


Part Three: The Maritime Air War 

mand's Strike Wing and the Nore Flotilla upon enemy shipping, the American 
daylight bombing, the night bombing and mine-laying of Bomber Command, 
and the action of the fighter escorts, were all complimentary and cumulative 
in their results. The effects of each one aggravated and increased those of the 
others; the cessation of any one might well go far to stultify the activities of 
the others by creating a loop-hole for escape.' '5 These arguments were per­
suasive, and it was finally agreed that the North Coates wing would continue 
to operate on its present scale. For its part, Fighter Command guaranteed to 
provide three squadrons of escort fighters on all occasions except those when 
a major daylight bombing raid was scheduled. '6 

Although the Air Ministry had formerly proposed equipping ten Coastal 
squadrons with Beaufighters by the spring of I 943, there were still only seven 
in May and, of the four Hampden torpedo-bomber squadrons in the command, 
only No 144 was re-equipped with Torbeaus. The rest, all dominion squadrons, 
retained their Hampdens. Conducting operations with aircraft that were quite 
unsuitable for their role had an understandably debilitating effect on morale, 
a fact that had been obvious to Air Marshal H. Edwards during a visit to No 
415 Squadron in September 1942. However, when he had asked that it be re­
equipped with better aircraft, he had been informed that 'questions of this 
nature must . . . be decided from the broad aspect and not with particular 
application.' The Air Ministry had promised only that the squadron would 
receive improved Hampdens and for the moment that seems to have satisfied 
Edwards, who was otherwise distracted by the pressures of forming a Canadian 
bomber group. The matter was not raised again until July 1943. 17 

Equipment was not the AOC-in-e's only concern. Prior to his visit to No 415, 
a large number of non-RCAF aircrew (in fact thirty-five of forty-two recent 
arrivals) had been posted in to the squadron, with the predictable result that its 
Canadianization rate, which had long stood at 90 per cent or better (and 
reached 95.6 per cent as recently as 26 August) fell to 65.7 per cent. That, 
Edwards complained, was ' not in accordance with the spirit of our agreement 
to post Canadian crews to Canadian squadrons.' A subsequent investigation 
undertaken by the AOC of No 17 Group confirmed his allegation, adding for 
good measure that the postings had been 'in direct contravention of both 
Command instructions and my own.' The group promised to do better in the 
future - and did so, if only slightly. In November the Air Ministry was able 
to report that 'a considerable improvement has been effected and today out of 
a total of 22 crews, 17 are Canadian. Every effort is being made to Cana­
dianize the remaining 5 crews at the earliest opportunity.' However, a year 
later the percentage had not changed. '8 

Moreover, when a new commanding officer had to be found to replace Wing 
Commander W.W. Bean upon his repatriation to Canada, the officer proposed 
by Overseas Headquarters, an experienced Catalina pilot, was not considered 
suitable by Sir John Slessor because he had no torpedo-bomber experience. 
The AOC-in-c wanted, instead, ' to post Squadron Leader G.H.D. Evans [RAF] 
from No 489 Squadron to command No 415 Squadron. This officer has had 
considerable experience as a Flight Commander in No 489 Squadron, which 
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is a Hampden Torpedo Bomber Squadron.' As there were no equally qualified 
Canadian candidates immediately available, Edwards had to accept Slessor's 
man; but he took steps to insure that the situation would not be repeated. On 
17 March he informed the Air Ministry that 'a signal has been sent to Air 
Force Headquarters in Ottawa to post Overseas a squadron leader or wing com­
mander with the necessary background and on arrival he will be posted to 
Coastal Command for necessary OTU training, at the completion of which he 
will double bank Squadron Leader Evans and subsequently command No 415 
Squadron.' 19 

Questions of national significance concerning No 415 Squadron would not 
go away, largely because of the perceived adverse effects of its odd-job em­
ployment and lack of satisfactory aircraft. In June 1943 Ottawa recommended 
that an RCAF composite group be formed to support the Canadian Army (see 
chapter 7); since No 415 seemed to be under-utilized in its present role, Over­
seas Headquarters raised the possibility of transferring the squadron to the pro­
posed new composite formation. Responding to Edwards's calls to either re­
equip or reassign the squadron, the Air Ministry's director general of 
organization assured him that, although it was to be 'regretted that, for oper­
ational reasons, the withdrawal of this efficient squadron from a most impor­
tant and vital role cannot be contemplated at the present time and it is hoped 
you will not press us over this as the re-equipment of the Squadron is almost 
in sight and it would be both unsound and uneconomical to waste all the 
experience gained by the squadron in torpedo operations with the Metropolitan 
Air Force. ,,0 Having received similarly fulsome assurances in the past, Ed­
wards was not to be placated so easily this time. In a meeting with the air 
member for supply and organization, Sir Christopher Courtney, on 24 August, 
he presented his view that 4 I 5 Squadron 'should have first class Torpedo 
aircraft and not Hampdens or Wellingtons or any other kind of Bomber Com­
mand obsolete discards. ,, 1 This time the response came from Slessor. 

It has been decided that 41 5 is to be re-equipped and employed on a new and much 
more active role. We have just had a thorough review of our commitments and 
resources, and amongst other things it became plain that we are over-insured in torpedo 
squadrons, of which we have 5 in Home Waters for which there really is not sufficient 
employment. On the other hand we have nothing to deal with the E and R boats [Ger­
man MTBs and small escort vessels, respectively], which are a real menace to the in­
creasingly important Channel and North Sea Convoys. We used to use Whitleys for 
reconnaissance and close co-operation with our own light coastal craft in the Nore 
area, and the Fleet Air Arm have been helping us out with Albacores for the strike 
action against the E and R boats in the Channel - in which, as you may have noticed, 
they have had some useful success. The Whitleys, of course, are dead and the FAA 

units are being withdrawn to work at sea. 
It has, therefore, been decided to re-equip one squadron as a composite unit with 

one Flight of Wellington xm with VHF and ASV m for work with light coastal forces, 
and one Flight of Albacores ... to beat up the E boat[s] . 415 was selected as it is the 
only torpedo squadron not included in a Strike Wing, and it knows the Channel and 
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the Dutch Coast well. Incidentally one of the other torpedo squadrons is probably 
being converted to a long-range fighter for anti-flak escort to Torpedo and R[ocket] 
P[rojectile] Strikes; that will be one in the North. 

I think 415 have rather felt in the past that they were rather nobody's baby - they 
could not be taken seriously as a Torpedo Squadron with the old Hampden, and they 
had to be used for all sorts of odd jobs like, recently, helping out with the A/S offen­
sive in the Bay. Their new job will be really interesting and valuable - and may 
become particularly so next Spring. It will afford a good opportunity for varied 
experience to the C[ommanding] O[fficer], and as it involves a number of detachments 
at places like Manston and Exeter, will also give good experience to other more junior 
officers. 

They will come out of the line in the next few days to re-equip. 22 

Replacing obsolescent Hampdens with Fairey Albacore biplanes was not 
exactly what Edwards had in mind, especially when he knew that the other 
Hampden units in Coastal Command would soon be re-equipping with Beau­
fighters for anti-Flak escort work. Citing (in a draft letter that was not sent) his 
'responsibilities to the Canadian Government to ensure that Canadian Funds 
being expended on the RCAF Overseas are productive of maximum results, ' he 
could ' hardly sanction replacement of obsolete aircraft with even more obsolete 
types which will result in the Canadian effort being still less productive than 
heretofore.' Furthermore, he added, moving to the kind of operational consider­
ations the Air Ministry so often advanced to support its position, 'the prospect 
of a Squadron with two types of aircraft will inevitably result in countless 
maintenance problems coming to the fore and in a very short time will lead to 
very many difficulties in trying to maintain serviceability.' 23 

Indeed, it appears that Edwards was prepared to go so far as to 'deCanadian­
ize' No 415 Squadron and to use its personnel to better advantage elsewhere 
but, after meeting with Courtney, he swallowed Slessor's proposals and agreed 
that it could be equipped 'with Wellington xm's and Albacores of great and 
honourable antiquity.' Even so, the Canadian AOC-in-c did not disguise his 
underlying belief that dominion units were receiving second-class treatment. 

