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INTRODUCTION  
 

 In August and September 1918, the North Sydney area of 

Nova Scotia experienced extremely poor weather. It was wet. 

Really wet. Rain and more rain soaked the soil. Open ground 

became a sea of mud requiring bionic effort to place one foot in 

front of the other. It was then that the first-ever naval air base was 

developed at Indian Point, a short distance east of the present-day 

ferry terminal. 

 Ninety years ago, the people of North Sydney, Nova Scotia 

witnessed tents being erected, elevated wooden platforms being 

built leading to the waterôs edge, and large crates being emptied of 

various aeroplane parts and engines. It was a wet and tiring task. 

Officers and men of the United States Navy, some two thousand 

miles away from the comforts of the southern parts of the United 

States (US), were lining up at makeshift tables for food that was 

barely warmer than the rain. 

 To make matters worse, the great majority of these US 

transplants had not known each other prior to arriving in Cape 

Breton, and were also about to create a naval air station with air 

crafts which were totally new to them. The first of the seaplanes 

had rolled off the Curtiss assembly plant in the US in late May 

1918 and the first of the engines had been built on July 4, 1918.         

Yet, quickly and almost miraculously, these parts had found their 

way in a matter of a few weeks to what would soon become known 

as Naval Air Station North Sydney. 

 This is the story of that station and its American servicemen 

on whom Canada so thankfully depended upon to patrol Canadian 

waters off Cape Breton Island in search of German submarines that 

threatened merchant ship convoys during the fall of 1918.  

 

 

CHAPTER ONE 
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Upon declaring war on April 6, 1917, Washington was 

immediately swamped with requests from allies for military 

assistance. The United States Navy (USN) was eager to please but 

with limited resources, had to be discriminating. It was decided 

that the British would receive a US battleship group to bolster the 

British fleet at Scapa Flow. The US also committed to providing 

numerous military escort vessels for all troop ship movements 

between North America and Europe. 

The USN agreed to a third major function which was to 

combat what had become the nearly unrestricted submarine 

warfare being staged by the German Navy. During the month 

before the US entered the war, ñ a total of 571,000 tons of Allied 

shipping went to the bottom of the sea. Encouraged by this 

destruction, the first ten days of April saw the Germans torpedo 

205,000 tons of vessels. Shipping insurance rates bounded to 

heights beyond the reach of anyone. A merchant ship sailing for 

the war zone was assumed to be as good as sunkéand it was 

impossible for the allied shipyards to keep up with this rate of 

destruction.ò
1
 It was recognized that aircraft could be one of the 

most effective weapons against the feared submarines. 

Objects beneath the surface of the water, particularly on a 

calm day, lay plainly defined to the eye of the aviator and had little 

or no defense against the airplane since the submarine only became 

aware of being bombed once the first bomb had hit the water. Most 

importantly, the majority of submarine attacks had taken place in 

areas that could have been patrolled by shore-based aircraft. 

Establishing anti-submarine aviation bases was the most logical 

approach to use. Thus the primary mission of the USN during the 

remainder of the First World War was to carry on anti-submarine 

warfare. The expansion of the United States Naval Aviation 

Service (USNAS) immediately went ahead at a rapid pace. 

Appendix A explains how slowly US naval aviation had developed 

prior to 1918. 

 Immediately, the USN committed its forces to establishing 

five US-operated naval air stations: two in Panama, two in Canada, 
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and one in Newfoundland. As Canada developed its own Naval Air 

Service established on September 5, 1918, it would become 

responsible for the operation of the two bases in Canada by mid-

1919 as well as three other Canadian bases to be established later 

in 1919: probably one in the Yarmouth, N.S. area, another in the 

Strait of Belle Isle area, and finally one in the Canso Strait region. 

Thus in early June 1918, Canada approved establishing a 

naval air base in Sydney Harbor and one in Halifax Harbor. The 

location of the Sydney Harbor naval air base was to have been 

Keating Cove near Point Edward in mid-harbour. It was quickly 

realized that it would be too isolated and away from effective 

means of transportation. In fact, the only establishment near 

Keating Cove was the Regional Quarantine Hospital. The decision 

was then taken to use the North Sydney side of the harbor and 

locate the kite balloon and seaplane operations at Kelly Beach, 

where Munro Park is now found, and develop the airship 

operations at Indian Point, also referred to as Indian Beach, north 

east of the current ferry terminal in North Sydney, both being 

along the main road of the town at that time. Indian Point had been 

used in the 18
th
 and 19

th
 century as a summer encampment by the 

Miôkmaq and the beach at Indian Point had also, by the 1900ôs, 

become a favorite swimming beach for residents of the greater 

North Sydney region.  

The major points of the agreement between the US and 

Canada were as follows: 

 

Canada: Provide overall control. 

              Provide sites, buildings, and non-aviation ground  

              equipment. 

              Have the buildings built to United States standard  

              and ready to occupy by October 15, 1918.  

              Meanwhile, the men at the naval air station would  

              live in tents. 

         US: Provide on-site supervision and administration. 

