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3.3 NCDO to MDDO history  
                         - A  perspective 

                                         from notes by Tom Campbell & Dave McKenzie 
                     two of the original NCDO people (3) 

 

In 1948 the St. Laurent class programme (7 escort vessels) was announced, requiring a 
departure from previous naval ship procurement in that it required a new ship design that 
embraced specific Canadian Navy requirements.  Previously, ships were built offshore then 
modified for the Canadian Navy environment.  No Canadian shipyard possessed the experience 
of preparing a design of the type required, and neither was the Canadian Navy staffed as a 
warship design authority.  No single Canadian shipyard had a drawing office capable of either 
developing the type of systems required or integrating them into the St. Laurent design.  Setting 
up a Naval Central Drawing Office under the direction of a consulting ship design firm was 
considered, but Harold Blakely, President of Canadian Vickers of Montreal, Quebec offered to 
set up a private facility (distinct from its non-Naval ship design work) within its company 
facilities if Canadian Vickers was designated Lead Yard for the ship build program.   
 

So, in 1949, Canadian Vickers, Montreal set up and managed a dedicated design office for this 
Naval function and staffed it with some of its own personnel augmented by experienced 
personnel on loan from normally competitive shipyards on both the east and west coast; later, 
heavy recruitment by Canadian Vickers from shipyards in the UK allowed the east and west 
coast personnel to return to their homes.  The Federal Government subsequently directed work 
to this new design office under the contractual title of NCDO (Naval Central Drawing Office) on 
a level-of-effort basis. Guidance for the NCDO contract activities was provided by an RCN 
overseeing team (the PNO – Principal Naval Office) the first Manager of which was Cdr. Frank 
Freeborn, RCN.   
 
The first Canadian Vickers Manager of this dedicated design office was Charles Brassington..  
The first ship design project was to produce the Detail Design for the St. Laurent DE Class of 
ships.  At the same time, a Naval Ships Central Procurement Agency (NSCPA) was set up as an 
offshoot of the NCDO to consolidate where possible the identification of Canadian sourcing of 
equipment and material for use in Canadian built naval ships.  Canadian Vickers was initially a 
design and build shipyard for commercial ships.  In 1966 it ceased to build new ships and 
reverted to the business of repair and maintenance of ships. 
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                          The original NCDO drawing office set up in Canadian Vickers, Montreal 
 

In 1972 the Federal Government decided to put its ship design requirements out to Competitive  
Tender  (as  opposed  to  Directed  Contracts),   and  as  a  consequence  the contracting name 
NCDO was renamed NSDA (Naval Ship Design Agency). The PNO Manager function was 
discontinued.  Canadian Vickers won that 1972 contract.  
  

In 1974, the overseeing function in the Canadian Vickers facility by the RCN of the now 
NSDA work gave way to a more formal private business arrangement and Canadian Vickers 
formed a joint venture company with Stanwyck of the USA, Vickers Stanwyck, to pursue and 
discharge the NSDA contract work plus expansion of the company into other areas of warship 
design and maintenance. The original expert personnel of Vickers were retained.  The NSDA 
contracts were changed from the previous NCDO “level-of-effort” basis to a “cost-plus-fee” 
basis.  The historical award of 3-year terms was retained, but from time to time extensions for a 
further 1 or 2 years were awarded to maintain continuity in design work then under contract.  
Also, in 1974 the contract name for the work was changed to MDDO  (Marine Design & 
Draughting Office).  
 
Vickers Stanwyck successfully bid competitively against other Canadian companies for the 
MDDO work in 1975.   During that period, the contracts called for two Managers (similar to the 
previous Overseer function) one from DND (the Department of National Defence, the 
contracting Authority) and one from the Contractor.   
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The first DND Manager was Alan Kastner, a retired Naval Officer, and the first Contractor 
Manager was Tom Campbell.  In 1978 the DND Manager was changed to Gordon Smith, 
another retired Naval Officer, but after one year the DND contract requirement that there be no 
Employer/Employee relationship caused DND to withdraw its Manager. 
 

 
Halifax Class, AOR Class & Iroquois (TRUMP) Class 

Major design achievements of the NCDO/MDDO design team 
 

In 1976, Stanwyck’s maintenance capability was found to be incompatible with Vickers’ ship 
design/upgrade capability expansion, so Stanwyck sold its interest to the Versatile shipyard of 
Vancouver, BC and the new corporate entity of Versatile Vickers was established.  It competed 
for and won the next MDDO contract in 1978.  
 