415 was specifically mentioned as being one of three (all Dominion) squadrons to be 
the last on Hampdens. It caused sharp words from Canada and I had hoped that this 
squadron would have special future treatment. It has got it in a different way .. . Jack 
Slessor explains that they are in the proper group and the only other Hampden squad­
rons are RAAF and the New Zealand squadrons. I could not see the force of this. Nor 
could I see why this, of all squadrons, should be selected. You explained, and so did 
Jack, that there was no other way out and that operational expediency demanded this, 
no matter how objectionable, change. In the face of it there was scant choice. I con­
curred. I promised to do so in good heart, which I do - but I wonder where 415 will 
go next. 24 

From a Canadian standpoint, it is unfortunate that Edwards did not press the 
Air Ministry to team No 415 Squadron with No 404 in an all-RCAF strike wing. 
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That would have simplified the flow of Canadian aircrew to both squadrons 
and provided the RCAF with a higher profile in the anti-shipping war. But pre­
occupied now with the teething troubles of the RCAF' s showcase formation, 
Bomber Command's No 6 Group, and already struggling with Northwood to 
co-locate two Canadian Sunderland squadrons at the same station, the overseas 
AOC-in-c seems not to have considered the possibility. In the event, Slessor 
had already decided to pair No 404 with No 144 Squadron after it had con­
verted from Hampdens to Beaufighters - leaving No 415 to chase after E-boats 
in the English Channel. 

While No 415 remained in No 16 Group, the other two squadrons of Hampden 
torpedo-bombers, Nos 455 (RAAF) and 489 (RNZAF), represented the only force 
available for No 18 Group ' s anti-shipping strikes off the Norwegian coast. An 
RAF squadron, equipped with Beaufighter vies, performed the group ' s recon­
naissance and long-range fighter escort duties while No 144 was completing 
its conversion to Torbeaus at Leuchars. In early April these units were rein­
forced by the return of No 404 Squadron from Chivenor. Having re-equipped 
with Beaufighter XICs while in No 19 Group, the squadron briefly operated 
from Tain, before transferring to Wick, on the northeast corner of the Scottish 
mainland, on 20 April. During their twelve-and-a-half month stay at the new 
station, No 404 would assume a leading role in the development of No 18 
Group ' s strike-wing tactics, particularly in the use of rocket projectiles as the 
main anti-ship weapon. 

Prior to the Canadians' arrival, the group ' s operations had consisted primar­
ily of Rover patrols and fleet reconnaissances. Indeed, lacking striking power, 
it made only four attacks on Norwegian coastal shipping during March, none 
of which inflicted any damage. The situation improved when No I 44 Squadron 
became operational with its Torbeaus and then again with the arrival of No 
404, and one of their earliest joint operations came on 27 April. Following a 
sighting report of a convoy off Lister Fjord, on the southern tip of Norway, six 
Beaufighters from No 404 and four Torbeaus were detailed for the attack, 
refuelling en route at Sumburgh in the Shetland Islands. Flying only fifty feet 
above the sea in order to avoid enemy radar, the strike force made its landfall 
near Lister. Five minutes later three ships were sighted and, while the Cana­
dians strafed the two escort vessels with cannon and machine-gun fire , the 
Torbeaus sank the merchant vessel steaming between them, the Norwegian­
owned Trondhjemsfjord of 6753 tons. This was the third success registered by 
No 18 Group during April and the second by 144 Squadron, the other victims 
being German ships totalling 10,645 tons. 25 

Similar tactics were attempted four days later, on l May, when two strike 
forces, one each from Nos 16 and 18 Groups, were dispatched to intercept the 
German cruiser Nurnberg off the south coast of Norway - very likely as a 
result of information provided by special intelligence. The Germans rarely 
allowed their larger ships to sail without air cover, however, and both strike 
forces were intercepted by a large force of Me l 09s and FW l 90s (of which an 
average of fifty were based in Norway throughout the summer of 1943) and 



A Force to Be Reckoned With 453 

one 404 Squadron crew was among the seven lost. Neither force made contact 
with the German cruiser and their failure to do so reinforced the lesson, 
already learned on the Dutch coast, that Beaufighter strikes required fighter 
cover. Unfortunately it would take a further fifteen months before the Air 
Ministry was willing to apply the lesson to the Norwegian coast and release 
long-range fighter squadrons to No 18 Group; in the meantime, cloud, not 
fighters, would remain the prerequisite for success.26 

Following the 1 May reversal, No 144 Squadron was withdrawn from 
operations for further training before being posted to North Africa, where the 
Allies were preparing to invade Sicily on IO July. Weather conditions, fog and 
low cloud in Scotland and a lack of cloud cover on the coast of Norway, 
together with the withdrawal of No 235 Squadron for training with the new 3-
inch rocket projectiles in June, further reduced No 18 Group's opportunities 
for anti-shipping strikes. Consequently, most operations were Rovers by the 
Hampdens of 489 and 455 Squadrons, escorted by No 404's Beaufighters. One 
ship was sunk in May and another in June for the loss of six aircraft, none 
from the Canadian ranks. Meanwhile, the group received a valuable reinforce­
ment with the formation of No 333 (Norwegian) Squadron, a Mosquito recon­
naissance unit, which began flying a limited number of missions from Wick 
and Leuchars. 27 

In the three months since its return to No l 8 Group, 404 Squadron had lost 
only one aircraft on operations. This fact, together with a steady influx of RCAF 

aircrew, allowed for a substantial increase in its Canadian content from 36.4 
per cent in September l 942 to 70. l per cent in July 1943· Particularly helpful, 
in this regard, was the fact that the squadron's first RCAF navigators (W) -

navigators who doubled as radio operators, for whom there was no training in 
Canada - had begun to arrive in April. The ratio of Canadian groundcrew 
during the same ten-month period improved from 65.7 to 82.7 per cent. 28 

Meanwhile, command had passed, for the first time, to an RCAF officer when 
Wing Commander Gordon Truscott took over in October 1942, replacing Wing 
Commander E.H. McHardy, a New Zealander in the RAF. Truscott, who had 
joined the RCAF in 1932, came to the squadron direct from Canada where his 
last appointment had been as senior air staff officer (SASO) at Eastern Air 
Command. When he moved on, to Overseas Headquarters as director of air 
staff in September 1943, he was replaced by another officer from Canada, 
Wing Commander C.A. Willis, who had led No 8 (BR) Squadron through the 
abominable weather and logistics problems of the Aleutian campaign for nearly 
a year without incurring a fatal accident, and who would retain command of 
No 404 until he was shot down in March 1944.29 

It was under Truscott that No 404 Squadron began to contribute to the 
special anti-shipping formation created at Sumburgh in July 1943· Supported 
by the reconnaissance Mosquitoes of No 333 Squadron, the Canadians would 
provide anti-Flak escorts for the rocket-equipped (RP) Beaufighters of No 235. 
Hindered by the poor weather, however, the Sumburgh detachments had to 
make the most of their limited opportunities (only four strikes were made 
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between 2 July and 4 August). A gallant effort went unrewarded on 4 July 
when three of the 404 Squadron crews escorted RP Beaufighters on a shipping 
strike at Kristiansund, in southern Norway. 