       Provide aircrafts, air-related equipment, and all   
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       personnel.   

       Meet all operating expenses. 

 

 Authorities in Washington decided that Lieutenant Richard 

E. Byrd would have overall command of the USNAS forces in 

Canada and Newfoundland and ordered him on August 12, 1918 to 

leave the comforts of Pensacola, Florida. He was to go north and 

once in Canada proceed to Nova Scotia. There, Richard Byrd and 

all USNAS forces would come under the authority of the Senior 

British Naval Officer, Admiral W.O. Storye, RN, HMC Dockyard, 

Halifax, N.S. Lt. Byrd was reminded that exercise of the outmost 

tact, in all situations, would be required when dealing with British 

and Canadian military and civilian authorities. 

 Byrd had been ordered to establish a slightly larger naval air 

station to serve Sydney Harbor, and another to serve Halifax 

Harbor. The majority of merchant ships leaving the East Coast of 

Canada and the United States, tracked relatively near the eastern 

tip of Cape Breton Island and Sydney Harbor had become by then 

the most important port in Canada. 

 As already indicated, Byrd had also been directed to establish 

a naval air station in Newfoundland. In fact, it was to be a 

refueling station to be located ideally in the vicinity of Cape 

Broyle, some 60 miles south of St. Johnôs. It was to accommodate 

larger seaplanes that would arrive at Naval Air Station North 

Sydney in the spring of 1919, which could operate longer distances 

and be refueled at Cape Broyle. Therefore, in support of the 

anticipated North Sydney naval air operations, Byrd was to ensure 

the Cape Broyle station had a beach upon which large seaplanes 

could be hauled up, or construct a floating base which could 

accommodate staff, equipment, radio services, and have moorings 

for visiting ships and aircraft. That Cape Broyle base was never 

developed with armistice ending the war on November 11, 1918.  

 The Commanding Officer appointed to the United 

States Naval Air Station at North Sydney was First Lieutenant 

Robert Donohue, of the United States Coast Guard (USCG). The 
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US Naval Appropriation Act of 1916 had authorized the USCG to 

establish and maintain aviation stations on all American Coasts 

including the Great Lakes region and the Gulf of Mexico area in 

recognition of the life-saving properties of the seaplane. Upon 

declaration of war by the US, the United States Coast Guard 

service was transferred to the USN for the duration of the war. 

 Lt. Donohue had been the fifty-fourth person ever to qualify 

as a US naval aviator and only the second to have been so listed  

by the USCG. He arrived in North Sydney on the 21
st
 of August 

1918 and was soon followed by USN personnel and equipment. As 

Commanding Officer of Naval Air Station (NAS) North Sydney, 

Lt. Donohue was informed that the ultimate function of the station 

was to protect merchant ships in Canadian waters.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO 

 

The August 26, 1918 Meeting 
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Lt. Donohue had no sooner given initial leadership in the 

development of the new station that he was called to an 

organization meeting in Halifax held among senior staff of the 

British, Canadian and United States Navies. At that meeting it was 

made obvious that conducting submarine patrols on a regular 

scheduled basis was not an objective. Instead, two seaplanes were 

to be kept serviceable at all times, in reserve, to be used 

exclusively for convoy escort work, while a third seaplane was to 

be assigned to anti-submarine duties. A fourth aircraft, if 

serviceable, would conduct patrol flights on an occasional basis. In 

all instances, Lt. Donohue understood that if a submarine were 

spotted from the air, every attempt would be made to contact a 

nearby allied armed vessel to support any attack by the seaplane. 

 The actual summary of the August 26
th
 meeting is 

provided without change in grammar, spelling, and language. Note 

as well the use of Capital Letters within sentences.  These minutes 

underline the worthwhile intentions of all concerned in establishing 

NAS North Sydney:  

 

ñ It was decided that operations should be on the following 

lines ï the number of Seaplanes available at North Sydney is taken 

as being limited to 4 for the time being, though these later may be 

increased. As a safe estimate, the Cruising Speed of the machines 

is taken as being 60 knots ï their Fuel Range as being 4 hours.  

Under the above conditions the following was decided on as the 

best policy ï 

To make efforts to keep 2 machines purely for Convoy 

Escort work, 1 machine for emergency ante-submarine work, 1 

machine laid up for possible repairs and to make no attempts at 

running anything in the nature of a Routine Patrol for the time 

being.  

Convoy Escorts will be required about twice every 8 days 

and the 2 Convoy Escort machines will be available for Training or 

such work as Lt. Donohue thinks fit during the remainder of the 
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time, observing the importance of nothing interfering with these 

two machines being available on the dates required. 

The Emergency machine will be kept in constant readiness 

for action based on Reported Submarines, care being taken to 

discriminate reliable from uncertain reports. As much notice as 

practicable to be given to North Sydney of Convoys leaving or 

approaching. 

All references to Positions to be given on the US Squared 

Charts. All Times to be GMT unless otherwise specified. Air 

Liaison Officer to be put on the Receiving List for all Operation 

and Intelligence Reports, Patrol Daily Reports, and anything 

affecting movements of ships. 

