


Ron Cox holds a photo of himself at the time of his enlistment at age 20.

Last of Nelson’s Can
Scots
Ronald Cox is among the last of his
regiment that stormed the beaches of
Normandy on D-Day in 1944. It wasn’t his
only dangerous mission.
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Thirty-sixth in a series of pioneer profiles

Nelson’s Ronald Cox is a survivor.

He lived through several dangerous missions during World War II, spent time in
a prisoner-of-war camp, and is among the last veterans of the Canadian
Scottish Regiment who stormed the beach at Normandy.

At the regiment’s 75th anniversary reunion in 1987, Cox was one of 300
remaining vets who took part in the Allied invasion. When they got together
again last month in Victoria, there were only 14.

Read more below
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The Vancouver Island-based regiment also fought at Vimy Ridge during the
First World War and has had members in Bosnia and Afghanistan. Their
centennial was a big deal: 800 people came to the banquet and the vets, about
60 in all, from different eras in the regiment’s history, lined up on a football field
on a frigid afternoon.

“When they walked down, you couldn’t believe the roar from the audience,”
Ron’s wife Sheila says. “It put tears in my eyes.”

Outgoing Lt.-Gov. Steven Point inspected the group and noticed Ron shivering.

“Would you like a whiskey?” he asked.

“No,” Ron replied, “I’d rather have a hot rum.”

Cox, 92, has been to all but three of the annual reunions in the last 30 years —
including ones in Nelson in 2001 and 2008 — and knows he’s part of the old
guard. Following Bill Oke’s death in January, he’s the last Can Scot in town.

‘Just another piece of dirt’

Born in Wales, Cox came to Canada with his family and lived in Fernie for
seven years before moving to Nelson in 1936, where he worked at Kootenay
Breweries.

When war began, his brother Vernon and his sister Louise joined the navy and
army respectively. Cox himself enlisted in Vancouver in 1940 at age 20, initially
with the Irish Fusiliers, until the unit disbanded a few months later and he was
reassigned to the Canadian Scots.

“You get on that island and walk from one end to the other, two or three times,”
he says. “Right from Victoria to Courtenay and then Port Alberni.”
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“That’s why his ankles are gone,” Sheila says, adding it wasn’t really about
building stamina but just giving the troops something to do.

Ron shipped out in early 1941 and stayed at a 200-year old army barracks in
Aldershot, England, where a bag filled with hay was his mattress. Yet that was
luxury compared to what he endured over the next four years.

“I don’t know how he ever made it,” Sheila says. “I’m glad I didn’t know him
then. I saw too many young women get married and pregnant and then they
were without a husband.”

Read more below

The site of the D-Day landing was a well-kept secret until shortly before the
attack.

“We didn’t know where we were going till we were off the boat,” Ron says.
“Normandy? That doesn’t mean anything to us. Just another piece of dirt.”

Cox’s regiment was part of the first wave to land, and he was among the first
on the beach. His orders were to take out a Nazi pillbox — the concrete
bunkers where gunners hid — but a barrage of bullets stood in his way.

“When you’re getting off those boats, everything’s chaotic and the hail of
stones they’re throwing at us … It’s like being under a tin roof when it’s raining.”

Soldiers were told not to stop under any circumstances.



“Run — they drilled that into you for six months. Even if you can’t walk, drag,
because everything keeps pouring in. If the Germany artillery don’t kill you,
some of our tanks will run over you. They can’t take a chance.”

By the time he reached his target, it was already destroyed.

‘Great nerve and skill’

Cox was in France for months afterward, coping with daily battles, furtive
sleep, and a relentless onward push.

In a 1945 Star Weekly article, journalist Matthew Halton chronicled Cox’s part in
attempting to rescue a prisoner from behind enemy lines in Holland. Halton
wrote how, after a first unsuccessful effort, Lt. Dennis Huscroft of Creston
offered to try again.

“There was a painful silence then as we waited for Cox to speak. At last Cox
said ‘I’ll go with you, sir I’m all right.’ The tension seemed to snap and Huscroft
turned to Cox almost eagerly. ‘You mean you will come with me and have
another spit at it?’ And slowly, Cox replied, ‘Sure I’ll come again.’ They looked
at each other, the lieutenant and the corporal, two brave men, friends. It was
like a film.”

Huscroft led the patrol to a German strongpoint, and then Cox and another
corporal named Sutherland went in, “a great feat of nerve and skill.”

They were trying to find a way around a machine-gun post when they were
spotted and “thousands of bullets from everywhere … turned the silent night
into bedlam … Huscroft and Sutherland and Cox had to get out, and they’ll
never know how they got out alive.”

Near war’s end, Cox found himself in another firefight near Cleves, Germany.



“We got down to this little farm place and they were lacing hell out of us,” he
says. “There wasn’t one shell going the other way.”

