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“MOB RUNS WILD ON STREETS OF DOWNTOWN HALIFAX”

Halifax Mail, Tuesday May 8, 1945. 

––––––––
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The lead column opened with the heading: ‘Riotous Crowds Hail Victory: Destruction Worst Since Explosion’.

Barrington Street. Hollis Street. Lower Water Street. What did these streets and others around them have in common? They all looked like a whirlwind of destruction had descended on them. Everywhere you looked – broken glass, debris, shops, and stores looted. Naked mannequins lying on the sidewalks, papers blowing in the wind; the pitiful remnants of two days of mass rioting, looting, and debauchery. The years of festering animosity, frustration, sacrifice, and death spontaneously erupted; fuelled by anger and the need for retribution in a population already at loggerheads with itself.

Today, the air was heavy with the silence like that you sometimes experienced after a storm. Thus the news heralding the war was over was met by the people of Halifax.

Looking back, one could see it coming. Tensions had been steadily growing between the civilian population and military personnel. As time went by, this also came to include the influx of outside labour, and the thousands of merchantmen who passed through the Port of Halifax in the convoys. When you added the restrictions imposed by the government on food, fuel, and especially, access to alcohol, it was only a matter of time and circumstance before everything would come to a head.

It was probably the darkest day of the war for many Haligonians. I know because it was for us. The police; the men who were charged with protecting the city. We had to deal with the multitude of issues that arose on a daily basis. It didn’t take a genius to see that a serious situation was simmering just below the surface and that it would soon reach a boiling point.

That point came the day of the announcement the war was officially over.

However, the powers that be, decided to stand back and let the mayhem run its course, hoping to avoid it becoming deadly. So, shortly after the riot started, our entire force was out on the street along with members of the military police from the navy and air force. The army, wisely, ordered their men to stay in barracks. Our orders were simple enough – step in only to prevent any serious crimes such as physical assaults or worse.

My name is John Robichaud. I’m a detective with the Halifax City Police where I have served for more than twenty years.

This was my second war; I served with a Canadian Infantry Division overseas during WW1. I was one of the lucky ones, coming home with only memories that still haunted my dreams all these years later. When I came back, an American Dogface I met overseas and became friends with, suggested that I go with him to his hometown of Boston. Shortly after arriving, we joined the Boston police force as patrolmen; that’s where I discovered my calling.

Eventually, I decided to return home to Cape Breton. However, after what I had experienced of life in the war and learned on the streets of Boston, I realized it was no longer ‘home’ to me. I ended up in Halifax and was soon in uniform again as a city patrolman with the police department.

I paid my dues pounding a beat in some of the city’s roughest areas, the waterfront and the dockyards. It was a rough seaport town in those days. But I stuck it out and soon progressed up the ranks to become a detective.

Today, I was sitting in the canteen in the basement of the Naval Intelligence building, enjoying my second mug of American coffee and reading the latest newspapers. I usually welcome any opportunity to come here: the food and coffee are excellent and lots of it, and it gives me a chance to catch up on the latest war news. There are usually a half dozen papers from Canada and the States on hand, and once in a while even a copy of the Gazette from England.

Throughout the course of the war, my partner Pete and I have been called in to help the Intelligence Service on a few cases. At times, those cases became extremely difficult and  dangerous. This included tracking down German agents, potential saboteurs, and agitators. It was difficult work, as we had to deal with everything else that was going on – bootlegging, prostitution, profiteering. All while trying to maintain some semblance of order in the increased number of people flooding the city. Oh yeah, I forgot to mention, the added risk to life and limb we had to deal with as Pete could attest to since he got shot on our last outing.

But it wasn’t all bad. Over the last five years we met a couple of people who have since become good friends: Phil Mulroney, an Inspector with the Royal Canadian Mounted Police who was attached to Naval Intelligence at the start of the war and Lieutenant Commander Michael Parks, the head of security operations here in Halifax. Together, the four of us proved to be a good team and, I like to think, did much to curtail the enemy’s attempts to disrupt activities in the port.

I was at naval headquarters today at Phil’s request. He called the day before and asked me to stop by, saying something had come in he needed to discuss with me. I was fairly sure it had nothing to do with the events of the last seventy-two hours.

I was just finishing my second mug of coffee and an article I was reading in a day old copy of the Stars and Stripes, when I noted the time on the large wall clock. It was time to head upstairs.