Take-off was done in bad visibility and heavy rain, but the weather cleared on the 
Norge coast. There was no cloud covering . . . Our a/c circled the Fjord, drawing the 
fire, while a/c of No 235 Squadron attacked the target. Two (2) a/c of No 235 Squad­
ron made dummy runs up [to] the target, while the rest weaved around the target in 
Fjord. The area is well defended and heavy flak was experienced from the shore and 
also from a small convoy outside the Fiord ... Two (2) Me 109s joined as a/c started 
to leave target ... The E/A attacked the hindmost a/c , which corkscrewed off in dif­
ferent directions. All but K of No 404 Squadron re-formed to head for base ... When 
last seen K was covering an a/c of No 235 Squadron ... P/O Rumbel and Sgt. Lalonde 
have been reported missing.30 

In these sorties, the 60-lb high-explosive warhead used on 235 Squadron's 
rockets was unable to inflict mortal damage on any of the merchant ships 
attacked. The only vessel sunk was the escort trawler, FD 6I of 548 tons, after 
it was strafed by cannon fire from a No 404 Beaufighter flown by Pilot Officer 
A. McDonald.3' 

In addition to anti-shipping strikes, the 404 Squadron detachment at Sum­
burgh escorted 489 Squadron Hampdens on Rovers, flew a limited number of 
anti-submarine patrols, and sometimes provided cover for naval forces opera­
ting in the North Sea. Normally a routine assignment, the naval cover flown 
on 28 July resulted in one of the squadron 's most remarkable successes. 
Escorting a task force comprising the aircraft carrier Illustrious, the cruiser 
Belfast, and a destroyer flotilla as it made a sortie towards the coast of Nor­
way, the Canadians intercepted and shot down four Blohm and Voss 138 
flying-boats from Seeaufklarungsgruppe 130, a long-range maritime reconnais­
sance group based at Trondheim. Two of these unwieldy, ill-armed machines 
fell to Flying Officer E.J. Keefe, who was making his first operational flight. 
One of Keefe's own engines was 'put out of action,' his braking was affected, 
and he had to retract the undercarriage to avoid running off the end of the 
runway when he came in to land at Wick. 'Complete write-off of a/c but no 
serious injury to crew. ' The other two enemy machines were credited to 
Squadron Leader A.L. De La Haye and Flying Officer Sydney Shulemson.32* 

Three of the airmen shot down by Keefe were subsequently rescued by the 
Atlantic-bound submarine u-489, which was attacked and sunk by a Sunder­
land of 423 Squadron a week later. The three airmen survived their second 
ordeal as well, and were among the submariners picked up by a prowling 
British destroyer. In the long run, Keefe himself was not so lucky. His good 
fortune - and good shooting - on that occasion had taken him halfway to a 

• A fifth BV 138 was shot down in the vicinity of the task force by a flight of Grumman 
Martlets from HMS Illustrious led by Lieutenant D.R.B. Cosh, a Royal Canadian Navy 
officer serving with the RN's Fleet Air Arm. 
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DFC, which was eventually recommended for that feat and for an attack on a 
'large enemy vessel strongly escorted by a/a [Flak] ships' in March 1944. But 
before the award was promulgated, on 7 July, he would be killed in a flying 
accident on 28 June. 33 

Following a final Rover patrol on 6 August, the 404 Squadron detachment 
was recalled from Sumburgh. The entire squadron was then withdrawn from 
operations to re-equip with Beaufighter xs and conduct RP training. Although 
the results achieved at Sumburgh had been disappointing, the idea of using 
rockets as anti-shipping weapons had impressed the squadron's lone RAF pilot, 
Squadron Leader A.K. Gatward.* Accordingly, when the squadron began RP 
training at Tain, Gatward 'set about learning all there was to know regarding 
this new weapon ... He became the outstanding exponent of this weapon and 
as his confidence and successes grew, so did the Sqdn become the leading 
specialist in this type of armament.' 

Although Northwood provided some initial guidance, the Canadians were 
left to develop the tactics for RP attacks on their own. As it gained experience, 
No 404 chose to organize its formations into two sections of seven Beau­
fighters each. Each section was composed of four anti-Flak aircraft, of which 
one, the section leader, was armed with both high-explosive rockets and the 
normal 20-millimetre cannon and the other three with cannon alone, while the 
three strike aircraft each carried eight rockets with solid 25-lb armour-piercing 
(AP) heads. The 60-Ib HE warhead was preferred for the anti-Flak role because 
its 'fragmentation properties and accompanying explosion' was 'bound to play 
havoc with the morale of the escort vessel gunners,' while a near miss could 
'produce a column of water approximately I 50 feet high which will obscure 
the view of the escort vessel gunners at a critical moment. ' 34 

Sorties were flown 'at a height varying from IOO feet in good visibility to 
500 feet in poor visibility.' Upon sighting the target, the section leader climbed 
to a height of one thousand feet, with the three strike aircraft a hundred feet 
above him and the other three anti-Flak machines a hundred feet below. Then 
'the cannon aircraft break off into a shallow dive opening fire at 1 ,500 yards,' 
while accelerating to over 300 miles per hour and pressing home their attacks 
to within 500 yards of the escort vessels. The anti-Flak leader added his 60-lb 
HE rockets to the cannon fire, after which it was the tum of the strike crews, 
who 

open fire with cannon in a IO degree plus dive from r,roo feet and when they have 
closed range to 800 yards or less and cannon hits on the merchant vessels are obtained, 
a salvo of eight 25 lb RP is fired. 

The aircraft carrying the 25 lb AP heads have their sights harmonised for both 
cannon and RP [by aligning the rocket rails at different angles] ... Tests have shown 
that when cannon hits are registered on the target and the range is closed to 800 yards 

' Gatward had previously made a name for himself by making a solo Beaufighter flight to 
Paris in June 1942 to drop a French flag on the Arc de Triomphe and strafe the headquarters 
of the Kriegsmarine. 
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or less and a salvo of 25 lb RP is fired , two hits will be obtained 15 to 20 feet below 
the cannon cone, two 20 feet short, two 40 feet short and two 60 feet short of the 
target. Thus in the case of a merchant vessel two hits would be in the proximity of the 
water line and the remaining six will be under water hits.35 

Northwood had originally anticipated using the high-explosive rocket as an 
anti-shipping weapon, but soon discovered that the alternative armour-piercing 
head had 'remarkably good under-water ballistics' that allowed it to 'travel 
nearly roo ft. just below the surface with sufficient velocity to penetrate the 
pressure hull of a submarine.' It 'remained intact on hitting the water and had 
a long, upward curving trajectory which was ideal for offsetting range aiming 
errors.' Since the HE head broke away from the rocket on impact with the 
water, it was only effective in the event of a dry hit, and for that reason alone 
No 16 Group advised that 'cannon fire is very, very much more effective to 
silence Flak than using RP. ' The North Coates wing, however, had never used 
the more effective 25-Ib head in its strikes, leading No 16 Group to conclude 
prematurely that 'in a large Wing melee with some 30 aircraft and pretty in­
tense Flak, crews just are not steady enough in their aim, or good enough at 
range estimation, to secure any reasonable results with their RP. ' 36 

The decrease in No 18 Group sorties after August because of the transfer 
and re-equipping of Beaufighter squadrons came just as Stockholm announced 
it would no longer allow Germany to use Swedish facilities or territory (includ­
ing a small stretch of the Trondheim-Narvik railway) for the transport of war 
materiel and military personnel to and from Norway and Finland. All German 
traffic would now have to move by sea; but so long as No I 8 Group had to 
restrict its sorties to periods of cloudy weather in order to avoid clashes with 
German fighters, the opportunities to take advantage of the enemy's increased 
vulnerability to anti-shipping strikes would be limjted. 