An explosion knocked him out and he awoke to find bits of shrapnel embedded
in him and a pistol pointed in his face — but it came as a relief. “It’s a strange
feeling, being captured and knowing you’re safe,” he says. “They wouldn’t
harm you as long as none of the SS were there.”

He and four colleagues marched into Cleves, then went by train to Hamburg,
which had been bombed into oblivion. “That’s a place you wouldn’t want to
look at,” Cox says.

Read more below

Placed in Stalag XI, a prisoner-of-war camp, he suffered blood poisoning and
was given little to eat, but his captors didn’t fare much better.

After 40 days, with the war in its final throes, he and thousands of other
prisoners were marched toward Russia — but turned around when the Russian
artillery arrived. The Americans then arrived with food and supplies, and Cox’s
ordeal was finally over.

‘Don’t drum me up’

Back home in Nelson, Cox met Sheila Horswill, a dancer who moved here from
Trail and knew his sister.

https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=AB3afGEAAAFlW1tbW251bGwsWzksMTNdXSxbbnVsbCxudWxsLFtudWxsLG51bGwsbnVsbCwiaHR0cHM6Ly9kaXNwbGF5YWRzLWZvcm1hdHMuZ29vZ2xldXNlcmNvbnRlbnQuY29tL2Fkcy9wcmV2aWV3L2NvbnRlbnQuanM_Y2xpZW50PXd0YVx1MDAyNm9iZnVzY2F0ZWRDdXN0b21lcklkPTI1MjUzNTE1NDRcdTAwMjZjcmVhdGl2ZUlkPTM0NTIxNTIxMzg4NFx1MDAyNnZlcnNpb25JZD0wXHUwMDI2YWRHcm91cENyZWF0aXZlSWQ9MzExMTYzMDEzMTQxXHUwMDI2aHRtbFBhcmVudElkPXByZXYtMFx1MDAyNmhlaWdodD05MFx1MDAyNndpZHRoPTcyOFx1MDAyNnNpZz1BQ2lWQl96ZjJKZjJLLU5MY0UxbHV5QVpKTGxQaC0xVWVnIl1dXV0sWzIsMV1dRKEMcaqY7wyb7AL1v7ENNqA8N6S_iEdy5i5d_fqEr-6vtrNOOkAMgofwwDkiESXaTOYzOtxi4SmEXEs5zF77P0XoE5y7n2YzekkiEq9Bj6UhiM9LcawWX04gDfmgJYNH8JAuOjvhbGB49E_PV9zjZ_aOQQUSEB-fQy6Ap6veSa8BrloV97HDhl56K-JNVPzJmq5RkrDrRCaf2VqIMMF_q2NGvJg1jrn0EgwF_xWyTYiGna4CzzYhxisF6rWa5Wa6nijlKJBnwN7hQ2_nupuERJ1jQYn6mLzMQogekRG5tUh4jdFMn_kIIiNSC50wrqvDMNVPCJ4vOi4gXwBDeqJEnQ,J9Ql2__x7gHT2j2dzxM5bQ&source=display&cbt=GGJzlva3aykIlZCLlocJEPS_6eQGGLi0sAYiF3d3dy56ZXJvbW90b3JjeWNsZXMuY29tMggIBRMY3bUyFEIXY2EtcHViLTc3OTk5NTQ1NjQ3MTg4MDNIAFgCcAE&cv=https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pagead/conversion/%3Fai%3DC26tQ9lgJXaCtD4jE-QPDzJVow8-_tFaVkIuWhwnAjbcBEAEgk9jeHmD9mPuAzAOgAdTT-vgDyAEC4AIAqAMByAMIqgTfAU_QKCY68PWWw41S8FvFO3qIr7Qe6EtBDpl7EncC7A8aLzcrZq9-VWdGKa7jqPOx0L4AVf03URMWSIqo_YdjF29ib4acsD9AypChVBn17h_lHxXnKVy1lvN27ZXTdWOtEdHCXuB_k0iilNsADUpBrTgnPS40ap6PfJ9ecc1CPaT7ML0TQahH7wwdvUz_TW2IcHFTJsY2hVXkL_qd4HvQGoZ_5LGJtU2N0P8N79ikY_7km0LTFoOsAM2SLupJKrFgrNc_GuES-2yiKAM8UI94REKWPjvHy08wXXZN0IWYWgDgBAGgBgKAB5SshQeoB47OG6gH1ckbqAfB0xuoB4XUG6gHgdQbqAeC1BuoB4bUG6gH4NMbqAe6BqgH2csbqAfPzBuoB6a-G6gH7NUb2AcB0ggHCIBhEAEYDbEJDrnyAm3ZNwSACgPYEw0%26sigh%3D2oq6Cacbkak%26cid%3DCAQSOwDwy9IZodQleUl43IFyBDOsoZb1fLtnGw_dgeuShHac0gzWdPWbNxc5F68Xw82NnQ0JZvcOybz45Kts
