Sea Stories
A Career in the Canadian Coast Guard

Captain Douglas MacKenzie

Douglas MacKenzie was born on September 15, 1953, the youngest of eight children
belonging to Garfield and Winifred MacKenzie of Morristown. Sadly, his mother died
when he was just three months old. Within the year, he went to live with his Aunt Mary
Jane (MacKenzie) and her husband, Alex Boyd, who lived a half- mile away. Doug believes he “struck it good” in that he grew up having two families—the Boyds who raised
him as their youngest child and his birth family, the MacKenzies who lived so close by.
He spent his childhood in Morristown, a fishing community in northeastern Antigonish
County. Both Garfield MacKenzie and Alex Boyd fished out of the local Cribbons Point
Wharf so Douglas grew up with a love for the ocean and boats of all kinds.
After attending St. Andrew Rural High and completing Grade 12 at Antigonish Regional High School, Doug worked at fishing and forestry for a few years. He also worked at
Crystal Cliffs, a former farm estate that had a large manor house and barn. It had been
acquired by St FX University to be used by researchers. Doug worked there first as a
caretaker and later as a counsellor at Camp XL, an outdoor adventure camp for students begun by Don Loney, retired coach of the St. FX football team. In the summer of
1973, a group of students from the newly-formed Coast Guard College in Point Edward on Cape Breton Island, attended the camp at Crystal Cliffs. Their leader was
Tom O’Sullivan, one of their instructors. He encouraged Doug to apply for admission,
and after taking an interview and a written exam, Doug was admitted to the Coast
Guard program. It was an intense program of studies; the former four-year program
had been condensed into three years with thirteen exams per semester. Doug settled
in and recalled that he surprised himself by passing every exam as it came.
Doug completed his program at the Coast Guard College in 1976. Of the 64 who had
enrolled, 32 graduated. Years later, at the ceremony marking the fiftieth anniversary of
the Coast Guard College, Doug met the man who had conducted the interview that
gained him entrance to the program. The man was frail and Doug was not sure if he
would be remembered, but approached him and asked, “Do you remember me? I’m
Doug MacKenzie and you interviewed me in 1973.”
To his delight, the man raised his head, smiled and replied, ‘Doug MacKenzie – the
only graduate from Antigonish!”
In the fall of 1976, Doug was posted to Charlottetown which was the base for two
Coast Guard ships, the Wolfe and the Tupper. He was given the post of Second Officer on the smaller of the two vessels, the Tupper, and was responsible for navigational equipment and charts. As well as icebreaking along the coasts of Nova Scotia and
New Brunswick, the Tupper had to place and maintain navigational buoys many of
which still used gas lanterns. Back then, there were still manned lighthouses in existence and the Tupper had to bring fuel and supplies to the people who maintained the

lights. The harbors of northern New Brunswick had to be kept clear of ice to allow cargo ships to dock. Many of the harbors including Summerside, Mirimachi and
Georgetown had tricky spots that could cause difficulties for ships. Personnel from the
Tupper placed navigational buoys to mark these trouble spots. Doug acquitted himself
well on the ship and was soon sent to the larger of the two Coast Guard boats responsible for the Gulf region, the Wolfe.
The ship was captained by Adrian Dube and had a crew of 30. There was always
some good-natured rivalry between the “academics,” the workers who had learned
their trade in the Coast Guard College with little in the way of practical training and the
“Hawsepipe boys” who had learned through experience on the job and who wrote exams periodically to allow them to acquire the papers necessary for advancement. Both
groups had much to offer. At this time, the winters could be long for the workers on the
vessels as there was no crew changeover. They would have to stay for the entire voyage which could be determined by ice conditions in the Arctic. Four and even five month stints were common at that time. In later years, a new leave system was begun
which enabled the men to work 28 twelve-hour shifts straight followed by 28 days off.
After his term on the Wolfe ended, Doug was transferred to Dartmouth, Nova Scotia.
He became the Mate and eventually the Chief Officer on the Daring, an old RCMP cutter. The Daring was responsible for Search and Rescue operations from Cape Breton
to Yarmouth. Many of the calls were to rescue crews of fishing boats that had broken
down at sea. It was on the Daring that Doug developed an exquisite sense of timing.
To get to the bridge from below decks, he had to open a weather-tight door with a rubber gasket running around its perimeter, climb through it, close it again and cross the
deck to a door that led to a set of steps up to the bridge. When it was stormy, the Daring was notorious for rolling and one side of the deck was frequently submerged. Doug
learned to wait until the boat rolled far enough to one side so that he could time his exits from below decks without getting soaked. He would open the hatch, pass through,
“dog it down” (turn the cover so that the latches would catch) and cross the deck before the boat returned to horizontal. When his timing was perfected, he was able to
stay dry most of the time.
One of the strangest voyages of Doug’s career with the Coast Guard occurred in 1979.
when he was Second Mate on the CCGS Louis S. St.-Laurent captained by George
Burdock. The Louis was assigned to provide assistance in the northern waters of Canada. The story began with the launch of a new Coast Guard ship called the Franklin.
The Franklin set off from the coast of British Columbia to make her way past Alaska
and through the Northwest Passage to Canada’s eastern side. That summer, unusually heavy ice had floated southward from the Arctic Ocean. The Franklin lost the blades
of one of her two propellors and became trapped in the ice in Melville Sound,

