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SERIES FOREWORD




This Australian Air Campaign Series consists of well-researched books on RAAF history that are not only underpinned by rigorous scholarship and solid evidence, but are also readable, well-illustrated, educational and enduring.


The intent of the series is to promote an understanding of Air Force history by examining the Air Force’s development, performance, heritage, and contribution to the nation in war and peace. By using examples of air operations and exploring the use of the Air Force, including its development and impact during those operations, these publications contribute to the professional military education of Air Force members, and the education of those with an interest in Air Force history. The Air Campaign Series focuses on the elements of leadership, command, and tactics, drawing on lessons learned and personal experiences of the authors, as well as extensive research. A unique feature of this series is to draw attention to what can be learned from these historical campaigns and events.


The Australian Air Campaign Series will cover a number of focused studies of Air Force campaigns, including the elements of strategy and tactics, command and leadership, strategic and operational planning, the development of doctrine, administration, platforms or logistics, intelligence, peacekeeping, and humanitarian operations. The analysis conducted in these publications will provide a great source of information for current serving members, veterans, serious academic researchers, and casual readers with an interest in specific campaigns or topics.


THEN. NOW. ALWAYS.



John Meier
Air Commodore
Director-General History and Heritage - Air Force
March 2022






FOREWORD




For many Australians, the first image that comes to mind at the mention of Australian servicemen who served in the European theatre during World War II is that of Royal Australian Air Force members who flew in one of the many Royal Air Force Bomber Command squadrons between 1939 and 1945. Over 10,000 brave Australian airmen flew treacherous bombing missions over France and Germany during the war, with over 3,400 never to return home to Australia.


The valiant service and sacrifice of these bomber crews overshadows an equally important contribution of Australians who served in the Royal Air Force’s Coastal Command. Through this work John Quaife provides overdue recognition of this important but lesser-known effort.


Through the stories of those who served, John sheds light on the very important contribution of many Australians who served in Coastal Command between 1939 and 1945. The book focusses on two of the squadrons identified as being Australian units within Coastal Command, namely Nos 10 and 461 Squadrons. These Australian squadrons made a significant contribution to the maritime patrol task so critical to success in the Battle for the Atlantic. The book also highlights the many other aircrew members who served across the broad variety of Royal Air Force units of Coastal Command and places their efforts within the broader strategic context of the war in Europe. Through this work, the reader gets a firsthand feel from the records of some of those airmen who served as to the challenges and difficulties they faced on a daily basis, flying over the cold, desolate oceans around the United Kingdom, chasing an enemy often unseen under the waves.


During the 1980s, I flew as aircrew with the RAAF’s No 10 Squadron and had the privilege to serve on an exchange posting with the Royal Air Force as a crew captain with No 120 Squadron, a maritime patrol squadron featured in this book, but then flying Nimrod Mark 2 aircraft. While I spent many long, arduous hours with my British aircrew colleagues scouring the Atlantic for Soviet submarines, we had the luxury of being in a jet-powered aircraft that possessed some of the creature comforts of a modern airliner. I can barely imagine then the hardships faced by the Coastal Command crew members spending hour-upon-hour in an unpleasantly cold and uncomfortable aircraft flying at very slow speeds at long distances away from the British coastline, always in fear of crashing or being shot down into the frigid waters of the Atlantic Ocean.






This important work documents the stories of those Australian aircrew who went before us, safeguarding the sea lanes around the United Kingdom in World War II and playing a role vital to the survival of Britain and eventual victory in 1945.



Tony Needham, AM
Air Vice-Marshal
March 2022






PREFACE




From the outset of World War II, Germany pursued a ruthless campaign to isolate Britain from its North American supply base. German strategists knew that severing the supply of food, fuel and weapons would bring Britain to its knees and ensure German victory. Incredibly, more than 5000 Allied vessels were sunk during the struggle to control Britain’s sea lanes and the Unterseeboot or U-boat was the German weapon system responsible for more than half.1 Despite horrendous losses, supply was maintained. Key to the Allied struggle against the U-boats was air power delivered by Coastal Command of Britain’s Royal Air Force.


