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Two Supermarine Seafires of A Flight, 808 Squadron aboard the
escort carrier HMS BATTLER shot down a Focke-Wulf Fw 200
Condor over the Bay of Biscay on 24 June 1943. The Condor was
shadowing a convoy traveling from Gibraltar to Britain. Lt P.
Constable, the Flight Commander, flew a Seafire L Mk IIC (A/NM970),
while Sub-Lt A.G. Penney piloted a Seafire Mk IIC (F/MB302).
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This book is dedicated to the men of the Fleet Air Arm who, whether
serving as aircrew or support personnel, fought against mighty odds for
the first three years of World War Two. Their courage, fortitude and
endurance witnessed the ultimate creation of a first-rate Naval Air Force
during the second half of that global conflict.

Specific thanks goes to the small band of naval airmen of the Air
Crew Association (Northwest Essex Branch) and in particular to
Malcolm Brown (Seafire pilot) and Bill Penlington (Swordfish pilot).
Their support over the years in bringing this project to fruition is truly
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(Previous Page) A Supermarine Seafire fighter — believed to be a
Seafire Mk IB — assigned to No 842 Squadron (Sqdn) is safely recov-
ered aboard the escort carrier HMS (His Majesty's Ship) FENCER.
Crewmen ran from the flight deck's edge toward the aircraft, whose
arrestor hook had grabbed one of the arrestor cables. Two other
cables are placed forward of the Seafire. The FENCER was built in
the United States as USS CROATAN (AVG-14) before being trans-
ferred to the Royal Navy in 1943. No 842 Sqdn received its first
Seafires in July of 1943, shortly before embarking on the FENCER.
The carrier served in the Atlantic and Pacific oceans before being
returned to the US at the end of 1946. (W. Penlington Collection)




Introduction

The Fleet Air Arm (FAA) of Britain's Royal Navy (RN) was a force
suffering more than its share of problems between the two World Wars.
Only from 1942 onwards did the Admiralty’s ‘Battleship Brigade’ sup-
porters concede the supremacy of aircraft over warships. Prior to that,
the aircraft was basically regarded as an observation platform for naval
gunnery, or for reconnaissance to seek out an adversary’s Fleet.

Defense of the British Fleet from aerial or submarine attack was
accorded low priority. The range of aircraft types on hand as World War
Two approached generally ranged in quality of performance from indif-
ferent to downright lethal. Additionally, control of the FAA was vested
in the Royal Air Force (RAF) until 1937. The loss of numerous RAF
skilled craftsmen when control was handed over to the Admiralty left a
dangerous technical vacuum, but FAA personnel made their best efforts
to retain technical proficiency during this period.

The FAA proved the worth of air-launched torpedoes in such episodes
as the crippling of the Italian Fleet at Taranto in 1940 and the BIS-
MARCK action. (These attacks had unfortunate consequences for other
nations in World War Two). The protection of convoys helped to ensure
that the Atlantic Lifeline remained intact. Aircraft designed for carrier
operations — including Grumman and Chance-Vought designs from the
United States — entered FAA service as the conflict progressed. These
new machines enabled a steadily expanding FAA to go on the offensive
in theatres ranging from the Arctic and Atlantic across to the Indian and
Pacific Oceans. By 1945, British and Commonwealth naval aviators had
truly demonstrated their worth in ensuring the successful outcome of
World War Two.

Early Days

The Naval Wing of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) was created in
1912. One year later, the cruiser HMS HERMES was fitted with a deck
for launching amphibian aircraft. The RFC's Naval Wing was renamed
the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) on 1 July 1914 — just over one
month before Britain entered World War One. In that conflict's first
three years, RNAS activities primarily involved seaplanes and fighters.
The latter were used to attack German Zeppelins (dirigibles) ‘shadow-
ing’ the Home Fleet. British airships performed anti-submarine patrols.
No 8 (Naval) Squadron, an RNAS fighter unit under RFC control, oper-
ated on the Western Front in Europe.

On 26 June 1917, the battlecruiser HMS FURIOUS was commis-
sioned. She was equipped with a flying deck forward of the superstruc-

The Blackburn Dart torpedo-bomber entered FAA service in 1923.
Approximately 70 examples served worldwide until 1935. The Dart's
solid landing gear — split to allow for torpedo or bomb carriage -
was a prized asset for a carrier-based aircraft. FAA aircraft wore
Aluminum dope finish on their fabric-covered surfaces, while metal
surfaces were left unpainted.

ture, while retaining a single 18 inch (45.7 cM) gun on the aft deck.
Squadron Commander E.H. Dunning successfully landed his Sopwith
Pup fighter on the FURIOUS on 2 August 1917. The flight deck lacked
arresting cables; instead, deck crewmen grabbed special rope toggles fit-
ted to Dunning's Pup. The 3-knot (3.5 MPH/5.6 KMH) speed margin
between ship and aircraft made it easy for the deck crew to grab the
Pup. Five days later, Dunning made a second landing attempt aboard the
FURIOUS; however, his Pup overshot the flight deck. The aircraft
stalled before crashing into the sea and Dunning was drowned.

