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My thoughts were a little incoherent. Suppose this fuze turned out to be a modified pattern? Suppose it contained a booby-trap? All sorts of possible reasons for disaster chased through my mind. But in fact there was nothing to do but follow the directions I had learnt …

    I now had twenty-five minutes to wait for the condensers to discharge. For that interval I could leave the bomb and the shaft. There was really no reason for staying; indeed, according to the instruction book, I ought to wait elsewhere. But I was trembling and if I rejoined the others they’d notice it …

    Suppose the bomb should go off while I was here on the opposite side of the shaft? I might be maimed or blinded. It was ridiculous of course. If the 50kg SC had detonated in that confined space there would have been little left of me and I should have known little about it. But the thought persisted, so I went and squatted close to my impassive, cylindrical companion.

    Eventually my watch showed that the time was up and I removed the discharger from the fuze. Then, with a spanner, I tried to turn the locking-ring that held the fuze-head. It was tight and would not stir. I stood up and looked down at the bomb; my hands were wet and I felt very scared. After a moment I bent down again, poised myself for the effort, and put everything into it. The ring slackened, and after that turned easily. When it was unscrewed I lifted it away and then removed the locating-ring. Nothing happened. I had half expected something new and devilish would come into operation at this stage, but everything was still going exactly to plan.

    I climbed up the shaft and called the Sergeant as casually as I could, telling him to bring the fuze-extractor … I went back down the shaft and fixed the extractor to the bomb, screwing its business end into the threads lately occupied by the locking-ring … I climbed out and joined him and we both took cover behind a convenient wall … he heaved at the cord … soon we knew that the fuze must be out of the bomb.

    Down I went again, removed the extractor, and unscrewed the gaine from the electrical fuze. The job was done.



A.B. Hartley



FOREWORD

In September 2005 I visited Malta in the company of former RE Bomb Disposal officer Lieutenant George D. Carroll. Like many visitors to the Island, we went to the Rotunda at Mosta to see an exhibition commemorating the events of 9 April 1942, when a Luftwaffe bomb penetrated the great dome of the church during Mass, but did not explode. George Carroll looked up at a photograph on display and said ‘That’s Edward Talbot!’ Seeing our interest, the gift seller held out a postcard of the same picture, which he said showed the men who removed the unexploded bomb from the Church in 1942. George turned to me. ‘That’s impossible,’ he said. ‘Edward was dead.’

During our stay on the Island, George was interviewed by a local historical organisation and recounted many stories about his wartime service in Malta. However, at the age of 87, his memory was incomplete – a phenomenon I have since learned was not uncommon among those who experienced the height of the blitz on Malta in the first months of 1942. Back in the UK, I was surprised to receive an email from the interviewer casting doubt on George Carroll’s service in Malta, because his name did not appear on any ‘list’. I was curious; what were these ‘lists’? And how could they not include someone who had served in such a key role for over a year?

Sifting through the many books written about Malta and the Second World War, it seemed that little was known about the role played by army bomb disposal in the defence of the Island. This was surprising, given what I knew of Lieutenant Carroll’s experiences, and considering the extent of the bombing endured by Malta during the conflict. When war was declared, the British outpost of Malta was on the front line of a battle to control convoy routes through the Mediterranean supplying forces fighting in North Africa. Malta stood alone, with her enemies just 60 miles to the north. The nearest Allied territory was almost 1,000 miles away. As the Axis powers embarked on a determined campaign to eliminate Malta as a vital Allied stronghold, the Island faced the second major siege in its history. In 1565 an Ottoman Turk enemy was defeated by the Island’s natural and man-made defences, combined with the resilience of its people. In the twentieth century, Malta would bear the brunt of a new and devastating type of war: blitzkrieg. Even after the shock at German bombing during the Spanish Civil War, there was little realisation at the start of the Second World War of the scale of terror soon to be unleashed on civilian populations.

Malta is just 17 miles (27km) long and 9 miles (14.5km) wide – an area similar in size to Greater London. In 1940 most of the population was concentrated within a six-mile radius of its Grand Harbour – and close to key enemy bombing targets: the airfields, dockyard and submarine base. During March and April 1942 alone, the tonnage of bombs dropped on the Island was double the total for the whole of the worst year of the Blitz on London. Inevitably among the thousands of tons of bombs which fell, many failed to detonate. Unexploded bombs (UXBs) lay in the narrow streets, lanes and fields, a continuing menace to life and property long after the all-clear had sounded. Finding an unexploded bomb, the Island’s people turned to the Royal Engineers (RE) Bomb Disposal officer. Every bomb which fell on Malta and Gozo and did not explode was his responsibility, unless it lay on an airfield or within the Royal Navy dockyard.

