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FOREWORD


BY ADMIRAL OF THE FLEET LORD LEWIN


To the majority of those who served in the Navy in the last war, the exploits of our Coastal Forces were almost a closed book. Operating away from the main naval bases, from small harbours like Felixstowe, Yarmouth, Newhaven and Dartmouth, we rarely met them; manned almost entirely by peacetime volunteer reserves and wartime sailors, they were virtually a private navy. Once in ‘the boats’ they stayed in, and would never, if they could help it, transfer to what they regarded as the Pusser Navy. Early responsibility, small close-knit crews, the chance to get to grips with the enemy, attracted the best men from the home country and an almost disproportionate number from the countries of the Old Commonwealth. What little those of us serving in destroyers and bigger ships heard of their dramatic deeds filled us, young as we were, with envy.


Maritime warfare in narrow seas does not change. Throughout our history small craft have played a major and vital part, defending our coastal shipping and attacking that of the enemy. The employment of our Coastal Forces in the Second World War on frustrating convoy escort, the interception of enemy shipping and the brisk and bloody action at close quarters this usually entailed, hazardous clandestine landings on hostile shores, all these operations would have been recognized by the men who manned the brigs and cutters of the Napoleonic wars. Like their forebears the crews of the gunboats were, in the words of Conrad, men of courage, initiative and hardihood. It is interesting but not surprising to note that of those who survived many also served with distinction in their chosen careers after the war.


Some have written of their experiences, fine leaders like Robert Hichens, Peter Scott and Peter Dickens among them, and gripping accounts they are. But until now no one has gathered together a complete record of even one class of gunboat. This Len Reynolds has now achieved, for the Dog Boats in which he served. A truly mammoth task of research that has taken him eight years, this book is not just a fascinating account of the Dog Boats’ war but a historic archive for which future maritime historians will have every reason to be grateful.




AUTHOR’S NOTE


This history of the D class Fairmile MTBs and MGBs in the Second World War is the result of eight years of research.


Quite apart from seeking out the somewhat fragmented and incomplete official record, I have been able to contact several hundred veterans who served in the boats. They completed questionnaires and sent me letters, notes, lists and anecdotes, and in so doing not only filled many of the gaps but also breathed life and warmth into the record. I acknowledge and thank all who helped in this way, particularly Douglas Hunt of the MTB/MGB Officers’ Association, and Harold Pickles and Pieter Jansen, newsletter editors of the Coastal Forces Veterans’ Association, who made this approach possible.


Throughout my research and during the writing my main support has been from Geoffrey Hudson, the Official Historian of the Coastal Forces Veterans’ Association, who has been compiling his own records of boats and flotillas for many years. He has an unparalleled knowledge of the construction details of every type of MTB, all of which he has generously been willing to share with me.


The long period of research was greatly assisted by a grant from the Caird Fund of the National Maritime Museum, whose chairman at the time, Admiral of the Fleet The Lord Lewin, gave me considerable support and encouragement, and whose staff were always very helpful. Similarly, Dr Christopher Dowling of the Imperial War Museum was largely responsible for my embarking upon the project and has since become my principal ‘patron’, seeing the book through to publication. Mrs Janet Mihell of the museum has been invaluable in editing the text with great skill.


The staff of the Naval Historical Branch, the Public Record Office at Kew, and the Royal Naval Museum at Portsmouth have all given me generous help and advice. The Royal Norwegian Navy’s Museum at Horten provided information and photographs. John Lambert generously allowed me to use some of his excellent drawings of Dog Boats.


I record with great appreciation my debt to the following whose direct help will be obvious from a perusal of the text and the notes, and apologize to those who sent me material which helped but is not quoted: Colonel Medoc Antunac; Captain S.M. Barnes DSC USN (Retd); T. Barrett DSM; L.H. Blaxell OBE DSC; the late D.G. Bradford DSO DSC; Captain W. Chatterton Dickson RN (Retd); Lady Bligh; Sir Walter Blount DSC; R.W.V. Board; P. Boissier; C. Burke DSC RCNVR; M.W. Coan; the late Fred Coombes DSM; H.F. Cooper; P. Coney; G. G. Connell; L.D. Conquest; Commander C. W.S. Dreyer DSO DSC; A. Falconer; J. Fearon; J.Y. Ferguson; Lord Fisher; Daniel Frka; H. Garmsen; Rear Admiral Bj Grimstvedt (RNorN); Vice Admiral H.B. Gundersen (RNorN); J. Hargreaves; R. Harrison; J.W. Harrop; M. Hayes; F. Hewitt; Sir Derrick Holden-Brown; the late K. Horlock DSC; I. Kinross; T.E. Ladner DSC QC; G. Lesslie; A.H. Lewis; E. Lonsdale DSC; F. Loy; the late A.D. McIlwraith CdeG GkWC; C. McIntyre; G. Manning; C. Milner DSM; R. Morgan; Rear Admiral Sir Morgan Giles DSO OBE GM; P. O’Hare DSM; J.P. Perkins DSC; the late Dudley Pope; D.G.E. Probert DSC; Wallis Randall; A.T. Robinson; T.M. Robinson; K. Rogers; R. Seddon DSC; Lord Strathcona & Mount Royal; the late G.V. Surtees; Randall Tomlinson; Robert Tough; the late Sir Fred Warner GCVO KCMG; R. Westwood.


Most of all, I thank my wife who has supported me tirelessly, through eight years of endeavour as ‘secretary-receptionist’, and in this fiftieth year of our marriage has mastered the art of word processing and produced a very high quality manuscript. In this she was helped considerably by the technical assistance of two friends, Mr Roger Battye and Mr Colin Daniel, and by Mr Desmond Wilton’s careful checking of the text.


Few researchers and authors have, I suspect, gained as much advantage from personal experience in their subject as I have enjoyed. I had the privilege of serving in one of the Dog Boats for nearly three years, joining her only a few weeks after the class first made an impact on the operational scene. I had, I am told, the unique experience not only of remaining in the one boat from commissioning to paying off, but also of being her Navigating Officer (as a Midshipman), then her First Lieutenant and Gunnery Officer, and ultimately her Commanding Officer at the age of twenty-one. I believe this has helped me to tackle a daunting task, especially, as a ‘Mediterranean’ Officer, when writing of the Dog Boats in home waters and Norway. I ask for the forbearance of those who detect inaccuracies, especially in areas where the official record is particularly scanty.


I should perhaps justify my use of several somewhat unusual ways of referring to boats and individual officers in an account that seeks to satisfy historians more accustomed to greater formality. First, although RN, RNR, SANF(V) and officers from the Canadian, Australian and New Zealand Naval Volunteer Reserve have the appropriate letters after their names (unless they are referred to frequently), because the great majority of officers were RNVR this has been omitted after their names. Then, as Coastal Forces had a particular camaraderie among its officers, and indeed first names were often used as R/T call signs, those names are often given after a first formal reference, to attempt to capture the appropriate atmosphere.