On 1 April 1918, the RNAS and the RFC were merged to form the
Royal Air Force (RAF) — the world's first independent air arm. The
RAF's formation resulted in the Air Ministry taking charge of naval avi-
ation from the Admiralty. The Fleet Air Arm (FAA) was formed as a
branch of the RAF in 1924 and would not come under RN control until
1937.

In 1918, the former Italian liner CONTE ROSSO was fitted with a
long flush deck and named HMS ARGUS. HMS HERMES (II) — the
first purpose-designed carrier built — entered service in 1924, followed
by HMS EAGLE later that year. The latter vessel featured a bridge
structure on the center starboard side, which became standard on all sub-
sequent RN carriers. In 1925, HMS FURIOUS returned to service after
an extensive refit to complete the RN's carrier strength for most of the
1920s. Joining these ships in service were the converted battlecruisers
HMS COURAGEOUS in 1928 and HMS GLORIOUS two years
later.

Great Britain entered the 1930s with more aircraft carriers (six) than
either the United States (three) or Japan (three). The British ships were
inferior to their US and Japanese counterparts in both aircraft carrying
capacity and maximum speed (approximately three knots less). The
FAA's modest strength of 130 aircraft — all biplanes — meant that there
were more than sufficient vessels to accommodate this overall number
of aircraft.

The first modern British carrier was the HMS ARK ROYAL,
launched in 1937 — the same year the FAA won full operational inde-
pendence from the RAF. By this stage of development, carriers were
equipped with lateral arrester wires and flexible screens to prevent air-
craft from toppling overboard. A flexible barrier designed to prevent air-
craft missing the arrester wires from crashing into any parked aircraft
was also fitted. Additionally, the ARK ROYAL had armor protection
for her fuel and ammunition compartments.

The ILLUSTRIOUS class carriers introduced in 1940 had armor pro-
tection extended to their flight decks, but the ILLUSTRIOUS, the FOR-
MIDABLE, and the VICTORIOUS featured only two lifts (US=eleva-

The Blackburn Blackburn entered service as a spotter/reconnais-
sance aircraft in 1923. The high cockpit position gave the pilot good
forward visibility for takeoffs and landings. Spotters looked out from
within the fuselage through two portholes on each fuselage side.
The Blackburn was removed from the FAA inventory in 1931, four
years ahead of the Dart.




A Blackburn Ripon releases its torpedo into the water during an
exercise in February of 1932. The aircraft was assigned to D Flight at
Gosport, England, home to the Royal Navy's Torpedo School. The
Ripon entered service in 1929, superceding the Dart as the FAA's
principal torpedo-bomber. Blackburn built 92 Ripons, which served
until 1935.

Two 'vee' formations of No 810 Squadron Blackburn Baffins take off
from Gosport, near the Portsmouth Naval Base. The Baffin replaced
the Ripon in FAA service from January of 1935, although the newer
aircraft's overall performance was only marginally better than the
Ripon. The Fairey Swordfish replaced the Baffin in the torpedo-
bomber role in 1937.

HMS FURIOUS was originally designed
as a battlecruiser with two 18-inch (45.7
cm) main guns. A flight deck replaced
the forward turret when she was com-
missioned on 67 June 1917, while the
aft main gun was retained. A fatal acci-
dent during deck landing trials in 1917
resulted in the landing deck being
placed aft of the superstructure, with
ramps flanking the superstructure to
maneuver aircraft forward. The FURI-
OUS retained this configuration until
she was rebuilt with a flush flight deck
in 1925.

tors) compared to the ARK ROYAL'’s three. Equally important for sur-
vival prospects was the provision of flash-proof compartments around
the hangars and extractor fans for drawing off gasoline fumes. Asbestos
or steel fire-curtains were placed in the hangars of the ILLUSTRIOUS
class INDOMITABLE and the later fleet carriers INDEFATIGABLE
and IMPLACABLE. The latter three ships also had extended internal
hangar space. Finally, the lifts on the latter two vessels could accommo-
date aircraft weighing nine tons (8.2 MT), compared to the other four
carriers' limitation of six tons (5.4 MT).

The FAA had only 220 aircraft when World War Two began on 1
September 1939. The only monoplane type in FAA service was the
Blackburn Skua, a fighter/dive-bomber with moderate speed and bomb-
carrying capability. The other aircraft types were biplanes, including the
Fairey Swordfish torpedo-bomber, the Gloster Sea Gladiator fighter,
and the Supermarine Walrus and Fairey Seafox spotter aircraft. The RN
seemed to court disaster by pitting this motley collection against a mod-
ern Luftwaffe and the heavy anti-aircraft (AA) armament of German
warships.

