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Reconnaissance

There was no ‘Phoney War’ for Coastal Command. While stalemate prevailed for months in western Europe following Germany’s invasion of Poland on 1 September 1939, the RAF’s maritime wing was in action almost from the opening of the conflict. Its endeavours were given a sense of urgency by the predations of the German U-boat force led by Karl Dönitz, who fervently believed that the submarine would be the key to the Reich’s victory. ‘I am convinced that it is the means of inflicting decisive damage on England at her weakest point,’ he wrote.1 This outlook prompted him, just hours after Britain’s declaration of war on 3 September 1939, to issue orders for his U-boats to attack Allied shipping. His edict had an immediate impact. That very evening a U-boat captained by Julius Lemp fired two torpedoes at a ship sailing off the west of Scotland, one of which exploded in her engine room and sank her. Lemp later claimed that he thought the vessel was an armed merchant cruiser or a troopship, but in fact she was the liner Athenia taking civilians, including Jewish refugees and evacuated children, to Canada. In the devastation of the attack ninety-eight passengers and nineteen members of the crew were killed.

The Kriegsmarine had provided a dramatic early illustration of the ruthlessness with which they would conduct the war. During September the German U-boats sank forty-eight ships, another thirty-three in October, twenty-seven in November and thirty-nine in December, bringing the total Allied merchant losses in 1939 to 509,321 tons: the toll would have been even higher if Dönitz had possessed the size of submarine armada that he had continually but forlornly demanded during the late 1930s from the Reich’s high command. To his regret, he had only fifty-seven U-boats in commission at the outbreak of war, a number far short of his vision of a 300-strong fleet. Nevertheless, due in part to his dynamic leadership, it was a well-trained, highly competent force that at once put Britain on the defensive.

Coastal Command’s response was energetic and determined but ineffective, as typified by Mike Ensor’s encounter off the Algerian coast. Just two days after the declaration of war, Pilot Officer George Yorke of 233 Squadron, based at Leuchars in Fife, was carrying out a reconnaissance patrol over the North Sea in his Avro Anson when he thought he sighted a U-boat on the surface of the water. Flying towards his target, he released two 100-pound anti-submarine bombs and eight 20-pound Cooper bombs (the primary weapon of the Royal Flying Corps in the First World War). But the chief impact of the bombs’ explosions was to riddle the underside of Yorke’s plane with shrapnel, puncturing the fuel tanks. As a result they ran dry on the Anson’s journey back to Leuchars, so Yorke and his crew were forced to ditch in the sea. The men survived, but on their arrival back at the station they were told that their self-destructive attack had been made not against the enemy but against HMS Seahorse, a Royal Navy S-class submarine, which had suffered minor damage that meant it had to return to port for repairs. Equally fruitless was an attack the same day by an Anson of 206 Squadron on a U-boat off the Dutch coast, while 5 September also saw Coastal Command’s first aerial combat of the war, which ended in another Anson of 206 Squadron being shot down.

In fact, Coastal Command did not sink a single U-boat in 1939. Nor were anti-shipping operations much more successful during these early months, prompting the commander-in-chief, Sir Frederick Bowhill, to complain about ‘the lack of a powerful striking force’.2 But there was certainly no absence of diligence. In September Coastal Command spent almost 2,400 hours flying in support of convoys, 3,300 on reconnaissance and another 1,600 on anti-submarine patrols, figures that led Air Secretary Sir Kingsley Wood to tell the House of Commons that the activities of the service ‘have been unremitting and strenuous in the extreme from the first day of the war’. With a flourish, the minister added,

by its very nature the work is silent and normally unspectacular. It demands continuous flying over the sea in all weathers. The magnitude of the effort of Coastal Command may be judged by the fact that during the first four weeks of war, the Command flew on reconnaissance, anti-submarine and convoy patrols a distance of approximately one million miles and provided escorts for over 100 convoys.3 

 

Eager to cheer on the war effort, the press took up the theme of Coastal Command’s indefatigability. In an article about the Command’s vast Sunderland flying boats, Sunday Times correspondent Virginia Coles wrote excitedly of how, ‘from an English coast in the early dawn’, these planes ‘slip across the water and rise into the air like great flying whales, as they leave to scour the Atlantic for hundreds of miles in search of German submarines.’ Coastal Command, she continued, ‘is performing one of the most dramatic and daring services of the war’, acting as ‘watchdogs for the fleet’ and keeping ‘the Empire’s trade routes open’.4 In the same vein, The Times reported in early December that

 

the shore-based aircraft of the Royal Air Force are now proving themselves capable of throwing out a defensive screen over the sea far from the coasts of Britain, and of maintaining constant daylight supervision over the movements of shipping in large tracts of the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean.5

 

Coastal Command had neither the aircraft nor the armaments to take on the Kriegsmarine successfully or provide strong aerial defences. Too many planes were obsolete, with inadequate equipment, limited range and meagre firepower. At the start of the war the Command had just 236 planes, including 12 Vickers Wildebeests, 12 Saunders-Roe Londons and 6 Supermarine Stranraers, all of them hopelessly outdated biplanes.6 The Wildebeest, which had entered service in 1928, was a single-engined torpedo bomber that had a radius of just 180 miles and a top speed of only 150 mph. ‘To all intents and purposes it was a completely useless plane,’ wrote Sir Philip Joubert de la Ferté, who had two difficult spells as commander before and during the war.7 The unsuitability of the Wildebeest for its main purpose was exacerbated by the absence of any fighter cover in Coastal Command for its dangerous torpedo missions. More advanced were the 164 rugged Avro Anson monoplanes, which made up the backbone of Coastal Command. Having entered service in 1936, they were liked by crews because they were comfortable, steady and had few vices; ‘no one was ever sick in them,’ reflected Arthur Beech, a navigator with 42 Squadron.8 Yet they were also slow, had a limited range, unable even to reach Norway, and their bomb load was ‘pitifully small’, to quote the liaison officer Captain Dudley Peyton-Ward.9 Even their most modern feature, the retractable undercarriage, was cumbersome, for it could only be raised or lowered manually by winding a large handle. ‘It was all a bit Heath Robinson,’ recalled rear gunner Edward Nichols.10