Similarly, in order to avoid constant repetition, the designation MTB or MGB is only used before a boat’s number where this is of operational importance. All the boats were numbered in the 600 and 700 sequence until the last 28 of the class, numbered from 5001.


Notes from the text appear in two categories. In order to assist other researchers and readers wishing to see original texts, sources of information are usually marked in the text as footnotes. Longer and more complex notes are marked with a different symbol – e.g. Note 1/Appendix 1 that signifies Note 1, which will be found in Appendix 1. Abbreviations commonly used are shown at the beginning of that section.


L.C. Reynolds




INTRODUCTION


It is rare that a new concept in ship construction, even in war, can be developed and brought into being so quickly that it makes a significant contribution operationally. But that is the truth behind the story of the Fairmile ‘D’ class motor torpedo boats and motor gunboats, often known as ‘Dog Boats’.


They were initially conceived in 1941 with the specific purpose of combating the highly regarded E-boats, which had highspeed diesel engines giving a top speed of over 40 knots.


Strangely, although the schnellboote were known in the German Navy as S-boats, they were always called E-boats in Allied circles – the ‘E’ standing rather quaintly for ‘enemy’.


The Dog Boats began to emerge from the boat yards of Britain in the spring of 1942. By the end of the war, they were regarded as the most heavily armed motor boats in the navies of the world: powerful, capable of long-range operations and of sustained independence. There were 228 of them built and they operated in home waters, off Norway and in the Mediterranean with equal success.


Their crews displayed – and still reveal – a strong bond of loyalty for their boats and shipmates. Perhaps this bond was due in large part to the closeness with which the three officers and thirty men lived, crammed into a 115-ft plywood hull alongside four massive supercharged engines and thousands of gallons of 100 octane petrol. There was no segregation here; the officers and crew lived within feet of each other and shared the same food. They were also all young, the CO and the coxswain often the only men on board aged more than twenty-five.


The Dog Boats fought in over 300 actions, and sank and damaged innumerable enemy ships. Thirty-seven of them were lost, mostly in battle or destroyed by mines as they ventured through the minefields to launch close attacks on the enemy’s coasts.


These, then, were the vessels and the men in this story of human endeavour during war. It tells of countless acts of selfless devotion to the high standards of the naval service, by men and boys who served the Royal Navy and their country when called to war from their offices and factories, and even from their schools.


It is dedicated to the 273 officers and men who gave their lives in the Dog Boats.


The Fairmile D Class MTB/MGB: Class Data
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115 ft
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Length waterline




	

110 ft
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Beam




	

20 ft
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Draught




	

4ft
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85 tons









	

 




	

Actual




	

 




	

105 tons
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4 Packard, 12 cylinder, 1,250 b.h.p. supercharged 4M 2,500 petrol engines.
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32 knots
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30 knots









	

 




	

Actual continuous
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27 knots
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25 knots









	

Fuel capacity




	

5,200 gallons









	

Range




	

at max. continuous speed




	

506 nautical miles









	

Silencers




	

Dumbflow









	

Specimen engine revolutions
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2,400 r.p.m.




	

 




	

30 knots









	

Complement




	

 




	

 




	

3 officers









	

 




	

 




	

 




	

30–32 crew
















CHAPTER 1





THE URGENCY OF WAR


The ‘Dog Boats’ – the D class Fairmile MTBs and MGBs – formed one of the classes of wooden boat produced by the Fairmile Marine Company. The history of that company is a tribute to one man’s vision and drive and to the positive and speedy decisionmaking that resulted from the existence of an urgent requirement: exactly the conditions which existed in 1939. It is remarkable that such decisions had to be taken with so little long-term planning to make rapid expansion possible, and that the man, Noel Macklin, should be there ready to take risks and invest money, even before the slow response and reactionary thinking of the Admiralty had taken only faltering steps.


This story of the operations of the Dog Boats would not be complete without a brief reference to the organization and system which led to the astonishing achievement of their production.


Noel Macklin had a background of naval service in the First World War, and of car racing and flying between the wars. It was his success with car construction in the 1930s, when models such as the Invicta and the Railton car were produced by his Fairmile Engineering Company in sheds behind his house at Fairmile, Cobham, that put him in a position to respond when he read that imminent war would require an immediate and urgent need for small anti-submarine vessels.


He quickly discovered that lessons were to be learned from the experience of fulfilling precisely the same requirements in the First World War. In 1915, orders had been placed with Elco in New Jersey for 550 motor launches (MLs) of 75–80 ft in length, capable of 19 knots and an average radius of action of 750 miles. These had been delivered, by a remarkable feat of production, by November 1916. In retrospect, however, the Royal Navy considered that a vessel of 100–200 ft length, designed more significantly for the weather conditions in home waters, would have been preferable. With this in mind, Macklin began to apply his extraordinary energy and breadth of vision to the concept of building mass-produced wooden boats in a multitude of small boat yards. He formed the Fairmile Marine Company, assembled a team of experts, and had soon decided on a prototype of a 110-ft hard chine motor launch designed for a maximum speed of 25 knots. Despite a very negative early Admiralty response to this initiative, Macklin had sufficient confidence in his concept to set about building a prototype. Fairmile’s records show that the Admiralty finally placed an order for ML 100 on 27 July 1939 and she was ‘laid off’ at Woodnutt’s yard on the Isle of Wight, ‘laid down’ on 29 September and completed on 21 March 1940.


A very significant figure in the design of the Fairmile boats was William John Holt, at that time the head of the boat section in the Department of Naval Construction (DNCD). He recognized the huge potential of the Fairmile production organization, and threw himself into the task of designing developments of that first motor launch, designated the Fairmile ‘A’, of which twelve were built and were used mainly as minelayers.


It was his design for a round bilge motor launch that was accepted and went into production immediately as the Fairmile ‘B’. This became the versatile and ubiquitous ‘ML’, which served all over the world in large numbers and with great distinction.


The additional capital required for even the first few dozen boats led to a quite remarkable agreement with the Admiralty. The Fairmile Marine Company retained its name and considerable freedom in commercial activity but became a Government Agency with guaranteed firm contracts.


The stage was set, with amazing speed and unorthodox supply sources, for the rapid expansion of orders and consideration of new designs, and Holt set about the task of using these early ideas and the Fairmile system to provide a significant new element in another field. The Navy’s fleet of motor torpedo boats (MTBs) and motor gunboats (MGBs) had until this time been thought of as primarily consisting of ‘short’ boats, usually of 60–80 ft in length. These MTBs and MGBs were faster and more powerfully armed than the MLs, and their role was to attack enemy shipping and to counteract the threat of the German Navy’s E-boats, which had the advantage of high speed provided by powerful lightweight diesel engines.


