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1: “Jt’s the ‘Bismarck’!”

COASTAL COMMAND

“1 GIVE You the hunter’s toast: °Good
hunting and a good bag.”” With these words
Admiral Liitjens ended his speech to the ship’s
company of the * Bismarck.” They were heard
throughout the vessel, those who could not be
on deck listening to them through the loud-
speakers situated in various parts of the
battleship. The hour was a few minutes past
noon on Monday, 19th May, 1941. That
evening the * Bismarck ” weighed anchor and
put to sea, taking a Northerly course from Kiel
Bay. It was the intention of Admiral Liitjens
to raid commerce in the Atlantic. He had done
so before earlier in the year, flying his flag in
the “ Gneisenau,” which together with the
““ Scharnhorst ”” had sunk twenty-two British
and Allied ships, including the * Jervis Bay.”
The * Gneisenau” and ° Scharnhorst” were
now in Brest and had already suffered damage
from the attacks made on them by aircraft of
Bomber and Coastal Commands. If Germany
was to obtain a decision in the Battle of the
Atlantic, other units of her Navy must be sent
to sea. The ¢ Bismarck” and the  Prinz
Fugen ” were chosen.

For the “ Bismarck *’ it was her first and last
voyage. She formed the main unit of a
squadron made up of the eight-inch cruiser the
“ Prinz FEugen,” two destroyers and two
mine-bumpers.  After passing through the
Great Belt the squadron moved up the con-
quered coast of Norway, and on the morning
of 21st May entered a fjord near Bergen, where
it anchored. There had been little sleep on
board during that night, for an air-raid alarm
had kept the crews at action stations until
half-past cight in the morning. There was
another alarm in the early afternoon which

lasted a quarter of an hour. A little before
dusk the squadron put to sea again.

That day an aircraft of Coastal Command,
in the course of a reconnaissance of the
Norwegian coast, had flown as far North as
Bergen. Reconnoitring the approaches to that
port, the pilot discovered two warships, one of
large size, at anchor in a small fjord.

On his return he made a cautious report of
what he had secen to one of the Station Intel-
ligence Officers. While they were talking the
wet prints of the photographs which the pilot
had taken were brought in. The Intelligence
Officer examined them and saw that what the
pilot surmised was indeed the truth. He spoke
immediately with Headquarters, Coastal Com-
mand. ‘ Bring me those prints at once,”
ordered the Commander-in-Chief.

A slight difficulty arose. The only aircraft
available to take them to Headquarters was
that of the pilot who had just finished the
patrol. Moreover, it was now evening. Never-
theless, he took off and flew South until with
night fallen he found himself short of petrol on
the outskirts of Nottingham, his home town.
Here he landed and roused a friend of his, the
owner of a garage and of a motor-car. They
continued the journey together, driving through
the night and the blackout at an average speed
of fifty-two miles an hour. The prints were
delivered at Coastal Command Headquarters in
the early hours of the morning. Admiralty and
photographic experts confirmed the opinion
of the Intelligence Officer in Scotland. The
“ Bismarck >’ and the ““ Prinz Eugen *” were out.

Very early that same morning they were
attacked by six Whitleys and six Lockheed-
Hudsons of Coastal Command. The attack was
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unsuccessful, for the weather was very thick
and only two of the aircraft succeeded in
reaching the fjord, where they dropped their
load of armour-piercing bombs with no observed
effect. Throughout that day—it was 22nd May
—the weather could justifiably be described as
atrocious. Nevertheless, reconnaissance of the
Norwegian coast was maintained from first
light until dark, every available aircraft of
Coastal Command on the east coast of
Scotland and the coast of Yorkshire being
pressed into service. They flew at times through
a full gale, at times through dense haze and
cloud extending downwards to sea-level. Hour
after hour they plunged into the mist shrouding
Bergen harbour and the nearby fjords. It was
in vain. No ships were seen. One of the pilots
expressed the opinion that the enemy was no
longer there because “1 collided with nothing
though I flew over the harbour at sea-level.”

The truth of this conjecture was proved about
6.30 that evening when the clouds above Bergen
lifted for a moment—Ilong enough for a shore-
based naval aircraft, a Maryland, to report that
a clear view had been obtained and that no
warship had been seen. This aircraft was
manned by very experienced officers of the
Fleet Air Arm, who carried out the flight
successfully in spite of very bad weather and
obtained information of the highest importance.
Through that long day the * Bismarck ” and
the * Prinz Eugen ” had, in fact, been steaming
steadily Northwards, having parted company
with their destroyers in the small hours. At
1.0 a.m. on 23rd May the enemy altered course
to pass through the Denmark Strait between
lIceland and Greenland. By this time they were
fully aware that they had been seen, but they
judged that to follow this route would offer the
best chance to elude the British Fleet now
steaming to intercept them.

The weather on 23rd May was still very bad—
too bad to patrol the Norwegian coast. Sunder-
land flying boats and Hudsons were able to
cover the passages between Iceland and the
Faroes and between the Faroes and the
Shetlands. The Sunderlands maintained their
patrol in relays from a quarter past six in the
morning to a quarter past nine in the evening,
the Hudsons from 4.0 a.m. to 5.15 p.m. The
Sunderlands covered more than two thousand
miles in a single sortie ; but the weather was
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against them. They encountered strong head
winds, fog, rain-squalls, and heavy cloud in
which severe icing conditions developed. In
addition to the Sunderlands, two Catalina
flying boats covered the Iceland Channel,
beginning their patrol at 1.0 p.m. They had to
abandon their task when unbroken cloud down
to three hundred feet accompanied by unceasing
rain reduced visibility to less than a thousand
yards.

That evening H.M.S. “ Suffolk ”* sighted the
German warships in the Denmark Strait and
soon afterwards a Sunderland and a Hudson
from Iceland set off in the long twilight of those
far Northern latitudes to search for the enemy.
The Hudson could not find them and returned.
The Sunderland held on. In the meantime the
““ Bismarck > and the ““ Prinz Eugen ™ had also
been seen by H.M.S. “ Norfolk.” Matters
stood thus at the end of 23rd May. The two
cruisers shadowed the enemy throughout the
night.

Next morning another Hudson took off and
at 5.54 a.m. sighted the “ Bismarck ” and the
“ Prinz Eugen ” engaged in combat with the
“ Hood ” and the * Prince of Wales.” Low
clouds made it impossible to identify the
opposing forces with certainty, but it could be
perceived that one of the ships had suffered
two direct hits, of which the second was followed
by an explosion.

Meanwhile the Sunderland from Iceland had
arrived in the neighbourhood of the ** Suffolk,”
and, on sighting this ship, saw at the same time
the flash of gunfire well ahead. *“As we
closed,” says the captain in his report, * two
columns, each of two ships in line ahead, were
seen to be steering on parallel courses at an
estimated range of twelve miles between the
columns. Heavy gunfire was being exchanged
and the leading ship of the port column was on
fire in two places, one fire being at the base of
the bridge superstructure and the other farther
aft. In spite of these large conflagrations she
appeared to be firing at least one turret forward
and one aft.” At first the captain of the Sunder-
land could not identify the burning ship. He
turned towards the starboard column and
noticed that the second of the two ships com-
posing it was making a considerable amount of
smoke, and that oil escaping from her was
leaving a broad track upon the surface of the
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it impossible to use the oil fuel in the forward
bunkers-—it was this oil escaping from the ship
which had left the broad stain upon the sea seen
by the Sunderland—but a formidable unit of
the British Fleet had been disposed of and
another, still more formidable, had been
damaged. Surely it was now time to return to
the safety of the Norwegian fjords !

Captain Lindemann, in command of the
* Bismarck,” thought so ; but he was overruled
by his Admiral, who ordered the * Prinz Fugen ™
to part company while the  Bismarck > held
on her course for a French port. Night fell
without further incident, but soon after mid-
night torpedo-carrying Swordfish from the
* Victorious,” supported by Fulmars, delivered
an attack in which a hit was scored on the
starboard side. Survivors from the *“ Bismarck >
subsequently spoke with surprise and admira-
tion of the courage displayed by the British
pilots. One Swordfish, they said, after being hit,
still tried to get into a position from which to
release its torpedo before plunging into the sea.
The anti-aircraft fire of the * Bismarck > was
tremendous. many of the guns becoming red-
hot. Our losses in this attack were two Swordfish
and two Fulmars, the crews of the Fulmars
being saved. It was put about on board the
* Bismarck ** that forty-seven British aircraft
had been destroyed.

Soon after 3 o'clock that morning, 25th May,
visibility became very bad, and contact with the
“ Bismarck ” was at last lost by the cruisers
*“ Norfolk ” and *° Suffolk,” which had
shadowed her so tenaciously since sunset on
23rd May. When last seen her speed had
been reduced to 20 knots. It now seemed to
the Admiralty that, in view of the damage which
she had sustained and her heavy consumption
of fuel, she would either double back on her
track and return to Norway or make for one
of the French ports in order to refuel and refit.
Coastal Command did its best to meet both
contingencies.

All that afternoon and throughout the night
three Catalinas searched the area through which
it was considered most probable that the
* Bismarck ” was steaming. They remained
air-borne for 19 hours 36 minutes, 20 hours 54
minutes, and 22 hours 21 minutes respectively.
They saw nothing of the enemy, though one of
them passed over a warship in the dead of

night and was not able to identify it, low cloud
making the use of parachute flares impossible.

During 26th May Hudsons patrolled the
Denmark Strait all day in very bad weather,
while Sunderlands, with the help of a Catalina
and a Hudson, covered the passage between
Iceland and the Faroes. None of these aircraft
sighted the enemy. Units of the Royal Navy
were taking up fresh dispositions. The main
body of the Home Fleet was steaming at high
speed in a South-Westerly direction from
Northern waters. Another force, headed by the
* Renown,” was steaming North-Westwards at
high speed from Gibraltar, while the *“ Rodney
and the *‘ Ramillies,” on escort duty in the
North Atlantic, proceeded to move in the
direction of the enemy.

On board the ‘ Bismarck ” the mood of
sxaltation occasioned by her victory over the
*“ Hood ” began to give way to one of anxiety
which increased to alarm when, shortly before
midday, Admiral Lutjens informed the crew
that it had proved impossible to shake off
pursuit and that, though aircraft and U-boats
would be forthcoming as soon as the ship came
within their range, an action would almost
certainly have to be fought, in which case
the best which could be hoped for would be
that the *‘ Bismarck ” would take some of
the British Navy to the bottom with her.
Yet, as the day wore on, and no aircraft
appeared over them and no hostile ships were
sighted, their spirits rose again, especiallv
when at evening they entered a U-boat area.