Fortunately, there was a far higher level of performance from two other planes that had started to arrive in Coastal Command before the war: the American Lockheed Hudson and the Short Sunderland. Interestingly, both were military versions of successful civil airliners. The twin-engined, highly versatile all-metal Hudson, the first of a succession of impressive American aircraft in Coastal Command, was developed from the pioneering Lockheed Electra, the plane that flew Neville Chamberlain from Munich to Heston airport after the notorious Munich conference in 1938. Similarly, the huge four-engined Sunderland was derived from the luxurious Empire flying boat that served the far-flung destinations for Imperial Airways in the late 1930s.

Still, by September 1939 there were only eighteen Hudsons in Coastal Command, a reflection of the fact that the RAF’s contract for 200 of the type had only been signed with Lockheed in June 1938 at a cost of £17,000 each. Described by pilot navigator Hugh Eccles as ‘a grand aeroplane, really quite sophisticated’, the Hudson became a mainstay of early reconnaissance and anti-submarine patrols, able to carry 1,000 pounds of bombs to a range of 1,000 nautical miles.11 ‘For a comparatively big and heavy aircraft, it is very manoeuvrable,’ said the Coastal Command Review.12 ‘The wingspan was only nine feet more than the Anson but it could manage three and a half times more power,’ recalled Jack Colman, who also highlighted one dangerous weakness. ‘She had a reputation of being a bit of a bastard because the high wing loading meant she had a vicious stall, some nasty characteristics at slow speeds and she would ground loop if you did not watch it.’13

There were just two squadrons of Sunderlands, made up of twelve aircraft in total, in service with Coastal Command at the start of the war, but they soon proved themselves to be of a high calibre. Until the advent of the Liberator, the type was the most capable anti-submarine aircraft in the RAF due to its ability to carry up to two thousand pounds of bombs or depth charges, its vast fuel capacity that enabled it to fly for fourteen hours, its reliable Bristol Pegasus radial engines and its bristling armament, including guns in the front turret, the mid-upper turret, the tail and, in some makes, both sides of the fuselage, hence its nickname of the Flying Porcupine. What so often impressed observers was the Sunderland’s size, with its height of 32 feet and its wingspan of 113 feet. As befitted a vehicle with origins as a long-distance airliner and with a unit cost of £80,000, it was probably the most well-appointed plane in the RAF. Spread over two decks, it had six bunk beds, a galley kitchen, a porcelain flush toilet, a machine shop for minor in-flight repairs and spacious compartments for a crew of eleven. Harry Prout, who joined the RAF in 1940 as an engineer, eulogized every aspect of the plane, even its Pegasus power plants:

 

Everyone loved the engine, the old ‘Peggy’. When the plane took off, they used to sing a beautiful note. It was a lovely plane to fly in. I once flew one when the skipper said I could have a go. It was easy. The plane could almost fly itself. I loved the Sunderland. You went on board and felt at home. Because it carried quite a few crew, you were always in company. 

 

Operating as a flying boat, however, could sometimes be a problem. ‘If you landed a Sunderland heavily on the water, it could bounce like a golf ball,’ recalled Prout, while in ‘really stormy’ conditions ‘you could lose a float, no trouble at all’.14 But there was a bigger difficulty with the Sunderland which reflected the priorities of the government. Despite the plane’s obvious qualities, production was confined to just five a month in the early part of the war because the supremacy of the strategic offensive against Germany meant that Shorts the manufacturer had to concentrate on the output of the four-engined Stirling bomber, which, in contrast to the flying boat, turned out to be a dismal failure.

Yet the quality of neither the Hudson nor the Sunderland could disguise the wider aircraft shortages. At one stage Sir Frederick Bowhill was so desperate that, in an attempt to deter German raiders and U-boats from British waters, he even resorted to the use of unarmed biplane Tiger Moth trainers on so-called ‘scarecrow patrols’, organized in six flights around the British Isles. The logic of the move could not be faulted, as Squadron Leader Tom Dudley Gordon wrote,

 

To the fish, no doubt any bird looks like a cormorant and to the U-boat, any aircraft spelt danger. So Tiger Moths were pressed into service. These two-seater trainers went into operations with a grand spirit – and nothing else. Sometimes the pilots carried revolvers, more as a gesture than a weapon. But they had no bombs or machine guns.15 

 

Nor did the newer planes compensate for Coastal Command’s technical deficiencies. Navigation aids were poor, altimeters unreliable and radio sets rudimentary. George Bain, a wireless operator with 200 Squadron, recalled how, even on the Hudson, ‘the very basic’ radio receiver worked on a high-tension, 120-volts battery and a one-and-a-half volts accumulator which could be charged after each flight. The way to get Morse signals, he remembered, was to ‘wet your finger and tap the ball bearing on top of the receiver and you’d hear it bleep’. Meanwhile, ‘the transmitter was a huge, boxlike thing. When you switched it on, the valves would glow and illuminate the whole cockpit.’16 Nor was the first version of air-to-surface-vessel (ASV) radar, which went into production in 1939, satisfactory, particularly against U-boats, as Squadron Leader Tony Spooner reflected,

