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ONE








Getting Airborne




The midday launch was much easier to take than yet another freezing pre-dawn launch. The United Kingdom Meteorological office described November 1944 in Scotland as ‘rather cold’; to the Australians of No 455 (RAAF) Squadron it was bloody freezing and miserable. Low cloud, widespread gales and driving rain prevented effective operations for weeks. Snow and sleet whipped through the Royal Air Force Station at Dallachy adding cold misery to the boredom of keen Beaufighter crews forced by the weather to remain on the ground.


The ANZAC Strike Wing had been grounded by miserable weather for five days; stuck on the ground waiting for the weather to clear - and the waiting was tough. Scotland was freezing -literally. A depression south of Iceland crossed to the north of Scotland bringing snow and sleet. Considerable snow blanketed


RAF Station Dallachy and even though many of the Australians had giggled like children during their first ever snowball fights, the novelty had well and truly worn off. The damp cold got into your bones and made life tough; it was especially tough for the ground crew. Manhandling aircraft and loading weapons was demanding, physical work but fingers getting stuck to frozen metal parts? That was beyond a joke, and the weather was not doing much for the flying either.


At one point some bright officer had the debatably brilliant idea that the ground crew could clear the runway of about 30 centimetres of snow by hand! Because snow on the ground was not usually an issue for a station so close to the North Sea, RAF Dallachy was not equipped for this unusual dump. All trades were assembled on the airfield after tea, struggling in their greatcoats and wellies, wielding a limited number of shovels in a futile attempt to clear away the snow. They worked for quite some time, taking it in turns to shovel snow into trucks which in turn dumped the stuff at the airfield perimeter. They did manage to clear quite a large area before the realisation finally sank in that clearing the entire runway would be impossible, and so the effort was called off.


But the first Tuesday in December finally brought a break; the weather was suddenly clear, snow on the runway was no longer an issue and shipping was reported in the Norwegian fjords. Launching from an airfield just 25 kilometres to the east of Dallachy, the De Havilland Mosquito crews of the Banff Wing scored the pre-dawn effort. The Beaufighter boys of the Dallachy Wing were tasked with a midday launch.


For the pilots, the launch process was almost the most procedurally challenging component of any wing strike and getting that process right was key to the entire mission. The trick was for all of the aircraft from the wing to take to the air at roughly the same time, form up into a fairly tight gaggle, and head out across the North Sea in strength. As the aircraft headed off on a direct track to Norway, there was no way for stragglers to catch up. There were no corners to cut and not much available in the way of overtake potential. If separated from the gaggle, the chances of joining up with the formation were slim.


Thirty-two-year-old Squadron Leader John 'Johnny' Pilcher from Burwood in Sydney was leading the push. Johnny was also leading the squadron as its acting commanding officer. Wing Commander Colin Milson DFC, the squadron’s actual commanding officer, was on leave. Apart from enjoying a well-earned break, Colin Milson had an appointment in London.


Just 24 years old, Colin Milson from Longreach in Queensland was twice awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross even before being appointed to command No 455 Squadron. In late November 1944, he was in London because he had an appointment at Buckingham Palace to be invested with the Distinguished Service Order. This honour recognised his brilliant leadership, gallantry and his careful planning of many missions flown between July and September of 1944. Later, in 1945, Colin Milson would receive a bar to his DSO for an attack against German shipping in Førde fjord, Norway. Johnny Pilcher, the acting commanding officer, standing in to cover Colin’s absence, would also be recognised by a bar to his DFC for his leadership of No 455 Squadron during attacks against enemy shipping during December 1944.


Altogether, No 455 Squadron members would be awarded two George Medals, four Distinguished Service Orders, 30 Distinguished Flying Crosses and one Distinguished Flying Medal, and six members would be Mentioned in Despatches - all decorations awarded for actions in the brief period that this unique Australian squadron operated Beaufighter aircraft, serving as part of the Royal Air Force, between January 1944 and May 1945.