At the outbreak of World War II, somewhat by accident—and just as the first shots of the war were fired—young Australian airmen from the Royal Australian Air Force were engaged in operations that would become known collectively as the Battle of the Atlantic. Arguably lesser known than air campaigns in other theatres, large numbers of Australians who continued to volunteer throughout the war years, found themselves fighting in this battle. They would also go on to fly some of the final missions of the war in Europe.


This short history explores the experience of Australian airmen in the Battle of the Atlantic through the personal stories of some of those who were there, recorded by the University of New South Wales in Canberra and the Australian War Memorial. The book does not set out to provide a complete history of the Atlantic campaign but rather overlays those individual accounts on the excellent work of historians John Herington, Kevin Baff, Norm Ashworth, Jonathan Dimbleby and others who have provided detailed accounts and interpretations of the battle.


The University recordings reveal the degree to which Royal Australian Air Force members contributed across the broad remit of Coastal Command. However, despite broad integration of individual members, only three Australian squadrons were assigned to the Command. Two of those squadrons operated Shorts Sunderland maritime patrol aircraft to counter German U-boats operating in Britain’s coastal waters or transiting the Bay of Biscay: No 10 Squadron, an actual Royal Australian Air Force squadron seconded for service with the Royal Air Force; and No 461 (RAAF) Squadron, a Royal Air Force unit raised in England under the provisions of Article XV of the Empire Air Training Scheme. While Australians served with both these Sunderland Squadrons, many more found themselves on the posted strength of other, non-Australian, Coastal Command units.


Despite nearly 16 000 Royal Australian Air Force personnel being assigned to the Royal Air Force as aircrew2, there was no higher Australian command element involved in the strategy for any European air campaign. The notion of Australia being part of the British Empire dominated attitudes and thinking to such an extent that the Australian Government simply 





did not see a need to control or influence the destiny of Australians fighting with, or within, the Royal Air Force.


National boundaries also remained weak, or non-existent, between participants. Royal Air Force squadrons (including the Article XV squadrons) and individual aircraft crews, were frequently multi-national in composition. An Aussie or a Kiwi was regarded as being no more different than a Welshman or a Scot. In that respect, No. 10 Squadron remained somewhat unique as it largely maintained an Australian identity across all ranks.


This book captures some of the experiences of Australians who fought with Coastal Command and, through the weight of numbers alone, stories of the Sunderland squadrons and the Battle of the Atlantic dominate the narrative. Being critical to Britain’s survival, the battle also dominated Coastal Command throughout the war. But this was not the only campaign fought by the Command. Australians had experience in other important roles such as search and rescue and reconnaissance—both photographic and meteorological.


One deliberate omission from this work is the significant contribution made by Australian airmen to the Allied anti-shipping campaign, and in particular the work of No 455 (RAAF) Squadron, the third Australian squadron that operated with Coastal Command. This squadron participated in the campaign of direct air attack against German merchant shipping that began following the fall of France in June 1940. The significant Australian and New Zealand experience in Coastal Command’s anti-shipping Strike Wings is explored in a companion volume to this series.


Over 400 Australians lost their lives on service with Royal Air Force Coastal Command and over a hundred more were injured. It may be tempting to measure that loss against results achieved in such terms as numbers of U-boats sunk or enemy combatants killed, but seeking an economic justification for any loss of life is problematic. The reality is that those Royal Australian Air Force members who died on active service with Coastal Command were killed simply doing their job.


Although vital, the nature of that job was tedious, always stressful, mostly thankless in terms of any immediate reward, and often high risk. The degree to which that risk was warranted is reflected by many analysts and leaders, including Winston Churchill, who concluded that success in the Battle of the Atlantic was fundamental to Britain’s survival and the Allies’ eventual success in Europe.


The nature of the task demanded persistence and presence that could only be achieved by large numbers of young men and women being prepared to ‘do what it took’ to get a tedious and unrewarding job done. For those who participated, the justification was clear. None of the men interviewed suggested any doubt regarding their enlistment but neither did they suggest they were motivated by Australian interests. Instead, their motivation was driven by support for what was widely accepted to be the ‘mother country’—an attitude reflected in Australian Prime Minister Robert Menzies’ war declaration that ‘Great Britain has declared war upon her (Germany), and that, as a result, Australia is also at war’.