FAA aircraft prior to World War Two were finished in overall
Aluminum Dope (FS17178) on fabric-covered surfaces. Metal surfaces
were originally left unpainted, but later painted Cerrux Grey (FS16440)
for protection against corrosion.

Pre-War Carrier Identification Band Colors

Ship Color (Approximate FS Color)
ARGUS Green (FS14187)

FURIOUS Red (FS11136)

HERMES White (FS17778)

EAGLE Black (FS17078)
COURAGEOUS Blue (FS15056)

GLORIOUS Yellow (FS13538)

ARK ROYAL Blue/Red/Blue

Individual Aircraft Fleet Numbers, 1924-39

Flight (Squadron) No Code Range
401 Onwards 1-19

420 Onwards 20-39

440 Onwards 40-59

460 Onwards 60-89

Fleet Numbers were displayed on the fuselage band in Black or
White, depending upon the band’s color.




HMS HERMES was the first British air-
craft carrier designed for this role and
was commissioned in July of 1923. She
had a low deck profile compared to
other Royal Navy carriers. The aft flight
deck was raised in a shallow curve and
supported by twin pillar structures. The
HERMES was built with her superstruc-
ture on the starboard side of her flight
deck, which was similar to the super-
structure fitted to her near contempo-
rary, HMS EAGLE. HMS HERMES was
sunk by Japanese carrier aircraft off
Ceylon (now Sri Lanka) on 9 April 1942.

During the inter-war period, several FAA aircraft designs were
adopted to carry floats instead of landing gear. One example was the
Hawker Osprey fighter-reconnaissance aircraft, a derivative of the
Royal Air Force's Hart light bomber. The Osprey entered service
with FAA carrier-based squadrons and catapult flights in 1932 and
was only declared obsolete in 1940.

This float-equipped Flycatcher flies above Mediterranean Fleet war-
ships moored at Gibraltar during the early 1930s. The carrier HMS
ARGUS was anchored near three battlecruisers (L-R): RENOWN,
REPULSE, and HOOD. The latter two warships were sunk in 1941,
the REPULSE by Japanese aircraft and the HOOD by the German
battleship BISMARCK.

The Fairey Flycatcher was the first purpose-built British carrier
fighter and served in this role from 1924 until 1934. Previous FAA
fighters were adaptations of existing Royal Air Force (RAF) fighter
aircraft. This Flycatcher operated from RAF Leuchars, Scotland,
which served as a holding base for carrier-based aircraft assigned
to the Home Fleet.

This No 810 Squadron Blackburn Shark (645/K4362) was finished in
overall Aluminum dope and natural metal with black on the upper
fuselage. The blue fuselage band was assigned to aircraft from HMS
COURAGEOUS. The Shark torpedo-bomber had a long arrestor
hook mounted under the aft fuselage.




No 820 Sqdn Sharks prepare to launch from the COURAGEOUS dur-
ing the mid-1930s, while Baffins are spotted aft of the Sharks. The
COURAGEOUS and her sister ship the GLORIOUS could each han-
dle up to 48 aircraft. Both FAA and RAF personnel served as deck
handlers on Royal Navy carriers until the FAA came under Royal
Navy control in 1937.
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.

Fairey Swordfish Mk Is of No 823 Sqdn from HMS GLORIOUS pass
the Royal Yacht VICTORIA AND ALBERT and a NELSON class battle-
ship during the Naval Review at Spithead, England. This 1937 review
celebrated the coronation of King George VI. The Swordfish had yel-
low fuselage bands to indicate assignment to the GLORIOUS. Black
and white stripes on K5972’s tail indicated a Squadron Leader.

Deck handlers complete folding the wings of a Swordfish Mk |
(684/L2731) of No 821 Sqdn aboard the ARK ROYAL. The three-digit
code on the fuselage and upper wing undersurface was replaced
with letter/number codes in May of 1939. Deck handlers wore light-
weight footwear for ease of movement on the flight deck.

Three Hawker Nimrod Mk Is of No 800 Sqdn fly over their ship, HMS
COURAGEOUS. The aircraft had blue fuselage bands, while the lead
aircraft's colored vertical stabilizer indicated either a flight or
squadron commander's aircraft.

Swordfish Mk Is assigned to No 810 Sqdn fly in formation in late
1937. The blue fuselage bands for the COURAGEOQOUS' aircraft did
not extend to the upper fuselage. No 810 Sqgdn converted from
Sharks to Swordfish in September of 1937 and transferred to the
newly commissioned HMS ARK ROYAL the following year.