Johnny Pilcher, whose usual job was one of the squadron’s two flight commanders, had a well-deserved reputation as man with outstanding flying skills. He was also unflappable in a crisis. In his history of No 455 Squadron, John Lawson, a former adjutant of the squadron, describes a night strike conducted against shipping in the vicinity of the German North Sea island of Heligoland, on 21 July 1944. This strike was against the largest enemy convoy ever attacked by aircraft from the Royal Air Force’s Coastal Command. The convoy comprised over 40 vessels with the majority being armed escort ships. The defensive barrage from the ships was intense as the ‘flak-busting’ Beaufighters of No 455 Squadron pressed home their attacks. Not surprisingly, the crews described the flak that night as the heaviest ever experienced. While the attack was a success overall, Johnny Pilcher’s aircraft was hit by flak in the port engine, which failed almost immediately.


With the best part of 500 kilometres ahead of him and the summer darkness now almost complete, Johnny Pilcher was in a bit of trouble. He carefully nursed his aircraft towards home but still with 180 kilometres to transit, Johnny Pilcher radioed for homing assistance with the advice that having only one good engine, his aircraft was struggling to maintain height. The RAF controllers reassured him as best they could and then quietly advised crew of the local air-sea rescue Vickers Warwick aircraft to stand by to take on the challenge of locating aircrew from an aircraft that was about to be forced down into the North Sea - in the dark.


As he got closer to home, Johnny advised that he was now down as low as 200 feet (60 metres). He and navigator Flight Lieutenant Sam Drinkwater, a Royal Air Force officer who was serving with the Australian squadron, jettisoned every loose item from the aircraft. That included the rearward facing machine gun and anything they could find that was not bolted down. Still their aircraft drifted lower. Johnny advised that he was going to ditch the aircraft while some fuel remained for his one good engine. As the aircraft settled just above the wave tops, Johnny realised that the aircraft was no longer descending but actually maintaining altitude although not much of it. He decided to keep going.


With some navigational assistance from the team at the airfield, Johnny was able to hit the coast without literally hitting the coast. He found a gap in the shore cliffs that led up to the airfield. Still at tree top height, Johnny flew the struggling aircraft up an area of low-lying land to the airfield where he pulled off a successful single-engine landing. His squadron mates were all very impressed by his cool, calm and collected manner as he made all the radio calls for landing as if he was returning from just another routine mission.


Fast forward to December and Johnny Pilcher briefed the line-up, the launch sequence and his plan for the patrol. The outriders launched first, followed by the main formation of 10 aircraft, closely followed by the New Zealanders of No 489 (RNZAF) Squadron in their torpedo-modified Beaufighters.


Flying Officer James Austin Hakewill got airborne in his aircraft, V for Victor, as wingman to Flight Lieutenant Neil Smith. James had been flying with No 455 Squadron for five months and was a relatively new chum while Neil, from Brighton in Victoria, at 24 years of age, was one of the squadron’s older hands. Neil was flying this mission as Johnny Pilcher’s deputy leader.


Neil Smith was with No 455 Squadron from the very start of Beaufighter operations. He joined the squadron back in December 1943 when the squadron was operating from the RAF Station at Leuchars in Scotland. At that time the squadron was ridding itself of outdated Handley Page Hampden aircraft and preparing to operate far more capable Bristol Beaufighter Mark X aircraft. After converting to the new aircraft, Neil participated in the squadron’s first Beaufighter anti-shipping strikes and in the development of the coordinated anti-flak and torpedo attacks that the squadron then conducted along the Dutch and German coasts. In those early months of 1944, the squadron moved from RAF Leuchars and was operating from RAF Station Langham in Norfolk. Neil’s efforts in his attacks against enemy shipping during the time that No 455 Squadron was operating from RAF Langham had been recognised by the award of the Distinguished Flying Cross. Particular reference was made in his citation to an attack made against two escort vessels off the Frisian Islands carried out in June 1944.


As the gaggle set course from Dallachy on 5 December 1944, James Hakewill settled the Beaufighter that he was flying into a wide formation position on Neil’s aircraft, Q for Queenie. While the more junior aircrew would fly random squadron aircraft for each mission, the more senior members tended to fly their favourite. Neil managed to make Q for Queenie his own. Truth be told, the aircraft was a bit of a dog - the engines were tired and the aircraft was slow - but Neil developed faith in the old girl and was quite confident that she would always bring him home. James in V for Victor sat just a bit wider because it was an easier position to fly. This allowed him to relax a little, which made the long transit across the cold, grey North Sea slightly more comfortable.


