
Britain’s Magnificent “Forts” 

The Freedom Freighters of WW 2 
By Geoff Walker 

For our non-seafaring friends, many would associate the word “Fort” with some kind of medieval 

bastion or land based strong hold, but in the case to hand, nothing could be further from reality. Fort 

was the name given to a class of Cargo Ship built in Canada during WW2, for the British government 

(MOWT), under the Lend Lease scheme. All Fort ships, except two which were paid for outright, were 

transferred on bareboat charter, on Lend - lease terms, from the Canadian Government or the U.S. War 

Shipping Administration who bought ninety of the 'Forts' built in Canada. The construction of this type 

of ship commenced in 1942, and by war’s end well over 230 of these vessels had been delivered to the 

MOWT, (including all “Fort” variants and those built as Tankers) each at an average cost of $1,856,500. 

Often, confusion persists between “Fort” and “Park” class ships that were built in Canada. To clarify, 

“Fort” ships were ships transferred to the British Government and the “Park” ships were those 

employed by the Canadian Government, both types had similar design specifications. All Fort ships were 

given names prefixed by the word “Fort”, whilst “Park” ships all had names ending or suffixed with 

“Park” at the time of their launching, although names were frequently changed later during their 

working life. 

These ships were built across eighteen different Canadian shipyards. Their triple expansion steam 

engines were built by seven different manufacturers. There were 3 sub-classes of the type, namely, 

“North Sands” type which were mainly of riveted construction, and the “Canadian” and “Victory” types, 

which were of welded construction. The Fort ships were 424 feet (129m) long with a beam of 57 feet 

(17.37 m). They were estimated at 7,130 GRT on average and a Deadweight Cargo Carrying Capacity of 

about 9,000 – 10,000 tons (depending on variant).  

 

                                                                                                                                                                                                              (City of Vancouver Archives) 

Panoramic view of merchant vessels under construction during 1944 at the North Vancouver Shipyard. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                         

                                                                                                                                        (Painting by Tony Westmore)  

A typical example of a standard WW2 built “Fort” ship. The last “Fort” to go for demolition was reported 

to be in 1985, although there are suggestions that 2 remained listed in LR until the early 1990s, but this 

is subject to verification.   

After the outbreak of WW2, the first cargo vessels built in Canada for the war effort were the “North 

Sands” type, the hulls of which conformed to original British working plans and drawings supplied by the 

North Sands Shipyard of J.L. Thompson & Sons of Sunderland. Following early experiences gained from 

these ships, improved versions with a more economic main engines were progressively introduced, 

which were then designated, “Victory”, and “Canadian” types. The “Victory” type was an oil - burner and 

two water tube boilers were substituted for the original 3 Scotch boilers. Because of the then concerns 

about oil fuel supplies, the “Canadian” type had coal bunkers and alternate oil fuel capacity installed, 

but with a reversion to the original 3 Scotch boilers, of the “North Sands” type.   

In 1943, when the shipping situation in the Pacific was becoming critical, the British Government 

(MOWT) ordered that a number of the ships under the Canadian building program be completed as 

Stores Replenishment and Support Ships, whose intended task would be to support and victual naval 

units, as part of the British Pacific Fleet contribution. A total of 16 ships were completed under this 

designation, namely 3 as Ammunition Ships, 2 as Air Stores Supply Ships, 2 as Naval Stores Supply Ships 

and 9 as refrigerated Victualling Stores Supply Ships. All were managed by commercial shipping 

companies with experience operating in Asian waters, as Merchant Fleet Auxiliaries, with Merchant 

Navy crews, this was to become the foundation of todays “Royal Fleet Auxiliary”.  



(unknown photographer) 

 S.S. Fort Colville – a North Sands 

derivative of the “Fort Class”. Built in 

1943 by North Vancouver Ship Repair 

Co. The “Welsh Hat” atop the funnel 

was fitted to many of this type. She was 

sold and renamed Lake Kootenay in 

1950, Andros Cygnet 1957 and then 

Theoskepasti the same year, and 

Marietta T in 1965. The vessel was sent 

for demolition in Hong Kong in 

December 1966. 