Accordingly, on 21 September 1943 Northwood asked the Air Ministry to 
assign two or three Jong-range fighter squadrons to Fighter Command's No 13 
Group in order to provide escorts for the two strike wings No 18 Group 
expected to have operational by the end of the year. Although both Mustangs 
and Spitfire vs and IXs equipped with 90-gallon drop tanks had sufficient range 
to do the job, Fighter Command declined the request on the grounds that they 
might run dangerously short of fuel if there were any delays in assembling the 
strike formations - and, as Air Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory put it, 
because 'fighter escort [was] a very difficult and fatiguing task in the weather 
conditions prevalent on the Norwegian coast. ' 37 

Some reinforcement was received in mid-October when No 144 Squadron 
returned from the Mediterranean and re-equipped with Torbeau xs. Until they 
were transferred to No 19 Group in early May 1944, in preparation for Oper­
ation Overlord, Nos 404 and 144 Squadrons operating from Wick became No 
18 Group's main strike force. The Canadians' role in these operations was 
varied; at times flying anti-Flak escort to No 144's Torbeaus and on other 
occasions providing the main punch themselves with their 25-lb rockets. The 
first operation by this Wick wing took place on 22 November, when eight 



A Force to Be Reckoned With 457 

Beaufighters from No 404 and six Torbeaus from 144 Squadron attacked two 
merchant vessels and two escorts off Stadtlandet: with the Canadians using 
only their cannon, the Norwegian Arcturus of 1651 tons was sunk. Once again, 
however, the initial success could not be followed up. No substantial damage 
was inflicted on the enemy over the next month, while No 404 Squadron lost 
four crews, including two shot down by Flak during an attack on a U-boat and 
its destroyer escort on 22 December. That was double the number of casualties 
suffered in the preceding four months. 38 

Bolstered by the addition of No 489 Squadron's Torbeaus in January 1944, 
No I 8 Group made sixty-five attacks - fifteen more than in December - and 
sank 15,659 tons of shipping. The Wick squadrons had also refined their tac­
tics, relying increasingly on armour-piercing warheads as the main anti-ship 
weapon, and they enjoyed better results. 39 On 14 January, for example, a 
combined force of eight Torbeaus from No 144 Squadron and ten RP Beau­
fighters from No 404, supported by seven other Beaufighters from No 144 in 
the anti-Flak role, mounted a Rover off southern Norway in an operation 
managed largely by the Canadian unit. Wing Commander C.A. Willis led the 
anti-Flak section from No 144, while Squadron Leader Gatward commanded 
No 404's strike force until he was forced to return to base when his hatch blew 
open and could not be closed. Flying Officer W.D. Thomsett immediately took 
over and 'led the formation northward up the coast.' 

Off List[er Fjord] a C[on]V[oy] of three M[erchant] V[essel]'s and two E[scort] 
V[ essel]' s was sighted with a second CV some miles astern. At I I 53 all a/c attacked, 
'o,' 'o' and 'F' obtaining RP and cannon hits on leading EV. ' M' and ' H' carried out 
RP attacks from either bow on 4,000 ton MV, 'M' scoring two hits and 'H' four. 
Explosions were seen by 144 Sqdn Torbeaus who also attacked this vessel. ' H' fol­
lowed up with a cannon attack on the EV astern. ' u ' made RP and cannon attack on EV 

ahead of second CV. Cannon hits were observed but RP ' s undershot. 'J' was seen 
diving to attack but suddenly began to emit black smoke and was lost to sight. 'w' 
turned in to attack but was hit before it could release RP' s. Formation broke off to 
seaward and s[et]/c[ourse for] base without ' J.' About 120 miles from base ' w ' was 
seen to suddenly lose height rapidly and finally ditch. 'F' circled it but no survivors 
seen in dinghy. Six a/c landed safely at base, five undamaged, 'o ' with damage to 
starboard mainplane. Crews uninjured. This is the biggest operation by the Wick 
Beaufighter wing since its formation , 24 a/c taking part. In addition to 404 Sqdn ' s two 
a/c, one of c44 also failed to return. 40 

A second strike force of eight aircraft from No 489 Squadron attacked the 
further convoy. Between them, the three squadrons sank the Wittekind, a 
freighter of 4029 tons, and the Entre Rios, of 5179, both iron ore carriers, and 
damaged the Norwegian Maurita of 1569 tons. Six days later, five No 404 
Beaufighters and an anti-flak escort from No 144 Squadron attacked a north­
bound convoy off Stadtlandet, sinking the German merchant vessel Emsland, 
of 5170 tons.4' However, other operations mounted that month proved more 
dangerous to the Beaufighters than to the enemy. On the I 6th a mixed force 
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was patrolling off Stadtlandet when 'two armed trawlers were sighted ... They 
opened fire and N/404 was apparently hit. Formation s[et]c[ourse for] base at 
1426 from Gtterone Light and shortly afterward two explosions were seen from 
starboard engine of 'N.' It carried on for three minutes, maintaining level 
course. The pilot was then heard on VHF to say 'This is it, chaps,' the a/c 
touched down in ditching position, navigator fired a red Very light and the a/c 
hit the water and broke up. P/144 circled the area but no survivors, wreckage 
or dinghy seen. All other a/c returned safely to base. '42 No 404 lost one more 
machine on 26 January, perhaps because of an unfortunate mistake. Led by 
Flying Officer Sydney Shulemson, in Beaufighter u, six strike crews from No 
404 and six escorts from No 144 were about halfway to Stadtlandet when one 
of the Canadian Beaufighters developed engine trouble and had to turn back. 
As it did so, the inexperienced navigator signalled its problem to the remaining 
aircraft by Morse code, a dangerous break in radio silence that probably alerted 
the German listening posts along the Norwegian coast. Although the formation 
arrived off Stadtlandet and attacked three merchant ships and three escorts 
without interference, they, in turn, were attacked by four Me 109s shortly after 
turning back out to sea. One Canadian machine crashed in flames and one 
from No 144 was in danger of suffering a similar fate when Shulemson turned 
back to engage its pursuer. His fire was 'ineffective,' but the German pilot 
immediately switched his attack and followed his assailant out to sea. Shulem­
son 'took violent evasive action, the Navigator opening fire with his B[rown­
ing] M[achine] G[un], and eventually gained cloud cover. Emerging 4 minutes 
later, the E/A was seen 800 yards astern and continued the pursuit for another 
IO minutes until 'u ' once again gained cloud cover. '43 Shulemson was awarded 
the oso, an exceptional honour for a junior officer. 

The Wick wing struck again on 1 February. Fourteen aircraft, including 
nine from 404 Squadron, made landfall at Utvaer, with the overcast too low 
to allow for a coordinated attack even if shipping should be sighted through 
the mist. Squadron Leader Gatward led the formation north in search of 
better weather and was rewarded when, seventy-five miles up the coast, he 
found a five-ship convoy off Stadtlander. Despite heavy Flak, from both the 
escorts and the shore batteries, the wing's attack was so effective that only 
two of the Canadian aircraft were slightly damaged while the enemy lost the 
Valencia , a merchantman of 3000 tons as well as the escort trawler 
UJ.1702. 44 

The Germans now began sailing only on days that were too fine and clear 
for daylight Rovers without fighter escort; and although No I 8 Group 
mounted a further I 7 I sorties in February they resulted in just six attacks. 
The number of sorties rose to a peak of 308 in March, but results were 
similarly disappointing, only three small vessels being sunk. Perhaps the most 
daring attempt was made at the end of the month, as the strike wings 
attempted to locate and attack the southbound German troopship Monterosa 
of 13,882 tons, whose sailing had been reported by special intelligence. The 
five Torbeaus and four cannon-armed Beaufighters from No I 44 Squadron 
and nine 404 Squadron Beaufighters armed with armour-piercing RP found 
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their prey and her escort - three ships, including a destroyer, and a large 
number of fighters - near Utsire, north of Stavanger. The Torbeaus attacked 
with torpedoes and claimed two hits. Meanwhile, led by their commanding 
officer, the Canadians launched their cannon and RP attack despite heavy 
enemy fire and succeeded in damaging the Monterosa, which limped into 
Aarhus, Denmark, on 3 April. Two aircraft were shot down, including that 
of Wing Commander C.A. Willis and his crewmate, who survived their 
ditching to become prisoners of war.45 

The wing managed only fourteen attacks in early April, all of them coming 
on the 7th, when the 3324-ton German freighter Cornouaille was damaged. 
Then, in preparation for Operation Overlord, the squadrons were informed that 
they would be transferred to Davidstow Moor, under command of No 19 
Group, to operate against enemy surface craft on the right flank of the 
invasion. 46 

Although by far the maJonty (4097 of 5062) of Coastal Command's anti­
shipping sorties between April 1943 and May 1944 did not result in attacks -
and the effort cost ninety-six crews, l .8 per cent of those dispatched - North­
wood's campaign became increasingly effective following the reintroduction 
of the composite strike wing at North Coates in April and the subsequent 
refining of its tactics. This was the case both in absolute terms and in com­
parison with other arms and services, and especially in the relationship between 
tonnage sunk per aircraft lost. From March 1940 to March 1943, for example, 
aerial minelaying (by both Bomber and Coastal commands) had accounted for 
the sinking of 369 ships totalling 362,000 tons at a cost of 329 crews (1100 
tons per loss), while 447 anti-shipping sorties failed to return from operations 
which sank sixty-one ships totalling II 8,ooo tons (263 tons per loss). From 
April 1943 to May 1944, however, mines laid by Bomber Command sank 182 
ships of I 38,000 tons at a cost of 142 aircraft (972 tons per loss), while Nos 
r6 and 18 Groups between them sank 49 ships of l 12,000 tons for the loss of 
96 crews (II66 tons per loss). 