James arrived in the United Kingdom in January and joined the squadron at RAF Langham on 5 August 1944. At 27, he was older than most of the other squadron pilots and was teamed with one of the youngest: 20-year-old navigator Fred Sides. Flight Sergeant Fred Sides and his pilot, James Hakewill, teamed up as a crew during their operational Beaufighter training at No 132 Operational Training Unit at RAF Station East Fortune near Edinburgh. Other than the fact they were both Australians, there was no logic to their teaming. Aircrew would arrive at their operational training unit from their respective basic training pipelines, meet for the first time, and be told to arrange themselves into crews. This casual approach to creating permanent crew relationships worked surprisingly well. Perhaps the absence of opportunity to draw comparisons meant that crews knew no better. They certainly developed very strong bonds and fierce loyalty.


Although a young man, Fred Sides was already accustomed to success. Fred grew up in comfortable circumstances in the Melbourne bayside suburb of Brighton. He completed his secondary education at Brighton Grammar, where he matriculated with honours at the age of 16. He was an avid and accomplished cricketer; a better-than-average batsman who, prior to his enlistment, had kept wickets for the Melbourne Cricket Club’s second eleven. Fred was also a ‘Somers Boy’ - a graduate of Lord Somers Camp for Boys, a leadership program established by the former Governor of Victoria, designed to break down class distinctions by bringing together young men of differing backgrounds to share experiences and to build some mutual appreciation and respect.


Fred had already been accepted by Melbourne University and completed several subjects that contributed towards a Bachelor of Commerce degree. His future was assured. He secured a position with the Commonwealth Bank and was about to complete his Bankers’ Institute examination when, at the minimum age of 18, he was accepted by the Royal Australian Air Force for training as aircrew. Fred had no hesitation in placing his life on hold in favour of the grand adventure that beckoned.


The start of Fred’s air force career took him to familiar ground. In 1940, the Royal Australian Air Force established its No 1 Initial Training School by acquiring Lord Somers Holiday Camp under the National Security Act. Fred returned to Somers. This time the focus was on those subjects that the air force deemed necessary for aircrew recruits. Fred and his fellow recruits were dressed in nondescript blue coveralls, issued a plain blue beret to wear and introduced to the basics of air force life. Recruits were instructed in basic navigation concepts, signals, armament and gas defence as well as more general topics such as mathematics, hygiene and the inevitable marching up and down. The closest that the aircrew recruits at Somers got to any flying was a brief exposure to basic instrument flying in a Link trainer: the rudimentary flying simulator widely used to teach students the basics of flying an aircraft by sole reference to cockpit instruments.


Fred spent 20 weeks in basic training at Somers before heading to the elementary flying training school at Benalla where his suitability for pilot training was assessed. The aircrew screening process included a short training program and about 10 hours of flying in Commonwealth Aircraft Corporation Wackett training aircraft.


To his great disappointment, the academic success that Fred enjoyed at Brighton Grammar and at Melbourne University did not translate into success as a pilot; he did not make it through the selection process. Instead of proceeding with elementary flying training, Fred was recycled back to the start of the induction process with a posting to another of the air force’s initial training schools. This time around, Fred was sent to the No 2 school at Bradfield Park in New South Wales. Here Fred waited four weeks for his aircrew fate to be determined. Then, on 4 March 1943, he received a posting to the No 1 Wireless/ Air Gunners School at Ballarat for training as a navigator/ wireless operator.


Fred graduated from No 2 Navigation Wireless Course six months later with a passing grade of 80.9 per cent, a promotion to sergeant, and the award of his navigator flying badge. From Ballarat, Fred was sent north to the RAAF Station at Evans Head on the northern New South Wales coast where he undertook a month of air gunnery training. Described in 1940 as a ‘finishing school’ for graduates of the Empire Air Training Scheme in Australia, No 1 Bombing and Gunnery School at Evans Head operated a fleet of Fairey Battle and Avro Anson aircraft to provide graduates of the individual aircrew training schools with instruction in bombing and gunnery tactics.


Having passed his gunnery training, Fred slipped out of Australia on 4 November 1943, bound for the United Kingdom. On arrival in England, he spent a frustrating two months waiting at the RAAF Personnel Despatch and Reception Centre in Brighton before proceeding to the school of general reconnaissance at RAF Station Squires Gate near Blackpool. While Fred was waiting at the reception centre in Brighton he may have bumped into James Hakewill. James and his mates from pilot training in Canada had also just arrived in the United Kingdom and passed through the same reception centre while Fred was there killing time, but since so many Australians passed through it was more likely that Fred and James met for the first time when both arrived at RAF Station East Fortune to commence their operational training on Beaufighter aircraft.


