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SERIES FOREWORD


The Australian Air Campaign Series produced by History and Heritage – Air Force focuses on four themed sub-series:




• campaigns, operations and battles


• capability and technology


• bases and airfields


• people.





These themed titles explore specific facets of the Air Force from its inception in 1921. What they reveal are unique insights, providing the reader with a greater appreciation and deeper understanding of those aspects that have shaped the Air Force’s history and heritage. Importantly, these publications are sourced from official records and research, often including first-hand accounts. While endorsed for studies in military history, the range of topics in these publications provides an ideal conduit for the broadest of audiences to pursue and learn more about the many aspects that have contributed to the development of Australia’s Air Force. Apart from being a significant point of reference, these publications ultimately acknowledge bravery, ingenuity and resilience – in essence, the service and sacrifice which is the hallmark of those who have served and continue to serve in the Air Force.


Robert Lawson, OAM


Air Commodore


Director-General History and Heritage – Air Force



FOREWORD


The story of the Anzac Strike Wing is both a reminder of the enduring demands of airborne maritime strike operations and a tribute to those aviators who carried them out with skill and courage. Between March 1944 and May 1945, No 455 Squadron of the Royal Australian Air Force and No 489 Squadron of the Royal New Zealand Air Force combined their strength in a campaign that demonstrated how air forces could decisively influence operations in the maritime domain.


Flying the Bristol Beaufighter, these squadrons honed the art of large-force maritime strike: massed low-level attacks against convoys protected by flak, shore batteries, and enemy fighters. Their successes were achieved not simply through bravery, but through careful preparation, innovative tactics, and the strength of cooperation between two young air forces, operating as one. In so doing, they proved the effectiveness of maritime strike wings at a time when Allied control of the sea lines of communication was not yet assured.


The cooperation between Australian and New Zealand aviators was no accident of circumstance. It drew upon a bond forged in war a generation earlier, at Gallipoli, where Australians and New Zealanders fought and suffered together in a campaign that helped shape their national identities. That shared sacrifice created an enduring partnership — one that was carried into the air over the North Sea by the Anzac Strike Wing and continues to bind the Defence Forces of both nations today.


In today’s era, the tools of air power have changed dramatically. Exquisite fighter-attack aircraft, advanced sensors and stand-off precision weapons provide capabilities undreamt of by their wartime predecessors. Yet the fundamental truths remain: maritime strike operations are inherently dynamic, extremely complex, and dependent on the skill, determination, and cohesion of aviators working together in demanding environments. The challenges faced by the Anzac Strike Wing — locating fleeting targets, operating in contested domains, and coordinating multinational force packages — still resonate with modern air forces charged with maritime strike operations.


Building on his earlier work, Battle of the Atlantic, John Quaife completes the story of Australia’s contribution to Coastal Command during the Second World War and in doing so, provides much more than a history. It is a study in the enduring character of air power in the maritime domain, and a testament to the courage, ingenuity, and sacrifice of those who flew and supported the Anzac Strike Wing. This important but arguably lesser-known story of the Second World War provides an enduring legacy for today’s aviators.


Pete Robinson


Air Commodore


Commander Air Combat Group


Royal Australian Air Force


September 2025



INTRODUCTION


From March 1944 to May 1945, crews from No 455 (Royal Australian Air Force) Squadron and No 489 (Royal New Zealand Air Force) Squadron operated from bases in the United Kingdom as an anti-shipping strike wing popularly known as the ‘Anzac Strike Wing’. The two squadrons worked together before 1944 and both had flown Handley Page Hampdens in an anti-shipping role with Royal Air Force (RAF) Coastal Command, but it was not until equipped with Bristol Beaufighter aircraft, and deliberately co-located at RAF Leuchars just across the River Eden from the golf course at St Andrews in Scotland, that they trained, operated and were officially recognised as a strike wing. As per customary RAF practice, strike wings were identified by their home station. Accordingly, Nos 455 and 489 Squadron began their formal collaboration as the Leuchars Strike Wing.