Just as Macklin had taken a commercial risk to produce a prototype, so the Vosper Company, the British Power Boat Company and the Thornycroft Organisation had been producing early MTBs, MASBs (motor antisubmarine boats) and MGBs for the navies of the world. The onset of war found the Admiralty commandeering boats under construction for other nations, to add to the handful of boats very tentatively ordered from 1935 onwards and initially deployed in Malta and Hong Kong.


It was rapidly concluded that there was a need to reinforce the ‘short boats’ with a new design of ‘long’ boats (over 100 ft) to provide a more stable gun platform, an ability to withstand heavier seas, and room for a greatly increased armament.


The first Fairmile ‘long’ boats with greater power were ordered in August 1940 as motor launches, and were a development from the early A class. They were designated C class and began coming off the construction line in June 1941. Almost at once, they were reclassed as motor gunboats, and the twenty-four boats of the class were numbered from 312 to 335. They were to do valiant service not only as escorts for East Coast convoys, but for clandestine operations: indeed MGB 314 entered naval history as the headquarters ship for the St Nazaire raid.


Throughout the construction period of the C class boats, and with growing confidence in the Fairmile system of mass production, the Admiralty, using the expertise of William John Holt, were designing and testing a new hull design for a boat of greater power.1


Holt’s concept for the next development of the Fairmile MTB/MGB was to marry a destroyer bow to a fast motor boat stern capable of accepting the greater power of four engines. He was working on this before the end of 1939. The aim was to obtain less pounding when driven at high speed into a head sea, and also to produce a dry boat forward by ploughing over the bow wave. This form had been tested experimentally to compare it with the round bilge form already developed.


The result was a semi-hard chine design with a sharp bow and very distinctive flare, with a wide flat transom which lent itself well to the arrangement of four shafts and propellers.


Holt later acknowledged that it was found that problems arose when it was necessary to maintain higher speeds into short steep sea conditions; then the plywood frames forward tended to break. This was tackled successfully by doubling the number of frames forward, and reinforcing parts of the hull with steel angle bars. The hull proved capable of providing the required greater speed, longer range, and heavier armament with a steady gun platform, and was acknowledged as a success.2


This, then, was the D class Fairmile, soon to be known as the ‘Dog Boat’. The boats of the class were allocated the numbers 601 onwards.


Sadly, this design did not lead to beauty. Compared with the sleek yacht-like hull of the Fairmile ‘B’ motor launch, the Dog Boat was at first sight ugly – much beamier and very squat. Indeed, one CO joining his boat and remembering it was prefabricated, was heard to mutter, ‘Is that the boat or the box it was delivered in?’


By March 1941, the design was ready, and orders given for twelve motor gunboats, with the prototype MGB 601 laid down at Tough Brothers’ yard at Teddington on 1 June 1941. Within a few weeks, the order was increased to forty boats, to be built at fifteen boat yards. The first thirty-two boats were planned to be gunboats and had no torpedo scallops cut into the hull forward of the bridge, but almost at once it was recognized that some might be completed as MTBs. The boats from 633 onwards had scallops incorporated, and could receive 21-in torpedo tubes, even though some were completed as MGBs. By November 1941, the order had been increased to 100 boats, and four more yards were building Dog Boats.


A feature of the construction of the class was the ease with which modifications could be introduced, proving the value of the prefabrication techniques and the flexibility of both planning and execution by the Fairmile method. This was quickly demonstrated when the decision was made to complete four of the first eight flotillas (each of eight boats) as MTBs rather than MGBs. Armament varied as new weapons and mountings became available, and it was not long before the Dog Boat was recognized as the most powerfully armed fast motor boat in the navies of the world.


The early flotillas soon settled to a ‘normal’ configuration. The common elements were the 2-pdr pom-pom on the focs’le and the twin 0.5-in mountings on each side of the bridge, with twin Vickers .303 machine-guns in the bridge wings. The MTBs had their two 21-in torpedoes, and a twin Oerlikon aft, while the MGBs mounted their twin Oerlikon on the coach roof and had a hand-operated Hotchkiss 6-pdr aft. This gun of ancient vintage, laid and trained by something akin to bicycle chains, proved in action to be accurate and effective when manned by a well-trained crew, and was greatly respected.


Later, some of the MGBs in the Mediterranean replaced the twin 0.5-in turrets with single Oerlikons; a power-operated semi-automatic 6-pdr replaced the pom-pom and the manual 6-pdr, and there were many local adaptations and experiments.


To complete the picture of this new concept of a brutal striking force, the early Dog Boats were powered by four Packard 4M-2500 marine petrol engines giving 1,250 b.h.p. at 2,400 r.p.m. They were the first MTBs to have four engines. Certainly, to be in the engine room when all four engines were running at high revs was to the uninitiated a frightening experience: somehow the dedicated motor mechanics and stokers found it exhilarating! The engines ran on 100 octane fuel, and the crews had quickly to get used to living within feet of 5,000 gallons of this highly volatile liquid whose vapour mixed with air could explode easily, given a spark from a faulty electrical system. The wardroom after bulkhead, for instance, was within inches of six copper tanks, each surrounded by a selfsealing compound, and each holding nearly 400 gallons. The petty officers’ and stokers’ messes down aft were similarly close to the after tank space, with another five tanks.


Descriptions thus far have been of hull and armament and engines: a power pack within the confines of thin plywood. But it was the men manning the boats who created their spirit and effectiveness, and gave them their vibrant purpose.


Indeed, these were the first MTBs and MGBs that were designed to have a crew which lived aboard and could be selfsufficient for long periods. That decision had its critics, including the legendary Commander-in-Chief Mediterranean, Admiral A.B.C. Cunningham who, paying his first and unannounced visit to a Dog Boat newly arrived in Algiers, muttered sharp imprecations about MTBs which were so full of clutter by virtue of living accommodation, that they were too slow to be effective.


But those words were quickly refuted as the benefits became rapidly evident. The ability to undertake much longer patrols and, for example, to remain off a beachhead for days supported only by transfers of water and fuel were exemplified during the Invasion of Sicily, and ‘ABC’ was soon sending congratulatory messages!3


For those responsible for organizing the manning of this new generation of much larger boats, with their complement of three officers and thirty men, the rapid expansion of manpower requirements posed very real problems. The increasing demand caused by the regular arrival from the boat yards of short MTBs and MGBs, and MLs and HDMLs, was now compounded by this proportionately greater need of the larger boats.