Getting to an operational squadron had been a slow process for Fred. It also took James Hakewill quite a while.


Noting James’ distinctly different family circumstances, Fred’s social and cultural education as a ‘Somers Boy’ may have been good preparation for his eventual partnership with the older and distinctly less-privileged James. James Hakewill was born on 10 April 1917 into a family of far more modest circumstances than the Sides family. His father, Frank, a labourer, was the second child of James Ridgeway Hakewill, the rector of the parish of Braybrooke in Market Harborough, a market town sitting on the Northamptonshire-Leicestershire border.


In 1911, newlyweds Frank and Marguerite Hakewill set out for a life in Australia, arriving in Melbourne but quickly establishing themselves in Billabong (now King’s Billabong) on the outskirts of Mildura in the far north-west of Victoria. It seems the conception of their first child Margaret drove the requirement for hasty resolution of domestic arrangements, and quite possibly their emigration, as she was born in December of the year that they departed England for Australia. A second daughter Avis was born in 1913.


Although the Hakewill family was far from wealthy, James achieved good results in his education through quiet determination and application to his studies. James attended Irymple South State School for his early education and matriculated from Mildura High School. In 1934, he was accepted by the Victorian Department of Education as a student teacher, teaching under supervision at Irymple, Murrayville and Nicholls Point schools in the Mildura district before entering Melbourne Teachers College in 1937.


On completion of his teacher training, James was appointed as the head, and only, teacher at Beauchamp Primary School, a single-room school serving the rural district between Swan Hill and Kerang in Victoria. With just 11 pupils, the school was not large.


Any optimism for Beauchamp to grow and prosper as a population centre faded when the local post office closed in 1944. But before World War II, during James’ time as head teacher of the school, the community did have sufficient depth to support the raising of the Beauchamp Memorial Hall in honour of those soldiers from the district killed during World War I. As the local teacher, it fell to James to lead the fundraising as secretary of the local hall committee.


To this day, memorial halls are dotted throughout the Australian rural landscape. Beauchamp State School No 3560 and the Beauchamp Memorial Hall are even listed on the Victorian Heritage database as being representative of education and community development in the early and mid-20th century. But, as for so many aspects of James Hakewill’s life, no trace remains of either his school or the Beauchamp Memorial Hall.


Beauchamp was typical of many smaller rural communities across Victoria killed off by the advent of faster transport and better communication. Like the schools of so many other small towns that ran out of students as they lost their communities, the Beauchamp school closed in the mid-1950s. Beauchamp Memorial Hall remained in use until 1968 but despite their heritage listings, both the school and the hall have now gone.


When he arrived at No 455 Squadron, James Austin Hakewill, who became known to his squadron mates as Aussie or simply Aus, finally achieved his aim to fly operations for the Royal Australian Air Force. It was a long journey. James first applied to join as aircrew back in 1940 but, according to Mildura historian Ken Wright, was knocked back for being ‘too big’. Family photos of James do not suggest that he was an overly large man; however, the group photo taken of his flying training course in Canada does reveal his fairly solid build and, at 1.8 metres, he was certainly one of the taller trainees.


James was also much older than his fellow trainees and he had previous military experience. Two years before his eventual air force enlistment, James put his aircrew aspirations to one side when he enlisted in the Australian Army’s Ordnance Corps, serving as a driver with the 1st Ordnance Field Park.


In 1940, James said farewell to the dust and wide-open plains of north-west Victoria and was sent by the army to Melbourne to complete his basic training, and then to see the world. James’ unit shipped from Sydney to Ceylon on the converted RMS Queen Mary, and eventually disembarked for service in Libya, Egypt and Syria alongside Australia’s 9th Division, 2nd AIF.


But by mid-1942 James had clearly seen enough of the army. Landing back in Australia with his unit, he wasted no time in submitting another application to join the Royal Australian Air Force as aircrew. The passage of time changed the air force attitude to James’ application. After two years army service including 14 months active service, Private James Austin Hakewill was discharged. One day later, on 9 July 1942, James was enlisted in the Citizen Air Force as an ‘Aircraftsman 2 — aircrew’.