Some men who joined from 1942 onwards did admit surprise when they found themselves delivered by the Empire Air Training Scheme to Britain, when they presumed they were joining to fight the Japanese. However, they shrugged off any second thoughts and got on with the job. Considering the situation after Japan’s entry to the war, only one interview subject made reference to any Australian agitating to return from England to fight in the direct defence of his homeland.


The operational experience of aircrew in European theatres proved valuable when some were recalled to leadership roles as the Royal Australian Air Force struggled to mount a credible response to the Japanese. Wing Commander Bill Garing forged a reputation as a demanding senior air staff officer in RAAF Northern Area Headquarters in Townsville while Wing Commander Charles Pearce commanded No 11 Squadron operating Consolidated PBY Catalina aircraft in the south-west Pacific, before being promoted to command the RAAF Station at Port Moresby. Wing Commander Bill ‘Hoot’ Gibson commanded No 20 Squadron, another Catalina squadron, before taking over command of Port Moresby from Pearce in January 1942. All three officers had served together in No 10 Squadron having been sent to England in 1939 to accept the Royal Australian Air Force’s first Sunderland aircraft.


However, for most Australians who served with Coastal Command, their return home had to wait until after the defeat of Germany. It was on their return that they learned how much Australia’s orientation had turned towards the United States and how large their Air Force had grown as an independent and regional fighting force. Some felt under-appreciated when their efforts and European experience were dismissed. Others were even accused of dodging the fight with Japan. But these proud men of the Royal Australian Air Force had been intimately involved in every aspect of the joint campaign to defeat the U-boats, ensure the survival of Britain, and defeat Germany. The Australians who fought with Coastal Command during World War II also provided the foundation of an anti-submarine capability that remains rock-solid to this day.


Sadly, telling the stories of just a few neglects the contribution of the many who simply did what it took.








CHAPTER 1










INTRODUCTION






‘You didn’t have any of your gunners killed as a result of enemy fire on some of your flights?’


‘No. Not my flights, but on some flights, yes.’


‘So, you were fairly lucky then, weren’t you?’


‘Yes’


‘Is it because you didn’t see that much combat? Is that why?’


‘I saw as much as anybody else’


‘... in your squadron?’


‘Yes’


The tone of his questions indicated the young researcher did not think much of Bob Asker’s World War II combat contribution. It is clear from Bob’s reaction that he did not think much of the questions—particularly the suggestion that he had not seen much combat.


There was a time when Bob first returned from Europe that he would have been much more aggrieved by these types of comments. Sixty years on, and at eighty-eight years old, Bob had mellowed. But it is clear from the recording that he was only just tolerating the interview process. His answers are short, his frustration barely concealed.


The interview with Bob was part of the University of New South Wales Australians at War Film Archive. It’s one of dozens undertaken with Australian Coastal Command veterans as part of a broader project. The stories of fourteen of these remarkable veterans are explored in this work, along with five who were interviewed by the Australian War Memorial.


In many ways, Bob Asker was a typical World War II veteran: he did not talk much about his time with the Air Force. Perhaps he thought that participating in the ‘Australians at War’ project would give him the chance to talk to someone who understood. Sadly, even when the discussion touched on a topic where it appears Bob was prepared to expand, his young interrogator would veer off in seemingly odd and less relevant directions, leaving Bob clearly bemused.


The interview was not going very well. Bob was not engaging.


The next day, Bob’s male interviewer was replaced by a woman; less naive in approach, but no less interested in exploring Bob’s social interactions in the 1940s. Films, beer, mates, girls, news from home, motivation, racism, prejudice, religion.






What the interview appears to show, however, is that when Bob returned to Australia his five years of continuous wartime service with the Royal Australian Air Force in England apparently held no value back at home.


‘Did you talk to many people about your experiences after the war?’


‘No Not really.’


‘Why is that, do you think?’


‘Well, nobody was interested.’


What most bothered him was that his experience also appeared to hold no value to the Royal Australian Air Force.


A motor mechanic before the war, Bob was initially recruited as a ‘fitter aero’ in 1937. From Aircraftsman 2—the lowest rank in the Air Force—he worked his way up to the rank of Flight Lieutenant and by 1943 he was the senior Armament Officer of No 10 Squadron.