For all of l 943 and l 944, aircraft in direct attack at sea accounted for 3 I per 
cent, mines (the majority of which were laid by Bomber Command) and air 
raids for 25 per cent each, and the various forms of naval attack for 19 per 
cent of merchant tonnage sunk in these waters - but for most of that period 
major naval forces were only sporadically involved in the anti-shipping cam­
paign. When a greater effort was made, off Norway between January and May 
1944, submarines sank fifteen ships, carrier-based aircraft eight, and Coastal 
Command ' s No 18 Group, nine. No 16 Group added another fifteen off Hol­
land, where the water was too shallow for submarines, and surface ships larger 
than MTBs rarely ventured.47 

The proportions and relationships given above are not unimportant. Since 
major Allied warships and submarines were often doing other things, by mid-
1943 the responsibility for destroying, damaging, delaying, and diverting 
German merchant shipping had fallen mainly on Bomber Command's Gar­
dening campaign and Coastal Command's strike wings, and in this respect it 
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is clear that aerial minelaying, while sinking a larger number of ships, tended 
to sink smaller ones, averaging about 757 tons, while the strike wings' victims 
were larger, averaging 2088 tons, and more likely to include the valuable ore 
carriers. All attacks on shipping, whatever form they took, forced the enemy 
to change schedules and routeing. 

Through special intelligence, the Admiralty (and Northwood) were kept 
aware of the general impact of the anti-shipping campaign. It had been miti­
gated to some extent in 1943 by Reichkommissar Kaufmann's program to 
rationalize Germany's use of maritime resources, but by the spring of 1944 
sailings were fully a fifth below his projections. A quarter of all tonnage plying 
between Norway and Germany's northern ports had been sunk and in May 
r944 deliveries of iron ore had fallen to 420,000 tons, just one-third of the 
May 1943 figure. About one-half of all German naval personnel were engaged 
in escorting convoys or clearing mines. In June 1944, however, the attack on 
enemy merchant shipping would all but cease as the Allies turned their atten­
tion to Operation Overlord.48 

Having been chasing E-boats in the English Channel since the fall of 1943, No 
415 Squadron was already familiar with the Overlord invasion area. Hunting 
down these fast motor boats was not an easy task, and it was one which other 
branches of the service had gratefully abandoned when given the chance to do 
so. Despite making I 87 direct attacks, for example, Fighter Command had not 
produced 'a single confirmed sinking' before it gave up the job in late 1942 
- although it had forced the Germans to limit their E-boat operations to the 
hours of darkness. The Fleet Air Arm came next, enjoying some success, but 
it, too, was glad to be out of the business in September 1943, when Coastal 
Command had taken on the job.49 

In fact, for all Edwards's doubts, the slow and manoeuvrable Albacores were 
as well-suited as anything for low-altitude precision bombing attacks against 
E-boats, and their three-man crews could at least look forward to the possibil­
ity of actually inflicting harm on the enemy. Using techniques pioneered by the 
Fleet Air Arm, the Albacore crews relied on coastal radars to vector them near 
to their target, at which point they employed their own ASV sets to pick it up. 
After establishing visual contact, they attacked the E-boat from astern, releas­
ing up to twelve roo-lb anti-submarine bombs. In practice, however, the 
Albacores had little to do with the E-boats and never did sink one. Employed 
primarily against the enemy's Channel shipping, the majority of the eleven 
attacks carried out during their first four months of operations, all without 
result, were against small merchant vessels, a task for which their old Hamp­
dens would have been better suited. 50 

The Wellington crews, in contrast, while flying only anti-E-boat patrols, 
never had the satisfaction of making attacks themselves at this time. Carrying 
no air-to-surface weapons, their business was to locate, report on, and shadow 
E-boats working farther from shore until Royal Navy gunboats arrived in the 
vicinity - at which time the Wellingtons were to drop flares to illuminate the 
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enemy so that the gunboats could make their attacks.* Codenamed Deadly, 
Wellington patrols were just that - deadly boring - so that when a delegation 
arrived at the squadron from Overseas Headquarters on 1 November to 'discuss 
personnel problems' they concluded that its 'morale is rapidly going.' Over a 
forty-day period there had been no more than ten of operational flying, and the 
Wellington flight, lacking 'armament and . . . bombs ... feel they are merely 
stooges.' As for the Albacore crews, the visitors from Overseas Headquarters 
noted that they 'hate their aircraft and the type of work upon which they are 
employed. ' 51 

There is no doubt that the Wellington flight was dissatisfied and that it 
would remain so: no targets were sighted in November, December, or January; 
its ASY radars and VHF radios were frequently unserviceable; and flares 
remained its only offensive weapon. Their poor morale may not have been 
shared by the Albacore crews, however. When he visited Manston on 6 Novem­
ber, Sir John Slessor 'found no trace of dissatisfaction - rather the reverse,' and 
his findings were confirmed by a subsequent Canadian investigation. ' Although 
their aircraft are old,' the overseas AOC-in-c was told in February, and they too 
moved between Manston and Thomey Island, 'at least they have the opportun­
ity of hitting the Hun. '52 

The squadron was nevertheless suffering as a unit. The squadron was 
divided into two quite separate entities: the Albacore flight at Manston, and 
the Wellingtons and squadron headquarters at Bircham Newton and Docking, 
in Norfolk, a hundred miles away by air and twice that by road. 53 With so 
many of his crews on detachment - Wellingtons were frequently sent to 
stations as far afield as Wick in northern Scotland while the Albacore flight 
routinely maintained a four-aircraft detachment at Thomey Island - the 
commanding officer, Wing Commander C.G. Ruttan, was able to exercise 
only 'a bare minimum of operational control,' and servicing had become 
complex. 'Maintenance work of major importance for the Wellingtons and 
Albacores is carried out at Bircham Newton. Albacore minor repairs and 
daily inspections are carried out at Manston and Thomey Island. Wellington 
minor repairs and daily inspections are carried out at Docking and elsewhere 
as detachments require. These arrangements can hardly be viewed as an asset 
to good maintenance.' 54 

Ruttan soon made his displeasure known. Speaking primarily for his Wel­
lington crews, and observing that 'squadrons in Canada get more action than 
this,' he asked that No 415 be equipped 'with modem aircraft' and be given 
'a good role. ' 55 Air Marshal L.S . Breadner, who succeeded Edwards as over­
seas AOC-in-con l January 1944, was equally dissatisfied with No 415 Squad­
ron's fate and the state of its morale, and by mid-February he sought Ottawa's 
help in securing its transfer to another command. 'The situation with respect 
to this squadron is not happy,' he told Air Minister C.G. Power. 

