VISIT TO AJAX TO COMMEMORATE 50th ANNIVERSARY OF 1976 FRIGATE VISIT
Peter Danks

Mike Cranswick has produced an excellent report of the activities of the Association members and families to the Town of Ajax in May/June 2026. This article reflects my experiences and includes details of the speeches which were made at special events and which I hope you will find interesting.
A day trip to Toronto with Nigel, Linda, Mike Fox, Stephanie Pipe and myself proved interesting. After an early boat trip, followed by early refreshments preceded disappointment when a planned open top bus was cancelled due to a small collision between the bus and a car and passenger. A trip up the CNN Tower, also celebrating its 50th anniversary, offered the chance to conquer the glass floor, for me at least, while providing some wonderful views. We left it too late to purchase train tickets for the trip home – something we were to regret, when a strict ticket inspector was not interested as to our plea and evicted us off the train with three stations to go. Debbie Steer rescued us, for which we were most grateful.
The first official function was to celebrate the anniversary of the 1976 visit of the 8th HMS AJAX. 
After some refreshments at the official gathering at Oshawa Lakewood Park, I was very pleased to receive a Freedom of the Town Commemorative pin from Mayor Shaun Collier. I was not on board the Frigate for the visit in 1976 but had served onboard in the Far East during the Malaysian Confrontation in 1965/66.
Land Acknowledgement is a formal statement recognising the indigenous peoples who originally stewarded a region before European settlement. In Canada, these statements are standard protocol at public gatherings and serve as an act of reconciliation to honour indigenous resilience and territorial rights.
Mayor Shaun Collier began the event with the Durham Region Land Acknowledgement as follows:
The Region of Durham exists on lands that the Michi Saagig Anishinaabeg inhabited for thousands of years prior to European colonisation.  These lands are the traditional and treaty territories of the Nations covered under the Williams Treaties, including the Mississaugas of Scugog Island First Nation, Alderville First Nation, Hiawatha First Nation, Curve Lake First Nation and the Chippewa Nations of Georgina Island, Beausoleil and Rama. 
We honour, recognize, and respect Indigenous peoples as rights holders and stewards of the lands and waters on which we have the privilege to live.  In our efforts towards reconciliation, we continue to build and strengthen relationships with First nations, as well as the large Metis communities and growing Inuit communities here in Durham.  We commit to learning from Indigenous values and knowledge, building opportunities for collaboration, and recognising that we are all connected.
A visit to the Whitby Yacht club is always a delight but this year strong winds prevented the yachts getting out onto the water. However, to the delight of some, motor boats were able to sail. Personal pleasure for me was meeting Steve Parish, Cherry Sevigny, Jackie Lumsden and Colleen Jorden – a tremendous team from the Town of Ajax who had been for arranging visits of Association members and families since 1999.
Thanks to Richard and Lorrie Cooke, a visit to the lovely little town of Port Perry took place on Tuesday. The town is on the shores of Lake Scugog and has been used for film and TV locations; Jack Reacher may be known to readers.
In the evening, an invitation to the opening of a Pop-up Museum saw a wonderful display of work. After the Mayor introduced the evening, Sarah Vaisler spoke as follows:
Thank you, Mayor Collier, good evening and welcome. My name is Sarah Vaisler and I am the Chief Librarian and Executive Officer of the Ajax Public Library. In 2021, stewardship of the Town of Ajax Archives was entrusted to the library, and we are honoured to share a selection of those remarkable items with you this evening. 
Some of the artifacts featured in this exhibit are seldom displayed to safeguard their condition. This exhibit offers a unique opportunity to have a close view of selected treasures from the Ajax Archives. They include items connected to the 7th and 8th HMS AJAX, as well as Defence Industries Limited, whose contribution to the war effort played such an important role in the founding and history of the Town.    
There are two elements I would especially like to highlight, each offering a meaningful link between our past and our present.  One is the map of street names dedicated to veterans of HMS AJAX, a lasting reminder of the people whose service is woven into the identity of this community. The other is a beautifully detailed replica of the 7th HMS AJAX, built here in Durham Region., which speaks to the enduring connection between the ship and the town that proudly bears its name.   
This exhibit has been thoughtfully curated by our Archives Services Librarian and Library team, whose care and dedication have helped bring these stories to life.  We are especially honoured to welcome veterans and guests with personal connections to the items on display. Your presence adds meaning to this evening and reminds us that history is not only preserved in records and artifacts, but also in lived experience and shared memory. Thank you for joining us, please enjoy the exhibit, and I hope you will share your stories with us as we reflect together on this important legacy.   
As Sarah suggested, many sea faring stories were exchanged between veterans and guests as everyone enjoyed some lovely refreshments.
One impressive exhibit was the model of the cruiser, made from match sticks by Douglas Hoppé – it survived crossing the Atlantic, albeit by air! 
Next day, another very hot one, saw the first day of street dedications. A very exciting day for all recipients.