Copies of Aircraft Patrol Reports to be rendered to Senior 

Officer of Port & Senior Officer of Patrols, preceded by a short 

signaled summary immediately on return of a machine from patrol. 

Anything of interest re the above to be forwarded in addition to 

DAD (Defence Aviation Directorate) Ottawa. Copies of Weekly 

Summary of State of Aircraft to be forwarded to SNO of Port and 

SNO of Patrols and DAD.  

 

Procedure for Convoy Escort. 

 

Working with 2 machines on the conditions indicated 

previously the procedure will be as follows: 

Patrol Office give warning through Air Liaison Officer at 

least one day before escort is required, giving particulars as to the 

following; Speed of Convoy (Slow of Fast) ï Probable number of 

Ships ï Course when Escort is due to meet ï Time for meeting and 

position on US Squared Chart dependant on the following rough 

estimates for working with 2 machines ï 

  

          

         Fast Convoy (12 knots) Outward Bound 

 First m/c (machine) to meet at harbour entrance and  

         Escort to be for 65 miles. 
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Fast Convoy (12 knots) Inward Bound 

         First machine to meet 80 miles out and Escort to  

         continue until harbour mouth is reached. 

Slow Convoy (8 knots) Outward Bound 

         First machine to meet as before and Escort to be for 50  

         miles. 

Slow Convoy (8 knots) Inward Bound 

         First m/c to meet 60 miles out and Escort to continue to  

         harbour. 

Note ï in both the above Inward Bound cases the second 

relieving m/c at end of 4 hours will be so near harbour that it can 

continues or arrangements made for the first m/c to come out 

again. Detailed orders will be made out for Pilots by Lt. Donohue 

as to length of time each m/c will stay in touch with convoy and 

during this period m/cs will zigzag to keep pace with convoy. 

The following was decided in addition ï In view of the 

importance of North Sydney, that the first 2 machines (put 

together) in Halifaxé be flown to North Sydney (for their use). 

That should it be possible to establish Sub-Stations this year the 

order of establishment should be as follows ï 1. Canso, 2. Cape 

Sable, 3. Magdalen Is. observing in connection with the above that 

Magdalen Is would be of greater strategical value to Cape North.ò
2
 

Walter Hose, Captain, RCN recorded the minutes of the meeting 

held on August 26, 1918 and agreement was conveyed by the 

signature of all participants.  

One should note that experienced aviators actually expected 

that the HS-2Lôs would be able to conduct anti-submarine patrols 

over 1500 square miles during a five-hour flight. It was also 

anticipated that convoy patrols normally consisting of two HS-2Lôs 

would fly at about 1000 feet, as a forward screen at the head of the 

convoy, zigzagging to maintain contact. 

 

Map of Sydney Harbor 
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 A map of Sydney Harbor is found as Appendix B. It is map  

#1027B produced by the Survey Division, of the Canadian 

Department of Military Defence in 1920 at a scale of two inches  

equal one mile. There are four large grids, which meet at the center 

of the map. The top left grid can be considered as ñAò. The top 

right grid as ñBò. The bottom left grid as ñCò and the bottom right 

grid as ñDò. 

        Thirty-six squares numbered 1 to 36 form a map grid although 

not all numbered squares are shown for each of the four grids. 

Each numbered square in all four grids can be perceived as having 

a location designation, but in miniscule letters: ñaò, ñbò, ñcò, and 

ñdò. Consequently, a point on the map can be described as being 

at: capital letter, square number, and lower case letter.  

Hence A-21-d is the location of Kelly Beach, where óAô is 

the top left quarter of the map, 21 is the number of the square in 

that left quarter of the map, and ódô is the bottom right part of 

square #21. In a similar vein, Amelia Point is at D13c. 

The distance scale transfers to the following: Each side of 

each numbered square shown on the map is approximately 2,500 

feet long. The map itself was reduced by 27% to fit it in this 

publication but it does not affect the scale values. However, image 

clarity suffered as a result of the reduction. 

Having said all this, one should note that Indian Point 

although not labeled on the map is to be found at A11b, and 

Keating Cove, the site that had been rejected, is at A36d. 

Moreover, the North Sydney-Sydney ferry trajectory is among the 

following points: A11c - A30d - D20c - D27a.  

 

Transportation in the North Sydney Region 

 

 In 1918, most roads within the Town of North Sydney and 

from major centers such as Sydney Mines and Sydney, were  

graveled roads with a sandy and clay top while other roads were 

simply clay based. All roads served both horse and automobile 

traffic. There was one tramcar line along the main street of North 



 10 

Sydney which ran from the town limits at Kelly Beach, through 

North Sydney to the town of Sydney Mines a few miles away.  

 

 

                                                                                                        C/KA-P7H 
 Typical road network in the North 
 Sydney Region taken from a North 
Sydney station seaplane in 1918. 