https://adssettings.google.com/whythisad?reasons=AB3afGEAAAFlW1tbW251bGwsWzksMTNdXSxbbnVsbCxudWxsLFtudWxsLG51bGwsbnVsbCwiaHR0cHM6Ly9kaXNwbGF5YWRzLWZvcm1hdHMuZ29vZ2xldXNlcmNvbnRlbnQuY29tL2Fkcy9wcmV2aWV3L2NvbnRlbnQuanM_Y2xpZW50PXd0YVx1MDAyNm9iZnVzY2F0ZWRDdXN0b21lcklkPTI1MjUzNTE1NDRcdTAwMjZjcmVhdGl2ZUlkPTM0NTIxNTIxMzg4NFx1MDAyNnZlcnNpb25JZD0wXHUwMDI2YWRHcm91cENyZWF0aXZlSWQ9MzExMTYzMDEzMTQxXHUwMDI2aHRtbFBhcmVudElkPXByZXYtMFx1MDAyNmhlaWdodD05MFx1MDAyNndpZHRoPTcyOFx1MDAyNnNpZz1BQ2lWQl96ZjJKZjJLLU5MY0UxbHV5QVpKTGxQaC0xVWVnIl1dXV0sWzIsMV1dRKEMcaqY7wyb7AL1v7ENNqA8N6S_iEdy5i5d_fqEr-6vtrNOOkAMgofwwDkiESXaTOYzOtxi4SmEXEs5zF77P0XoE5y7n2YzekkiEq9Bj6UhiM9LcawWX04gDfmgJYNH8JAuOjvhbGB49E_PV9zjZ_aOQQUSEB-fQy6Ap6veSa8BrloV97HDhl56K-JNVPzJmq5RkrDrRCaf2VqIMMF_q2NGvJg1jrn0EgwF_xWyTYiGna4CzzYhxisF6rWa5Wa6nijlKJBnwN7hQ2_nupuERJ1jQYn6mLzMQogekRG5tUh4jdFMn_kIIiNSC50wrqvDMNVPCJ4vOi4gXwBDeqJEnQ,J9Ql2__x7gHT2j2dzxM5bQ&source=display&cbt=GGJzlva3aykIlZCLlocJEPS_6eQGGLi0sAYiF3d3dy56ZXJvbW90b3JjeWNsZXMuY29tMggIBRMY3bUyFEIXY2EtcHViLTc3OTk5NTQ1NjQ3MTg4MDNIAFgCcAE&cv=https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pagead/conversion/%3Fai%3DC26tQ9lgJXaCtD4jE-QPDzJVow8-_tFaVkIuWhwnAjbcBEAEgk9jeHmD9mPuAzAOgAdTT-vgDyAEC4AIAqAMByAMIqgTfAU_QKCY68PWWw41S8FvFO3qIr7Qe6EtBDpl7EncC7A8aLzcrZq9-VWdGKa7jqPOx0L4AVf03URMWSIqo_YdjF29ib4acsD9AypChVBn17h_lHxXnKVy1lvN27ZXTdWOtEdHCXuB_k0iilNsADUpBrTgnPS40ap6PfJ9ecc1CPaT7ML0TQahH7wwdvUz_TW2IcHFTJsY2hVXkL_qd4HvQGoZ_5LGJtU2N0P8N79ikY_7km0LTFoOsAM2SLupJKrFgrNc_GuES-2yiKAM8UI94REKWPjvHy08wXXZN0IWYWgDgBAGgBgKAB5SshQeoB47OG6gH1ckbqAfB0xuoB4XUG6gHgdQbqAeC1BuoB4bUG6gH4NMbqAe6BqgH2csbqAfPzBuoB6a-G6gH7NUb2AcB0ggHCIBhEAEYDbEJDrnyAm3ZNwSACgPYEw0%26sigh%3D2oq6Cacbkak%26cid%3DCAQSOwDwy9IZodQleUl43IFyBDOsoZb1fLtnGw_dgeuShHac0gzWdPWbNxc5F68Xw82NnQ0JZvcOybz45Kts


“She phoned me up one Sunday,” Sheila says. “I lived up on Richards, and
they lived on Mill. So I walked down and met Ronald. He said how’d you like to
go out for ice cream?”

November 16 marks their 66th wedding anniversary. (Oddly, the Nelson Daily
News issue that carried word of his capture during the war included an item
about Sheila on the other side of the page.) They had four kids.

Despite weak ankles and failing eyesight, Cox is still active with the local
Legion. “They think the world of him,” Sheila says. “We had a dance and were
the only ones on the floor. When we got off, they all clapped.”

During an interview at his Front Street home, however, Ron admonishes a
reporter: “I don’t want you to drum me up very much. Not at all.”

But everyone else already does.
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