Dawn on 26th May broke over a heavy
sea above which scudded broken clouds.
During the morning the weather became some-
what hazy. At 10.30 a Catalina flying boat
appeared above the ¢ Bismarck.”” It had taken
off from a base in Northern Ireland seven hours
before and was one of two sent to patrol some
five hundred miles out in the Atlantic almost
due West of Land's End. Contact with the
* Bismarck ” had been regained after a lapse
of thirty-one and a half hours.

This had been achieved by brilliant calcula-
tion on the part of the Air and Naval Staffs,
whose plotting of the ‘° Bismarck’s > probable
course was accurate enough to enable the
Commander-in-Chief, Coastal Command, to
design the pattern of his patrols so as to place
them exactly where the enemy was most likely
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which from the outset had been close, became
the watchword of Coastal Command. It was
laid down as a principle that the ultimate
decision concerning any operation must rest
with the Royal Navy, whose duty it is to fight
and win wars at sea. This did not, and does
not, mean that Coastal Command should have
no initiative of its own. Far from it. But the
operational requirements of the Admiralty must
come before all else. This is realised to the full,
and close and harmonious co-operation with the
Royal Navy is the happy result. How it is
achieved is best seen by examining the organisa-
tion of Coastal Command.

At the centre is Headquarters, where the
Commander-in-Chief is in constant and im-
mediate touch with the Admiralty. This is
maintained by Naval Officers stationed at the
one place and Royal Air Force Officers stationed
at the other. Each keeps the other “in the
picture ”* throughout. The Command is divided
into Groups whose geographical boundaries
conform to those of the Naval Commands on
shore with which they are associated. They
cover the whole of England, Scotland, Wales
and Northern Treland. There is a separate
group in Iceland and a station at Gibraltar.

Each Air Force Group and Naval Command
possesses an Areca Combined Headquarters
where the Operations Room, common to both
Services, is situated. The Army staff responsible
for the anti-aircraft and other defences are
normally part of headquarters. The Air Officer
Commanding the Group, usually an Air Vice-
Marshal, has his office next to that of the
Naval Commander-in-Chief, who is an Admiral
or a Vice-Admiral. They fight their part of
the war together. If, for example, the Com-
mander-in-Chief of the Home Fleet requires
air support or a special reconnaissance, he
asks for it through the Flag Officer Commanding
the nearest Area Combined Headquarters, who
passes on the request to his Air Force colleague.
If for some reason—such as lack of aircraft
available—the request cannot be met, it is
referred at once to the Air Officer Commanding-
in-Chief, Coastal Command, who takes action.

All essential information and operational
instructions given and received by Head-
quarters and lower formations pass through
a special communications system common to
the Royal Navy and the Royal Air Force, and
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manned by ratings and aircraftmen, Wrens
and Waaf. This system feeds both Services
simultaneously. For example, the Form Green,
as it is called, on which the orders for an
operation—an attack on enemy shipping, an
anti-submarine patrol, or whatever it may be—
are set out, goes at once to the Naval and the
Air Force Commanders and units concerned.
This process is repeated with the Form Orange,
on which the result of the operation is recorded
after the crews who have carried it out have
been interrogated at their Station by the
Intelligence staff.

The Operations Room of an Area Combined
Headquarters is of standard pattern. Some of
them are sunk many feet deep underground and
are approached by long flights of steps. All are
surrounded by groups of offices containing the
various branches of the staff, Intelligence,
Signals, Cipher clerks, telephone and teleprinter
operators and the rest. All rooms are air-
conditioned.

Let us take as an example the room belonging
to the Group most directly concerned with
the Battle of the Atlantic. It is large and
lofty, oblong in shape, and bright with a soft
reflected light. Along the whole length of one
of the longer walls is a huge board on which
is painted the map of the Atlantic. The land
is coloured brownish yellow and on it are
marked the Stations belonging to the Group,
the harbours used by the Royal Navy, and
such Stations of Fighter Command as are in
the Area.

On this huge map, some sixteen feet high
and thirty feet long, the Battle of the Atlantic
is shown in full detail, so that the exact position
at any moment can be seen at a glance.” The
details thus visually recorded are known as
the ““ plot.” FEach convoy and the nature of
its escort, both sea and air, is marked with
the appropriate symbol and its route by elastic
strings of different colours. The position known
or suspected of every U-boat is also shown,
as are those of our own submarines and surface
vessels. The spot where an attack by Focke-
Whulf, U-boat or surface raider has been made
or where a ship has been sunk is similarly
recorded. If a U-boat is sunk, the symbol
representing it on the * plot ” is turned upside
down. Cardboard arrows indicate the speed
and direction of the wind.
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which the aircraft can safely be diverted ?”

A word must also be said about the kind of
work covered by the term * Intelligence.”
This ranges from the Operational Research
section at Headquarters, in which officers and
scientists together seek the solution of tactical
problems, to the Station Intelligence Officer
who briefs the crews and interrogates them
when the patrol or sortie is over. “ Pure”
intelligence, as distinct from that arriving
through channels to be broadly described
as ““secret sources,”” is derived from photo-
graphs. These are of great and sometimes,
as in the case of the first and last voyage of
the “ Bismarck,” of the greatest importance.
Some of those accompanying this record will
give an idea of their value. Every Station,
every Group, and the Headquarters itself of
Coastal Command have photographic sections
where many thousands of operational photo-
graphs are the subject of close stuar. Tt is the
general rule for aircraft of the Command to
carry cameras which record anything of iiterest
that may be seen in the course ot a patrol.

As soon as an aircraft has landed, the films
are taken to the Station Photographic Section,
processed and delivered to the Station In-
telligence Officer within an hour and a half.
Those of particular interest are sent to Group
or Command Headquarters and subsequently
to the Air Ministry. Processing calls for expert
knowledge and is carried out by a specially
trained staff, many of whom were professional
photographers in the days of peace. Mosaics,
which are photographic maps, are made from
a large number of individual pictures. The
result is an absolutely accurate map of the
temporary or permanent  abodes of the
guilty.” Pictures, too, of enemy shipping go
to swell the considerable gallery of targets kept
on every Station. With all these the Intelligence
Officer must be familiar. They are an unfailing
and invaluable source of knowledge.

A good Intelligence Officer must have in
him something of the qualities of Herodotus.
Socrates and Voltaire. He must be avid for
the collection of facts, expert in sifting the true
from the false, concise and convincing in his
presentation of them. It is his unending and
not unworthy task to pursue knowledge of
the enemy, his habits of warfare on land, sea,
and in the air. He must know, or be able to

find out without delay, all about enemy ships,
their dimensions, armament, cargoes, about the
convoys in which they sail and the ports they
use and why, about enemy aerodromes and the
aircraft based on them, about guns, balloons and
other defences surrounding the targets chosen
for attack, about the targets themselves, the
ports, harbours, factories, barracks, wireless
stations, oil dumps, everything that constitutes
a military objective within range of Coastal
Command. He must be able to identify ships
from photographs, sketches, the written and
verbal reports of pilots. He must, with the aid
of the Royal Navy, always and instantly forth-
coming, become an authority on E-boats,
U-boats, destroyers, cruisers, every kind of
craft up to and including pocket-battleships.
He must be able from his knowledge to give
advice on tactics, from the best way to approach
a heavily defended port like Brest to the most
effective method of bombing a ten-thousand-ton
tanker. The information he receives and the
knowledge he acquires are constantly changing
as the war develops. There is about his duties
nothing static, and this flexibility is part of that
which is a chief characteristic of the organisation
as a whole.

It is flexibility and the practice of close
co-operation with the Roval Navy which are
the twin hall-marks of Coastal Command.
Its forces are not only sent into action instantly,
they can be switched to any desired point
with a speed never before achieved in warfare,
They join with ship-borne naval aircraft in
extending the vision and striking power of the
Fleet. Though they are not everywhere at once,
they are moved huge distances at great speeds.
A Catalina or a Sunderland may on Monday
ke flying on the ice patrol above the Denmark
Strait with * Greenland's icy mountains > on
the horizon, and on Wednesday be rocking
at its moorings in the sunny harbour of
Gibraltar. A Hudson which has sunk a ship
in Aalesund may two nights later be bombing a
U-boat hundreds of miles West of Land’s End.

The Royal Navy and Coastal Command are
two separate Services with one common object,
the defeat and destruction of the enemy. The
men and women who serve in them wear uni-
forms of blue cloth. Those on the backs of
the Royal Air Force are of a lighter shade.
That is all the difference.
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on its wings, and with the first burst sent it
straight into the sea, where it broke up and
sank before its type could be identified.

Such incidents provided a welcome but rare
relief in the routine of ploughing through
weather which grew worse and worse as the
year drew to a close. Yet there were com-
pensations. The pilots and crews of Ansons
flying over the desolate seas to the North and
North-West of Scotland soon became well
known to the lighthouse keepers on the many
islands off these coasts. It was a strange but
firm friendship. Neither could meet nor speak
to the other save by signs. The crews dropped
newspapers and magazines. The lighthouse
keepers expressed their gratitude by waving
their arms, and one of them was wont to display
a large sheet with “ Thank you ” written on it.
There was also a dog who was given bones
from the air, and soon showed great skill in
marking the spot where they would fall and
snatching them before they could roll into the
hungry sea.

An average of 85 ships were escorted daily
throughout November, and the total number
of convoys up to the end of the year was 598.

To the perils provided by the U-boat another
was added at the end of October 1939. This
was the magnetic mine. Fortunately, one of
them was recovered intact from the sea off
Shoeburyness. 1Its secrets were laid bare by
the courage and skill of a naval officer, and
experiments were at once made to determine
whether this type of mine, which blew up,
when it came into contact with the magnetic
field of a passing ship, could be exploded from
the air by an aircraft capable of setting up a
similar field.

The Wellington was soon found to be the
aircraft most suited to the purpose, and a
number were equipped with a hoop-shaped
casing extending all round them and secured
to their nose, wings and tail. The casing held
a magnetic coil, and current to it was supplied
by an auxiliary engine—the ordinary Ford V.8
type—carried in the Wellington.

Experiments were made at sea, and in the
early days of January 1940 a number of
Wellingtons of Coastal Command were mine-
sweeping round our shores. It was hazardous
and unpleasant work. It was difficult to take
off and land the aircraft. When the mines
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exploded the Wellingtons were severely jolted,
and their crews had no warning to brace them-
selves, for they could not know the moment
when they would pass over the mine. The fumes
of the auxiliary engine caused violent nausea.
This mine-sweeping from the air went on for
some four months, after which it became no
longer necessary, ships having been fitted with
degaussing gear. From that moment the
magnetic mine became a nuisance rather than
a danger.

The flying of patrols over convoys was not
the only method of protecting them. The
Command carried out more distant patrols,
the object being to discover U-boats before
they had reached the area in which they would
find the shipping they had been dispatched to
attack. A continuous line patrol to within sixty
miles of Norway was flown daily from the first
day of the war, it being impossible to go farther
because of the limited range of the Anson. The
gap was covered by our submarines. On only
two days in October was the weather so bad as
to make the flying of such a patrol impossible.