ironically not far from the site of the sinking of
Sir John Franklin’s ships, the Terror and the
Erebus in 1845. The Louis was dispatched to
free the beset vessel (a vessel is beset when it
is hemmed in by sea ice and unable to move
in any direction.) They steamed northwest and
located the Franklin trapped in a large floe of
multiyear ice. The average thickness of the
floe was 18 feet with some old ridges that exA multi-year floe covered with meltwater .
tended to 50 feet below the surface. Captain
Burdock determined that the best plan was to ram the Louis into the gap between the
two ridges to break through to where the Franklin was trapped. The orders were given
and the icebreaker slammed into the space between the ridges, but they did not yield;
the Louis “drydocked herself” and tilted, pushing up against the wall of ice on one side.
A 100-foot long strip along the hull was staved in to a depth of about one foot. The
crew inspected the damage and determined that water integrity was preserved. Captain Burdock was able to extricate the Louis from the ridge and, without hesitation,
gave orders to ram the boat back into the same spot. This time, the tactic worked and
the Louis was able to break through the ridges to get near the beset Franklin.

Then began the arduous task of clearing the ice in a semi-circular area around the
Franklin to allow the boat enough space to back up and turn around. This was no easy
matter. To free a beset ship requires multiple passes along her sides. (In 2009, the
CCGS Terry Fox icebreaker was sent to help clear an ice jam in the St Lawrence River. Once all the ships that were beset were freed, the Terry Fox steamed 1200 nautical
miles back and forth in a 7 mile stretch of river in order to keep the ice moving and prevent flooding from water built up due to the ice jam!)
After reporting on the extent of the ice, it was determined that the easiest and safest
way for the icebreakers to reach the waters off northeastern Canada was to proceed
west. The Louis escorted the Franklin back through the Northwest Passage around the
coast of Alaska and along the coast of British Columbia. Doug recalled a storm in Unimak Pass off the Aleutian Islands. The winds were greater than 70 knots and he was
crossing the bridge when a wave struck the boat. He was knocked off his feet and
thrown 60 feet across a hard, corrugated-rubber floor. The tips of his fingers were
burned off by friction as he tried to slow himself down.
The Franklin went to drydock for repairs and after taking on fuel and stores, the Louis
set out for its assigned region on the eastern side of Canada. To get there, they had to
sail south along the western coast of North America, through the Panama Canal and
up along the eastern coast of the continent – a circumnavigation of North America!