The RE Bomb Disposal officer’s job was to respond to a report of a UXB and decide how it would be dealt with, at minimum risk to military operations, the civilian population, his own life and the lives of his men. Confronting danger at every incident, he had to be courageous, self-disciplined, technically adept and methodical. It was said that no-one volunteered for the job; thrill-seekers, and anyone who would take an unnecessary risk, would be a liability. At the site of a UXB, he had absolute authority over everyone, from ordinary civilians to the highest ranking officer – and had to be prepared to use it. The NCOs and sappers of RE Bomb Disposal also worked under constant threat of explosion. Strict conformity to army regulations was not always the best response to their situation. They needed to use their initiative – and act on it.

On the Home Front, an area such as London had six RE Bomb Disposal (BD) companies, each consisting of up to twelve BD sections. In 1940, Malta was allocated just one RE Bomb Disposal officer and section to handle all UXBs across the archipelago, outside of RAF and Royal Navy premises. And with no more senior officer in direct charge of their work, the Island’s bomb disposal officers worked alone, managing their minimal resources to meet ever-increasing demands.

Based on personal memoirs and primary source documents, this book tells the story of what the officers and sappers of RE Bomb Disposal in Malta achieved, and what they overcame to achieve it.



S.A.M. Hudson





NOTE

Details of unexploded bombs originate from actual entries in the weekly bomb disposal reports of the Fortress Engineers, Malta, 1940–1944. Apart from actual accounts from former members of RE Bomb Disposal as specified, the author’s descriptions of the methods used in dealing with individual bombs are derived from known circumstances, coupled with information from the 1941/2 RE Bomb Disposal Manual and published histories from other former Second World War bomb disposal personnel. However, these descriptions should be treated as reasonable conjecture, since no two UXBs were ever exactly the same.



CHAPTER 1

MALTA’S FIRST UXB

The S.M. [Sergeant Major] said, ‘I am looking for three volunteers for a dangerous job. What about it you three?’ Well naturally we asked him what the dangerous job was and he replied, ‘Digging out an unexploded bomb.’ At that, I began to feel a little shaky, but as my two mates volunteered I just couldn’t back out.

Sapper R. Walter 1, 2



At 6.30am on Tuesday 11 June 1940 the citizens of Malta were roused from their early morning routine by the wail of sirens, followed by the crash of exploding bombs. The Italians had declared war on the Allies just a few hours earlier. Overnight, Malta’s once friendly neighbours became determined enemies. Six more air attacks quickly followed. One heavy raid battered the civilian district of Gzira leaving six dead and over 40 injured. As the final all-clear sounded, the stunned community could only count its losses and try to come to terms with a sudden and violent introduction to war. For the occupants of Rudolph Street the terror was not yet over. The police were going from door to door, telling everyone to leave their homes and businesses and not to return until further notice. Rumours quickly spread that a hole in the road contained an unexploded bomb. Malta had its first ‘UXB’.

Next morning, Sapper Walter of the Royal Engineers had just started work making gas curtains for offices in the barracks when the sergeant major nabbed him for the ‘dangerous job’. Sapper Walter boarded a 30cwt lorry and sat with his two mates, Sappers McDonald and Scott, waiting to be taken to the site of the unexploded bomb. The other sappers did not envy them for the job they were about to do. According to Walter, ‘The sergeant in charge [Sergeant King] was receiving his final instructions and we were receiving such remarks as, “What sort of flowers do you like” from some of the lads.’

The small team arrived in Gzira to be greeted by a young RAOC officer, Lieutenant Eastman. His welcoming remarks were not reassuring:



‘I don’t know what’s down there’ pointing to a hole in the middle of the road which was about 1 foot in radius. It may only be an incendiary bomb, or it may be a high explosive bomb. In the first case we needn’t worry, but if it’s high explosive, it’s very dangerous, and that’s the one we have to cater for.’ While this was going on, the police were evacuating everybody within 300yds of the bomb and posting constables to see that no person entered this danger area because it was a thickly populated part of the town …

    By eleven thirty we had started and we uncovered the top of the road making a hole of about 5 feet wide and about twelve foot long. Then the officer left us and before he went he said ‘After you get three feet down, don’t use a pick and put the canvas covers on the spades …’ At mid-day Sgt King was relieved by another RE volunteer, Corporal (Cpl) Brewer. 

    ‘… we were down three feet and we were throwing out the dirt and rocks on the pavements each side of the road. It was very heavy going because it was in the terrific heat of June and we were working in just shorts and singlets. One of the constables came down and told us that dinner was ready so we packed up and went for dinner. The officer told Cpl Brewer that we were not to pay for the dinner and if we wanted any beer we were not to pay for that either … when we resumed work we were feeling pretty happy. That’s when nervousness left me.