 In early 1980, due to the problem of recruiting qualified people in Montreal, the President of 
Canadian Vickers (Harold Blakely) directed Tom Campbell to move the dedicated naval design 
office activity (which included the majority of the original design office work force) from the 
Canadian Vickers facility in Montreal to Ottawa; this placed the office personnel closer to Naval 
Headquarters. The President of this new corporate enterprise in October 1979 was Greg Short, an 
equal partner of the group of seven who had recently purchased Canadian Vickers, and the new 
Company was opened in Ottawa with support offices in Montreal, and eventually in Halifax and 
Victoria.  The company decided that it was time to expand its capability to enhance its position 
as a main contender for the CPF and TRUMP programs.  
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 Lorne Minogue Associates was purchased by the Company to expand the capability into the 
area of marine technicians, and Norris Warming Canada Ltd. was purchased to provide a total 
HVAC (Heating, Ventilation, Air Conditioning) capability from design to implementation to 
support.  In 1981 the MDDO contract came up for re-bid, and was won by Versatile Vickers, 
and again in 1984 (this contract was extended to 1989 to complete the DELEX program). 
 
In the late 1980’s and the early 1990’s, the Federal Government was urging Industry to 
rationalize the Canadian shipbuilding industry.  Versatile owned a number of shipyards in both 
British Columbia and in Quebec.   
 
The Quebec Government, through its Provincial company le Societe Generale de Financement 
which reported through the Minister of Industry to the Quebec Cabinet, encouraged the Quebec 
shipyards to rationalize themselves and formed le Groupe MIL which then bought the Quebec-

based industry elements from Versatile in 1987.  This included the three major shipyards in 
Quebec, Canadian Vickers (Montreal), Davie Shipyard (Lauzon, opposite Quebec City) and 
Marine Industrie Limitee (Sorel).  In the process le Groupe MIL inherited the design office of 
Versatile Vickers, Versatile Systems Engineering Inc. (VSEI).  Over time, le Groupe MIL closed 
all the shipyards except MIL Davie, and renamed the Versatile Vickers design office from 
Versatile Systems Engineering Inc. to MIL Systems Engineering Inc. (MSEI).   MSEI won 
both the 1989 and 1994 MDDO contracts competitively, both of which were 5-year contracts. 
 
The Company having been awarded both the CPF and TRUMP design contracts, a strong 
relationship sprang up with YARD Ltd. of Glasgow, Scotland and a Joint Venture Company 
named YARD Inc. was formed in Ottawa between MIL Systems Engineering and YARD Ltd. 
This further expanded the Company’s capabilities into specialized areas of ship design such as 
acoustics, and ship systems. 
 
In December 1979 Greg Short resigned as President and was replaced in January 1980 by Alex 
Arnett, a retired Naval Officer.  Alex Arnett served as President until his death in January 1985. 
Ted Jones succeeded him as interim President until Bill Christie became President in February 
1985, but his tenure was short-lived and in July 1985 Vice Adm. (ret.) Jock Allen became 
President until September 1987. In December 1987 Jim Williams, a local Ottawa businessman, 
became President & CEO and presided over both the CPF and TRUMP programmes; Jim 
Williams retired in December 1996.  John Keast then became President until the company closed 
in 2002. 
 
The core of expert personnel from the original dedicated design office formed in 1949 now had a 
4th new corporate name and continued to win competitively the ongoing MDDO contracts.  This 
iteration of the original core of NCDO personnel continuing their work in these variously named 
private companies was an important aspect of Canada’s capability to provide the Canadian Navy 
with new ship design services as well as the modernization and ongoing upgrading and 
engineering maintenance of existing ships.   
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A typical Booth presentation used by the MIL Group at various trade shows.  In this case two model ships are 

used, on the left a model of the SMART ship and on the right the TRUMP version of the DDH 280 class. 
 

Manning the booth are (from the left) Bob MacLaren, the Snr. Naval Architect of MIL Systems Engineering; 
a Sales representative of MIL Davie; Jim Williams the President & CEO of MIL Systems Engineering; and 

Steve Daniels, a Snr. Marine Engineer of MIL Systems Engineering. 
 

In 2002, MIL Systems Engineering closed for lack of work since for the first time ever the 
maintenance of a new ship (the CPF) had gone to the builder (SJSL) and not the designer. 
(MSEI).  Fleetway of Ottawa, a subsidiary of Saint John Shipbuilding Limited of New 
Brunswick, continued that work under the MDDO contract.  Although Fleetway has “MDDO” 
contract work for warship maintenance engineering to perform, none of the original Canadian 
Vickers “NCDO” people are now involved since we had by now all reached retirement age, so 
an end to this era had arrived. 