A Swordfish Mk |, code 609, launches from the HMS FURIOUS dur-
ing the late 1930s. A flying-off platform was placed under the for-
ward main flight deck. No. 812 Sqdn replaced their Baffins with
Swordfish in October of 1936. This unit later transferred from the
FURIOUS to the COURAGEOUS. A German submarine sank the lat-
ter ship on 17 September 1939.




Pilots man their Blackburn Skuas at a Royal Naval Air Station
(RNAS) early in World War Two. Groundcrewmen turn the propeller
blades to clear pooled oil from the engine cylinders before engine

start. A 30 pound (13.6 kG) practice bomb is mounted under the near

Into Action

September of 1939 proved a hard introduction for the FAA carriers,
with their strength reduced by one vessel. On 17 September, HMS
COURAGEOUS was torpedoed and sunk while part of an anti-subma-
rine force. Over 500 crewmen were drowned. The following winter saw
little direct carrier involvement, but the situation altered drastically with
the German invasion of Denmark and Norway on 9 April 1940. With
Norway out of range for RAF fighters in Britain, it fell to HMS ARK
ROYAL, FURIOUS, and GLORIOUS to provide basic air cover to the
Anglo/French ground forces. Carrier-based Skuas were used to attack
German targets in Norway. Ironically, the Skuas that sank the German
light cruiser KONIGSBERG on 10 April were from Nos 800 and 803
Squadrons based at Hatston airfield in the Orkney Islands! The limita-
tions of the Sea Gladiator as a fighter with four machine-guns and the
Skua's poor defensive armament and unarmored fuel tanks were typical
of the steadily mounting odds the FAA had to contend with during the
two-month Norwegian Campaign. Despite this, a steady number of
Luftwaffe aircraft were downed. All three carriers managed to survive
numerous aerial assaults, although a bomb-blast did force the FURI-
OUS to return to Britain for necessary temporary repairs. The GLORI-
OUS embarked the Hawker Hurricanes of the RAF's No 46 Squadron
from Bardufoss in northern Norway during the Allied withdrawal. On
18 June, the carrier was intercepted and sunk by the German battlecruis-
ers SCHARNHORST and GNEISENAU, with a heavy loss of life
among the GLORIOUS' crew. The Norwegian Campaign was a classic
example of ‘too little, too late, a situation which dogged the Allied
Powers over the ensuing two years.

HMS COURAGEOUS was a battlecruis-
er converted to an aircraft carrier and
was commissioned on 5 May 1928. An
aircraft — believed to be a Fairey IlID
reconnaissance aircraft — was spotted
on the forward flying-off deck during
the early 1930s. A barrier erected
across her main flight deck was a
windbreak, to reduce gusts across the
deck. The COURAGEOUS saw only two
weeks of wartime service before the
German U-boat (submarine) U-20 sank
her southwest of Ireland on 17
September 1939.

Skua's port wing. The Skua was the FAA’s first monoplane aircraft,
having entered service in November of 1938. The Skua saw action as
a dive-bomber and fighter-reconnaissance aircraft during the first
two years of the conflict.

This Skua (L6G/L3011) was assigned to No 806 Sqdn, which was
shorebased at RNAS Eastleigh, England. The tailcode indicated
assignment to HMS ILLUSTRIOUS. The Sky Grey (FS36463) under-
surface color was applied high on the fuselage side and on the verti-
cal tail. The Skua had a Type B roundel (red and blue) on the fuse-
lage, instead of the usual Type A (red, white, and blue) insignia.

FAA aircraft were camouflaged with the outbreak of war in 1939,
Upper surfaces were painted Extra Dark Sea Grey (FS36118) and Dark
Slate Grey (FS34096). The upper surfaces of biplanes’ lower wings
were Dark Sea Grey (FS36173) and Light Slate Grey (FS34159) until
early 1941, when they were changed to Extra Dark Sea Grey and Dark
Slate Grey. Undersurfaces were finished Sky Grey (FS36463), which
was often extended to the fuselage sides and vertical tail surfaces
through early 1941. The undersurface color was changed to Sky
(FS34504) in August of 1940. Fuselage codes were painted black,
white, Light Slate Grey, or red, depending upon the aircraft's finish.




Battle of the Atlantic

The initial period of the Battle of the Atlantic began in a deceptive
manner, with the Kriegsmarine (German Navy) laboriously building up
its U-boat (unterseeboot; submarine) strength. The Germans saw their
primary threat to British merchant convoys being provided by their capi-
tal ships (battleships and battlecruisers). The armored cruiser — popular-
ly called a ‘pocket battleship’ — ADMIRAL GRAF SPEE did sizeable
destruction in the Atlantic. She was hunted down and destroyed in the
River Plate off Montevideo, Uruguay in December of 1939. In this time,
the FAA’s main role was to seek out and destroy German blockade-run-
ners.

