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This book is dedicated to Fred Oliver, 
 founder of T.O.W.A.R.F. in the year l954. 

 

 
 

‘As the compass gives guidance to rescuers, so do certain 
visionary persons give direction to our lives by their example.’ 
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					It has been a privilege and an honour during the past several months to research and 
record the fifty year history of T.O.W.A.R.F. for all members and the general public to 
enjoy. 
     When first approached about writing this book, I did not realize the wealth of 
information that the amazing people all affiliated with the organization of T.O.W.A.R.F. 
would have to offer. 
    I could not have undertaken this project  without the many contributions gleaned from 
personally interviewing past  and  present members, and  in  particular, the founder of 
T.O.W.A.R.F., Fred Oliver. Many thanks are extended to Fred Oliver, Keith Jeffries, 
Brad Yarema, Matt Kennedy, Herman Vandersteen, Doug Clouse, Megan Okros, Jo Anne 
McCulloch and Commander of T.O.W.A.R.F., Dave Elliott for their support and time in 
helping me with this endeavour.  I would especially like to thank Matt Kennedy for his 
computer expertise and the hours he spent assisting me with the incorporation of the 
pictures into this book and for supplying me with many wonderful pictures from his files.  
I would also like to deeply thank my dear friend and editor, Jo Anne McCulloch for her 
hours of editing and dedication to this book. 
    I apologize if there are names that have not been mentioned and if any information is 
not completely accurate.  Research and information were obtained from newspaper 
clippings, journals and interviews.  Text in italics has been taken verbatim from research 
material.  I sincerely hope that I have given a relatively accurate and factual depiction of 
the amazing fifty year history of T.O.W.A.R.F. 
   T.O.W.A.R.F.’s heritage and contributions will be forever etched in the annals of 
history.  May it continue to thrive and sustain its respected reputation and dedicated 
membership. 
				
 
 
Cheryl Elliott 
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     Hopes were high and spirits soared on the Saturday morning of the Civic Holiday 
weekend of l954.  The weather forecast predicted a beautiful and sunny day with 
temperatures in the high seventies. 
     Dressed in full regalia, a group of Oakville Sea Scouts anxiously anticipated a long 
awaited week-long shoreline cruise as they excitedly assembled themselves into groups 
on the shore of the Oakville Harbour.  All aspects of the trip had been carefully 
orchestrated and planned out by the scout leaders who were as equally excited to embark 
on this fun-filled adventure.  
     Donning life jackets and after careful instruction from scout leaders, the boys were 
methodically led onto their designated cutters.  At approximately 10:30 a.m., after all 
necessary checks had been made, the four cutter flotilla was ready for what was to be an 
adventuresome week of camping and boating. 
     The wind that morning was almost non-existent and a quiet stillness settled over the 
lake.  The cutters sat in the harbour unable to sail into the unknown waters of Lake 
Ontario.  Boaters Steve Garvey and Jim Balderston (affiliated with the Sea Scouts) had 
an idea.  They would use their personal crafts, the Arrowhead and Lightning, both sloops 
equipped with outboard motors, to tow the cutters two to three miles into the lake 
enabling the cutters’ sails to catch some much needed wind to begin the journey.  Sighs 
of relief and smiles spread amongst the scouts’ faces as the cutters proceeded into the 
seemingly, welcoming waters of Lake Ontario. 
     It was approximately 12:30 p.m. when looming, gray clouds began to take shape over 
the lake.  The wind picked up at a fast pace, and the small cutters began to scatter.  
Stormy weather was quickly creating a challenging environment for the outing.  The rain 
pounded down, and canvasses were donned over the scouts to protect them from the wet 
and cold.  A decision was quickly made for the four cutters to head back to Oakville 
Harbour.   
     Fierce winds gripped the sails of one of the cutters in which Skipper Ron Brown and 
Sea Scouts Fred Enke and Gary Stokx were desperately trying to keep their cutter from 
capsizing.  Their attempts failed and the three were flung into the icy water.  Jim 
Balderston, who was nearby in his sloop, successfully rescued the crew of the cutter and 
returned them safely to Bronte Harbour. 
    Panic had set in as lives were now in jeopardy. The storm showed no remorse or signs 
of lessening while engulfing the other three cutters in high winds, water and terror. Jim 
Balderston made an urgent and desperate phone call to Steve Garvey, who quickly 
proceeded to set in motion rescue craft.  
     The remaining three cutters were being flung around wildly in the dangerous and 
lurking waters.  They were only three to four miles away from Bronte Harbour, but with 
the fierce wind and thudding downpour, they seemed unapproachable.  Quick action, 
bravery and determination on the part of the enlisted rescuers culminated when two of the 
three remaining cutters were brought to safety. 
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     One cutter was still missing and could not be located.  On the crew of the missing 
cutter were Scoutmaster Arthur Thursby, thirty-three years of age and Sea Scouts Donald 
Balderston and Donald McCausland, both fourteen years old.   
     Jim Balderston, who had successfully rescued the first, capsized cutter was gripped 
with fear and horror in the realization that his son, Donald, was on the missing cutter.  
Charles McCausland, father of  Sea Scout Donald McCausland, unhesitatingly joined in 
the frantic search.  Mrs. Arthur Thursby, stood on the pier nearby, holding fast to her 
faith that a successful outcome would be the result of the search. 
     Meanwhile, Police Chief Fred Oliver, of the Trafalgar Township, received a call that 
the unexpected storm had engulfed a number of Oakville Sea Scouts sailing out of 
Oakville to the Grimsby area and that some were missing.  
     Chief Oliver, the father of four young children, ages six, seven, eight and ten, could 
fully empathize with the desperation and despair of the missing boys’ parents.  
     The massive search for the scouts and their leader continued on a much larger scale as 
Chief Oliver called upon the police and fire departments, power boaters and sailors from 
the yacht club to join in the search. 
     The search quested for two nights and three days.  The area from Oakville Harbour to 
an area between the Burlington Canal and Grimsby was searched by both water and air.  
There were several private planes in the area that assisted in the search, but in the year 
l954 there was not an Ontario Provincial Police (O.P.P.) aircraft to call upon for aid.  
However, an Air Canada plane that was flying into Malton Airport (now Lester B. 
Pearson International Airport) had been requested to put its landing lights on over the 
lake to light up the search area.  This much needed effort availed no results. 
     Chief Oliver was exhausted, frustrated and deeply saddened as all efforts of rescue 
showed no signs of the missing cutter and crew.  He recalls returning to the Oakville 
Harbour on one of the boats employed in the rescue and saying to some of the other 
rescuers, “We really don’t know what areas have or have not been covered.”  It was at 
this moment that Chief Oliver realized the urgent need to have an organized team to 
respond to future incidents on the lake. 
     A few days later, pilot Todd Wilson spotted the missing cutter approximately eighteen 
miles southeast of the Oakville Harbour.  It was floating, without purpose, capsized and 
showed no visible signs of bodies. The lifeless remains of Donald Balderston and Donald 
McCausland were later discovered, but the body of Arthur Thursby was never found. 
      The drowning of the two Sea Scouts and their leader greatly affected the communities 
of Oakville and Trafalgar and especially impacted Police Chief Fred Oliver.  After 
witnessing the grief and despair of the boys’ parents and Arthur Thursby’s widowed wife, 
he knew something had to be done immediately to protect lives on the lake.  Thus, was 
the beginning of the creation of T.O.W.A.R.F.  
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Photograph of Oakville Sea Scout Troop at Oakville Harbour 
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      Police Chief Fred Oliver was now on a mission.   He was determined to organize a 
team for water rescue in order to prevent further boating deaths, disasters or mishaps in 
the sometimes, treacherous waters of Lake Ontario.  His work was cut out for him as he 
embarked on a crusade to enlist help from the community to put his plan into action. 
     Ironically, Chief Oliver was not a boat owner himself, nor familiar with boating 
practices, but his commitment to this cause remained constant and unyielding. 
     Chief Oliver canvassed the Oakville Harbour boat and yacht clubs and their members 
in an effort to assemble boats and crews to carry out searches.  He, along with a number 
of boating people had come to the conclusion that had an organized and trained rescue 
team been available at the time of the fatal drownings, a successful rescue may have been 
the outcome.  
     To help prevent such an occurrence in the future, a group was formed under the 
direction of Chief Fred Oliver and was known as the Trafalgar, Oakville Water Air-
Rescue Force.  This unit was to operate out of the Oakville Harbour, primarily in the 
Oakville area. 
     Interested boat owners and citizens from the Trafalgar and Oakville areas met at the 
Oakville Power Boat Club (an old double garage purchased from Ed Slater, located in the 
area of the Anderson Bridge.)  Their purpose was to establish the best method to 
approach the problem of search and rescue and carry out the necessary procedures in a 
minimum of time. “The response to forming a unit was wonderful,” stated Chief Oliver. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. had six launches and twenty smaller craft placed at its disposal at 
Oakville Harbour and five launches at Bronte Harbour.  The Toronto and Brampton 
flying clubs assured their expedient cooperation in the project.  A police radio, tuned to 
the Trafalgar Police wavelength, was placed in the launch of Gordon Clark (Vice 
Commander of T.O.W.A.R.F.).  Antennae were installed in two other launches so that 
police radios could be installed and operational within a few minutes. 
     Funding would be desperately needed and once again, Chief Oliver beckoned to the 
community.  A total of $180 was received from three donours; $150 from the Trafalgar 
Township, $35 from Carling O’Keefe’s and $5 from a gentleman residing in the 
Streetsville area.  This was a considerable amount of money in the year l954.  Thomas 
Adams Distilleries donated equipment (gaffs, life rings, hand searchlight), and a well- 
equipped first aid kit was donated by Johnson and Johnson. 
     The next major task for Chief Oliver was to put into place policies and procedures for 
all members to follow in the event of a search and rescue.  T.O.W.A.R.F. was started in 
August l954, and the result was a unique rescue unit, the only one of its kind on the 
Canadian waterways. 
     Then and now, the Great Lakes (Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, Superior) have the 
highest volume of search and rescue calls worldwide.  During the past century, it has 
been estimated that eight to ten thousand vessels have disappeared beneath their waters. 
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Photograph of rescue craft, including planes at Oakville Harbour 
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The following is the first document Police Chief Fred Oliver devised on policies and 
procedures: 

TO ALL MEMBERS OF T.O.W.A.R.F. 
 

WHAT IS EXPECTED OF YOU! 
 

     This article is to advise the members of T.O.W.A.R.F. how the organization is being 
set up, how it will operate and your function within it. 
 
     The members’ names, addresses and phone numbers are listed on a master file held by 
the Executive and the Police Department.  This file also contains the particulars 
regarding the members’ boats, what planes are available and other pertinent data. 
 
     The members will be allocated to a specific boat, and each boat skipper will have a 
list of his crew.  In order that T.O.W.A.R.F. may be quickly alerted with a minimum of 
effort, a call would go out in the following manner. 
First – An alarm will be called into T.O.W.A.R.F. Headquarters, (Trafalgar Police Office 
VI. 5-1631) 
 

1. If it is considered necessary to call out T.O.W.A.R.F., the boat owners and 
communication group will be called from T.O.W.A.R.F. Headquarters. 

2. The boat owners should have their crews called by a member of their household 
or by a crew member previously selected for that job.  The owner will then be free 
to proceed to his boat and get ready for the search. 

3. Upon receiving their call, the crews will indicate if they are available and 
proceed immediately to the Oakville Power Boat Club. 

 
     It will be up to the skipper of each boat to detail his crew to the various jobs and 
positions on his ship, e.g., perhaps there will be equipment to be picked up from the 
T.O.W.A.R.F. locker, etc. 
 