    At 5pm we came across the bomb after cutting through a sewer pipe which the bomb had cracked on its way down. As soon as we had spotted it the officer came to investigate and after a ten minute inspection told us that we had to be very careful as it was … a high explosive weighing 250lbs and after another two hours very careful work we had the bomb completely uncovered, but light was failing so we packed up and called it a day at 7.30pm. But before we left the officer told us to report at the same spot at 8am the next morning and told us to ride back [to our barracks] in his car …

    … we were greeted by the S.M.’s smiling face. He told us to go to the mess-room where a hot supper was waiting for us. Naturally we didn’t need a second telling so we dashed away to our meal since we’d had nothing to eat since dinner. We sat down in our dirt-stained clothes that were stinking of the sewer we had broken, our faces and hands were filthy, but washing was out of our minds until we had eaten… After supper we went for a wash and while we were washing our respective mates made our beds down and seated themselves on it waiting for us to come in and give them a detailed account of the day’s happenings … ‘Lights Out’ blew, when I got into bed I needed no rocking. I was asleep as soon as my head touched the pillow.



The team had an early start next morning, reporting for duty on site at 7.30am – but there was no sign of Lieutenant Eastman:



… he told us why he was late. Evidently he had been to a conference held by Chief Officers, on how to explode the bomb with the minimum amount of damage to the houses in the vicinity of the bomb. He had also been to the Magazine to draw the Gun-cotton and instruments for exploding it. After that we got to work. One man down the hole at a time and we relieved each other. The first job was baling out the uric acid or waste which had leaked out of the sewer pipe, this was a dirty job, we were working in it up to the knees and the bomb was out of sight, so we had to be extremely careful.

    As twelve o’clock struck we had cleared the hole and blocked up the sewer pipe, and the bomb was almost ready to be blown. The officer went to the police station and asked the ‘Rediffusion’ radio people to announce that the bomb would be blown up between two o’clock and four o’clock … we went back and built a sandbag wall around the hole, to prevent the blast causing too much damage. While we were doing this the officer was laying the charge on the bomb which was three slabs of gun-cotton, a primer, and a number 13 electrical detonator. Our Cpl was running out the electrical wiring to an exploder 300 yds away.

    At quarter past three everything was set for blowing her up and the police were given orders to go round and make sure no one was in the danger zone. This done, and the plunger went down on the exploder, but there was only the report of the gun-cotton. The bomb hadn’t gone off. ‘Well,’ said the officer, ‘I’m afraid you fellows will have to dig for it again.’ When we saw the hole it had all caved in so we got to work straight away. It was fairly easy digging because the earth was loose … [then] Cpl Brewer found a fairly large portion of the bomb. The officer then informed the police to tell the people that they could return to their houses as the bomb had been rendered safe.

    From that time onwards we had the best time of our lives. It was about 4.30pm when people came streaming back to their houses from all directions waving Union Jacks and cheering like the devil. We were still working in the hole recovering the rest of the bomb when a crowd of people came down the road and lifted the whole lot of us on their shoulders and carried us to the nearest pub where we never paid for a drink …

    … The officer said that they had the complete bomb in pieces and our job was finished … We eventually got into bed at 12pm after what we called a perfect day. And so ended my first experience of digging a bomb out …



Lieutenant W.M. Eastman had tackled his first unexploded bomb in Malta. Only a month before, the Royal Army Ordnance Corps (RAOC) had been given responsibility for all ‘unexploded projectiles’ outside of Admiralty and RAF premises. Eastman shared the work with Captain R.L. Jephson Jones and the two RAOC officers were assisted by a team of non-commissioned officers (NCOs) and sappers recruited from 24 Fortress Company, Royal Engineers.

Like Sapper Walter, Cyril Thomas (Tom) Meager had been going about his normal duties as a sapper in 24 Fortress Company RE when the first Italian bombs struck Malta. Recently married to a young Maltese girl, Maria Dolores, Meager was manning a Lewis gun on the harbour bastions – until one morning, when he took his place as usual on the parade ground. He was about to break one of the Army’s unwritten rules:



Never volunteer for anything, they used to say in the army. I went on Parade one morning and they said ‘We need volunteers to deal with an unexploded bomb. Nobody has to volunteer. So if you don’t want to volunteer just fall out.’ And they all went and left me standing there. He said, ‘Are you sure?’ and I said ‘Yes, I’ll have a go at anything.’3



Tom Meager was sent out to Luqa:



The first bomb we went on was an Italian 500 pounder and it landed in the surface reservoir by the airfield. There was about a foot of mud on the bottom of the reservoir and the bomb must have skidded in because it ended up in one corner and didn’t go off.

    We waded through the mud to the bomb. At this stage we knew absolutely nothing about bomb fuzes, so we were completely ignorant of what could happen if we dealt with a bomb at all. Not knowing anything, we just went over, unscrewed the fuze and took it out, and that was it. Nothing happened, because I’m still here. It wasn’t until afterwards when we got more information about these things that we realised how close we had come to being blown up.



Malta had its first Army bomb disposal team of the war. Working alongside Tom Meager were the RE volunteers involved in that first UXB in Sliema – Cpl Cecil Arthur Brewer, Sappers William Douglas Scott, Duncan MacDonald and Robert Henry Walter – as well as Lance-Sergeant Reginald Charles Parker.