 

The majority of freight destined for North Sydney arrived by 

railroad. In 1918, the Canadian government had agreed to take 

over railroads in Eastern Canada and named the new company the 

Canadian National Railroad (CNR). The CNR line between Point 

Tupper at the Strait of Canso, and Sydney, ran through Georgeôs 

River and Leitche Creek at the foot of the North West Arm of 

Sydney Harbor. Between these two stations was a junction for 

service to North Sydney and Sydney Mines. This railroad line ran 
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some 900 feet from the shore at Kelly Beach and a siding ran some 

700 feet from Indian Point making for relatively easy access for 

station personnel to transport heavy freight items. 

 There was still at that time a steam ship service on Bras dôOr 

Lake but supplies shipped from Point Tupper by rail to St. Peterôs 

on the east side of the lake would have to proceed by ship to the 

Town of Bras dôOr and then by road to North Sydney. It is 

therefore most unlikely that this route was used in supplying the 

Naval Air Station at North Sydney, except perhaps in an 

emergency situation. 

 The City of Sydney, being the largest center, was of some 

attraction to the residents of Cape Breton, including the personnel 

based at North Sydney. Access to Sydney from North Sydney was 

by overland car, by motor bus, by passenger train, and by ferry that 

ran every hour from early in the morning till late evening except in 

winter months when fresh water ice and drifting sea ice packed up 

into the harbor making it unnavigable. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                C/KA-P7N 
 

View of North Sydney Harbour with the harbour ferry SS Peerless 

                in the center. Note sailing vessels to each side of the photograph. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

The use of merchant convoys during wartime had been a 

British Navy tradition for hundreds of years, yet the Royal Navy 

senior leadership of 1914 had lost sight of this vital truth. These 

senior officers now believed that merchant ships were safer if 

dispersed over a wide area of the ocean. 

 It is not the purpose of this short story to retrace all the turns 

and twists of British Admiralty policy and attitudes towards 

merchant ship convoys. Suffice it to say that the German had 

begun unrestricted submarine warfare against allied merchant ships 

on January 31,1917 and by July 1917 a regular North Atlantic 

allied merchant ship convoy system began to operate.  

The American convoys would sail from Hampton Roads, 

Virginia, U.S.A. every four days. The initial July 7
th
, 1917 

American convoy headed for the ports on the West Coast of the 

United Kingdom (UK) whereas the July 11
th
 convoy sailed for the 

ports on the East Coast of the UK, and the pattern continued, 

alternating in that manner. Meanwhile, Canadian convoys sailed 

from Sydney Harbor, Cape Breton every eight days, beginning 

with convoy HS-47 on July 10,1917, with the destination 

alternating between east and west coast ports in the UK. In July 

1917, ñ162 ships sailed in eight convoys from Hampton 

Roadséand forty five ships sailed in three convoys from Sydney, 

(N.S.).ò
3
 Of these, two were sunk. One was the steamer Whitehall 

that had strayed from the Sydney convoy the previous day.  

The fact that German submarines increasingly began  to 

operate near Canadian ports in the summer of 1918 was of grave 

concern to the Canadian Government. The use of anti-submarine 

aircraft was rendered more important locally with reports in Cape 

Breton newspapers on August 21
st
 ,1918 that a German submarine  

had captured the large Port Hawkesbury-owned steam fishing 

trawler Triumph, had armed it, and were using it to raid other 

fishing boats and had already sunk the Unap Saunders out of 

Lunenburg, Nova Scotia. 
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 By late summer of 1918, Hampton Roads and New York 

City were sending three convoys every eight days to the UK, while 

a slow convoy left Sydney every eight days and a faster convoy 

left Quebec City every eight days. The designations given to the 

convoys leaving North American ports were: Hampton Roads 

(HH), New York (HB, HN and HX), Quebec City (HC), and 

Sydney (HS). Ultimately, from January 1918 until the end of the 

war, 16,012 merchant ships sailed in convoys from the East Coast 

of North America. Thirty five were sunk, for a loss rate of .02%. In 

contrast, of the 48,861 merchant ships, independently operating, 

not in a convoy of any sort, on all oceans, during the one year 

period beginning November 1, 1917 and ending October 31, 1918, 

in support of the Allied war effort, 1497 were sunk; a loss rate of 

3.1%. 

Merchant ships that were grouped into a convoy at Sydney in 

1918 were expected to achieve 8 knots on their journey to the UK 

but rarely averaged much better than 5 knots. Often, the merchant 

ships were tired old ships with many engine problems, etcéAlso, 

it was a battle against the North Atlantic weather just as much as 

against the enemy. A merchant shipôs crew may have included 

ratings who were very efficient at their job but also many who 

were not and might not re-join their ship in time to leave Sydney 

Harbor thereby imposing hardship on the rest of the crew during 

the crossing to the UK. Yet, it was vital to continue shipping cargo, 

food and raw materials to Europe. In practical terms convoys 

formed in Sydney harbour between May and December, while 

Halifax harbour which is always ice-free was used from January to 

April.  

By 1918 as well, it had been proven that the bigger the 

convoy, the better the chances of sailing success since the doubling 

of the number of ships in a convoy did not correspondingly 

increase the perimeter of the overall convoy formation. 