Both squadrons had been in the anti-shipping business since early 1942, meeting their tasking as individual units. Occasionally, they operated in support of, or were supported by, aircraft from other squadrons. They were a component of Coastal Command’s anti-shipping campaign struggling to make an impact on a vital German trade route.


By 1944, after re-equipping for large-force operations and working up their tactics, the squadrons were ready for a new and more successful phase in the campaign – attacking as a Beaufighter strike wing. But still only 50% of each squadron’s effort was expended on such large-force events. While on standby, waiting for group headquarters to identify targets suitable for attack in strength, half the units’ total effort was launched as independent (smaller) aircraft formations. However, when enemy convoys were found, coordinated attacks employing large numbers of aircraft were the only effective attack option. Large-force strike operations could be very costly if executed poorly, or when attempted in less-than-suitable circumstances, but when executed well, Coastal Command strike-wing attacks became a stunning example of air power in the maritime environment.


After operating for just one month from their base in Scotland, the Leuchars Strike Wing was packed up and sent south to RAF Langham on the Norfolk coast. Before this move, the wing only encountered the enemy once when four torpedo-carrying aircraft from No 489 Squadron, escorted by eight anti-flak aircraft from No 455 Squadron, attacked a convoy in the Obrestad region of southern Norway.1 Two enemy vessels were sunk without loss.


With their relocation, the two squadrons became the Langham Strike Wing; celebrated in the media as the ‘Anzac Strike Wing’ — a name that stuck for the remainder of the war.


At Langham, the frequency of wing strikes began to increase and the size and complexity of tactics grew as squadrons and wings combined for even more firepower. The six months spent at Langham were the most intense period of activity for the Anzac Strike Wing. Efforts peaked in September 1944 when nearly 300 individual aircraft sorties were flown on large operations.


Success of wing operations from Langham helped force the withdrawal of German shipping from the lower North Sea and bring on yet another move for its squadrons. Chasing targets, the wing was sent north to RAF Dallachy in Morayshire, north-eastern Scotland. From Dallachy, the wing’s reach extended to the Norwegian coast as far north as Ȧlesund.


Now operating as part of the Dallachy Strike Wing, the concept of Nos 455 and 489 Squadrons being an ‘Anzac’ Strike Wing was more notional than valid. The Dallachy Strike Wing had twice the potential of the Langham Strike Wing as the antipodean squadrons were joined by No 144 Squadron (a regular RAF unit) and No 404 (Royal Canadian Air Force) Squadron. Although the Australian and New Zealand units still flew operations together, the flexibility provided by four strike squadrons meant they no longer operated solely under an ‘Anzac’ banner. Both squadrons participated in many coordinated strikes against enemy shipping moving along the Norwegian coastal routes, but the frequency with which they operated together halved.


Strike wings were assembled to employ air power in force with formation leadership assigned on a case-by-case basis. The squadrons also launched as a wing for larger reconnaissance operations, usually in response to an enemy sighting or when cued by other intelligence. A target of interest was not always found at reported locations and bad weather frequently precluded a result. When confidence of locating a target was high, operations would be flown as deliberate, pre-planned strikes or as narrowly focussed anti-shipping patrols.


During their experience as a Beaufighter strike wing, Nos 455 and 489 Squadrons flew together for a total of 63 ‘Rover’ or reconnaissance-in-force operations and 34 deliberate strikes. The squadrons also flew 13 large-force patrol operations against German fast attack boats in protection of cross-Channel, D-Day invasion traffic. On another three occasions, they launched as an Anzac Strike Wing on air-sea-rescue tasks. They also flew one dedicated anti-U-boat patrol and one large, somewhat experimental and ultimately unsuccessful, night operation with a Vickers Wellington crew coordinating a rendezvous and providing strike direction.