The ** Scharnhorst,” accompanied by a
cruiser and four destroyers, was discovered by
a patrol of this kind on 8th October off
the South-West coast of Norway, although on
this occasion weather prevented an attack by
bombers. Bomber Command made numerous
attacks as the result of the special reconnais-
sances of Coastal Command. On 23rd Novem-
ber an American flying boat in service with the
Command searched all night in severe icing
conditions for the ‘“ Deutschland,” which had
on that day sunk the ‘“ Rawalpindi.” The
search for the ‘ Deutschland” went on for
some days.

From the outset the Command joined with
the Royal Navy in attacking the U-boat
wherever and whenever it was found. The first
was seen on the third day of the war. It was
bombed from so low a level that the column
of water flung skywards by the explosion split
the tail of the attacking aircraft, an Anson.

Two examples of the encounters in those
carly days may be given. On 8th December,
1939, at 9.30 in the morning, far to the North-
West of Cape Wrath, an Anson saw a U-boat
on the surface and dropped two bombs on it.
The first fell a yard to starboard of the conning-
tower, the second into the swirl of air and water
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set up as the submarine dived. After a moment
or two, during which the sea became covered
with oil and bubbles, the U-boat came to the
surface ; her bows rose at an angle which
grew steeper and steeper until her hull was
almost vertical. Then she sank slowly, stern
first. She was considered a total loss.

On 7th March a Hudson off the North-East
coast of Scotland saw a U-boat near the surface.
At the first attack only one bomb fell—fifty
yards short. The Hudson went in again and
this time succeeded in dropping two more
bombs, one of which fell on the track of the
U-boat, which had by then submerged. An
oil streak now appeared and grew gradually to
the length of a mile. The time was close on
3.0 oclock in the afternoon. At 5.0 p.m.
two destroyers arrived and were directed to the
spot by an Anson which had relieved the
Hudson. The destroyers dropped depth
charges. * A large, bubbling patch was seen.”

By 31st December, 1939, out of seventy-five
U-boats seen, fifty-one had been attacked, with
considerable success. There was by then a
marked decrease in U-boat activity. Coastal
Command had had a share in achieving this
satisfactory, if temporary, result. Up to the
end of the year its aircraft had made 1,558
sorties and flown 40,633 hours and 20 minutes.

By the end of April 1940 the first bout of
the Battle of the Atlantic was over. It had been
to our advantage. Sterner days and a time of
fiercer testing were, however, approaching.

Apart from their share in the opening stages
of the battle, which directly and indirectly
occupied so many of their flying hours, the
aircraft of Coastal Command were engaged on
other activities, of which two must be mentioned:
the protection of our fishing fleets and the search
for individual enemy or suspicious vessels. The
Luftwaffe was brought early on the scene by
the enemy and given an inglorious role to play.
1t began its attack upon us by bombing fishing
vessels unprovided with any means of defence,
and then machine-gunned the crews when they
had taken to the boats. This practice was also
extended to lightships. By the middle of
October Coastal Command was giving pro-
tection to our fishing fleets in the area of the
Dogger Bank and elsewhere in the North Sea
and in the Irish Sea. This they did by extending
their normal patrols and by flying special

sweeps carried out by aircraft in relays.

These patrols and the arming of the trawlers
soon began to act as a deterrent, and the
number of the fishing vessels sunk or hit fell
off rapidly. Our aircraft were also of great use
spotting nets and gear which had gone adrift.
The crews of the trawlers and drifters gave
quantities of fish to the local Coastal Command
Stations and not infrequently set the Air
Ministry a problem by addressing these to
“ Monty > (their term for an aircraft) X/796
—or whatever the number was that they had
seen painted on the fuselage when the aircraft
passed over their heads—Air Ministry, London.

From the beginning, special searches were
made for particular ships. Thus, early in
November, 250 hours were spent in locating
the ““ City of Flint,” which the Germans sought
to capture and which put in to a Norwegian
port, discharged its cargo, and subsequently
returned to the U.S.A. A search was made for
the German ship “ New York,” and for a
Greek vessel derelict in the Channel, where she
was a menace to shipping.

The best known of these searches was that
carried out to find the ““ Altmark.” She was
sighted at eight minutes to one in the afternoon
of 16th February, 1940, by Hudsons of Coastal
Command. They had been searching since dawn
in misty weather which cleared by mid-morning,
when the sun came out. It shone upon a sea
which appeared to be frozen over for a con-
siderable distance from the Norwegian coast.
The “ Altmark > was picked up about fifteen
miles away. The Hudsons approached closely
and the pilot of one of them, diving down,
read her name in letters a foot high which,
though obscured by paint, were clearly visible.
Other aircraft took up the task of shadowing.
The Royal Navy arrived at 2 p.m.

That afternoon the German vessel took refuge
in Josing Fjord, whither she was pursued by
H.M.S. “ Cossack,” who boarded her and
removed the prisoners. Hudsons provided an
escort for the homeward voyage of ¢ Cossack
and the other warships engaged in this
operation. On the way they spotted four
floating mines, which were sunk by the
destroyers. Hudsons stood by for a week in
order to attack the °“ Altmark ” should she
venture out of Norwegian territorial waters ;
but she remained aground in the fjord.
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3¢ The Fight for Norway

ON 8TH APRIL, 1940, at 2.0 o’clock in the
afternoon, a Sunderland flying boat sighted a
battleship of the * Scharnhorst ” class accom-
panied by two cruisers of the ‘“ Leipzig > class
and two destroyers. They were a hundred
and thirty miles from the Alsboen Light off
the West coast of Norway. The ships saw the
Sunderland almost at the same moment, and
opened anti-aircraft fire which was both heavy
and accurate. The Sunderland was hit almost
at once ; two of its tanks were holed and the
hull gradually filled with petrol. When it
landed at its base it had lost 300 gallons.
That same day German destroyers had been
seen at various times in the neighbourhood of
the Horns Reef, steaming on a Northerly
course. The German attack on Norway had
begun.

Throughout the next day aircraft of Coastal
Command were very busy reconnoitring the
new area of battle. Before midday a London
flying boat had reported the presence of a
German cruiser of the “ K oln > class in Bergen.
This intelligence was confirmed later by a
Blenheim and a Wellington. A Sunderland
reported one “ Hipper* class cruiser in
Trondhjem Fjord, and Wellingtons enemy
warships and possibly transports at Kristian-
sand (South). The cruiser at Bergen was
attacked that afternoon by Wellingtons, which
dropped thirty armour-piercing 500-1b. bombs
from between 4,000 and 6,000 feet. They were
met by heavy fire, but thought that they had
scored one direct hit on her stern. On the
next day a Hudson reported that after a
further attack by naval Skuas from the aircraft
carrier H.M.S. “ Furious” the cruiser had
sunk,

On 12th April a Wellington, put at the

service of Coastal by Bomber Command,
flew from an aerodrome in Northern Scotland
over a thousand miles of sea to the North of
Norway. When it entered Narvik Fjord
“ huge rocks towered up on e¢ither side of us,”
reports the wireless operator. * Snow drifted
down so that we could see only a few yards
ahead. The gusts were terrific, bouncing and
throwing us about. . . . By then we reckoned
we were within about ten miles of Narvik,
but we could not continue. Visibility was
almost nil. . . . We went about and picked our
way down the fjord again . . . like a boat
hugging the shore. Suddenly we saw once
more the open sea.” They soon saw something
else, a Ju.88 crossing their bows. ‘ We began
to circle each other, two heavy bombers waiting
to pounce.” Then the inevitable curtain of
snow fell and they lost each other. Near
Narvik the compass showed errors of between
twenty and thirty degrees, but the Wellington
set course for base and landed safely after a
flight of fourteen and a half hours.

On the next day the Royal Navy entered
the fjord and sank seven German destroyers.
A second reconnaissance, made on 22nd April,
also by a Wellington, covered 1,180 miles in
eight and a half hours and photographed
Trondhjem. It saw, among much else of
interest, twenty-two German aircraft on “a
frozen lake,” and its signal about this discovery
was picked up by an aircraft carrier whose
aircraft “ bombed the lake with excellent
effect.”

By 14th April the German Air Force was in
occupation of all the aerodromes in Norway
and Denmark. The most suitable from which
to launch air attacks on the Fleet in Scapa
Flow or on other Scottish naval bases was
that at Stavanger, where there was also a sea-
plane anchorage. It is not quite three hundred
miles from the nearest point on our coast.
The Germans began without delay to make the
fullest use of it and for us it became an im-
portant target. Coastal Command bombed
and machine-gunned it many times, beginning
on 10th April. Here is the report contained
in the official summary of a machine-gun
attack by a long-range Blenheim. It is typical
of many such.

* Reached Norwegian coast at 16.00 hours
on 10th (April). At 16.04 entered the clouds
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run down into the Narrow Seas and prey upon
our shipping. On 20th May they were in action
against E-boats off Texel, and there was much
activity during the next few days. On the 25th,
for example, four miles off the Maas, an Anson
blew an E-boat to pieces with an anti-submarine
bomb, and two more were raked with machine-
gun fire, Altogether in the thirty-three days
between 20th May, when the first E-boat was
attacked, and 21st June, when France and
Germany signed an Armistice, 17 attacks on
E-boats were made by aircraft of the Command.

Meanwhile, at night Hudsons and Beauforts
delivered a series of attacks on the oil tanks and
plant at Rotterdam. On 20th May several tanks
were hit and fired, the smoke of their burning
rising to 7,000 feet, and by 31st May the Group
to which these aircraft belonged was able to
report : ““ It appears that all oil tanks are now
destroyed.” Another attack on oil targets may
here be mentioned, though it took place
somewhat later. On the 9th June, seven Beau-
forts bombed the oil tanks at Ghent, causing
huge fires. They came down to four hundred
feet and added to the destruction by machine-
gunning those tanks not hit by bombs. ‘1 saw
Germans round the oil containers,”” said one
of the navigators, * running about like confused
hens. They were the first enemy I had seen.
We used armour-piercing bullets followed by
incendiary, and the tanks flared up like torches.”

The activity of the Command can be judged
by the number of patrols flown in daylight.
Ninety-four of varying strength were carried
out over Holland, Belgium and Northern
France in the first twenty days of the battle.
This number was to be exceeded not in the
next twenty, but in the next seven days.
From 30th May to 4th June 135 patrols were
flown. On 30th May the evacuation of the
British Army and the French Northern Army
from Dunkirk was begun.

In this operation it was the part of Coastal
Command to cover the area of the Narrow
Seas while Fighter Command provided closer
protection. Coastal Command gave to its
orders the widest interpretation. Not only were
German bombers and their escorts attacked,
but also, where possible, German troops. It is
not necessarily in the actual arca where an
operation by land and naval forces is in progress
that the most effective air support can be given ;

much can be done by attacking the oncoming
armies of the enemy.