 
The NCDO/MDDO period established an indigenous warship design capability to cater to the 
Navy’s specific warship operational requirements.   
 
This new capability, of itself, spawned a growing personnel pool of warship design expertise 
which can be drawn on by various Industry organizations as may be required in the future, 
provided the needs of the Navy is sufficient time-wise, otherwise the expert personnel will have 
to find other types of work outside the warship design area and the capability will be lost. 
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Tom Campbell is on the extreme right, front row. 
To his left are first Jan Newman, then Managing Director of YARD Ltd. Glasgow, then Jock Allan (VAdm. 

RCN Ret’d) then President of Versatile Systems Engineering Inc. 
In the back row, between Jock Allen and  Jan Newman is Larry Sellick, author of the paper titled Canadian 

Procurement History given elsewhere in this document.  
 
 
 

 
 

40th anniversary of NCDO/NSDA/MDDO contracting 
– a coffee mug issued by MIL Systems Engineering Inc.  
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3.4 NCDO to MDDO Period 
                                                                  from Notes by Alec Patterson - past MDDO 
                                                                  Program Manager, MSEI (4) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Alex Patterson seemed to naturally assume the role of historian for the company MIL Systems 
Engineering Inc. during the mid 1980’s to mid 1990’s during which time he was tasked by the 
company to assimilate various data so that the company could establish its credentials in the 
emerging Canadian scene for wider support to the Navy by Industry.  
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He collected his data in a binder in which he later placed in its cover pocket the previous 
montage; which shows the Canadian Patrol Frigate (Halifax Class frigate), a Coast Guard Life 
Boat and its High Speed Sounding Vessel, and the RO/RO Ferry “Isle de la Madeleine”.  The 
ISO 9001 certification badge by Lloyds is also proudly displayed. 
 
The reverse of that montage proclaimed: 
 
 

  
 
 
Alex’s Binder contains a wealth of data in both text and photo format, spanning the early years 
of Canadian Vickers as well as great details of the Versatile Vickers period and the new NCDO 
contract until, in fact, the dissolution of MIL Systems Engineering as an operating company, just 
prior to which he retired.   
 
The following data are taken from Alex’s notes, and include both typescripts and manuscripts in 
historical time order.   
 
The first is a major dissertation he produced for the early phases of the Versatile Vickers period, 
starting with a draft paper on the history of the design team.  The following paper was used for 
Public Relations with prospective customers, and shows the major capability of the Versatile  
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Group.  It would appear, in retrospect, that the Versatile Group was exactly what the Navy would 
have wanted in an Industry partner, but the business failure of a major part of the Versatile 
Group (the farm equipment Division) and the subsequent sale of its east coast operations to the 
MIL Group, plus the desire of the Federal Government to have the shipbuilding Industry 
rationalize itself, resulted in a gradual dilution of the Industry capability until in the 21st century 
no experienced warship design team and only a few capable shipyards existed.    
 
The most modern shipyard was the Saint John Shipyard.  It had built nine of the twelve Halifax 
Class frigates and had later bought the Halifax Shipyard in which the twelve MCDV vessels 
were built.  It had also procured Fleet Technology in Ottawa, which had shared the latest MDDO 
contract with MIL Systems Engineering, and with the sell off of the MIL Group resulting in the 
demise of MIL Systems Engineering, Saint John was clearly the only player in Canada.  Saint 
John Shipbuilding is owned by the Irving family, which has very deep pockets with which to 
sustain their capability during those times when the Navy had little business to conduct because 
of the strict budget policy of the Chretien Liberal Government throughout the 1990’s and into the 
early 2000’s.  At the time of writing the Saint John Shipyard was shut down, having no work to 
sustain its workforce. 
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The caption of the following chart should more accurately read: 
 
                                      “NCDO/MDDO MANPOWER 1950 – 1995” 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The following tabulation covers the categories of personnel required for the NCDO/MDDO 
work, as drawn up by MIL Systems Engineering and approved by DND. 
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The following chart is a typical procedure for conversion projects, and is taken from the TRUMP 
program.  MSEI was the acronym for MIL Systems Engineering Inc. 
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CORPORATE PRESIDENTS of the NCDO/MDDO WORK,  
                                         1949 - 2002 
 
 

 
 