                                                                                                                            

The majority of the “Fort” ships were armed and crewed by Merchant Navy Gunners.  Merchant seamen 

crewed the merchant ships of the British Merchant Navy, which kept the United Kingdom supplied with 

raw materials, arms, ammunition, tanks and aircraft, fuel, food, and all the necessities of a nation at war, 

throughout World War 2; their gallantry literally enabled the country to defend itself and survive. During 

WW2 Merchant navy personnel sustained a considerably greater casualty rate than almost every other 

branch of the armed services, and suffered great hardship, mainly at the mercy of enemy U-Boats.  

 

 (Imperial War Museum image)  

Characteristic of “Fort” 

types inducted into the 

Royal Fleet Auxiliary post 

WW2, the RFA Fort 

Langley. After service in 

the Korean War between 

1950 – 53 she was 

acquired by the Admiralty 

to become a Supply and 

Replenishment ship. She 

was taken up by the RFA in 

February 1954 and 

remained in service until 

1970.  

 

 

Of the total 198 vessels built between 1942 – 45, war losses accounted for 28 due to enemy action, and 

four were lost due to marine casualties. Many of the surviving ships reverted to the United States 

Maritime Commission at the conclusion of hostilities and were ultimately purchased by commercial 



shipowners, predominantly British and Canadian. These ships played a significant role in the revived 

Merchant Fleets, that had been decimated during WW2. At one time or another, most British shipping 

companies had “Fort” types in their fleets during the post war years. 

 

Built in 1943 as Fort 

Turtle. Renamed as 

Arundel Hill, she was 

briefly managed by 

Counties Ship 

Management (Rethymnis 

and Kulukundis Group) 

before transfer to 

Coulouthros Brothers. 

This is typical of the 

“Fort” class vessels used 

by British and London-

Greek shipowners, which 

had long played a 

respected part in the London Shipping establishment, during the years following WW2, in efforts to 

rebuild their depleted fleets. During the late 1940 - 50s Counties Ship Management operated upward of 

30 “Fort” types, either owned or managed on behalf of other owners.  (unknown photographer) 

The “Forts” which were built by Canadian shipyards were essentially the same as the Liberties built by 

U.S. shipyards, being based on the same design which had originated from Thompsons, and with a later 

variation which was slightly larger, such as the U.S.'s “Victories”.  Of the total 436 ships built under 

Government (MOWT) contracts, 321 were full-size ocean-going freighters, 43 were smaller, built to a 

design known as "Scandinavian" to make them more conducive for Great Lakes trading, 19 were 

completed as tankers, 35 were Ottawa-type coasters and 18 were Rock-class ocean tugs built to the 

British Warrior-class design. 

These ships truly were “Freedom Freighters” and did much to save the nation at the time of its deepest 

peril, after which going on to form the backbone of post war fleets for so many shipping companies, 

when new tonnage was not only scarce but almost impossible to procure. These ships could still be seen 

tramping the world’s oceans well into the 1980s, having provided years of service, for which they were 

never really intended. The concept behind these rapidly constructed, no frills ships, was if they 

successfully completed just a single transatlantic voyage, they would have paid for themselves. At the 

time no one envisaged the years of valuable service they would ultimately render. 

Typical of the exploits of these ships and sacrifices made by their crews, was the final voyage of the Fort 

Longueiul (North Sands Type). Built in 1942 at Montreal, by United Shipyards Ltd., for the U.S. War 

Shipping Administration and allocated to the British Ministry of War Transport (MOWT), under the Lend-

Lease program. The ship was armed with one 4in and five 20mm guns, being in accordance with the 

standard protection usually provided to Merchant vessels. The Ship was managed by James Chambers & 

Co Ltd, Liverpool, on behalf of the MOWT. 