Captain Jephson Jones and Lieutenant Eastman and their RE team tackled some 275 unexploded bombs and shells in five months. With no specialist equipment available to them, and little access to detailed intelligence regarding the disposal of enemy bombs, they often had to improvise to get the job done. In recognition of their achievements both officers were awarded the George Cross, for ‘most conspicuous gallantry in carrying out very hazardous work’. The recommendation for the award for Lieutenant Eastman read:



On various dates, Lieutenant Eastman, with Captain R.L.J. Jones, R.A.O.C. worked under dangerous and trying conditions and performed acts of considerable gallantry in dealing with large numbers of various unexploded bombs, some of which were in a highly dangerous state and of the German delay type.

    On one occasion, these officers showed particular gallantry in dealing with an 1100lb (500kg) German bomb. Two attempts were made to explode this bomb but it failed to detonate; at the third attempt when it was in a most dangerous state, they succeeded in detonating it.

    On a second occasion, these officers, assisted by a Master Rigger of H.M. Dockyard, succeeded in removing a 400lb high explosive Italian unexploded bomb which had been under water for a week in a 20ft deep well inside a house. This bomb, fuzed at both ends, was in a dangerous state. It had to be raised to the ground floor by means of a gin, tackle, sling and ropes. This operation was doubly dangerous, as: (a) There was a possibility of the sling slipping while the bomb was being hauled up and (b) The bomb was two and a half ft. long, the mouth of the well three ft. one inch wide, and for safety the bomb had to be kept horizontal, if possible, and pulled up thus. Lieutenant Eastman assisted the Master Rigger, guided the bomb from the floor of the well, and Captain Jones went to the top to guide it through the opening. They succeeded in getting the bomb out although there was only a six inch clearance as it came through the mouth of the well.4



Theirs were the first of many such experiences in the work of bomb disposal in Malta during the next four years. But in November 1940 the two officers saw off their last UXB. Now very much in the front line of the war in the Mediterranean, Malta was clearly in need of military reinforcements. The Island was about to have its own Royal Engineers bomb disposal section.

At the end of August 1940, as the Luftwaffe were amassing huge forces in preparation for an all-out blitz on London, the War Office confirmed new arrangements for managing unexploded bombs. The Royal Navy would carry out bomb disposal on all ships, below the high water mark, on harbours, docks and other main admiralty property, and make safe all parachute mines, wherever they fell. The Royal Air Force retained responsibility for bomb disposal on all Air Ministry property including RAF stations. Bomb disposal over all areas outside of the above (i.e. the rest of the country) fell to the Army, who could also be called on by the Navy and RAF for bomb disposal services as required. The regiment chosen to take on the Army’s role in bomb disposal was the Royal Engineers. Their technical expertise and experience of quarrying, tunnelling and construction were useful skills for uncovering and tackling unexploded bombs.

By the end of September 1940, Malta’s first Royal Engineers bomb disposal officer was on his way to the Mediterranean. Ellis Edward Arthur Chetwynd Talbot was born in 1920 and brought up in Shropshire. Educated at Harrow School, in 1938 he went up to Trinity Hall, Cambridge, to study engineering. When war against Germany was declared, Talbot volunteered for the Royal Engineers; he was appointed 2nd Lieutenant in October 1939. The following August, aged 20, Lieutenant Talbot was posted to Swansea to lead No.103 Bomb Disposal Section, one of eight sections covering the whole of Wales, with their BD Company HQ in Cardiff. He would be busy, with over 70 UXBs in the following five weeks. South Wales, with its docks, coalmines and steel works, was a priority target for enemy bombing.

At 3.15am on Sunday 25 August, Talbot was roused by an urgent telephone call: traces of an unexploded bomb had been spotted by a railway track near Loughor.5 After ten hours of digging, the bomb was finally uncovered: it had a new and unknown type of fuze. To the young bomb disposal officer, this meant one thing: there was a real possibility it was a booby-trap. He telephoned his headquarters who decided that special equipment was needed. It would be brought by train from London – but not until next morning. Talbot was concerned about the delay; if the bomb exploded, it could destroy a vital railway line. He decided he must get it away. Well aware of the risk of moving a bomb with an unknown fuze, he picked it up and carried it away on his shoulder – a fact which was noted by his superior officers when they arrived next morning. Lieutenant Talbot’s action earned him the Empire Gallantry Medal (converted to a George Cross on its instigation later in 1940). But before the announcement of the award reached No.103 BD Section, Talbot had left Swansea. On 16 September he returned to Cardiff: he had orders to embark for Malta.

Talbot’s ship approached Malta on a stormy November afternoon. As she reached the shelter of Grand Harbour the sky cleared to a golden autumn sunset, revealing crowds of children who lined the ancient fortifications, waving to the new arrivals. He reported for duty on 10 November 1940 to take charge of all Army bomb disposal work for Malta and Gozo. He was to join the Fortress Engineers, now comprising 24 Fortress Company RE and Nos. 1 and 2 Works Companies, Malta Territorial Force. Their headquarters were at Lintorn Barracks, a handsome complex of colonnaded buildings standing high above the inner reaches of Marsamxett Harbour, at the mouth of Msida Creek. Located just outside Valletta, and between the dockyard on one side and the submarine base and ordnance depot on the other, the barracks lay at the heart of a key target area for enemy attacks.