 
The foregoing is Alex’s hand written note of the successive Presidents of the NCDO/MDDO 
work.  Initially, the work was done as an integrated part of Canadian Vickers under that 
company’s President Harold Blakely and so did not have an appointed “President” until October 
of 1979.  This was the point in time when the NCDO contract was put out to competitive tender, 
and Canadian Vickers reconstructed its corporate entity by forming, with Stanwyck of the USA, 
a stand alone corporate entity for the work, Vickers Stanwyck Systems Inc.  The new entity 
required a President separate from Canadian Vickers, and Greg Short was appointed as interim to 
set up the new corporate operation.  Alec Arnett had been the Navy Coordinator at Canadian 
Vickers for the past few years, and retired from the Navy and became available to head up the 
new company in January 1980. 
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3.5         Some Reflections of Ship  
        Design 1949 to 1989 

                                                                    by Bill Craig, past Design Manager MSEI 
                                                                Extracted from his article in MIL SOUNDINGS, 

    Sept. 1989 (6) 
 

Ship design, as we all know, is an integral part of MSEI’s work, and now as we celebrate our  
40th anniversary,  it seemed appropriate to take a look at the evolution of this facet of our 
industry and to examine some of the changes which have taken place over the last few 
decades………so starts Bill Craig’s article for inclusion in the MIL Systems Engineering 
company News Letter Volume 2, Issue 4 – his article is continued verbatim. 
 
In the old days of shipbuilding some 30 or more years ago, thoughts of computers, producibility 
and pre-outfitting, although acknowledged, were not high on the priority list.  Lack of 
competition had resulted in apathy, and outmoded facilities and equipment.  The design/drawing 
office was very much a part of this system issuing in most cases minimal information to the shop 
floor relying on a work force having a higher skill level than exists today.  Producibility 
comments came in the colourful vernacular of foremen platers and loftsmen, comments I am sure 
most of us would like to forget. 
 
Design and production was carried out without the assistance of even hand calculators let alone 
computers.  Having said this, it was a labour intensive and costly approach particularly when 
measured against the growing competition from West Germany and Japan.  Both of these 
countries had their facilities and equipment re-built and replaced after World War II.  Due to the 
lack of a skilled work force, they established training programmes and expanded on new 
production techniques developed by U.S. shipbuilders during the war.  This produced ships more 
efficiently, with smaller work forces, in less time, at reduced cost. They achieved this with the 
emphasis on production planning, which in turn required the design/drawing office to take notice 
of production requirements. 
 
It was in the late 50’s/early 60’s against a worsening market situation that I recall new 
technology reaching my neck of the woods.  Unit construction was underway, shipyards and 
equipment were being rebuilt and replaced, tenth scale lofting was in place along with 
Numerically Controlled (NC) profile burners and later by NC bending machines.  Computers, 
still in their infancy, were being applied to data processing.  With the advent of large tankers 
many of which were too big to be built in the conventional way, the requirements of unit 
construction and pre-outfitting of machinery and piping systems prior to launch were now 
impacting the design and drawing process.  The term “design-for-production” was becoming 
more common and more important. 
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The interim years of the DDH 280 design and construction and the early stages of the CPF saw a 
steady expansion in the use of computers for planning, production control and other 
administrative functions.  The development made in NC burning and bending  
 
machines was part of the natural progression towards more sophisticated computer based 
shipbuilding systems.  It was in ship structure that a major breakthrough was made from 
numerical definition of molded form lines and primary structure to high level parts definition 
which could be used to describe piece part geometry.  While this did not immediately affect the 
drawing office, further development with the objective of creating preliminary design from 
initial concept did, and from this perspective the skills of the loftsmen and draughtsman 
designers began to integrate. 
 
The 80’s saw rapid development in computer technology both in software and hardware.   
Coincident with this was the promulgation of the CPF and some Coast Guard fast-track 
programs.  The shipbuilding industry acknowledged that performance had to improve, initiatives 
such as zone oriented construction were put in place with the full impact being felt by the design 
and drawing offices.  New terms were being heard, “hot work, cold work, family of drawings, 
ship log numbers, product work centre numbers, on block, on board”. 
 
It is fair to say that all this caused considerable upheaval in the design and drawing office and 
while the aims and merits of new production methods were good, they could only be measured 
by time.  The application of these developing technologies to the new building programs created 
start-up problems such as the lack of time to resolve the intricacies to make it work.  The days of 
issuing a few succinct instructions to the shipyard were gone forever.  When we look to the 
future it should be with the anticipation and enthusiasm of the design and drawing offices’ 
growing role in the production engineering equation.  The purchase and participation of our own 
CAD system in past and present programs, its future development and the enthusiasm which our 
staff have demonstrated serves to prove that combined with sound production engineering 
principles, the designer can continue to adapt to changing production engineering requirements.  
The days of evolutionary change have gone, our industry demands that planning for change be a 
cornerstone of our future philosophy. 
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