In May 1943, this time wearing an air force uniform, James left Australia once more from Sydney. He had completed elementary flying training in De Havilland DH82 Tiger Moth aircraft at Parafield in South Australia and, under the masstraining strategy of the Empire Air Training Scheme, he was on his way to complete advanced pilot training in North American Harvard aircraft at No 13 Service Flying Training School at the Royal Canadian Air Force Station at St Hubert, just outside of Montreal in Canada. After graduating at RCAF St Hubert, the training scheme sent James for twin-engine aircraft training on Avro Anson aircraft at No 1 General Reconnaissance School at RCAF Station Summerside on Prince Edward Island.


The timing of James’ training meant that he managed to dodge the worst of the Canadian winter. After six months of flying training under the Empire Air Training Scheme in Canada, mostly through the warmer months, he embarked for England from New York on New Year’s Day 1944. Just 25 years old, this young man from Mildura had seen far more of the world than most Australians of the 1940s - and he was anxious to get to England before the war was over.


Arriving in England felt strangely like arriving home. While the contrast with the flat, wide-open spaces that surrounded his school at Beauchamp could not have been more marked, the narrow lanes, the flint walls, tiny cottages and small fields were exactly what James expected. Even though he had never set foot in this place, England was comfortably familiar. From the stories of his parents and through an education that focussed on things English rather than Australian, James felt as if he were at home.


Like Fred, James also arrived in the United Kingdom via the RAAF Personnel Despatch and Reception Centre in Brighton. Although very nicely situated in the Metropole and Grand hotels on the Brighton waterfront, aircrew at the reception centre spent a frustratingly boring existence waiting for their posting to an operational training unit. This was especially true for Fred and James, who both arrived at an English beachside resort town in the middle of a war and in the middle of winter. A tourist town with no tourists, Brighton was quiet, cold and miserable and a long way from the action.


While other freshly trained aircrew could spend months waiting impatiently for their posting, James was lucky; he left Brighton after just four weeks that happily included one week of leave.


It had taken four years, but James was a very long way from his one-room school on the dusty plains of the Victorian Mallee region.




TWO








The Operational Record




Cruising across the North Sea just above the wave tops, this was James and Fred’s 18th operational mission and their sixth since the squadron deployed to a new base in Scotland: RAF Station Dallachy. Together with James, Flying Officers Bill Herbert from Ballarat and Les MacDonald from Melbourne also flew their aircraft alongside Neil Smith’s Q for Queenie. Neil led his section of four aircraft in a position that was offset to one side and about half a mile (1 kilometre) behind the leading section of four aircraft. At the head of the leading section was the overall strike leader, Johnny Pilcher. Yet another section of four Beaufighters from No 489 (RNZAF) Squadron followed half a mile behind Neil, James, Bill and Les.


A fairly tight, low altitude formation gave the Beaufighter crews their best protection against the Luftwaffe. The German defences faced by the Australian airmen included radar stations established along the Norwegian coast. Any aircraft detected by German radar operators would trigger a response from the fighter aircraft of the Luftwaffe. In December 1944, Luftflotte 5 was operating four squadrons of Focke-Wulf Fw190 singleengine fighter aircraft split between Gossen to the north of Ȧlesund and Herdla in the Bergen area. Further south at Stavanger were four squadrons of Messerschmitt Bf109 fighter aircraft.


By maintaining low altitude during the transit, the Beaufighters stayed below radar coverage. This kept their aircraft hidden from the German radar operators which in turn meant that defending German fighters remained on the ground. Throughout 1944, the Beaufighters of No 455 Squadron did not see much of the Luftwaffe. Short supply of aviation fuel meant the defending fighters only real option was to remain on the ground until alerted; the German squadrons simply did not have sufficient fuel, aircraft or aircrew to launch defensive patrols in the hope of stumbling across low-flying Allied aircraft. If the Beaufighters could avoid detection, the German fighters would remain on the ground.


Flying at low altitude also guaranteed that any attack that did come would have to come from above, and maintaining a reasonably tight formation gave the crews some mutual protection. Each Beaufighter was equipped with a rearward facing .303 machine gun operated by the navigator/wireless operator. Although the aircrew did not think much of this weapon, if the aircraft remained close together, fire from their machine guns could at least be concentrated against an attacking aircraft. A Beaufighter did not have the performance required to shake off the faster single-engine German fighters but maintaining low altitude and concentrating return fire would make any attacker’s task as difficult as possible.