Thus, on 31st May, ten Albacores and nine
Skuas, under the direction of Coastal Command,
bombed pontoon bridges over the Nieuport
Canal and piers on the foreshore. Direct hits
were made. Going home, the Skuas, their
ammunition exhausted, ran into twelve Me.
109s. Two Skuas were lost, but the remainder
got away, for the Messerschmitts turned upon
three Hudsons on patrol. The Hudsons closed
up into tight formation and went down low
over the sea. There they fought out the battle
driving off their far swifter opponents and
shooting down one of them with no loss to
themselves. On the next day the same three
Hudsons attacked about forty enemy aircraft
near Dunkirk. They shot down, again without
loss, two Ju.88s and one Ju.87 for certain and
severely damaged four more.

One of three Ansons, after an action off
Zecbrugge, landed in the sea short of petrol
forty yards from a destroyer. The crew,
confidently awaiting rescue, observed with
some dismay a hundred or more naval ratings
suddenly cast themselves from the destroyer’s
deck into the water. “ We are sinking,”
shouted the pilot. ““So are we,” was the
answer. The crews of both craft were rescued
by another destroyer brought to the scene by
another Anson.

On the last day of May and the first three
days of June, when the evacuation operations
were at their height, one Group of the Com-
mand made 327 sorties over or near Duukirk.
It must be remembered that this severe fighting
was being conducted by General Recon-
naissance pilots and crews with no specialised
fighter training, flying aircraft neither designed
for the purpose nor possessed of the great speed
of their adversaries. It was found, however,
that the British types, especially the Ansons,
showed great powers of manceuvre. Therr
pilots, by keeping in a tight turn in the direction
of their faster flying enemy, were able not only
to avoid his fire but also to bring their own to
bear with good effect.

Aircraft of Coastal Command were able to
help in the rescue of men in small boats or
struggling in the sea. On 1st June escort
vessels were guided to soldiers seen clinging to
wreckage, and later on that day tugs were
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did not have the necessary strength in aircraft.
But what was lacking in numbers was made
up in skill and determination. It soon became
the practice to allow our pilots, when they
had completed a routine patrol, to attack
selected targets if circumstances permitted.
On 28th June, for example, the gas-works at
Willemsoord were blown up by a single aircraft
on its way back from a reconnaissance. This
permission our pilots regarded as a privilege,
and they availed themselves of it as often as
they could.

From the end of the first week in August
to the 31st October, 1940, Fighter Command
was engaged with all its strength in the Battle
of Britain. Those weeks were critical. Had
that battle been lost, aircraft of Coastal Com-
mand patrolling off Norwegian fjords, off
Danish and Dutch sandbanks and islands,
off the grey shores of Belgium and the iron
coast of Northern France might well have
had to report that the German Armada was
standing out to sea.

7: Seeking the Raider

in his Lair

ON 9TH APRIL, 1940, the problems of Coastal
Command became of larger consequence by
reason of the German invasion of Norway.
From that date the enemy began with increasing
speed to possess himself of bases not, indeed,
invulnerable, but well protected by nature from
assault by sea and air, and so situated that
his conduct of the Battle of the Atlantic became
a simpler task. His U-boats and surface
raiders could now move out from their har-
bours in the North Sea or the Baltic up the
long Norwegian coast close inshore, through
waters among the most sheltered in the world,

into the Atlantic, where an area of battle
vast in extent, and therefore very difficult to
patrol, awaited them. To their number was
soon to be added a third menace, the four-
engined Focke-Wulf Kurier.

In a short month the enemy brought his
advanced air and sea bases to within 350 miles
of Britain. But worse was soon to follow.
By the end of May he had acquired all the
bases of Holland and Belgium. On 17th June
France sued for an Armistice and on the 21st
its terms were signed. Under them Germany
obtained, among much else, the right to occupy
the whole coast-line of France with all its
harbours, roadsteads, estuaries and ports from
Dunkirk in the North to Bordeaux in the
South. Thus, before June 1940 was out, the
Germans had the whole coast-line of Western
Europe under their control, with the exception
of that of Spain and Portugal. The second and
grimmer phase of the Battle of the Atlantic was
about to begin. It seemed that the advantage
lay all with the enemy.

Reduced to its simplest form the problem
of countering the activities of surface raiders,
U-boats and long-range bombers consists in
destroying them either in their bases or when
they are out looking for shipping to attack.
After the fall of France, Coastal Command
increased its reconnaissance activities, and
patrols were established and maintained from
the North of Norway to the Spanish border.
They were, and are, an addition to the normal
convoy patrols, which altered in character
after the German occupation of so much of
Europe’s coast-line had very greatly increased
the danger of air attack upon convoys sailing
through the Channel.

This work of reconnaissance is not carried
out without opposition. There have been
many encounters with the Luftwaffe, who are
able to use short-range fighters for the defence
of their country’s ill-gotten gains, whereas we
must send out Hudsons, Blenheims, Beauforts
and flying boats because of the distance
separating this island from the areas to be
reconnoitred.  This disadvantage, while it
adds to the difficulties and dangers of the task,
has not prevented its fulfilment. It is per-
formed in all weathers, though in daylight
cloud cover is almost essential. * By skilful
use of a diffused layer of cloud, which was at
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we were actually flying under the German
flag, for as we beat it over the dock I saw out
of the corner of my eye a swastika flag hanging
from a staff about fifty feet above us. The
ship’s stern was wreathed in smoke as we
left.”

Inevitably as time went on attacks became
concentrated on Brest, especially after the
last week in March 1941, when the ¢ Scharn-
horst ”” and the ‘ Gneisenau,” or ‘ Salmon
and Gluckstein,” as they are known through-
out the Royal Air Force, took refuge in that
naval base on their return from commerce-
raiding in the Atlantic. Coastal Command
attacked them, either alone or as part of an
operation by Bomber Command, 63 times in
1941, including an attack on the ‘ Scharn-
horst ”* on the 23rd July when she had sought
temporary refuge at La Pallice. The defences
of Brest, always formidable, grew stronger and
stronger.

On one occasion a Blenheim was forced by
the failure of both engines to glide through
them. Itcircled slowly round above the harbour
while the pilot still tried to get into a good
position from which to drop his bombs. It
looked as though we should come down in
enemy territory,” he said, *““so I thought we
might as well drop our bombs in the best
place possible.”” The first attempt did not
succeed, and before releasing its load the
Blenheim glided three times round the docks,
each time going lower and lower. At last a
good target came into the bomb-sight
and the bombs were dropped at the very
moment when both the engines picked up
simultaneously. The Blenheim reached base
unscathed.

One attack must be specially mentioned.
It was made by a torpedo-carrying Beaufort
of Coastal Command at first light on 6th April,
1941. Six Beauforts were given the task of
torpedoing one of the battle-cruisers known to
be lying alongside the quay in the Rade Abri
at Brest. The aerodrome in the South-West
of England from which they started was rain-
soaked and three of them became bogged when
trying to take off. These took no part in the
operation. The fourth failed to find Brest
in the haze which preceded the dawn and
returned with its torpedo. The fifth went in to
attack a few minutes too late. ‘ When 1

arrived at Brest,” reported its pilot, it was
full daylight. I crossed the spit of land at the
South-West corner of the harbour, coming
under fire from shore batteries. I then came
down to a few feet above the water and flew
towards the mole protecting the Rade Abri,
behind which the battle-cruiser lay. I passed
three flak-ships . . . and nearly reached the
mole itself, By then I was being fired at from
batteries all round the harbour. . . . Continuous
streams of fire seemed to be coming from every
direction. It was by far the worst flak I have
ever encountered. When I was nearly up to
the mole I saw that the battle-cruiser herself
was completely hidden from me by a bank of
haze. 1 therefore turned away to the Fast and
climbed into cloud.” The sixth and last
Beaufort had attacked a few minutes before.
It crossed the same spit of land South-West of
the harbour entrance at a low height and found
an enemy battle-cruiser, almost certainly the
“ Gneisenau,” lying alongside the quay on
the North shore, where it was protected by a
stone mole curving round from the West.
The Beaufort came in very low and was at
once under the fire of some 270 anti-aircraft
guns of varying calibres established on the
rising ground behind the ship and on the two
arms of land which encircled the outer harbour.
To the formidable concentration of fire which
these guns immediately produced was added
the barrage from the guns of the warship
itself and from those of the three flak-ships
already mentioned. Moreover, having pene-
trated these formidable defences, the Beaufort,
after delivering its low-level attack, would have
had the greatest difficulty in avoiding the rising
ground behind the harbour. All these obstacles
were known to the pilot, who, * despising the
heavy odds, went cheerfully and resolutely to
the task.” He passed the anti-aircraft ships
at less than mast height, flying into the very
mouths of their guns. Skimming over the
mole, a torpedo was launched point-blank at a
range of some 500 yards. The battle-cruiser
was hit and damaged below the water-line.
Subsequent photographs showed that she was
undergoing repairs.

The Beaufort did not return. There is a
story that it fell on the deck of its quarry.
It was manned by a graduate of Cambridge
University, a Canadian from Toronto, a farmer
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first attack, carried out by Hudsons, flew up
and down above the target with his navigation
lights on, in order to show the way to the rest.

The part played by Coastal Command in the
Combined Operations raid on Vaagso on 27th
December, 1941, may be mentioned, for this
operation was an attack on a fringe target carried
out by the Royal Navy and the Army. It was the
task of Blenheim fighters and Beaufighters of
the Command to provide protection from the
air while Blenheims of Bomber Command
made an attack on enemy aerodromes within
range. The sky was clear and the Beaufighters,
which were over the target about 1.0 p.m.,
successfully prevented the German Air Force
from interfering. Several combats took place ;
four He.11ls were shot down for the loss of
three Beaufighters.

One Blenheim returned to base with the
observer and rear gunner both badly wounded.
It fought two Me.109s over the ships and
during this engagement the rear gunner was
put out of action. It turned for home when it
encountered a Me.110 very low over the water.
The observer was attending the wounded rear
gunner, whom he had taken from the turret.
He manned the guns, but was himself wounded
a moment later by a burst of fire from the
Me.110. “ Just then,” reported the pilot, “1
heard a swishing noise and spray flew in from
my open side-window. An engine began to
cough. I had hit the water with one propeller,
but fortunately, beyond bending it a bit, there
was no serious damage and the engine picked
up again.” Within 50 miles of base the observer
succeeded in reaching the wireless set, though
it took him ten minutes to cover the six feet
separating him from it, and sent out a distress
signal. The Blenheim, with flaps and under-
carriage unserviceable, made a successful belly
landing. The crew survived.

This account of attacks on land targets is
best ended by the story of the Beaufort raid
on the docks of Nantes on the night of 26th/27th
October, 1941. The Beauforts set out in for-
mation and flew a hundred feet above a stormy
sea.