In total, squadrons of the Anzac Strike Wing deployed together for 115 operations, comprising 962 aircraft sorties by No 455 Squadron and 825 by No 489 Squadron. On average, the wing launched just under eight times per month. Meanwhile, each squadron participated in other large-force operations with other squadrons and other wings. Significant effort was also consumed on individual tasks, such as patrolling German shipping routes by day and by night, either alone or in formations of just two aircraft. In aggregate, only a little over 50% of sorties generated by the squadrons between March 1944 and May 1945 were flown as the Anzac Strike Wing.


Nine squadrons operated as part of RAF Coastal Command strike wings during the Second World War.2 Additional Coastal Command squadrons were independently engaged in maritime strike operations. This book is limited to the story of the Australian and New Zealand squadrons in combined operations as the Leuchars, Langham and, ultimately, the Dallachy Strike Wing. By narrowly focussing on large-force operations of the Anzac Strike Wing, it is neither a detailed history of either squadron, nor of other squadrons that flew as part of Coastal Command’s anti-shipping effort.


This story is drawn from the experience of just two squadrons – one raised from the Royal Australian Air Force and one from the Royal New Zealand Air Force – over a period of just 15 months when they shared a common home and planned, fought and died together in the spirit of the original Anzacs.


A note on images


Several images in this book have been carefully colourised from their original black-and-white format. These artistic renditions are intended to bridge the gap between past and present, bringing scenes to life — particularly for younger readers accustomed to rich, vivid media. Colourisation enhances accessibility and immediacy, revealing texture and detail that might otherwise remain hidden, allowing readers to connect more personally with the lived experience of those who served. In short, the approach deepens engagement while maintaining historical integrity.


I am grateful to the Australian War Memorial, the Imperial War Museum, and the Royal New Zealand Air Force Museum for permission to reproduce these artistic renditions based on images in their collections. Each acknowledgement herein refers to the original black-and-white image.


Finally, while modern technology allows remarkable accuracy, the process of rendering monochrome photographs in colour cannot guarantee a fully authentic result. The intent, however, remains faithful: to honour the past and make it more immediate to the present.



THE PREMISE


Alright chaps, this is the plan.


We are going to dive straight at the escort ships, firing our cannon to suppress their anti-aircraft fire.


What does that mean?


We’re going to take out their guns or, more likely, their gunners.


Which ships?


Well, you’ll select just one of them according to the brief; we’ll explain that later.


And they will be firing back?


Of course they’ll be firing back, that’s the point.


So, let me get this right, the idea is that I will outshoot the Germans firing back at me?


Yes, and while you’re holding their attention, the Torbeaus will follow you at low level and launch their torpedoes at the merchant ships.


How is this an equal exchange? What have I got going for me?


Well, you can’t really outshoot them because the range of your cannon is about the same as the light or medium flak on the ships and probably less than any heavy flak weapons, but the trick is to attack in force. We reckon we need about three Beaufighters attacking each ship simultaneously.


What? There will be another two aircraft in the dive, firing on the same target at the same time I’m trying to arrange a decent firing pass?


Absolutely – if you try it with less aircraft the chances of you getting hit start to rise alarmingly.


So how do I keep out of the way of other aircraft?


You don’t. There will be aircraft everywhere. It’s fantastic! It’s organised mayhem because everyone in the squadron will be trying to get through the convoy in as short a time as possible. The strike leader will brief some rules of thumb so at least you have some idea of what you are supposed to do when we find the ships. It’s usually as simple as ‘S for Sugar’, ‘Q for Queenie’ and ‘D for Dog’ will attack the lead escort, while the rest will take the second escort and so on. Occasionally you’ll have to break off your firing pass if another Beaufighter drifts into your gunsight. We do have our share of near misses.


What’s my navigator doing through all of this?


Arming the guns, looking out for enemy fighters, taking photos, trying to keep track of what’s going on, assessing the damage we inflict – he’s pretty busy.


What happens to the Torbeaus if we can’t ‘suppress the anti-aircraft fire’?