' Beginning in January, similar procedures were adopted for use against merchant shipping 
off the Dutch coast in Gilbey operations, with No 415 Squadron again selected to do recon­
naissance and drop flares (but carry no bombs) for No 16 Group Torbeaus. 
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c -in-c Coastal Command maintains that the role of the squadron is vital at the present 
time and as only squadron properly trained and equipped it must continue until situ­
ation changes. There is no indication that this unit will be re-equipped and I do not see 
the situation changing until we occupy most of the coast of north west Europe. It 
would help our situation here if you would make known to Balfour your dissatisfaction 
with respect to assignment given this squadron. I suggest you demand its withdrawal 
from Coastal Command where it has never had a decent role. It could be allocated to 
either Bomber Command or Tactical Air Force. Such a move would require some shift 
of aircrew personnel , re-equipment and training for new role before becoming opera­
tive. For this reason it is bound to be resisted on operational grounds.56 

Power agreed, and taking advantage of the presence in Ottawa of the British 
parliamentary under-secretary of state for air to negotiate a major reduction in 
the size of the BCATP, he asked for the transfer, observing that he was ' not . . . 
very happy about the government of Canada paying for and maintaining a 
squadron operating on obsolescent aircraft.' Breadner made the same case to 
Air Marshal Sir Sholto Douglas, the new AOC-in-c at Northwood.57 

Recognizing that the experiment of a split squadron had not worked, North­
wood was ready in mid-February to form two squadrons, one on Wellingtons, 
the other on Albacores, ' regardless of RCAF participation,' and from l March 
the Wellingtons began to carry bombs on their Gilbey missions off the Dutch 
coast. By now, however, making either of the two squadrons Canadian would 
not have addressed Ottawa's other concerns. It wanted fewer coastal squadrons, 
but if it insisted on transferring No 415 to Bomber Command, there would be 
a problem of what to do with its existing crews, who had been trained for, and 
were experienced in, very specific and limited maritime roles.58 

Matters came to a head in early March, when the Air Ministry offered to 
transfer No 415 to No 6 Group as soon as a replacement squadron had been 
formed in Coastal Command. Overseas Headquarters welcomed the proposal 
even while acknowledging that it would do little to address the immediate 
morale problem. 

While the original intention was to help the personnel in 415 Squadron as well as RCAF 

efficiency generally, it now appears that the two objects cannot be accomplished by 
moving the Squadron to Bomber Command. 

As the crew composition is so different and the work of the Squadron bears little, 
if any, similarity to Bomber Command, it is suggested that if 415 moves to Bomber 
Command, only the HQ should go and new personnel make up the establishment. The 
present Squadron crews could finish their tour with the RAF Squadron taking 415's 
place or be used to staff a ' nominated ' GR Squadron. This situation would not appeal 
to the present personnel of 415 in every way, but at least in the future we would have 
one less Coastal Command Squadron to worry over.59 

The proposal to, in effect, disband No 415 in Coastal Command and create 
a new 415 Squadron in Bomber Command won quick approval, although 
implementation would have to be delayed until after Overlord had taken place. 
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However, in a sad but somehow fitting denouement, the squadron itself was 
not fully apprised of the intended move until Wing Commander C.G. Ruttan 
innocently asked London to explain why so many RAF air- and groundcrew 
were being posted to a supposedly Canadian unit.60 

The armed reconnaissance missions flown by No 415 Squadron's Wellington 
flight in the three months before D-Day were only marginally more successful 
than its unarmoured Deadly and Gilbey patrols. Their only success came on 
5/6 March when Flying Officer R.H. Watt located a convoy northwest of 
Borkum. After homing four Torbeaus onto the contact, Watt dropped his 
bombs and illuminated the ship with flares, allowing the Torbeaus to sink the 
Swedish Diana, of I 878 tons. 

Success did not always require that the Canadians make an attack.61 On 
30/31 March, for example, Flying Officer J.A. Enns made contact with a group 
of E-boats that stopped ' several times ... to try and put A/C off trail,' but 
Enns's crew: 'illuminated vessels and kept transmitting position to base. Base 
sent out 2 M[otor] T[orpedo] B[oats] to engage enemy, but after being illumi­
nated and unable to cross patrol [path] of A/C [unobserved], vessels gave up 
and turned for home at high speed, before our naval forces were able to arrive 
and engage. High compliments have been paid to crew for their very efficient 
work during contact with enemy forces on this patrol. Encountered flak from 
E/boats several times during shadowing, but no damage to A/C or crew 
resulted. '62 

Albacore operations from March to May led to a slight increase in the 
number of attacks and eventually produced the flight's first confirmed suc­
cesses. On the night of 23/24 March five crews were dispatched to intercept 
the escorted Italian vessel Atlanta, of 440 I tons, on passage through the Chan­
nel to Germany. Two of the crews dropped their bombs on the convoy and 
damaged the target despite fierce return fire that mortally wounded Flying 
Officer A.F. Hughes, one of the navigators. (Atlanta nevertheless managed to 
complete her voyage.) The most spectacular action, however, came two months 
later, in the early morning hours of 24 May, against Greif, a large torpedo 
boat-destroyer of the Mowe class, boasting three I 27-millimetre main guns and 
four 37-millimetre anti-aircraft guns. Part of a flotilla of five similar boats and 
a number of minesweepers moving from Cherbourg to Le Havre, Greif was 
attacked by a single Albacore. Flying Officer W.G. Brasnett (who had claimed 
a minesweeper the day before) pressed home his strike from 2000 feet and 
observed one clear hit, a 'large glow' from the target still visible several 
minutes later. In fact Greif had been struck twice, the forward boiler-room 
caught fire, water poured in, and the boat sank during a futile effort to tow her 
to shore. Brasnet's accomplishments in these few days earned him the DFC.63 

In the four months prior to Overlord the Allied air forces had established 
overwhelming daylight superiority over the French, Dutch, and Belgian coasts 
- in fact, wherever air superiority fighters could reach. After losing two crews 
in early February 1944, one definitely and one probably to enemy fighters, the 
Canadians were not intercepted again until 24 June, and then only at night 
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when a Wellington was attacked by a Ju 88 off the Dutch coast. Indeed, enemy 
aircraft were reported as being in the vicinity on only ten occasions during this 
period. Forced to concentrate its fighters against the bombing raids on Ger­
many and on the Wehrmacht's lines of communications between France and 
the Reich - and never particularly strong in night-fighters - Luftflotte 3 was 
a greatly diminished opponent.64 

As we have seen, Northwood's planning for Overlord had been complicated 
by Sir Charles Portal's proposal to eliminate thirty-two maritime squadrons 
from Coastal Command's order of battle, including all its Beaufighter strike 
squadrons,* and it was only after the YCAS and DCAS had stepped in to oppose 
the proposed cuts that Sir Sholto Douglas had a clear idea of what resources 
he would have on hand to defend the flanks of the invasion against inter­
ference by enemy surface craft. When Coastal Command's Overlord directive 
finally appeared in April, No r6 Group was to deploy five of the seven Beau­
fighter strike squadrons in the invasion area, three at North Coates and two at 
Langham. The group also had No 415's Albacore flight and an FAA Swordfish 
squadron at Manston available for anti-E-boat patrols in the Channel, while No 
41 s's Wellington flight was assigned to anti-shipping reconnaissances on the 
eastern flank. The remaining Beaufighter strike squadrons, Nos 144 and 404, 
were to be stationed at Davidstow Moor, in Cornwall, in No 19 Group, while 
a detachment from No 415's Albacore flight was to operate out of Bolthead.65 

The directive also laid down a number of tactical changes. Given 'the 
shallow draught of destroyers and the small target presented by E and W­
Boats' [fast midget submarines which the Allies thought were being devel­
oped], torpedoes would not be carried by the Beaufighter squadrons during 
Overlord. Instead, they were to rely on 'RP and bombs as primary weapons 
against destroyers, with cannon as the anti-flak weapon; on cannon against E 
and R-Boats, with bombs as a secondary weapon; and on bombs against W­
Boats, with cannon as a secondary weapon.' As far as rocket projectiles were 
concerned, only two Beaufighter squadrons, one of them No 404, were to 
retain them as anti-ship weapons; and although Northwood had initially 
decided that only the 60-lb HE head was to be used, after being reminded of 
the success No 404 had enjoyed with the 25-lb AP head, it was agreed that 
both squadrons would employ the tactics and RP harmonization developed by 
the Canadians. The remaining Beaufighter strike squadrons were to carry two 
250-lb wing bombs and two 500-lb bombs under the fuselage. 66 