No 10 Squadron was the first Australian squadron to fly combat operations in World War II. Based in south-west England from the outset of the war, it soon established itself as the senior Shorts S.25 Sunderland maritime patrol squadron in the region, undertaking missions throughout the war from 1939 to 1945. Bob Asker completed two full 800-hour tours flying with the squadron as a Sunderland flight engineer/air gunner.3 He was a veteran of the Battle of the Atlantic with impressive credentials. In addition to his experience as aircrew, Bob was also instrumental in designing, testing and fitting improved armament to squadron aircraft. Along with others, he designed a modification that would be accepted for incorporation to the entire fleet of Sunderland aircraft. Returning to Australia in 1944, however, Bob’s impression was that there were few in the Royal Australian Air Force who understood what No 10 Squadron had been doing with Coastal Command in Europe.


I was posted to Chief Armament Instructor at 7 OTU [Operational Training Unit] at Tocumwal and I found that personnel up there didn’t want to know you because you didn’t know anything— because you hadn’t fought in the Pacific.


Well, I told them that we’d had just as much experience they had—probably more. They claimed that they had American aircraft here which were Liberators. They had American bombsights, they had American guns, so we didn’t know anything about that—they said.


Bob Asker was a Coastal Command veteran who struggled for recognition. But it was not only individuals of Coastal Command who faced this challenge. The organisation suffered a difficult relationship with its fellow Royal Air Force Commands since its inception and this did not improve even with the onset of hostilities.


Royal Air Force leadership demonstrated it was surprisingly far from collegiate when it came to matters of internal cooperation. In a June 1942 personal memorandum to Prime Minister Winston Churchill, Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, Commander in Chief of Bomber Command, held little back in his assessment that Coastal Command was of little value. Railing against a suggestion that bomber aircraft be allocated from his command to Coastal Command, he 





 argued that bolstering the establishment of ‘the purely defensive Coastal Command achieves nothing essential, either to our survival or defeat of the enemy ... Coastal Command is therefore merely an obstacle to victory’.4


With such an attitude at the highest level of Bomber Command, it’s clear that the four Royal Air Force Commands—Coastal, Bomber, Fighter and Training—did not see themselves as a single, united Air Force.


In the case of Coastal Command, this was partly due to its heritage as the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS). In 1918 that service had been amalgamated with the Army’s larger Royal Flying Corps to form the Royal Air Force. Given that heritage, Coastal Command was initially populated by ex-Navy men flying aircraft designed for maritime operations (mainly flying boats) doing maritime aviation tasks in a very nautical manner.


Between the wars, Coastal Command maintained such a strong naval character it was considered by many Royal Air Force officers, including the likes of Harris, to be too much under the control and influence of the Admiralty. This might not have been of particular concern if not for a larger and deeper division between the Admiralty and the Air Ministry during the war. Relations were so poor in 1942 Admiral Andrew Cunningham, then the Royal Navy’s Commander-in-Chief Mediterranean, described battles between the two as being ‘... much more savage than the Navy’s war with the Huns’.5


Profound stove-piping and open animosity between the Services and between RAF Commands did not serve Britain well. As the direct descendant of the Royal Naval Air Service with a chain of command featuring many ex-RNAS officers, and others maintaining the culture of that Service, it was Coastal Command that carried the corporate memory of the utility of air power in anti-submarine warfare—a vitally important appreciation not fully shared by the Royal Air Force leadership.


In early 1917, the Kriegsmarine, the German Navy, had launched a submarine—in German Unterseeboot, meaning ‘under sea boat’ in English and referred to by the Allies as U-boat— campaign attempt to blockade the United Kingdom.6 The U-boat campaign caused huge losses to British, Canadian and American naval and merchant shipping: in one month alone, March 1917, a quarter of all shipping bound for Great Britain was sunk. The success of the U-boats against shipping risked Britain’s ongoing ability to wage war and, indeed, its very survival.