The Naval Psychological Service had already been involved in devising methods of identifying suitable candidates from the mass of officers and men coming out of initial training, given the specific qualities needed in a branch of the service where youth, physical resilience, quick reactions and mental toughness were all deemed essential requirements.


The middle of 1942 in Coastal Forces was indeed the start of a remarkable expansion in required manpower. It also happened to be a time when those yachtsmen and seafaring amateurs who had flocked in 1938 and 1939 to the RNVR had proved themselves in many types of small boat. The early MTBs had nearly all been commanded by young RN officers but very quickly the RNVR men began to get commands, and the Canadians, Australians and New Zealanders came through strongly, too. (Note 1, Appendix 1)


So, command of the new Dog Boats went generally to RNVR officers who had spent two years in either short boats or in MLs and who had proved their worth in seamanship and aggression. They tended to be in their mid-twenties, although some were older, but even at twenty-five they were frequently the oldest men aboard.


First Lieutenants came broadly from a different background. They were mostly in an age group that had come into the Navy as ratings, had been commissioned in 1941 and then gained perhaps a year or less of experience in short boats. The Third Officers (usually known as ‘Pilot’ because normally they had the responsibility of navigating the boat) were however invariably straight from training, and were commonly nineteen or twenty years old – either fresh-faced midshipmen with their maroon patches, or sub-lieutenants with brightly gleaming new gold braid on their sleeves. It was a fact that every week, the Officers’ Training Ship at Hove, HMS King Alfred, was turning out over a hundred young officers. Of these, it was normal that fifteen of the top twenty in the pass out list should be allocated to Coastal Forces, presumably because it was inevitable that they would almost immediately be navigating boats on operations which would be physically and mentally demanding – quite definitely a job for the young and bright.


This group was given one special ‘perk’ before being thrown in at the deep end. They alone were sent to Royal Naval College, Greenwich, for two weeks on what was irreverently known as the ‘knife and fork’ course. Few remembered afterwards any special benefits of that fortnight other than the proximity of London and the opportunity of dining in unaccustomed splendour in the Painted Hall, served by delightful Wren stewards. But at least it eased the transition from lower deck to wardroom and was greatly appreciated. They spent the next three weeks at Whale Island on gunnery instruction, and at Roedean College near Brighton on a torpedo course, before making the long train journey north to Fort William. There, at HMS St Christopher, the Coastal Forces training base, they were instructed in specifically relevant aspects of what they were about to do. They all remembered the aircraft recognition sessions with the renowned yachtsman and author Alan Villiers, and benefited from instruction by young officers, often recovering from wounds, who only weeks before had been in command of an MTB.


The problems of manning at this stage of the war (in mid-1942) were probably seen most dramatically in the composition of crews. The keystone of any crew was the coxswain, and in the Dog Boats he was invariably a Petty Officer and almost always he had a General Service (i.e., career Navy) background. He brought the seamanship and man-management skills which were so necessary, especially when his crew were largely raw recruits.


He was supported by a ‘second coxswain’ – normally a Leading Seaman – with perhaps two years of Coastal Forces experience behind him. After that, he was lucky if he had two or three Able Seamen with salt in their veins: the rest of the upper deck crew were Ordinary Seamen straight from training. Their job was to man the guns and to maintain the boat in a shipshape and seamanlike condition. The boats had no signalman – the Pilot and First Lieutenant were expected to cope with light or flag signals – but carried a Telegraphist (‘Sparks’) and a Radar Operator. Rather strangely, there was no cook: morale on board often reflected the coxswain’s success in persuading one of the seamen to take on that very important role with a modicum of competence.


Below decks in the engine room crew there was a Petty Officer (or Chief) Motor Mechanic, and a Leading MM, with four stokers, only one of whom might have some experience. So, in a crew of thirty-two, the CO might be lucky when he commissioned his boat to have six or seven hands with any experience. The other twenty-five were raw material for him to train and mould into an efficient unit as quickly as possible. His coxswain was therefore vital to his success, their relationship literally a matter of life or death, with the possibility of action only days away.


It was these untried boats and men that formed the first Dog Boat flotillas, and were thrust rapidly into the realities of war.


1 J. Lambert and A. Ross, ‘The Fairmile “D” MTB’, Allied Coastal Forces in World War Two, vol. 1, Fairmile Designs.


2   Paper by W.J. Holt to Institute of Naval Architects, 1947.


3   See chapter four.






CHAPTER 2





OPERATIONS BEGIN


When the Dog Boats began to come off the slipways of their boat yards in the spring of 1942, they joined a rapidly growing force of short MTBs and MGBs which, until a few months earlier, had been desperately short of resources.


The war had begun with only a handful of MTBs in commission, and most of these were in the 1st Flotilla in Malta and the 2nd Flotilla in Hong Kong. The 1st Flotilla was brought home at the end of 1939 through the French canals, and was joined after the fall of France, Holland and Norway by a number of boats being built for other navies, which were rapidly requisitioned by the Admiralty. What they lacked in technical quality and armament was compensated by the dash and seamanship of their RN Commanding Officers, and they formed flotillas based in Felixstowe and Dover. They distinguished themselves at Dunkirk but had few opportunities to prove their worth until 1941, when with increasing numbers, rearmament, greater experience and the arrival of the first British Power Boat MGBs, things began to change.


Coastal Forces had begun to discern more specific objectives. Much effort was needed to protect British coastal convoys from the attacks of E-boats but the boats were also taking the offensive, and attacking enemy convoys as they crept along the coasts of the Channel and North Sea.


Because of the numerous escorts protecting those convoys, tactics had developed which involved combined attacks by units of MTBs and MGBs working together. The MGBs would try to engage the attention of the escorts to enable the MTBs to make their torpedo attacks on the larger targets. The ‘short’ gunboats had often lacked the firepower to inflict crippling damage on many of the escorts but were led with such skill and aggression by Senior Officers like Robert Hichens, Dickie Richards, Stewart Gould and Bremer Horne that they scored many notable victories over the E-boats and R-boats they came across.


This enabled the MTBs to get to grips with the larger targets, and gradually, and especially in the Dover Strait, the MTBs began to score torpedo hits.


The Fairmile ‘C’ MGBs – the first ‘long’ boats and the forerunners of the Dog Boats – had begun to operate from Yarmouth and Dover by the autumn of 1941 and had added a new dimension of fire-power to the convoy protection role. By the end of 1941, there were seven MTB flotillas and seven MGB flotillas of short boats in home waters so that 1942 at last saw the build up of Coastal Forces that had been so long awaited.


It was augmented by another group of boats of new design, the steam gunboats (SGBs) which were completed early in 1942 and had their first actions in June. They were minidestroyers in aspect and, gallantly led, they had their successes and were much involved in the Dieppe Raid in August. But they proved, until given additional armour to protect their steam plant, to be very vulnerable, and for several reasons the decision was taken not to order more of this design.