According to Allied estimates, the Germans had deployed 'some 460 miscel­
laneous surface craft' along the French and Belgian coasts, the most important 
being 'five "z" class destroyers, five Mowe class and one "T" class torpedo 
boats, and 34 E-boats.' (Based on special intelligence, these figures were 
extremely accurate, exaggerating the enemy's strength by just two torpedo 
boats and missing the presence of a captured Dutch destroyer.) To counter this 
threat, particularly that posed by the five destroyers, Nos 144 and 404 Squad-

' Coastal Command also had one Beaufighter and one Mosquito long-range fighter squadron 
protecting the Biscay anti-submarine aircraft. 
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rons began an intensive training program in mid-May, with the technique of 
night attacks receiving special attention.67 

On D-Day itself, No 404 Squadron flew its first sorties at i820 hours when 
fourteen aircraft were dispatched on an anti-shipping sweep along the Biscay 
coast, together with seventeen Beaufighters and eight Mosquitoes of RAF 

squadrons. This strike force intercepted three destroyers off St Nazaire and, 
with the British Beaufighters providing anti-Flak protection, the Canadians 
attacked with their 25-lb RP, hitting two and leaving one on fire amidship. A 
follow-up strike located the damaged destroyers still sailing north in the early 
morning hours of 7 June, off Penmarch Point, south of Brest. 

Five aircraft ['made up of practically new crews'] on individual take off to attack the 
target damaged earlier in the evening. Airborne 0027/7. They proceeded singly on the 
same track ... The target of what appeared to be three Narvik destroyers was sighted 
and the center ship was smoking at the time of sighting. A/C K attacked the center ship, 
releasing his RP in pairs. The last pair were released from a distance of 200 yards. A/C 

K claims two direct hits and at least two underwater hits. On pulling away the tail 
wing received a bullet hole and the navigator's cupola was shattered ... A/CG attacked 
the first ship going in to 400 yards [before] firing a salvo. Hits by all of them are 
claimed. A/C Q attacked the rear destroyer and four direct and four underwater hits are 
claimed. As a/c Q pulled away an explosion was observed from either the 2nd or 3rd 
ship that lit up the ship ahead. A/C z and J became separated from the main force and 
were too far away to attack, but bear out the report of the explosion. They claim that 
there was a red glow which increased to explosion with a burst of flame 200 ft. high. 
The ship was seen by all crews to be afire from stem to stem in the interior.68 

Despite these dramatic accounts of success, the destroyers were not serious­
ly damaged. Z.32 was taking on water from several hits just above the 
waterline. Rockets had also holed her port side oil bunkers and flooded her 
rudder compartment, her forward W/T office was destroyed, and one rocket 
had passed clear through her forward magazine without causing an explosion. 
(Her crew later found the solid-shot warhead in the hydrophone office and 
assumed it was a dud.) Z.24 also had her oil bunkers holed and several large 
fires started. ZH-1 had meanwhile escaped attack by sailing close in to star­
board of Z.24.69 

Thirty-six hours after putting in to Brest to land their dead and wounded, 
weld plates over the rocket holes, mount more powerful anti-aircraft guns, 
and replace damaged equipment, the destroyers sailed for Cherbourg, 
together with the torpedo boat T.24. At 0120 hours on 9 June they were 
intercepted and brought to action by the 10th Destroyer Flotilla (which 
included HMCS Haida and Huron) thirty miles northwest of the Ile de Batz. 
One was sunk, and a second set on fire and driven ashore by the Canadian 
destroyers. The third destroyer and the torpedo boat escaped and returned 
to Brest. After making further repairs they returned to the Gironde, where 
they would eventually be sunk by a 404 and 236 Squadron strike on 24 
August. 70 
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For the remainder of June, No 404 Squadron flew regular Rover and anti­
submarine patrols between the Gironde estuary and Cherbourg. What little 
shipping that was sighted, mainly minesweepers and escort craft, kept too close 
to the coastal Flak batteries to be attacked. The Canadians' only success came 
during the early morning hours of 30 June when ten aircraft, escorted by RAF 
Mosquitoes, attacked a small convoy west of Lorient, using 25-lb and 60-lb RP 
to sink the escort vessel UJ.r 408. Then, with allied armies firmly established 
in Normandy and only the one destroyer, Z.24, and one torpedo boat remaining 
operational on the Biscay coast, the squadron was transferred to Strubby, on 
the east coast of England, in No r6 Group, to attack enemy shipping plying 
between Rotterdam and the Kiel Canal. 7

' 

No 415 Squadron spent its last two months in Coastal Command flying 
night patrols against E-boats. Overlord only increased the pace of the squad­
ron's operations, however, and not their effectiveness. The Canadians' main 
encounters were those of the Wellington flight during attacks on the nights of 
6/7, 7/8, 9/rn, and 12/13 June and none of the E-boats engaged were hit, 
although the crews claimed nine sunk and three damaged. One of the Welling­
tons was shot down and its crew lost during the last of these attacks. The 
Albacore flight operated detachments from Manston, Thorney Island, and 
Winkleigh, on the Channel coast, but had no success despite numerous inter­
ceptions and frequent claims of direct hits. The majority of Albacore sorties 
during the last half of June and early July were smoke-laying missions over the 
Channel to provide naval cover. 72 

On 12 July No 415 Squadron was officially transferred to No 6 Group, 
Bomber Command, although maritime patrol sorties continued to be flown 
until 20 July and the squadron's headquarters staff did not move to RCAF 
Station Eastmoor, in Yorkshire, until 26 July. The Wellington crews that had 
not already been posted to other units were absorbed into No 524 Squadron, 
while the few remaining Albacore crews reformed as No I 19 Squadron. Both 
Nos 119 and 524 therefore had relatively large Canadian contingents, nineteen 
aircrew serving with the former and seventy-four on the latter. The aircrew 
strength of the new 415 Squadron was built up by posting an operational crew 
from each of twelve squadrons in No 6 Group, plus five new crews from 432 
Squadron, the other RCAF bomber unit at Eastmoor.73 

The weakness of the German navy's response to Overlord soon enabled North­
wood to reassign six of its Beaufighter squadrons to anti-shipping operations 
along the Dutch and German coasts, leaving only a squadron at Manston, and 
the Wellington, Albacore, and FAA Swordfish squadrons near Dover, to cover 
the eastern flank of the invasion area. The RCAF's lone remaining anti-shipping 
unit, No 404, continued to use its proven mix of cannon fire and 25-lb AP 
rockets, as did No 236, which had recently trained using the Canadian tech­
nique. Three of the other Beaufighter strike squadrons reverted to the torpedo 
as their principal weapon. 74 

Daily patrols were made of the Dutch and German coasts by low-flying 
Beaufighters and, if suitable targets were located - often ones predicted by 
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Enigma intercepts - wing strikes of thirty to forty machines were then dis­
patched. On 6 July a strike by the Strubby and Langham wings on a convoy 
north of Norderney Island sank the German ship Stadt Riga of 3002 tons and 
badly damaged the Ernst Brockelmann of 1900 tons. The ten 404 Squadron 
aircraft taking part in the strike all claimed 'underwater and direct hits with RP 

on several of the M[erchant]N[essels].' Two days later a dawn sweep by forty­
one Beaufighters of the Strubby and North Coates wings, including ten from 
404 Squadron, attacked a convoy of six merchantmen and ten escorts off the 
mouth of the Weser River, sinking three of the freighters and two escorts. The 
results left the Canadians 'very enthused about working with these other squad­
rons,' with 'much comment [being] made on the accuracy of the North Coates 
and Langham' torpedo squadrons.75 