     This briefly, is the outline of how the force will go into action.  As you can see, an 
attempt has been made to keep it simple and if everyone follows instructions carefully, 
the force should become efficient and we hope effective. 
 
     Further details can be obtained from Chief Fred Oliver, Gordon Clark or Bob 
Johnston.  The members will be advised of any changes in the routine. 
 
     The Executive wish to thank sincerely all T.O.W.A.R.F. members for their cooperation 
and feel that with your continued support, we can build up a rescue team in our area of 
which we can be justly proud. – Fred Oliver, President 
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     There were many boating mishaps in the first year after the formation of 
T.O.W.A.R.F.  Fortunately, all were without injuries sustained to boating, accident 
victims.  Police Chief Oliver’s plan proved its value as numerous rescues were 
successfully carried out.  
     The members of T.O.W.A.R.F. proved to be loyal and dedicated to the prevention of 
water related fatalities.  In an effort to aid the furtherance of its programme, the Halton 
Paving Company, so impressed with the efforts of T.O.W.A.R.F., donated an award to 
the most safety minded skipper. 
     In April l955, in the Town of Port Credit, blueprints for a water and sea rescue plan 
were laid to protect the west end of Lake Ontario.  Representatives from powerboat and 
yacht clubs from Toronto to Port Dalhousie met to form a united rescue group.  The 
organization was patterned after T.O.W.A.R.F., and Police Chief Fred Oliver was 
delighted and enthusiastic to be an advisor for this group.  Robert P. Jackson, 
Commodore of the Port Credit Yacht Club, headed the organization for the new group.  
The Royal Canadian Mounted Police (R.C.M.P.) and the O.P.P. were proactive in 
offering any assistance they could.  The group was named the Western Lake Water-Air 
Force. 
     Funding was still an issue and when approached, the Lions Club of Oakville stepped 
up to the plate and generously donated $3,000 to enable T.O.W.A.R.F. to purchase a  
rescue craft. 
      T.O.W.A.R.F.’s first boat was a twenty-two foot Hunter Runabout, powered by one, 
eight cylinder engine.  She had a top speed of approximately twenty-six miles per hour.  
The much needed and extremely appreciated patrol boat was purchased from a gentleman 
residing in Burlington.  
     The equipment required for rescues was sparse and a relatively small wooden box held 
the contents of some life jackets, a gas can, some fenders and two pairs of binoculars.  
Walt Anderson, of Walt Anderson Fuels, graciously supplied gas for the boat at no cost  
for seven years, also underwriting the cost of maintenance.  The Rotary Club of Oakville 
donated a dual resuscitator and a small grant was given by the local Good Neighbour 
Fund. 
     Upon purchasing the Hunter, more volunteers were recruited and trained in 
T.O.W.A.R.F.’s operational procedures and first aid.  The aspirations, hopes and dreams 
for T.O.W.A.R.F. were to organize and build it into a viable force and to inspire the 
formation of many similar units.  T.O.W.A.R.F. was later to become the nucleus of many 
other search and rescue forces. 
     During the winter months of l955, the planning and groundwork for a more effective 
and organized force were underway.  Pamphlets were distributed to the public giving 
information on water safety and letters were sent to shoreline residents telling them about 
T.O.W.A.R.F. and how to contact the organization. 
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Photograph of the Hunter 
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     The Hunter was docked at the Oakville Power Boat Club at no cost to T.O.W.A.R.F.  
Over the course of the next few years, T.O.W.A.R.F. members were kept very busy 
averaging close to one hundred rescues during each boating season (May to October.)   
The extremely busy boating waters were patrolled by T.O.W.A.R.F. every evening from 
Monday to Friday for approximately five hours.  On the weekends, two shifts patrolled 
the waters from noon until all boaters were safely in the harbours, or until a search and 
rescue had been completed. 
     Search and rescue crews carried out their duties in a well organized, professional and 
calm manner.  During one of their rescues, the force swung into fast action abetting in the 
rescue of five victims in an explosion and flash fire that destroyed a twenty-seven foot 
speedboat.  
     A Port Credit resident and four companions were riding in the craft about one mile 
from the Port Credit Yacht Club dock, when the engine stalled.  The owner attempted to 
restart the engine when a sheet of flame erupted from the engine well and an explosion 
followed.  Flames shot into the air as high as fifty feet.  Following the explosion, two of 
the passengers jumped overboard sustaining severe burns.  The other two passengers on 
the boat followed.  After fruitless efforts to restrain the fire, the boat’s owner jumped 
overboard.  The two fire extinguishers on board were non-functional. The five victims 
were plucked from the water by members of T.O.W.A.R.F. Lorne Joyce, a rescue 
member, towed the boat to Oakville Yacht Club where it proceeded to sink while firemen 
doused the fire.   
      Another incident involving precise action and dedication of T.O.W.A.R.F. members 
occurred when a Toronto man and an Etobicoke woman decided to take an evening cruise 
in a twelve foot motorboat in Lake Ontario.  They were found stranded in the water seven 
miles east of Port Credit.  The boat was without an anchor, flares, lights, a 
communication system or adequate life preservers.  The boat had run out of gas; the gas 
can onboard was empty.  After receiving a concerned phone call from a relative that the 
two boaters had not returned and it was well after midnight, a six hour search ensued.  
     Commander Oliver headed the two-boat T.O.W.A.R.F. unit that took part in the 
search.  After being stranded in the cold and dark for the entirety of the night, the boaters 
were rescued at 6:00 a.m.  They were exhausted and terribly frightened of what could 
have happened if the rescue attempt had not been successful.   The boat owner’s wife had 
drowned the month before when the same vessel overturned in the Humber River.  The 
craft was impounded by the R.C.M.P. 
     Not all boating incidents involve people and such was the case of Jocko, the elusive 
seal. Jocko had escaped from Prudhomme’s Garden Centre Zoo at Vineland and was 
enjoying the freedom and luxury of cavorting in the waters between Burlington and Port 
Credit.  
     One evening he was spotted clambering up on a small breakwater in the east end of 
Oakville.  The police notified T.O.W.A.R.F., who dispatched their rescue boat to attempt 
to capture Jocko.  The boat struck a submerged rock, snapping off the propeller which 
caused a leak. As the crew bailed out of their disabled craft, Jocko rested on the 
breakwater, unconcerned, evidently enjoying all the excitement he was causing.  Jocko 
was captured shortly after by zoo officials and was apparently very defiant upon his 
arrest. 
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         Photograph of disabled T.O.W.A.R.F. boat 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

�
 
 
 
 



 17 

     T.O.W.A.R.F. continued to grow as did Commander Oliver’s vision concepts.  In 
l962, Commander Oliver had the brilliant idea of creating a Float Plan. This constituted a 
boater filling out pertinent information (boat’s name and make, destination, names of 
boaters on board and expected time of arrival back to harbour.)  The form would be given 
to a responsible person, who in turn would notify T.O.W.A.R.F. if the party did not return 
at the intended time.   T.O.W.A.R.F. would then begin a search if warranted.   
 
 

Photograph of Fred Oliver introducing Float Plan 
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     In conjunction with Fred Oliver’s Float Plan, C.H.W.O. radio owner, Howard Caine 
of Oakville, sponsored and supplied thousands of Float Plans on behalf of T.O.W.A.R.F.  
His radio station was situated on the south side of the Sixteen Mile Creek in Oakville.  In 
order to forewarn boaters of impending storms, he had a flashing red light erected on the 
top of a pole on the T.O.W.A.R.F. premises. The light was activated by C.H.W.O. to alert 
boaters to inclement weather conditions.  Howard Caine’s genuine concern for boating 
safety was a generous contribution to the boating community and T.O.W.A.R.F. 
volunteers. 
    T.O.W.A.R.F. still required funds, particularly as its programme became more 
ambitious.  Donations came from service clubs, businesses, the United Appeal and 
individual citizens.  After the 1962 amalgamation of Oakville and Trafalgar into the 
Town of Oakville, T.O.W.A.R.F. became a Board of the Corporation and was financed 
through the tax structure. 
    In l963, after eight years of steady operation, the Hunter was judged to be no longer 
sound enough to stand the rigors of service life.  Part of the Hunter’s renowned history 
was having a bevy of beauties to grace its seats.  Hollywood starlet Jayne Mansfield and 
Miss Canada were among celebrities to have boarded the Hunter before she was sold. 
      The senior officers of T.O.W.A.R.F. began to look for a suitable replacement and the 
general consensus of opinion veered toward a catamaran-type hull because of its 
seaworthiness in rough water and also because the distribution of buoyancy would enable 
it to take a lot of weight on one side.  This feature would be well suited to rescue work 
when water accident victims needed to be retrieved over the sides of the boat.  In 
addition, the hull shape would allow operation in shallow water. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. finally decided on a used, twenty-two foot catamaran with an eight foot 
beam powered by two Volvo inboard/outboard engines which gave her a maximum speed 
of thirty-four miles per hour.  Aero Marine Industries (then located in Oakville) 
converted the hull from that of a small houseboat. 
     The catamaran’s equipment included one main portable resuscitator capable of serving 
two people (one at a time), first aid kits, tools, a stretcher, blankets, two fire 
extinguishers, emergency pyrotechnics,  radio equipment, a scrambling ladder wide 
enough to permit three persons to board simultaneously, a six-man self-inflating life raft, 
approved life jackets and a portable generating plant with searchlights. 
     On July 6, l963, thirty power boats including the R.C.M.P. boat, Shaunavon II, sailed 
past the Oakville pier and two aircraft flew overhead as the keys to the new boat were 
turned over to T.O.W.A.R.F.  The keys were presented by Mayor Anderson to 
T.O.W.A.R.F.’s Commander Fred Oliver.  He was quoted, “The event that started 
T.O.W.A.R.F. is something that most of us would like to forget.” 
     The Toronto Daily Star covered the gala celebration and a proud Commander Oliver 
and T.O.W.A.R.F. members smiled gallantly for the cameras.  One of the complimentary 
items that were printed in the article stated that, “T.O.W.A.R.F. is a word that means 
brilliant idea.” 
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Copy of By-Law l62 – The Corporation of the Town of Oakville 
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Page 2 of By-Law l962 
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Photograph of Jayne Mansfield and Fred Oliver onboard the Hunter 
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Photograph of Miss Canada and Fred Oliver onboard the Hunter 
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Photograph of Fred Oliver receiving keys to new rescue boat 
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     After being referred by Town Council, T.O.W.A.R.F. purchased the Oakville Yacht 
Squadron Club House in l964, which was located at the water’s edge at the foot of Navy 
Street (east side entrance to the Oakville Harbour.)  T.O.W.A.R.F. finally had its first 
official home and radio room. 
      
 
 
 

Photograph of first T.O.W.A.R.F. building 
 

 
 
 

 

 
�
     

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 



 25 

     The year 1964 was to be a memorable year for T.O.W.A.R.F.  It was honoured with 
the Award of Merit by the Canadian Boating Federation.  During its seven years of 
presentations, the Award of Merit had never been presented to a group such as 
T.O.W.A.R.F.   Every inch of the ten-mile Oakville waterfront was now being patrolled 
by T.O.W.A.R.F.  After ten years of dedicated service, T.O.W.A.R.F. was being 
rewarded with national recognition. 
     “It feels good and I feel quite proud,” stated Commander Fred Oliver upon graciously 
accepting the award.  Beaming and holding the two plaques that he received; one for 
T.O.W.A.R.F. and one for the Town of Oakville, Commander Oliver credited 
T.O.W.A.R.F. members, the Town of Oakville and the citizens of Oakville for the 
recognition they received.   
 
