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Author’s Note

Following Dermot’s chance encounter with Eric Carter, I travelled up to meet Eric on a sunny afternoon in May 2013. Over an enjoyable lunch at a pub near his house in the Worcestershire village of Chaddesley Corbett, Eric recounted his tale as I listened intently. The story he told heralded the start of what has proved a fascinating journey for me, a journey that in August 2013 saw me spending time with Eric, before driving around the southern half of England to meet with two other UK-based survivors. Along with Eric, Tim Elkington and Peter Knapton had been members of 151 Wing in a secret RAF mission to Russia in the Second World War. 

I sat with Tim at his delightful Cotswold family home in the picturesque village of Little Rissington on one of the summer’s hottest days. I listened as he talked at length about his memories as one of ‘The Few’ flying in the Battle of Britain, and then his recollections of that secret mission to save Stalin over seventy years ago. He showed me his beautifully bound logbook, which recorded the flights he’d made, each flight telling its own story. 

The following day, I headed into central London to meet with Peter, another pilot from that mission who’d led a fascinating life even after the war, which saw him return to Russia as Assistant Air Attaché, and then join MI5 on his retirement from the RAF. England was taking on Australia in the fifth Ashes Test at the Oval when I met Peter at his nearby apartment in Camberwell, and I was touched to discover he’d gone to the trouble of making lunch, which we shared with a bottle of wine. I listened intently as he told me his story and showed me some of the mementoes of his truly fascinating career. 

All three men are now well into their tenth decade of life, and while their bones may be weary, their minds were pin-sharp in bringing to life the story of the time they spent in Russia dogfighting the Luftwaffe. 

I then spent three days being generously hosted as the guest of retired RAF Air Commodore Phil Wilkinson and his wife Angie. Phil had first met the survivors of 151 Wing in 1993 when he coordinated their first return visit to Russia in his role as Defence Attaché at the British Embassy in Moscow. He has been involved with them ever since. 

Just as vital as the time I spent with Phil, and the three surviving pilots left in the UK, was the time I spent at the National Archives, and in the Sound and Vision department of the Imperial War Museum. The official records of the mission held at the National Archives have been key in filling in the gaps. We are unquestionably lucky here in the UK that such a generous resource exists. It’s difficult to convey how it feels to find a single paper in a file that brings additional colour, or confirms something you’ve suspected but couldn’t prove. And finding within the then Chief of the Air Staff’s personal file on the mission a private memo, written and signed by Winston Churchill himself – holding that was like holding history itself in my hand. That memo – and the other documents I found – helped to shine a light on what follows. 



Antony Loveless, Belfast, March 2014
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The Gathering Storm

War had already been declared when I joined the RAF in late 1939, aged nineteen. I’d always been interested in flying; I grew up in Birmingham and used to go to Elmdon Aerodrome [which is now more commonly known as Birmingham International Airport] to look at the aircraft there. It was only a little field in those days, and I would stand at a small wooden fence and watch the aircraft landing. They were pretty primitive, even by the standards of the day, but they awoke within me a love of aviation that persists to this day.

I was dating a young lady at the time, and her father was the recruiting officer for the Royal Air Force in Dale End, which was local to me. She knew all about my love of flying and she told me, ‘Eric, you go along and see my dad; tell him that I sent you and tell him you want to be a pilot.’ So that’s what I did. I went to the recruiting office. I met her father and explained how I felt and how I’d arrived at his desk. ‘Do you want to be a pilot?’ he asked me, and I of course said yes. It was that simple. 

I was so focused on my immediate future – the fact I was in the RAF – that I gave little thought to the fact that I – and all of my contemporaries – had had our futures hijacked by the actions of Adolf Hitler, Führer and dictator of Nazi Germany. Circumstance would eventually bring me together with a number of other fledgling pilots, in one of the war’s most secretive missions. That mission remains little known, even today. It was forged in the crucible of Hitler’s actions on 15 March 1939, as he cast aside the Munich Agreement he’d signed with Neville Chamberlain the previous year and moved to finally occupy all of Czechoslovakia.