Lieutenant Talbot discovered that this posting would be very different from his former set-up in Wales, where he had been one of eight BD officers each leading a section. In Malta he was on his own, in sole charge of Army bomb disposal for the entire archipelago. He did not come under any bomb disposal company but reported directly to the commanding officer (CO) of the Fortress Engineers. And whereas in the UK reports of unexploded bombs went to a bomb disposal company headquarters (HQ), to be issued out to each BD section, here all reports would come directly to him, as bomb disposal officer. He would decide the order of importance of all UXBs, apart from those designated ‘Priority’ by a senior military or civil defence official. It was a much greater level of authority for the young 2nd Lieutenant than he was used to back home.

His first task in Malta was to set up and train his own squad, No.1 Bomb Disposal Section, RE, to be formed from members of 24 Fortress Company. He was allocated about twenty men: fewer than the 24 intended by the War Office for a BD section overseas. In Malta, provision for RE Bomb Disposal was limited by the resources available on the Island, at a time of many competing priorities.6 The new bomb disposal officer was pleased to find a core of men already experienced in bomb disposal. Early volunteers L/Sgt King, L/Sgt Parker, Cpl Brewer, Sappers Meager, Scott, MacDonald and Walter who had worked with the RAOC were willing to continue into the new bomb disposal section. They were joined by others including Sergeant Thomas Piggott, Lance-Corporal Rowland Hilliar and Sappers Joseph Birchenall, Thomas Hammond, James Leonard, Lockyer, Daniel McCarthy, Laurence Miller, C.E. ‘Inky’ Reeves and Henry Reeves.7

A call went out for more volunteers to make up the full complement for the section. Stories such as Sapper Walter’s of the generous hospitality shown by local communities might have encouraged some to join. But Sapper Harry Turner also heard that those who volunteered would be let off certain parade ground duties. That idea appealed to 20-year-old Harry, who had been serving in Malta since August 1939, so he put his name down. As a trained carpenter, Harry Turner had something to offer. Each bomb disposal section needed ‘tradesmen’ with skills relevant to the excavation and removal of bombs, such as carpenter/joiner, driver, mechanic, electrician, fitter, mason and timberman, plus a number of general workers (‘pioneers’), and a cook. But in BD sections overseas, the tradesmen had to acquire an extra skill: the War Office had decided they would be trained in bomb disposal. Their training could partly compensate for the shortage of manpower in overseas theatres of war such as Malta. Trained sappers could clear small incendiary and anti-personnel bombs, as well as Allied shells. NCOs could tackle UXBs up to 50kg with straightforward fuzes, when required. The bomb disposal officer himself would take on all UXBs marked ‘Priority’ and normally all high explosive (HE) bombs weighing over 50kg, as well as any smaller bombs with complex or challenging fuzes.

By the end of November 1940, No.1 Bomb Disposal Section was ready for action. The Lieutenant Governor issued a top-secret message to commanding officers of all military forces in Malta, and to the police and ARP. From 0600hrs on 1 December 1940, the bomb disposal officer would take over from the RAOC responsibility for the disposal of all unexploded bombs on land in Malta and Gozo, other than that belonging to the Royal Navy or RAF. The announcement set out the procedures for unexploded bombs. In civilian areas, police constables and ARP wardens were accountable for the reporting, locating and guarding of UXBs, supported by a voluntary special constabulary. The co-operation of these civil defence organisations was crucial to the work of the bomb disposal officer, providing an essential network of communications and support across the Archipelago. But unlike on the Home Front a high percentage of UXB reports in Malta came direct from the many military units on the Island, via their own company HQ.

From now on all UXBs outside of Royal Navy or RAF premises must be reported to the bomb disposal officer, via Fortress Headquarters G Branch at Lintorn Barracks. All UXB reports should include full details of the bomb(s) including exact location, approximate time of falling, quantity and whether in the open or buried in the ground. Any unexploded bomb in a critical location, such as an area vital to the war effort, could be given ‘Priority’ status by a senior civil defence or military officer. Each UXB report was noted and given a number. Once in receipt of a report, the bomb disposal officer made a reconnaissance visit. Based on the type, location and position of the bomb, he defined a safety zone which was cleared by the police and guarded until the bomb was disposed of.

The BD officer then decided the action to be taken. Any UXB designated ‘Priority’ would be made safe straight away. The lives of the bomb disposal officer and his men might even be put at risk in its disposal – although only if absolutely essential. Bombs in less vital locations could be left for an interval of 96 hours, to allow for the maximum time within which a clockwork-controlled fuze might function.8 After that time, the bomb disposal section attended and the bomb was dealt with. If circumstances allowed – i.e. where little damage would be caused, such as in open countryside – the bomb could be exploded ‘in situ’. Otherwise it would be defuzed or by some other method rendered harmless, then removed and disposed of appropriately.