The German occupation of France in June of 1940 provided access to
major seaports from which the U-boats could sail directly into the
Atlantic. Their crews had aerial co-operation in the form of the Focke-
Wulf Fw 200 Condor, whose reconnaissance effectiveness was
enhanced by the initial absence of effective aerial defenses. In early
1941, both the SCHARNHORST and the GNEISENAU made further
effective sorties before returning to the French base at Brest. But the
worst potential threat to the already hard-pressed convoy system
emerged in May of 1941, when the massive battleship BISMARCK
sailed from Norway out into the North Atlantic.

While the battlecruiser HOOD and the newly commissioned battle-
ship PRINCE OF WALES sailed to intercept, the equally new carrier
VICTORIOUS also entered the fray. The shocking loss of the HOOD in
a brief battle off Iceland on 24 May was followed by the BISMARCK
eluding her ‘shadowing’ cruisers SUFFOLK and NORFOLK.
Swordfish from No 826 Squadron aboard the VICTORIOUS — led by Lt
Cdr Eugene Esmonde — attacked the BISMARCK later on the 24th, but
inflicted only minor damage on the German battleship.

The ARK ROYAL steamed up from Gibraltar and launched her No
810 Squadron Swordfish after a RAF Consolidated Catalina found the
BISMARCK on 26 May. The airmen picked out a warship through poor
visibility and launched their ‘tin-fish'; however, it was not the BISMAR-
CK, but the British cruiser HMS SHEFFIELD, which acted in a ‘shad-
owing’ role! Fortunately, the torpedoes' magnetic pistols impacted upon
contact with the water. The Swordfish returned to the ARK ROYAL to
prepare a new attack, this time with contact fuses fitted to the torpedoes.
By now the carrier deck was pitching violently, but all the Swordfish
were successfully launched. This time, the BISMARCK was picked out
and struck by two torpedoes. The second weapon hit her rudder,
irreparably jamming the massive unit and causing the warship to steam

Swordfish are spotted on the aft flight deck of HMS ARK ROYAL
early in World War Two. The deck elevator parallel to the 'island’
superstructure was lowered to the hangar deck. The ARK ROYAL
and her aircraft played a prominent role in FAA activities between
1939 and 1941.

in continuous circles. All Swordfish were safely recovered aboard the
ARK ROYAL, despite low visibility and rain that night. Royal Navy
warships surrounded and sank the BISMARCK the next morning, 27
May.

Esmonde was also involved in the infamous ‘Channel Dash’ by the
SCHARNHORST, the GNEISENAU, and the heavy cruiser PRINZ
EUGEN on 11-13 February 1942. A combination of German initiative
and British air and submarine reconnaissance failure allowed the
German warships to slip up the English Channel from Brest, France.
Esmonde’s No 825 Sqdn was then based at Manston, Kent and took off
to attack the vessels on 12 February. The failure of their Supermarine
Spitfire fighter escort to rendezvous left the six lumbering Swordfish
wide open to attack by Messerschmitt Bf 109 and Focke-Wulf Fw 190
fighters. The upper wing of Esmonde’s aircraft was ripped off and the
aircraft plummeted into the sea. No aircraft survived the attack and only
five out of 18 airmen survived, while no torpedoes hit a target. The
three warships reached Germany; however, their tactical success was a
strategic failure, since they now had a much more protracted and diffi-
cult route into the Atlantic.

The U-boat threat to Britain was more consistent and lethal, but the
provision of proper large-scale shipborne aircraft numbers to counter
that threat was many months away in 1940-41. The initial and some-
what desperate counter-measure was to install catapults on the seaplane
training ship HMS PEGASUS and four converted merchantmen. These
modified ships — called Fighter Catapult Ships (FCS) — could carry up
to three Fairey Fulmar fighters from No 804 Sqdn, whose primary duty
was to drive away or down ‘shadowing’ Fw 200 Condors. Some 33
convoys were covered in this basic manner up to late 1941, but two FCS
were sunk in the process. These losses included the FCS PATIA, which
was lost before she embarked her aircraft!

The second form of catapult vessel appeared in May of 1941, with 30
‘Empire’ class merchantmen equipped with one bow-mounted catapult
per ship. This ship type was called the Catapult Armed Merchant
(CAM) ship. Each catapult bore a Hawker Hurricane fighter manned by
an RAF pilot. Over the ensuing two years, the CAMs protected upwards
of 20 convoys. Although just eight operational launches were recorded,
these resulted in six ‘destroyed’ and three ‘probable’ claims. In both
FCS and CAM operations, the British pilots had the stark choice of bail-
ing out over the convoy or heading for friendly soil, should that latter
option be attainable. The cost in vessels was high, with 13 FCS and
CAM ships sunk.

