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Huskies at Arnhem 
The title may have filled your head with images of dogs fighting alongside the British 1st Airborne Division, but as romantic as that image is, this article isn’t about sled dogs that fought Nazis. The title is referring to one of the transport squadrons who took part in two glider missions and two resupply missions during Operation Market Garden who had the nickname, Husky. 

No. 437 (Husky) Squadron, RCAF was the very first all-Canadian transport squadron in England and was formed in September 1944 from crews already serving with other squadrons. The squadron was raised as a solution to the supply problem that plagued the Allied advancing armies on the continent. Transport aircraft could provide fast supply and, in addition, evacuate casualties back to England for immediate attention. The aircraft that the squadron were provided with at its formation were the Dakotas III, which was perfectly suited for the squadron’s role.

The squadron’s first commanding officer was (Acting) Wing Commander John Alexander Sproule. He joined the RAF before the war, completed a tour with Bomber Command, served as a navigator instructor with the BCATP in Canada, returned to the UK to join No. 24 (Transport) Squadron, which operated between Iceland and China, and then commanded No. 48 Squadron, which towed gliders during the invasion of Europe. If that wasn’t enough, he then dropped supplies to the hard-pressed Polish troops at Falaise. It was here that he was shot down and his commander reported, “In the early morning of 21st August, Wing Commander Sproule was leading his squadron on an emergency re-supply mission under very adverse weather conditions with a cloud base between G.L. [ground level] and 300 feet. Whilst making his run in to the DZ [Drop Zone] the aircraft was hit by a number of bursts of light flak, Wing Commander Sproule and his second pilot and navigator all receiving slight wounds. The navigator being laid on the floor and attended by the Wireless Operator, the captain set a course which he hoped would bring him out near B.14 where he could make a safe crash landing and probably save most of his aircraft. The rudder was useless and course had to be maintained by throttle manipulation. Both engines and the whole cockpit became very hot and the weather was deteriorating with heavy rain. The aircraft eventually struck a tree and Wing Commander Sproule and his second pilot, by both hauling on the control column, were able to make a crash landing. Wing Commander Sproule made the most gallant efforts under deplorable conditions to save his aircraft and crew; he has during the whole of his service in 46 Group and particularly since commanding 48 Squadron, shown great courage and fine leadership and I consider that this should be recognised by the award of the Distinguished Flying Cross.”

This was approved on 11 September 1944 by Air Chief Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory, Air Commander-in-Chief, Allied Expeditionary Air Force.

On the 1st September 1944 Wing Commander Sproule was appointed to command a newly formed transport squadron. After he recovered from the wounds in his legs he took command of No. 437 Squadron RCAF. The squadron was placed under No. 46 Group RAF and thirteen crews that were already serving in the group were selected to be part of the new squadron; more were to join later. The home for the new squadron was Blakehill Farm, a Nissen-hutted airfield near Swindon in Wiltshire. Also based there was another transport squadron, No. 233 Squadron, RAF. 

Flight Lieutenant F.H.C. Reinke commented on sharing an airfield with the RAF, “There was the usual cleavage between the RAF and RCAF common to most stations where the SHQ [Squadron HQ] and one squadron were RAF and the other RCAF. There was little mingling in the mess, almost none between the SHQ and the squadron, apparently to their mutual satisfaction.” 

On September 4th, 1944 Wing Commander Sproule and his Adjutant, Flight Lieutenant Ed Joynt, arrived at Blakehill Farms. The next day, Flight Lieutenant Joynt proceeded to take over the HQ offices, operations, living and dispersal sites for the squadron, as Wing Commander Sproule went on sick leave. According to Flight Lieutenant Joynt, his commander returned on the 14th from sick leave looking a lot better. 

Nine crews arrived on the 15th and formed the core of `A’ Flight. Since all of the crews hadn’t arrived yet, the operation record book recorded a decision that was made. It stated, “Crews who don’t arrive by September 18th will remain with their present unit but will take part in any operation as a detachment of No. 437 Squadron.” This explained why the 437th flew from three different airfields during Operation Market Garden.

By the start of Operation Market Garden on September 17th, fifteen crews were available and twelve had been assigned to tow gliders for the first lift from Blakehill Farm. Aboard the twelve Horsa gliders were members of `C’ Company and 24 Mortar Platoon of the 1st Battalion, the Border Regiment. The squadron’s history claims that – along with the officers and men – they carried nine jeeps, six trailers, sixteen bicycles, ten motorcycles, two handcarts and three wireless sets.

At 1003 hours on September 17th Flight Lieutenant R.S. Down took off from Blakehill Farm in his Dakota towing a glider behind him and was quickly followed by eleven Dakota of the squadron on their way to The Netherlands. The squadron’s first mission was on its way.

In addition, three of the squadron’s aircraft took off from Down Ampney, towing gliders with jeeps and members of the KOSB in them. Unfortunately, the plane flown by Flight Lieutenant G.R. Warrington had an air lock in the fuel system. He lost height and the maneuvers he tried in order to maintain speed got the tow rope tangled in the glider’s wheel. The glider pilot requested to be released so the sortie was aborted. The glider cast off and landed safely at Marlegham Health and would be part of the second lift. The aircraft also landed safely.