Another significant step forward was the establishment of HMS Bee at Weymouth. Flotillas and individual boats could ‘work up’ there as they were commissioned, and crews were indeed worked hard at all hours of the day and night to prepare them for the operations to come.


This was the background against which the first Dog Boats made their appearance in Coastal Forces. The prototype, MGB 601, was completed on 9 March 1942, well in advance of the others being built, and she was entrusted to Allan Gotelee RNVR, an experienced officer and a solicitor in private life. Before flotillas were formed, 601 found herself attached to a group of C class MGBs operating from Dover and on 20 July a unit of three MGBs led by Lt H.P. (Pat) Cobb RNVR in 328, with 322 (Lt A. (Tony) Price RNVR) and 601 set out from Dover to search for enemy patrols south of Boulogne.1


Shortly after midnight, the group was vectored to intercept an enemy convoy off Cap Gris Nez which had been picked up by the Dover radar. It proved to be a merchant ship escorted by armed trawlers ahead and astern with an outer screen of E-boats and R-boats (the German equivalent of the Royal Navy’s MLs). The SO asked Dover Command if MTBs were available, as this was clearly a torpedo target, but the sea conditions were not favourable for short boats, so Cobb decided to make a direct attack, possibly having the intention of dropping a depth charge under the bow of the merchant ship.


Sub-Lt Lionel Blaxell RNVR, who was the First Lieutenant of MGB 322, wrote an eyewitness account of this action:


We had, in fact, run through an outer screen of E-boats before turning parallel to the main target. Cobb’s boat began to close, and 322 and 601 followed in. We all opened fire, and hits from all three boats could be seen on the bridge of the target. Suddenly, all hell let loose: having penetrated the screen, all the escorts were now firing at us from – it seemed – every direction. As we passed very close to the main target, there was an enormous flash and flames from the position of Cobb’s boat (328) and we did not see her again. We later discovered she had been sunk, and Cobb was killed.2


Blaxell was wounded, and 322 hit many times by 40-mm and 20-mm shells, and contact with 601 was lost. In fact, 601 had also been severely damaged, and Gotelee badly wounded. Gallantly, she continued to harry the convoy for nearly an hour, inflicting damage to the main target and escorts alike, before limping back to Dover. Blaxell adds a postscript:


I found myself in the same hospital ward as Allan Gotelee. He had had a close shave: a 20-mm armour-piercing shell had come through the rear of the bridge, narrowly missing Gotelee and his Coxswain. It had splintered against the forward bridge bulkhead, and he collected some of it in his leg. He had also found that the shell had been deflected off a silver hip-flask in the pocket of his bridge coat: he showed me the groove in it and was sure it had saved his right hip joint.


The official report on damage to 601 records twenty-six hits by 20-mm shells. The machinery was undamaged, and she returned to Dover under her own power. The report is particularly interesting in that it records precisely the damage effected by each shell: most left a 4–6-in hole in the hull. It also reveals that all power-operated turrets were put out of action as hydraulic leads were cut. Casualties were one man killed and all three officers wounded.3


There was an unexpected sequel to this action. Three days later, alongside in Dover, 601 was destroyed by an explosion and fire. The enquiry report established that the probable cause was a result of one of the fuel tanks being hit in the action, and the petrol (and subsequently vapour) being trapped between the tank and the self-sealing compound. This emphasized the need for extreme caution, and led to a number of valuable lessons being learned. One change that was received most gratefully by later Dog Boat crews was to ensure that open flame (paraffin) cooking apparatus should be replaced by electrical units.


It must be said that this was a sad start to the operations of Dog Boats but 601 had proved a doughty opponent for a heavily escorted convoy, operational experience had been gained, and the need for modifications in equipment learned. These proved of great value to the boats coming from the boat yards.


But only three weeks later there was to be another blow. The second Dog Boat to be completed was 609, early in June 1942. She was allocated to the 17th MGB Flotilla at Yarmouth, where the Senior Officer, Lt Cdr Duff-Still RNVR was standing by to receive his boats as they completed trials and working up. 609’s CO, Alan McIlwraith, describes how 609 set off from HMS Bee, the working-up base, but was ordered to put in to Dover and to operate with the C class MGBs there for a short time:


We did a couple of night patrols off the French coast but made no contact with the enemy. On 16 August, 609 set off on another patrol, following MGB 330, whose CO – and leader of the unit – was Derek Sidebottom. MGB 331 (Lt N.R. Weekes) was third in line.


In fact, this was no normal patrol: it turned out to be one of the most gallant and bruising MGB actions of the war. Twenty to thirty R-boats had set out from Calais to lay mines mid-Channel, and Sidebottom’s unit and another of short MGBs, led by Lt ‘Dickie’ Richards, left Dover hell-bent to intercept them. The long boats were the first to sight the enemy, and Sidebottom led his unit in to attack at close range, astonished that the six R-boats they saw at first made no effort to respond. The engagement when it began was so fierce, the range so close and the visibility so clear, that all British boats suffered damage and casualties, while pouring devastating broadsides at the two R-boats at the rear of the line. Sidebottom, with all his guns out of action, rammed the R-boat last in line, and 609 and 331 went on firing at the other enemy boats until they too had so many guns disabled and crew wounded that they had to disengage: 609 had three engines out of action, two men killed and two mortally wounded, and all three officers and eight of the crew wounded. Casualties were also high in the two Cs, with both COs wounded, but the last two R-boats in line were unquestionably near to sinking.


Richards and his short gunboats then began their attack, and set the leading boat on fire, boarded it, and took fifteen prisoners. The following day, an MTB patrol picked up nine more Germans in a raft, from the R-boat that had been rammed. All the boats returned to harbour but 609 had no controls, no compass, no charts, and only one engine. McIlwraith remembers that they found Dover with the help of the North Star!4


Without doubt the heavy fire-power of this second Dog Boat to be commissioned had added a new dimension to the attack but all the boats concerned had shown great gallantry. 609 was paid off for extensive repairs, but was recommissioned in 1943.


Following these two aggressive but expensive introductions to action by the Dog Boats, the autumn of 1942 saw the build up of the first four Dog Boat Flotillas.


The 17th MGB Flotilla has already been mentioned. It was commanded by Lt Cdr Henry Duff-Still RNVR and based at Yarmouth.


The COs were:


601 Lt A.A. Gotelee RNVR


603 Lt F.R. Lightoller RNVR


604 Lt J.O. King RNVR


605 Lt Cdr.H. Duff-Still RNVR


606 Lt E.D. Truman RNVR


607 Lt R.M. Marshall RNVR


609 Lt A.D. McIlwraith RNVR


610 Lt D.G.E. Probert RNVR


612 Lt P.A. Williams RNVR


The 18th MGB Flotilla, commanded by Lt H.P. Byrne RN, was based first at Portsmouth and then at Newhaven.