 

Photograph of Fred Oliver with Award of Merit 
and Miss Boating l964 
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Chapter 3 
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     Ten years had passed since the birth of T.O.W.A.R.F., created because of the 
devastating deaths of two Sea Scouts and their leader off the shore of Oakville in l954. 
     Commander Fred Oliver was building a strong foundation, which is exemplary of the 
type of man he was and still is.  T.O.W.A.R.F. was still going strong. 
     During the week of February 5th to l3th, l965, the T.O.W.A.R.F. rescue boat, the 
twenty-two foot catamaran, was proudly displayed at the Annual Boat Show in the 
Automotive Building of the Canadian National Exhibition.  Commander Oliver was 
quoted as saying, “The boat will be shown to the public with the intention of spreading 
the ‘rescue gospel’ throughout this province and Canada.” 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. was the only rescue operation in Canada of its kind, and Burlington 
made an application to the provincial government seeking permission to set up a similar 
operation.  T.O.W.A.R.F. was having a powerful impact on the waterways, thus 
enforcing its validity, strength and determination. 
      

 
Photograph of rescue boat in transit to C.N.E 
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      One busy weekend in l965 proved to be interesting for an Examiner reporter who was 
doing a firsthand article on the operations of T.O.W.A.R.F.  Three water emergencies 
occurred during the short span of time the reporter was on the rescue boat. 
     A racing snipe had capsized off Oakville Harbour spilling an Oakville resident and his 
teenage daughter into the numbing waters of Lake Ontario.  The time was approximately 
12:50 p.m. on a Sunday, and T.O.W.A.R.F. rescuers were at the scene at 1:07 p.m.  They 
hauled the victims from the water and righted their small sailboat in time for the duo to 
participate in afternoon harbour races taking place at the Oakville Yacht Squadron Club. 
     Less than an hour later, a Bronte resident’s boat had thrown a rod and was stranded off 
the Bronte Harbour.  The teenage boy, who was navigating the craft, was towed back to 
Bronte Harbour and was extremely appreciative to be on land once again. 
     At approximately 4:10 p.m. the same day, the ‘lets go’ was sounded again and the 
rescue boat roared out to the racing area where two teenage boys were desperately 
attempting to bail out their swamped sailboat with a small hand pump and bucket. 
     The two boys had finished fifth in the afternoon races and were en route back to the 
harbour when their snipe craft was swamped.  Once again, the T.O.W.A.R.F. crew 
arrived in expedient time and towed the exasperated youths back to dry land. 
     These events, happening in the course of a few hours, were typical occurrences in 
boating areas.  If a storm had surfaced, these boating mishaps could have easily ended in 
tragedy. 
     Fortunately, T.O.W.A.R.F. now had a modern hoist system at the communications 
headquarters.  The boat was operational within one and a half minutes.  Forty rescue craft 
could be assembled into an organized search party within forty minutes.  T.O.W.A.R.F. 
was also working in close conjunction with the Trenton Air Sea Rescue Unit,  the 
Canadian Coast Guard (C.C.G.) and the Hamilton and Toronto Harbour Police.  The 
culmination of these vital forces strengthened search and rescue endeavours and in most 
circumstances, resulted in speedy and successful results. 
      

Photograph of patrol boat on duty 
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     The year was l966 and T.O.W.A.R.F. was celebrating its twelfth year of marine 
vigilance.   When founded by Police Chief Fred Oliver in l954, it was predicted by many 
that T.O.W.A.R.F. may not last as long as six months.  With the due diligence and fierce 
determination on the parts of founder Fred Oliver and the executive of Harold Bartman, 
Bob Johnston, Rudy Back and Gordon Clark, the prediction was founded to be wrong.  
T.O.W.A.R.F. kept gaining strength in numbers as the years progressed. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. had inspired and set the pattern for five other organizations, namely; 
Grimsby, Hamilton, Orillia, Port Dalhousie and Port Credit.  A delegation in Kingston 
was also studying T.O.W.A.R.F. in preparation for a unit in their area. 
 
 

Photograph of twelfth year anniversary 
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      By l967, the skills of the members had become so extraordinarily honed that it was 
decided that T.O.W.A.R.F. was capable, able and ready to compete in search and rescue 
competitions. 
      On September 23, l967, the Oakville Power Boat Squadron (O.P.B.S.) held its 
Centennial Regatta in conjunction with T.O.W.A.R.F.  The regatta sported a mock 
search, a rescue mission, a log race and man overboard events.  Fleet Captain Dick 
Plewman, of the Oakville Power Boat Club and Vice Commander Harold Bartman of 
T.O.W.A.R.F. led the events of the day.  Harold Doane of T.O.W.A.R.F. received the 
award for the Man Overboard event.  It was a proud day for T.O.W.A.R.F. and from that 
success, T.O.W.A.R.F. began competing in yearly search and rescue competitions. 
 
 
 
 

Photograph and article with Arthur Heaven 
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      Not withstanding how worthwhile, viable and responsible an organization may be, it 
sometimes falls under scrutiny of others when unrealistic expectations are not met.  Such 
was the case of T.O.W.A.R.F. during a boating tragedy in l968. 
     On a Monday evening in April l968, a local minister spotted an overturned boat off 
the east pier at the mouth of Sixteen Mile Creek.  Vice Commander Harold Bartman 
contacted T.O.W.A.R.F. crew member Keith Jeffries who, in turn, proceeded to get the 
rescue boat in action.  Fortunately, a fifteen year old youth was rescued while desperately 
clinging to his boat by T.O.W.A.R.F. member Lloyd Liscombe.  Mr. Liscombe had been 
sailing on his personal craft at the time of the rescue.  Two other seventeen year old 
teens, who were also on the boat, had disappeared beneath the dark, cold water. 
     Keith Jeffries and members of the Hamilton Underwater Club discovered the frozen 
bodies of the teens the following day.  They were found with their hands in a cupped 
position, presumably as they were while hanging onto the side of the boat.  Hypothermia 
had claimed their lives. 
     The minister appealed to Town Council to implement a rescue force in addition to 
T.O.W.A.R.F. to avert another drowning tragedy. The town police were more than 
willing to act on the recommendation.  A small, outboard police boat used for harbour 
patrol in the summer was launched at the Oakville Yacht Squadron Club docks, on the 
west side of Sixteen Mile Creek.  Whenever the T.O.W.A.R.F. rescue craft was not in 
commission, the police boat would be ready for duty.   
     The T.O.W.A.R.F. rescue boat usually started patrolling the waters of Lake Ontario on 
the May 24th weekend, while the harbour patrol had a later startup date.  The addition of 
the police boat would hopefully enhance speedier rescue missions on the lake. 
     In addition to the police boat being ready for action, Town Council approved the 
recommendation from Mayor Anderson that an emergency telephone, with no dial and a 
direct line to the police station, be installed on a post near the T.O.W.A.R.F. building.  It 
was becoming clearer to town officials and residents that water patrol was of the utmost 
importance and a priority in saving lives on Lake Ontario. 
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     Financial difficulties were a constant concern for T.O.W.A.R.F. and by July l968, the 
$1,045 which Town Council allotted to them was already spent. Due to vandalism the 
previous year in which loudspeakers and other equipment was stolen, a new fence to 
replace the existing, dilapidated enclosure was erected around the perimeter of the 
T.O.W.A.R.F. building. During the winter months, a portion of the money obtained from 
the town also went into the training of more than one hundred police and firemen on how 
to use the rescue boat and rescue procedures.  The operational hours on the rescue boat 
tripled, which in turn, increased wear and tear on the craft. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. was struggling with money issues, but this did not deter Commander 
Fred Oliver from persistently seeking funds from Town Council for boat repairs and 
other related rescue operation issues.  
     He also decided that because of the two deaths of the Oakville youths in April of that 
year, boaters would benefit from T.O.W.A.R.F.’s operation beginning a month earlier, 
instead of the stipulated May 24th weekend of each boating season.  This too, would lead 
to incurring expenditures.  Council consented and asked that T.O.W.A.R.F. be put on the 
top of their priority list for funding. 
     Interestingly enough, an editorial written in the Daily-Journal Record in April l968, 
pointed out some valid issues and thought-provoking questions.  Following is an excerpt 
written by one of the journalists: 
 
    “For years now we have rather sadly observed how it often takes a human tragedy 
before public officials take action to make our highways safer.  Will it take the same 
sacrifice to show authorities there is need for action to the keep the waterways more than 
slightly safer than the highways? 
     Probably the saddest and most pertinent fact concerning the water safety problem is 
that both federal and provincial officials evade responsibility for regulating the use of 
small boats and for effective policing.  Instead, they are quite willing to leave this to 
volunteers and to communities who are prodded into action only after it is too late. 
     Admittedly, the boaters themselves have an obligation to learn some of the basics of 
seamanship and to pay attention to such common sense rules such as wearing life jackets.  
To ignore water safety is to invite trouble and even drowning. 
    For federal and provincial officials to further ignore the need for stricter laws  and 
more effective policing of recreational boating is to invite anarchy on the water and even 
death.  Oakville has learned that it neither brings back the dead nor consoles the living.” 
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     Accolades and praises were once again in store in l968 for one of T.O.W.A.R.F.’s 
finest.  The Oakville Optimist Club presented Vice Commander Harold Doane (upon the 
recommendation of Police Chief Fred Oliver) a merit award for his outstanding 
contribution in work safety.  The award recognized dedication to the cause of safety and 
for the advancement for respect for law.  Chief Oliver never dismissed an opportunity to 
acknowledge and praise the fortuitous work of others. 
 

 
Photograph of Optimists presentation to Harold Doane 
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     By April l969, T.O.W.A.R.F. was still averaging one hundred rescue calls per year.  
At least five members were taking Power Squadron courses every winter and all 
members were required to be graduates of the St. John’s Ambulance First Aid Course.  
The membership consisted of sixty-four volunteers who were always on twenty-four hour 
call.  To aid in their missions, T.O.W.A.R.F. was supported by a radio monitor, forty-two 
local cruisers (twenty-three of them radio equipped), two planes, three helicopters and 
two tug boats. 
     Training took place every day during the summer when crews were on duty, including 
weekends.  One of the training exercises is Man Overboard. Such is an example of the 
exercise: 
 
     “Bobbing in the choppy waters of Lake Ontario, the victim is only a speck as the 
T.O.W.A.R.F. catamaran hurtles toward him.  Churning powerfully through the water, 
the rescue boat heels over slightly as it makes a wide turn to approach the victim upwind.  
The boat is aimed directly at the victim and bears down on him with the boat throttles 
wide open.  As the victim is neared, boat speed is decreased and the boat takes course 
alongside of the victim.  With the propellers thrashing in reverse, the boat churns to an 
almost dead stop beside the victim.  The victim is then hauled aboard in a matter of 
seconds and then raced back to the Oakville Harbour where an ambulance will be 
waiting. 
     In a circumstance when there is a downwind, the chances of hitting the victim can be 
greatly increased.  The rescue boat, however, can be held stationary alongside the victim 
if it is headed into the wind.  Once alongside, the victim is either plucked straight from 
the water or rolled aboard on a rolling ladder.  The ladder, made of wooden slats and 
four nylon ropes, is usually used if the victim is floating horizontally or is unconscious. 
Attached to the gunwales, the ladder is thrown overboard upon approaching the victim. 
The crew then maneuvers the victim up against the ladder, reaches down and pulls up the 
ladder’s bottom slat.  The victim, suspended in the resulting net, is then rolled aboard the 
boat where resuscitators are immediately put to use.”  
 