Forty-six Beaufighters made a night strike against a well-escorted, five-ship 
convoy north of Nordeney Island on 18 July, but sank only one of the escorts 
despite losing three aircraft. The ten Canadian machines all returned safely, 
although two were damaged by Flak. A forty-five aircraft attack, including 
twelve 404 Squadron machines, against nine merchant ships and twenty-one 
escort vessels north of Nordeney, sank the Finnish merchantman Orient of 
4160 tons and one escort, without loss, at last light on 21 July. The Germans, 
by using motor minesweepers commonly referred to as R-boats, each of which 
mounted two 37-millimetre anti-aircraft guns, were able to increase the number 
of escorts for their coastal convoys. Although the more numerous escorts 
accounted for eight strike aircraft during July - none from 404 - the Beau­
fighters sank sixteen vessels, including five merchantmen, totalling 14.437 
tons. Their success was aided by the complete absence of the Luftwaffe, but 
Northwood was convinced that the enemy would soon return to providing 
fighter cover for its convoys. At the end of July, therefore, the Air Ministry 
agreed to direct No 12 Group to supply Mustang escorts for all strikes on the 
Norwegian coast and either Mustangs or long-range Spitfires for those going 
to the North German coast.76 

By the beginning of August, Operation Cobra, the First US Army's beach­
head breakout launched on 25 July, had isolated Brittany and forced the 
Germans to transfer their surface forces - such as they were - to the southern 
Biscay ports while redirecting their Atlantic U-boats to Norwegian bases. 
Realizing that 'every available ship in Western France from Brest to Bordeaux 
was pressed into service to keep the beleaguered garrisons supplied,' Douglas 
quickly redeployed his two RP Beaufighter squadrons to No 19 Group to make 
'the best of this opportunity,' No 404 moving all its available aircraft to 
Davidstow Moor on 5 August and commencing operations along the Biscay 
coast the next day. On 8 August a wing strike by Nos 404 and 236 squadrons 
sank four M-class minesweepers south of St Nazaire for the loss of one Cana­
dian crew; on l 2 and l 3 August they accounted for three Sperrbrechers (mer­
chant ships heavily loaded with anti-aircraft artillery), a minesweeper, and a 
harbour defence vessel; and a week later sank yet another minesweeper, as 
well as an escort vessel, thirty-five miles northwest of La Rochelle. The next 
day it was the tum of the destroyer Z.24 and torpedo boat T.24 in the mouth 
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of the Gironde. At that point, with elements of General George Patton's Third 
US Army driving hard towards the Biscay coast, German maritime operations 
in the bay were clearly at an end.77 

As early as 13 June 1944 Northwood had prepared an assessment of the 
importance of Norwegian coastal shipping in view of the altered strategic 
situation resulting from Overlord. Planning was based 'on the assumption that 
. .. at least 150 U-boats would be based on Norway, of which about 30 would 
operate against Russian convoys from bases in the extreme north.' 

Facilities are available from which this total could be operated, but the geography of 
the country, and above all its communications would make maintenance and supply a 
considerable undertaking ... 

If this new phase of the U-Boat war develops as suggested, the task of the strike 
squadrons of No 18 Group would be more clearly defined and urgent than ever before, 
and on their ability to interfere - presumably in cooperation with carrier borne aircraft, 
and our submarines - will depend the extent of which the enemy will be able to send 
serviceable U-Boats to sea. In this connection it is perhaps noteworthy that the two 18 
Group Strike Wings, operating without fighter cover, our own submarines, and latterly 
a limited number of strikes by carrier-borne aircraft, were able in the first months of 
1944 to sink or seriously damage rather more than one ship out of every five sailing 
along the Norwegian coast. Such a soft spot, in the enemy's organisation, as envisaged 
above, has never been accessible to us before, and should be productive of greatly 
enhanced results if properly exploited.78 

In an effort to restrict German shipping even further, the Allies asked Stock­
holm to stop all trading with Germany. The Swedes, however, were as yet 
unwilling to initiate a complete break and would only agree to withdraw 
marine insurance from ships sailing to Dutch and German ports lying west of 
Kiel. Within days the Allies issued a reminder of the hazards Swedish ships 
would face, timing their words to coincide with the reopening of the mining 
campaign in the Baltic and Kattegat and an air raid on Stettin that added three 
more vessels to the Swedes' mounting losses. On 18 August the Swedish 
government withdrew marine insurance for all ships sailing to Axis ports;• and 
on 19 September the Germans were also denied the use of Finnish shipping 
when that nation signed an armistice with the Soviet Union.79 

Two Mosquito and two Beaufighter squadrons, including No 404, were 
moved to Banff, Scotland, in early September in order to re-open No 18 
Group's offensive against Norwegian coastal traffic. Prior to the shift, Wing 
Commander A.K. Gatward was replaced as squadron co by Wing Commander 
E.W. Pierce, who had been one of the unit's first RCAF aircrew in May 1941. 
Although born and raised in England, Pierce had emigrated to Canada three 
years prior to joining the RCAF in July 1940. During a two-year tour with the 
squadron he had developed a reputation as 'a very good officer and operational 

' Sweden reluctantly closed its Baltic ports to German shipping on 27 September and finally 
placed a total embargo on exports to Germany on 1 January r945. 
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pilot' and he now returned after spending a year as a flying instructor at a 
Coastal OTU. With his arrival the RCAF content of No 404 Squadron included 
thirty-four of the thirty-six pilots and all but three of the 131 groundcrew. 
Even the squadron's previous shortage of Canadian navigators (w) was 
reduced, with twenty-two of the thirty-six on strength now being members of 
the RCAF.

80 

The four-squadron Banff wing commenced operations off the Norwegian 
coast on 6 September and by the end of the month had flown eleven strikes or 
sweeps. Only two, on 14 and 19 September, led to attacks on convoys, account­
ing for two merchantmen and one escort vessel for the loss of two aircraft, 
while a wing sweep on the 2 I st sank three small vessels. 81 These operations 
also re-acquainted the strike squadrons with the difficulties in attacking ship­
ping along the coast of Norway. 

Our knowledge of enemy movements on the Norwegian Coast south of KRISTIANSUND 

NORTH has always been very much less complete than in other areas . This, combined 
with the greater distance from our bases and the topographical difficulties, has resulted, 
according to recent statistics, in less than half the interceptions per sortie which we 
have been accustomed to obtain on the Dutch Coast ... 

In spite of these difficulties our operations against Norway have not been without 
their effect. Already the enemy sails south of STAVANGER by night only, lying up in 
narrow fiords like FARSUND and EGERSUND most of the day. However, because it is 
difficult for him to get in and out of these places in the darkness, it has been his habit 
to sail before night fall and to wait until after dawn before entering these anchorages. 

North of STA v ANGER the position is reversed. The channels through the Leads are 
so narrow that night sailings are avoided and shipping is found moving in small 
convoys of usually not more than three or four merchant ships with three or four escort 
vessels. Here the enemy has a good warning system and it is his practice, as soon as 
the presence of our aircraft is detected, to move into the nearest anchorage where the 
steepness of the coast or the land defences make attacks unprofitable. Because of this 
large strikes, preceded by reconnaissance aircraft, in this area have been largely 
unsuccessful. 82 

To meet the problems presented by these tactics, No 18 Group adopted a 
technique known as the Drem system (after the Scottish base where it ori­
ginated), which was aimed at positioning a strike wing off the enemy coast 
at first light in order to catch convoys before they turned into a defended 
anchorage. Since ' the technique of wing operations demanded accurate and 
compact formation flying' that could not be done in darkness, 'experiments 
and trials in August had resulted in a scheme to provide an illuminated 
rendezvous at sea. A single night flying aircraft was to lay flame markers in 
a pre-arranged position off the enemy coast near to the datum of a planned 
dawn strike. The wing was to take off singly in the dark, fly out to the 
enemy coast in loose order and on picking up the flame marked rendezvous 
was to circle it, form into close battle formation in the faint pre-dawn light 
and be on the enemy convoy route at the desired spot during the twilight 