The COs were:


602 Lt J.D. Robinson RNVR


608 Lt J.H. Hodder RNVR


611 Lt A.C.N. Chapman RNVR 611


611 Lt I.D. Lyle RNVR


613 Lt H.W. Paton RNVR


614 Lt P.E. Mason RNVR


615 Lt T.W. Boyd DSO RNVR


616 Lt H.P. Byrne RN


The 30th MTB Flotilla was manned by Royal Norwegian Navy officers and men, with RN telegraphists. The flotilla was based at Lerwick in the Shetland Islands, and its operations will be described in a chapter devoted entirely to the extraordinary exploits of its boats.


Finally, the 31st MTB Flotilla, which was commanded by Lt I.R.P. (Giles) Goodden RN and based at Yarmouth, formed up in the New Year of 1943.


The COs were:


617 Lt C.J. Fleming RNVR


621 Lt I.R.P. Goodden RN


622 Lt P.F.S. Gould DSC RN


624 Lt K. Gemmell RNVR


628 Lt A.A. Gotelee DSC RNVR


628 Lt R.E. Cunningham RNVR


629 Lt C.A. Law RCNVR


630 Lt G.A. Guthrie RNVR


632 Lt P.A. Berthon DSC RNVR


The selection of the COs named above for these demanding new commands proved by subsequent results to have been entirely justified. Almost without exception they went on to make significant contributions to the record of Coastal Forces, and between them they were, by the end of the war, to receive three DSOs, twenty-two DSCs, and a hatful of ‘mentions’.


The three ‘home’ flotillas were effectively operational by the end of 1942 or the start of 1943, and spent weeks on valuable but often frustrating and boring convoy protection patrols. The lifeblood of Britain depended to a great extent on the movement of supplies by frequent convoys along the Channel and up the east coast of England. These were vulnerable to attack by E-boats, and the new Dog Boats proved to be valuable additions to the stretched resources of escorts. They would be stationed on the seaward side of the convoy routes with the dual task of intercepting E-boats before they had the chance of attacking convoys, or catching them on their way home.


The task was made more frustrating by the fact that the E-boats were ordered to conserve their destructive potential by avoiding action with Coastal Forces escorts, using their speed and low silhouette to achieve this. Of course there were many occasions when they were surprised and thus trapped into action, but they were difficult to catch if given any sort of start. The short MGBs had the speed to catch them but at this stage of the war lacked sufficient fire-power to press home their attacks unless they could – as the legendary Robert Hichens (Appendix 1, Note 2) frequently accomplished – lie in wait for their return into their home ports. The Dog Boats, however, with their 30 knots maximum speed, lacked the pace to catch them but had the fire-power to destroy them given the chance.


Mixed in with the defensive patrols were offensive forays to the far shore, which for the Yarmouth-based boats meant a long flog, often in appalling weather and bad sea conditions.


In February 1943, this monotony was interrupted for three of the boats of the 17th Flotilla. The Senior Officer, Henry Duff-Still in 605, with Peter Williams in 612, and Douglas Probert in 610, had been sent north to Scotland for a special operation. Williams had, before his appointment as CO of 612, been in command of MGB 325, attached temporarily to an Admiralty department headed by Captain Frank Slocum RN. Slocum’s designation was DDOD(I) – Deputy Director Operations Division (Irregular) – and his responsibility was to operate naval units carrying out clandestine tasks. Coastal Forces craft were used occasionally, and later a flotilla was formed to specialize in this work.


The three boats sailed to Aberdeen, where they found that they were to be involved in Operation Cabaret. The background to this was the tremendous need to bring Swedish steel products from neutral Sweden through the German blockade of the Skagerrak. Two Norwegian ships, the Lionel and the Dicto, were already loaded, having been forced back to Gothenburg in the ill-fated Operation Performance the previous year. They had sailed to Hakefjord, a small fjord near Vinga, and were awaiting an escort and the delivery of Oerlikon and Lewis guns, and Merchant Navy gunners, to make their breakout possible. The delivery of weapons and men was codenamed Operation Cabaret, and the three MGBs had been selected to carry it out. (Appendix 1, Note 3)


The three Dogs sailed on 4 February to attempt the hazardous passage through the Skagerrak to Sweden. They reached the entrance to the Skagerrak with weather conditions deteriorating markedly, when a signal was received abandoning the operation. It had little to do with the sea conditions. The Admiralty had received information that heavy German Naval units had sailed south from Norway. The boats were recalled but faced mountainous seas, and all three suffered damage to their forward frames and spent some weeks undergoing repairs.


Although this was a disappointing end to a potentially very significant operation, the contribution of Coastal Forces boats did not end there, even if Dog Boats were not used. A new breed of ‘long’ MGBs originally ordered from Camper and Nicholsons by the Turkish Navy was under construction at Gosport. They were powered by three Paxman diesel engines, and were thought to be suitable for use as blockade-runners. Five of them were registered under the red ensign and commanded by Merchant Navy officers, and this fleet undertook the hazardous and politically delicate task of slipping through the well-defended waters of the Skagerrak. Between November 1943 and March 1944, vital cargoes totalling 347 tons of machine tools, high-speed steels and major loads of roller- and ball-bearings were delivered. They were acknowledged by the Minister of Supply as being of enormous importance to the war effort and to the build up to the invasion of Europe.5


Throughout the winter, the 30th MTB Flotilla manned by Norwegians had already experienced the rigours of the northern waters, and had been battling with the two enemies, the German Navy and the sea, with considerable success.


But in home waters, spring was on its way, and in March 1943 an increase in the proportion of offensive operations rather than convoy protection patrols led to a spate of actions which finally established the Dog Boats as very powerful and effective newcomers to the Coastal Forces scene.


The 31st MTB Flotilla, the first of the D class MTB flotillas in home waters, was based at HMS Midge, Great Yarmouth. The boats were working up and then gathering at their base during January and February 1943, and very soon after beginning patrols off the Dutch coast had two successes within a few days, early in March.


The normal pattern of operations for any flotilla was to make up units of different boats each night. Obviously the Senior Officer could not be at sea night after night, and his half-leader (the senior CO) frequently led a unit. So it was that on the 9/10 March, Lt Ken Gemmell in MTB 624 was leading a unit, followed by 617 (Lt C.J. Fleming) and 622 (Lt Frank Carr).