      A similar scene can often be seen today from the lakeshore during evenings and 
weekends when T.O.W.A.R.F. is operational.  This is just one of many emergency drills 
that are part of training for T.O.W.A.R.F. members.  Depending on cold water 
temperatures, a human practice victim is not always employed.  Death can occur within 
fourteen minutes at a sixty-four degree Fahrenheit temperature.  In such cases, life jackets 
and other objects are used to practice lifesaving. 
     Training also includes the use of the resuscitators, boat handling, landmarks and radio 
operation.  On bad weather evenings, the crews spend most of their shifts at 
T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters practicing navigation and search patterns. 
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    In the summer of l969, the antics and frivolities of young swimmers were becoming 
increasingly menacing to powerboats and sailboats.  On hot, muggy days, hordes of 
youngsters would dive into the lake from one of the two piers in the Oakville Harbour. 
     One of the most favoured games was playing ‘chicken’ with boats leaving the 
harbour.  Some children would try to swim directly in front of powerboats, while others 
would wait for a small sailboat, dive in the water and then hang onto the boat’s bow.   
     These life threatening acts quickly came to a halt when T.O.W.A.R.F. officials feared 
for the safety of the reckless children and for the boaters who were being harassed. 
T.O.W.A.R.F. members spent much of their time reprimanding and discouraging the 
youths from plunging into the unsafe waters, while waiting in anticipation for swimming 
to be banned from the area. 
    
 

Newspaper article about menacing children 
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     The timing of Commander Fred Oliver’s retirement in l970 coincided with the 
beginning of a new boating season.  Commander Oliver, who saw sixteen years ago the 
desperate need for a rescue unit on Lake Ontario, felt it was time to leave his duties in the 
very capable hands of new Commander Harold Bartman, who had also been with 
T.O.W.A.R.F. since its beginning. 
     On a warm and welcoming weekend in June l970, Fred Oliver received salutations, 
praises and due respect for all the meritorious work he had performed in the past years as 
founder and commander of T.O.W.A.R.F. 
     Friday evening was Fred Oliver Night at the Second Annual Awards Dinner of the 
Ontario Association of Chiefs of Police held in Barrie.  A plaque presented to 
Commander Oliver was a tribute in recognition of the vital part he played in the founding 
of T.O.W.A.R.F. and directing its operation for the past sixteen years.  Chief Oliver also 
received the Ontario Police Chief’s Award in acknowledgment of exceptional service in 
law enforcement.  The Ontario police chiefs also honoured him for his activities in the 
association, of which he was president in l963.  Chief Oliver was also a member of three 
committees of the International Association of Chiefs of Police. 
      Saturday night was equally exhilarating when Commander Oliver was the guest of 
honour at a surprise party held at the Oakville Power Boat Clubhouse.  Here, he was 
presented with a golf bag and golf shoes by the members of the T.O.W.A.R.F. force and a 
plaque appointing him a life membership to T.O.W.A.R.F. 
 

Photograph of Fred Oliver receiving a loud welcome on Fred Oliver Night 
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      By the end of June l970, a campaign was well underway to develop Safety Afloat in 
conjunction with the Oakville Canadian Power Squadron for Boating Safety Week from 
July 1st to July 7th.   
     Volunteers from both organizations teamed up to distribute two important pamphlets 
on boating procedures and safety at the three main launching ramps in the Oakville area.  
Attention was directed toward the casual boater who did not belong to any boating 
organization. 
     At the same time, members of T.O.W.A.R.F. were also stressing the importance of 
filling out a Float Plan for boaters leaving for trips into outer reaches of the lake. 
     The need for such action was again pointed out when a member of the Oakville Power  
Boat Club drifted helplessly for fourteen hours until spotted by a boat several miles 
offshore from Bronte Harbour.  The boat had lost its propeller. 
     The operator of the boat, who was without a radio or flares, had not been reported 
missing before being spotted adrift.  The craft was towed back from Bronte Harbour to 
Oakville Harbour by the T.O.W.A.R.F. rescue boat. 
      T.O.W.A.R.F. was delighted with a visit from Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau at 
Bronte Harbour in June l971.  The Prime Minister’s private, Chinook helicopter landed at 
the Oakville Harbour causing great excitement for the crowds of onlookers. It was a 
glorious day with a water demonstration seen by a flotilla of cruisers, including the Prime 
Minister’s   R.C.M.P. boat.   
      T.O.W.A.R.F. officials (Harold Bartman, Harold Doane, Douglas Clouse and Bob 
Johnston) had the opportunity and privilege of speaking to Canada’s Prime Minister 
before he boarded his helicopter awaiting him at the Bronte Harbour.  Upon takeoff,  a 
mass of children could be heard shouting, “We’ve seen Trudeau.” 
      In early fall of l971, dedication and skills were put to the ultimate test when 
T.O.W.A.R.F. members were enlisted into the search for a Cessna l82 aircraft which had 
plunged into the waters of Lake Ontario.  The aircraft was returning four people from the 
Can-Am races in Ohio to Toronto during a severe electrical storm when radio contact was 
lost.  The last words of the pilot were, “Things are flying all over.  I’ve lost my gyro.  I’ve 
lost my horizon.” 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. and ten divers from the Hamilton Air Sea Rescue Unit were joined in 
the search by the R.C.M.P. launch, Shaunavon II.  A four hundred foot line, which was 
hooked to the sunken aircraft, broke and the divers were forced to resume their search 
once again. 
     The water search was supplemented by an underwater television camera which was 
towed behind one of the rescue boats.  The bomb-shaped unit floated approximately three 
feet above the bottom of the lake transmitting clear pictures to the television onboard the 
boat. 
     Meanwhile, Fred Oliver, who had been personally working on the search sixteen 
hours a day, in addition to his regular duties with the police department, fell while 
onboard the Shaunavon II, which was being used as the search headquarters. 
     Chief Oliver was taken to Oakville Hospital, where it was reported that he had  
cracked some ribs and injured his leg.  He refused to stay in hospital and returned to his 
home where he kept in touch with the search by telephone.   
      For weeks, the search ensued with over seven hundred and fifty volunteers assisting.  
All involved were heroic in their diligent efforts to locate the missing aircraft.    
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Photograph of divers and rescue boat during search for missing aircraft 
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Letter of gratitude to Commander Harold Bartman from Fred Ol iver 
                                                    during airplane search 
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     Rescue calls were answered readily, even though some of them turned out to be false.  
On a violent, stormy afternoon in November l971, T.O.W.A.R.F. volunteers battled some 
of the worst weather they had faced in years in a Lake Ontario rescue attempt. An 
unidentified, local citizen had reported to Oakville police that he witnessed a sailboat 
capsize about two miles offshore from the Oakville Harbour.  Fighting twelve to fifteen 
foot waves, the T.O.W.A.R.F. crew searched frantically for hours between the Oakville 
and Bronte Harbours. 
     “It was like looking for a needle in a haystack,” Vice Commander Harold Doane 
reported, after he had brought the rescue boat and his rain soaked crew ashore when the 
search was abandoned.   
     Police stated that the caller was convinced he had seen the sailboat capsize, but 
fortunately, no boats were reported missing in the area. 
     The labours of an organization’s hard work do not go unseen.  In April l975, 
T.O.W.A.R.F. was honoured with the Citizen of the Year Award. The Oakville Lions 
Club presented its distinguished award to T.O.W.A.R.F. in a gala affair held at the 
Holiday Inn with representatives from community organizations, guest speakers and past 
recipients. 
     The award was presented to Commander Harold Bartman by Lion member Fred 
Oliver, the founder of T.O.W.A.R.F.  During the event Fred Oliver gave an interesting 
and factual account of the organization’s history.   
 

Photograph Mr. and Mrs. Harold Bartman with award 
 
 

 
 



 40 

Photograph of Fred Oliver, Harold Bartman and Doug Clouse holding award 
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Congratulations from Pierre Elliott Trudeau 
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Chapter 4 
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      By l976, T.O.W.A.R.F.’s membership was increasing with ninety-four active 
members ready to assist in any emergency, not only around Oakville, but as far away as 
Scarborough, east of Toronto. 
     Still operating from the Town of Oakville’s budget, T.O.W.A.R.F. was expected to 
remain in existence until drastic changes took place by the region or province regarding 
local water measures.  Lake Ontario boaters took solace in the fact that the waters in 
which they were enjoying their leisurely summer hours were more than adequately 
patrolled by T.O.W.A.R.F., who worked in close conjunction with the Oakville police 
and fire departments. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. officials were also busy having discussions and preparing reports 
outlining the benefits of linking volunteer rescue operations with the Canadian Coast 
Guard. 
      The Canadian Coast Guard (C.C.G.) took note and began looking at ways to establish 
a rescue auxilliary that would adhere to national standards while recognizing regional 
differences.  The study showed that many local volunteer organizations were already 
performing valuable search and rescue functions and recognized that such volunteer 
action should be assisted through a formal organization.  The organization of 
T.O.W.A.R.F. was instrumental in the formulation of policies and procedures which were 
implemented by the Canadian Coast Guard. 
     Thus, followed the formation of the Canadian Marine Rescue Auxilliary (C.M.R.A.) 
in l978.  In l997, the name was changed to the Canadian Coast Guard Auxilliary 
(C.C.G.A.)  T.O.W.A.R.F. became one of the units under their auspices. The five regions 
were;  Newfoundland, Maritimes, Laurentian and Central and Arctic. 
     The auxilliary associations in each region agreed through formal agreements to 
provide  

a) auxilliary vessels to augment the capability of existing primary Coast Guard                         
search and rescue (S.A.R.) vessels 

b) volunteers to assist and participate in S.A.R. prevention activities 
c) volunteer participation in other marine related S.A.R. activities authorized by 

the Coast Guard, such as S.A.R. training courses and conducting small craft 
courtesy examinations 

d) funding for administrative, organization and insurance costs of the five 
C.C.G.A. associations 

e) funding for reimbursement of out of pocket expenses incurred by the auxiliary 
while engaged in authorized S.A.R. activities 

f) support services by Coast Guard personnel to provide training and guidance, 
promotion, identifying insignia and specialized loan equipment for S.A.R. 

 
     
 
 



 43 

     The importance of the role played by dedicated volunteers in Canada’s marine search 
cannot be stressed enough.  Without them, many lives would have been lost.  The 
Canadian Marine Rescue Auxilliary (C.M.R.A.) was proud to be associated with such 
selfless volunteers and a $750,000 plan was announced effective by Transport Minister 
Otto Lang in the early spring of l978. 
     Not all boat rescues had people aboard and this was the case when police authorities 
suspected the worst after a fourteen foot fiberglass sailboat containing two children’s life 
jackets and a paddle was found partially submerged in the water with another paddle 
floating beside it.  The boat was discovered on an overcast morning in June l978, in Lake 
Ontario, east of the Third Line in Oakville.  The craft was recovered at approximately 
8:20 a.m. by the T.O.W.A.R.F. members. 
     Apparently, the boat had been stolen from the backyard of a Bronte residence and was 
thrown into the lake.  This was the second incident to occur within a few months in which 
a personal craft had been stolen from private property and recklessly tossed into Lake 
Ontario. 
 