I was eighteen by the time Hitler invaded Poland. I remember that his actions forced the Conservative prime minister Neville Chamberlain to recognise that his long-held foreign policy of appeasement lay in tatters; he was backed into a corner politically and left with no option but to declare war on Germany, which he did reluctantly on Sunday, 3 September. Was Britain ready for war? As I recall, it’s difficult to say we were; no nation is ever fully prepared but then the evidence speaks for itself; despite all our deficiencies, against all the odds, we defeated Germany in the air, and later, with our allies, on the ground too. 

One of our biggest advantages over Germany at the outbreak of war was radar. Even now, it’s a technology that fascinates me, but back then, it seemed just so advanced; it was like something out of science fiction! I remember that in the earliest stages of the war, it had been fitted to a number of Blenheim bombers, greatly increasing the chances of aircraft finding their targets as well as giving early warning of enemy attacks. 

On the ground, we had two systems of radar detection: Chain Home and Chain Home Low, two networks of radar stations that had been built along England’s south coast in the 1930s. Chain Home could detect formations of aircraft flying over the coast of France. This enabled the RAF to scramble fighter squadrons to intercept bomber formations, allowing them to counter the Luftwaffe’s movements in the event of an attack on northern France, the Low Countries or Britain. Chain Home Low provided radar coverage against low-flying aircraft. The development of this system of radar (there were twenty-one Chain Home stations and thirty Chain Home Low stations operational in 1940) meant that defensive sorties against the Luftwaffe could be easily co­ordinated. This was to become of paramount importance during the Battle of Britain.1

Although I’d signed up with the recently formed RAF Volunteer Reserve [RAFVR] in autumn 1939, it wasn’t until June 1940 that I began training. The RAF had created the Volunteer Reserve [VR] in 1936. Pilots under instruction signed on for five years, with an up-front requirement to attend a ten-week-long intensive course covering theory of flight and some hands-on flying experience. They were given the rank of sergeant pilot and continuation flying training would be conducted at weekends on airfields close to their homes. Travelling expenses were reimbursed, and they were paid £25 (roughly £1,500 in today’s money) annually. For most of us who joined, it was a dream come true – we could continue to work or attend further education, but were being paid to learn to fly by the RAF at our leisure. The only downside was that enlistment in the VR meant immediate and automatic mobilisation to the regular RAF in event of war. That seemed unlikely at the time; we were young and carefree and thought only of flying. 

I made a good friend in training in Johnny Mulroy. We did our basic training down in Paignton, near Torquay. The RAF had commandeered a hotel there to accommodate us and it was sheer bloody luxury, so we felt really blessed. By the time we moved to Meir near Stoke-on-Trent and started our flying training, we were inseparable. We learned to fly in Miles Magisters, which were known affectionately as ‘Maggies’ – they were simple two-seat monoplanes but they were easy to fly, the first aircraft specifically designed and built as trainers for the RAF. We were encouraged to form friendships and stick together with our fellow pilots – the Air Force thought we’d fight better in a scrap if we had our pals with us rather than complete strangers.

It was by no means certain that I’d end up as a fighter pilot, of course; the RAF needed pilots right across the service, but I wasn’t interested in anything other than being a fighter pilot, so, from the off, I set out to do the very best I could at every level of my training. It was never going to be good enough for me to simply succeed; I had to be the best and throw everything I had into achieving that. I spent more hours than I needed to, studying every aspect of flight: navigation; Morse – I could get out twelve words a minute; flying – I did lots of that in my own time. It must have impressed the instructors because they stamped my logbook with the words ‘above average’. 

Following our elementary flying training on the Magister, we then moved to Hullavington, near Bristol, for more advanced training on Harts and Audaxes. These were old First World War fighter aircraft – biplanes, with just two machine guns. We acquired about fifty or sixty hours on these learning evasive action manoeuvres and other flying techniques. 

Early on in our flying training, Winston Churchill replaced Neville Chamberlain as prime minister. Chamberlain had lost the support of both the Labour and Liberal parties, which were bitterly resentful of his eight years of appeasement of Hitler, and eight months of insipid wartime leadership. Both Parliament and the people wanted a warrior to lead the country through its darkest days, a lion with the heart for a fight and the will to dig deep after so many years adrift. Churchill was that man and, with the support of the Labour Party, he seized the reins of power and formed a coalition government.