They run the risk of being badly shot up because the straight-and-level torpedo attack makes the Torbeau a very predictable target. They can’t really do it without the flak-Beaus.


What about those enemy fighters?


Well yes, they can be a problem. There’s Focke-Wulf 190s and Messerschmitts in Norway, but we do the transit at low level so they don’t know we’re coming and we don’t see them very often. Plus, we usually have our own Mustangs as escort. The Polish pilots flying the Mustangs are great – can’t understand a word they say on the radio, but they just hate the Germans.


And all this works?


Providing we get joined up after take-off and can find the ships … if the weather is suitable and we get enough aircraft attacking at once … and providing the Torbeaus are running no more than a few seconds close behind us … and if the fighters keep the Fw 190s off us … it works really well.


Right. Let’s do it.



MAPS
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RAF Stations and the Lower North Sea operating area of the Langham Strike Wing, 1944. (Google Maps)
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Norwegian Coastal operating areas of the Dallachy Strike Wing 1944-45. (Google Maps)







[image: ]


The Coast of Norway. 1945 map of the lower Norwegian coastline depicting key coastal features and the Inner Leads Passage utilised by German-controlled shipping. (RAF Narrative Volume V)






Chapter 1


FIRST STRIKE


From now on, No 489 (RNZAF) Squadron and No 455 (RAAF) Squadron will be known as the ‘Leuchars Wing’ and will work with one another on Anti-Shipping Strikes off the Norge coast.


No 455 Squadron Operations Record Book, 1 March 1944.


On 6 March 1944, at 3 pm, eight Bristol Beaufighters from No 455 Squadron set course at low altitude from RAF Leuchars in Scotland to provide an anti-flak escort for four torpedo-equipped Beaufighters (known in the squadrons as ‘Torbeaus’) of No 489 Squadron. Twenty-two-year-old Flight Lieutenant Frederick ‘Derek’ Moynihan from Nelson on New Zealand’s South Island was leading a patrol of the Norwegian coast. Although the squadrons had flown occasional operations together, this was their first collaboration flying Beaufighters. This was their first patrol as the Leuchars Strike Wing.


Moynihan, in aircraft ‘K/489’, was crewed with navigator Pilot Officer Cyrus Pollard (RAF). The Australian element was led by 30-year-old Flying Officer Robert ‘Wally’ Kimpton from Perth in Western Australia. He was flying with another RAF navigator, Sergeant George Kerr.


As the southern tip of the Norwegian coast came into view, Moynihan commenced a gradual left turn to keep the formation beneath a protective layer of low cloud, and to start following the coastline north. By staying over water, he was keeping the Beaufighters well clear of German anti-aircraft guns he knew were dotted along the coast.


Any ship transiting this southern section of the Norwegian coast was exposed. There was nowhere to hide south of Stavanger. Convoys had little choice but to travel in open water between Stavanger and Kristiansand and open water made the ships vulnerable to torpedo attack.


The Beaufighters passed the red-and-white-striped Eigerøy Lighthouse. Weather conditions off the coast were almost ideal for attacking ships at sea, meaning they were not that great – overcast with visibility reduced in haze. Five minutes further on, a convoy of merchant vessels appeared ahead, also heading north. The airmen counted ten merchant vessels as they emerged from the haze. One freighter was a large vessel of around 4,000 tons – an excellent find! The ships were escorted by four armed trawlers and four Messerschmitt Bf 109 fighters patrolled overhead. A Blohm & Voss BV 138 trimotor flying boat was also in the vicinity.


Moynihan broke radio silence to call the attack. Wally Kimpton and the other seven Beaufighter pilots of No 455 Squadron eased their aircraft up from the wavetops to get a better view of the convoy’s disposition and to set up their preferred shallow dive attacks. Kimpton and the other ‘flak-buster’ pilots each selected a target in accordance with Moynihan’s briefed plan.


