


Alastair Panton DFC



SIX WEEKS OF BLENHEIM SUMMER

One Pilot’s Extraordinary Account of the Battle of France

Edited by Victoria Panton Bacon


[image: Penguin Books]







Contents

Introduction

Prologue

1 Belgium and Pas-de-Calais

2 Dunkirk Interlude

3 Back to Battle

4 Coulommiers

5 Chartres – Mainly Domesticity

6 Chartres – The Cathedral

7 La Flèche

8 End Piece

A Note by David Panton

Follow Penguin



PENGUIN BOOKS

SIX WEEKS OF BLENHEIM SUMMER

Air Commodore Alastair Panton served in the Royal Air Force for thirty-five years. He was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross for Gallantry in 1940 and also received an OBE in 1950 and a CB in 1969. He ended his military service as Provost Marshal and Head of RAF Security. After his retirement, he became Steward of Penrhyn Castle in Wales and then ran a second-hand bookshop in North Yorkshire. Panton died in December 2002.




Introduction

In the course of a conversation my son David and I had about some of my short stories, he asked me if I had ever thought of writing about being in France in 1940. Remarks of mine in past years about my experiences in a country that was collapsing around me had always stirred his interest. Almost all the writings on the war which he had read had had successful endings, but he had often thought that a scenario of failure would read very differently. This is a story of failure.

I have divided it into three parts: before, during and after the Dunkirk evacuation. In the first and third parts, circumstances gave me a lone hand to play. I have called the second part ‘Dunkirk Interlude’ because it is truly an interlude in my story. It differs in two ways from the other two parts: firstly, the Dunkirk evacuation of the British Expeditionary Force ended successfully, even if failure caused it to happen; and secondly, I was not on my own, but playing my part in the operational tasks given to 53 Squadron.

Although my six weeks are of a summer more than forty years ago, I lived those six weeks very intensely, and my memories are very sharp. The events happened as I have described them. As I write, I can clearly recall the stinging heat of a burning Blenheim; smells, tastes, expressions, sounds of voices, the difficulties of some landings, sights, and, most of all, fear gripping deep in me. To keep my story lively I have recorded conversations as direct speech. I cannot, of course, after so long a period, remember the actual words, although in some instances I certainly can. The words do, however, convey the sense and atmosphere as closely as I can make them.

I hope David and the rest of my family find the record interesting. The further you are removed from the war, the harder you will find it to accept that these things actually happened to the ageing person my grandchildren know. If you do feel that, I shall understand. In mind and body I am now very different, but one thing is the same: my memory. If I could meet my twenty-three-year-old self, I think we would agree that it is only a coincidence that the same memory occupies such a different mind and body.

I said this is a story of failure, but I have to make one resounding exception: the part played throughout the flying sequences by my Bristol Blenheim Mark IV with its Bristol Mercury engines.

Under normal conditions of operation and maintenance, I found my Blenheim easy and reliable to fly. As a pilot of 53 Squadron my primary role was to take overlapping vertical photographs for map correction purposes. This required accurate flying, with instruments, for long periods. As far as I remember, I had to maintain an accuracy of plus or minus fifty feet in height and plus or minus two degrees of heading at a, near as possible, constant air-speed. My Blenheim met these requirements admirably as a platform for the cameras. At the same time, meeting them made it an uncomfortably easy target for enemy fighters.

The affection and trust I had quickly developed for my Blenheim under normal conditions became wondering admiration as it triumphed over shocking abuse during the six-week campaign of my story. At times we operated with no maintenance crews; the robustness of the airframe was continuously tested by being dumped hurriedly down on to short, rough landing spaces, and the Mercury engines stood up well to being driven at times far beyond the safety limits of boost and revolutions. I must confess to having one constantly recurring wish: that my Blenheim would go 100mph faster, but, at that stage of aeronautical development, that was asking for the moon, as I well knew.
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Prologue

May and June 1940 were two of the most devastating months of the Second World War for the Allies. France surrendered to Germany on 22 June, following the capitulation of the Netherlands and Belgium the previous month. In these two months alone, around 85,000 French servicemen were killed and 120,000 wounded. Almost 68,000 British servicemen lost their lives, were wounded or were captured and taken as prisoners of war.