 

ASV was a very elementary form of airborne radar and it lacked the sensitivity and definition to pick up a submarine. It might find a U-boat in dead calm water but not in the Atlantic rollers. Also we were not told how to use it because it was top secret. None of us had done a course in radar or ASV or had even been told its principles. We had to work it out for ourselves and I am sure we were not applying it correctly.17 

 

Peter Burden of 206 Squadron agreed, ‘The first ASV equipment was soon shown to be pretty primitive and was not nearly as reliable or easy to use as later models.’18

Perhaps even more serious was the impotence of Coastal Command’s armoury. The standard Mark III anti-submarine (AS) bomb, weighing just 100 pounds, was a feeble weapon. In one telling friendly fire incident on 3 December 1939, an Anson of 206 Squadron erroneously attacked the British submarine HMS Snapper, scoring a direct hit on its conning tower with a 100-pound bomb, but the only damage inflicted was four broken electric light bulbs and some shattered crockery in the wardroom. The 250-pounder was slightly better, in that it could crack the pressure hull of a U-boat if it exploded within six feet, but it could not be carried by the Anson. Depth charges were potentially more effective, but the unmodified 250-pound naval version could not be used as an air weapon because of its tendency to break up when dropped from a height, while only the Sunderland would be able to carry the 450-pound charge, which was under development for aerial use. Similarly, the rifle-calibre .303 Browning guns used throughout Coastal Command could not penetrate the metal structures of enemy ships or submarines. ‘All we could do was harass and frighten,’ wrote Peyton-Ward.19 Altogether, Coastal Command was in a sorry state in September 1939. In the words of historian Correlli Barnett, the service ‘was a seabird weak on the wing, short of sight and weak of beak’.20

The meagre resources partly explain why Coastal Command’s role was so restricted when the war began. Anti-shipping and submarine warfare were secondary duties behind its primary task of carrying out maritime reconnaissance, particularly over the North Sea where it was feared the Kriegsmarine would operate on a large scale or break out into the Atlantic. In his post-war despatch about his time in charge, Bowhill wrote with some bitterness,

 

My operational strength did not in any way provide a suitable striking force and the role of my command was thus largely limited to reconnaissance in the early stages, and this in many ways had to be strictly limited owing to the shortage of aircraft.21

 

Those limitations were illustrated in the simplistic and largely fruitless operations of the North Sea line patrols, where the Command’s planes just followed basic parallel tracks to a set range. The concentration on reconnaissance, which in turn was fed by the institutional neglect of Coastal Command, reflected the pre-war lack of faith, within both the Air Ministry and to a lesser extent the Admiralty, in air power as a decisive factor in a maritime conflict. In one sense, this attitude was extraordinary because it ignored the lesson of the First World War where aircraft, despite being in their technological infancy, were invaluable for the Allies at sea in providing cover and serving as a deterrent. Remarkably, of the 16,000 ships that sailed in ocean convoys and the 68,000 that sailed in coastal and shorter sea convoys, just five were lost where aerial escorts had been present, even though the planes had no weapons and could effectively only act as submarine spotters. That had been enough to make the U-boats abandon British coastal waters and move further west, beyond the reach of Allied naval aircraft. Encouraged by this success, the Royal Navy wanted to use adapted long-range bombers for more extensive anti-submarine operations towards the end of the war, but in a harbinger of things to come during the Second World War, the newly created Royal Air Force, under the bullish Hugh Trenchard, sought to retain all such aircraft for the sole purpose of bombing the enemy on land.

By the late 1930s, however, the Admiralty was much less concerned about the U-boats. This was mainly because of its belief that its ASDIC device (the acronym is derived from a combination of ‘sonic’ and the Admiralty’s Anti-Submarine Division), which had been developed after the First World War and which used sound waves to detect objects underwater, had effectively eliminated the threat. The optimism inspired by ASDIC was buttressed by a number of international treaties, including the London Naval Protocol of 1936, which formally outlawed unrestricted submarine warfare – Nazi Germany, ironically, was among the signatories to the agreement. The following year the British Naval Staff was moved to comment that ‘the submarine will never again be able to present us with the problem that we were faced with in 1917’.22 Joubert de la Ferté, Coastal Command’s chief in the middle of this decade, later commented how

 

it was quite fantastic that, in the light of the experiences of the 1914–1918 war, no attention was paid to the problem of attacking submarines from the air as part of our trade protection measures. It seemed at this time the Admiralty believed that U-boats no longer presented a danger to our national existence. The Air Ministry did not disagree.23 

 

Indeed, such profound complacency suited the Air Staff, who were still wedded to the Trenchard doctrine of the bombing offensive. To most of them, maritime aviation was a matter of irrelevance compared to building up Bomber Command, which swallowed almost 60 per cent of the government’s huge RAF expansion programme. This mentality was clearly revealed in December 1936 by a statement from Arthur Harris, then the Air Staff’s deputy director of plans, later to be head of Bomber Command: ‘It would be unnecessary to keep any ponderable number of aircraft either employed in or standing by for reconnaissance operations in connection with a trade defence war that might not happen.’24