The first true escort-carrier type was a conversion of the captured
German refrigerator ship HANNOVER. The vessel was renamed HMS
AUDACITY when commissioned into the RN on 20 June 1941. Her

A Skua crewman adjusts his colleague's helmet while standing
alongside their aircraft, with a deck crewman standing nearby. The
Skua's rear gunner was armed with a .303 caliber (7.7vm) Lewis
Mk HIE machine gun. The aft canopy panel was opened for access
and for firing the weapon.




short 420-foot (128 m) long flight deck supported just eight Grumman
Martlet (F4F Wildcat) fighters. Only two arrestor cables were fitted
and there was no hangar facility. Over the course of her short career on
the Gibraltar convoy route, the AUDACITY’s fighters downed at least
five ‘shadowers’ and assisted in the sinking of U-131 while losing just
one aircraft and pilot. The carrier was torpedoed and sunk by U-751
while sailing from Gibraltar on 20 December 1941.

Britain ultimately turned to ‘The Arsenal of Democracy’ — the United
States — for a comprehensive long-term solution. British shipyards were
by then fully taken up with constructing escort vessels, particularly
corvettes and frigates. The first of 33 US-built escort carriers (CVEs)
was the HMS AVENGER, which was lost in the Mediterranean follow-
ing Operation TORCH (the Allied invasion of French North Africa) in
November of 1942. The violent explosion from a single torpedo strike
was caused by an insecure gasoline system. Subsequent delivery of the
other CVEs was delayed until satisfactory modifications were intro-
duced. The first of these modified vessels, HMS BITER, entered ser-
vice just as the Battle of the Atlantic reached its climax. In early 1943,
Britain was losing over 600,000 tons (544,320 MT) of merchant shipping
per month. This was a ‘break-even’ figure beyond which production
would fatally lag if this loss-rate were sustained. In March, two huge
convoys were intercepted and lost 21 vessels, while just one U-boat was
sunk. During April and May, the presence of the Iceland-based VLR
(Very Long Range) Consolidated Liberators of No 120 Sqdn was
added to the aerial strength of both the BITER and the USS BOGUE
(CVE-9). Also arriving on the scene was the lethal Mk 24 Mine — an air-
dropped ‘homing' torpedo — while the second RN escort-carrier HMS
ARCHER appeared. The first of 13 U-boats sunk during April and May
was U-203, falling to a Swordfish of the BITER's No 811 Sqdn. A No
819 Sqdn Swordfish from ARCHER so crippled U-752 that she was
abandoned. Finally, U-89 was depth-charged to destruction by the
escorts, after being guided to their prey by a Swordfish from the BITER.

On the Gibraltar convoy route, the aircrews on HMS BITER,
FENCER, and BATTLER shared a similar cover duty along with
HMS PURSUER. The latter warship was a specialist ‘assault’ carrier
bearing only Wildcat Mk Vs. One action in February of 1944 against a
force of Heinkel He 177s and Fw 200s armed with Henschel Hs 293
‘glide-bombs’ led to the interception and destruction of two bombers.
By now, the FAA was operating its aircraft in a 'hunter-killer' role, using
Wildcats to engage the gunners aboard U-boats remaining to fight it out
on the surface. The fighters generally allowed their companion Avenger
or Swordfish to deliver depth charges or rockets.

Four out of the final figure of 37 CVEs were built in Britain. These

This Fairey Fulmar Mk | was assigned to No 808 Sqdn aboard the
ARK ROYAL during 1941. This twin-seat fighter's basic shape was
similar to the Fairey Battle light bomber. The Fulmar's maximum
speed of 256 mpH (412 kmH) was slower than most Axis fighters; how-
ever, it gave sterling service between 1940 and 1942. Fulmar pilots
in the Mediterranean claimed over 100 'kills.'

The aircraft was armed with four .303 caliber machine guns in a tur-
ret. The aft fuselage spine behind the cockpit retracted to allow the
gunner to fully train his weapons. The lead Roc has what appears to
be a Type B fuselage roundel with a yellow outer ring.

ships were HMS ACTIVITY, CAMPANIA, NAIRANA, and VIN-
DEX, which entered service in May of 1943. The vessels featured pro-
tection for fuel and ordnance as well as anti-fuel vapor precautions; the
loss of both the AVENGER and the DASHER to similar violent explo-
sions undoubtedly influenced Admiralty thinking. The flight decks were
made of steel as opposed to the wooden decks of US escort carriers, and
one hangar was provided.