I reached Phil’s office on the third floor and went inside. Gail McFarland, his latest secretary, sat her desk. When she looked up and saw me, she greeted me with a warm, friendly smile. She was a very attractive woman I reckoned to be in her early thirties. She had been working with Phil for the last four months. I had a feeling there might be something more between them; I hoped so. They seemed a good fit for each other.

“Good morning, Robie,” she said; we had dispensed with the formalities a while back. She had a nice, almost musical, sounding voice.

“Mornin’, Gail,” I answered, returning the smile.

“Go on in. He’s expecting you.”

“Thanks.”

I stepped over to the door leading into his office and rapped on it twice as I opened it.

Phil Mulroney was a large well-built man in his mid-thirties. When we first met back in thirty-nine, he looked much younger then, like so many of us. The strains and stresses of the war had taken its toll on him like most everyone else, me included. 

I imagine most of the women working here would think of him as handsome and I reckon they’d be right. I learned very early on he was a good cop and saw right away why he was sent to Halifax as the assistant to the head of Naval Intelligence, Michael Parks. They made a good team.

“Robie,” he said, looking up from a sheaf of papers and nodding to an empty chair.

“Phil,” I said. “What’s up? You sounded serious when you called. Somethin’ come up with the plannin’ committee?”

I took one of the wooden chairs in front of his desk.

“No, er, yeah something did, but that’s not why I called.”

Uh-oh, I thought, that meant I was about to get dragged into another intelligence operation. 

“I know that look,” he said with a smile, “not this time. Actually, this one falls more in your jurisdiction than mine.”

“Go on?”

“I received a call yesterday afternoon from a man named, Edgar Simpson. He’s a CPA working in the finance department down at the shipyards. He wanted to report some discrepancies he’s discovered in the procurement files.”

“Why call you? Doesn’t sound like anythin’ intelligence’d be interested in?”

“You’re right. It isn’t,” he said. “He thought that because the materials involved were assigned to the new military ship buildings that it must be a naval matter.”

“Okay, makes sense, I suppose” I said. “So what do want me to do?”

“Talk to him,” he said. “It might be nothing, but you know as well as I do, we’re finding more companies are taking advantage of the government contracts that have been pouring out of Ottawa lately. As you know, this presents certain, ah, opportunities for some to make mischief. If so, then this would a civil matter and in your bailiwick.”

“Thanks,” I said sardonically, “as if my life isn’t complicated enough.”

“Be nice,” he said, chuckling. “Think of it this way, if there is something going on, you’ll get a break from dealing with all that crap that happened recently.”

“Good point. Right. Give me everythin’ you got an’ I’ll pay a visit to Mr. Edgar Simpson. You wanna be kept in the loop on this?”

“Not unless you find something that relates to intelligence. Like you, I’m up to my neck in all this end of war crap. By the way, word is going around that Michael is headed out; a big promotion of some kind.”

“Good for him,” I said. “He’s earned it, if anyone has.”

“I agree. Also, when this business is settled here in the port, it’s likely I’ll be re-assigned as well.”

“Yeah? Any idea where to yet?” I asked. I felt a slight twinge of regret at the news. Both these men had become good friends these last several years, especially Phil.

He shook his head.

“Not yet. Michael suggested that I think about leaving the service and hitch my wagon to him when he leaves. I have to say, it sounds appealing.”

“I agree. You two make a good team, an’ you have a talent for the work.”

“Thanks,” he said, “that means a lot.”

“Jus’ statin’ the obvious. I’ll be off then.” I stood up, taking the two sheets of paper he passed to me. “Let me know what you decide to do. Oh, when is Michael due to leave?”

“Not right away,” Phil said. “Probably once the Navy finally gets their act together. Everything’s going over to them in the end.”

“Okay. Like I said, keep me posted.”

“Will do. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” I folded the pages and stuffed them inside my coat pocket.

I left and went outside to catch the northbound tram that would take me back to the station. Normally I would walk but it was unusually cold outside for the month of May. 

The ancient cable car was overcrowded as usual with sailors still in black wool greatcoats, the orders to shift to summer gear hadn’t yet come down. They were probably heading for their ships in the dockyard. It was always a rough ride as it rolled over rails embedded in the cobble stoned street; a lingering remnant of long past days. However, today I didn’t mind being jammed in like a sardine since the car wasn’t heated and it was bitterly cold outside; the collective body heat was welcomed.