In response to this threat, a system of trans-Atlantic convoys was established that included patrolling aircraft. The Royal Navy likened the protection provided by patrolling aircraft to a scarecrow keeping raiders at bay by presence alone. Although only one submarine was destroyed by air attack, aircraft proved capable of patrolling relatively large areas and it was noted that their presence invariably caused U-boats to submerge. While the technology of that era meant that maritime aviation consisted of relatively slow and small biplanes with limited range and weapons, this experience nonetheless provided a lesson on the role of air power in anti-submarine warfare.












Unterseeboot
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A German World War I U-boat UB 14 on the surface of the Black Sea in 1918. The submarine’s crew is gathered around the conning tower. (Wikicommons)
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The crew of a German World War II U-boat. (Wikicommons)






The employment of U-boats is regarded as Germany’s most effective use of its navy during both World Wars I and II. While these submarines were a threat to enemy warships, their greatest contribution during both conflicts was as a weapon of economic warfare used against the convoys of Allied merchant shipping carrying vital supplies from the USA, Canada and other parts of the British Empire to the United Kingdom and Europe.


At the outset of World War I, German U-boats numbered only thirty-eight but achieved notable successes against British warships. By late 1916, the Kaiserliche Marine leadership pressed for an all-out U-boat offensive, convinced that a high rate of shipping losses would force Britain to seek an early peace before the United States could react effectively. An estimated 1.4 million tons of British merchant shipping was lost between October 1916 and January 1917 alone. Given the neutrality of nations such as the USA operating in the Atlantic Ocean, Germany initially hesitated from adopting unrestricted U-boat attacks against merchant ships for fear of drawing the USA into the war.


A German decision, however, to enact unrestricted submarine warfare from 1 February 1917 was largely responsible for the entry of the United States into World War I. From this point, the U-boat campaign became a race between the U-boats sinking merchant ships and the building of replacement ships, mainly in the USA. In April 1917 alone, 430 Allied and neutral ships totalling 852 000 tons were sunk. Only through the vast output of American shipyards and introduction of convoys were the Allies able to halt and reverse the effects of the earlier merchant ship losses.


By the end of World War I, Germany had built 365 U-boats, lost 178, and caused the Allies to lose 4387 merchant vessels totalling 11 135 000 tons gross. The Armistice terms of 1918 required Germany to surrender all its U-boats, and the Treaty of Versailles forbade it from possessing them in the future. This was to change in 1935 with Hitler’s rise to power in Germany leading to the repudiation of the treaty and the forceful negotiation of the right for Germany to again construct U-boats.


By late 1939 with the outbreak of World War II, Nazi Germany had already produced fifty-seven U-boats, of which forty-six were operational, and was again implementing unrestricted submarine warfare. Initially, through to March 1941, the U-boats generally operated independently attacking merchant shipping. Their successes were piecemeal, however, given limitations on their range of operation out of U-boat bases located in Germany. They were also challenged following the Allies implementation of merchant shipping sailing in convoys, protected by trained naval escort groups and maritime reconnaissance aircraft providing a partially effective defence against the U-boat attacks.


From 1941, with the German occupation of Norway and France complete and U-boat bases established in both countries, the U-boats were able to deploy much farther out into the Atlantic. They also benefitted from airborne protection with Luftwaffe aircraft flown out of air bases in both countries. A change in tactics saw U-boats begin to operate in groups— called ‘wolf packs’ by the British. On detecting a convoy, a U-boat would shadow it and summon others by radio, with the group then attacking, generally on the surface at night.






For a while, these group tactics proved highly successful for the Germans until improvements in radar and ASDIC (Anti-Submarine Detection Investigating Committee) technology, coupled with the implementation of long-range airborne protection of the convoys, gave the Allies the upper hand. Convoys were given almost continuous sea and air escort all the way across the Atlantic in both directions, with the U-boats being attacked as soon as detected. By May 1943, after forty-one U-boats were lost in that month alone, the U-boats were temporarily withdrawn from the Atlantic.


The German strategy then shifted to sending the U-boats to remote waters where unescorted targets could still be found. Initially, this approach proved successful, especially in the Indian Ocean. The Allied response was to strike at the U-boats’ supply vessels in order to hamper those operations, while reinforcing use of the convoy system.