Gemmell was a noted yachtsman who, in 1938, had won the Royal Ocean Racing Club’s race from Dover to Christiansund in Norway, against opposition from nine of Germany’s crack yachting team. Frank Carr, in a similar mould, had been a racing motorist: he had taken over 622 in December when Stewart Gould had been given command of the 32nd MTB Flotilla, destined for the Mediterranean.


The boats left Yarmouth with orders to carry out an offensive sweep off Terschelling. Earlier in the day, a reconnaissance aircraft had reported a westbound enemy convoy of eleven ships north of Wangeroog. The unit arrived in the area at about 2300, and almost at once made contact with a group of armed trawlers. Assuming these vessels to be the screen for the convoy, Gemmell altered course to avoid them but his unit was sighted and the enemy opened heavy fire. A lively action ensued in which the Dog Boats set one of the escorts (now known to be Vps 1247 and 1248) on fire.


While disengaging, 617 became separated from the other two MTBs, but 624 and 622 found the convoy that in fact was composed of eight merchant ships and was very heavily escorted by four M class minesweepers of the 1st Flotilla and four Vps.6


Gemmell’s two boats attacked from the port side of the convoy, and four torpedoes were fired at a tanker of about 6,500 tons and two hits were claimed.


By this time they were under very heavy fire, and 622 was hit and disabled. 624 made smoke and attempted to close and give assistance, only to be met by what appeared to be a destroyer, and was beaten off. It was later learned that 622 was abandoned and on fire and sank, the survivors being rescued by Vp 1300, becoming prisoners of war. 624 and 617 returned to Yarmouth with only superficial damage.7


Three nights later on 12/13 March, Lt Gemmell, once again leading a unit of the 31st Flotilla, had another great success, achieving the most unusual feat of carrying out an unobserved approach, a successful torpedo attack, and a withdrawal all without any fire from the enemy. Quite naturally it is often assumed that MTBs always attacked at high speed. In fact the majority of attacks began at low speed as quietly as possible to avoid detection: once sighted, of course, speed became essential.


On this occasion, Gemmell’s unit had been alerted that an enemy convoy was moving down the Dutch coast, again off Terschelling. By midnight, in good visibility, they had sighted the convoy at long range and identified three merchant ships and a considerable escorting force. The three boats – this time, Gemmell in 624 had 628 (Ronald Cunningham) and 617 (with Bill Beynon in temporary command) – stopped to plot the enemy course and to give Gemmell the chance to issue orders. They moved in slowly, getting closer and closer and astonished that they were not seen. At 3,000 yards the executive signal was given, and the three boats turned in at right angles, now in line abreast, and each boat moved towards its target, each CO’s eyes glued to his torpedo sight. Each one fired when ‘on’, and five torpedoes shot towards their targets (for some reason 628 only got one off).


The reward was three resounding ‘thumps’ and smoke billowing from two of the targets but memories returned to the events of three nights earlier. The withdrawal had still to be achieved, and surely the escorts would see them and the hail of shells would whistle round their ears. But no! They turned to port together and crept away unseen, and the only reaction was a star-shell fired in the wrong direction.


It had been a beautifully executed attack and it was later established that two ships were indeed sunk. Intelligence reports after the war confirmed that the two were SS Liege (4,398 tons) and SS Hermod (1,495 tons). (Appendix 1, Note 4)


There was another unusual consequence of these two actions. For the first, Gemmell and Carr won DSCs, and DSMs were awarded to A/B William Wilson of 624, and A/B Harry Leader of 622, the latter for his bravery in fighting the fire which ultimately led to 622’s sinking. For the second, no awards were made and indeed no publicity allowed, as if the Admiralty wanted to keep the enemy guessing. But the men of Coastal Forces, and especially the 31st MTB Flotilla, were well aware of a splendid success.


March saw one more action by boats of the 31st Flotilla. This time the unit was led in 629 by Lt C.A. (Tony) Law, a Canadian who was later to be Senior Officer of an all-Canadian short boat flotilla which achieved great distinction in 1944. He was followed by 628, commanded by Lt Ronald Cunningham. This patrol, on 22/23 March, was once again off Terschelling and the engagement began when a unit of short MTBs attempting to attack a convoy was driven off. Tony Law, leading the northern group, made two attacks. In the first he met heavy fire and could only get close enough to inflict damage on one escort. The second led to a long-range torpedo attack from which no results were claimed, and both 629 and 628 were slightly damaged. But later post-war intelligence confirmed that an enemy trawler was damaged in the first clash.


The Dog Boats of all three ‘home’ flotillas stepped up their level of patrol activity considerably in the months of April and May 1943, and benefited from the growing experience of their crews and the increase in confidence in their boats felt by the COs. Much of the work from Yarmouth still involved the frequently fruitless manning of the line eight miles east of the convoy route, to intercept attacks by E-boats, but most nights there were also offensive patrols off the Dutch coast, where the enemy convoys were well protected by heavily armed and numerous escorts. But Lt Cdr Duff-Still, leading his 17th MGB Flotilla boats, achieved several notable successes with gun actions. 606, 607 and 603 damaged an escort trawler and possibly sank it on 27 March; two weeks later, 606, 603, 610 and 612 had another close brush with escorts but were unable to penetrate the screen.


Now that Yarmouth housed both an MGB and an MTB flotilla of Dog Boats, mixed units could be sent out. This put into practice the tactics that the short boat flotillas had been developing, particularly under Robert Hichens at Felixstowe and in the radar directed flotillas at Dover. The additional flexibility this gave, allowing units to make the type of attack most likely to succeed against the targets which were encountered, led in the autumn of 1943 to a major decision to convert the majority of MGBs – both short and long – into MTBs. Although this policy was under discussion in the spring, the experience being gained in April and May off the Dutch coast was proving valuable.


On both 19 and 30 April, Duff-Still led units made up from his 17th MGB Flotilla and the 31st MTB Flotilla. On both occasions the gunboats occupied the attention of the escorts, allowing the torpedo boats to get their torpedoes away but sadly no hits were obtained. The fire-power of a unit of Dog Boats attacking together was proving to be a new dimension in close gun attacks: four boats in close formation could bring such an intense battery to bear that targets were being set on fire and faltering in their ability to respond. The action on 30 April was very unusual indeed in that it took place in daylight.


The telegraphist aboard MTB 630 (Tom Barrett DSM) recalls:


On 30 April eight boats of the 17th and 31st Flotillas left Yarmouth to patrol the northern area of the Dutch coast. 621 had to turn back with an engine defect, but we split into two sections. MTB 624 and MGBs 606 and 612 set off to patrol the outer convoy route off Vlieland and Terschelling, while MTBs 632 and 630, with MGBs 605 and 610 covered the inner convoy route. Both units, having found no targets, turned for home at about 0500, but soon after, as dawn broke and the Dutch coast was still well in sight, our inshore group sighted four enemy vessels. They looked like flak ships – large and menacing escorts which in daylight would heavily outgun the Dog Boats.