The trip south was pleasant at first and Doug used the time to perfect his navigation
skills using the sextant. The boat used a system of steam turboelectric propulsion which
required 100 tons of bunker C oil per day when operating at its maximum. The superheated steam generated extreme heat and as the ship moved further south, the high
temperatures became excruciating for the men. Sleep below decks became impossible
and they had to stretch out on the decks to rest at night. At last, they reached the Panama Canal and were given permission to pass through into the Caribbean Sea to begin
the second leg of their journey on the Atlantic side of North America. The Canadian
Coast Guard ship must have been an odd sight in the southern seas. As they were
steaming past Cuba, they were hailed by the captain of a cargo ship. He asked, “What
kind of ship are you?” The radio operator replied, “An icebreaker from Canada!”
In the fall of 1979, Doug returned to the Tupper, this time as Chief Officer. A young
woman named Jackie Page joined the ship as Second Mate. She was small, but feisty
and independent and had come through the same training program as Doug, but at a
later time. In those days, life on a ship was difficult for women who had gone directly to
sea from the Canadian Coast Guard College. Not only did many have to contend with
limited experience in nautical tasks, but there was also the old superstition that women
on boats bring bad luck. Through working alongside Jackie, Doug developed empathy
for the women who joined the Coast Guard and this helped him in the task of training
women who were placed under his command.
Their tour together on the Tupper ended and eventually Doug and Jackie became a
couple, seemingly, with the full approval of their fellow Coast Guard members. Their
courtship was not easy as they were soon sent in different directions. Doug went on a
command course to Cornwall, Ontario and Jackie joined the crew of the Wolfe. The
Wolfe was sent to investigate a ship with a cargo of peas that had gone aground off the
northern tip of Cape Breton. After assessing the damage and concluding that the ship
would sink, their work was done and they made an earlier than expected start toward
their assigned port, Stephenville, Nfld. Before leaving the sinking cargo ship, Wilf Fontaine, their radio operator from the Northern Peninsula of Newfoundland. was able to
salvage a Ham radio. This allowed him to communicate with a much wider circle of people. He hooked up the Ham radio, contacted a friend of his in Cornwall to patch him
through to Doug. Doug was able to get a leave for the weekend, booked a flight to Stephenville and surprised Jackie at the dock. The plot thickened further when Captain
Dube developed a temporary deafness and convinced his dispatcher that he was unable
to hear clearly the orders that were sent from shore. In this way, he postponed the
Wolfe’s departure for another 24 hours thereby allowing to the young couple to spend
the entire weekend together.

Jackie and Doug were married in 1984. Shortly after their marriage, Jackie took a job

with the Marine Traffic Control Center which was tasked with receiving and assessing
foreign ships who were seeking permission to enter Canadian waters. This allowed her
to remain on shore. Their son, Jeremy, was born in 1987. Jeremy inherited artistic ability from both sides of his family and, after high school, trained as a digital animator. His
favorite assignment was rendering “Lowly the Worm” on the children’s series,
“Busytown Mysteries.” He is now an apprentice electrician. Sadly, Jackie passed away
on July 2, 2009 after battling Crohn’s disease for many years.
One of Doug’s longest assignments was on the Edward Cornwallis, an 1100 class
Search and Rescue vessel and buoy tender. Doug was Chief Officer on the 275-foot
vessel and he remembers a close call while steaming along the Eastern Shore of Nova Scotia to fix navigation buoys. One of the engineers in the engine room isolated a
large oil filter in order to clean it. When he opened up the oil filter, the pressure was so
great that material from the filter was propelled onto the engine turbocharger forming a
large fireball. The equipment in the engine room immediately caught fire. It took almost
2 hours to smother the blaze and the boat was left without engine power. Senior Engineer Boutilier managed to patch up one engine so that it would function and the ship
limped back to Dartmouth. There it was decommissioned for a year.
Some trips seemed to be plagued by misfortune from beginning to end. In 1989, Doug
was Chief Officer on the CCGS Sir John A. MacDonald, an icebreaker. The summer
was spent escorting ships that had encountered difficulties in the waters of the Canadian North. One such ship was the M.V. Arctic which had sustained a large hole in its
side in a collision with multi-year ice. Multi-year ice is subject to compression with each
passing year and has a hardness similar to that of granite. After the collision, the crew
of the M.V. Arctic had to construct a box around the hole that allowed technicians to
plug the gap with cement. Since only one compartment of the hull was damaged, the
ship was able to sail. The MacDonald was assigned to escort the MV Arctic from Bent
Horn on little Cornwallis Island past Resolute and then through Lancaster Sound into
workable ice off Baffin Island. The cement plug was successfully completed and the
MacDonald and the M.V. Arctic set forth. On these voyages, the ship’s garbage including discarded paper had to be stowed in a large
bin below decks until it could be properly disposed
of on land. Unbeknownst to Doug, one of the seamen was a pyromaniac. He lit a fire in the refuse
bin. The fire grew quickly and before the crew extinguished it, part of the flight deck melted. The
two ships continued on their voyage as winter set
in. There was no daylight and they had to make
their way through heavy ice which extended 10
The MV Arctic proceeding through heavy ice.
to 15 feet above the water line.