As the pilots rolled their aircraft to line up with a selected target and commence firing, flak began to fill the sky. Puffs of black and grey smoke appeared as a barrage of shells fired from guns mounted on the ships, and from larger shore batteries on the Norwegian coast, began bursting in the airspace around the convoy. The Beaufighters seemed to be able to fly through the flak as if flying through harmless little clouds. Aircrew had a curious sense of detachment from the lethal threat posed by those puffs of smoke. If exploding shells got too close, aircraft would be buffeted by the burst and shrapnel would rattle and rip through the airframe. A direct hit could do quite a bit of damage and did not bear thinking about. There was a lot of flak bursting around the aircraft as they rolled into the attack, but an optimistic application of the ‘big-sky’ theory reinforced the confidence of youth – it might happen, but it will not happen to me.3


Each pilot of an Australian aircraft hammered their selected ship with fire from four fuselage-mounted 20-mm cannons. Opening fire at around 1,500 metres and continuing to ‘hose’ the ship before finally breaking away at about 50 metres, the pilot could easily track ‘sprinkling’ explosive rounds as they danced along decks and superstructure of their chosen target. Sergeant ‘Jock’ Rennie, a Scottish navigator in Beaufighter ‘G/455’, was not watching the ships; he had his eyes locked on the Bf 109s. He called their position to his pilot, Flight Sergeant John ‘Tiger’ Payne, with an increasing note of alarm. His calls became very pointed when he realised they were about to receive the full attention of one of the German fighters. Payne broke off his attack and, through a series of hard reversals in direction, returned the Beaufighter to low level. With both engines at full throttle, he flew low and fast away from the coast – and the fighter. The Bf 109 fired on them, but they were lucky; they were not hit and the German pilot let them go.


Meanwhile, on the ships, the gunners sensibly kept their heads down. As the No 455 Squadron crews ‘popped up’ for their attack, No 489 Squadron aircraft stayed low. Their pilots also selected targets. Running towards the ships, Flying Officer Peter Branton, a British pilot flying with the New Zealanders, was set upon by two Bf 109s approaching his aircraft from head-on. Branton was forced to abandon his attack. He climbed his aircraft to the safety of the overcast.


With fire from the anti-flak aircraft above and ahead of them, Moynihan and 26-year-old Flying Officer AR ‘Ossie’ Osment, from Christchurch, were free to attack the largest merchant vessel. The two pilots calmly and deliberately aimed and released their torpedoes but watched with growing disappointment as the targeted vessel turned hard away. Maybe their torpedoes might still hit the ship, but it seemed unlikely.


Moynihan could not wait around to see the results of his drop as he was chased away by one of the Bf 109s. Flight Lieutenant Derek Hammond DFC, a 27-year-old ex-bank clerk from Christchurch, had better luck. He got his torpedo away and saw it hit the merchant ship. As soon as the torpedo was released, a Torbeau pilot was free to manoeuvre. A hard turn away from the ships broke the tension of flying straight and level and hopefully preserved some separation from flak and fighters. That first turn was a tense moment as the Beaufighter crew exposed the belly of their aircraft to the enemy and temporarily lost sight of the ship. Hopefully, the gunners still had their heads down.




Messerschmitt Bf 109G
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Messerschmitt Bf 109G of Jagdgeschwader 5: 16./JG 5 based at Satvenger-Sola late 1944. Luftflotte 5 operated four squadrons of Focke-Wulf Fw 190 single-engine fighters split between Gossen, to the north of Ålesund, and Herdla in the Bergen area. Further south at Stavanger were four squadrons of Messerschmitt Bf 109s. This particular aircraft, ‘Blue 8’, was flown by Oberfeldwebel Heinz Halstrick from the middle of 1944 through to the end of the war. Halstrick was credited with shooting down 13 Allied aircraft.