It was up to the American officers and men of Naval Air 

Station North Sydney to protect these convoys as they tracked near 

the Island of Cape Breton on their way to the UK. Reports issued 
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after Armistice day indicate that during all of 1918, German 

submarines had made only six attacks against convoys when the 

convoys were being protected by aircraft such as those provided by 

NAS  North Sydney. 

 

 

 
                                                                                                           BICBU-77-132-266 

 

    This photograph is probably the earliest showing the ótent cityô being erected   

    at Indian Point. It was taken late August, 1918. Very few people milling about.   

    The tram tracks in the center of the road are visible. Note the use of a tent, at  

    the main road, probably serving as a sentry hut. Also note how very wet the   

    area is. A careful scrutiny along the shore below the two ships and just below the  

    two sheds will reveal that there is a parallel 3
rd

, 4
th

, and a 5
th

 row of tents about to   

    be erected.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

Setting Up 
  

With 155 of the 400 US naval personnel expected to arrive 

during the last ten days of August 1918, Lt. Donohue was pleased 

that the USN advance party had made prior arrangements for food 

and temporary lodgings. Already stacked on land at Indian Point 

were many crates full of tents provided by the Canadian army, 

common outdoor tools, mess hall cauldrons, pans, etcé and 

materials for the construction of sanitary facilities. 

 The fact that these items were at Indian Point was puzzling 

but it was soon revealed that the land at Kelly Beach would flood 

with a very high tide and until backfilling were completed by 

dredging the water off Kelly Beach and using that fill, kite 

balloons and seaplanes would be operated from Indian Point. 

 

 
                                                                               C/KA -P8E 

 

This was certainly taken during the first week of September, 

                     1918 and shows all forty tents each used by four to six men as  

                     well as the two larger tents in the background. 
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By early September, a small village of tents provided some shelter 

from the incessant rain that had plagued the station since mid-

August. These tents, erected after raising and leveling each spot, 

housed the men of the squadron who slept on folding cots: 

aerologists, carpenters, aviation mechanics, hydrogen engineers, 

kite balloon winchmen, photographers, radio operators, aerial 

gunners, coppersmiths, blacksmiths, and a host of others all found 

listed in Appendix C.   

 

 

                                                                                                                             C/KA-P8L 
 
 While it was not definitely established that this is the parlour of  
           Mrs. Campbellôs house, there is every possibility that it is. The  
           photograph was taken by Lieutenant Caldwell where he resided,  
           either at the Meech house or at Mrs. Campbellôs. In any event it  
           looks very cozy with a great big tea pot at the ready. One wonders  
           if there is any meaning to the sword hanging on the right wall?  

  

Meanwhile, officers were quartered in the Meech house 

across the street from Indian Beach, and at Campbellôs on 

Archibald Avenue in North Sydney. Their situation provided better 

comfort at night while they, like others, endured the weather and 
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the privations of the station during the day. The rain continued to 

descend and by the force of the wind, it sifted gently through the 

ógobô beneath. There was fog and mist as well, whenever the 

downpours stopped. 

 

Assembling the First HS-2L 

 

Crates were received containing seaplane parts and engines. 

These had been sent by railroad cars through Point Tupper and 

Sydney River Junction. The transportation of these big freight 

items from the train station, and related heavy work were the 

responsibility of Chief Lewis and his crew.  

 

 
                                                                             C/KA -P81 

 

 Obviously the hull was transported by flat bed railroad car as  

one unit. The car has been shunted onto a siding in North Sydney and a  

few young fellows from town are observing the proceedings. That is the 

Gannon Block on the right, corner of Main and Blowers streets. 

 

It was imperative to get aloft as soon as possible and 

therefore, despite the bad weather, and the fact that a few key 

personnel were laid up with bad colds, and the inevitable snafu that 

had resulted in fewer motor mechanics arriving at the station than 
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expected, Lt. Donohue gave the go ahead to proceed with putting 

together the first of the HS-2L beginning Friday, September 6
th
.  

 
 

 
 
                                                                                C/KA -P7L 

 

    This photograph is intriguing. Obviously, the hull got to the 

station intact. Note that it is supported at the nose by a short steel bar which keeps 

the hull elevated at the front and resting on its port side (left for the uninitiated). 

Note the damaged lower wing tip on the seaplane parked behind the hull and the 

great variety in clothes worn: from Wellington boots to different caps. This 

photograph was taken on a rarely experienced sunny day, very early in September 

1918. 

 

Meanwhile, the machinists led by Chiefs Young and Sacks, 

somewhere uptown in the basement of an old house, were busy 

assembling the Liberty engines. 

Whatever airplane parts had been put together on the 6
th
 were 

quickly undone by the infamous gale of September 7
th
, 1918. Chief 

Robert Kerr and his crew, in raincoats, went at it again on the 8
th
 

and by Wednesday, September 11
th 

the first HS-2L was ready for a 

test flight much to the delight and wonderment of townsfolk. Work 

began immediately on assembling the other three seaplanes. 
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                                              C/KA-P7K 
 
Two ground crew members working on the Liberty motor with the 

crew chief and an officer observing. Note the wooden dolly used to haul up 
the seaplane. 