During this time, one of the men on board the
M.V. Arctic became very ill. He was transferred
to the MacDonald to access medical services,
but, unfortunately, died soon after. Doug was
charged with preserving the body so that it
could be returned to the family. He arranged for
it to be stored in the winch control room which
had vents that could be opened to maintain a
temperature close to 0 degrees. This way, the
body would neither freeze nor deteriorate.
Icebreaker moving forward and shipping water.
The M.V. Arctic left the North two weeks later
and the ship steamed into port on Broughton
Island. Here, the body was brought to shore and carefully placed onto the back of a
waiting truck. Doug was immensely pleased with his success in keeping the body preserved. The next morning, when he looked ashore, the first thing he saw on the dock
was the truck. The box containing the body was clearly visible. And the temperature?
45 degrees below 0.

Doug’s experience growing up in a fishing community served him well when the Canadian Coast Guard was shifted from the federal Department of Transport to the Department of Fisheries and Oceans in 1990. Doug was serving as Captain of the Chebucto,
a 190-foot vessel built in Pictou. His duties now included carrying Fisheries officers on
board and patrolling international boundaries. He enjoyed working with fishermen in
Search and Rescue operations, but not policing them.

On one occasion, his knowledge of marine life served him well. On Roseway Bank, his
boat came upon a dead whale and the fishery officers aboard were sure that it was a
right whale, a member of an endangered species. They promptly contacted their headquarters on shore. The order came back to tow it into port. Doug looked closely at the
carcass and informed the DFO personnel on board that it was not a right whale. This
was relayed back to headquarters, but not accepted. Doug then had the fishery officers photograph the carcass and, in particular, to photograph the dorsal fin. This was
done and again, DFO headquarters were contacted. Doug asked a very specific question, “How long is the dorsal fin on a right whale?” The answer came back, “A right
whale does not have a dorsal fin.” The fishery officers admitted they were in error and
Doug and his crew avoided a close encounter with a rotting corpse. As he made his
way around the ship over the next few days, Doug noticed some posters advertising a
contest with a caption that read “ Can you identify the right whale?” Below the caption
were pictures of a toothbrush, a chainsaw, a spoon, a seal etc. The prize was to be a
Fisheries Officer for a day. Even fishery officers are subject to a little good-natured ribbing now and then!

Doug is a firm believer in the value and
necessity of teamwork. Each member
of a ship’s crew, from
the engine room operator deep inside the
boat to the captain on
the bridge, brings
specific and vital skills
which are essential to
the smooth operation
of the vessel. The
ability of Captain DougCCGS Earl Grey in the Bay of Islands off Cornerbrook, NL on Feb. 21,
las MacKenzie’s crew to
function as a unit was a key factor in the outcome of a near disaster that unfolded in
the Bay of Islands on the western side of Newfoundland in late February, 2003. On
February 20, the M.V. Marie Gorthon, a cargo ship, was on her way to the paper mill in
Cornerbrook. To get to Cornerbrook, the Gorthon had to thread her way through the
Bay of Islands which was named for the more than 15 islands that are scattered within
its waters. The Gulf of St. Lawrence was fully frozen with the wind and tide pushing
millions of tons of ice against the Newfoundland coast and creating immense pressure. Soon after the huge ship entered the mouth of the bay, it became beset.
At that time, Doug was the captain of the CCGS Earl Grey and was charged with assisting the Marie Gorthon safely into the harbour at Cornerbrook. As the Earl Grey
slowly moved through the heavy ice toward the Gorthon, Doug noticed a shear ridge
separating the two ships. He had the Earl Grey make a run at it to clear a path, but the
attempt failed and the icebreaker became beset as well. The Earl Grey found itself being pulled along with the ridge of ice and drifting dangerously close to Guernsey Island. Doug called out his entire crew including those that were not on watch and had
them don survival suits and be ready on deck. The crew was instructed to attach a
buoy stone to the large deck crane and swing it back and forth to cause the ship to
heel and thus release pressure on the hull. Some progress was made, but the ice
ridge was perilously close to Guernsey Island and as the Earl Grey slid along between
the ice ridge on one side and the rugged shore of the island on the other side, they
were in danger of grounding on the rocky points of land jutting outward into the bay. In
addition, there was the danger of ice building up on the port side of the boat and causing it to roll over. By changing the direction of the rudders, the crew caused the icebreaker to twist back and forth and this moved them 20 to 30 feet further away from
the island’s shore and cleared the ice that had piled up on the deck of the ship.