The combined outlook of the Air Ministry and the Admiralty meant that Coastal Command was starved of investment and support. One of the reasons why the Anson had been preferred to more effective flying boats was that the Air Staff said the latter were too expensive to maintain compared to similar land-based aircraft. The same parsimony lay behind the refusal to equip Coastal Command with a dive bomber even though anti-shipping trials conducted since 1929 had shown that dive bombing was the surest way to sink a moving vessel at sea, as naval experiences in the Second World War were to prove. Ignoring the evidence from successful experiments, the Air Staff opportunistically argued that attacks on surface enemy forces were best carried out by high-altitude bombing, a claim that justified the continued priority for heavy bombers. As the military historian Professor John Buckley has pointed out, even the worthless Vickers Wildebeest ‘only survived’ because it ‘could double up’ as a general-purpose bomber and therefore could be theoretically used as part of a strategic campaign.25

The neglect of Coastal Command in the build up to war was in tune with the history of maritime air power in Britain, stretching back to the creation of the independent Royal Air Force in 1918 through a merger of the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service. Only with reluctance did the Admiralty accept the move, which involved the transfer of almost 3,000 aircraft and 67,000 personnel to the new force. It was the start of more than two decades of friction and uneasy co-operation between the two services. Once the First World War was won, the first task of the new RAF was to preside over a massive contraction in its resources. As part of this process, the RAF’s organization in 1919 was shrunk to just three commands; two of them were geographical, Northern and Southern, soon to be amalgamated under the title Inland Area, and one was functional, named Coastal Area, which took over the former RNAS infrastructure. There was not much of this; by March 1920 Coastal Area had just three squadrons while its duties were vague, loosely based on the protection of shipping, co-operation with the Navy and reconnaissance. In the climate of post-war austerity, modernization and expansion were painfully slow, and not helped by continued agitation from the Admiralty for the return of some of its aerial assets, though when the Fleet Air Arm was established in 1924 for the embryonic carrier-based force, it was placed by the government under RAF control.

Despite the creation of the Fleet Air Arm, throughout the remainder of the 1920s Coastal Area continued to struggle. By 1925 it was reduced to just eleven front-line aircraft and eighteen training planes. The beginning of the 1930s, characterized by economic crisis and demands for international disarmament, was just as difficult. Sir Arthur Longmore, who had taken command of Coastal Area in 1934, fought a continual battle to preserve his depleted force. But from that year there was a major change in government air policy, precipitated by the rise of Hitler. Wishful thinking about permanent peace gave way to greater realism about the need for strengthened armed forces, especially the RAF, through a series of ambitious schemes for growth. Not much of the additional new air funding reached Coastal Area, but the expansionist environment led in 1936 to the wholesale reform of the RAF’s organization, with the creation of four new commands to replace the previous structure.

In contrast to the advent of Fighter, Bomber and Training commands, the formation of Coastal Command was the least radical step, for it involved little more than an alteration in its name from Coastal Area. Its headquarters remained at Lee-on-the-Solent in Hampshire and the commanding officer, the gregarious Australian-born Longmore, stayed in charge. But the wider RAF reorganization was hailed as the sign of a more dynamic approach. The Daily Mail predicted that the changes would bring ‘greater speed and efficiency’, adding that ‘the effect of the new system will be to give the commanders-in-chief more time for the strategical, operational and training aspects of their commands’.26 The Daily Telegraph argued that the new organization would help the RAF move on to a wartime footing by improvements to liaison, training and discipline, while the paper also praised the ‘brilliant careers’ of the four commanders, including Longmore, who was ‘one of the first four Naval officers permitted by the Admiralty to learn to fly in 1911’, later becoming the commandant of the RAF college at Cranwell.27

Longmore did not last long. Within a few weeks he had been appointed the head of the Imperial Defence College and was replaced in September 1936 by Sir Philip Joubert de la Ferté, an experienced senior officer of French heritage who had served with distinction in the First World War. Articulate and thoughtful, Joubert was immediately confronted by the reality of the small force under his command, consisting of just eight squadrons, with little prospect of significant reinforcements. The feeling in the government, he wrote, was that the British naval forces ‘were so superior to those of Germany that no great importance need be attached to the supply of aircraft for air/sea operations’.28 Joubert swiftly made one useful change to the machinery at his headquarters, however, when he set up a combined operations room to improve liaison with the Royal Navy. The move was to have a lasting impact on the work of Coastal Command during the war, when close co-operation proved vital.

But it was a much bigger, more immediate aspect of relations with the Navy which dominated the remainder of Joubert’s brief, first spell in charge. In the wake of the RAF’s reorganization, the Admiralty had renewed its campaign to take over maritime aviation, including not just the Fleet Air Arm but also all Coastal Command’s assets. Inevitably, the RAF resisted this, so in time-honoured fashion the government set up a committee under Sir Thomas Inskip, the new defence co-ordination minister, to find a solution. A Protestant lawyer with a fine legal mind unencumbered by any experience of military or naval matters, Sir Thomas had already outraged the Air Staff by his willingness to challenge the Trenchard doctrine through his emphasis on the need for strong fighter defences. Now he came up with a compromise whereby Coastal Command would remain part of the RAF but the Fleet Air Arm would be transferred to Admiralty control. Announcing the policy in the Commons in July 1937, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain declared that the plan represented ‘a final and satisfactory settlement of a prolonged controversy which it is in the public interest to close’. But the Labour leader Clement Attlee was doubtful about this, warning that ‘internecine warfare’ could continue. ‘If it has not been settled, it is no use pretending that it has,’ he said, words that were to be borne out within little more than four years.29

