
Volume 52 Number 16 April 23, 2007

www.lookoutnewspaper.com serving the defence team of greater victoria

Carl McLean CD

857-2275
Roger Levesque CD

380-8048

Want to 
get in the 
market?
We can help you 
make it happen.

Over 50 years combined military Over 50 years combined military 
experience and knowledge to experience and knowledge to 

help you get “in.”help you get “in.”

4440 Chatterton Way
Victoria, BC  V8X 5J2
Fax: (250)744-3904

Camosun
Independently Owned and Operated

Multiple MLS Awards Winner

“It’s APRIL at RE/MAX
all year long!”

HMCS Esquimalt tragedy at fore of concert
Carmel Ecker
Staff writer

Sixty-two years after a German 
U-boat torpedo ripped through 
the hull of HMCS Esquimalt, 
sending it to the bottom of the 
Atlantic, Halifax musician Scott 
Macmillan is creating a lasting 
tribute to the ship and its crew.

Macmillan is composing 
“Within Sight of Shore,” a four-
movement, 30-minute concert 
piece about the events of April 
16, 1945. He plans to perform it 
with a small symphony on next 
year’s anniversary as part of the 
Saint Cecilia Concert Series in 
Lunenburg, NS.

“By far the best thing I can do 
is write a piece of music. I can’t 
build a cairn or a monument, 
but I can do something that will 
live on,” says the award-win-
ning composer, performer and 
producer.

Scott Macmillan holds the story 
of the ship’s sinking close to his 
heart, as his father was the ship’s 
Commanding Officer, Lt Robert 
Macmillan.

His father survived, but had 
to endure six hours in the frigid 
Atlantic, watching most of his 
crew succumb to hypothermia. 
Nearly two thirds of the men on 
board died either in the sinking or 
during the long wait for rescue.

Because it was a little-discussed 
topic in his household growing up, 
Macmillan is now trying to gather 
as much information as possible 
by interviewing family members 
of Esquimalt sailors, including his 
own uncles and cousins.

He has also spent several hours 
discussing the sinking with CPO1 
(ret’d) Joe Wilson, one of two 
ship’s crew still alive.

See Song on page 9

Carmel Ecker, Lookout
CPO1 (ret'd) Joe Wilson places a wreath at the memorial cairn for HMCS Esquimalt during a 
commemorative ceremony April 16. Wilson was one of 44 crewmembers who survived the ship's 
sinking after it was torpedoed by U-190 in the approaches to Halifax Harbour April 16, 1945. 

Admiral 
set to 
hang up 
his hats
Melissa Atkinson
Managing Editor

As the clock ticks down 
on RAdm Roger Girouard’s 
final military posting as 
Commander Maritime 
Forces Pacific and Joint Task 
Force Pacific, his thoughts 
are on wrapping up loose 
ends before his successor, 
RAdm Tyrone Pile, takes up 
residence in D100.

On July 26 the Admiral 
will hand over both hats 
during the official change 
of command ceremony at 
Duntze Head, and then 
retire from the military. 

Directly in his sight at the 
moment is the potential 
need for military members 
to help the mainland should 
flooding take place on B.C. 
rivers and mountains during 
the spring thaw. Snow pack 
levels in some areas are as 
much as 160 per cent above 
normal, but the potential for 
flooding is entirely depen-
dent on the weather.

He’s ramped up a team 
that is capable of deploying 
in a matter of days, and has 
equipment in place should 
the military be called upon 
to help. This would be the 
first real test of his Joint Task 
Force responsibility, which 
was put in place last year to 
focus on domestic security 
and disaster operations as 

See Admiral on page 2
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Macmillan and Wilson 
were in Esquimalt last week 
for the annual commemo-
rative service, put on by the 
HMCS Esquimalt Memorial 
Association.

Macmillan has been plan-
ning to write a piece of 
music about the Esquimalt 
since his mother passed 
away in 1995. She died 50 
years to the day Esquimalt 
sank. 

“At that moment I had 
a whole different feeling 
about this tragedy,” he says.

His father passed away 
in 1977 at age 62 and this 
year marks the 62nd year 
since the sinking.

That coincidence com-
bined with the growing 
age of those directly or 
indirectly involved 
with Esquimalt urged 
Macmillan to make 
this the year to create 
his musical tribute.
A tragic loss

Esquimalt was the 
last Canadian ship to 
be sunk by enemy 
fire during the Second 
World War.

Its crew was con-
ducting anti-submarine 
patrols in the approaches to 
Halifax Harbour April 15 
with plans to rendezvous 
with HMCS Sarnia the fol-
lowing morning.

Though there were sus-
picions that a German sub-
marine was in the area, no 
patrols had been able to 
confirm it.

That day the ocean was 
quiet. Sonar operators lis-
tened intently, but their 
pings returned no evidence 
of submarine activity.