DESCRIPTION:
Single-seat fighter


POWER PLANT:
1,775 hp (1,324 kW) Daimler-Benz DB 605AM V-12 piston engine


DIMENSIONS:
Span 9.925m; length 8.95m; height 2.6m


WEIGHTS:
Empty 2,247 kg, MTOW 3,400 kg


ARMAMENT
1 x 30mm MK108 Motorkanone
2 x 20mm MG151 cannon mounted in conformal under wing pods, optional


PERFORMANCE:
Max speed 309 kts (573 kph) at sea level; Initial ROC 4,500 fpm, service ceiling 39,000 ft, range 475-620 nm (880-1100 km)





Aggressive defensive manoeuvring made any assessment of the attack difficult. Torbeau pilots and navigators could only get a vague idea of whether their torpedo was running true. Two large explosions seemed to suggest two vessels were hit. Within just a few minutes, the attack was over and the Beaufighters were all scurrying away from the coast at high speed. Looking back, they could see a column of smoke rising from one of the merchant ships and then a larger amount of white smoke appeared.
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6 March 1944. First strike of the Anzac Strike Wing. Photograph of the convoy taken by Sergeant HR Morris (RAF) navigator of aircraft P/455. (AWM SUK12126)





They had done it – the Leuchars Strike Wing had flown its first wing attack and it was a success.4 Despite flak and defending aircraft, the Beaufighters drew blood and survived intact, although the tail of Squadron Leader Colin Milson’s aircraft was holed by flak and Moynihan’s port wing was hit by a cannon shell. All aircraft made it safely back to Leuchars to conclude a very successful three-and-a-half-hour operation.


That first strike on 6 March 1944 was a bit of a ‘shakedown’ and the convoy was a lucky find. As their first Beaufighter operation in strike-wing configuration, the squadrons’ official task was an ‘Anti-Shipping Rover’, pretty much a ‘suck it and see’ operation with no specific target intelligence. Crews were never quite sure what they would find on a Rover. Both squadrons’ aircrew had flown plenty of these patrols and built-up considerable experience attacking ships, but that was flying Handley Page Hampdens; aircraft regarded by Air Marshal John Slessor, Commander-in-Chief of Coastal Command between February 1943 and January 1944, as a stop-gap strike capability.5


Throughout 1943, just 21 vessels were assessed as sunk by Coastal Command aircraft, and only 23 were damaged. Slessor optimistically described the impact of this effort as a ‘serious inconvenience’ to the Germans.6 Being forced to abandon Rotterdam as the principal import terminal of the North Sea shipping route and having to increase the weight of escort to protect Scandinavian supply lines probably was regarded by the Germans as a serious inconvenience, but the courageous efforts of Coastal Command’s anti-shipping squadrons through to 1943 were not exactly winning the war. Results in 1944 were already looking much better.



Chapter 2


EARLIER


Prior to the war, attacks against enemy merchant shipping were not considered by British military planners to be an air force role. Sinking ships was a matter for the navy, and merchant shipping was more or less off limits. With what now appears misplaced chivalry, the Royal Air Force (RAF) entered the war observing guidance that any attack against a merchant vessel could only proceed after its captain had been given fair warning, and only then when captain and crew had taken to the safety of lifeboats. Germany’s immediate disregard for such chivalry quickly disabused Britain of this expectation when passenger liner SS Athenia was torpedoed by U-boat U-30 within hours of the declaration of war. One hundred and seventeen civilian passengers and crew lost their lives. However, the absence of any planning or preparation to respond in kind left the RAF woefully equipped or capable for maritime warfare.


If there was an upside to the absence of preparation, it was the fact development of an airborne maritime-strike capability could be planned from an essentially clear drawing board. Less fortunately, development would also proceed on the basis of some tough lessons drawn from RAF Coastal Command’s early attempts to execute the role.