 

Photograph of stolen sailboat retrieved by T.O.W.A.R.F. 
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     A tightly organized T.O.W.A.R.F. was indeed ready for any emergency, and by the 
late summer of l978, as rescues calls increased, so did training on the rescue boat.  The 
twenty-two foot catamaran began to show signs of severe wear and tear.  An appeal was 
made to the Town of Oakville to allot funds for a new rescue boat. However, this appeal 
was postponed and T.O.W.A.R.F. members diligently continued to make rescue calls in a 
somewhat unpredictable, rescue craft. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. was involved in many activities and in the summer of l979, a movie 
about a New England island infested with witchcraft was partially filmed on the 
premises. The television movie was called, ‘Bay Coven.’ 
     Captain Keith Jeffries recalls being the ‘guard dog’ during the weeklong stint.  He 
closely watched the production in process while sitting in the radio room, mesmerized by 
the movie making process. 
     Many years had passed since the formation of T.O.W.A.R.F. in l954 and countless 
persons owed their lives to the rescue unit which was manned solely by volunteers and 
supported by the Town of Oakville.  Oakville Town Council was, on more than one 
occasion, congratulated for their foresight and dedication to preserving an excellent 
rescue force. 
     Many skeptics thought T.O.W.A.R.F. would dissipate in a matter of months, but it 
was now embarking on a quarter century of service. 
 
 
 

Photograph of T.O.W.A.R.F. – a quarter century of service 
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     Commander Harold Bartman could not have been more elated when in April l979, 
T.O.W.A.R.F.’s pleas were answered when they received council’s stamp of approval for 
a new rescue boat.  The boat was to be built by Aero Marine Industries and expected to 
be ready for operation by the beginning of l980. 
     The twenty-two foot catamaran, that was to be replaced after sixteen years of rescue 
service, had been more than a faithful servant to the Oakville boating community.  
      Vice Commander Harold Doane recalled two specific circumstances in which the ‘old 
girl’  had assisted in rescues.   In a newspaper article Vice Commander Doane was quoted 
as saying,    “A couple and their two kids set out across the lake in a beat up and old 32 
foot cruiser.  It was leaking and they were low on gas.  The wife was shaking and 
screaming when we rescued them.  They were drifting six miles out by Port Credit. Their 
engine had failed.  They were 25 miles from their destination, St. Catharines, but they 
were okay. 
     A man and a woman were touring to Grimsby in a homemade sailboat and never 
made it.  They just never made it.  After extensive searching, we found the boat floating 
off the shore of Bronte.  He was floating alongside the boat in his life jacket, with his 
head back, but he was dead.  She was floating face down.” 
     Another heroic rescue attempt was made that year, but turned out to be tragic.  Four 
residents of Grimsby lost their lives in the turbulent waters of Lake Ontario when their 
craft capsized and was later discovered near the shoreline off Appleby Line.  Bits of 
debris, including a homemade boat seat, were found and identified by relatives.  
Searching in inclement weather, T.O.W.A.R.F. members spent hours assisting in the 
search with the Halton police and fire departments, but all efforts were futile. 
 
 

Photograph of boat seat discovered by T.O.W.A.R.F. in rescue attempt 
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     The eleven crews of T.O.W.A.R.F. were jubilant at the start of the boating  season of 
l980.  With a $33,000 grant   from the Town of Oakville and a very generous donation of 
$11,475 from the Lions Club of Oakville, a new rescue boat awaited the arrival of the 
members who would be taking it into the waters of Lake Ontario on many rescue 
missions. 
     The new, twenty-five foot catamaran style hull had twin l40 horsepower Volvo 
engines with Penta outdrives. Aero Marine Industries, who had moved to Picton, Ontario, 
was responsible for building the new craft.  It was the most modern and best equipped 
craft on the lake.  It could also run in two and a half feet of water and could attain speeds 
up to forty miles per hour. 
     There was continual communication with the police and fire departments.  In addition 
to a direct line to the police department, T.O.W.A.R.F. was monitoring and transmitting 
on VHF marine stations16 and 68.  They also monitored CB marine channel l3.  When 
out on patrol, the T.O.W.A.R.F. boat was in constant communication with T.O.W.A.R.F. 
headquarters.  The same communication is intact today. 
     Each year T.O.W.A.R.F. was becoming busier than the year before.  As the number of 
boaters using the lake was increasing, so were the number of calls T.O.W.A.R.F. was 
receiving. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. was becoming a more instrumental and necessary organization to the 
waters of Lake Ontario. 
 
 

Photograph of T.O.W.A.R.F. display during boating week in l980 
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Copy of Thank You from T.O.W.A.R.F.to the 
Mayor and Councillors of Oakville 
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     The infinity of the lake drew the first woman to the ranks of T.O.W.A.R.F. in the 
spring of l981.  Marie Simo didn’t set out to be the first woman volunteer with the rescue 
unit, but never regretted the turn of events.  Simo’s aspirations were to become a 
professional navigator and got involved with T.O.W.A.R.F. as a means of getting 
practical experience. 
     In an interview with the Oakville Beaver, a seaworthy Simo was reported as saying, 
“Discrimination has never come up because we’re just an enthusiastic group of 
volunteers trying to help the boaters on the lake.  All of the people have been very 
helpful.  They’ve all been perfect gentlemen.” 
     This was to be the beginning for many more women to join in search and rescue 
missions with the T.O.W.A.R.F. unit. 
 
 

Photograph of Marie Simo and T.O.W.A.R.F. boat 
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     Boaters were notoriously confident of having the ability to remain in their craft should 
a mishap occur. T.O.W.A.R.F. had seven boating inspectors by l982 to assist boaters, 
assuring them that their crafts were properly outfitted and in good working condition. 
     Inspections were done free of charge (as they are today) to ensure that necessary 
boating equipment and how it should be used were in place for emergencies. 
     An excerpt  from  the  Oakville  Beaver   promoted   these   inspections   by    stating, 
“Boating is  one  of the most  rewarding pastimes, but there is an element of danger 
which can be modified with common sense and awareness of your boat.  If you are 
properly outfitted and know your abilities with your boat, you can be a survivor.”  
    Rescues of course, were the mainstay of the day, and the following letter from the 
Canadian Marine Rescue Auxilliary, depicted the outstanding job the members of 
T.O.W.A.R.F. were doing. 
 
 

Copy of C.M.R.A. thank you letter  
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      By l984, numbers in boaters on the waters of Lake Ontario were growing and also the 
number of successful years that T.O.W.A.R.F. had been operational. 
      The initiation of a new crew member wasn’t always smooth sailing according to 
novice Brad Yarema, who was slightly nervous, yet enthusiastic about his first night on 
duty.  During a stormy and rain soaked evening in the early part of August, he departed 
from his vehicle and walked through the doors of T.O.W.A.R.F., not knowing what to 
expect.   Brad Yarema’s first night on duty was an eye-opener. 
    “It was quite a stormy evening”, he stated.  “I walked through the door and was 
quickly greeted by my new captain, Henry Dart.  He told me to get ready as we had an 
emergency call.  I followed instructions and ran to the rescue boat with the rest of the 
crew.  Sheets of lightning were ripping through the sky and the ferocity of the wind made 
it hard to keep your balance.  The waves were about eight to ten feet high. 
    Some poor sailor had been caught in the squall and his mast had been torn away from 
the deck of his thirty-seven foot sailboat.  His boat was running amok and he needed help 
quickly.  As we were in pursuit of him, the crest of the waves were reaching the top of the 
rescue boat and spilling water into it.  After several attempts of trying to get a tow line 
hooked onto his boat, we finally succeeded and towed him back to the harbour.  It was on 
this mission, while hanging on for dear life, that I was introduced to the rest of the crew.”   
 
 

Photograph of docked rescue vessel 
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     “Some said it wouldn’t last, but here we are celebrating our thirtieth anniversary.  
I’m very proud of all the members.  They are very dedicated people,” beamed founder 
Fred Oliver at an open house and boating safety display honouring T.O.W.A.R.F.’s 
unrelenting service during the past thirty years. 
     According to former Commander Harold Bartman, the dedication of volunteers and 
recognizing the importance of continuous improvement, contributed to the success of 
T.O.W.A.R.F.  Commander Bartman, delighted to be partaking in the activities of the day 
was adamant in stating that, “We don’t let T.O.W.A.R.F. ride by itself.  We’re always 
changing.  Every single year we have to prove ourselves to the town to get funding and 
we have attempted to keep a very strong leadership.  I’m very pleased to still be 
associated with this organization.  They do a great job.” 
     Commander Ron Wright, also present at the open house, was quoted as saying, “It is 
the spirit of cooperation which is one reason for its success over the past thirty years. 
The Town of Oakville has never refused us anything.  We have budget cuts like anyone 
else, but they have always said if there is a major breakdown or we need something in an 
emergency, then their door is always open.  All the various service clubs, powerboat 
clubs and yacht clubs are always more than willing to help.” 
     The enthusiasm and dedication which provided the initial impetus for T.O.W.A.R.F. 
was still as strong as ever. The cooperation among the Town of Oakville, service clubs 
and local boaters resulted in mutual respect and admiration for the many contributions 
that all had made. 
     Another addition to T.O.W.A.R.F. was a fully equipped four-man, rubber craft 
(Zodiac) which enabled the team to respond to calls on the lake in relatively shallow 
water.   
     By l985, there were an estimated ten thousand boaters on Lake Ontario and marine 
units were strengthened to ensure the safety of the many enthusiastic sailors enjoying the 
sport of boating.  In Oakville, the crews of T.O.W.A.R.F. were kept alert and busy 
responding to the many distress calls they were receiving from disabled boaters. 
     The frigid waters of Lake Ontario took the life of a Brampton youth and sent his 
brother to hospital when their new canoe capsized and sent the two youths plunging into 
the icy water.  It was this horrible disaster that began the T.O.W.A.R.F. season of l985. 
     Keith Jeffries, Searchmaster of T.O.W.A.R.F., who took part in the search, sadly 
stated, “There was a possibility that the youth didn’t drown, but may have died of 
hypothermia due to the severe coldness of the water. It is difficult to determine how long 
a person could remain in the lake before losing consciousness from the cold.” 
     The surviving brother was found shivering and clinging to a buoy by a boater cruising 
in his powerboat.  Meanwhile, two airplanes and a helicopter were enlisted in the search 
for the missing brother who had slipped under the frigid water. 
    The rescue was hampered by vast sheets of low, rolling fog which impaired visibility 
and stretched the search into a lengthy and frustrating procedure in the attempt to finally 
locate the missing youth’s body. 
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Photograph and newspaper article of T.O.W.A.R.F.’s thirty year anniversary 
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Photograph of Searchmaster Keith Jeffries 
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     The home of T.O.W.A.R.F. was now a forty year old building in a relatively bad state 
of affairs.  The unstable structure, with its wooden frame, was not insulated and 
welcomed the cold, wind and rain at the best of times, which leaked in through open 
cracks.  It consisted of a small galley, communication and briefing rooms, which were 
rendering themselves unsuitable.  A severe sewage problem was also making  the 
building unusable. 
     For the past three years, Commander Ron Wright had been on a crusade seeking 
municipal assistance in funding for a new building.   A new building was estimated to 
cost between $50,000 to $60,000 and the town agreed to put the request on their list of 
priorities. 
     In spite of its poor condition, some T.O.W.A.R.F. members found the old building 
cozy and inviting with its many fishnets hanging from the ceilings.  Crew member Brad 
Yarema   recalled a warm  feeling  that  enveloped  the    little  shack.  He   stated, “It was 
like a little, east coast style shanty waiting for its fishermen to return from their day’s 
pick of the sea.  There wasn’t a park on the south side of it, as there is now, and the lake 
came right up to the edge of the building.  When the waves were high and the shutters of 
the radio room were open, water would coming barreling in and flood us out.” 
 

