
“. . . A young man’s adventure story in the midst of war, a romance with 
submarines and his future wife, a sometimes amusing tale, and, best of all, a page-

turner. Highly, highly recommended for all who read naval history.”
~ Julie H. Ferguson,  

author of Through a Canadian Periscope  
and Deeply Canadian

“An invaluable contribution to the history of the RCN / RCNVR in WWII. I enjoyed it thoroughly.”
~ Captain Wilf Lund RCN (Ret’d),  

Naval Historian and former Submarine Commander 

“Superb! A most enjoyable read, and refreshingly accurate as to all aspects 
of naval life in the United Kingdom during World War II.”

~ Captain Norman Jolin RCN (Ret’d)

“This account of undersea warfare adds significantly to our knowledge of the Canadian 
naval heritage and takes a distinguished place among the published recollections of 
submariners. It deserves the attention of academics, sailors, and the reading public.”

 ~ Commander Alec Douglas RCN (Ret’d)

“Fred Sherwood is a Canadian of whom we can all be proud.”
~ Commodore Larry Hickey RCN (Ret’d)
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When 18-year-old Fred Sherwood joined the Royal 
Canadian Naval Volunteer Reserve in 1933 as a 
midshipman, he was looking for adventure. By the time 
he was demobilised in 1946, he had served in the Royal 
Navy’s submarine service for five years, commanded two 
“boats,” faced death on numerous occasions, seen the 
world, and experienced more adventure then he could 
ever have dreamed of. This is his story.

It’s Not the Ships . . . is a “compelling, technically 
precise, honest, humble, personable, and in many places 
humorous” memoir. Drawing heavily on correspondence 
of the era and patrol and log reports, Sherwood takes 
readers aboard the submarines of a nation fighting for its 
survival in a conflict where up to half of his colleagues 
did not return from patrol.  
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“Superb! A most enjoyable read, and refreshingly accurate 

as to all aspects of naval life in the United Kingdom during 

World War II. It’s Not the Ships . . . is a deceptively modest title 

that belies an outstanding snapshot of a period in Canadian 

naval history that is not well documented — the personal 

accounts of Canadian naval reservists before World War II, 

the circumstances that led to their subsequent service, and 

their wartime experiences. Using letters home and wonderfully 

personal anecdotes, the author tells of life on and off  British 

submarines and the deprivations that a society at war tolerated 

with little or no complaint. � e narrative refl ects a young man 

— typical of his generation — who was fabulously upbeat in 

diffi  cult circumstances.”
— Captain Norman Jolin RCN (Ret’d)

“Fred Sherwood is a Canadian of whom we can all be proud.”

— Commodore Larry Hickey RCN (Ret’d)

“An invaluable contribution to the history of the RCN / 

RCNVR in World War II. I enjoyed it thoroughly. It is 

compelling, technically precise, honest, humble, personable, and, 

in many places, humorous.”
— Captain Wilf Lund RCN (Ret’d), 

naval historian and former submarine commander 

“It’s Not the Ships is the memoir of a modest man. � is account 

of undersea warfare adds signifi cantly to our knowledge of the 

Canadian naval heritage and takes a distinguished place among 

the published recollections of submariners. It deserves the 

attention of academics, sailors, and the reading public.”

 — Commander Alec Douglas RCN (Ret’d)
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It’s Not the Ships…
My War Years

A native of Ottawa, Fred Sherwood (1914–2013) joined the 

RCNVR in 1933. In 1940 Lieutenant Sherwood joined the 

Royal Navy’s submarine service and saw action o�  Norway, in 

the Bay of Biscay, and in the Mediterranean. After passing the 

“Perisher” (Commanding O�  cer’s Qualifying Course) in early 

1943, Fred became the � rst volunteer reservist of any nation 

to command a RN submarine. In 1944 and early 1945 his 

“boat” HMS/M Spiteful (P 227) completed several successful 

patrols in the Far 
East. Fred emerged 
from the war with a 
Distinguished Service 
Cross & Bar. In 1946 
he married Mary 
Clarke and settled in 
Ottawa.
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