Nearing the war’s end many U-boats were equipped with the schnorkel (snorkel) allowing them to remain submerged while taking in air from above the surface to run their diesel engines and recharge their batteries. This enabled, to some degree, extended time spent underwater limiting the effectiveness of Allied radar. U-boat operations then resumed in coastal waters around the British Isles but comparatively few ships were sunk while they, in turn, continued to suffer heavy losses.


By the end of World War II, Germany had built 1153 U-boats of all types. Estimates vary concerning the number sunk but it is generally accepted that more than 780 were destroyed, with the remainder surrendered or scuttled to avoid surrender at war’s end. It is estimated that Allied aircraft were involved in the kill of 28578 U-boats at sea and a further thirty-nine in bombing raids on bases and shipyards and as a result of aerial mining.
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Near complete U-boats at the Blohm and Voss shipyards at Hamburg, Germany, lie in wreckage after a Bomber Command raid, May 1945. (Australian War Memorial)







As the British deployed increasing numbers of land-based aeroplanes and seaplanes, as well as airships and balloons, against the U-boat threat of 19187, a young German U-boat skipper, Oberleutnant zur See (equivalent to RAN Lieutenant) Karl Dönitz, was also learning first-hand the vulnerability of merchant shipping to his U-boat, and forming very rigid views of the strategic value that could be gained by closing shipping lanes.


By 1938, Dönitz was a Käpitan zur See (equivalent to RAN Captain) and becoming increasingly frustrated with the German naval hierarchy’s failure to share his vision of future submarine warfare. While Gross Admiral (Grand Admiral) Erich Raeder, Commander-in-Chief of the Kriegsmarine, was preoccupied with building a surface fleet to rival and surpass the Royal Navy, Dönitz pressed to accelerate U-boat production. This was a tough argument to make in the inter-war period. Big ships and big fleets were very attractive to any navy officer who aspired to dominate oceans. This was an era when such legendary battleships as USS Arizona, Bismarck, and HMS Hood dominated sea power strategy and where simply owning a battleship conferred immense national prestige.


When British Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain declared war on Germany on 3 September 1939, then Kommodore (equivalent to RAN Commodore) Dönitz was steadfast in his view that the U-boat was the weapon that would win the war. According to his memoirs8, he presented Hitler with a request for 300 U-boats as the minimum number required to sever the United Kingdom’s supply of food, fuel, raw materials and armaments—the vital supplies that would sustain Britain’s ability to fight. Although Dönitz had trouble getting his message through to the German leadership, his target of 300 boats would eventually be achieved, but not until 1942. His assessment of the strategic impact of his U-boat fleet also proved to be accurate. On 1 October 1939, Dönitz was promoted to Konteradmiral (equivalent to RAN Rear Admiral) and appointed Befehlshaber der Unterseeboote, Commander of the Submarines, in overall command of the U-boat fleet.


Military commanders frequently stand accused of preparing to fight the last war. This charge is always levelled in a critical tone, as if it is obvious that success can only come from discarding the lessons of history in favour of bold, novel (and possibly untested) strategies. However, for the protagonists in the Battle of the Atlantic, recent history was extremely important.


There can be no doubt that the experience of submarine warfare at the close of World War I shaped preparations for the next war. For the British, it was the threat of Germany deploying an effective submarine force that could cut off its supply lines. The Kriegsmarine’s near-fatal strangulation of British shipping in 1917-18 had only been relieved as overwhelming Allied land success on continental Europe forced Germany to change focus. The frighteningly effective U-boat campaign had not been directly or conclusively countered. While the Allies had responded to the submarine threat with defensive measures including arranging vessels in convoy and employing aircraft to locate and neutralise the menace, they had not defeated the threat.






Entering World War II, the British believed they had game-changing technology: they had ASDIC. There was so much pride in the work of the Anti-Submarine Detection Investigating Committee that the British version of the underwater sound detection apparatus developed by British, French and American scientists was given the name of the committee—ASDIC. Americans called it SONAR.9 By 1939, ASDIC sets were fitted to most Royal Navy destroyers and some smaller vessels. British commanders entered World War II believing that German U-boats could no longer hide beneath the waves.