 
Photograph of old T.O.W.A.R.F. building 
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    Months of torrential downpours were causing more than high datum water levels in 
rivers, creeks and Lake Ontario in the spring of l986 and l987.  Perhaps, the rise in water 
was causing citizens to see things in the lake that were misconstrued other than what they  
thought they had witnessed. On four separate occasions, reports were made to the police 
department of shark sightings. Investigations were done and the conclusion was that Lake 
Ontario was not shark infested.    
     On a rainy and windy evening in April l987, four Oakville teenagers decided to forego 
a game of bowling and spend their evening’s entertainment watching twelve foot waves 
crash against the pier at Oakville Harbour.  The evening turned out to be disastrous for 
the teens and their distraught families. 
     Two of the youths ventured out onto the pier and on their return back, were swept into 
the dangerous waters when a huge wave descended upon them.  One of the youths 
onshore dashed in pursuit of a life preserver that he had spotted several hundred yards 
away. 
     Fortunately, one of the drowning teens was able to grab the preserver and was dragged 
ashore in a state of unconsciousness.  The other teen was nowhere to be seen in the dark 
and violent lake.   
     Divers and volunteers from T.O.W.A.R.F. began an almost impossible quest in search 
of the missing youth. Visibility in the silt-muddied water was zero and divers had to feel 
their way across the harbour floor.   
     Three long and wearisome months later, the teen’s body was discovered 
approximately one mile west of the Oakville Harbour laying up against the breakwater. 
 
 
 

Photograph of harbour with waves splashing over it 
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      It was September l987, when Halton Member of Parliament, Otto Jelinek convinced 
the federal government of the importance of T.O.W.A.R.F.  Due to his efforts, the force 
now had $50,000 to add to their potential new headquarters’ fund. 
     The announcement was officially made to an elated group of T.O.W.A.R.F. members 
on a foggy Saturday morning at the T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters at the foot of Navy Street 
in Oakville. 
     Council voted in mid-October to demolish the forty year old, weathered headquarters 
and granted permission to architects, Jackson and Ryder, to proceed with footing and 
wall installation. 
     The new, fifteen hundred square foot building would sport an observation deck 
surrounding the radio room, galley, training room, two offices, two washrooms and 
shower facilities.  The building could then be open for tours, enabling boaters and the 
public to be enlightened as to the services of T.O.W.A.R.F.  
 
 

Photograph of Otto Jelinek making announcement of funding for new 
T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters 
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     Transport Canada was to be applauded at the beginning of l988 when it announced 
that it would be providing five million dollars to the Canadian Marine Rescue Auxilliary 
over the next five years for operational expenditures and safe boating programmes. 
     The five auxillary regions across Canada would use the money for insurance, fuel and 
oil, training, administrative and organization costs.  This lead to the enhancement of the 
rescue units in assisting the Canadian Coast Guard in search and rescue missions, as well 
as the much needed promotion of safety programmes. 
     Meanwhile, Fred Oliver was still very much on the scene and his main focus was now 
in the political arena.  Councillor Oliver, also an avid golfer, spent seventeen years 
fulfilling different roles within the Canadian Open at Glen Abbey.  For ten years, he was 
Chairperson of Security and served as Chairperson of the Canadian Open from l988 to 
l989. 
 

Photograph and newspaper article on Fred Oliver at the Canadian Open  
Championship at Glen Abbey 
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     A new home fit for T.O.W.A.R.F. was talk of the Town of Oakville in October l988.  
With a generous gift of $50,000 from the federal government and the Town of Oakville 
covering additional expenditures, the new $186,000 T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters was 
ready for occupancy. 
    “This new building is a Godsend.  It’s long overdue and cannot help but lift the morale 
of the volunteers,” stated an enthusiastic and grateful Ward 3 Regional Councillor Fred 
Oliver.  He was one of many dignitaries at the well attended, ribbon cutting ceremony 
held in the early part of October. 
     The muted blue pastel building, which was twice the size of the old building, was 
designed to incorporate its distance from the lake.  There was now upgraded equipment, 
use of training facilities and better morale among the members of T.O.W.A.R.F., who 
give so willingly of their time and energy to help those in distress on the area’s 
waterways. 
     The thirty-four year old organization of T.O.W.A.R.F. was the oldest rescue unit in 
existence in Southern Ontario.  When questioned as to why T.O.W.A.R.F. was still afloat 
while many similar organizations had gone under, Councillor Oliver proudly responded 
by saying,  “It’s the attitude of the volunteers, from the commander on down, that has 
kept us going. There is also the great need.” 
     
 
Photograph of unveiling ceremony of new T.O.W.A.R.F. building with Fred Oliver 

delivering a speech 
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     What began as a routine rescue mission of two sailors whose boat had capsized during 
the summer of l989, turned into a sea of rescues involving five capsized vessels and 
rescue boats from three units. 
     The Halton Police Marine unit was first called at approximately l1:30 on a sunny, but 
windy Saturday, October morning.  A sailing vessel had dumped its two, fourteen year 
old occupants into the lake about three quarters of a mile from Bronte Harbour.  Unable 
to right their boat, the youths climbed onto the hull and awaited rescue. 
     What was unexpected, when the call came in through the Rescue Coordinating Centre 
in Trenton, was the appearance of four other vessels, also capsized off the harbour and 
their occupants in desperate need of help. 
     Because of the number of people in need of rescue, both T.O.W.A.R.F. and the 
Canadian Coast Guard were called to the scene.   Three rescue boats plucked the victims 
from the frigid lake and towed the sailors and their boats to the Bronte Harbour.  
Fortunately, there were no injuries, and only some minor damage to one of the sailing 
vessels. 
     Throughout the boating season of l989, many gratuitous letters were received from 
local boaters thanking T.O.W.A.R.F. members for aiding them in their distress. 
 
 
Photograph of newspaper article, Images, in which T.O.W.A.R.F. members are busy 

at work 
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     If you lived or worked in the Town of Oakville, with a clear view of the lake or 
harbours and had a pair of binoculars and a telephone, then Matt Kennedy, T.O.W.A.R.F. 
Searchmaster needed you. 
     In the spring of l990, T.O.W.A.R.F. was beckoning lakeside residents for assistance in 
establishing a new programme called Coastwatchers. 
     The programme was designed to seek assistance from lakefront residents to accurately 
convey to T.O.W.A.R.F. problems they could see on the waters of Lake Ontario. 
     After the volunteers had offered their services, T.O.W.A.R.F. officials visited them to 
explain in depth what Coastwatchers was all about.  The volunteers resided in eight 
designated sections along the coastline of the ten-mile waterfront that was being patrolled 
by T.O.W.A.R.F.  They were given ‘compass roses’ with the police department’s phone 
number and a checklist of steps to follow. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. personnel helped find a suitable location in each of their homes for 
their compasses and helped them set it up correctly for easy use.  The eager group of 
Coastwatchers was then given training and some hands-on experience to initiate them 
into their new duties.   
      
 
 

Photograph of Matt Kennedy and Ron Wright in their plea for volunteers for  
Coastwatchers 
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     The Coastwatchers were doing a fine job while enjoying the comfort of their private 
homes.   
     In the meantime, on an unexpected, stormy Thursday evening in May l990, two 
unfortunate Oakville men spent forty, gruelling minutes in the freezing, thirty-eight 
degree Fahrenheit waters of Lake Ontario.   
     Four Oakville residents were out sailing and got hit by a surprise gust of wind.  One 
man started to fall overboard, while a second one grabbed him to save him and they were 
both dumped into the chilling water.   
     As the sailboat was carried downwind, one of the two men who had managed to 
remain on the boat, dispatched an urgent May Day distress call.  That was all they could  
do as they travelled further and further away from their friends, flailing in the treacherous 
lake. 
     Three rescue crafts (one being T.O.W.A.R.F.) responded immediately to the distress 
call.  The two frightened and exhausted victims were plucked from the freezing waters by 
crew members of a private sailboat that was cruising in the Bronte area.  The two men 
credited their foul weather suits in helping to save their lives. 
     The four victims were transferred onto the T.O.W.A.R.F. rescue boat for a speedier 
trip back to Oakville Harbour, where they received medical aid. 
       
 

Photograph of T.O.W.A.R.F. rescue of two drowning men 
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     By June l992, the waters of Lake Ontario were in a relatively bad state of 
contamination, but fortunately the spillage of an unknown quantity of oil did not pose a 
threat to the environment. 
     A lake freighter, delivering raw material to the St. Lawrence Cement plant in Clarkson 
was blamed for an oil spill which encompassed a five-mile stretch of water along the 
shores of Lake Ontario near Oakville.  The spill was immediately noticed and reported by 
diligent volunteers of the Coastwatchers Programme. 
     The spill, caused by a ruptured fuel tank, was initially reported to the Canadian Coast 
Guard. The Coast Guard’s Ship Safety Office was immediately contacted and told to take 
a sample of oil from the ship.  The investigation found the spillage to be that of a thin 
sheen of oil mixed with clumps of heavier oil.   Salvage vessels were directed to the spill, 
but were unable to travel into the shallow waters.  Captain John Visschedyk and crew 
members Matt Kennedy, Brad Yarema and Russ Shaw of T.O.W.A.R.F. contained the 
spill, during a five hour period, by circling the residue and towing it further into the lake. 
     Two tugs, two barges and a holding tank were used in the twenty-four hour cleanup 
operation. Relieved environmentalists and the boating society were more than thankful 
for the immediate attention and quick cleanup of the oil spill. 
     In addition to performing duties such as such as towing in distressed boaters and 
saving lives, T.O.W.A.R.F. advised the public about weather conditions on the lake.  The 
headquarters of T.O.W.A.R.F. was facilitated with a barometer and wind meter that 
enabled them to keep an accurate account of local weather conditions. 
     Most boaters relied on the clear skies and sunny days to guide them unceremoniously 
through the waters of Lake Ontario.  Such was the case in which a pair of Hamilton 
boaters almost met their demise on a seemingly, uneventful evening in August l993. 
     Luck had manifested itself in many ways for the hapless duo after their vessel had 
struck a log and sank while navigating through the water in conditions that proved poor 
visibility due to fog. 
     After their initial misfortunate of having a three inch hole puncture the bow of their 
seventeen foot, fiberglass runabout, the boaters called for help from the radio onboard.  
Luckily, after initially receiving an erroneous position as to their location, T.O.W.A.R.F. 
members located the craft before it submersed. 
     A line was attached to the vessel, but snapped and the boat sank in approximately 
thirty feet of water.  The two men were returned unharmed to Bronte Harbour from where 
the boat had been launched. 
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     After forty years of countless rescues, the members of T.O.W.A.R.F. summed up their 
success in one word:  DEDICATION. 
     In June l994, there were more than one hundred volunteers in the membership of 
T.O.W.A.R.F.  They came from every walk of life and all were well versed in 
seamanship, boat handling, rescue techniques, first aid, C.P.R., radio, radar and helicopter 
rescue. 
     Boaters were becoming better educated but there still remained a vital need for 
T.O.W.A.R.F. services. 
 
 
 
 

Photograph and newspaper article of T.O.W.A.R.F.’s  fortieth anniversary 
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Congratulations from Governor General Ramon John Hnatyshyn 
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     T.O.W.A.R.F. was becoming noted for welcoming famous people and serving as a 
backdrop for film productions. 
      In the summer of l995, handsome, blue-eyed, Hollywood star Paul Newman spent 
time at T.O.W.A.R.F. endorsing Rolex watches.  He was making a commercial for 
showing in Japan.   
     The production company transformed the front of the T.O.W.A.R.F. building into the 
back patio of a home and had Mr. Newman barbecuing.  On his wrist, he sported a 
$70,000 Rolex platinum watch. 
     During production, the famous Paul Newman resided in a house trailer parked beside 
the T.O.W.A.R.F. building. 
 