Duff-Still’s report8 reveals that he decided to attempt an attack by bluff: there was no other way to get close in, and without an element of surprise the battle would be too one-sided. He turned his boats directly towards the enemy hoping to pass the unit off as E-boats. Who else would be reckless enough to close in daylight? Tom Barrett continues:


630 was the last boat in line, and incredibly the enemy did not open fire until our four boats had had the chance to strike first and strike hard. The first target did not even fire a shot at us – all her guns must have been disabled very quickly. The next two were severely mauled but they and the fourth gun-coaster soon began to reply with their larger calibre guns and that was when a shell hit the bridge and caused heavy casualties. The captain (Lt Guthrie), the starboard Vickers’ gunner and the starboard 0.5-in gunner were all killed instantly. The First Lieutenant, Sub-Lt Goddard, was so badly injured that he died next day in hospital, and eight others (including the Navigating Officer, Sub-Lt Dalziel, and the Coxswain) were wounded, many of them seriously.


A/B George Lesslie throws some light on his captain’s intentions.


Lt Guthrie, as 630 was last in line and the first attack had been so successful that return fire had dwindled, decided to attempt a depth charge attack on the fourth escort, and closed at speed. He shouted to me ‘Lesslie – tell them to release manually’ and as I turned back after doing that, the shell hit the bridge.9


It was Sub-Lt W.G. Dalziel, the Navigating Officer, who, although wounded himself, got to the bridge and with the help of the unwounded crew members, extricated the boat and linked up with the rest of the unit. The action had gone on for over half an hour, and Duff-Still was able to pause and watch as one of the enemy craft sank and two others burned furiously. It was 1645 before the unit got back to Yarmouth, with Dalziel, despite his wounds, still on the bridge of 630. Small wonder that he was awarded the DSC for his courage and devotion to duty. Also listed in the London Gazette of 6 July 1943 were DSMs for five of the crew (including Telegraphist Tom Barrett) and a posthumous Mention in Despatches for Graham Guthrie, the CO. In a separate entry, in the same gazette, Lt Cdr Henry Duff-Still was rewarded for ‘leading coastal forces actions in April and May 1943’ by the award of the Distinguished Service Order, joining the growing number of comparatively junior Coastal Forces officers to be so honoured.


Each of the flotillas had further brushes with the enemy in May, both off the Dutch coast and in the Channel, but in the interests of chronology it is necessary to go back to the winter of 1942/3 and record the activities of the 30th MTB Flotilla, manned by officers and men of the Royal Norwegian Navy.
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CHAPTER 3





THE 30TH (NORWEGIAN) MTB FLOTILLA


(Appendix 1, Note 5)




JUNE 1942 TO OCTOBER 1943





Very early in the war the officers and men of the Royal Norwegian Navy made it clear that they wished to be involved in the activities of the MTBs of Coastal Forces. Indeed, some boats were on order from British boat yards before the Germans invaded Norway in April 1940.


Two early Norwegian 60-ft Vosper MTBs (Norwegian numbers 5 and 6) joined the 11th MTB Flotilla at Dover, but both were lost by mid-1941. They were replaced by MTB 56, a 75-ft Thornycroft boat commanded by Lt Per Danielsen, and although 56 did not have any successful actions while operating from Dover, strangely enough her CO and ship’s company did. A Norwegian report tells the story:


On 9 September 1941, as MTB 56 was non-operational, Per Danielsen and his men were ordered to take over the available MTB 54 and to join other British boats then in action against a convoy off the French coast. The British boats were attacking from seaward while MTB 54 attacked independently from inshore of the convoy. Her torpedoes hit and sank a 5,000-ton merchant vessel. It was probably a unique event in the history of the Royal Navy that an enemy ship was sunk by a unit flying the white ensign with a non-British CO and ship’s company.1


The Norwegian Navy and its young MTB officers at the time were quite certain that the Norwegian coast, with its narrow passages between islands into the channels called the Inner Leads, must be an ideal hunting ground for their boats. Per Danielsen and his boat MTB 56 were chosen to demonstrate the accuracy of that belief. An operation was planned involving the towing of MTB 56 from Scapa Flow by the old Norwegian destroyer Draug to a point just outside the islands. This was safely accomplished on 1 October 1941, and under cover of darkness 56 entered the Inner Leads only a few miles south of the city of Bergen. She moored up alongside an island and was covered by camouflage nets and bushes. The next evening, she took up a patrol position and soon a tanker was observed en route for Bergen, escorted by two minesweepers. Two torpedoes were fired, both hit the target, and the tanker caught fire and blew up. It was later discovered that she was the MV Borgny and that she was carrying 3,500 tons of aviation spirit for the German air force. MTB 56 managed to avoid an attack by the escorts, and returned safely to Lerwick in company with the Draug.2


It had been a brilliantly successful execution of a new and bold concept of attack, and it set the pattern for future operations. It also had the effect of forcing the Germans to deploy extensive counter measures. However, it was recognized that there would be a greater advantage in using boats with longer range and better ability to withstand the appalling weather of the northern sea in winter.


It was this realization that led to the allocation of the very first Dog Boat MTB Flotilla, the 30th, to the Royal Norwegian Navy, to operate from Lerwick in the Shetland Islands through the winter of 1942/3. After MTB 56 (and indeed MTB 54) had led the way, several other short boats were commissioned by the Norwegians during 1942, and were based at Portland and Portsmouth where they were employed for training purposes. They provided the nucleus of the crews that manned the Dog Boats as they came from the boat yards between June and September, worked up at Weymouth at HMS Bee, and gathered in Lerwick under their Senior Officer, Lt R. Tamber RNorN.


For the period from November 1942 to August 1943, the following boats made up the flotilla, and their COs (all RNorN or RNorNR) were to prove worthy upholders of the great seagoing traditions of the Norwegian Navy and people.


618 Lt A.H. Andresen


622 Lt A. Haavik


Lt P.E. Danielsen


625 Lt K. Hjellestad


626 Lt K. Bogeberg


620 Lt A. Prebensen


631 Lt E. Matland


627 Lt H. Henriksen


619 S-Lt H.L. Henriksen


653 Lt E. Matland


Lt R. Tamber


(653 replaced 631 later)


Lt Ch. Herlofsen


Lt B. Christiansen


Lt Tamber initially had the dual responsibility of being both SO of the 30th Flotilla and Senior Norwegian Naval Officer (SNNO) Lerwick. Later, as the base staff increased dramatically to keep the boats operational, he was able to concentrate solely on leading the flotilla, and Commander T. Horve RNorN, already decorated for services as CO of a destroyer, took over as SNNO.
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