I was the only civilian on the tram. as The mayor had issued orders to close the downtown section to civilians. I managed to squeeze myself inside between a couple of sailors. One of them gave me a surly look as I pressed against his back; the other one didn’t seem to care one way or the other.

When I got back to the station, the squad room was packed to the point of overcrowding. Me and my men, and a half dozen service MPs were busy sorting through paperwork, trying to separate military and civilians detainees that had been arrested the day before.

I spotted Pete already sitting at his desk. He gave me a questioning look as I hung my overcoat on an empty hook on the wall then went to the coffee urn on a side table.

“I had a meetin’ with Phil,” I said, answering his obvious questioning look as I poured a coffee.

“What’s up?” he asked. “More plannin’ crap?” He joined me by the coffee urn.

“No, not this time. He got a call from someone named Edgar Simpson; one of the bookkeepers up in the shipyard. He seems to think there’s somethin’ not right goin’ on in the purchasin’ section. Phil passed it on to us since it doesn’t look like somethin’ connected to security or intelligence.”

I went and sat down at my desk.

“There seems to be a lotta that goin’ on,” Pete said. “People been lookin’ to cash in before the gravy train dries up.”

“Yeah, I know, an’ with us bein’ tied up with these...” I nodded to the chaos in the squad room.

“Think the boss’ll put us on it?”

“Dunno yet. Let’s wait an’ see what I find out after I have a talk with this Simpson fella. I’ll go up an’ have a talk with him.”

“Okay, but I hope it’s somethin’. I’m fed up with this shit.” He tilted his head to the confusion in the room. Pete probably hates paperwork even more than me. He headed back to his desk from the coffee station.

I reached for my address book and looked up the number for the shipyard then picked up my phone and dialed.

“Halifax Shipyard,” the female voice said in my ear.

“Mornin’,” I said. “Do you have a connection for a Mr. Edgar Simpson?”

“One moment.” There was a long pause before she came back on line. “Mr. Simpson does not have a direct line. I can put through the Finance Department, if you wish? They can redirect your call internally.”

“Thanks.”

A minute or two later, another woman spoke in my ear.

“Finance,” she said politely.

“Mornin’,” I said. “Can you put me through to Mr. Simpson’s line, please.?”

“One moment.” Another pause.

“Simpson,” a man said a moment later.

“Mr. Edgar Simpson?”

“That’s right. How can I help you?”

“This is Detective Robichaud with the city police. I had a meeting this mornin’ with Inspector Phil Mulroney at naval headquarters. He informed me that you made contact with him about a possible problem?”

“Yes, that’s right, but why did he contact you?”

“He believes this might be a civil matter an’ as such it would come under our jurisdiction.”

“Oh, I see. It didn’t occur to me that it might be a police matter, I mean, so much of what we’re doing is for the military I just thought...”

“I get it,” I said cutting him off. “If you have the time, I would like to meet you to talk about what’s on your mind.”

“Not here, though,” he said, sounding suddenly nervous.

“Okay. Where an’ when?”

“I take my lunch break usually at eleven-thirty, would that be alright?”

“Sure. Where?”

“Is the Rockhead Quarry okay?”

“That’ll be okay. How will I know you?”

“I’ll be driving a grey nineteen-thirty Austin two door.”

“Okay. See you in a coupla hours. By the way, if possible, bring anything you think I’ll need to look at if you can.”

“Alright. Thank you,” he said, then the line went dead.

Pete looked over at me.

“Nervous soundin’ fella,” I said.

“You think somethin’s there?”

“Let’s jus’ say I’m gettin’ one of those feelin’s.”

“Uh-oh,” Pete said. 

I chuckled at his remark as I dove into the stack of paper on my desk.
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January, 1945

It was two in the morning under a cold and overcast January night sky, yet, despite the cold, people were out; mostly workers going to or coming from jobs. The black late model Oldsmobile sedan rolled slowly down Market Street; the driver watching for any sign of the man he was to meet. He didn’t like these clandestine meetings, they upset his stomach and tried his nerves.