 

Photograph of Matt Kennedy, Paul Newman  
and Jack Cook (longtime Secretary/Treasurer  

who passed away in 2001) 
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     T.O.W.A.R.F. was to be credited with saving lives of the general public, as well as the 
boating community of Oakville. 
     In June l996, hundreds of people were on the pier and shore of Bronte Harbour 
witnessing the arrival of the tall ship Empire Sandy when a seventy-seven year old man 
suffered a heart attack. 
     Due to the quick thinking of T.O.W.A.R.F. crew members Roy Bulizo, Peter Reed 
and Frank Amaral, C.P.R. was administered, followed by resuscitation. The elderly 
gentleman was quickly transported to hospital by ambulance where he remained until 
fully convalesced. 
     “I’m very proud of the crew.  It shows our guys are there when needed,” stated crew 
Captain Peter Offord. 
     The heroic deeds of the crew did not go unnoticed.  The captain of Empire Sandy was 
very impressed by the fast action and skills of the T.O.W.A.R.F. crew and invited them 
for dinner onboard the renowned tall ship. 
 
 
 

Photograph of Empire Sandy 
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     A weekend fishing trip in October l997, turned out to be a close call for three 
fishermen when their boat capsized in Lake Ontario, leaving the trio treading in deep, 
chilling water. 
     While out on their excursion, a fast moving cabin cruiser sent a large wave toward 
their twenty-six foot fishing vessel, filling its engine well with water and flooding the 
batteries.  The three men worked feverishly to bail water from the boat as it was sinking.  
One of the brave victims began to swim back to shore for help, and upon looking back at 
the craft, could only see its nose peeking above the water.   
     A May Day alert originating from the Coast Guard unit in Prescott was picked up by 
T.O.W.A.R.F. and the rescue unit was on the scene within eight minutes.  Fortunately, 
other boaters had fished the three victims from the lake within minutes of hypothermia 
setting in. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. towed the boat to Metro Marine in Bronte Harbour where it was 
removed from the water by straddle crane to be checked for damage by insurance 
representatives. 
 

 
Photograph of rescue boat and fishing boat sinking in water 
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     The early part of l998 turned into a nightmare for a distraught motorist who had driven 
his vehicle off the end of the pier.  A local resident had been taking  a stroll along the pier 
when he noticed something peculiar in the water.  He reported his findings to the police 
department and T.O.W.A.R.F., who then went into action to recover the submerged 
vehicle. 
 

Photograph of car being retrieved from water 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
     Also in l998, T.O.W.A.R.F. installed Web Cam on the building which displays the 
east pier and the lake conditions.  Many local boaters go to the internet to look at the 
camera view to see lake conditions prior to deciding whether to venture out into the 
water.  www.lakevision.com   
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     Fishing is a favourite pastime for many Oakville residents and by the spring of May 
2000, the shores were heavily speckled with fishing enthusiasts.    
     A local youth was enjoying his afternoon in an attempt to hook the catch of the day, 
when, much to his dismay, he reeled in an unidentifiable fish.  On the end of his hook, 
struggled a dangerous, sharp-toothed piranha.   It caused such excitement that the local 
newspaper decided to cover the unusual event. 
     Approximately one month later, at T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters, Searchmaster Brad 
Yarema, while walking toward the rescue boat, noticed a puzzled expression on the face 
of a local fisherman. The squirming fish that had just been caught off the pier was a 
foreigner to Lake Ontario.   
     Brad Yarema recalled recently seeing an article in the local newspaper about a piranha 
being snagged and was able to identify the fish for the perplexed fisherman. 
     It was assumed that the owners of these dangerous fish had released them into the 
waters of Lake Ontario to rid themselves of them.                          
     Meanwhile, Acting Captain Daniel Gaisin and Commander Matt Kennedy were busy 
at T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters discussing the idea of a newsletter that would help 
maintain the camaraderie of T.O.W.A.R.F. members. 
     Daniel Gaisin, who writes professionally, came up with a format and ideas and the 
first issue of Lifeline was printed and distributed in the early fall of 2000.  The 
distribution, by request of the executive, grew beyond volunteer members. 
 

Copy of first issue of The Lifeline 
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     Acting Captain Mike Miller, who was, and continues to be Safety Coordinator of the 
Molson Indy Races, approached the Molson Local Hero Fund in the early part of 2001 
asking for a donation in order that  new radar apparatus could be purchased for the new 
boat which T.O.W.A.R.F. was soon to purchase.  His efforts paid off and they generously 
gave T.O.W.A.R.F. $5,000 toward a Raytheon radar and plotter system. 
 
 
 
 

Photograph of Molson Local Hero Fund representative presenting cheque to  
Commander Matt Kennedy 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 71 

Congratulations from Prime Minister of Canada Jean Chretien 
for International Year of  Volunteers in 2001 
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     The rescue boat had been in continuous service for over twenty years.  Under the 
tender care of Rear Commander Herman Vandersteen, who looked after the engines, and 
Communications Officer Carvell Pelkey, who was the electronics expert, the beloved 
twenty-five foot catamaran had never faltered in its duties to the missions it performed. 
She was now beginning to show signs of stress, wear and tear.   
      For the past several years, any monies that T.O.W.A.R.F. received from the Canadian 
Coast Guard as recompense for rescue calls, were handed over to the Town of Oakville 
and placed in a boat fund.  In addition, the Oakville Harbours Development Authority 
added an amount to the mooring fees of town boaters and to members of the boat clubs in 
both harbours.  This sum of $5,000 per year was also placed in the fund.  Finally, 
sufficient funds were available to consider purchasing a new rescue vessel.  
     On June 16, 2001, the Official Launching & Dedication Ceremony of the new search 
and rescue vessel was held at T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters.  The unveiling ceremony 
proudly displayed a twenty-seven foot, aluminum, deep-vee hull vessel built by Connor 
Industries in Owen Sound.  It is two feet longer and three feet wider in the beam than its 
predecessor.  The rescue boat, still used today, is powered by twin V6 Volvo, Penta 
inboard/outboard engines capable of top speeds of over forty-five miles per hour. 
     The improvements, largely the result of input from T.O.W.A.R.F. volunteers, includes 
three larger front windows for more visibility, new radios and lights, a built-in towing 
system, a global positioning system (G.P.S.) and a Raytheon radar and plotter system.  
The new craft is roomier for its eight member crews, and it hosts a head, a much needed 
amenity when search and rescue missions are long in duration. 
     The dedication ceremony included many of Oakville’s dignitaries, among them being 
Fred Oliver, founder of T.O.W.A.R.F. in l954. 
     A special dedication and plaque was presented to Councillor Oliver by Acting Captain 
and Chairperson Dave Elliott, who was also instrumental in the planning and 
orchestration of the day’s events. 
 
 

Photograph of crowds at the 
Official Launching & Dedication Ceremony 
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Photograph of old and new rescue boats 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

New rescue boat in background 
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Photograph of Oakville Mayor Ann Mulvale handing over keys of new rescue boat  
to Commander Matt Kennedy 
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Photograph of Fred Oliver delivering speech during the 
Official Launching and Dedication Ceremony 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

From left to right:  Mayor Ann Mulvale, Fred Oliver, Harold Bartman 
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Copy of boat dedication programme 
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Copy of boat dedication programme 
(inside cover) 
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       Lake Ontario contains many treasures, as was discovered in the fall of 2001 by Vice 
Commander Brad Yarema and Searchmaster Mike Miller. 
      Early on a crisp Sunday morning, a woman entered the T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters 
and stated she could see a baby carriage lodged in the water off the pier. Brad Yarema 
and Mike Miller dispatched themselves in the rescue boat to the scene. 
     After many efforts and with the aid of a large hook, they successfully hauled up an 
old, English pram that was buried approximately twenty feet in the depths of the lake.  It 
was encased in layers of mud and silt as if it had been awaiting rescue for many years. 
    “The preservation of it was phenomenal,” stated an intrigued and interested Brad 
Yarema.  “I power washed it and it looked almost brand new.  I guess the mud, silt and 
lack of air getting to it kept it in such great condition.   When we retrieved it from the 
water, we set it on a sloping section of the pier and it started rolling away from us.  The 
bearings on the wheels were still like brand new.  The company that makes these prams is 
located in England and upon doing some research, I was told this particular pram was 
made in the early l920’s.  I was also told that the estimated value of the carriage would 
be in the price range of $4,000 to $5,000.  How it got there is a mystery.  It was probably 
close to the surface due to periodic dredging that is done in an effort to clean up the 
shoreline.”   
      
 

Photograph of Oakville Harbour 
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      T.O.W.A.R.F., in its proactive education of the general public, was proud to have a 
float in the annual Oakville Santa Claus Parade on November 16, 2001. 
 

Article and photograph of members participating in parade 

 
  From left to right:  Dave Elliott, Bob De Athe, Bruce Westwater, Putka (Ian Hollidge), 
  Meghan Pond, Jason Black, Margaret Russett,  Nero (Gunter Pfenning), Keith Jeffries 
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    October 5, 2002, was a rewarding and proud day for T.O.W.A.R.F. members when 
they won the prestigious Search and Rescue Exercise (S.A.R.E.X.) event and placed 
second overall for Canada at the International S.A.R. Competition (I.S.A.R.) at the 
United States Coast Guard station in Milwaukee, Wisconsin 
     In preparation for the competition, the T.O.W.A.R.F. team had to educate themselves 
on American standards, regulations and navigation markers.  In the few days prior to the 
events, they had to familiarize themselves with the charts of the busy Milwaukee 
Harbour. 
     Team members Ivan Hansen (team leader), Jason Black, Bob De Athe and Brad 
Yarema qualified to compete at the international competition after winning District and 
Regional competitions during the summer.  Special thanks were given to Rick Harrison, 
who helped the team win the two previous competitions, but unfortunately, was unable to 
compete in the finals. 
      T.O.W.A.R.F. represented Central and Arctic, the largest C.C.G.A. Region, which 
spans the British Columbia/Alberta border to the Ontario/Quebec border, and from the 
U.S./Canada border to the Arctic Circle. 
 

Photograph of team during competition in Milwaukee 
 

 
 
From left to right:  Bob De Athe, Brad Yarema, Ivan Hansen (team captain), Jason Black 
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     In November 2002, T.O.W.A.R.F. was once again involved in the annual Oakville 
Santa Claus Parade.  This was to become a yearly occurrence for T.O.W.A.R.F., and the 
members were once again enthusiastic and delighted to be a part of this legendary 
tradition. 
 

 
Photograph of T.O.W.A.R.F. in parade for the second year 
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     In March 2003, the Canadian Coast Guard Auxilliary celebrated its twenty-fifth 
anniversary in Kingston, Ontario. 
     Harry Strong, Chief Executive Officer of the C.C.G.A., was presented the Order of 
Canada Award, by Her Excellency The Right Honourable Adriennne Clarkson, Governor 
General of Canada. 
     “Harry Strong’s voluntarism is marked by a selfless dedication to saving lives.  For 
more than 20 years, this businessman has demonstrated an extraordinary commitment to 
the local, national and international search and rescue communities.  Having serviced in 
various leadership positions with the Canadian Coast Guard Auxilliary, he is currently 
its Chief Executive Officer.  In this role, he is responsible for planning, training and 
establishing programmes for boating safety and has been instrumental in earning for the 
C.C.G.A., an outstanding reputation as one of the best life saving operations in Canada.” 
       Founder of T.O.W.A.R.F., Fred Oliver was also honored with a plaque in recognition 
of his forty-nine years of loyalty and dedication. On his plaque is the following 
description which aptly describes the man and his motives: 
     “As the compass gives guidance to rescuers, so do certain visionary persons give 
direction to our lives by their example.” 
 