Things got off to a steady start for the new bomb disposal section. Since September 1940, the rate of air attacks on Malta had declined to one per day; they reduced still further at the end of October. By mid-December, Lieutenant Talbot and his men had seen to three Italian HE bombs, four incendiaries and one British anti-aircraft shell. Then the weather turned exceptionally cold – there was even snow on the hilltop town of Rabat – and the Regia Aeronautica kindly refrained from taking to the air for a whole week over Christmas. At the end of the month, Talbot reported in to the Adjutant’s office at Lintorn Barracks. It was time to produce his first Bomb Disposal Report for Malta. From now on, every UXB report dealt with was typed in numerical order on a Weekly Bomb Disposal Report, giving the date the bomb was reported, its location, whether it was on the surface – or how far underground – the nationality and type of bomb, and the date and details of action taken by the bomb disposal section. The report was signed by the bomb disposal officer and the CO of the Fortress Engineers, and attached as an appendix to the official War Diary, a formality required by every military company.

After Christmas, RE Bomb Disposal work resumed at an easy pace, with only a few call-outs, most involving unexploded Ack-Ack shells.9 Those which held up the life and business of the community had to be treated the same as any unexploded bomb; the rest could be cordoned off and disposed of in due course. Talbot had begun to establish his routine, unaware that everything was about to change. Allied ships and aircraft from the Island were successfully disrupting Axis convoys running supplies through the Mediterranean. In mid-November, the Allies’ new state of the art aircraft carrier HMS Illustrious had attacked the Italian navy base at Taranto. Deciding that the Italian Air Force efforts were inadequate to neutralise the threat from Malta, German high command decided to deploy their own forces on the attack. The Luftwaffe moved into Sicily.



Notes

  1  Walter, Sapper Robert 1940. Personal account by Sapper Robert Walter No 1873669, Royal Engineers, Malta. Royal Engineers Library

  2  Sapper: a regular soldier in the Royal Engineers

  3  Cyril Thomas Meager, 2008

  4  Recommendation for award for conspicuous gallantry, Lieutenant W.M. Eastman

  5  Lacey, J. Diary of Jim Lacey. Available: www2.army.mod.uk/royalengineers/assocations/reabd/diaries/jimlacey.

  6  By the middle of 1941, the regulation establishment of a section overseas was one officer and 24 OR: one sergeant, one lance-sergeant, three corporals and three lance-corporals including one driver, six other drivers and nine sappers. According to Lieutenant Carroll, when he took over responsibility for bomb disposal in April 1941, the establishment of his section ‘grew to about 20 men’.

  7  Sources of names: Historical account of 24 Fortress Company, Royal Engineers in Malta. Royal Engineers Library; Hogben, Maj. A 1987. Designed to Kill. Wellingborough: Stephens.

  8  The standard time was 96 hours, made up of the 80 hours maximum delay of a clockwork setting, plus a margin of 20 per cent.

  9  Anti-aircraft shells fired by Malta’s defensive forces




CHAPTER 2

ILLUSTRIOUS BLITZ

Bomb disposal comprises the disposal of unexploded projectiles of various kinds, e.g., high explosive bombs of various sizes, incendiary bombs, A.A. shell, aeroplane cannon shell, parachute mines of the magnetic and non-magnetic type, gas bombs and any other form of missile dropped from enemy aircraft. Manual of Bomb Disposal



St Anthony Street was an anti-climax. The BD squad arrived expecting to find an unexploded mine: it turned out to be a discarded petrol tank. Still, with only one job remaining – an Ack-Ack fuze to collect from Valletta – they could look forward to an early end to the working day. Cheered by the prospect, they loaded the tank onto their lorry and headed out of Vittoriosa. Even the weather was looking up: the murky morning cloud was clearing to a bright afternoon sunshine.

Suddenly a formation of Stuka dive-bombers screamed across the sky over Grand Harbour. Wave after wave of Luftwaffe aircraft followed in their wake – more than 70 of them, raining bombs on the dockyard and surrounding areas. The target was HMS Illustrious. Battered by enemy attacks as she struggled to protect Allied convoys in the Mediterranean, the massive aircraft carrier had limped into Grand Harbour six days before. In the shelter of French Creek, and protected from further raids by bad weather, rescue work and repairs of the ship were progressing well. Now the Luftwaffe had their target clearly in sight.

The Germans had launched their first concentrated and ferocious attack of the war in the Mediterranean. Barely able to prepare for the onslaught, Malta’s few defending Hurricane and Fulmar aircraft took to the air to try and repel the raiders. Bofors guns boomed out constant rounds which echoed and re-echoed across the harbour. The valiant response succeeded in preventing all but one bomb from falling on Illustrious but could not protect the surrounding ‘Three Cities’ of Senglea, Vittoriosa and Cospicua1 from heavy bombing. Valletta, too, was badly hit.