Initially equipped with a mix of Bristol Blenheims, Avro Ansons, Lockheed Hudsons and Bristol Beauforts, Coastal Command achieved very little with attacks against commercial shipping operating anywhere in the North Sea, through the English Channel, or south to the Bay of Biscay. Most shipping attacks were conducted at night by aircraft using rudimentary radar and illumination flares to find their targets. Successful attacks were a random affair but, by 1941, much improved intelligence derived from a mix of photographic reconnaissance, agent reports, and signals intelligence began to improve Coastal Command’s chances of at least locating and attacking enemy shipping although results remained poor.


Capacity and capability to locate and attack commercial shipping developed alongside a distinct change in appetite for doing so. Aside from thoughts of retribution for Germany’s growing success in blockading the United Kingdom through a war of attrition being fought in the Atlantic Ocean, economic implications of a total war demanded the Allies supplement those general effects being achieved by bombardment of the German industrial base with a concerted effort against all means of transport and supply. Merchant shipping supporting the German war effort became subject to immediate attack without warning.


As the Allies fought the desperate struggle for survival that was the Battle of the Atlantic, the merchant shipping fleet supporting the German war effort steadily grew in strength and efficiency.7 Key characteristics of German trade were an almost continuous movement of raw materials and basic supplies along Norwegian and lower North Sea coastal routes, less frequent blockade runners working between Spain and French ports fronting the Bay of Biscay, and very occasional movement of high-value items from the Far East.


Germany’s trade with Scandinavia, most importantly the supply of Swedish iron ore – vital to Germany’s steel industry and hence armament and munitions production – came via the ice-free northern Norwegian port of Narvik and then down the coast in ships utilising the labyrinth of Norway’s connected inland waters for protection. Rounding the exposed southern coast of the Scandinavian peninsula, ships headed east for relative safety within the protected Skagerrak and Kattegat straits at the entrance to the Baltic Sea. Ore carriers would then re-enter the North Sea via the Kiel canal for final transit to ports such as Rotterdam in the Netherlands and Emden in Lower Saxony which were nearest to Germany’s munitions factories in the heavily industrialised Ruhr region.


In return, Scandinavian countries had little or no alternative to the supply of coal and coke from German mines. In many instances, coastal traffic also became the only supply option for German forces stationed in areas of Norway that could not be readily supplied via the limited rail network. The regular supply of fuel oil to the German fleet stationed in Norway was another target of particular interest to British planners preoccupied with the potential ‘breakout’ of battleship Tirpitz and other major Kriegsmarine units. Interrupting the supply of fuel oil would prevent major German combatants sailing on anything other than short voyages.


Traffic moving along Norwegian coastal routes comprised many small convoys of merchant vessels and three or four large fuel tankers per month, all protected by M-class minesweepers and flotillas of requisitioned fishing trawlers and whalers converted to flak ships.


In May 1942, given an absence of better-suited aircraft, Lockheed Hudsons and Bristol Beauforts and Blenheims were the aircraft types most often used to conduct attacks against German shipping. The mix of these older aircraft types, poor coordination and poor tactics combined to produce unacceptably high losses. At times, the aircraft loss rate on Coastal Command’s anti-shipping operations was higher than 20%, a rate that delivered an appalling and unsustainable loss of life.


The high casualty rate, poor effectiveness and embarrassing inability to control shipping in the English Channel, drove things to a head. In early 1942, major Kriegsmarine warships – Scharnhorst, Gneisenau and Prinz Eugen – created front-page embarrassment for the RAF when they sailed with relative impunity through the English Channel from Brest, France, to Germany under the noses of blockading British forces. The so-called ‘Channel Dash’ incident was a major failure that triggered a judicial board of enquiry and soul-searching internal reviews within the RAF that, amongst other outcomes, established for the first time such fundamental principles as a clear delineation of role responsibility between Bomber and Coastal Commands. Earlier, the assignment of responsibility based on geographic location made the development of a coordinated anti-shipping campaign against moving targets difficult.8


After making representations to the Air Ministry and his fellow commanders-in-chief, Air Chief Marshal Philip Joubert was eventually successful in having Coastal Command assigned primary responsibility for anti-shipping operations.9 This spurred an imperative to acquire more suitable aircraft and to develop better tactics. While action was probably inevitable, the embarrassment of the Channel Dash incident triggered a considered and deliberate response that spurred the creation of strike wings.