“ We were so low,” says the leader of the
attack, ‘‘that when we reached the French
coast I had to pull up sharply to avoid the
sand-dunes. Every time we came to a clump
of trees we leap-frogged over them and then

went down almost to the ground again. ... It
grew darker as we went farther inland and
then began the most surprising experience of
all. It was as though the whole of that part
of France were turning out to welcome us.
Every village we went over became a blaze
of light. People threw open their doors and
came out to watch us skim their chimney-
pots. In other places hamlets would suddenly
light up as if the people had torn the blackout
down when they heard us coming. . . . I remem-
ber one house with a courtyard fully lit up.
I saw a woman come out of the house, look up
at us, wave, and then go back. She switched off
the outside lights and then I saw a yellow light
from inside stream out as she opened the door.”

The docks were bombed from 300 feet.
Then the Beauforts turned for home just above
the roof-tops of Nantes, which, in the bright
moonlight, ‘‘ looked like a city of the dead.”
“Then I began to see white pin-points on the
ground and one by one lights appeared as
we raced over the chimney-pots. . . . We were
at top speed, but even so we could see doors
opening and people coming out. I felt that
we had brought some comfort to the people
of Nantes.” They were in need of it. A
cordon of German troops had for some days
surrounded the city, and within there were
fifty hostages awaiting execution as a reprisal
for the killing of the German governor. These
were shot the next morning. Yet the lights
which were switched on that night have been
seen on subsequent raids. Through them
shines the indomitable spirit of the Bretons.

Attacks on land targets by Coastal Command
have yielded in the last months to attacks on
shipping. The work of dealing with U-boats
and surface raiders in their lairs is now for
the most part being performed by Bomber
Command. Yet those earlier days when
Blenheims, Hudsons, Beauforts and flying
boats went in to the attack must not be for-
gotten. They harassed the enemy—some
6,000 metric tons of fuel oil were destroyed in
two attacks on St. Nazaire alone, sufficient to
fuel a U-boat for six to eight sorties—and
prevented him from developing his full strength
in the Western Approaches to Great Britain.

What is being done to attack the enemy
lurking in the depths or in the skies of the
broad Atlantic must now be considered.
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8: Ten Million Miles

of Sea

THE BATTLE of the Atlantic is being fought
over somewhat more than ten and a half
million square miles of sea. The rough boun-
daries of this area are, to the North a line of
latitude beyond the Arctic Circle, to the South
the Equator, to the East the coasts of Western
Europe and of part of Western Africa, to the
West the Eastern coasts of Canada, Newfound-
land, the U.S.A., the Central and certain of
the South American States. Across this vast
expanse of ocean, convoys carrying our vital
supplies pass to and fro. They are escorted by
ships of the Royal Navy and, in addition, as
soon as they come within range, by aircraft
of Coastal Command, which are the eyes of the
ships and the arrows of the defence.

“ Since the collapse of France,” reported
the Commander-in-Chief of Coastal Command
in July 1940, “ the activity of main importance
has been air and submarine attacks on shipping.
Germany’s ability to make use of air bases
along the whole of the Northern coasts of
France has rendered shipping routes in the
Channel and Western Approaches extremely
vulnerable to air attack and has resulted in
drastic alterations in the routeing of convoys.
. . . In Coastal Command the effect has been
to change the main centre of convoy activity
to an area off the North-West coast of Northern
Ireland and to give prominence to our bases
in that part of the British Isles.”

Steps were immediately taken to increase the
number of bases and to make more use of
those already in operation. Their importance
may be judged from the fact that at one base
in Northern Ireland alone 25,591 hours were
flown on patrol between July 1940 and

November 1941, These bases form the
Southern bastion of our Northern air defence.
Its Northern bastion is elsewhere, in a foreign
land whose shores, in places, cut the Arctic
Circle.

It was realised that Scottish and Northern
Irish bases alone would not be sufficient.
Others had to be found from which to cover the
North Atlantic. Coastal Command reached
out and established itself in Iceland. That
island, larger than Ireland, was occupied by
British troops on 10th May, 1940. 1t was not,
however, until 27th August that half a squadron
of Battles landed near a little fishing village on
its South-Western shores. The other half
arrived on 14th September.

Their flight, though uneventful, was none
the less remarkable, if the limited endurance
of this type of aircraft is remembered. It had
been necessary to wait several weeks for
favourable weather, for the endurance of a
Battle would not permit it to cross the seven
hundred odd miles of sea separating Scotland
from Iceland unless there was a tail wind
or no wind at all. They flew in two groups
of nine preceded and followed by a Sunderland
to ensure that there would be no navigational
difficulties. Before the eyes of the pilots as they
drew near stretched a line of black hills bearing
no trace of trees or vegetation save for an
irregular pattern inscribed upon their dark
flanks in streaks of yellowish-green moss.
Beyond, seemingly but twenty, in fact some
sixty miles away, the shapes of high mountains
and the foot of a glacier a hundred miles long
were to be perceived, now dim and hesitant,
now clear cut and bold against a sky whose
colour and texture were in constant movement.

On this land of savage yet delicate beauty
the Battles alighted by the mouth of a river
flowing through a desolate marsh of lava
and grey tussocky grass which divides the dark
hills from the sullen sea. They began at once
to take their part in the fight, a part subse-
quently played by aircraft more suited to the
purpose. Thus by September 1940 the Northern
bases had been increased and reinforced.

In the West and South-West of these islands
our bases have remained unchanged in number.
Their activities, however, were intensified, so
much so that in August 1941 the aircraft using
them were finding and attacking U-boats at
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was right in more than one sense. Being a
mechanic cuts one off from all real conimunica-
tions with women. There are no women in the
machines—in any machine. No woman, I
believe, can understand a mechanic’s happiness
in serving his bits and pieces. Had he survived
his road crash a month later and returned to
his old Station to-day he would have found
over 300 W.A.A.F. there, accepted by the
R.A.F. as a normal part of Station life.

“ The specific operational duties carried out
by Coastal Command affect the work of the
W.A.A.F. employed as Special Duties Clerks,
in the Signals branches, and in the Intelligence
branches.

“ The part played in the staff side of opera-
tions is considerable. In a large and lofty room
in the Command Operations Block a W.A.A.F.
officer sits at a long table writing and making
calculations. She is the Operations Room
Plotter and she receives a constant stream of
signals covering patrols, convoy escorts, recon-
naissance flights and U-boats warfare. At her
elbow are a number of large-scale charts cover-
ing the wide area over which Coastal Command
operates. As the signals with coded map
references pour in she translates the data into
plots in latitude and longitude. Using com-
passes, parallel rulers and protractor, she pin-
points the chart, drawing pencil lines which
‘lay off* courses and bearings of ships and
aircraft and indicate areas to be patrolled. The
chart may be a complete picture of the Battle
of the Atlantic or other Coastal activities kept
up to date minute by minute, showing the
latest movements of ships and aircraft.

‘ Teleprinters are used to send and receive
signals. When operating them the W.A.A.F.
have to be absolutely accurate. One letter
wrong in a coded signal can make the difference
of several miles in direction finding—the
difference between the crew of a Sunderland
which has come to grief over the sea being lost
or saved. Station signals are sorted and checked
in the Traffic Room, where sit two airwomen
whose job it is to log all Station signals and to
see that all incoming signals are delivered to
the right people with the minimum of delay.
In the Command Operations Room are also to
be found the W.A.AF. Wireless Operators.
They receive and transmit Morse messages to
and from the aircraft.

“ There are many additional duties. The care
of maps and charts is one of them. The
W.A.A.F. clerk will produce those required by
a crew for the operation they have been detailed
to carry out. She has been selected for her
knowledge of geography. She must know the
quickest route, the most dangerous, or the safest
to any part of the world. Relief maps used by air
crews are coloured in gradations of purple.
It is the easiest colour to see in the dim light of
a cockpit.

“ On a number of Coastal Stations the Code
and Cipher officers have been made responsible
for giving the air crews their code books and
identification signals before they take off on
operations. The Waaf’s attitude to air crews
with whom she may come in direct contact
at moments like these is rather like a nurse’s
attitude to a young surgeon about to perform
an operation—a kind of clinical good humour.

“The Post Office has proved that, as a
general rule, a woman has a better telephone
voice than a man. They have found this in
the R.A.F. too. Hence the W.A.A.F. Radio
Telephonists who speak to the pilots and radio
operators of air-borne craft and give them their
bearings and landing directions.

“ On another part of the Coastal Command
Station, probably near the Operations and
Crew Rooms, is the Ration Store. Here air
crews collect their rations, which are prepared
and issued by W.AAF.

“On all operational Stations in Coastal
Command there is a parachute packing section.
Parachutes are packed in a room like a squash
court. They are hung from the ceiling for
several hours to remove creases before packing
—60 yards of white silk., The R.A.F. Corporal
in charge says that parachutes can be packed
in half an hour, but no one is encouraged to do
this in under forty minutes. The airwomen
“on the job” half sit, half lie on the long,
polished tables, and do not smoke or talk
while they work, If a parachute is packed
incorrectly or carelessly it might not open
properly when the rip-cord is pulled.

‘“ One of the strangest jobs that W.A.AF.
do in Coastal Command is pigeon-keeping.
Homing pigeons are used for emergency
messages from aircraft and a W.A.A.F. must
be able to train and handle the birds and also to
instruct the air crew how to manage them
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direction of the wind was gauged by a parachute
flare. The captain brought the flying boat
down in the trough between two waves. It
was lifted up by one of them, so large and
powerful that it took all flying speed away from
the boat, which came to a halt with both wing-
tip floats intact. The crew were at once
prostrated by violent sea-sickness and this
endured for many hours. The wircless opera-
tors began to send out signals, not knowing if
any would be received. One was, and they
presently picked up a message telling them that
a warship would arrive in eight hours.

The Sunderland,continued to drift in tumultu-
ous seas at a speed of about eight miles an hour.
How long she would endure the buffeting it was
hard to say. The wireless set was dismantled,
repaired and reassembled. The signals sub-
sequently made were picked up by the warship,
faint at first, but strong after midday. At
2.20 p.m. the Sunderland signalled : ** Hurry,
cracking up.” Fifteen minutes later she was
sighted and the look-out on the bridge of the
warship read the word ““ hurry > flashed by a
lamp. At that moment as the crew caught
sight of the warship a wave larger than the
rest struck the Sunderland head on. She began
to break up and the crew—there were thirteen
of them—were flung into the water.

The captain of the warship manceuvred her
so as to approach the wreckage of the flying
boat from the lee quarter. He took the way
off his ship as the crew swept past abreast of, and
almost as high as, his bridge. A Naval Com-
mander and twelve ratings with lines secured
to them went over the side and pulled on board
nine of the crew, who had then been fifty minutes
in the sea. The other four were lost. The
Sunderland had remained afloat in a full gale
for not quite nine hours. The name of the
warship was H.M.A.S. ** Australia.”