The Inskip award, as it became known, was another blow to Coastal Command’s prestige and cohesion of purpose. Soon afterwards, Joubert left to take charge of the RAF in India. He was succeeded by Sir Frederick Bowhill, an officer with natural authority, who had begun his career in the merchant navy, won the DSO in 1918 while serving with the RNAS in East Africa, and had subsequently held a string of senior positions in the RAF, most notably as the Air Staff’s head of personnel. Nicknamed Ginger because of his thinning red hair and weather-beaten face, he was a figure of resourcefulness and toughness, virtues that he displayed in one incident during his naval days when he amputated a wounded seaman’s leg with a butcher’s knife by the light of a hurricane lamp during a storm. According to his biographer, ‘his tremendous beetling eyebrows gave him a rather ferocious appearance, but behind this façade he was kindly and had a keen sense of humour’.30 Admiration for him was not universal within the Air Force, where some saw him as a poor administrator. Sir Wilfrid Freeman, the outstanding vice chief of the Air Staff during the war, told Air Secretary Sinclair that Bowhill was personally to blame for many of the failings in Coastal Command. ‘With all his good qualities as a leader and co-operator, he is too old and is no great organizer.’31

For all such criticism, Bowhill at once made his mark on Coastal Command. One of his first acts was to move its headquarters from Lee-on-the-Solent to Eastbury Park near Watford, a grand mid-nineteenth-century house constructed in the Scottish Baronial style. During its chequered history before its sale to the RAF, it had variously been a private residence, a girls’ boarding school and a country club with a dubious reputation and a clandestine membership that was said to include the Prince of Wales, later the Duke of Windsor. Camouflaged by trees in Eastbury’s grounds, a wooden building was erected to accommodate the Combined Operations team, complete with a huge map on one wall that showed the location of aircraft and ships in British coastal waters.

From Eastbury Park, Bowhill presided over an organization that had around 10,000 personnel and was divided into four groups: No. 15 in the south-west with its headquarters in Plymouth and covering the Western Approaches; No. 16 with its headquarters at Chatham, covering the eastern part of the English Channel and the southern part of the North Sea; No. 17, based in Gosport and responsible for training; and No. 18, with its headquarters at Rosyth and covering the rest of the North Sea and waters around Scotland. Each of the group headquarters had been set up in an area with a strong naval presence to facilitate liaison between senior officers in the two services, prompting Bowhill to claim that ‘the closest collaboration was maintained’.32 The tone for this collaboration was set by Dudley Peyton-Ward, whose instinctive understanding of German naval tactics was matched by his phenomenal work ethic. A former submariner who had been compelled to leave active service because of severe arthritis, he never allowed his painful condition to undermine his indefatigability.

Yet collaboration and practicable management were not enough, as Bowhill knew. ‘Throughout the period of my command, I made repeated representations to the Air Ministry for an increase of aircraft, not only for reconnaissance but also for long-range fighter and long-range torpedo aircraft,’ he wrote in his post-war despatch.33 Once the war started, the shortcomings of his force became stark. What made Coastal Command’s predicament all the greater at the end of 1939 was that the service would soon face far greater tests than anything experienced in the first months of conflict.
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Convoy

Sir John Slessor, Joubert’s successor, should never have been an airman. As a child, he had contracted polio and was left lame in both legs. When he tried to enlist at the outbreak of the First World War, he was rejected by an army medical board as ‘totally unfit for any form of military service’.1 But a combination of his own tenacity and a family connection in the upper ranks of the Royal Flying Corps enabled him to circumvent this decision. On his eighteenth birthday, he became a commissioned officer, serving first at home in an anti-Zeppelin fighter squadron, then in the Middle East, where he won the Military Cross for his bombing attacks on Turks and Sudanese rebels. Wounded in action, he spent the rest of the war as an instructor in both France and England.

Slessor’s streak of iron-willed determination that won him a place in the Royal Flying Corps was evident throughout his long career, which culminated in his being made chief of the Air Staff in the early 1950s. For decades, his was a clear, authoritative voice on the development of military strategy and relations with Britain’s allies. Of all the wartime heads of Coastal Command, he was the most distinguished: vigorous in policy, articulate in exposition, strong in purpose. When Harold Macmillan, the future Tory prime minister, spent time alongside him in talks with the USA on the unfolding Mediterranean campaign after Torch, he wrote in his diary, ‘Slessor is concise, firm, hitting every nail on the head, the most impressive of the lot.’2 The exceptional Coastal Command pilot Mike Ensor described him as ‘the most approachable very, very senior officer I ever knew’.3

Born in India in 1897, Slessor had military service in his blood for his father was a major in the Sherwood Foresters. Most of his own adulthood was spent in uniform except for a brief spell after the First World War, when he became disillusioned with the RAF and resigned his commission, only to find that civilian life did not appeal. On rejoining the RAF, he quickly moved up its hierarchy, proving a success both as a squadron commander and staff officer. During his journey upwards, particularly during his spell as the RAF’s director of plans between 1937 and 1940, he grew into one of the foremost advocates of the bomber doctrine, in which victory could be achieved by aerial assault against the enemy’s infrastructure. ‘Our belief in the bomber was in fact intuitive, a matter of faith,’ he wrote later.4 The fervour of his attachment to the official creed fed a number of delusions. One was his misapprehension in the early years of the war that Germany was crumbling under the RAF bombardment, reflected in his statement in June 1941 that ‘the Boche is really feeling it’ when in truth most attacks were wildly inaccurate; only one in five RAF bombs fell within 5 miles of their target.5 Another was the failure in the late 1930s to recognize the importance of air power over the sea or to give sufficient attention to naval co-operation. Indeed, from an RAF viewpoint, Slessor had actually welcomed the decision in 1937 to transfer the Fleet Air Arm to the Navy because this removed a distraction from the Air Force’s central goal.