 

Photograph of Fred Oliver with recognition plaque 
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      It was once again time for the T.O.W.A.R.F. unit to show its many skills and 
attributes when they represented the Central and Arctic District 2 division at Kingston, 
Ontario in the annual Regional S.A.R. Games on August 9, 2003. 
     The energetic team of Dave Elliott (team leader), Rick Bee, Grant Harmsworth and 
Ian Hollidge gave it their all in the gruelling eight hour competition. They placed slightly 
below the win/place/show category with only a spread of sixty points separating the top 
five teams.   
     The competition was very close and any one event could have made or broken a 
team’s chances.  Don Limoges, Regional Training Director, opened the competition and 
upon doing so, stated that the competitors would be worked extremely hard. 

 
 

Photograph of T.O.W.A.R.F.’s competitors in the  
Regional Search and Rescue Games 

 
 
 

 
 
 

From left to right:  Rick Bee, Ian Hollidge, Grant Harmsworth, Dave Elliott (team 
captain) 
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     While certain T.O.W.A.R.F. members were busy at Kingston competing in the 
Regional S.A.R. Games, another member has his mind on other matters. 
     Acting Captain John Miller and his beautiful bride, Alison, exchanged wedding vows 
on the same day.  The handsome couple posed proudly on the deck of the T.O.W.A.R.F. 
rescue boat, while looking forward to their reception at the Oakville Yacht Club.  Later in 
the evening, to the delight of many guests, the T.O.W.A.R.F. rescue vessel was on the 
scene.  Captain Meghan Pond and Crew 8 members saluted their newly married crew 
member and his bride. 
 
 
 
 

Mr. and Mrs. John Miller on their wedding day 
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     On August 29, 2003, T.O.W.A.R.F. was again participating in an exhilarating event 
which captured the hearts of many, particularly World War II navy veterans.  The famous 
World War II battleship, the H.M.C.S. Haida, made its last venture. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F., G.A.M.R.U. (Grimsby) and Hamilton Beach (Hamilton) rescue boats 
performed crowd control duties ensuring that no private boaters interfered with the 
towing of the Haida to the Hamilton Harbour from Port Weller, St. Catharines.   
     It was a spectacular sight with crowds of onlookers lining the piers and the lift bridge 
in anticipation of the Haida’s arrival.  T.O.W.A.R.F. assisted in performing escort duties 
into the harbour running alongside the Haida.  The Haida will be permanently docked at 
Pier 9 of the Hamilton Harbour and used as a museum, offering a wealth of knowledge 
and history. 
      
 

Photograph of the Haida  
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    During the Haida celebration, a docked boater was aghast when his craft caught on 
fire, engulfing him in smoke.  T.O.W.A.R.F., Hamilton Beach and the Halton Marine 
Police quickly raced their boats to the scene and within minutes had extinguished the fire 
and calmed the distressed boater.  Peter Bax of Hamilton Beach captured the following 
photograph of the fiasco.  No injuries were sustained. 
 
 
 
 

Photograph of rescue units on the scene 
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     In September 2003, the Coastwatchers Programme reestablished itself in cooperation 
with the Canadian Coast Guard, the Canadian Coast Guard Auxilliary, the R.C.M.P., the 
Joint Rescue Coordination Centre (J.R.C.C.), 911 and the Halton Regional Police.  Under 
the guidance of Chairperson Les Flom and members Carol Carter, Bob De Athe, Dave 
Elliott, Keith Jeffries and Gunter Pfenning, eighteen volunteer members were recruited to 
actively watch the lake for any incident to report  immediately. Currently, T.O.W.A.R.F. 
has full coverage of the Oakville waterfront stretching east to the St. Lawrence Cement 
pier and west to the Shell Refinery pier. 
 
 
 
 

Photograph of Coastwatchers volunteers 
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     On November 22, 2003, another T.O.W.A.R.F. tradition continued as they once again 
participated in the annual Oakville Santa Claus parade.  The infamous Putka, the 
Canadian Coast Guard’s mascot, was on hand delighting many children and adults with 
his humourous antics and enthusiasm. 
 
 
 

Photograph of T.O.W.A.R.F. in parade for the third year 
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    Meanwhile back at T.O.W.A.R.F. headquarters, it is business as usual with search and 
rescue missions being carried out and the many committees diligently performing their 
duties. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F.’s public relations committee is to be commended on the many events 
and activities they plan throughout the entirety of the year.  The committee was founded 
in the fall of 2000 and works tirelessly in the promotion and enhancement of 
T.O.W.A.R.F. 
     T.O.W.A.R.F. actively participates each year in mall shows, Fire Prevention Week (in 
conjunction with the Oakville Fire Department), the Oakville Boating Symposium, local 
boat shows, facility tours (Boy Scouts, Sea Scouts, Brownies, Girl Guides, etc.), the 
Santa Claus Parade, the Oakville Festival (boating and awareness displays), and 
continues to do boating safety inspections free of charge. 
     In order to keep the organization of T.O.W.A.R.F. running proficiently and effectively 
at all times, many other committees are busy year round ensuring precision in all areas of 
T.O.W.A.R.F.’s operation.  These committees include: Public Relations, Boat and 
Equipment, Membership, Buildings and Grounds, Communications and Electronics, 
Website and Lifeline, Coastwatchers, Captains and Acting Captains and the Fiftieth 
Anniversary. 
    The T.O.W.A.R.F. unit is fortunate to have members who are First Aid and Canadian 
Power Squadron trained.  Some of the personnel are also authorized examiners for the 
Marine Radio Certificate and the Personal Craft Operators Certificate. 
 
 

Photograph of training session (sessions are ongoing throughout winter months) 
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    The many volunteers of T.O.W.A.R.F., both past and present, deserve our highest 
praise and respect. Their countless hours of time, dedication and compassion for the 
public have been the backbone of T.O.W.A.R.F. 
     Fifty years of excellence could not have been sustained if not for these hard-working  
members, who have kept T.O.W.A.R.F. going strong  and  increasing  in numbers. 
     Fred Oliver’s legacy to the community and his family continues with great strength to-
date.  He is the proud father of eight children, fourteen grandchildren and five great 
grandchildren.  Fred Oliver served on the Board of Governors for Sheridan College from 
l981 to l986, was Governor of the Royal Canadian Golf Association from l985 to l993, 
and has been a member of the Alliance Club for the past fifty-two years. 
     There are presently four generations of police members in the Oliver family, 
something of which Councillor Oliver is extremely proud.  Fred Oliver has made 
uncountable contributions to society and his family, but his greatest is the formation and 
continuation of T.O.W.A.R.F. 
     In conclusion, no story about T.O.W.A.R.F. would be complete without grateful 
recognition of the invaluable help that comes from responsible, private citizens who first 
report an emergency to the members of T.O.W.A.R.F., who so readily search, save and 
assist whenever the need arises. 

 
Photograph of present T.O.W.A.R.F. building 
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Chapter 7 
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Commander                                  Dave Elliott 
 
Vice Commander                          Brad Yarema 
 
Rear Commander                         Rick Harrison 
 
Searchmaster                                Jim Dunn 
 
Treasurer                                      Mike Miller 
 
Council Representative                Fred Oliver 
 
Recording Secretary                     Grant Harmsworth 
 
Prevention Officer                        Nick Doralp 
 
Quartermaster                               Gunter Pfenning 
 
Advisors                                         Peter Garrod, Keith Jeffries, Matt Kennedy 
 
 
 
 
 
COMMITTEES  
 
 
Training – John Shirley, Chairperson 
 
Jason Black 
Jim Dunn 
Dave Elliott 
Rick Harrison 
Marueen Hastings 
Joyce Mullen 
Jason Reidt 
Brad Yarema 
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Public Relations – Carol Carter, Chairperson 
 
Bob De Athe 
Nick Doralp 
Dave Elliott 
Keith Jeffries 
Gunter Pfenning 
Meghan Pond 
Jason Reidt 
 
 
 
Boat and Equipment – Mike Miller, Chairperson 
 
Dave Elliott 
Grant Harmsworth 
Rick Harrison 
Bo Kowalyk 
Andrew McNeekin 
Jeff McPherson 
John Miller 
Carvell Pelkey 
Carey Robertson 
 
 
 
Membership – Peter Offord, Chairperson 
 
Jim Dunn 
Brad Yarema 
 
 
 
Building and Grounds – Carvell Pelkey, Chairperson 
 
Bob De Athe 
Dave Elliott 
John Miller 
Gunter Pfenning 
 
 
 
Communications and Electronics – Carvell Pelkey, Chairperson 
 
Mike Miller 
 



 93 

Website and Lifeline Editor – Jason Barrett, Chairperson 
 
 
 
Coastwatchers Programme  – Les Flom, Chairperson 
 
Carol Carter 
Bob DeAthe 
Dave Elliott 
Keith Jeffries 
Gunter Pfenning 
 
 
 
Captains and Acting Captains  
 
Dave Elliott 
Rick Harrison 
Brad Yarema 
 
 
 
50Th Anniversary  – Les Flom, Chairperson 
 
Rick Bee 
Nick Doralp 
Dave Elliott 
Matt Kennedy 
John Miller 
Fred Oliver 
Carvell Pelkey 
Brad Yarema 
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2003 Crew Lists 
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Crew lists - continued 
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Previous Commanders 
   
�

Fred Oliver l954 – 1970 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A message from the founder and first Commander of T.O.W.A.R.F. - Fred Oliver 
 
 

       I take this opportunity to thank all of the members of T.O.W.A.R.F., both present and 
past, for their dedication and hours they have put into the operation of the organization. 
Without them, we would not have such a successful unit. 
     I also thank the many boat owners, service clubs and citizens at large for their 
assistance over the many years. 
    It has been an honour and a privilege to take part in such a wonderful service and 
serve with such honourable people.  I wish them and T.O.W.A.R.F. all the best in the 
future and may it continue for many years to come. 
   Thanks for the memories, there are a number of them, which I will always cherish. 
It has been a wonderful 50 years and you made it all happen. 
   Safe boating and good health to all in T.O.W.A.R.F. and to all boaters. 
 
Regards, 
 
Fred Oliver 
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Harold Bartman l970 – l978 
(passed away March 27, 2002) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Harold Doane l979 – l983 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Ron Wright l984 – l990 
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Brian Hall l991 – l996 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Matt Kennedy l997 - 2001 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Peter Garrod 2001 - 2003 
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Dave Elliott 2003 – present 
 

 
 

A message from the present Commander of T.O.W.A.R.F. - Dave Elliott 
 
 

     For the past year I have been honoured to serve in the position of Commander of 
T.O.W.A.R.F.  To be affiliated with this fifty year old organization, with its many 
traditions and valued members, makes me tremendously proud. 
     There are numerous associations, clubs and people who have contributed greatly to 
the ongoing success of T.O.W.A.R.F. and helped build it into the unique and viable force 
it is today.  The Canadian Power Squadron, the Canadian Coast Guard Auxilliary and 
the Oakville Harbour Commission have been a constant source of support for 
T.O.W.A.R.F.  The Town of Oakville is to be greatly thanked for its continued funding 
over the past half century.  Oakville’s Mayor Ann Mulvale, who is also an honourary 
captain of T.O.W.A.R.F., has never faltered in her continued support to our unit. 
     The members of T.O.W.A.R.F. are dedicated, loyal and selfless.  The executive, the 
chairpersons and members of the many committees, the captains and crew members 
continually work in accordance with one another and their efforts do not go unnoticed.  
The many hours of time, effort and hard work are greatly appreciated by the organization 
as a whole. 
    T.O.W.A.R.F. has not grown alone on its own merit. Through the understanding of the 
members, spouses, families and friends, our unit is an exceptional organization. 
    Thank you to everyone for the many contributions that have been made and are still 
being made everyday! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dave Elliott 
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You can visit T.O.W.A.R.F.’s website at www.towarf.com. 