 

That first flight on September 11
th
 became a special event in 

the North Sydney region. In a letter dated December 12
th
 , 1963 

Reverend Father John Edwards, parish priest at St.Andrewôs 

Church in Boisdale, Cape Breton who had been a young lad in 

attendance on the day of the first HS-2L flight mentions, ñ of 

course our house, along with practically every other home I 

imagine, had plenty (of) visitors. I can still hear Dad and his 

croniesétalking about the big event. The general theme in which 

all agreed was that this sort of thing was not going to last ï man 

was not made to fly!!!ò
4   

How wrong they all were!  
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                                                                                                                  TNSM 

 

 This photograph although poor in original quality is of importance in that  

     it shows what is likely a full maintenance crew as well as the aircrew which   

    would typically have been nominated to one HS-2L seaplane at North  Sydney. 

 

Inclement weather had caused all scheduled convoy 

departures from Sydney Harbor to be successively delayed by one 

or two days. On September 22
nd

, convoy HS 56 was given 

coverage by Naval Air Station North Sydney seaplanes for nearly 

three hours. It had been the first operational sortie for the station. It 

had occurred four weeks later than it should have, had Lt. Byrd 

followed directives, as will be revealed in a later chapter. 

 

 
                                                                                 BICBU  - 77-134-268 

                                                                                     
  The photograph shows two seaplanes afloat and two ashore if one 

looks very closely. It was likely taken around September 25 and there is no doubt 

that the man in the water (bottom right) must be uncomfortable. 
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Food 

 

Paymaster Hays and his galley personnel provided a fine fare 

of food, most of which was being purchased from the Farquhar 

Trading Company in North Sydney whose advertising read: ñDid 

you notice that the boys of the U.S.N.A.S. were all getting fat? 

Why? (Their) grub is furnished byéFarquhar.ò By mid-

September, a mess hall had evolved at the station capable of 

seating over one hundred men at a time, built entirely of crates and 

boxes. The navy carpenters had also made tables and benches out 

of scrap lumber. This mess hall became a true luxury for the 

station. 

 

 

                                                                                                                       C/KA ï P8C 
 
 This chow line leading to the dining room constructed of crates, 
           shows a surprisingly happy group despite the rudimentary  
           conditions at NAS North Sydney. A sunny mid-September day! 
 

Coastline Identification and Navigation 

 

A major task facing pilots was that of navigating in strange 

surroundings. The tracing of the coastline, fifty miles south and 

north of Sydney Harbour, was an immediate priority and was 

beautifully done by Ensign C.D. Clark. A chart was laid out in 
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squares, three miles each way, that also covered an area extending 

fifty miles offshore. It could be folded in a convenient size, or  

displayed on a hard chart board for easy reference by aircrew. 

 

 
 
 

 

                                                                       C/KA ï P7P and P7Q 

 
 The two photographs shown on this page were taken the same day 
and identify some of the rugged indented coastline around Sydney 
Harbour. Note the fore and aft crosswire rigging on the pontoon that will be 
referred to on page 26, as compared to the photograph found at page 10. 
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Influenza Epidemic 

 

 Just when the last of the seaplanes was being assembled, an 

epidemic of óSpanishô influenza hit the community. The North 

Sydney Flight records that; ñ No sort of story at this station and its 

experiences would be complete without a tribute to the faithful and 

heroic work of the Hospital Corps during the epidemic. Doctor 

Caldwell had the misfortune to go down with it himself early in the 

attack. A relief from Halifax, Doctor Tindall, did splendid work 

until he too went down with the same disease, and was eventually 

replaced by Lt. (j.g.) E. Jewett.  

When a doctor was not available, all the nursing and care 

taking now fell on Chief Pharmacist Stoner and his assistants, with 

Lt. Caldwell providing direction and encouragement from his sick 

bed. Faithfully and well did they give themselves day and night to 

the sick bay. There were more than forty sick at (any) one time, 

some with pneumonia; with the poorest facilities and cramped 

space. They never faltered or failed in their dutieséonly two men 

were lostéQuartermaster Crilly (on September 28) and Carpenter 

Schaffert (on September 30). They gave up their lives in the 

defense of the country (of Canada), one of the allies of the U.S.ò
5
 

Quartermaster Crilly and Carpenter Schaffert had by then been 

admitted at the Hamilton Memorial hospital in North Sydney, run 

by the Sisters of Charity, less than a thousand feet from the naval 

air station.  

The people of North Sydney had opened their doors to a 

number of the station personnel to alleviate their discomfort at 

living in tents and being treated for the influenza in makeshift 

shacks until the epidemic had passed. 

Lt. Caldwell had made all hands take their food from the 

central mess which had been extremely well disinfected, and then 

proceed to eat in their own tent. All staff gargled daily with 

disinfectant. It was indeed courageous on the part of all personnel 
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to have lived through what they had to date and still look forward 

to finally putting seaplanes, kite balloons, and airships aloft.  