She had departed from Barry Docks on 16th July 1943 with a mixed cargo of government stores and 

Ammunitions bound for Alexandria in Egypt. Having safely arrived in Alexandria and discharging her 

cargo, she proceeded through the Suez Canal to the Port of Aden to replenish her bunkers, where she 

arrived on 8th September. The ship loaded a cargo of Phosphate, destined for Fremantle, Australia, 

following which it was intended she would go to Newcastle (NSW). 

On 15th October she was reported as missing and by 3rd November it had become apparent the vessel 

had been lost in the region of 10 Deg S/68 Deg E, southwest of the Chagos Archipelago. The vessel which 

had been under the command of Captain George C. Edward, was unescorted for the voyage across the 

Indian Ocean and had proceeded independently. It transpired that the vessel had been torpedoed by U-

532 and had sunk immediately, as a consequence. Of the complement of 59 on board, comprising an 

Australian Master, British, Canadian, and Indian crew, plus 10 British gunners to operate the guns, there 

were only 2 survivors. These were 2 Indians who managed to survive in a Life raft for for 134 days. The 

life raft drifted ashore on the Indonesian Island of Sumatra on 1st February 19944, whereupon they were 

immediately taken prisoners by the Japanese occupation forces. 

 

 

 

Chart indicating where the “Fort Langueiul” was lost, just southwest of the Chagos Archipelago. 

 

 



Another tragic loss was that of the “Fort Strikine”. Built in 1942 by Prince Rupert Dry Dock and Shipyard 

Ltd., for the American War Shipping Administration, she was Lend - leased to the Ministry of War 

Transport (MOWT) under the management of the Port Line. Fort Stikine was destroyed in a massive 

explosion at Bombay, in April 1944, which caused the loss of an additional thirteen ships. 

 

(unknown photographer) 

The British “Fort Strikine” GRT 

7142 tons. 

Having made various earlier 

voyages connected with the war 

effort, the “Fort Strikine” joined 

Convoy OS 69KM, which departed 

from Liverpool on 23 February 

1944. “Fort Stikine” had loaded at 

Birkenhead. Her cargo was 

described as general cargo;] it 

consisted 1,418 tons of flares and 

signal rockets, incendiary bombs, 

mines, shells and torpedoes. These were bound for Bombay, India. A container with 31 crates each 

containing four gold bars was loaded in № 2 hold. Each gold bar weighed 12.70 kg. She was also carrying 

twelve Supermarine Spitfire aircraft, some gliders and a further quantity of explosives that were 

destined to be offloaded at Karachi (still within India at that time). Having successfully transited the 

ports of Gibraltar, Suez Canal and Aden the ship remained attached to the Convoy until she arrived in 

Karachi on 30th March 1944. 

To replace the cargo discharged at Karachi, 8,700 bales of raw cotton was loaded, along with various 

quantities of fish manure, resin, rice, scrap iron, sulphur, and timber. Added to this was 1,000 barrels of 

lubricating oil. The ship's Master had protested over his concerns about having to take the flammable 

items but was told that they were vital and needed to be shipped. The ship's officers also expressed 

concerns over combining the cargoes of cotton along with the other dangerous goods, all which made a 

highly volatile cocktail of materials subject to spontaneous combustion.  

“Fort Stikine” arrived at Bombay in the early morning of 12 April 1944. Having embarked a pilot shortly 

before 10:00 she was docked at the Victoria Dock at midday. Despite additional safety precautions 

having been undertaken on board ship Shortly thereafter smoke was detected escaping from one of the 

ship’s cargo hold ventilators and despite the alarm being raised and firefighting having commenced. 

Firefighting continued, but at 15:50 a flame erupted from one of the cargo holds, reaching higher than 

the ship's mast. The order was given to abandon ship, with some jumping from the ship onto the 

quayside, and others into the water. At 16:06, an explosion occurred on board “Fort Stikine”. The ship 

was split in two, with her boiler found half a mile (800m) away. The explosion caused devistation within 

the dock, which deposited one vessel on the quayside. At 16:33, a second explosion occurred. The cargo 

ship Jalapadma had her stern blown off. It landed about 200 yards (180 m) away. This explosion also 

wrecked the cargo liner Baroda. 