The fourth loaner that was out on detachment towed a glider that had a 6-pounder anti-tank gun and crew aboard from Broadwell. Well, they were supposed to, but because of mechanical problems the plane never took off. The gun’s crew found another way to get to Arnhem, leaving the gun behind. 

The flight path from the base was: Hatfield – Albeburg – Sehouweeen Island – South of Hertogenbosch – Arnhem and then back along the same route.

Despite the clearing of the morning fog there was still patches of low lying clouds over England, which made things rather tense at times, especially when the formation from Blakehill Farm met up with the formation from Broadwell. Fortunately, all fourteen of the squadron’s Dakota / Horsa combinations made it to the coast, though at times there were some drastic course corrections to avoid other aircraft. The same can’t be said for the 233rd Squadron, RAF who lost a glider this way. Fortunately, it landed safely.

Thirteen Dakotas from the 437th successfully delivered their gliders to LZ-S. The squadron’s operational record book recorded, “Our force went in practically unopposed. The Luftwaffe put up no interceptors and except for a few burst of light flak from the vicinity of LZ and at the Dutch coast there was no deterrent offered by the enemy.”

All aircraft returned back to the airfields between 1524 and 1536 hours and the squadron’s first mission was a success. 

That night, someone broke into and caused considerable damage to the headquarters’ office. The only thing the thief or thieves took was a clock belonging to one of the clerks. However, it seemed to be more of an act of vandalism as the furniture was thrown about, three doors were damaged and a window was broken. 

Only six of the squadron’s aircraft were required for the second lift on the 18th. Four aircraft towed gliders with the 2nd Airlanding Anti-tank Battery, Royal Artillery and the fifth plane towed a glider with elements of 250 Company, RASC. In addition, another plane and crew were added to take a glider that had been aborted on the 1st lift. On board chalk #277 was the 17th Platoon of `C’ Company, 1st Battalion, The Border Regiment. The six planes took off from Blakehill Farm and joined the formation headed for the Netherlands. The route was the same as the previous day’s mission.

With the element of surprise gone, the enemy placed anti-aircraft guns along the route to the landing zone, which damaged the Dakota flown by Flight Officer J.A. Delahunt. The squadron’s operational record book for the 18th states that his aircraft, “Sustained many perforations due to small arms and L/F fire. One shell burst in a/c just behind long-range tanks.”

* L/F = light flak, a/c = aircraft

With only minor damage from flak all aircraft returned after successfully delivering the gliders to the proper landing zone. The first two missions by No. 437 (Husky) Squadron, RCAF had been a success.

While they were gone, Squadron Leader C. McVeigh and several administrative personnel arrived at Blakehill Farm. His role would be Squadron Leader Flying.

The squadron wasn’t scheduled for the 19th and 20th resupply missions to Arnhem so they started what was to become their regular duties of taking fuel, mail and freight to Belgium and France and returning with wounded. In addition they were still in the process of setting up their new base so there was plenty to do for everyone. The operational record books states for the 19th that the members of the squadron were busy laying Linoleum in the Flight offices.

Flight Lieutenant J.T. Reed arrived on the 19th to take command of `B’ Flight as more crews arrived to form `B’ and `C’ Flights.

Unfortunately, things weren’t going well with the British 1st Airborne Division’s resupply missions on the third and fourth days of the operation. The heavy losses suffered by the RAF transport squadrons resulted in Nos. 437 and 233 Squadrons taking the places of the battered Nos. 512 and 575 Squadrons, RAF. Ten aircraft from the 437th would fly the squadron’s third mission to Arnhem on the 21st. It was the squadron’s first resupply mission of Operation Market Garden and the first time they worked as RAF despatchers who would roll the supply panniers out the door.

The route to Arnhem from the base was: Hatfiled – Bradwell – North Foreland – Bourg Leopold – West of Eindhoven – drop zone. 

At the British 1st Airborne Division’s request for a new dropping point within its perimeter, the open ground in front of the Hartenstein was selected. This was only a 1000 yard target, but the Eureka signal from the ground should help them pinpoint the drop zone.

Due to weather conditions in England only nineteen fighters were available as escort and these were late. They never joined the transports and as they approached the drop zone, the Luftwaffe was ready for the four unescorted waves of sixty-four Stirling and fifty-three Dakotas. The first three waves of Stirling took a beating from the anti-aircraft and the German fighters after they left the drop zone.

The last wave made up of Dakotas came in low and received fierce anti-aircraft fire from guns that surrounded the drop zone. 

Despite the flak, Flight Officer Gerald P. Hagerman flew over the drop zone twice to ensure that his supply panniers landed in the right place. Flight Officer Chambers’ aircraft wasn’t so lucky. It suffered flak bursts on the port side wing and engine, but managed to escape the area. Upon leaving the target area and away from the flak a new menace attacked the unescorted targets. Between the drop zone and Eindhoven the Luftwaffe picked off the slow moving transports. Six of the squadron’s aircraft were attacked. Six Focke Wulfs attacked Flight Officer Hagerman’s aircraft and damaged it to the point where they had to bail out. Unfortunately, 2nd Flight Sergeant John C.H. Hackett and Navigator Flight
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