 

                                                                                                                     C/KA ï P8I 
  
 One of the numerous families of the North Sydney area who  
           took in the  American seamen during the influenza epidemic. 
 Note that  Lt. Calvin Caldwell appears to be wearing his uniform  
 and using a camera on a tripod, as revealed by the shadows at 
 the bottom of the photograph. 
 

 

                                                                                                                    C/KA ï P8J 
 
 This is a great view of the Lewis gun mounted on a wooden  
 platform for gunnery practice. That is the Commanding Officer, 
 Lt. Donohue at the trigger no doubt being the first to try his  
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gunnery skills even though he would never normally have  
occasion to use them as a pilot. Aboard the HS-2L, the gun was 
mounted in the open seat in the nose of the seaplane. 

Ordnance 

  

Since one objective of flying convoy patrol was to discover 

an enemy submarine and attack it, Lt. Donohue wasted no time in 

overcoming a glitch in shipping. In early September, Lt. Robert 

Donohue had found out that the airplane bombs being transported 

to Nova Scotia from the United States had been lost in the shuffle. 

He ordered that depth charges aboard some of the nearest USN 

man-of-war vessels be packed and shipped to Cape Breton. 

 These were depth charges used by surface vessels against 

submarines. They were rigged with depth devices to have them 

explode under water. They certainly were not designed for the 

rough usage of airplane work and the exploding mechanisms were 

a threat to safety when aloft.  

 As soon as the HS-2L were flying, the ordnance department, 

headed by Boatswain Carlton, began arming them with the ship 

bombs which, during gunnery practice, proved efficient seven 

times out of eight. Nevertheless, their instability was a major 

concern and all expressed a sigh of relief when a load of air-bombs 

was transported by air from Halifax by seaplanes stationed at 

North Sydney: the first Halifax to North Sydney flight ever made.  

 The only light armament received for airborne use were six 

Lewis guns and an ample supply of ammunition. Blue flares were 

also provided to be carried aboard the seaplanes. 

   

Air -Ground Communication 

  

In September, Boatswains Kerr and Carlton as pilots with 

electrician Brooks in one plane, and Ensigns Clark and Long as 

pilots with electrician Bell as radio man in another, cruised over 

the Gulf of St. Lawrence sending messages every fifteen minutes 

up to a distance of 87 miles. This flight was the first-ever 
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operational seaplane flight over the Gulf and within sight of 

Newfoundland. Lieutenant Hedtler had charge of the receiving end 

of the experiment and the results are noteworthy considering the 

antiquated receiving apparatus. It showed that it was possible for 

the station to keep in touch with the seaplanes when they were 

aloft, and within range. It became an invaluable asset when on 

convoy patrol.  
 

 

                                                                                         C/KA ï P7F 

 

Two pilots taxiing for take-of in North Sydney harbour. 

 

HS-2L Flying in October and November                                      

 

By early October, all four HS-2L were flying and two more 

had arrived at the station, in crates, along with additional Liberty 

engines. On October 8
th
 three of the seaplanes pulled off nineteen 

hours and thirty-five minutes of convoy escort for HS-58 in one 

day with every plane ready to fly again the next day. This, despite 
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battling the roughest weather and sea conditions that one can 

imagine. And as it was, the highlands and cliffs of Cape Breton 

continuously made for rough air. Changes in wind velocity and 

direction were sudden, and at times violent. 

After a number of flights, the seaplanes soon began to display 

a need for modifications. The reinforcement of the wingtip 

pontoons constructed by Boatswain Kerr and Carpenterôs Mate 

Schelen was a distinct improvement to the efficiency and 

durability of the HS-2L. The forward movement of the upper wing 

sections which was found to develop after a number of landings 

was overcome ingeniously by adding steel braces made under 

Chief Longôs direction. 

 

 
                                                                                            C/KA ï P7R 

 

 A sunny day in late September 1918 finds three of the seaplanes ashore  

 for repairs. Note that the only evident USN markings are displayed on  

the tail sections of each seaplane. Maintenance obviously depended on the 

weather, since no hangar or other kind of seaplane shelter was available. 
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                                                                                                                           TNSM 

 

    This photograph although somewhat blurry shows some of the maintenance  

    shacks built from crates and boxes. This view brings meaning to the hardship 

    endured by the USN personnel in that a convoy seen slowly forming in the  

    distance becomes a fine juxtaposition to its patrolling HS-2L seaplanes. 

 

Boatswain Kerr also developed a stopcock which when 

placed in the fuel feed line, prevented the gravity tank being 

drained in a steep glide. Also implemented were special braces to 

strengthen the two fins on the top wing of the seaplane. Station 

plumbers, ship fitters, and blacksmiths played a very important 

role in all these endeavors. All the HS-2L designs and additions, 

which were created at NAS North Sydney, were duly drawn to 

scale, blue printed, and forwarded to the U.S. Aviation Directorate 

to be shared with other stations using HS-2L seaplanes. 

