them to the navy, ordering them to return by seven that morning (it was already past midnight) 
or they’d be “in the rattle.”
Nobody was quite sure what that meant, but they all agreed that it didn’t sound good.
They were then dismissed, left on their own to find beds among the various boarding houses of 
a strange city.
In a new book hopefully soon to be published, my sister, Former London Free Press journalist 
Mary-Jane Egan and fellow First Monday columnist, Dan McCaffrey tell the riveting tale of my 
father’s life in the RCNVR – first aboard the Lend-Lease destroyer, HMCS Niagara, whose crew 
feared she might capsize in the North Atlantic’s fearsome winter storms. It continues with his 
service aboard the frigate HMCS Prince Rupert, and their dramatic battle with, and sinking of, 
the deadly U-575.
Titled, Embracing the Enemy, the book goes on to describe my father’s eventful reunion in 
Germany, half a century later, with the captain and surviving crew of U-575.
This year marks the 100th anniversary of the RCNVR, founded in 1923 by Rear-Admiral Walter 
Hose. The RCNVR was designed to augment the fledgling Canadian Navy established in 1910.
According to the Navy’s Lt. Commander Paul Pendergast, the RCNVR today has a strength of 
4,100 sailors across 24 Naval Reserve Divisions from Victoria, B.C. to St. John’s, Newfoundland.
The Battle of the Atlantic was the longest continuous military campaign of the Second World 
War. It lasted from September 3, 1939, with the sinking of the British passenger liner SS Athenia, 
and the loss of 117 lives, and it did not end until May of 1945, with the final end of the war.
German U-boats torpedoed and sank 2,825 merchant ships and 175 Allied warships during the 
war – giving some idea of the carnage on what my father always referred to as the “grim North 
Atlantic.”
During this centennial year of the RCNVR, we salute the thousands of men and women who 
braved both the terrors of the grim North Atlantic‘s ferocious winter storms and the fury of 
Hitler’s stalking submarines to win the peace.