At 6 a.m. on April 16, 
sonar operator Joe Wilson 
took over the watch. 
Headphones held tightly to 
his ears, he listened care-
fully, but with the end of 
the war expected soon, he 
doubted a German sub-
marine lurked below the 
water’s surface.

As it swept the ocean for 
anomalies, Esquimalt passed 
over U-190 several times 
then seemed to move on. 
Submarine commander Lt 
Hans-Edwin Reith brought 
his boat up to periscope 
level. As he observed the 
ship, it suddenly turned and 
headed straight for him.

Believing he had been 
detected, Lt Reith ordered 
his crew to fire an acoustic 
homing torpedo.

The unsuspecting 
Canadian crew did not initi-
ate an evasive zigzag pattern 
nor did it deploy its CAT 
gear, an anti-homing tor-
pedo device.

Still patiently listening, 

Wilson suddenly felt the 
ship shudder. 

“I heard a whomp and 
the ship went dead sill,” he 
says. “It started to list imme-
diately.”

Suspecting a torpedo hit, 
Wilson knew he had to get 
to the outer decks soon or 
the ship would take him 
down to the ocean’s floor. 
Others did become trapped 
in the tangled mess of metal 
as it descended through the 
water.

Emerging from the 
sonar area, Wilson saw Lt 
Macmillan fighting to get to 
the bridge, the halls and lad-
ders like a slippery slide.

“When we got him up 
there, he took one look 
and said abandon ship,” 
says Wilson, who quickly 
found a spot to jump over 

the side of the ship into the 
frigid Atlantic. He came up 
beside one of four carley 
floats his crewmates were 
able to deploy, the lifeboat 
having already been pushed 
underwater by the ship.

Most of the crew was 
able to get out and watched 
their ship slip, stern first, 
below the water in less than 
four minutes.

There had been no time 
to radio for help and the 
signalman was so stunned 
by the blast, he forgot to 
fire flares.

Over the next six hours 
Wilson watched those 
around him die. Of the 
13 men in his boat, only 
six would survive until they 
were able to paddle close 
enough to the stationary 
Halifax East Light Vessel for 
people inside to see them.

It was a similar story in 
the other carley floats and 
only 27 of the 71 crew-
members made it back to 
land that day.

“We were singing and we 
were all praying as each per-
son died,” says Wilson.

Wilson, like others on 
watch, had a protective 
weather suit on, but had 
lost his boots somewhere 
and his feet were freezing. 
All he could think about 
was surviving.

“If I think about how I felt, 
I can’t answer that question. 
I just knew we were in the 
water and it was cold, ice 
cold.”

Honouring the sailors
Macmillan wants his song 

to reflect the feelings of 
that day during each stage 
of the ordeal – the hit, the 
wait and the rescue – in the 
first three movements. The 
final movement, tentatively 
titled “Ashore,” will address 
the sailors’ return to their 
lives and the effect of the 
sinking on future genera-
tions.

The piece will incor-
porate many sounds not 
always associated with a 
symphonic concert, includ-
ing a boatswain’s whistle 
and an electric guitar. 

Macmillan hopes to 
mimic some of the sounds 
sailors would have heard 
during their ordeal such as 
the “whomp” of the tor-
pedo. “I want to write the 

music so people like 
Joe will relate,” he 
says.

He also hopes to 
incorporate into his 
song the melodies 
of two hymns that 
were bookmarked 
in his father’s hymn 
book when he died. 
Macmillan believes 
one of them is the 
hymn his father sang 

while bobbing around the 
ocean in the carley float.

Also slated for a role in 
the piece are the bells of 
the church in which he’ll 
be premiering the piece, 
and some lyrics, including a 
poem about Esquimalt that 
his son Ian wrote for his 
grandmother when he was 
nine years old.

The names of the ship’s 
71 sailors could be spo-
ken or sung as part of the 
piece.

“What I’d like to impart 
in the piece is the courage 
and the bonding together 
of people trying to keep 
each other alive,” says 
Macmillan.

To make the song more 
accessible to different types 
of musicians, Macmillan 
would like the piece to be 
flexible enough that it can 
be adapted for a group such 
as a parade band. He hopes 
it will one day be played at 
the annual memorial cer-
emony.

Though he doubts he’ll 
make it to Lunenburg for 
the premier, Esquimalt sur-
vivor Wilson hopes he will 
be able to hear a recording 
of Macmillan’s song.

Asked how he feels about 
the song being written, 
Wilson says with a chuckle, 
“I haven’t heard the song 
yet,” then adds, ”I have faith 
in the chap that’s writing it 
because he’s the captain’s 
son and I had faith in the 
captain.”
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Song will capture courage
From page 1

“What I’d like to impart 
in the piece is the courage 
and the bonding together of 
people trying to keep each 
other alive,”

Scott Macmillan
musician
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