Once again, the transit to the Norwegian coast was uneventful over an unusually smooth North Sea. James enjoyed the low-level transits - the aircraft sat easily at low altitude, the reliable Hercules motors throbbed reassuringly, and the cockpit was always warm. The aircraft was fast, rugged, stable and, as a strike platform, it was armed to the teeth. The Beaufighter design placed the pilot on the centreline of the aircraft, right at the front of the fuselage with an outstanding view. A short nose angled sharply down below the pilot’s field of view creating an impression for pilots almost as if strapped to the front of the aircraft. Once pilots got accustomed to the unusual feeling of exposure, the Beaufighter became a very comfortable platform to fly and fight - the machine became an extension of the man. It was not just magnificent to fly, it felt good, strong. Cruising below the radar at 200 feet (60 metres) and across the North Sea towards the lighthouse at Ytterøyane at 190 knots (350 kilometres per hour), James felt indestructible.


Down the back of the aircraft, the navigator/wireless operator was also provided with a functional ‘office’. A bubble canopy, or cupola, allowed the navigator to pop his head above the top of the fuselage for a full 360-degree protected view around the top side of the aircraft. The rear section of the cupola supported the navigator’s rearward facing machine gun. Inside the aircraft, the navigator was equipped with a chart table and the various controls and instruments that allowed him to calculate the aircraft’s position and operate radios, navigation equipment and the aircraft’s radar. In between the pilot and the navigator, on the floor of the fuselage, were metal ammunition boxes that served as magazines for four forward-firing cannons mounted below the floor.


As they headed across the North Sea, Fred Sides cocked the aircraft’s cannons, monitored their navigation and kept a good lookout for enemy fighters. Sam Drinkwater, the lead navigator in Johnny Pilcher’s aircraft, was setting the course, but Fred could also check their progress by monitoring ‘GEE’ (UK radio navigation system) transmission signals. Even though they were flying a leg of over 300 nautical miles (550 kilometres) over water, Fred could still receive these signals coming from transmission sites in the United Kingdom and use them to confirm their position. He could do this until they were as close as 50 nautical miles (92 kilometres) from the Norwegian coast. At that range the physics of low altitude and their distance from the transmission stations caused the signals to fade and then disappear.


With two hours to think about it, the expectation of combat slowly increased as they approached the coast. The chance that they may be detected by German defences and then intercepted by the Luftwaffe fighters also increased as they approached land. They sighted the Ytterøyane light right on time. Johnny Pilcher pushed up his aircraft’s throttles and veered the formation slightly to the right. There was no sense alerting the gunners by flying overhead the German gun emplacements they knew were on the rocky outcrop. Johnny brought the formation across the coast about 4 kilometres to the south of the lighthouse. As planned, Flight Sergeant Ray Dunne from Melbourne and Warrant Officer John Ayliffe from Peterborough in South Australia separated from the group as they crossed the coast to run ahead of the main formation as specialist ‘outriders’ in the hunt for targets.


Flight Lieutenant Dave Whishaw, a Tasmanian from Launceston, with navigator Bert Iggulden, another Royal Air Force officer serving with the squadron, also provided outrider support. They launched ahead of the main push from RAF Dallachy and made their landfall at Førde fjord, 19 kilometres further south of Ytteroyane. Because their landfall was displaced so far to the south, Dave and Bert actually ended up behind the strike package as they all turned left to run north towards Ȧlesund. Dave and Bert did not end up in a great position to support the patrol and did not actually see any of the aircraft of the main strike formation until all had returned to Dallachy.


The outriders’ job was to seek out German vessels for the main force to attack. The crews flying as outriders were typically more experienced with the difficult navigation task presented by the Norwegian coastline. In their mission preparation, the outrider crews worked closely with Royal Norwegian Air Force pilots that were assigned to support the RAF Coastal Command squadrons. Some local knowledge of the Norwegian coastline was useful as the complexity of mountains and fjords made map reading very difficult. The Norwegian pilots taught the Australian outriders the coastal features that would help them to find their way with confidence. As usual, the outriders were following an intelligence briefing that they received before launching for the raid. Reports came into Coastal Command from agents on the ground in Norway, from intercepted German signals decrypted at Bletchley Park, and from sightings made by their own patrolling aircraft. Although separated from the main pack, Dave and Bert found a merchantman in a spur of Midtgulen fjord, but it promptly positioned itself hard up against the sheer walls of the fjord which gave it protection from attack.