By repeating these actions, they prevented the ship from grounding on each successive point of land and, at length,
they moved clear of the northern tip
of Guernsey. Finally free of danger
to herself, the Earl Grey moved
alongside the Gorthon to attempt to
free her. She was still hemmed in
by ice and in danger of grounding
on Tweed Island, and, if she escaped that, she would be on
course to ground on Hen Island.
Aerial view of the Marie Gorthon and the CCGS Earl Grey
caught in ice

Doug had the Earl Grey clear the
ice along her sides, but whenever it looked like she could proceed on her own
course, the ice would close in again and force her to drift with it. Things looked grim
and Doug offered to remove the crew from the Marie Gorthon to the safety of the icebreaker. The captain of the cargo ship declined the offer and requested that the Earl
Grey attempt to tow his ship – now trapped in ice, stern perpendicular to the ice ridge
and bow in danger of grounding on Hen Island. The Marie Gorthon passed a tow wire
that was 1.5 inches in thickness to the Earl Grey, which was made fast in preparation
for the tow.Unfortunately, the wire parted as soon as it took the strain. But luck was
with them that day and the ice carried the Gorthon past Hen Island by a narrow margin. Saddle Island loomed ahead and the men feared that the Gorthon’s direction
would surely cause her to ground on it. Again they had good fortune. The ice stopped
moving and the Gorthon came to a stop between Hen Island and Green Island.
Doug and his crew then set to work making runs with the icebreaker along the sides
of the Gorthon to ease the pressure from the ice and eventually they cleared enough
ice to allow her to turn. The two ships moved 13 nautical miles offshore and stopped
in the ice for the night. By the time they were out of danger, Doug had been on the
bridge without sleep for 31.5 hours.
Following the incident, Captain Doug MacKenzie,
Chief Engineer Ron Collier, and Chief Officer David
Harding were each presented with Commissioner
Commendations by the Canadian Coast Guard and
the Department of Fisheries and Oceans. These
awards are given for “fast thinking, ingenuity, and
courage in a command role aboard a Canadian
Coast Guard vessel.”

In addition, each member of the crew of the Earl Grey was presented with an Immediate Award for commitment to duty which goes beyond normal expectations. They displayed dedication to their work and to the safety of their co-workers throughout a prolonged tense and dangerous situation. Their teamwork and bravery were deciding
factors in the success of the rescue. The Immediate Awards were designed and put
together with Jackie’s help.
When Doug was asked to reflect on his life with the Coast Guard, he replied without
hesitation. “It was the best possible career I could ever have had. I got to see places
of incredible beauty. The Arctic is like another planet. I often felt like an early explorer.
My life also taught me the importance of teamwork. We all had to function as one
crew and make things work - each one contributing their own skills and energy to
making things run smoothly. We were out there on our own and help from outside
would be a long time coming if it came at all. Our survival depended on balance. The
captain is helpless without the engine room operator and vice versa. When everyone
understands their job and contributes, the whole operation has a good chance of success.”
Today, Doug is retired and divides his time between his home in Lawrencetown, Halifax County and his cabin in Morristown, Antigonish. The cabin is set among trees and
is crammed with mementoes of his years on the ocean. He remains a keen observer
and photographer
of nature and has
captured some remarkable images of
the bears, moose
and birds that inhabit the area. He
remains close to his
old shipmates and
enjoys sharing
yarns of their times
together at sea.

These sea stories are based on two interviews with Doug MacKenzie in October of
2019 and October of 2020.
Anne Boyd