The challenge confronting him was immense – for starters, I well remember how Britain was in the doldrums after a decade of depression, mass unemployment, strikes and poor leadership. Our economy wasn’t set up on a war footing then. As A. J. P. Taylor put it, ‘The war machine resembled an expensive motor car beautifully polished, complete in every detail, except that there was no petrol in the tank.’2 

In addition to sorting out the economic strategy, Churchill had other issues to deal with, foremost of which was dealing with the debacle of the Battle for [fall of] France. From its start on 10 May, it took little more than six weeks for German forces to achieve their goal, with Allied forces routed and neutral Luxembourg, Belgium and Holland, plus France, all under Nazi occupation. By 16 June, while I was in the first few weeks of training, it was effectively all over. Back in Britain, those men of the BEF (British Expeditionary Force) who had been evacuated from the beaches at Dunkirk were licking their wounds. Britain, at that point, truly stood alone. 

With France defeated, Hitler was now free to turn his attentions towards Great Britain. He made a number of overtures to Churchill, offering what he misguidedly believed to be favourable terms, but Churchill was having none of it, rejecting them all out of hand. 

So on 16 July 1940, Hitler’s growing impatience led to him issuing Führer Directive No. 16, setting in motion the preparations for an invasion of Britain. He gave these plans the code name Operation Sea Lion (Unternehmen Seelöwe). He prefaced the order by stating: ‘As England, in spite of her hopeless military situation, still shows no signs of willingness to come to terms, I have decided to prepare, and if necessary to carry out, a landing operation against her. The aim of this operation is to eliminate the English Motherland as a base from which the war against Germany can be continued, and, if necessary, to occupy the country completely.’

For the invasion to take place, Hitler needed to ensure that the RAF was thoroughly annihilated, giving his forces unfettered control of the skies over Britain. This placed responsibility for Sea Lion’s success squarely on the rather large shoulders of his corpulent, effete and rather vain head of the Luftwaffe, Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring. Previously, the plan had been inconceivable, but with the fall of France enabling the German Air Force to base itself on French soil, suddenly the distances weren’t so huge; England, at least geographically, was within easy reach. 

Churchill realised that, to keep the country with him and maintain morale, he would have to tie himself inextricably to what was, for Britain, a fight for its very survival. His rhetoric was purposeful, defiant, upbeat and resolute. It was our good fortune that Hitler chose to attack us from the air by launching what became known as the Battle of Britain because it was the only arena in which we could match him on terms anywhere near parity. The Army, and the British people, would have had a bitter fight on their hands had Hitler sent the Wehrmacht, and his feared Waffen SS, to land on our shores – and it’s highly unlikely that we would have emerged from that particular battle covered in glory. But by sending the Luftwaffe to attack us in the air, Hitler made perhaps his first great strategic error. 

Single-seat fighter aircraft were the one class of weapon with which we could match Hitler’s forces in capability. We weren’t quite there in terms of quantity – but we weren’t far off. On 1 June 1940, Fighter Command had just 331 Spitfires and Hurricanes, but by the last day of the month, there were 587 ready and serviceable with plenty more on their way.3 Our edge was our sophisticated radar network, our application of science and technology, and our greatest asset – our people. We would prove much stronger in defence than the Luftwaffe was in attack. The whole defence of our country, our very way of life, was not to be decided by hundreds of thousands of soldiers, tanks and heavy armament – no, just a few hundred young and inexperienced pilots in the RAF.

The Luftwaffe’s opening salvo in the Battle of Britain came on 10 July 1940, when it began to attack maritime targets, such as coastal shipping convoys, and shipping hubs such as Portsmouth. On 12 August, it shifted its focus to destroying infrastructure such as our radar installations with limited success; in that raid, four radar stations were attacked. They were briefly taken off the air but were back working within six hours.4 Had Göring persisted with this strategy, it’s highly likely the outcome would have been different. However, the Luftwaffe’s attention to our radar stations was brief and ineffective; assuming our radar infrastructure was difficult to knock out, it then sent its bombers to target RAF airfields. With our radar functioning as normal, it gave those fighter squadrons on stand-by ample time to scramble, intercept and engage the Luftwaffe in the air. 