The final variation in escort-carrier design was totally British — the
Merchant Aircraft Carrier (MAC)-Ship. Nineteen grain-ships and oil
tankers replaced their superstructures with 422-ft. (128.6 M) long flight-
decks; the former vessel-type also bore a hangar facility. Two Swordfish
Sqdns — Nos 936 and 869 — provided a pool of aircraft for the MAC-
Ships, divided into flights of four (grain-ships) and three (oil tankers)
aircraft. The ships’ crews, apart from the aircrew and deck-crews, were
provided by the Merchant Navy.

From May of 1943, the U-boat threat — although never totally elimi-
nated — never remotely attained its former level for the remainder of
World War Two. The part that 13 “Trade Protection” RN CVEs played
in this defeat cannot be underestimated; however, the early pace of U-
boat destruction by FAA aircraft generally gave way to largely non-
eventful convoy patrols. On the other hand, the very presence of aircraft
was of passive benefit by forcing the U-boats to remain submerged for
fear of being attacked. Later in the war, the even more effective
Grumman TBF/TBM Avenger torpedo-bomber operated off the CVE
decks. FAA crews directly or indirectly sank 19 U-boats from May of
1943 until the war in Europe's end on 8 May 1945.

A Swordfish just raised from the hangar deck warms up its engine
aboard an aircraft carrier. Deck crewmen prepare to unfold its wings
prior to launch. Two other Swordfish, a Fulmar, and four Skuas were
spotted on the aft flight deck preparing for takeoff. Swordfish from
the carriers VICTORIOUS and ARK ROYAL aided in the pursuit of the
BISMARCK in May of 1941.
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Deck crewmen load a 50
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swung out to release th
away from the propeller:
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tor. The retractable crash
immediately in front
Fulmar's wheels. This bal
raised during recovery of
to prevent landing airc
overshooting into the |
parking area. A cruiser, b
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the ARK ROYAL's port qu



A Fulmar has its arrestor hook
lowered as it prepares to recover
aboard the ARK ROYAL. The hook
engaged the first of the steel
arrestor cables strung across the
carrier's aft flight deck. The cables
were raised for recovery opera-
tions, which allowed the hook to
easily grab the cable and bring the
aircraft to a stop. Three deck crew-
man stood in the gallery beside
the flight deck and prepared to
assist in releasing the hook from
the arrestor cable after the Fulmar
had come to a stop. This Fulmar
was assigned to either No 807 or
808 Sqdn, both of which operated
off the ARK ROYAL during 1940
until the carrier's sinking on 13
November 1941.

Deck hands push a recovered
Fulmar towards a fleet carrier's
stern, where it would likely be low-
ered into the hangar deck for ser-
vicing. One crewman braces him-
self against the intake for the 1080
horsepower (HP) Rolls-Royce
Merlin VIIl engine. The wings were
folded back after recovery, with
the flaps extended. The pilot
remained in the cockpit during the
deck handling to work the brakes.
The metal strip fitted in front of the
canopy hid exhaust flames from
the pilot's eyes at night and in low
visibility.

In addition to carrier-based opera-
tions, several British battleships
and cruisers embarked Swordfish
as spotter and reconnaissance air-
craft early in World War Two. A
Swordfish Mk | floatplane (V4367)
of No 701 Catapult Flight is low-
ered over the side of the battleship
HMS MALAYA at Scapa Flow dur-
ing 1940. The engine ran while the
crew settled into their positions
inside the cockpit. Paint on the
floats showed wear from frequent
immersion in salt water. Scapa
Flow in the Orkney Islands north
of Scotland was a major British
naval base during both World
Wars.




Swordfish of No 825 Sqdn are arranged
on the flight deck of HVS VICTORIOUS,
armed for an attack on the German bat-
tleship BISMARCK on 24 May 1941. The
slight sea swell soon changed to heav-
ing waters, which sent the carrier’s
bow through a 40 foot (12.2 m) vertical
pitch prior to launch. All the Swordfish
took off despite these conditions and
attacked the BISMARCK, which was
loose in the North Atlantic and threat-
ening Britain's sea lanes of communi-
cation. The assault scored one hit on
the battleship and all Swordfish suc-
cessfully recovered aboard the VICTO-
RIOUS.

§
{ Carrier Codes for Aircraft, 1939-41 Squadron Code Number Ranges
Letter Ship Number Range Role
A ARK ROYAL 1-5 Torpedo/Spotter/Reconnaissance
H 6 COURAGEOUS 6-7 Fighter
1 = EAGLE 8 Fighter (later allocation)
F FORMIDABLE Example: A5 was assigned to a torpedo squadron aboard ARK ROYAL,
G GLORIOUS while E6 was given to a fighter squadron aboard EAGLE.
H HERMES
L ILLUSTRIOUS Individual Aircraft Code Letters
M IMPLACABLE Letters Flight (within Squadron)
N INDOMITABLE AtoC 1
R ARGUS FtoH )
U FURIOUS Kto M 3
V VICTORIOUS PtoR 4
UtoW 5