But it would be far too simplistic to regard Slessor as another bomber evangelist in the mould of Arthur Harris. A big man in both stature and vision, he knew not only that the war had to be waged on many fronts, but also that the defence of maritime supply lines was crucial to the rest of the Allied effort. ‘It was obviously no good indulging in praiseworthy persistence in winning the war in the long-term over Germany if meanwhile we were losing it at sea,’ he wrote.6 Slessor was also a pragmatist. Part of his objection to the Admiralty’s persistent pleas for more Coastal Command planes before 1943 was that sheer quantity would achieve little, arguing, ‘you do not defeat the U-boat offensive by piling up against it quite unsuitable aircraft that lack any of the essential specialized equipment’.7

Slessor was appointed commander-in-chief in late 1942 but did not formally take up his position until February 1943. The delay was caused by the seriousness and urgency of his duties as assistant chief of the Air Staff, in which role he was helping to formulate the Allies’ strategy and conduct high-level negotiations with the USA. Despite the hiatus at the top of Coastal Command, these responsibilities had the tremendous advantage of providing Slessor with a profound grasp of the problems facing the RAF and the Navy. By far the greatest was, inevitably, the Battle of the Atlantic, where the wolf packs were reaching new levels of deadliness. Dönitz himself, with over 120 U-boats at his disposal for the campaign, had also reached a new height of importance within the Reich’s war machine. In January he became head of the entire Kriegsmarine on the resignation of Erich Raeder after Hitler had lost all faith in Germany’s surface fleet, whose perceived failures and lack of offensive spirit he contrasted with the lethal success of the U-boats. So deep was the Führer’s anger that he even spoke of his determination to scrap the Reich’s capital ships and use their guns for coastal defence, though on taking command, Dönitz dissuaded him from this course. But the reprieve did nothing to lessen Dönitz’s resolve to step up his campaign against the Allied supply lines. One of his first actions was to shift many of his submarines from Norway and the western Mediterranean back to the Atlantic. Even in appalling weather across the ocean in January 1943, thirty Allied ships of 189,000 tons were sunk, a figure that rose to fifty ships of 310,000 tons in February; particular punishment was suffered by the convoy SC18 that set out from New York on 24 January and, despite a strong naval escort, was targeted by twenty U-boats. In total, eight of the sixty-four freighters in the convoy were lost. Many of the attacks were made at night, which emphasized the need for cover from long-range aircraft fitted with Leigh Lights. Still in office if not in power because of the drawn-out succession, Joubert told a meeting of the Anti-U-boat Warfare Committee in January,

 

To put it quite bluntly, the Navy and ourselves had completely failed to arrest the development of the U-boat war. The numbers had increased to astronomical proportions and the number of U-boats at sea made it practically impossible now to carry out effective evasion with convoys. We were faced with the need to fight our convoys through the U-boat packs and to put it again quite bluntly we had neither the number of escort vessels nor the number of aircraft to do the job effectively. So taking it by and large the outlook was extremely depressing.8 

As had been apparent for months, the most pressing need was for Liberators, the only aircraft with the reach, bomb load and speed for the task of providing cover across the Atlantic and disrupting the U-boats’ transit across the Bay. Not everyone admired the huge American bomber. One pilot, Stuart Weir, went so far as to claim, ‘The Liberator is not an aircraft. It might have been produced by the bus designer of the London Passenger Transport Board.’9 But that disparagement was very much a minority view. ‘It was our first real aeroplane’, was the view of Terry Bulloch of 120 Squadron,10 an opinion shared by Joe Collins of 59 Squadron, who called it ‘the greatest aircraft in anti-submarine warfare’, though he admitted that it was ‘not a forgiving aircraft’ or ‘easy’ to fly because of its tendency to wallow ‘most unstably’ and ‘the poor view from its cockpit’.11 With a patrol radius of 1,000 miles to and from its base, it could scan far wider stretches of the ocean that even the Sunderland, which had a radius of 600 miles, or the Catalina at 800 miles. Stafford Cripps, the perspicacious minister for aircraft production, was right when he said that ‘very long range aircraft are the true solution to the U-boat menace’.12

Yet, though the case was obvious, the realization of that goal was beset with complications, not least because of American inter-service rivalries and political priorities. On one hand, Admiral Ernest King, the obstinate, irascible commander of the US Navy who had little of President Roosevelt’s admiration for Britain, believed anti-submarine patrols were futile, and wanted to focus more on the Pacific rather than the European war. Of King’s notorious temper, Roosevelt himself once said that ‘he shaves every morning with a blow torch’.13 On the other, General Henry ‘Hap’ Arnold, the head of the US Army Air Forces (USAAF), harboured his own ambition to create an independent service similar to the RAF and saw strategic bombing in Europe as a means to achieve that. He therefore wanted as many heavy bombers as possible, and, until the arrival of the Boeing Superfortress, the Liberator was the finest American type. Furthermore, the highly advanced nature of the plane meant that early output at Consolidated’s huge plant in San Diego was not as rapid as hoped, while in Britain the demand for modifications, combined with the lack of spare parts, also created bottlenecks. Looking back on the initial supply of Liberators to the RAF, Joe Collins wrote that ‘speed was definitely not of the essence in this rather sorry tale’.14