Next to weather and a long way behind in
importance is the danger of engine failure. This
is comparatively rare, for design and craftsman-
ship have improved almost beyond measure
since the last war. Even modern engines,
however, cannot always be relied upon to stand
up to the great strains put upon them by con-
stant use in all conditions of weather. More-
over, some of the bombers which it is necessary
for Coastal Command to employ in reconnais-
sance duties must continue unfalteringly to

patrol at an average height much lower than
that at which they were designed to fly. Over-
heating is sometimes the result.

On 24th October, 1941, at 7.30 a.m., for
example, a Whitley far out over the Atlantic
developed trouble in its port engine. Height
was maintained on the starboard engine for two
and a half hours by running it at 2,600 revolu-
tions and plus six boost.* At the end of this
time “ the solder was running out of both
engines,” reports the pilot. “I attempted to
land into the wind at right angles to the swell,”
he continues. “ This was where I made my
mistake. I touched the swell amidships ; then
the nose of the aircraft struck it, smashing the
gun-turret, which suddenly appeared through
my windscreen. . . . For the two and a half
hours during which 1 kept the aircraft in the
air we were constantly sending out messages
indicating our position.”” So accurate was the
navigation of the observer that aircraft sent to
the rescue found the Whitley five miles only
from the position it had last indicated. The
crew were picked up.

In the same month, many hundreds of miles
to the South, a Hudson was forced to alight
in the sea 135 miles from the coast of West
Africa. “ The crew swam to the dinghy, which
was still not inflated and on arrival was found
to be inverted. . . . Almost immediately after
this two sharks arrived and circled, one with
fin above the water and the other well below
the surface. In driving them off the dinghy
pump was lost. For some time no further
action was taken with regard to the dinghy as
our attention was fully occupied with the
sharks ; clinging to the dinghy and so
positioned that each could see behind his
opposite number, a good watch was kept. The
sharks were frequently driven off by splashing.”
The crew eventually succeeded in boarding the
dinghy, from which they were rescued some
forty-eight hours later.

There is also the Whitley on patrol two
hundred miles off Iceland on Christmas Eve,
1941. At 3.49 p.m. its base received the
following message: “SOS. Am landing in
sea. Merry Christmas.” It is pleasant to record
that the Whitley got back on one engine and
landed safely.

One other danger must be mentioned,

* Supercharger.
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caused by it are seen, may have accomplished
their purpose and that the U-boat went down
on the long slant to destruction, manned by
a crew of choked and drowning men.

The cross-over patrol system was established
and flown shortly before the war. Its length
has gradually been extended both in distance
and in time as more powerful aircraft have
become available. An examination of the
figures for the number of hours flown shows
a steady if fluctuating increase over the first
twenty-six months of war. The number and
length of the patrols are naturally higher in
summer, when the hours of daylight are more
numerous and the weather conditions more
stable. In July 1940, for example, the number
of hours flown by our flying boats on patrol
was almost trebled.

Though U-boats have frequently been sighted
and attacked, the work more often than not is
of great monotony. To keep an unblinking and
vigilant look-out from the turrets and side-
windows of a Sunderland or from the blisters
of a Catalina flying over what seems an
illimitable stretch of sea demands physical and
mental endurance of a high order. Sometimes
a fishing wvessel, British, Spanish, French,
Norwegian, Icelandic, is seen ; sometimes a
raft, more rarely a periscope with a spume of
foam about it. When that is sighted or when
the submarine is seen on the surface, the klaxon
sounds and the crew get ready for immediate
action. Both bombs and depth charges are
used to destroy the enemy.

*“ A Sunderland attacked an enemy submarine
in a position 285° Cape Finisterre 210 miles.
Bombs were dropped within twenty feet when
the submarine was at periscope depth and a
large oil patch with air bubbles was observed.
Later more bubbles appeared in the centre of
the patch. After twenty minutes the oil patch
extended with bubbles continuing to rise. The
aircraft remaiaed in the vicinity for three and
a half hours.” “Two 100-1b. high-
explosive bombs were dropped which fell a few
yards from the periscope. It is considered that
the submarine was hit. Two large brown
patches and a pale blue patch appeared on the
surface about seven minutes afterwards.” ...
** One Sunderland reported attacking an enemy
submarine U.26 in a position 240 Bishop's
Rock 204 miles, forcing the enemy submarine

to the surface. . . . Bombs were dropped, one
of which obtained a direct hit on the stern,
causing the submarine to sink. Forty-one
survivors were being picked up by a naval unit
when the aircraft left.”” . . . ** A Lerwick on
convoy escort attacked an enemy submarine
and claims a direct hit on the conning-tower.
Oil and air bubbles were seen after the attack.”

Passages such as these are to be found in
plenty in the reports prepared by the Air
Ministry War Room.

Little can be said of the second method—the
use of sweeps over chosen stretches of ocean
by one or more aircraft. The manner in which
this method is used and the organisation
required must still remain a secret. A single
positive result, one out of many, may be
described in detail.

The following attack ended in an event at
present unique in this war. On 27th August,
1941, a Hudson patrolling from Iceland sighted
* the swirl and wake of a U-boat >’ about 800
yards ahead. It was then a little after 6.30 a.m.
* No actual part of the U-boat was seen,”
reported the captain, “and vision was very
limited owing to rain-squall. Marked position
with smoke floats . . . and made a submarine
sighting report to base.,” The Hudson cruised
round for a little less than an hour, when
it again sighted the submarine, this time on
the surface a mile away on the port bow. It
attacked, but its depth-charges hung up and the
submarine dived. A second sighting report
was sent. Three hours passed and then another
Hudson from the same squadron appeared,
having been sent out on *‘ strike.” The sub-
marine—it was U-boat 570—had by this time
surfaced again and was seen at once 1,200 yards
away to port.

The second Hudson dived upon it and
released its depth charges just as the U-boat was
starting to submerge. “ The U-boat was com-
pletely enveloped by the explosions and shortly
afterwards submerged completely.” Two
minutes later it shot to the surface, where it
remained while “‘ten or twelve of its crew
wearing yellow life-jackets appeared on the
conning-tower and came down on deck.” The
Hudson dived and fired all its guns in turn when
each could be brought to bear as it swept in
tight turns round the submarine. * The
U-boat crew at once scrambled into the conning-
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abandoned the now invisible Kondor, dived
from a height of 1,200 feet to 50 feet and
dropped a stick of depth charges. There were
three explosions throwing up huge columns
of water and then, after a short interval, a fourth
explosion underneath the surface,

* The sea shook and began to boil. A dark
centre appeared and rings went out from it.”
The crew of the Liberator had hopes that they
had caused the U-boat some hurt. On
landing at base they discovered that only
three of the four depth charges released had
fallen. One had hung up. There had, how-
ever, been four explosions. A blade of one of
the propellers was perforated, but this, too, was
not discovered until after the Liberator had
landed, no difference in the performance of the
engines or propeller having been noticed during
the flight.

The menace of the Focke-Wulf, though not
eliminated, has been greatly reduced. Sunder-
lands, Catalinas and Hudsons, all of them far
slower aircraft, have again and again gone into
the attack without pause or thought of the odds.
They are still doing so whenever they encounter
the enemy and he stays to fight. ** Who’s afraid
of the big bad Wulf ” is inscribed on the walls
of many of the Stations from which they set
out. Their deeds supply the answer.

Some account of the Battle of the Atlantic
has now been given. It is, of necessity, incom-
plete, for the end is not yet, nor in all probability
will it be reached so long as fighting between
ourselves and Germany continues. To speak,
therefore, of a decision would be wrong, for
none has as yet been achieved. From the
beginning the Germans have been loud and
lavish in their claims. On 28th January, 1941,
Grand Admiral Raeder felt able to announce
to the dockyard workers of Germany that the
last traces of imports into Great Britain ‘‘ are
being dealt with everywhere in the Atlantic, in
the Indian Ocean and in the Pacific.”” He went
on to assure them that since the beginning of
the war 6,300,000 tons of Allied merchant
shipping had been sunk.

On 24th February, 1941, the Admiral’s chief
took up the tale., Hitler informed the Party
in its Munich Beer Cellar that * the struggle
by sea is oniy now beginning. . . . In the last
two days surface vessels and U-boats have
sunk 215,000 tons. 190,000 were sunk by
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U-boats, 125,000 yesterday, in one¢ convoy.”
A month later Deutschlandsender struck a
more poetical note. * The wolf pack of the
ocean,” it said, ‘“has got hold of another
strongly protected convoy off the African
coast. 77,000 tons of shipping were lost.”
During October 1941, according to the Donau
wireless news, “the German Air Force sank
168,000 tons of British shipping in the waters
around England.” Tt was left to Radio Paris
to complete the picture of our doom.
“ U-boats,” it proclaimed on 15th November,
1941, ““have been so successful in hunting
British convoys that they find themselves rather
idle.”

1t is, of course, possible that these and other
claims have been made in good faith and that
the German High Command when adding up
the figures really believe what the U-boat and
Focke-Wulf captains—those of them, that is,
who return—tell them. It is also possible that
they find it advisable to give the German
public heartening news from time to time.
Or perhaps they are adopting a more subtle
plan and seek, by vaunting the prowess of the
German Navy and Air Force, to provoke our
own High Command into publishing the facts.

It is best, perhaps, to judge these claims by
comparing them with those made concerning
the losses inflicted on His Majesty’s ships and
vessels since the outbreak of war. If the
Germans are correct they have sunk most of
the Royal Navy more than once, and it is now
keeping the seas with minus 29 capital ships
and minus 13 aircraft carriers, escorted by
minus 96 cruisers and minus 2 destroyers. The
enemy’s tale of our losses during the Battle of
Britain may also be usefully remembered.
Goring and Goebbels then boasted that 2,380
British aircraft were destroyed in combat alone
in the space of 78 days. During that time we
did, in fact, lose 758 aircraft. It is idle to
follow the enemy into these realms of fancy.
The ordinary citizen of this country has a very
shrewd idea of the truth, for he can base his
opinion on the circumstances of his own daily
life, and that is enough for him,

Official secrecy, which has to be imposed in
order to prevent the enemy from learning what
he would much like to know, is not the only
veil spread over this battle. There is a more
tangible shroud—the surface of the sea itself.
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13: Blockade by Mine
and Bomb

WITH A FANFARE of trumpets according
to their custom the Germans have more than
once announced the startling successes which
they claim to be achieving in their efforts to
blockade this country. Concerning our counter
measures they show greater reticence. Counter
measures is the wrong term. From the first
hour of the war we have imposed a blockade on
Germany which has been successively extended
to all the countries which her armies have
occupied, and that blockade is complete to the
limit of our capacity.