As the battles over the skies of southern England intensified through the hot summer months of 1940, those of us still in training could do little more than vent our frustration at being so close, yet so far. Those fellows farther ahead in the system found themselves in the midst of battles that were watched daily from the ground by the British people looking up at the skies overhead, while we could only read about their antics and listen to first-hand accounts from those who were involved. It was painful being so close yet being unable to join in. We were all eager to do our bit, get stuck in and fight the Luftwaffe, which was doing its best to bomb us back into the Stone Age, but we were stuck in flying training and unable to do a thing about it.
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Acclimatisation

Back at Vaenga, Wag removed his flying helmet. He looked around – other Hurricanes from the Argus were taxiing into dispersal, their pilots revving up before cutting the engines. He looked at his watch: almost seventy-five minutes had elapsed since he’d tentatively launched from the precariously short flight deck on HMS Argus, and made the uneventful flight to the wing’s new home. Throwing his parachute pack on to his shoulder, he opened a large compartment in the Hurricane’s fuselage and pulled out his parachute bag, containing his clothes and personal kit. 

Neil Cameron approached him and smiled. Wag was immediately struck by the differences between Neil and himself, and the Russian pilots who were now poring over every inch of the Hurricanes that they would soon be flying. They all wore flying helmets even though they were not flying, something he would soon learn they did every time they went on duty. They all had shaven heads, and were dressed in heavy, thick leather coats with their sidearms worn at their sides. Wag looked at Neil, with his longish hair, suede flying boots and the new barathea uniform which he had somehow persuaded out of Moss Bros in London, against regulations.1 The differences were as between chalk and cheese.

Ibby joined them and together they wandered over to a larger group of 81 Squadron pilots. Wag missed the start of the conversation, but heard one of them say, ‘Well, chaps, that was one hell of a reception committee they had lined up for us! I heard there was a Russian Air Vice Marshal there with all his senior officers watching us come in. I bet they pissed themselves laughing when they saw the first two Hurricanes to touch ground in Russia crash landing! What on earth must they have thought?’




The aerodrome on which the pilots found themselves was really a sandy strip that had been carved out of pine forest, and on it were two Russian bomber squadrons and two fighter squadrons, which swelled to four once all of the RAF Hurricanes arrived. 151 Wing’s Operations Record Book (known colloquially as ‘the 540’ after its official form number) for September 1941 paints a detailed but rather dull picture based on the thinking at the time. 

As I recall it, Murmansk (Vaenga) aerodrome was large enough to be used as two separate aerodromes with 134 Squadron using the north end of it and 81 Squadron the south. Russian bombers were able to take off using either half of it. Its surface consisted of rolled sand which, whenever it was wet, became very bumpy – that made a central section of the aerodrome unusable. As the 540 says, ‘It remains always an aerodrome on which experienced pilots have to exercise care in landing and taking off.’2 

The camp was built on a sandy plateau covered with a silver birch plantation and surrounded by low hills about fifteen miles north-east of Murmansk. Brick barrack blocks, HQ offices, the mess and other facilities were set at wide intervals with as much as 500 yards between them, making them naturally camouflaged and well dug in. This made them much less vulnerable to air attack, but the downside was that it made transport difficult – the nearest part of the aerodrome itself was about half a mile away from the camp, and the furthest dispersal point was almost a mile and a half away. Given that both us pilots and the ground crew would have to cover that ground several times a day, you can see the logistical problems that were thrown up. Just to compound the problem, the ‘roads’ were of a type hardly known outside Russia – there were no highways as such, just one metalled road that ran a mile through the camp. The widely dispersed buildings and huts were connected only by very rough paths and cross-country tracks. To make matters worse, the heavy autumn rains that had made life difficult for Gittins and his Erection Party at Keg-Ostrov also made life difficult here. They’d rendered the paths and tracks through the birch trees a muddy morass, with potholes that were axle deep in places. 

Wag and the rest of the pilots were picked up by an antiquated bus driven by a man in a Russian naval uniform and smoking an enormously long cigarette. They were dropped off at a square building on the far side of the airfield, surrounded by trees, which turned out to be the communal mess where breakfast awaited them. The mess itself was brightly lit, spotlessly clean, and the vista greatly improved by Russian waitresses in gipsy skirts and blouses. It got even better when they saw the menu: meats, caviar, cheese, black bread and – the boys couldn’t quite believe this one – champagne. In quite astonishing quantities. Wag found an empty table and sat down, joined by Ibby and Nudger Smith on either side of him. Ibby poured them all a generous glass each and raised a toast.