In the autumn of 1942, according to the Air Ministry, Coastal Command had thirty-nine Liberators in three squadrons, 59, 120 and 224, but by the end of the year the picture, far from improving, had deteriorated. Part of this was due to wastage, part due to the work needed to convert the planes for anti-submarine operations. The first two versions, the Mark I and Mark II, were now outdated and the former was even out of production. But deliveries of the newer Mark III, which featured extra armament, were slow, and further hold-ups came as a result of modifications to create the Mark V with 10-cm radar and auxiliary fuel tanks to extend its range even further, accommodated by the removal of some armour as well as the rear guns and the mid-upper turret. Indeed No. 59 Squadron at Chivenor had its Liberator IIIs withdrawn, even though they had only arrived in August, in order that the unit could undergo a later conversion to the Mark V. In the temporary absence of any Liberators, the squadron was given Flying Fortresses, significantly reducing its radius of action. ‘It is all a little bit of a mess,’ confessed Slessor after a visit to Chivenor in February.15 Nor was there much optimism about imminent progress, given that the conversion programme to the Mark V, to be carried out by the engineering firm of Scottish Aviation based at Prestwick, was expected to take at least three months. ‘Until January, the strength is bound to fall,’ the Air Ministry warned Joubert in early November,16 a lament followed up a fortnight later at a meeting of the Ministry of Aircraft Production: ‘There is very little hope of an increased supply of Liberator IIIs or Vs in the near future.’17

Against the backdrop of the U-boats’ potency, the meagreness of the RAF Liberator force could not be easily accepted by the government. Churchill wrote to Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s most trusted aide, asking urgently for thirty Very Long Range (VLR) Liberators equipped with 10-cm radar, only to be told that the USA could not spare any for the RAF. However, Hopkins said that twenty of them would be sent to England as part of the USAAF ‘to operate under the control of General Eisenhower’ in undertaking anti-submarine work, with the proviso that they could be transferred to the Mediterranean at any time.18 By January 1943 the USAAF unit, based at St Eval, was ready for operations, though the American airmen were unimpressed by the primitive conditions at Coastal Command’s Cornwall airfield. Poor food, gloomy weather and an absence of maintenance hangars were among their complaints. Despite these problems, the Americans soon proved their worth, reaching far into the Bay of Biscay and sinking U-519 at the end of January. But their spell at St Eval was short-lived. In March the detachment, now numbering two squadrons, was transferred to Morocco to take part in the Mediterranean campaign. That decision again illustrated how the RAF needed its own substantial Liberator force.

Political pressure had to be cranked up and it was: by Slessor during a visit to the USA at the end of 1942. By then, Allied losses of shipping had reached nearly 8 million gross tons for the year. The main purpose of his high-level diplomacy was to cement the USAAF into an alliance for the sustained bombing of Germany in 1943, but he also stressed the need for long-range maritime aircraft. His intervention seemed to bear fruit at the historic Allied summit in Casablanca held in January 1943, presided over by Churchill and Roosevelt. Held in an atmosphere of crisis about the Atlantic campaign, it was agreed at the final plenary meeting that ‘the defeat of the U-boat remains the first charge on the resources of the United Nations [i.e. the Allies]’.19 From this resounding declaration stemmed several crucial subsidiary decisions: first, the Allies would mount an intensive bombing campaign against the U-boat bases on the French coast; second, convoy protection would be enhanced by escort carriers; and third, the USA would supply Coastal Command with at least eighty VLR Liberators. At last there seemed a real chance of closing the Atlantic gap. The needs of the maritime air wing had finally received recognition at the highest level.

The apparent success of Casablanca left Slessor eager to take charge of his command. ‘I was instantly gripped by the fascination of a struggle in which we felt we were pitting our wits and skill against a ruthless and formidable enemy, for stakes which we all know to be of literally vital importance,’ he wrote.20 Slessor was highly conscientious, writing all his memoranda, speeches and articles in his own scholarly hand. In fact, according to Hector Bolitho, the flood of material from Slessor’s office sometimes drew a whispered protest: ‘My God, another note from the Old Man!’21 On his arrival at Coastal Command headquarters, Slessor was impressed with the insight and diligence of Captain Peyton-Ward, the naval liaison officer, who never seemed to take any leave and had a deep understanding of the RAF crews’ mindset, partly because he conducted extensive debriefings with them. He also regarded Peyton-Ward as a man of physical courage: his arthritic hip ‘gave him constant pain’ but he ‘never allowed it to affect his devotion to duty or his quiet good humour’.22 The new commander-in-chief had far less time for Professor Patrick Blackett, the head of the Admiralty’s Operational Research, whom he regarded ‘as emotionally and temperamentally incapable of taking a really objective view of strategic problems’, preferring to indulge in some of ‘the most bogus, pseudo-scientific analyses I have ever seen’.23 Having been in charge of a Bomber Command group himself from 1941 to 1942, Slessor further felt that, as well as Joubert’s lack of clout, another legacy of his leadership had been excessive circumspection. In a note to his group commanders, he wrote that ‘we are not really making use of the endurance inherent in our aircraft because we are being too prudent about our PLE’. Even accounting for weather and the need to keep a reserve in hand, ‘I have no doubt that nine times out of ten our aircraft come back with far more than the scheduled proportion of fuel in their tanks. We obviously cannot afford this.’ He estimated that such an approach

 

added up to a monthly loss of something of the order of the whole planned effort of one complete squadron . . . I think this is partly due to the fact that we in Coastal Command and Group Headquarters are too cautious and conservative. As a Group Commander in Bomber Command, I used, for instance, to send the old Hampden to Berlin. Provided the meteorological conditions were as forecast, he would have one hour’s petrol left on his ETA at home. This was cutting it pretty fine (finer than anything I have seen at Coastal) and every now and then we lost an aircraft. But that is a chance we must take in war. 