 

Kite Balloons and Airships 

 

 Two kite balloons were expected to arrive in mid-October. 

Each was an elliptical-shaped gasbag with a basket hanging 

underneath. The plan was to keep them aloft during daylight hours 

to watch neighboring waters for submarines. Sydney Harbor 

Authorities planned to provide a small vessel as a base ship to 

which the kite balloon would be tethered about 1000 feet in the air 

while patrolling offshore. To the best of the authorôs knowledge, 
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the kite balloons never arrived, nor was a hangar ever built for the 

kite balloons, despite occasional comments to the contrary in 

minor reports related to NAS North Sydney. 

 In practical terms, the concept of U.S. aircrew carrying 

parachutes had finally been adopted, well after the Germans had 

done so. This likely would have led to an innovative use of the kite 

balloons. As aircrew practiced parachuting it would have become 

evident that this new experiment was probably more dangerous 

than flying.  

 A pier could be made available at Kelley Beach for the ship 

towing the kite balloons. The immediate requirement was to 

dredge the bay at Kelly Beach and use the dredged material to fill 

the area near the beach for the permanent station. That plan was 

cancelled in early November when kite balloons failed to arrive 

and dredging was unnecessarily delayed, making the possibility of 

establishing the station at Kelly Beach improbable before winter 

weather arrived. 

 It should also be noted that dirigible airships, which the USN 

had intended to operate at the Indian Point location of NAS North 

Sydney, never did arrive prior to warôs end. 
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                                                                                NMC 

                     

 

 
                                 C/KA ï P7O 

 
 These two photographs are of the lighthouse at South Bar on the   
 east side of Sydney Harbour at  B13b . The aerial view from 1000 ft. 
 was taken in September 1918, while the ground view was likely   
 an early 1920ôs photograph as explained by Mr. Matheson. 
 

 

 

 
                                                                                                                            TNSM 

 

 This photograph is just clear enough so that descendants of these men may  

    be able to identify relatives. It is no doubt a crew with a specific function. It is 

    headed by five senior non-commissioned officers in the center back row. It seems 

    that they are all dressed for early to mid-October weather. 

                                       

Moving to Kelly Beach 
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 Plans involving Kelly Beach were to erect a stores building 

and hangar on the water side of Queen Street and to construct three 

menôs barracks on the dry side of Queen Street. These two-story 

wooden buildings were ultimately to be used for mess, 

accommodation, and recreation for nearly four hundred men. Only 

one of them was completed enough by early November to be 

partially occupied and the third one was never erected. The two 

personnel buildings at Kelly Beach were named the Meech and 

Campbell buildings in honor of the families who had been so 

helpful to the station officers. Meanwhile the stores building and 

pre-fabricated hangar had by then become available at the Kelly 

Beach site. 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                       TNSM 

 

      This photograph was definitely not taken in 1918. Probably taken in July 1919 

      at the earliest and not at all what NAS North Sydney personnel saw in late  

      fall of 1918, although the basic storeroom had been constructed by then. 
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                                                                                                                           TNSM 

 

    Once again, this photograph was taken at the earliest in May 1919. Note the 

    second two-storey barrack visible on the hill on the other side of the street from   

    the hangar. The hangar had not been fully constructed by the time the first group  

    of station personnel headed home to the United States after armistice. This end 

    of the hangar which had been covered by a large curtain in 1918, was boarded   

    up in late spring 1919 as shown. In fact, as can be summarized by reading this  

    book, the Kelly Beach site was really never effectively used. The nuts and bolts of   

    the station were at the Indian Point site till armistice. 

 
 

A Time to Relax 

 

 The labor of office routines and endless paper work fell on 

the yeomen of the squadron. Those in the administration office 

under Chief Calhoun and the yeomen from supply and accounts 

initiated the establishment of a basketball league involving various 

departments of the station. North Sydney merchant Frank Bill had 

agreed to furnish all sporting goods needed by the station. The first 

league game was played on November 5
th
 at the Empire Hall on 

Blowers Street, known familiarly by servicemen during the Second 

World War as the Knights of Columbus Hostel. 
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                                                                                      C/KA ï P8D 

 

         This view shows various forms of transportation on North Sydneyôs main   

         street. There are two automobiles, a horse and carriage, and two horseless  

         carts. Looks like a sunshiny day in late September, or early October 1918. 

 

 The sports committee composed of yeomen under the 

leadership of Ensign Hansen pleaded with Lt. Donohue to make 

representation to civic authorities to finally have the station 

personnel put on a dance after the basketball game planned for 

Friday, November 8
th,

 1918. This would be the first dance in North 

Sydney since mid-September at which time Mayor Fenwick L. 

Kelly, in concurrence with Provincial Health authorities had put a 

ban on any public gathering for amusement purposes. A last 

minute approval was indeed obtained by Lieutenant Donohue and 

a very successful dance was held November 8
th
 with music 

provided by Seaman Lawrence on piano, Shipôs Cook Kelly on 

reeds, and Air Electrician Comiskey on drums. 

 