‘Enormous cheers and here’s to our Russian allies – God bless ’em!’ he said with a wide grin on his face. 

‘Cheers yourself, mate’ said Wag and Nudger in unison.

Farther up the mess, Wing Commander Isherwood sat impassively. His poker face betrayed no emotion – not then, not ever – so it was impossible to know whether he was delighted, extremely unhappy or somewhere in the middle. He was a somewhat remote figure to most of us pilots, businesslike, and never using more words when speaking than the minimum required to convey his message. To compensate for him registering no emotion whatsoever, though, the pilots decided to make hay while the sun shone; champagne with breakfast wasn’t something any of them had ever seen in any RAF mess before, and they weren’t likely to, either. They wondered whether this was a one-off, or whether it was to be a regular breakfast drink while they were there. Just in case, though, they made sure they drank their fill. Who knew when the action would start? It would be strictly business from then on – and who knew when it would stop?

Once the pilots had eaten their fill and drunk the mess dry of champagne, a truck was laid on to transfer them to their accommodation. Wag and Ibby were already close friends from training, and they’d become good pals with Nudger over time, so the three of them naturally decided to share a room. There were plenty to choose from in the brick-built block, but all the rooms were completely bare of furniture except for three beds. Spartan didn’t come close. Additionally, each room featured a hole in the wall which went straight through to the outside. The holes served as rudimentary fireplaces where the fellows could burn wood, and a tin flap provided the only protection against draughts when the fireplaces weren’t in use. There were no wardrobes – kitbags or parachute bags provided storage for personal kit – and there was no running water either; that had to be fetched from a tap outside. Canvas bowls on wooden legs provided the only washing facility, and the loo consisted of no more than a hole in the ground, and a plank. That was always going to be an unsavoury experience – the boys looked at each other in horror when they found it. It’s rather accurately described in the Wing 540: it simply states, ‘outside sanitation of the most primitive kind for both officers and airmen’.

The wing’s officers were accommodated in a much more imposing two-storey building constructed in red brick that rather appropriately resembled a large country house. The ground floor served as Wing HQ and included an operations room, orderly rooms, sick quarters and stores, while upstairs, large bedrooms accommodated three officers to a room. The bedrooms all opened on to an uncarpeted corridor which multiplied and amplified all sounds made in it. As Hubert Griffith describes, ‘the cough of a fly at the other end of the building becomes like the banging of a door. Hence any larking about or singing late in the evening by one room full of young pilots can keep half the officers of the Wing awake. Hence, larking about and singing after a certain hour in the evening have to be severely rationed. Beds, blankets and sheets (spotless) are provided by the Russians.’3 Fixtures and accessories were again non-existent, with bare floors, and nothing to decorate the walls. There was an anteroom and bar, but they were similarly spartan. At least the rooms were clean. Within days, the HQ had become widely known simply as ‘The Kremlin’. 

One element of life that was the same for officers, NCOs and airmen alike was the sanitation – or lack of it. Neither the officers’ nor the airmen’s accommodation had running water, and as for the officers’ loo . . . From afar it may have been a more grand affair than that afforded the other ranks, but appearances can be deceptive. The rotunda-style toilet was unique and redolent of a revolving door. An octagonal affair, it was open to the elements at the sides, with eight seats of separate cubicles arranged around a central vent, and built over a pit. Inside, there were two steel bars to rest your feet on while you squatted. It was the Russians who were blamed for the fact that said steel bars were always covered in faeces. It was said, although nobody every hung around long enough to find out, that by mid-October the limit for gentlemen before frostbite set in on the private parts was three minutes.4 

Wag, Ibby and Nudger made themselves at home as best they could, but there wasn’t much they could do to brighten things up in their living quarters so they set out to find the sergeants’ mess. Like every other building in the camp, it was a fair walk through the trees – a good half a mile, and it was what they found in the trees that brought home to them for the first time just how close they were to the front line – Russian sentries. They were armed with pistols and rifles and stationed outside both the living quarters and the mess, as well as at regular intervals among the silver birch trees. The distance between their accommodation and the sergeants’ mess may have been off-putting to the ignorant, but to Wag, Ibby and Nudger the reward made it worth all the drudgery – gin was only 4s 6d per bottle (around £8.50 in today’s money). 