It began in much the same way as that
imposed during the war of 1914-1918. A
system of contraband control was instituted
and applied to all ships bringing cargoes to
Europe. Contraband control centres at Fal-
mouth, in the Downs and in the Shetlands were
set up and were kept very busy in the early
days of the war. To them all ships whose
cargoes were not covered by Navicerts or which
were suspect were brought in by the Royal
Navy. Coastal Command gave all the aid it
could. In addition to numbers of German
merchants, certain neutral traders, lured by
the high profits to be made, sough: to run our
blockade. Devices used to disguise the ships
were many of them ingenious. Swedish,
Danish, Norwegian, and other colours were
frequently used, and alterations in the super-
structure of the ships were made with intent to
deceive.

The pilots of Coastal Command have always
received a rigorous training in ship recognition.
Silhouettes, photographs and models of every
kind of vessel are kept at all siations, and those
showing the most likely type to be encountered

on patrol are often carried in the aircraft itself.
Pilots photographed, if they could, any ship
they saw or made sketches of her main features
on a pad held on their knees. If they were at
all doubtful about a ship they sent a message
incode. This was passed on to the Royal Navy,
which brought in the suspect for examination.

As the war progressed, the nature of the
blockade changed. Germany has overrun
so many more countries, and is using their
products to maintain and increase the efficiency
of her war machine, that the problem has
become more difficult. We have not only to
prevent goods and raw materials from entering
Europe, we must also deny the enemy, as far as
possible, the use of his ill-gotten gains.

Sea-borne traffic in the distribution of goods
between European countries was in peace time
of very great importance. It is even more so
in time of war. The seaports of North-Western
Europe have always been the main gateway
for the exports and imports to and from the
industrial areas of Central Europe and their
immediate hinterland. Moreover, for the pur-
pose of internal distribution the coastal trade
of Western and Northern Europe was of con-
siderable importance. It supplemented the use
—so marked a feature on the Continent—of
internal waterways for the transport of heavy
goods. Coal, building materials, timber, struc-
tural steel, fertilisers, cement and other heavy
products commonly travel by internal water-
ways and by sea in coasting vessels up and down
the Western coast of Europe. Both methods of
transport must be used if the flow of such
products is to be maintained.

Moreover, uninterrupted sea-borne traffic is
essential if the Germans are to make the most
of their conguest of Norway and their domina-
tion of the Baltic. Norway has few industries
but much raw material, and it can be made
available for the enemy’s war machine only if
it can be brought to Germany for manufacture,
It must travel in ships, and those ships cannot
make use only of the comparatively safe Baltic
ports, for to do so would place a heavy and
perhaps an intolerable burden on internal
transport in Germany, which must distribute
the imports to their final destination. The
ships must continue to put into Rotterdam and
the North-West German ports. It is now very
dangerous to do so. The economic urge to
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that the aircraft runs a great risk of suffering
damage. On one occasion a Hudson belonging
to a Dutch Squadron dropped a salvo of bombs
on a ship near the Norwegian coast. ** Nothing
happened at first,” reported the Dutch pilot.
*“ The rear gunner started swearing because he
didn’t see anything. Then he said he saw the
crew frantically lowering a boat. Then came a
tremendous explosion and we thought our
bombs had hung up and gone off underneath
our aircraft till we saw the ship in small pieces.”

Bomber Command took a prominent part
in the attacks on shipping. The work they did
has been described in the Air Ministry’s account
of the activities of that Command. Tn March
1941 Coastal Command aircraft made nine
attacks, and eight in the following month, on
enemy ships of war at sea, in addition to a large
number of attacks on the ¢ Scharnhorst ”* and
“ Gneisenau > in harbour at Brest. They also
hit for certain fifteen merchant vessels during
the same period, and probably many more.
One attack on a convoy of eight merchant
vessels off Stavanger on 18th April was pressed
home with great determination. Two merchant
vessels were hit and left sinking for the loss of
two Blenheims ; a second attack made on the
convoy encountered heavy opposition from
Me.110s which shot down three Blenheims
after one of them had scored a hit on another
vessel.

The attacks continued on much the same
scale throughout the summer. On 11th June
Blenheims scored seven direct hits on a large
tanker discovered between Ostend and Dunkirk.
On 5th July Blenheims, again escorted by
fighters, discovered an enemy convoy near
Zuydcote. Some of the zaircraft attacked
from a high level and drew the fire of the
convoy and its escorting vessels. The remainder
went in low and scored two direct hits on one
merchant vessel and another on a second. One
of the Blenheims, hit by anti-aircraft fire, struck
the water, bending both propellers, but got
back 1o base.

By then the Blenheims and Beauforts operat-
ing over the English Channel had been so
successful that it was practically denied to
enemy shipping. After July attention became
more concentrated on the Dutch and Nor-
wegian coasts. By the end of that month
Continental business men were complaining

of the heavy losses incurred by them in shipping
goods from Dutch ports.

The attacks by bombs on enemy shipping
reached a momentary climax in October and
November 1941. Many of them took place by
night during the moon periods, and the aircraft
employed were Hudsons flown by British,
Canadian and Dutch Naval Air Squadrons.
The attack on the night of 29th/30th October
is especially noteworthy. Reconnaissance on
the morning of the 29th had disclosed a con-
centration of German shipping in the harbour
at Aalesund and the neighbouring fjords.
Hudsons set out from the North of Scotland
and delivered the attack. The first to arrive
saw the ships lying at anchor beneath a brilliant
moon lighting the harbour in its frame of
mountains on which the first snows of winter
had fallen. The attack can best be desciibed
in the words of one of those who took part
in it :

‘“ There was a lot of flak coming up as I came
over the target. I could see one ship burning,
with smoke pouring from it. The ground was
covered with snow and 1 had the whole target
in silhouette. I flew around pretty low for a
bit, then climbed up to get a better view and
choose my target, keeping out of range of the
flak. 1 saw a second ship hit and it soon
became an inferno of flames. We could
actually see the plates red-hot. 1 saw four
other aircraft attack shipping in the harbour.
They were flying very low, and the flak was
streaming down on them from batteries in the
hills—green, white, red, yellow. A lot of it was
going straight on to the enemy’s ships.

“Thad by then chosen my target—the biggest
ship in the harbour, about 5,000/6,000 tons. I
approached from the North, about five miles
away. my engines throttled right back. I came
down to about 5,000 feet, by which time I was
nearly over the ship, and dived straight on to it.
I dropped my bombs at about 2,000 feet. 1
did my own bomb-aiming. Directly the bombs
were gone I pulled up over the town. 1 was
then down to about 1,000 feet, still throttled
back; then I opened up fully and went off.
There was a lot of flak coming up at us. Some
of it came pretty close, but we couldn’t actually
hear it. The gunner definitely silenced two
flak positions.

“ T flew right round the harbour and when 1












14: Torpedoes Running
+ Strongly

THE SAME CONDITIONS for attack apply to
the torpedo-carrying aircraft of the Command.
The Squadrons engaged on them fly Beauforts,
ajrcraft which can carry either bombs or
torpedoes.

The torpedo is an unhandy weapon when it
is carried by an aircraft and launched from the
air, but it is more effective than any other
against a ship, for it explodes beneath the
surface of the water, and the damage that it
causes is therefore, in nine cases out of ten,
more severe than that caused by a bomb. The
torpedo is unhandy for a number of reasons.
It is brittle in the sense that if it is dropped from
too great a height or when an aircraft is travel-
ling too fast it will break up on striking the
surface, and it is hard to aim, for it must enter
the water at the correct angle. If it does not
it will either hit the bottom and there explode
or be diverted, or move up and down as though
on a switchback, ** porpoising * as it is called,
and then break surface. Moreover, its delicacy
of construction makes it impossible to drop it
if the aircraft is flying too fast. It cannot be
dropped too near the target or it may pass
beneath it, and this means that the pilot must
become very proficient in judging distance.

Pilots and crews go through a course of
intensive training in which they learn as much
as they can about the idiosyncrasies of the
torpedo. By means of simple and ingenicuvs
photographic machinery the pilot under in-
struction who has attacked a target with dummy
torpedoes, and the fully trained pilot who has
loosed his torpedo against a ship, are enabled to
discover the exact distance from the target at
which they dropped them. The torpedoes are

beautifully made and covered with anti-
corrosive paint, which gives them a dark blue
colour. This paint is very effective against the
action of sea-water, and torpedoes have been
known to remain in the sca for as long as
thirteen years and still be perfectly serviceable.

The Beauforts operate on cloudy days or,
if the weather is clear, with a fighter escort,
and during moonlight nights. They, too, find
the enemy by means of a Rover patrol or a
“ strike ” directed against a ship or a convoy
which has previously been discovered by
reconnaissance.

To explain more fully the way in which a
torpedo-carrying squadron works here is an
account of the start of an operation as seen in
the Operations Room of a squadron which
has taken a very active part in the onslaught on
enemy shipping. The time is the early summer
of 1941, when torpedo attacks on enemy shipping
were very frequent.

[Telephone rings in Operations Room—
Controller, Group Headquarters, wishes to
speak to Controller.]

CoNTROLLER. Controller Selsey here, sir.

CoNTROLLER {GROUP). Controller Group speak-
ing. A ““Jm Crow” reports an 8,000-ton
tanker, a 3,000-ton merchant vessel, and five
escort vessels, course Westerly, speed 6 knots,
time 16.30. Six aircraft of X Squadron loaded
with torpedoes to rendezvous over Pevensey
Bay 17.50 hours. Fighter escort will be
provided.

CoNTROLLER. Right, sir, TI'll bring them to
immediate readiness. [Controller replaces tele-
phone and addresses Navigator.]

Strike on for X Squadron. Six aircraft.
Lay on and plot course to Beachy Head, thence
to Le Tréport. Aircraft are to rendezvous to
pick up fighter escort at Pevensey Bay at 17.50
hours. I should allow ten minutes for the air-
craft to formate and set course.

[Controller rings Squadron Commander.)

Instructions from Group—six aircraft for
immediate strike. Will you please come over
for the gen.(1)

[Controller then rings Station Commander
and passes information received from Group.}












138 COASTAL COMMAND

with red lights, from which I judged that there
were troops on board firing at us with machine-
guns and rifles.

1 dropped the torpedo in perfect conditions,
for I was flying at the right speed and at the
right height. Half a second after I had dropped
it five searchlights opened up and caught me in
their beams. I pulled back the stick and put
on a lot of left rudder and cleared out. The
trouble about a torpedo attack is that when
vou have released the torpedo you have to
fly on the same course for a short time to make
quite sure that it has, in fact, left the aircraft.
I remember counting one and two and three
and forcing myself not to count too fast. Then
we were away.”