Lt Cdr Eugene Esmonde (second from
left) poses with four of his No 825 Sqdn
colleagues in front of a Swordfish Mk |
aboard HMS ARK ROYAL during the
summer of 1941. Esmonde commanded
the Squadron aboard the VICTORIOUS
during the first torpedo attack on the
BISMARCK on 24 May 1941. On 11
February 1942, King George VI present-
ed Esmonde with the Distinguished
Service Order (DSO) for leading the
assault on the BISMARCK. One day
later, Esmonde was killed leading six
Swordfish in a vain attack upon the
German warships SCHARNHORST,
GNEISENAU, and PRINZ EUGEN mak-
ing the 'Channel Dash' to Germany. He
was posthumously awarded the
Victoria Cross (VC) — the British
Commonwealth's highest award for
military valor, and the first awarded to
the FAA - for this mission.




A Fulmar is mounted on the amidships
catapult ramp of the SPRINGBANK.
She was one of four merchant ships
commissioned into the Royal Navy as
Fighter Catapult Ships (FCS). These
vessels served between December of
1940 and June of 1942, when they were
replaced by escort carriers. The FCS
embarked up to three Fulmars, drawn
from No 804 Sqdn, which were
launched to drive off or shoot down
enemy aircraft threatening the convoy
being escorted. The Focke-Wulf Fw 200
Condor was the primary threat aircraft
these fighters faced. The FCS lacked
aircraft recovery facilities, meaning
that the pilot had to land on the nearest
friendly airfield or ditch into the ocean.

The Fairey Seafox reconnaissance and
spotter aircraft was in limited service
aboard Royal Navy cruisers early in
World War Two. FAA aircraft replaced
their Aluminum and Cerrux Grey
(FS16440) finishes with camouflage
when the conflict began. Upper sur-
faces were Extra Dark Sea Grey
(FS36118) and Dark Slate Grey
(FS34096) over Sky Grey (FS36463).
Upper surfaces of biplanes' lower
wings were Dark Sea Grey (FS36173)
and Light Slate Grey (FS34159) through
1941, while undersurfaces were Sky
(FS34504) from August of 1940. This
No 702 Sqdn Seafox was assigned to
the Armed Merchant Cruiser (AMC)
ASTURIAS, which embarked the air-
craft until 1943. The aircraft was
believed to be used on non-operational
duties, since the aft cockpit occupant
does not appear to be wearing flight
clothing.

A Hawker Hurricane is launched over
the bow of a Catapult Armed Merchant
(CAM) Ship during a test in 1941. CAM
Ships were among Britain's earliest
countermeasures against the Fw 200
Condors threatening Allied convoys. A
single Hurricane (usually flown by an
RAF pilot) was launched to seek out
and attack the German aircraft. After
each mission, the pilot ditched or
bailed out over the convoy or flew to
the nearest friendly land. The Royal
Navy used 35 CAM Ships between May
of 1941 and August of 1943. The eight
Hurricanes launched during this period
downed six German aircraft, damaged
two others, and drove off three aircraft.




A. Fairey Albacore assigned to No 817 Sqdn aboard the VICTORIOUS  the last biplane combat aircraft to enter British service. No 817 Sqdn
flies past the Scottish coast during late 1941. The Albacore entered  Albacores made an unsuccessful attack on the German battleship
FAA service in the spring of 1940 and was intended to replace the  TIRPITZ on 9 March 1942. "
Swordfish in the torpedo/spotter/reconnaissance (TSR) role. It was
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A No 81? Sqdn Albacore taxis after recovering aboard the VICTORI-  An Albacore's 1085 Hp Bristol Taurus Il engine is run up while the
T T 1T AT GTETaTENT 17 177 177 aIFiTaT s oS 7 e aimoniei i er oo o it Geent 177 vmis 1S
past the lowered safety barrier, which was then raised for the next  from the fuselage joint for ease of stowage aboard all Royal Na
aircraft to be recovered. The Deck Landing Control Officer (DLCO)  carriers. The items fitted under the Albacore's wings are believed to
on the flight deck edge has his arms stretched out to direct an be depth charges.
incoming aircraft.

Two WRNS (Women's Royal Naval Service) personnel assist a civil- A WRNS radio mechanic tests the equipment inside a Swordfish's
ian in replacing a Swordfish's canvas cockpit cover after conducting  aft cockpit. The circular fitting on the port side was a mounting point
a radio test. The horizontal rods ahead of the windshield and  for the Type O-3 compass. Airspeed and altitude repeater indicators
attached to the center wing struts were torpedo sight bars with  for the observer were placed on the port cockpit wall. Immediately’
spaced lights. This sighting system was used to assess the target  aft of the observer's station was the TAG’s (Telegrapher/Air Gunne).

vessel's speed during atta