The mess was only a few degrees less spartan than their living quarters, but that crucial difference was just enough to lift it above bland and boring. From outside it was just a long wooden hut, styled, it seemed, on the latest in German POW chic. Inside, things were little better – simple trestle tables and wooden chairs that had seen better days. I suppose you’d call the decor – such as it was – ‘distressed’ in today’s terms. But there was a bar at one end and it was warm inside, courtesy of the hut’s double skin and, crucially, a wood-burning stove that was blazing away. Anyway, who pays much attention to the decor provided a bar provides the necessities of life – being clean, warm, spacious, and with the booze priced to attract custom? You make your own entertainment in a bar, and provide your own atmosphere. 

It took a few days for the pilots to acclimatise, both to life on the aerodrome and to the weather and conditions in the Russian Arctic. The mildness of a few days earlier had been replaced by a biting cold, but it wasn’t the sort of cold that ate its way through to your very core. The climate this far north was crisp and dry, a long way from the damp cold that permeates every cell in your body such as was the norm back home. One of the jobs they turned their attention to first was the focal point of every fighter pilot’s life, the flight hut, which was located on the eastern fringe of the aerodrome behind dispersals. It was more like a rather spacious dugout than the huts we’d all been used to at RAF stations back home but it was no less suitable for that. The Soviets had no radar system at Vaenga so that was another difference; there was no question of us being vectored to intercept German aircraft as we were used to. 

As it was the place we’d all be spending the majority of our time on duty in, they wanted to make it as comfortable as possible. The Russians had already done most of the legwork, adding ventilation shafts and a staircase. Inside, we had cast-iron wood-burning stoves with a chimney pipe through the roof, which would glow a dull red, with a steady diet of pine and birch logs, and for reading, relaxing or sleeping when we weren’t flying, there were two-tier bunk beds round the walls. The lads installed the wind-up gramophone player they’d had with them on the Argus, and brought over a selection of records that had survived the voyage to the Arctic undamaged. The Ink Spots were big then, and it reminded them of home listening to them sing ‘When the Swallows Come Back to Capistrano’, or ‘Whispering Grass’, which was another favourite. We had quite a few on board the Llanstephan Castle too, so the record collection swelled quite considerably when we arrived.

The Russians were very fond of dugouts, a theme that extended to their hangars as well as our flight hut. The Hurricanes would be vulnerable on the ground, so we needed somewhere secure to store them where they’d also be accessible when we needed to scramble. Wing Commander Isherwood pointed this out to the Russian general at the aerodrome. No problem, said the general. So the wing commander asked him when this was likely to be completed. The general replied by midday tomorrow. Thirty-nine hangars to be dug out to a width of 40 feet, roofed and covered in turf, and it was already late afternoon.5

The Russian solution to our problem was a marvel of innovation – soil was excavated so that the aircraft could be parked partly below ground level, and the shelters were constructed with silver birch trees that were cut down specifically for this purpose. The roof was then covered with branches and topped off with turf to blend it in with the surrounding ground. We were stunned to discover that the work was carried out in a single day by a labour force constituted of a seemingly endless number of people, who appeared to emerge from the trees the following morning. Neil Cameron described them as ‘a sad looking gang of over a thousand of all nationalities from the length and breadth of Russia’.6 Carrying nothing more technologically advanced than picks and shovels, they set to work digging out hangars wide and deep enough to accommodate the Hurricanes. Back home, it would have been a major undertaking, with the task accomplished in weeks. But the lads had never seen anything like this; the labour force worked like robots, toiling for hours without stopping for food, drink or rest at any stage. They worked on endlessly until the job was complete and then they melted away again into the forest just as silently as they’d arrived. By the end of that day, the job was done. 