 

He concluded, ‘I want you to go into this personally and take immediate steps to impress upon all your station and squadron commanders the essential need for sucking the last drop of endurance out of aircraft. PLE means Prudent Limit of Endurance, not a 100 per cent margin of safety.’24

Slessor soon experienced other problems. Predictably, not much of the fine rhetoric of Casablanca translated into reality. Given instructions by the US president and the British prime minister, Harris could not disobey the order to mount a bombing offensive against the French submarine bases, but, as he had warned, the effort was futile because the U-boat pens were now so well protected by layers of concrete 16-feet thick in some places. Joubert had claimed in October 1942 that ‘the destruction of these ports as U-boat bases and the starting point for many of the tankers that refuel the U-boats at sea would cut down the operational efficiency of the U-boats by not less than 50 per cent’.25 But that was wishful thinking. ‘It was a great mistake of the British not to have attacked these pens from the air when they were under construction,’ wrote Dönitz.26 For five months the Allies carried out attacks on the Biscay ports, the RAF bombing by night, the USAAF by day. In over 7,000 sorties, their aircraft released 18,000 tons of explosive and incendiaries, yet, despite widespread devastation to civilian life along the French coast, not a single shelter was penetrated or U-boat destroyed. In return, the Allies had lost ninety-nine aircraft. Harris, having ‘protested repeatedly against this hopeless misuse of air power which could not possibly achieve the object that was intended’, had seen all his doubts vindicated.27 Paradoxically, this failure worked to his advantage, as it strengthened his hand in his fight with the Admiralty to stop the drain of Bomber Command’s resources to the maritime campaign, since he could argue that diversions from the strategic offensive against Germany were counterproductive.

The other aspect of the war on the Biscay coast was the assault on the U-boat traffic through the Bay, long viewed by Coastal Command as the arena offering the richest potential for submarine kills. Aiming to exploit the growing strength of the Command, a new tactical plan was devised to flood the Bay with heavy patrols. In theory, according to a paper by Command staff, this intensification would ‘make it impracticable for the U-boats in that area to dive each time an ASV signal is heard. Under such conditions, the U-boats would either have to remain submerged during the flooding period or ignore the ASV signals and run the risk of being attacked.’28 The scheme was put into action on 4 February, the day before Slessor formally took charge, and was code-named Operation Gondola. Organized by Geoffrey Bromet, the dependable commander of No. 19 Group headquartered in Plymouth, Gondola involved more than 300 sorties over the next twelve days, but the results of the high-density patrols were disappointing, with just one U-boat sunk from nineteen sightings and eight attacks. The problems were that, despite the increase in aircraft numbers, too few of them were equipped with Leigh Lights or 10-cm radar sets and there were too few Liberators.

In early 1943 Coastal Command still had only two Liberator squadrons, amounting to just seventeen operational aircraft and none west of Iceland. Against a backdrop of American wrangling and possessiveness, the promise of eighty new planes seemed as distant as ever. Nevertheless, the savage losses in the Atlantic had the effect of concentrating minds, even that of the obdurate, Anglophobic Admiral King. At the beginning of March, as the wolf packs continued to wreak havoc, he convened a conference of the Allies in Washington to discuss the deepening crisis over the Atlantic convoys. Representing Coastal Command was Albert Durston, now the senior Air Staff officer at Coastal Command’s headquarters.

After lengthy discussions, the Americans agreed to provide more air support for the campaign, as reflected in two decisions. The first was to pledge over the long term 255 Liberators for the Atlantic, made up of 75 from the USAAF, 60 from the US Navy and 120 from the RAF. The second was to reinforce the bases of the Royal Canadian Air Force in Newfoundland with VLR aircraft, with the result that Britain and Canada would finally be able to close the Atlantic Gap once the planes were delivered. As for Britain, Portal told the Anti-U-boat Warfare Committee that, due to the Washington conference, ‘increased deliveries’ from America meant ‘that by August 90 Liberators would be available to Coastal Command and in addition 30 Halifaxes and 30 Fortresses for Very Long Range and Long Range duties’.29 Inevitably, however, Harris grumbled about the concentration on Liberators for the Atlantic, believing that heavy bombers should be used ‘in the immediate future for striking directly at Germany’ instead of being ‘deployed mainly for defensive purposes’.30

The Washington agreement was badly needed, for March 1943 was one of the darkest months for the Allies in the submarine war, made all the worse by the Kriegsmarine’s introduction of a new weather codebook that imposed a temporary blackout on Bletchley Park’s ability to read the Enigma traffic. In contrast, armed with B-Dienst’s decrypts of the Royal Navy’s signals, Dönitz was often able to target the convoy routes with over fifty U-boats. The carnage was brutal. In the first twenty days of March, ninety-five ships were lost. Altogether that month, 693,000 tons of Allied shipping was sunk, 627,000 by U-boats, of which 476,000 went down in the North Atlantic. The Allies’ vulnerability was epitomized by the damage inflicted on two convoys, HX229 and SC122. Between them, they lost twenty-one ships of 141,000 tons, as the U-boats exploited the air gap that still existed. The convoy system itself now appeared to be in danger of collapse.

Yet the picture of German supremacy was deceptive. For all its devastation, March was the climax of the U-boat war, not a precursor to victory. The very success of the wolf packs that month galvanized the USA to expedite the decisions of Washington and Casablanca as far as Liberator
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