Another Beaufort coming in immediately
afterwards seemed ‘to be surrounded by
coloured lights,” and a third, flown by a
sergeant pilot, hit a destroyer and at the same
time lost half its tail from a well-aimed burst of
anti-aircraft fire. It got safely back, however.
All the pilots reported that the opposition was
the fiercest they had ever experienced. In this
gallant affair one Beaufort was lost.

This was a moonlight attack. Soon after-
wards, at the beginning of an autumn afternoon,
a roving patrol of two Beauforts found two
enemy destroyers and six escort vessels off the
Dutch coast near Ijmuiden. These they did
not attack, but carrying on soon found a
2,000-ton mine-layer surrounded by four
flak-ships all at anchor in the harbour. They
attacked, but the torpedoes were swept from
their course by the tide. As one of the
Beauforts turned away it was hit and the
elevator controls severed. The pilot, however,
succeeded in flying his aircraft safely home by
juggling with the throttle and elevator trimmer.
 Surprisingly enough the elevator had a marked
effect on the aircraft’s trim despite the fact that
the fore and aft controls were severed.” On
reaching base in very bad weather, with clouds
down to 50 feet, he was seen to pass over the
aerodrome, but he could not turn the aircraft
in its crippled condition enough to regain it.
He followed the coast and, although the flaps
of the Beaufort were out of action, made a
successful landing on another aerodrome with
most of his crew wounded.

More than one reference has been made to
crash-landings in this account. They have to

be made when the undercarriage is unservice-
able and the wheels will not, therefore, drop.
Here is what happened on a March day in 1941
to a Beaufort which had scored a hit on a
destroyer off the Ile de Batz and had been hit
by a shell which destroyed the hydraulic
system, rendering all the turrets and the under-
carriage unserviceable.

* On reaching base,” says the account, * the
Squadron Leader circled the aerodrome for an
hour to consume all his petrol. While doing
so his air gunner, a large man, succeeded in
climbing out of the turret and into the tail in an
effort to staunch the holes in the pipes with rags,
but in this he was not successful. The pilot
spoke to the ground, saying: ° We will crash-
land. Keep us some tea.” To crash-land it
was necessary to fly the aircraft straight on to
the ground, throttle backat the last moment and
then cut off the engines. This he did and the
aircraft skidded 120 yards along the runway,
structure and dust flying up on either side.
The starboard propeller shot off and spun along
in front of the aircraft on its tips like a wheel.
The pilot thought at any moment that it would
pierce the perspex windows of the cockpit.
* The funny thing,” he said afterwards, * about
getting out of a crashed aircraft is when you
step down. You go straight on to the ground
without having to climb down by means of the
usual footholds.” *

Much has also been said of the activity of the
flak-ships. The Germans are using them in
ever-increasing numbers to protect shipping,
of which the value, always great, grows daily.
Sometimes as many as five have been observed
escorting a single merchant vessel. Their
crews are not unnaturally light on the trigger.
¢ Just as we were right over the ship it spotted
us,” reported the pilot of a Hudson who met
one such vessel off Norway. ‘ The Germans
opened up first with machine-gun fire, then the
heavier guns started firing. It seemed to me,
at that moment, that they were throwing up
everything at us except the ship herself.” It
was bombed and left burning.

The torpedo attacks continued, the majority
being carried out during Rover patrols. On
23rd October, 1940, for example, a German
convoy off Schiermonnikoog, made up of nine
merchant vessels and three flak-ships, was
attacked by two Beauforts, the largest vessel
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of the Beauforts attacked the enemy. It flew
low, crossed just above one of the protecting
destroyers, and released its torpedo at a range
of 700 yards. As the aircraft broke away the
air gunner and wireless operator both saw a
column of water leap from the * Liitzow”
amidships, and this was followed by a dense
cloud of smoke. A few minutes later a second
Beaufort arrived on the scene, which the
destroyers were busily engaged in obscuring
by means of smoke. The second torpedo was
fired from 1,000 yards into this artificial haze
and almost certainly hit the pocket-battleship.
She was picked up again later by Blenheims of
Coastal Command, which, together with Beau-
forts, shadowed her for many hours. By this
time she and her escort had turned about and
were making for the Skagerrak at reduced
speed. The ¢ Liitzow ” subsequently put into
a North-West German base for repairs.

The * Scharnhorst,” * Gneisenau” and
“ Prinz Eugen,” it will be remembered, were
attacked by aircraft of Coastal Command on
63 occasions in 1941. On 12th February, 1942,
they broke out of Brest and, passing through
the Channel, reached the safety of their home
bases. In their dash to the North Sea and the
Heligoland Bight, a manceuvre executed with
skill and determination, they had the great
advantage of thick weather.

Besides making it impossible for a large
number of aircraft of Bomber Command to
find and bomb them and forcing those who did
to release their bombs from an altitude too
low to do them very great hurt, it prevented
aircraft of Coastal Command from discovering
their departure.

On the night of 11th/12th February the usual
patrols over Brest were flown from dusk to
dawn. A reconnaissance on the previous
afternoon had revealed both battle-cruisers
berthed at the torpedo-boat station, protected
by anti-torpedo booms, and the * Prinz Eugen ”
at the coaling wharf. Six destroyers were also
in the harbour. Some time during the night,
which was pitch black with no moon, they
slipped out.

On the morning of the 12th the weather was
still thick and nothing was seen. A report
received by Headquarters, Coastal Command,
at 11.28 stated that a large enemy naval force,
including the * Scharnhorst,” *‘ Gneisenau”

and “ Prinz Eugen,” had been sighted between
Berck and Le Touquet. A Beaufort, a Whitley
and two Beaufighters were at once ordered off
to shadow this force, while Hudsons and
Beauforts, provided with fighter escort, endeav-
oured to deliver bombing attacks in the early
hours of the afternoon. The weather was so
thick that they achieved no result and it proved
very difficult for the Hudsons and Beauforts
to maintain contact with the fighter escort.
Beauforts carrying torpedoes delivered attacks
off Holland, which were possibly more success-
ful. One Squadron did so only at its second
attempt. At the first the enemy was not found.
At least three torpedoes were observed to be
running strongly towards the targets and one
crew reported that they had seen an enemy
warship listing badly with smoke pouring
from her bows. The Beauforts were subjected
to very fierce anti-aircraft fire and to severe
fighter opposition.

Most of them found the enemy by the simple
process of running into heavy flak fired by
unseen ships. One made three attempts to
attack, but was by that time so badly damaged
that its torpedo could not be released. “1
saw my leader waggle his wing,” runs the
account of one pilot. * That meant that he
had scen the ships. . . . The ‘ Prinz Eugen’
was steaming along very slowly at the head of a
tremendous line of ships. Destroyers were
trying to lay a smoke-screen round her. .
At that moment I saw two Me.109s fly across
in front of me. .. . They circled to get on
our tail and the ‘Prinz Eugen’ was in my
sights.” He dropped his torpedo and then
the Beaufort became involved in a heavy fight
with the Messerschmitts, One of them was
shot down and the other made off. * My
Beaufort was hit in twelve places. ... A
bullet had gone through a propeller and a
cannon shell had ploughed a furrow in the
tail-plane. The action was fought very near to
Over Flakee Island off the Dutch coast. We
thought the name appropriate in the
circumstances.”

In this confused and unsatisfactory action
the palm for courage, cold and unshaken, has
rightly been awarded to the Swordfish of the
Fleet Air Arm, which, operating from one of
the South coast bases of Coastal Command,
delivered their attacks about noon. They
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force arrives to attack it, that ship can vanish
into a protecting curtain of mist or a narrow,
cliff-bound fjord. To fight such an enemy is
often to fight a shadow.

Shall I strike at it with my partisan? ...

*Tis here,

*Tis here,

*Tis gone.
Yet a steady toll is taken. Day by day the
score mounts, the burden on the enemy’s
railways, roads and canals increases. A time
will come when it will prove too heavy, and
then the sustained effort, the unwearying persist-
ence of Coastal Command will have their reward.

15: Their Spirit is Serene

THIS STORY is an attempt to describe the
exploits of a force still at close grips with the
enemy. It is therefore a chronicle of con-
temporary events and as such must fall far
short of the whole truth. The pattern of their
deeds is being woven on the loom of history
by the pilots and crews of Coastal Command ;
but the tapestry is not yet complete. Not
until, bright with the gold of victory, the
last threads have been drawn into place will
the finished picture be seen in all its detail
of triumph and setback, of courage, hardihood
and achievement. Yet the general design and
its many outlines are clear enough.

It is a seascape, the largest yet depicted, for
it embraces most of the Atlantic Ocean. To
fight and win the Battle of the Atlantic has
always been the main task of Coastal Command.
It carries this out in many ways—by protecting
convoys, by anti-submarine sweeps and patrols,
by * strikes” against U-boats and surface
raiders, by combat with enemy aircraft, by
attacking his bases, by unending reconnaissance
over the sea and along his coasts. All this

COMMAND

activity is directed to one end: to aid the Royal
Navy in frustrating the enemy’s endeavour to
blockade Great Britain and to prevent supplies
from passing into her ports or out of them.

In the fulfilment of these duties aircraft of
Coastal Command, between 3rd September,
1939, and 30th September, 1942, has escorted
4,947 merchant convoys, attacked 587 U-boats,
and, if offensive operations against enemy
shipping are included, flown some 55 million
miles. This is a considerable achievement,
especially if it is realised that to attain such a
rhythm of activity the force has had to undergo
a considerable expansion from a comparatively
small beginning.

Nor is this all. Coastal Command is not,
and never has been, only on the defensive. It
is not merely content with striking down the
attacker in whatever guise he may show himself.
It carries the war into his own waters. The
mine, the torpedo, the bomb—all three are
to be found in its armoury. The first and
second have taken a heavy toll of the enemy’s
shipping; the third has, in addition, lit many a
fire and blasted many a hole in the buildings and
workshops of his bases.

Coastal Command is an air force in miniature.
Its Sunderlands and Catalinas range the ocean
to protect our ships ; so likewise do its Beau-
forts and Blenheims, its Whitleys and Welling-
tons, its Hudsons and Liberators, but they are
also a bombing force capable of instant use
against a wide choice of targets; its Beau-
fighters and Blenheim fighters join combat with
the Luftwaffe at ranges beyond those within
the compass of Fighter Command. It is an
amphibious force in the sense that, though its
element is the air, it makes use of both land and
sea to provide it with bases from which to set
out against the enemy. Its aircraft fly over the
restless waters of the Atlantic, the Channel and
the North Sea, over the pack-ice about the
shores of Greenland, over the desert scrub and
palms of West Africa, over the stern mountains
of Norway and Iceland, over the wide fields of
France, over the iron and concrete buildings of
Reykjavik, the wooden houses of Trondhjem,
the brick-built mansions of Rotterdam, the
lighted windows of Nantes.

Theirs is a wide and varied battle-field. With
other Commands, they experience the triple
onslaught of flak, fighters and bad weather ;
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