Malta’s oldest urban communities, established and fortified in the sixteenth century by the Knights of Malta, were reduced to rubble. Some 200 houses were destroyed and another 500 damaged. The effect on the population was devastating. The majority had fled their homes to take refuge inland during the early raids of June 1940. But when enemy activity quietened down in the autumn, many evacuees drifted back home to rejoin dockyard workers who had stayed behind. Now these civilians were in the eye of the storm and large numbers fell victim to the Luftwaffe raids. Most lost their homes and everything they owned; hundreds were trapped under collapsed buildings and many were killed.

As the clouds of dust drifted away, Lieutenant Talbot and his men could only stand alongside the islanders in stunned silence, staring at the scene of devastation which had replaced the ancient and beautiful surroundings of Grand Harbour. The squad could scarcely imagine the huge challenge ahead of them; but for now their help was needed for other more pressing work. All but the most essential bomb disposal activities were put on hold. Every available man from 24 Fortress Company was called to Senglea and Vittoriosa to join their Army comrades in helping the civil authorities. Combined teams worked in shifts day and night, clawing at the wreckage to rescue survivors.

As soon as they could be spared, No.1 Bomb Disposal Section was back in business. As workmen scrabbled among the collapsed buildings, traces of unexploded bombs were coming to light, bringing recovery work to a halt. It was time to move in and start clearing them. The ancient thoroughfares of the Three Cities were little more than alleys a few feet wide, with tall stone houses on either side; now they were blocked with heaps of stone and rubble. The section could barely find a way through the streets. Scrambling over the debris on foot to reach the site of one UXB, L/Sgt Parker and his squad of sappers arrived at their destination to be confronted by yet another building crumbling into ruins.



… we were of the opinion that a bomb had gone off … because of the amount of damage that faced us. What we later were told had been a nunnery had collapsed into a mountain of stone and rubble. Fortunately it had been evacuated prior to the raids. This nunnery was in a [steep and] narrow street of steps. It had been several storeys high and was originally attached to similar buildings on either side. The adjacent buildings were now also in a very shaky state. It was obvious that we either had something very large in the form of a bomb, or that something large had crashed into it …

    In this early stage we were hampered by herds of wild cats. These were the poor animals left behind by the inhabitants. They were herded together in fear and were starving. They stubbornly barred our way and were very vicious and in the end we had to shoot some of them.2



The sappers had a mammoth task on their hands – removing the remains of the collapsed upper floors of the building layer by layer to find the bomb.



We started to dig into the mountain of rubble and stones. This proved difficult as we had no mechanical equipment. The location up the street of steps would have denied us the use of any heavy equipment even if we had it. After several days we had still found no evidence of a bomb having exploded (evidence had to be found consisting of blast marks or splinters from a bomb before we could abandon a reported UXB). The excavation had reached the state of a funnel-shaped hole with steep sides down which occasional large building stones would crash. We had suffered minor bruises and cuts from such falls and I became worried that we might get more serious injuries as we worked …

    After a few more days and the removal of tons of stone and rubble we found pieces of cast light alloy, some wire, and what seemed like pieces of electrical equipment. Our thoughts again returned to the possibility of an aircraft crash, or part of one. When seeking buried bombs the first thing to come to light is the tail or part of it that has been torn from the bomb. This would be of sheet metal, not the cast alloy painted sky blue that we had found …



L/Sgt Parker was concerned. This was nothing like any bomb he had worked on before. Before going any further he must consult his bomb disposal officer. Lieutenant Talbot came to inspect the site but could offer no easy solution. They would have to keep at it – but as the bomb was as yet unidentified he reminded them to proceed with the utmost caution. There was still a long way to go.



… at last we got to the ground floor level in our enlarged funnel-shaped excavation finding more of the light alloy blue painted pieces. In the floor was a distinct hole with sky blue paint marks around its edge. At this stage we discovered that we had cellars, and that the ground floor was in a dangerous state, broken through in some places and liable to collapse under the mountain of rubble on top of it.

    Looking into the hole with the aid of a torch, we could just see a cylindrical shape painted sky blue partly covered with rubble from a break in the floor. We again cleared the area, enlarged the hole which fortunately was not over the bomb and got into the cellars. We cleared the rubble from the bomb and found it to be the largest we had seen to date, and of a shape that we had not before encountered. As the bomb lay we could not see any fuzes …

    We next reviewed our situation and cleared the area further, including the propping up of the ground floor with timber to prevent further falls, and to allow us to work in the cellars in some degree of safety.



It was time for Parker to report his findings to Lieutenant Talbot, who would examine the bomb and decide what must be done.



… [he] informed us that it was an armoured piercing type designed to penetrate the armoured decks of capital ships. Our first problem was to render the brute safe by removing the fuze. We attempted this in the cellars after rolling it over to reveal the fuze. We found that the fuze was not of the delayed action type or anti handling or [anti] withdrawal variety. (It was obviously intended to go off).