The eruption had been immense, triggering a major investigation into the cause by the authorities at 

Bombay. The report was released on 11 September 1944 and concluded that the fire and subsequent 

explosion on “Fort Stikine” was an accident, since sabotage had been ruled out. The death toll was 

stated as 231 service and port personnel killed, with 476 injured. Civilian casualties were in excess of 500 

killed, with 2,408 treated in hospital. 

Included in the list of ships sunk, damaged beyond repair as a direct result of the huge explosion were: 

Baroda, HMHS Chantilly, HMIS El Hind, Empire Indus, Fort Crevier, General van der Heyden, General van 

Sweiten, Graciosa, Iran, Jalapadma, Kingyuan, HMS LCP 323, HMS LCP 866, Norse Trader, Rod El Farag 

and Tinombo. 

The “Fort St James” (North Sands 

Type) Built by Burrard Dry Dock Co. 

Ltd., North Vancouver, GRT 7130 

tons, and second  ”Fort”  ship 

delivered by a Canadian yard. Also, 

the first to be built in British 

Columbia. 

Launched in October 1941 and 

purchased directly by the British 

government, she was not subject to 

the Lend-Lease scheme.  

(North Vancouver Museum & Archives image) 

 

She survived the war, and later sailed under various private owners, initially as the Temple Bar. She 

remained one of the longest serving “Fort” ships and remained registered to Chinese interests until 

1991. 

The “Fort Michipicoten” (North Sands Type) Built Sept 1943 by Marine Industries Ltd., Sorel. GRT 7152 

tons. Managed by Maclay & Mcintyre 

Ltd., Glasgow, for MOWT. 

The vessel survived the war and was sold 

in 1950 to Counties Ship Management 

and renamed Oak Hill, 1960 sold to 

Greek interests and renamed Agenor, 

Nov. 6, 1968: Arrived in tow at Singapore 

after suffering a serious leak in the 

engine-room in the South China Sea, 

total loss. Broken up Singapore 

1969.Pictured at Lyttelton, NZ., during 

1948.  

                                                                          (unknown photographer) 



 

Listed “Fort” Class Ships Built in Canada during WW2 

Fort St James, Fort Churchill, Fort Qu'Appelle, Fort George, Fort Good Hope, Fort Ellice, Fort Fraser, 

Fort McLoughlin, Fort La Reine, Fort Pine, Fort Pembina, Fort Kootenay, Fort Lac La Rouge, Fort Pitt, 

Fort Rae, Fort Reliance, Fort Thompson, Fort Wedderburne, Fort Fork, Fort Poplar, Fort Hackett, 

Fort Yale, Fort Anne, Fort Jemseg, Fort Livingstone, Fort Lawerence, Fort Gaspereau, Fort Charnisay, 

Fort Aklavik, Fort Cadotte, Fort Nashwaak, Fort Bedford, Fort Chesterfield, Fort Dease Lake,  

Fort McMurray, Fort Vermillion, Fort Howe, Fort Lajoie, Fort Meductic, Fort Buckingham, Fort Connolly, 

Fort Caribou, Fort Cumberland, Fort Assiniboine, Fort Ash, Fort Athabaska, Fort Dauphin, Fort Norway, 

Fort Bell, Fort Brandon, Fort Columbia, Fort Yukon, Fort Bellingham, Fort Massac, Fort St. Nicholas, 

Fort Prudhomme, Fort Sakisdac, Fort Venango, Fort Machault, Fort Orleans, Fort Mackinac, Fort St Croix, 

Fort Biloxi, Fort Toulouse, Fort Dearborn, Fort Simcoe, Fort Wallace, Fort La Have, Fort Island, 