By the end of May 1940 Winston Churchill, who had succeeded Neville Chamberlain as Minister of Defence on 10 May, ordered the Evacuation of Dunkirk, rescuing thousands of British men as the German armies closed in.

Six Weeks of Blenheim Summer illuminates the events of the Battle of France through the eyes of my grandfather, who at the time was a young flying officer in the RAF. This battle was one of a number of battles throughout World War Two, each of which played their part in determining the eventual outcome. This prologue attempts to put this part of the war into historical context, and I hope it will broaden the reader’s understanding of my grandfather Alastair Panton’s story.

Alastair begins his memoir on 11 May 1940, the day after the Battle of France began. The day before, when the German incursions into the Netherlands and Belgium finally began, they were not unexpected. Such attacks had been anticipated immediately after Neville Chamberlain announced on 3 September 1939 that Britain was officially at war with Germany. Mobilisation of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), comprising the army, navy and air force, had begun in Britain as soon as war was declared. Fortunately, thousands of these active young men had heeded the Secretary of State for War Alfred Duff Cooper’s advice to join the military services during the profound economic depression of the 1930s. Men from all economic and social classes flourished, learning new skills and trades in the navy, army and air force. For the first time, they had a sense of individual achievement and their families prospered, rather than waiting for unemployment benefit. The BEF incorporated many of these servicemen, now in the regular British Army or Territorial Army. Therefore, troops were able to assemble quickly after the declaration, and were deployed to Europe to take up strategic positions along the Franco-Belgian border, in preparation for an invasion.

Over the next few months, troops, materiel and vehicles continued to arrive in France and Belgium and, by 13 March 1940, the BEF had doubled in size to 316,000 men. However, the BEF and its Allies were kept waiting, in a period which became known as the ‘Phoney War’ as nothing of any real consequence occurred, save for a few minor clashes and incursions on the ground and in the air. Yet when the war ceased to be phoney and reality set in, it did so with the Germans deploying the crippling lightning war techniques known as Blitzkrieg. This strategy combined assault by land and by air to ensure rapid progress – essentially, air raids with parachute drops followed by attacks from tanks and troops on the ground. The Blitzkrieg by the Germans capitalised on surprise penetrations and their opponents’ inability to react swiftly. It was devastatingly effective: by 12 May, Rotterdam in the Netherlands was surrounded and Germany had captured strategic bridges and seized airfields near The Hague. The Dutch relented and by 15 May their surrender was complete. Belgium also proved to be not much more than a sitting duck and by 28 May it too had fallen into German hands.

Early on in the campaign, using the Blitzkrieg technique, Germany had powered its way into France through the Ardennes Forest. This is an enormous region of extensive woodland, hills and rough terrain in north-east France, which also extends into Belgium, Luxembourg and Germany. The success of the German approach through this area took the French by surprise, as it had not occurred to them that mechanised forces would be able to function in such difficult terrain.

However, it was to the south of this region at Sedan, six miles from the Belgian border, where hundreds of German tanks were able to penetrate into France, crossing the River Meuse, which allowed them to bypass the French fortification system (the infamous Maginot Line). Ineffective Allied counter-attacks did not stop the German mechanised forces, enabling them to entrap the British and French, who were unable to respond in strength to German attacks in the north. This underestimation of German strength and mobility proved to be disastrous. Lord Gort, commander of the BEF and working to a 1914–18 timetable, expected that he would have two or three weeks to prepare for the Germans to travel sixty-five miles. The Germans would actually arrive in four days!

On 5 June, the second act of the Battle of France began, with a major offensive from Germany which saw heavy fighting in the area of the Somme. This fight began with the Germans invading the region to the south of this important river. The French put up a considerable defence and the German losses were substantial, in spite of their enormous numerical superiority. Once again, the German army relied on the Luftwaffe to help, by silencing French guns and enabling German infantry and tanks to move forward. Three days later, the French had been overwhelmed and began withdrawing their troops from the area. The situation for France worsened progressively. On 10 June, the Italian dictator Mussolini joined forces with Germany, declaring war on Britain and France. On 11 June, the Germans launched a major offensive on the French capital, Paris, one day after it had been declared an ‘open city’. With the French line of resistance broken in several places around Paris, the French government was forced to flee to Bordeaux.