His name was Phillip Melanson and he lived in a comfortable house on Connaught Avenue down near Jubilee Road. He was a confirmed bachelor, which often raised the eyebrows of his neighbours with their brood of children. He had no family except for a brother, John, who was three years older, and lived up in Sydney, Cape Breton.

He was employed at the Halifax Shipyard as manager of the procurement section. For all intents and purposes, he was considered a respectable member of the community. However, he had a secret, darker side, a deep desire for more out of life. More money. More excitement. More everything. It was a family trait, for his brother, was of the same disposition. Phillip made the effort to give the impression of being just another businessman trying to make the best of a bad situation in the middle of a war.

Then in nineteen-forty-two, the shipyard sent him to a series of meetings between DOSCO, the Dominion Steel and Coal Corporation, a major supplier of steel used at the shipyard; and Federal Government officials in charge of procurement His brother, who just happened to be employed as General Manager at DOSCO in their contracts division, was also there. It was at a five-day conference, set up by the military and shipbuilding establishment, ostensibly to discuss the matters of ship replacements and damage repairs of merchant vessels, and the proposed plan to build a new generation of warships.

It was after one of the sales meetings when the two brothers met up for dinner that John broached Phillip with an idea to cash in on the increased production demands of the government. He even presented him with a detailed plan of how they could siphon off enough monies to make them rich. Phillip was impressed and decided to go for it. That was two years ago, and between them, they had amassed over quarter of a million dollars so far. It was agreed that John would handle the actual money and place it out of sight in a place where no one would ever find it.

Then, several months later, back home in Halifax, something else happened. Phillip was attending a dinner function where he was introduced to man who, it proved, would provide another opportunity to make even more money.

His name was Alexi Tupolov. Phillip met him at the Halifax Club where the man was a guest of another member. Tupolov claimed to be a special envoy attached to the Soviet Trade Commissar in Ottawa. The two men struck up a conversation and quickly found common ground. Phillip agreed to travel to Montreal in two weeks for the weekend as Alexi’s guest. That was when his life took a major turn. 

Alexi introduced him to a beautiful, savvy, and sophisticated woman: Maria Vosine. By the end of the weekend he was irretrievably trapped. He decided to stay another week.

He and Vosine hit it off right from the outset and as the days passed, he started socializing with her after the meetings of the day. She introduced him to many of the things he longed for, including carnal pleasures he never dreamed of. She had an insatiable sexual appetite with an ‘anything goes’ attitude when it came to lovemaking.

On the last day before leaving for Halifax, he asked her to come with him, and she accepted. She moved to Halifax where she became his mistress. He set her up in a suite at the Lord Nelson Hotel.

But it was Tupolov who actually set his hooks into Melanson.

In actuality, Alexi was a Soviet agent sent to Halifax to obtain whatever military secrets he could. Melanson knew he was trapped two weeks after Vosine moved to Halifax. It was then that he learned of her ‘expensive’ appetites. Clothes. Jewellery. Social life. It was also Maria that suggested he should talk with Alexi, who had a proposal for him. Not long after that meeting, he was on the Soviet’s payroll, granted he was paid handsomely for what he did, but it played on his nerves.

Suddenly, his reverie was broken when he spotted the man he was expecting to meet standing in a doorway thirty feet away. Kevin Williams was his contact in the engineering department at the Yard. The glare from the cigarette gave the man away. Melanson slowed the car to a stop and the man stepped away from the building and got in beside him.

“Drive,” he said without any preamble.

Williams worked at the shipyard as a mechanical engineer in the advanced weapons department, specifically, anti-submarine weaponry. He was also a very bad gambler. Melanson found out about him and his problem mainly because he too, was a gambler. They both turned up at games run by Jacques LaSalle. Phillip soon realized this was a golden opportunity to garner more favour with Tupulov and ask for more money. He convinced Williams to procure secret documents in exchange for money to pay his debts.

He let out the clutch and drove off.

“We got a problem,” Williams said without looking at the driver. “I think someone is nosing around in the department and may have stumbled onto what we’re doing.”

“Why do think that?” Melanson asked.

“A couple of requisitions for documents has come from the security department in the last few days. And before you ask, yes, some were the ones I got for you.”

“Jesus,” Melanson swore. “I suppose it had to happen sometime. The government has been pulling spot checks at a number of plants and shipyards lately.”

“It doesn’t really matter, does it? If they decide to dig into the records, they’ll likely find out what we’ve been doing.”