Meanwhile, Johnny Pilcher’s main force also ran north. At Nortgulen fjord they came upon the vessels that Mosquito aircraft from the Banff Wing attacked earlier in the day. They counted five vessels sheltering at the eastern end of the fjord. One of them was still burning from the Mosquito attack. None of the vessels was considered to be a suitable attack option, so the Beaufighters flew on.


Shortly after leaving Nortgulen came confirmation from the outriders that there was shipping in the fjord at Ørsta (pronounced ‘Ersh-te’). This was the anticipated target. Outrider John Ayliffe reported three vessels in the fjord -two halfway along the fjord at Selbervika and another one at anchor at the head of the fjord. There was a further small vessel with a Norwegian flag painted on its side berthed at the Ørsta township wharf.


Ørsta fjord runs roughly east-west for about 10 kilometres, with the village of Ørsta situated at the head of the fjord at its eastern end. The fjord is about 2 kilometres wide. Selbervika bay is on the southern side of the fjord about midway between the seaward entrance to the fjord and the village. Prominent high ground at Lidaveten (590 metres) blocks direct entry to the fjord from the North Sea, and Melshornet mountain (807 metres), rising behind the village, shields the south-easterly approach. The village of Ørsta and its fjord are surrounded by the Sunnmøre Alps with the highest ground on the northern side of the fjord. Ørsta fjord sits a little further inland from the main shipping route that connects Ȧlesund and Bergen.


Approaching from the south, Johnny Pilcher split his attacking force into three separate attack formations. Johnny would lead the first attack with rockets and cannon while Neil Smith would lead the remaining Australian aircraft through the fjord for a second pass. The No 489 (RNZAF) Squadron Beaufighters would hold off and be last to attack. Although modified to carry torpedoes, the Kiwi aircraft were not carrying them for this attack; they were armed with cannon only.


Johnny positioned his leading formation for the first attack run up the fjord from the west. This line of approach presented two targets in sequence. After firing on the first vessels at anchor at Selbervika bay the aircraft continued along the fjord and lined up the larger vessel anchored on its own at the far end of the fjord near the village.


Meanwhile, Neil Smith followed loosely abeam Johnny’s formation as they made their attack from west to east. Neil was flying parallel to the first wave attack, but he held his formation high and about 5 kilometres offset to the south as Johnny Pilcher’s aircraft made their way in the fjord at low level. Neil’s track followed Volda fjord, which was one valley to the south of Ørsta fjord. He led his section at an altitude that was just high enough to see over the crest and watch Johnny’s formation as they flew up the Ørsta fjord barely metres above the water with their guns and rockets blazing. Ørsta fjord was criss-crossed with German tracer rounds coming from the anti-aircraft guns on the vessels, along the shore, and from a major German gun emplacement near to the entrance of the fjord at Berkneset.


As Johnny’s formation began firing on the vessel anchored at the head of the fjord, Neil brought his formation over the town of Volda and entered a sweeping left-hand turn to drop into Ørsta fjord from behind the high ground at Melshornet. Now the adrenaline was pumping. The pilots flying alongside Neil swung their gunsights into position and turned on their strike cameras. Their speed was up, and good targets were ahead, in plain sight, and quite open for attack.


As Johnny’s formation cleared the fjord to the east, Neil and his wingmen swept past them, down into Ørsta fjord on a westerly heading, to attack the same vessel anchored at its head. Neil’s plan was to appear from ‘behind’ the ships, in the opposite direction from the first wave of attackers. As they came within range, their cannon shells and rockets plastered the vessel and the surrounding water. Bill Herbert’s rockets hit the ship.


In a flash they were off the first target and racing down in the fjord at high speed and at very low level. They were now committed to running the gauntlet of the German defences in the fjord. Jinking to the right and then to the left, they lined up the next vessel. This one appeared to be underway. It was in middle of the fjord, belching smoke. As they swept down the fjord, outrider John Ayliffe joined in their attack from their right side. With the additional Beaufighter joining ahead of Neil Smith’s aircraft and the turns flown coming off the first attack, James found himself trailing the other aircraft in the formation. It did not matter. Once committed to the attack it was every man for himself.
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