To complete the day, a visit to the Ajax Fire Service HQ took place. Chris Porter, the Deputy Fire Chief addressed us as follows: 
I serve as the Deputy Fire Chief here at the Ajax Fire and Emergency Services. Fire Chief Aaron Burridge and Deputy Fire Chief Shain Kimbell unfortunately could not attend today’s event but wanted to pass along their well wishes both today and for the remainder of your stay in the Durham Region. 
On behalf of Ajax Fire and Emergency Services, it is truly an honour to welcome the members of the HMS AJAX and River Plate Veterans Association, our distinguished guests, and all who have joined us today.      
The Town of Ajax is unique in Canada. Our very name is a living tribute to the HMS AJAX, and by extension, to the brave sailors who served aboard Ajax, Achilles and Exeter during the Battle of the River Plate. Their courage, discipline, and unwavering commitment to one another shaped not only naval history, but the identify of this town. That legacy is woven into our streets, our neighbourhoods and our shared sense of pride. 
When our department made the decision to place murals of the three ships on our apparatus, it was not simply an artistic choice. It was a promise – a promise to keep the memory of those who served alive, visible and present in the daily life of our community. Every time a truck rolls out of the station, those ships sail again. They remind us, and everyone who sees them, of the sacrifices made by those who came before us. As a paramilitary organisation, we understand the weight of that history. We understand what it means to serve with discipline, to rely on one another, and to place duty above self.
Our four pillars – Honour, Service, Teamwork and Dedication are not just words on a wall. They are the same values that guided the sailors of the Royal Navy and they continue to guide Ajax Firefighters today
Honour reminds us that our actions reflect not only on ourselves, but on the community we serve.    
Service reminds us that our work is rooted in helping others, often in their most difficult moments. 
Teamwork reminds us that no one succeeds alone – whether on a ship at sea or on a fireground. 
And Dedication reminds us that commitment is not measured in hours or shifts, but in the consistency of our character. 
These values connect us – past to present, ship to shore, Navy to Fire Service.
To the members of your Association; thank you for preserving the stories, the traditions and the memories of those who served. Thank you for ensuring that the spirit of the River Plate lives on in this town. And thank you for allowing us, in our own way, to carry that legacy forward.   
We are deeply proud to host you today. We are proud of our shared history.  And we are proud to continue honouring the men and women whose courage helped shape the identity of Ajax. 
On behalf of our entire Department, thank you for being here, and thank you for allowing us to celebrate this connection – not just as a moment in history, but as a living bond between our organisations and our community. 
Enjoy the luncheon and please know that you will always have a home here in Ajax. 
Everyone certainly did enjoy a lovely lunch and many photos were taken in front of the Ajax fire engine. [See also report by Dave Lear]
A busy day concluded with a wonderful BBQ at Debbie Steer’s house to its usual high standard and which was much enjoyed by everyone. It was nice to see a brief appearance of Julia, Debbie’s daughter, with her two lovely children. 
Another must on the agenda was a visit to meet schoolchildren. At the Southwood Park Public School we met Sarah Mitchell, the Principal and many pupils. Many veterans addressed the children and Gary Williams’ message to the pupils was how important it was to learn a foreign language at school. Sarah thanked the veterans for their visit and bringing things to life. She was fascinated by the accents of the veterans. Tommy was pleased to meet some Canadian schoolchildren who were Everton supporters; I actually met a young Arsenal supporter whose Dad advised him who to support!
The Harwood Sea Cadets play an important part in the Town activities and an invitation to attend their drill evening was well supported. I was delighted to have been asked to be the Reviewing Officer for their ceremonial divisions’ rehearsal. Drill with and without arms took place - providing Association members some memories of their early training days in the Service – followed by the Band display. Their performances were well received by those in attendance. It was the first time the drill with arms had been performed in public. It was a pleasure to present the ‘Tubby Squires Trophy’ to this year’s recipient CPO Hibah Ahmed.
The second day of street dedications followed with yet another very sunny day. I felt very honoured as our group met at Danks Ridge Drive. A recurring theme of those having their street dedications was what an honour and privilege it was to acknowledge their award and very many thanks were given to the Mayor and his staff at the Town Office to enable these events to take place. 
A visit to Pat Bayly Square was interesting as was the Ajax sign. A Fan Zone for supporters to watch Canada in the World Cup football was established for World Cup Matches. [Didn’t the Canadian team do well] 
At an evening function at the British Legion it was a pleasure to meet Louise Johnson who had come to Ajax as a 17 year old to work at the Defence Industries Limited. She settled in Ajax and married. She had her 105th birthday on 17th June 2026.
Niagara Falls, after a short stop at Niagara-on-the-Lake, was the venue for a relaxing day on Friday and the opportunity to experience the many attractions in the town was taken. 