Neil Cameron wandered into their accommodation one day by mistake. He described it as ‘a huge barn-like structure with hundreds of bunk beds going up to the ceiling. The smell was horrific (shades of the Gulags as we came to know them)’.7

While the pilots were making themselves at home in the first few days and acclimatising to their new environment, no such luck befell the engineers at the aerodrome. The Wing 540 records that the armourers had forgotten to pack a key part for the Hurricanes’ machine guns, which were without fire and safety mechanisms attached. A message was sent back to the Air Ministry and arrangements were being made to fly out the missing parts on a Catalina flying boat, but even so, it would take a good few days for them to arrive in Vaenga. Rather than the whole wing remaining non-operational, two aircraft from each flight were stripped of guns, enabling each flight to have four aircraft with eight guns operational.8 

This was disappointing news for the pilots, who had been looking forward to the significant additional firepower provided by twelve guns on each aircraft, but it wasn’t going to affect operational flying in any way. Then the Russians came to the rescue again, with a splendid piece of engineering; having been shown what was required, they went away and simply made replacement parts so that, within forty-eight hours, all of the Hurricanes were operational again, with twelve machine guns on each.9

The first operational sorties began on 11 September with front-line patrols carried out by eight aircraft from 134 Squadron, and eight from 81 Squadron. It was a good day for flying, with broken cloud and good visibility. No combat took place, and no casualties occurred on the patrols; it was as much an opportunity for the pilots to familiarise themselves with the area and test their guns over a nearby lake. Wag Haw led a section of three in Vic formation, and from 3,500 ft they were able to get a good perspective on the local area. Murmansk Sound was clearly visible, as was the outline of Fisherman’s Island, the name given to the Rybachiy Peninsula. Murmansk itself had seen intense bombing by the Luftwaffe since the beginning of Operation Barbarossa and three-quarters of it had taken the brunt of the blitz. 

Wag had no desire to instigate combat if he could avoid it, so he turned his section to port in order to avoid Petsamo, which had been dead ahead. Petsamo was where General Dietl’s Gebirgsjäger were attempting to fight their way to Murmansk itself, so there was no point poking the hornets’ nest until the pilots had familiarised themselves with the local geography. Wag knew how disorienting aerial combat could be from his experience in the Battle of Britain and, as the aerodrome lacked radar, he couldn’t exactly radio them for a bearing. He didn’t fancy his chances if he had to bale out, either – there appeared to be no signs whatsoever of human habitation down below, just an endless vista of lakes, peat bogs, swamps, forest and tundra. 

Thirty minutes in the air made him realise that navigation wasn’t likely to be anywhere as difficult as he’d first thought, at least when it came to finding his way back to base. He had a frame of reference for this, and it was one of the first lessons he’d learned as a newly minted fighter pilot in the skies over southern England during the Battle of Britain. All he had to do was fly north to pick up the coastline, or fly west and hit the Kola inlet, just as he used to do on the south coast back home. He was in the groove now, really loving being back in the air, at one with his machine, and just enjoying the feel of his hand on the stick and his feet on the rudder bar, the aircraft doing his bidding. Sixty minutes after taking off, Wag led his formation into a turn and headed back to base. It had been a good first patrol.

Neil Cameron flew one of the first patrols for 134 Squadron, flying a Vic formation with Flight Lieutenant Jack Ross (the mannequin on the mantelpiece from the party at Leconfield) and one of the Soviet fighter squadron commanders, Major Koharienko. He was a Georgian fellow and, according to Neil Cameron, a great personality who didn’t seem worried by the fact that without a shared language, they couldn’t communicate between aircraft. However, that was the least of their problems; while flying at altitude over the front line, where they attracted anti-aircraft fire from German units below, Neil’s engine kept cutting out. After all of the aircraft had returned from the sortie, they discovered that two other Hurricanes from 134 Squadron had experienced the same problem. 

The cause of the problem was quickly diagnosed – it was the Russian aviation fuel, which was of a far lower quality than the British fuel that the Merlin XX engines powering the Series II Hurricane were designed for. Although the engine in Neil’s aircraft suddenly lost power at altitude and subsequently cut out, he was able to restart it by resorting to frantic hand pumping. 