France, by now, had become a politically divided country. On 16 June, its then Prime Minister, Paul Reynaud, resigned and was replaced by Marshal Philippe Pétain. The following day, Pétain appealed to the French troops to stop fighting, and addressed the French citizens on the radio, announcing that he would seek an armistice with Germany. Spasmodic skirmishes continued for a few days but, on 22 June, France surrendered. Hitler insisted on signing the document of capitulation at Compiègne Forest, in the same railway carriage that was used for the 1918 Armistice that had ultimately ended the First World War. The humiliation of France continued with its division. Pétain’s control was limited to the south, his capital at Vichy in central France. The Germans, in return, occupied northern France and France’s entire Atlantic coastline down to the border with Spain.

That said, the Germans did not have everything their way during the summer of 1940. The French put up a courageous fight throughout, including against the enemy encircling Dunkirk at the end of May, when more than a third of a million Allied troops were successfully transported out of the war-torn area in an operation known now as the Evacuation of Dunkirk. Codenamed Operation Dynamo, this evacuation of troops began on 27 May 1940 and was completed by 4 June.

It could have been one of the worst disasters in military history: still trapped by the Germans, and depleted of military resources by the Blitzkrieg, the BEF was essentially at the mercy of the German Luftwaffe, which did its best to prevent the seaborne evacuation. However, the Germans did not take into account the negative effect that sand on the beaches would have on its bombs, or of the unstinting support from many French and Belgian civilians who came to the aid of British troops.

Vice Admiral Bertram Ramsay masterminded the hastily prepared operation on the British side: he mobilised an assortment of vessels, including passenger-ferry steamers, Thames barges and tugs, to take the beleaguered servicemen back home. The Dutch, too, came to the assistance of the BEF, providing around forty passenger ships from the Royal Navy. However, it was soon realised that many more, shallower craft were required than the navy could supply to ferry personnel from the beaches out to these larger craft waiting off shore. Ramsay made an emergency call on the radio for additional help from private boat owners throughout Britain; they responded admirably.

On the first full day of the evacuation, 7,669 men had been evacuated. By the ninth day, a total of 338,226 servicemen had been returned to England, in a fleet of over 800 boats, in which nearly 400 small craft with civilian seafarers had voluntarily and enthusiastically taken part.

The departure of troops from this small harbour town in northern France was ordered by the British Prime Minister, Winston Churchill, and its ‘success’ proved to be an important turning point in Second World War history, not least of all because it gave Britain a basis on which to rebuild its defences, and was a key factor in persuading the United States (then neutral) to support the Allies. In a speech to the House of Commons, Winston Churchill said: ‘The tale of the Dunkirk beaches will shine in whatever records are preserved of our affairs’, but warned that ‘we must be very careful not to assign to this deliverance the attributes of a victory. Wars are not won by evacuations.’

Grandfather’s role during the Battle of France was to pilot the long-nose Mark IV version of the Bristol Blenheim aeroplane. With his crew of two, they flew on reconnaissance operations, establishing the whereabouts of the enemy, and reported their discoveries back to base and down the chain of command. The Blenheim was a British light bomber aircraft, designed and built by the Bristol Aeroplane Company. It first took to the skies in 1935 and was flown extensively in the early days of the Second World War. With its metal fuselage, armour plate and defensive guns, the Blenheim proved its worth against most biplane fighters in the late 1930s and early 1940s. But, as the war progressed and the Luftwaffe stepped up its aggression, the more powerful, single-engine Messerschmitt 109 fighters out-performed the obsolete, lightly armed RAF Bristol Blenheim bombers and, by 1944, a process of phasing out the remaining Blenheims had virtually been completed.

Grandfather and his crewmen, Sergeant Alan E. Farrow, Sergeant Leslie H. Stride, Sergeant William A. Christie and AC2 R. Bence, were all members of 53 Squadron of the Royal Air Force, whose motto was ‘United in Effort’. Early in 1939, 53 Squadron’s role was to be a specialist reconnaissance and surveyor unit with a tactical element. After war was announced, the squadron left Odiham in Hampshire, as part of the air component of the BEF in France, on survey misisons over the BEF area.