“I thought you made copies.”

“I did, but these people have ways of finding things out.”

“Well, you better figure something out unless a long visit in a Federal penitentiary is something you’d prefer? Contact me if you hear anything.” Phillip braked, pulling over to the curb.

“You know where to reach me,” Williams said when he was half way out of the car. He stood watching the car move off down the street.

Phillip Melanson drove away feeling a tightness in his stomach.

* * * 

Back at the police station, I went over the paperwork Edgar Simpson gave me at our meeting. I wasn’t an accountant, so what I was looking at didn’t make a whole of sense to me. Pete came over and stood beside my desk.

“So? Whaddya got?” he asked, looking down at the sheet of paper filled with columns and numbers.

“Not a clue,” I said. 

“Ya know who’d be able to help figure that out? Aggie.”

Aggie was his wife. They met on a case way back at the start of the war. She was the head administrative clerk down at one of the piers in charge of record keeping for cargoes coming in for shipment to England. The case involved a local gang of thugs who were stealing goods off the docks. Anyway, by the time we busted up their operation he and Aggie discovered each other. I was best man at their wedding, and me and my wife, Elizabeth, were also Godparents to their two children, Pete Jr. and Mary.

Aggie and Elizabeth were very close friends.

“Think so?” I asked.

“Can’t hurt to ask her. Want me to call her to stop by?”

“Sure, why not.”

He went to his desk and picked the phone. A half hour later, Aggie was escorted into the squad room by a uniformed officer.

“This one jus’ comes waltzin’ in,” he said with a broad grin as he held her arm. “She’s got da look of a troublemaker, sure ‘nuff. Wanna book ‘er?”

She had a lovely grin on her face, going along with the gag.

“That’s okay,” Pete said, putting on an exaggerated serious look. “I’ll take it from here.”

He went over to her and took hold of both her arms then, after a second or two, leaned down and gave her a loving kiss on the lips.

“Thanks, baby.” He looked up at the cop and said. “Thanks Charlie.”

“No problem,” Charlie said, still smiling. “If only all my arrests were as lovely.”

Aggie rewarded him with wide smile.

He turned and walked away.

I looked up at Aggie with a smile on my face. 

“Hi Aggie,” I said, standing up. “Thanks for comin’ in.”

“No problem,” she said as she took my vacated chair. “Happy to help out if I can. Besides, it gets me out of the house for awhile, plus it lets me use the ole bean.” She tapped her head with a finger.

“Yeah, well, thanks all the same.”

“So? What’s the problem?”

“This.” I handed her the two sheets of paper. “They’re from an accounting ledger; something about purchases from a steel mill in Cape Breton?”

She took them and slowly scanned the information.

“That’s right,” she said. “But there seems to be a couple of discrepancies. Here. And here. And...here.”

“What kind of discrepancies?” I asked, looking over her shoulder.

“Well, it looks like there’s more money going out than material coming in.”

“A clerical error, maybe?” Pete asked, having joined us at her other side.

“Possibly. But I’d have to say no. These numbers have been tinkered with; pretty cleverly too.”

“So, you’re saying that someone is cookin’ the books?” I asked.

“Looks that way, yes,” she said, putting the sheets down on the desk. 

“You think somethin’ like this could be set by one person?” 

“Unlikely. There would have to be at least one other person involved, actually, probably at the other end. Yes, I’d say there’d almost have to be.”

“Why?”

“Because, if these entries are right, then they’d have to be connected to someone at the other end.” She looked at me and probably saw the look on my face. She went on, saying, “See here where the entry shows an order for so many tons of steel plate?”

“Uh-huh,” I said.

“Well, if that order was sent, and someone on the other end was working with the person placing the order, they could adjust the records to show a larger order received and bill the government accordingly. Do you see what I’m saying?”

“Yeah, I think so,” I said. “You make it sound so easy. But if it is that simple how come the government people haven’t picked up on it?”

“Probably because they don’t have anyone down here to monitor these transactions. Remember, there is an awful lot of business being conducted right now, especially here at the port. You should’ve seen the millions of dollars in goods that passed through our office when I worked at the docks. You wouldn’t have believed it. Besides, it would take an audit by a team of accountants to wade through the tons of documents to find something like this. By the way, do you know where these orders came from? My guess would be the shipyard or the dockyard.”
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