A service to mark the 82nd Anniversary of D Day on 6th June 2026 involved the veterans and was attended by a large public audience. The Service was conducted by Bruce Sharpe, President of Branch 322 Ajax of the Royal Canadian Legion. Natasha Pierre, an Indigenous member of the British Legion and a proud former medic in the Canadian Armed Forces, read the Land Acknowledgement and we heard … that it is based on an old tradition or protocol carried out by indigenous communities in Canada.  It is intended as a way for guests to show their respect for and pay homage to our First Nation communities with which they are visiting and engaging on our land …
Bruce conducted the service as follows:
Opening ceremony - Before we proceed to the purpose that has brought us together today, let us pause to think reverently of those comrades who, by sea, by land and in the air, laid down their lives for their Sovereign and their Country. Their sacrifice will ever inspire us to labour on, so that those who survive and need our aid may be assured of our assistance and that the country in which we live, and for which they died, may ever be worthy of the sacrifice they made.
The Act of Remembrance was spoken both in English and in French. 
Bruce addressed the audience as follows: 
On behalf of our Branch, welcome and thank you for joining us as we gather to honour and remember the Canadians who helped change the course of history on 6th June 1944. First and foremost, I would like to acknowledge and thank our Canadian and Allied veterans who are here with us. Your courage, your sacrifice and devotion to this country, will never be forgotten.
I would also like to extend a very special welcome to the members of the Battle of the River Plate Veterans Association and thank them for participating in our parade and ceremony. We are honoured by your presence and thank you for helping us commemorate this important day in our history. I would also like to thank our young cadets for being with us and participating in today’s commemoration. Their presence reminds us that the responsibility of remembrance is being passed to a new generation.
Eighty two years ago, thousands of young Canadians climbed aboard ships and landing craft bound for the shores of Normandy. Many were barely out of their teens. Many had never seen any type of combat before, let alone on this scale and the horror they were about to face. Yet despite the fear and uncertainty they moved forward with courage, determination and a belief that freedom was worth defending.
They came from every corner of this country; from the West Coast to the East Coast, from farms and fishing villages, from busy cities and quiet rural towns, and from families who prayed they would one day return home. For many, that return would never come.
At Juno Beach, our Canadian soldiers faced overwhelming resistance. Machine-gun fire swept across the beaches. Mines and obstacles blocked their path. The rough seas and crashing surf worked against them. Yet they continued to push forward. 
Step by step, yard by yard, through smoke, confusion and fear: and by the end of that first terrible day, Canadian forces had advanced farther inland than any other allied force. It came at a terrible cost. On D Day alone, Canada suffered 1,074 casualties including 359 young Canadians who never returned home. Behind each casualty was a young Canadian; a son, a brother, a friend, and a future that would never be fulfilled.
Their sacrifice helped liberate a continent and change the course of history. The success of D Day marked the beginning of the liberation of Western Europe. It was a turning point in the fight against tyranny and oppression. And Canada played a major role in that victory. Juno Beach became more than a Battlefield – it became part of Canada’s identity. It showed the world that Canada stood shoulder to shoulder with the world’s great nations. 
Bruce then added the following: As we gather to commemorate D Day and honour those who served, it is fitting that we first hear from representatives of a distinguished veterans’ organisation whose members share a proud naval legacy from the Second World War. We are honoured by the presence of the Battle of the River Plate Veterans Association and grateful for their participation in our ceremony.
Nigel Masters and Mike Cranswick said a few words before I gave the following address: 
On behalf of members of the Ship’s Company of HMS AJAX who visited these shores 50 years ago, we are pleased our visit has coincided with your D Day celebrations and we are honoured to be here today, even the weather has behaved itself! 
On the 82nd anniversary memories return of the huge contribution made by the Canadian and Allied Forces on 6th June 1944. Bruce has described what the Canadian Forces endured on that fateful day. 
Members of our Association visited the D Day Beaches three years ago. In the audience are four members of our Association who live in the town and who joined us for this momentous visit. So the visit to Juno Beach was even more memorable. 
Two members of our Association actually took part in the D Day action.  Albert Robb, who sadly passed away recently aged 107 served in HMS MENNELL and Alan Lorriman who recently reached his 100th birthday.
The cruiser HMS AJAX which took part in the Battle of River Plate was involved in the D Day action. Indeed, I am pleased to say, she fired the first shells on to the German installations, wiping out one of their gun emplacements.
Strong ties exist between the Town of Ajax and the Ajax and River Plate Veterans Association. Today’s event strengthens the strong bonds which exist between the United Kingdom Armed Forces and the Canadian Forces. 
After a quiet Sunday and Monday members returned to the UK after a most enjoyable week for which we are extremely grateful to Mayor Shaun Collier and all his hard working staff at the Town Office for enabling all events to run so smoothly and involved us all in re establishing our wonderful ties with the town.

The following was written by Sam Shale, a River Plate Veteran and tremendous supporter of our Association and who was loved by all in the Town who remember him.
THE GREETING
Yes, here we are once more to say Hello
And we are all fired up and ready to go
There’s an extra step you’ll find in our stride
For that welcome you give us fills us with pride

This friendly greeting. The special things that you do
Another year passed and we have got older too
And with our thoughts as we go down memory lane
One thing is for sure; we will come back again.