Fort Brisebois, Fort Dunvegan, Fort Constantine, Fort Kilmar, Fort Providence, Fort Mcdonnell, 

Fort Alabama, Fort Edmonton, Fort Wrangell, Fort Ville Marie, Fort Nipigon, Fort Louisburg, Fort Abitibi, 

Fort Senneville, Fort Tadoussac, Fort La Maune, Fort Chambly, Fort La Prairie, Fort Cataraqui, 

Fort Concord, Fort St Francois, Fort Mingan, Fort Carillon, Fort Albany, Fort Brunswick, Fort Frontenac, 

Fort St Paul, Fort St Regis, Fort La Tour, Fort Michipicoten, Fort Missanabie, Fort Lennox, Fort Richelieu, 

Fort St Joseph, Fort Beausejour, Fort Pic, Fort Musquarro, Fort La Cloche, Fort Mattagami, 

Fort Nottingham, Fort Alexandria, Fort Augustus, Fort Babine, Fort Bourbon, Fort Battle River, 

Fort-a-la-Corne, Fort Rouge, Fort Simpson, Fort Gibraltar, Fort Paskoyac, Fort La Montee, Fort Steele, 

Fort Frederick, Fort Cedar Lake, Fort Drew, Fort Fairford, Fort Frobisher, Fort Grahame, Fort Jasper, 

Fort Buffalo, Fort Grouard, Fort Mcpherson, Fort Fidler, Fort Capot River, Fort Carlton, Fort Esperance, 

Fort Hall, Fort Clatsop, Fort Colville, Fort Panmure, Fort Marin, Fort Saleesh, Fort St Antoine, 

Fort Sandusky, Fort Charlotte, Fort Highfield, Fort Green Lake, Fort Dear, Fort Harrison, Fort Stikine, 

Fort Rupert, Fort Mumford, Fort Acton, Fort Turtle, Fort Aspin, Fort Perrot, Fort Conti, Fort Aspin, 

Fort Beaver Lake, Fort Simcoe, Fort Remy, Fort Longueuil, Fort Maissonneuve, Fort Vercheres, Fort Erie, 

Fort Coulonge, Fort Wellington, Fort Norfolk, Fort Rouille, Fort Crevier, Fort Covington, Fort Moose, 

Fort Romaine, Fort Esperance, Fort Henley, Fort La Prairie, Fort Ticonderoga, Fort Crown Point, 

Fort Beauharnois, Fort Niagara, Fort Rosalie, Fort Sandusky, Fort Wayne, Fort Camosun, Fort Douglas 



Fort Liard, Fort Hudson's Hope, Fort Tremblant, Fort Walsh, Fort Wrigley, Fort Sturgeon, Fort St Ignace, 

Fort Berens, Fort Langley, Fort Chilcotin, Fort Confidence, Fort Chipewyan, Fort Carlton, Fort Maurepas, 

Fort Norman, Fort Slave, Fort Souris, Fort Brule, Fort Franklin, Fort La Traite, Fort Finlay, Fort Rampart, 

Fort Stager, Fort Fitzgerald, Fort Nakasley, Fort Enterprise, Fort Glenlyon, Fort Glenora, Fort Gloucester, 

Fort Grant, Fort Greene Lake, Fort Astoria, Fort Kullyspell, Fort Crevecoeur, Fort Kaskaskia, Fort Boise, 

Fort La Baye, Fort St Ignace, Fort Miami, Fort Mackinac, Fort Miami, Fort Grand Rapids, Fort Duquesne 

Fort McLeod, Fort Pelly. 

 

End 

 

 

An excellent summary of each Canadian built vessel’s history can be viewed on:  http://shipbuildinghistory.com/canadaships/wwtwo.htm   

References: Merchant Ships Built in Canada in WW11, Counties Ship Management Archives, Fort Ship History, Historical RFA Archives, Imperial 

War Museum,  North Vancouver Museum and Archives, and various online data available in Public Domains, from which additional material has 

been sourced. 
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