    … efforts to remove the fuze were abortive, the retaining screw ring was so battered as the bomb crashed through the building that we could not move it. We had no wish to use excessive force in the still shaky cellars. I … suggested that we blew the thing up where it stood. There would be little extra damage in the currently very damaged area. To move the bomb fuzed would be dangerous, apart from getting it out of the tricky location of the cellars, the crumbling funnel-shaped excavation and the street of steps to get it away. There was the problem of moving it out of the densely built up area of the ‘Three Cities’…



Exploding the bomb was ruled out: a bomb of this size would cause devastation over too wide an area. Conscious of the efforts already made by Lance-Sergeant Parker and his squad, Talbot urged them on to even greater endeavour. Somehow they would have to get the bomb out.



We were told to recover it fuzed or not. But take every precaution possible. To get this unusual shape (slim, egg-shaped with pointed nose) weighing … over a ton out of the cellars, up the crumbling funnel shape, and out on to the street of steps, still with the fuze in it was a worrying problem. By means of blocks and tackles, the rigging of steel girders across the excavation to adjacent shaky buildings, and using brute force where all else failed, we managed at last to get the ‘beast’ on to the street of steps …



It had been an immense undertaking which would not go unrecognised. L/Sgt Parker was awarded the George Medal.3 Lieutenant Talbot was specially commended, as were Sappers James Lee Leonard, Lawrence Miller and Daniel McCarthy.4

The first major blitz on Malta continued for several days. Attacks spread to the airfields at Luqa and Hal Far; for a time Luqa was completely out of action. The Luftwaffe then extended their raids to military targets beyond Grand Harbour and the airfields. On Saturday 8 February 1941, a call came to Lintorn Barracks from Fort Mosta. There was evidence of four UXBs in the ground nearby. It was the site of major underground stores of ammunition, including precious Ack-Ack shells. Not only could a major explosion have devastating consequences for the surrounding area, it could destroy supplies essential to Malta’s defences. Lieutenant Talbot set off at speed, ordering a squad to follow him. Fort Mosta was five miles from Floriana, high on a promontory of the Victoria Lines, the ridge traversing the centre of the Island. Its massive curtain walls were an impressive site, offering a commanding view over the fertile plains of the Pwales valley to the north.

A guide was at the guard house ready to direct the bomb disposal officer to the UXBs. Talbot estimated all four bombs were fairly large. He knew the terrain was softer in this part of the Island than in the south: there was no way of knowing how far underground they might be. They were near the outer perimeter of the fort – but two of them were close enough to the access road to disrupt the distribution of ammunition supplies. These bombs must be rendered harmless as soon as possible. Lieutenant Talbot issued orders for work to begin sinking two shafts to try and locate the bombs, then handed over to an NCO to supervise the digging.

Talbot had plenty to occupy him elsewhere, with several reported UXBs in other parts of the Island. He had just returned from an incendiary bomb at Qrendi when a call came from his sergeant in charge at Fort Mosta: both bombs had been found at depths of five and six feet. They were a 200kg AP and a 300kg AP – armour-piercing bombs – well chosen for the job of penetrating heavy fortifications. Talbot now had to decide what to do with them. The bombs were as yet only partly exposed – just enough to identify their fuzes. Both were the type designed to explode on impact but their fuzes had failed in some way. It would be possible to dig the bombs out completely, but this would be more time-consuming – and time was short. He would much prefer to explode them where they lay – but what about the fort? An explosion on the surface was out of the question but the bombs were several feet underground – it might just be feasible. Talbot surveyed the area, calculating the distance of the bombs from the ammunition stores. Taking into account their size, and their estimated blast effect in relation to their position, he came to his decision: he would blow them up. First he reported his plans to the CO of Fort Mosta, who would make sure the area was cleared of all personnel. Then the shafts were surrounded by sandbags to provide extra protection. He descended the ladder alone into each shaft to attach the explosive charges to the bombs. With everything in place, he retired to a sheltered ‘safe point’, gave a final warning signal and detonated the two bombs. The explosion boomed out across the valley below as debris shot into the air, rattling down in a hailstorm of rock and stones. Success.

The NCOs could now concentrate on the remaining two shafts. They were already several feet deep, with no sign of the bombs. It took another day of hard slog to reach them: one 200kg bomb had been unearthed at 14 feet, followed soon after by the second, 16 feet underground. After two more controlled explosions, the bomb disposal officer informed the CO that the fort could return to normal operations.

Thankfully after the ‘Illustrious blitz’, enemy attacks became less frequent and intense. The bomb disposal section gradually eased back into the routine of clearing British shells from locations across the Island, from the remote Fiddien Bridge in the north-west to the headland at Delimara Point in the south-east. Only occasional nuisance raids courtesy of the Italian Air Force disrupted the relative calm. Malta’s inhabitants could retire to their beds each evening anticipating a reasonable night’s sleep.
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