As the largest navy in the world at the commencement of hostilities, and with significantly greater capability than the Kriegsmarine, the Royal Navy was confident it was the supreme maritime power. This confidence extended to a flawed belief that its fleet could simply patrol the Atlantic Ocean and defeat any challenge. The belief that German U-boats could no longer hide from ASDIC helped to reinforce that view. Unfortunately, much of the knowledge of the utility of air power in countering U-boats had left the Royal Navy. Royal Naval Air Service officers with that understanding had been transferred into Coastal Command and the Royal Air Force did not rate Coastal Command’s potential war-winning contribution highly.


Meanwhile, maritime aviation capabilities continued to develop, but not greatly. Any development of broader air power applications struggled in an environment where theorists of the day all backed the primacy of the bomber. In 1932, borrowing from the theories of Italian General Giulio Douhet, the leader of the Conservative Party and three-time British Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin argued in Parliament that, as bombing attack was inevitable, the only valid defence was to embark on your own bombing campaign to kill more of the enemy population more quickly than the enemy did. The fear of inevitable annihilation delivered from the air gripped both experts and public alike during the inter-war years. With the expectation that widespread destruction and unregulated killing of an enemy’s population was the path to victory in total war, investment focussed on the bomber, with little interest in developing the maritime aviation capability of Coastal Command.


While there were no great advances in the application of air power to counter maritime threats in the 1930s, the period saw the development of large, well-appointed flying boats in civil aviation. The multi-engine Shorts Empire flying boats of Imperial Airways set the example, conveying fourteen passengers in ‘first class-only’ luxury between Southampton and Sydney in only ten days. While the comforts of this ‘golden age’ of international travel did not extend too far into the military, the Royal Air Force did see flying boats as an option for accessing remote regions of the British Empire. Flying boats of rather antiquated design formed the backbone of the Royal Air Force’s coastal defence in the United Kingdom, while in Australia, a handful of small biplane flying boats in Royal Australian Air Force service grabbed headlines with award-winning survey and reconnaissance flights around Australia, New Guinea and the Solomon Islands.


Towards the end of the 1930s, advances in civil aviation began to have an impact on military maritime aviation. The Shorts Brothers, the manufacturing company responsible for the flagship aircraft of Imperial Airways, proposed development of a long-range, patrol and 





 reconnaissance aircraft: the S.25 Sunderland. The aircraft represented a leap in technology for military maritime aircraft: a comparatively sleek design with a modern single-wing layout, four powerful radial engines and powered gun turrets. The accepted Shorts Sunderland design was a generation ahead of the biplane flying boats currently in Royal Air Force service. In Australia, the ‘state of the art’ in maritime reconnaissance flying boats consisted of two Supermarine Southampton aircraft that were designed in the 1920s and constructed with wood, wire and fabric, and a handful of Supermarine Walrus amphibian aircraft.


Britain entered the war with an under-resourced Coastal Command held in low regard by the rest of the Royal Air Force and sorely neglected by a succession of British governments; a navy that believed that the threat posed by underwater warfare had been largely resolved by the introduction of ASDIC; and a coastal defence system based on mostly obsolete flying boats. By contrast, Germany entered the war with an experienced and influential U-boat zealot in Dönitz, who believed he knew how to bring Britain to its knees. Germany also had in its Luftwaffe a tactical air force that would perform brilliantly in supporting its army’s rapid defeat of opposing forces in Europe. From the outset, remembering what had happened in the previous war, both nations set about achieving the naval blockade of the other.


Although not described as a specific strategy to counter the U-boat threat, Bomber Command operations commenced with an objective to destroy Germany’s ability to wage war. The benefit of hindsight suggests the destruction of U-boat production capability should have been central to British strategy, but this was not actually a feasible option for Bomber Command at that time nor a strategy deemed strictly necessary given the presumption of British naval superiority. Bomber Command lacked the necessary capacity, precision, reach and weapons effects to achieve such a specific outcome even if the overwhelming dominance of the Royal Navy had been in any doubt.
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“The AACS is comprised of four sub-series of ites, as
shown below. Through the collection of works in cach
of these subserics, the reader gains an appreciation of
the depth and breadih of the facets that have formed the
history and heritage of the RAAF over the past 100 years.

Campaigns,
Operations
and Battles.
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Technology
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