The British air forces in France consisted of two separate formations. The air component of the BEF went to France to support the British and French armies. Bomber Command formed the Advanced Air Striking Forces (AASF). An agreement with the French government and Military Staff in the late 1930s meant that, in the event of war, a highly mobile, light RAF bomber force could move to designated forward-operating bases on French soil around Rheims to bomb Germany should the political decision to do so be taken. The AASF consisted of eight squadrons of Fairey Battles, two squadrons with Bristol Blenheim light bombers, and two squadrons of Hawker Hurricane fighters. An additional five Westland Lysander squadrons were added to this component under the overall command of Air Vice Marshal Arthur ‘Ugly’ Barratt before the opening shots were fired in anger.

When the intense bombing of Belgium and the Netherlands began on 10 May 1940, 53 Squadron was one of the first squadrons to be thrown immediately into battle to survey the region, scrambling seven aircraft to carry out the reconnaissance. These included the Blenheim Grandfather flew, L9459 PZ-G, which, after several successful flights, was attacked and crash-landed.

53 Squadron continued this forward aerial reconnaissance role by day and flew recces of German cities (Hanover, Minden, Hamm, Bremen, Osnabrück and Münster) by night. But the night missions did not spare the squadron from suffering heavy casualties: losses ran to about two aircraft per day.

The fighting in France in the summer of 1940 cost the RAF a total of 1,029 aircraft and over 1,500 of its personnel. On 14 May alone, the RAF lost thirty-nine out of seventy-one aircraft – the highest concentration of losses of men and aircraft in a single operation of that size it has ever sustained. When ‘Ugly’ Barratt heard of the toll he hung a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on his door and wept.

VICTORIA PANTON BACON
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1. Belgium and Pas-de-Calais

11 May 1940 – 04.30

In the months before May 1940 my crew and I had flown three uneventful, but successful, daylight reconnaissance sorties over the heavily defended Ruhr region in West Germany. Surviving these flights and the long hours we had spent practising our survey photography had filled us with confidence. However, as the sun rose in the sky over our small airfield in Poix, near Amiens, I could not help but be filled with apprehension because the day before three out of six aircraft in our flight, all engaged on the same photographic tasks as ourselves, had not returned.

Our crew, Christie, Bence and myself, had been flying together for over a year and a half. They had come to me from their training schools when 53 Squadron received its Mark IV Blenheims. We had worked hard at perfecting the technique needed for survey photography, our primary role. My job was to keep our Blenheim at the required height, speed and heading by keeping my eyes steadfastly on the instrument panel, while Christie concentrated on passing me the small alterations needed to keep us on the right heading. This he did by constantly cross-referring between the line on his map and his Aldiss sight, a prismatic instrument mounted vertically in the floor of the cockpit. The Aldiss sight was used in Coastal Command rear facing to calculate drift; we turned ours round forward facing to show us where we were heading. While Christie and I concentrated on our instruments, Bence’s part was to keep quartering the sky from his gun turret, looking out for other aircraft, particularly enemy ones.

Occasionally, as a break, we had carried out a little practice bombing in case it was required of us, and Bence fired his guns at air and ground targets when we could arrange them. He was eighteen and only just old enough to be allowed overseas. Christie was the old man of the crew at twenty-eight, and I was almost exactly halfway between them.

The British Expeditionary Force had begun its advance into Belgium to dig in along a planned line early in the morning the previous day – 10 May 1940. Our task, and that of the other five crews in our flight, was to carry out a photographic survey of the area in front of that line, which in theory was to hold the advancing Germans. Our photographs would be used to make accurate maps for the direction of artillery fire. Although our plans for the day’s flying were complete, we had to wait for ‘first photographic light’; before this time the shadows cast under a newly risen sun made the photographs unacceptable to the map makers. We planned our take-off time so that we could start photographing on arrival in our target area.

I was fortunate with my crew; we had bonded well as a team and we trusted each other. However, that morning, as we sat next to our Blenheim waiting for the sun to dictate when we should take to the sky
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Page from the RAF Operations Record Book detailing Alastair Panton’s flight on 11 May 1940 – note in the remarks section: ‘Aircraft Failed to Return.’

Document supplied by the National Archives, Kew.
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This is the Blenheim Alastair flew on 11 May 1940, after it fell.

Photograph kindly supplied and reproduced with permission of Peter Cornwell, author of The Battle of France, Then and Now.
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