Air Chief Marshal Sir Philip Joubert
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Air Chief Marshal Sir Philip Bennet Joubert de la Ferté, KCB, CMG, DSO, Commander-in-Chief RAF Coastal Command. September 1936-August 1937 and June 1941-February 1943. (Imperial War Museum Art.IWM ART LD 764)


Joubert can be credited with establishing the plan for the creation of strike wings, however, the first strike wing would not be established until after his tenure. Joubert had varying degrees of success in command but was an innovative leader who pressed for the development of Beaufighter aircraft as torpedo carriers and introduced such innovations as planned flying and maintenance. From 1939, Joubert also maintained a regular and occasionally controversial programme of radio broadcasts for the BBC aimed at a global, but mainly US audience, revealing frank and accurate summations of Britain’s war progress. Joubert retired from the RAF in 1945 after having been somewhat ‘put on the shelf ’ first as Inspector-General of the RAF followed by his appointment in November 1943 as Deputy Chief of Staff (Information and Civil Affairs) South East Asia Command.





Drawing on RAF experience in the Mediterranean theatre, Coastal Command under Joubert produced a very comprehensive maritime-strike strategy. A plan to create anti-shipping strike wings based on torpedoes as the most effective weapon for attacking ships from the air, was developed. Usually credited as the officer most responsible for the development of a torpedo attack capability in Bristol Beaufighter aircraft, Joubert was not initially a fan of aerial-delivered torpedoes.


Joubert’s reluctance to embrace torpedoes as a primary attack weapon stemmed from his view that slowing the attack from the high speed of an aircraft to the slow speed of an unreliable torpedo made little sense. He also held concern for the vulnerability of low performance torpedo attack aircraft (Coastal Command entered the war with two squadrons of Vickers Wildebeest torpedo strike aircraft regarded by Joubert as ‘useless’) and the difficulty of achieving a successful attack given ‘too many variables in the equation’.10 He modified his view when an all-Beaufighter strike wing became possible featuring a torpedo element with performance matched to supporting aircraft.11


Despite the acknowledged effort in development, production and training, it becomes easy to appreciate Joubert’s modified preference for torpedoes as weapons of choice when considering the alternative ship attack profile used prior to 1943. Ideally made under moonlight or in twilight, an attack usually involved a low-altitude, wings-level bombing run passing overhead the target with no protection from flak whatsoever. From July 1942, a horrendous casualty rate drove Coastal Command’s No 16 Group to introduce a revised bombing attack profile executed from an altitude of 4,000 feet. This higher-level attack partially reduced exposure to flak, but the loss of accuracy when bombing at higher altitudes rendered attacks ineffective. Crews had been able to achieve a ‘hit rate’ of about 15% for bombs dropped at low level. Higher-level release altitudes improved survivability but the chances of actually hitting a vessel were reduced to a negligible 1%.


Other strategic considerations at the time included the relative merit of using aircraft to directly attack shipping when compared with denying German sea lanes through aerial minelaying. As roles and responsibilities were defined, minelaying operations became the preserve of Bomber Command and the effort subsequently devoted to this task was considerable.12 Minelaying was conducted by Vickers Wellingtons, Short Stirlings, Avro Lancasters and Handley Page Halifaxes and Manchesters, across five groups of Bomber Command. Extensive and doggedly repetitive deployment of mines forced the Germans to increase defences and employ a large and widespread force of minesweeping vessels. Every month, thousands of ‘vegetables’ were laid in ‘gardens’ off the Dutch and German North Sea coasts and extensive areas of the Kattegat and Baltic Sea.


Coastal forces of the Royal Navy also played an increasingly active role interdicting North Sea trading routes, although the proximity of enemy shipping to their bases often made naval action difficult and, in some circumstances, impossible.
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