Among 151 Wing’s technicians was Henry Broquet, a young airman who had grown up in Guernsey and, before the war, had learned to fly. He’d joined the RAF on the outbreak of the war and had a











Appendix



Tim Elkington kept a copy of the take-off brief that was handed out to all twenty-four pilots on the Argus, and it is worth reproducing in full:





HURRICANE PILOTS – INSTRUCTIONS FOR FLYING OFF HMS ARGUS INTO RUSSIA



Information

 1. Aircraft will be flown off in flights of 6. The first 6 aircraft will be erected on the flight deck & it is anticipated that the succeeding 3 flights will be ranged from the hangar & flown off at 40 minute intervals after the first flight has left the deck.



Take-off

 2. All spectators are to be in the starboard netting. Pilots are to run up their own aircraft when ranged & are to indicate that their aircraft is in all respects ready to take off by raising the left thumb.

 3. All movements of aircraft on the flight deck are controlled by the flight deck officer who will stand on the port side of the aircraft he is controlling. The executive signal for take-off is the lowering of a green flag.

 4. On receipt of the executive signal pilots are to release the brakes & carry out a normal runway take-off under high wind conditions but sitting up as high as possible to obtain a good view of the deck immediately on opening the throttle & thereby ensure a take-off run with wheels either side of the centre line.

 5. For best take-off from a carrier deck the following settings are required:

a. Flap setting 25 degrees

b. Engine RPM 3000

c. Mixture RICH

d. Engine boost +12

 6. Air Ministry figures for deck take-off with Hurricane II are:

Distance to Unstick        Wind over Deck

287 feet    30 knots

356 feet    25 knots

396 feet    22 knots

All aircraft in the range will be given a take-off run of at least 400 feet before reaching the accelerator ramp. Should for any reason an aircraft not be sufficiently airborne to clear the ramp, the pilot is to ease back the stick until over the ramp & then level off until the remaining 32 feet of the deck run has been completed. On no account is a turn to be commenced until the aircraft is 50 feet above flight deck level & past the bows of the ship.



Flight Ashore

 7. On taking off, aircraft are to turn to port, proceed to the waiting position, one mile astern of the ship at 2000 feet or below cloud, & carry out a left-hand circuit. Departure is to be taken from over Argus as soon as all aircraft are in formation on their leader. 

 8. If weather conditions are not at all favourable, flights are to take departure over Argus & set course to pass over a destroyer which will have been previously stationed inshore of the carrier & on the correct bearing.

 9. Aircraft should normally be flown at economical cruising speed, namely:

a. Engine RPM 2000

b. Mixture WEAK

c. Blower Medium Gear

W/T Communication

10. With reference to Air Ministry Signal War Order No. 50 and Appendices A and B, ‘Argus’ will maintain W/T silence but will keep listening watch on No.151 Wing frequency.

It is essential that the ship’s position should not be jeopardised by unnecessary aircraft R/T transmission and R/T silence is to be maintained as far as possible.

Any R/T messages made by aircraft should be addressed to No. 151 Wing, and NOT repetition NOT addressed to ‘Argus’.

11. Pilots may press Button B on flying off, but are not to transmit to a shore station until they are over land and have altered course to fly along parallel to the coast. This should only be relaxed if they do not reach the coast after an interval of time which it should reasonably have taken them to reach the coast.

12. In the event of an aircraft forced landing in the sea when the flight is out of visual touch with ‘Argus’ a brief R/T message should be made giving time of origin in order that the position to which a destroyer should be sent to search can be calculated in ‘Argus’.

13. The gist of these instructions has been passed to No. 151 Wing Signal Officer, Flight Lieutenant Fisher.



Aerodrome

14. There are only a few buildings and tents in the vicinity of the aerodrome. There is a damaged wooden hangar on the aerodrome boundary. Offices & other accommodation are in caves in the hills in the vicinity. There are a number of aircraft pens partially underground & camouflaged around the boundary of the aerodrome. Care should be exercised near the aerodrome boundaries to avoid soft patches.

15. A landing ‘T’ will be exhibited. Aircraft should land as close as possible to the ‘T’. A WHITE flag will be waved near the ‘T’ to give permission to land. A RED flag will be waved if for any reason a landing should not be made.

Topography

16. The country north & west of Murmansk is low hills, dark green in colour with many scattered lakes. The River Tulmola & all lakes are brown in colour. The approach to the aerodrome should be made down the river. A single line railway runs from Murmansk north to the east of the aerodrome.



HMS ‘Argus’    T.O. Bulteel

4 Sept 1941    Captain
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