
Tales from the Arctic Convoys 
 
Introduction 
Working on the icy roof of the world, with a sick fear of the dark, desolate waters that would freeze a man 
as he fell into them, the treacherous weather, fear of attack by the enemy, the uncertainty of reaching 
home again, the men of the Arctic Convoys carried out their duties to the letter. 
The Merchant ships; converted trawlers and cargo vessels, escorted by battleships, destroyers and 
cruisers of the Royal Navy, all running at the speed of the slowest ship, endured some of the harshest 
conditions in the world to supply desperately needed tanks, aircraft, guns, ammunition, and raw materials 
to Murmansk (the only North Russian port which remained ice free all the year round) and Archangel in 
Russia; a route which took them around the North Cape of Norway, and into the range of a strongly 
determined enemy who, with warships, submarines and bombers, endeavoured to prevent every Allied 
ship from reaching the end of its journey. Without their efforts, Russia could easily have become cut off, 
and the whole outcome of the war, and indeed, our way of life now, could have been very different. 
 
There was no question that the shortest, quickest route to supply the Soviet Union with desperately 
needed tanks, aircraft, guns, ammunition, and raw materials (and carried back vital raw materials such as 
coal, ore and timber to beleaguered Britain) was through the North Atlantic to the Russian port of 
Murmansk on the northern shore of the Kola Peninsula, and Archangel, but the voyages were never a 
routine affair.  
Forced to follow the coastline of Nazi-occupied Norway, Allied shipping was in easy striking distance the 
whole time it was in range of the German air bases spaced strategically along the coast. Guided by 
reconnaissance aircraft, Heinkel, Messerschmitt and Junkers bombers and fighters crossed and re-crossed 
the ships using everything they had to try to sink them: 1,100-pounders, 550's, 250's, aerial torpedoes, 
mines, cannons, and machine guns. The convoys were also subject to attack by land-based aircraft and 
surface vessels from Norwegian ports, and submarines were the ever-present menace that would strike 
hard and then slip away, unseen.  
 
These hazards were compounded by the brutal and often unpredictable weather; battered by gales, the 
spray freezing onto topside surfaces, blinding snow, driving sleet, and storms that scattered ships and 
broke up convoys. During the summer months, the convoys were forced to tread their way north fully 
exposed in twenty-four hours of daylight. 
 
The largest and most valuable convoy was the penultimate journey in the PQ/QP series; PQ-17, which left 
Hvalfjord, Iceland, on 27 June 1942, carrying cargo worth $700 million loaded on thirty-three merchant 
ships and one oiler for refuelling. It was escorted by three rescue ships, five destroyers, three corvettes, 
three minesweepers, four anti-submarine trawlers, two anti-aircraft ships and two submarines. Of all the 
convoys that made the perilous journeys, it suffered the greatest losses, with German torpedo-bombers 
and U-Boats launching repeated, devastating attacks on the ships. Only eleven of the thirty-four merchant 
ships reached Murmansk. Following these, Operation FB sent unescorted vessels to Russia at twelve-hour 
intervals during the period 29 October – 2 November 1942, but despite the planning, only five the thirteen 
vessels engaged in the operation reached their destination. 
 

The Accounts: 
Bill Brokenshaw, ST Chiltern 
Laurence Downey MT Marathon 
Jim Gallie, HMS Victorious  
Alan Higgins, HMS Edinburgh  



Captain Harold James Kay, British Steam Merchant Ocean Voice 
Arthur James Knell, DSC, MBE, SS Rathlin  
George Main, Ocean Viceroy  
John Manners, DSC, HMS Eskimo  
Peter Rattue, HMS Ulster Queen  
Norman Frederick Robinson, HMS Belfast  
Arthur James Simmons, HMS Rhododendron  
Edward Slinger HMS Faulknor  
Geoff Taylor HMS Wrestler 
George Thomas HMS Scylla  
Kenneth Arthur Tipper, HMS Punjabi  
Herbert Twiddy, HMS Sheffield  
Reginald Urwin SS Empire Gilbert  
Captain D F Williams & Third Officer Mr D F Clark, SS Chulmleigh 




