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PREFACE

HE Australian contribution to air fighting against Germany and Italy
Tconsisted in the allocation of a large number of individuals for virtual
incorporation within the Royal Air Force rather than the provision of
self-sufficient units to work in cooperation with the major force. Admit-
tedly, in consequence of the deep-seated desire of all Dominions that men
should be identified with their homeland, it was intended from the begin-
ning that these individuals should be grouped as soon as possible into
compact national formations. The military reverses of the first years of
war, the shifting emphasis of air operations themselves, the geographical
spread of air action, the failure in advance to appreciate the administrative
difficulties involved, and the perils which faced Australia in the Pacific
and caused reorientation of her war effort, all intervened to prevent any
neat and satisfactory solution. Consequently although there was no lack
of good will on either side, arrangements invariably lagged behind events,
and apart from three regular units of the Royal Australian Air Force
and seventeen temporary squadrons of that Force which served in Europe,
Australian airmen were spread among more than 500 squadrons of the
Royal Air Force. At some time or other one or more Australians served
with practically every combatant air squadron.

The spreading, in both time and space, of a comparatively small force
among so many major and minor combatant units presents a problem of
narration which has, perhaps, never before been attempted on this scale.

The first difficulty encountered was one of research, because at no time
did even half the Australian airmen in this theatre of war serve with
units which were required to forward even skeleton records direct to
Australian authorities. The task of identifying, locating and extracting
significant details of Australian deployment was undertaken by a small
group of officers, N.C.O’s and civilians who worked in London between
1945 and 1948. The continued existence of this research party was
frequently in danger, and it never had sufficient strength or clerical assist-
ance to do more than secure details obviously desirable. Great assistance
was given by Mr J. C. Nerney of Air Historical Branch of the Air
Ministry, not only in providing office space, but also in making records
available to us even at a time when his own staff might require them.
Mr Nerney was also very generous in giving his own time and valuable
guidance to researchers in their task of fitting this heterogeneous mass of
details into patterns conforming to the main trends of air warfare.
Even the task of extracting details, however, was by no means simple
because no thought was originally given to the likelihood that British
squadron records would become important source books for Dominion
authorities. It was not until late in 1943, consequent upon a policy
decision evoked by the wide spread of airmen trained under the Joint Air
Training Plan, that Royal Air Force operational record books began
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consistently to identify Dominion personnel by their nationality and service
numbers.

The standard of compilation of these records also varied greatly,
although in general they compared favourably with similar Australian
records. Narrators were also constantly faced with the problem familiar
in law courts that they were unable to cross-examine a document to
establish truth; they either had to accept or reject it. Difficulties, especially
those which arose out of the less satisfactory records of 1941 and 1942,
could not be resolved by reference to the airmen who might have been
involved, because a very high proportion of them were dead and the
remainder had been repatriated to Australia. Checking of detail was
pursued in any way possible, even when it entailed a relatively large
expenditure of time and effort. This checking has continued in Australia
and it is now probable that omissions rather than errors impair the
records collected by this research group. While acknowledging with deep
gratitude the conscientious work done by all who were connected with this
project, my thanks and those of the reader should go especially to Flight
Lieutenant R. S. Spear and his assistant, Sergeant R. Ward, who under-
took the many problems of research relating to the Middle East and
Mediterranean campaigns.

The second difficulty caused by wide geographical dispersal of Aus-
tralian airmen became more and more acute as the details of their
activities were laboriously compiled. The variety of individual Australian
experience is virtually coextensive with everything which was undertaken
in the air from mid-1941 onwards. In all campaigns of the war assistance
from the air was constantly demanded for all major and many minor
needs, and air power was drawn inevitably to the centres of pressure.
Units, changing their aircrews with a rapidity which appears fantastic
compared with army or naval practice, remained fairly constantly in the
front line; and incident, although perhaps minor in importance and
repetitive in character, was continuous. Australian squadrons, crews or
individual airmen took some part in practically all noteworthy events.
The problem thus became one of selection and of attempting to do
equal justice to all involved. There was a temptation to confine the story
to the activities of Australian squadrons formed for service in this
theatre. This would have enabled a fairly compact story of some of the
major phases of the war but would have entailed the double falsity of
ignoring more than half of the total Australians actually in the area,
and of recording the history of units which, though Australian in name
and law, were frequently of very mixed character. The compromise
which has finally been adopted—to tell the story chronologically within
each main command, with interest concentrated on Australian squadrons,
but to include the main activities of dispersed personnel—has many weak-
nesses from an historical viewpoint, but it does fulfil the particular needs
of an Australian war history.

Australians had no part in formulating strategy or tactics, nor were
they organised in units larger than single squadrons. The whole direction
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of the war which gives meaning to the effort of Australian airmen had to
be sought among records and documents not in the possession of the
Australian Government. This situation entails another departure from the
ideal because while Australians were so ubiquitous that reference to their
activities in all areas at all times is necessary, they were such a small part
in relation first to the Royal Air Force and later to the Anglo-American
air forces engaged that it is impracticable to give adequate consideration
to every point of policy and circumstance which affected them. This
history, then, does not purport to tell the complete history of air warfare
in Europe and the Middle East but only why, when, where and in what
degree Australian airmen were involved in such warfare.

Two difficulties must be recognised; on the one hand of submerging
a small but significant force by setting it too sharply in contrast with the
whole effort to which it contributed, and on the other of giving its
activities a purely episodic character through failure to bring out the
strategy which gave them significance. The full picture may be dimmed
or distorted by failure to refer to other events which were important in
themselves but had no precise reference to Australian activities. For two
other circumstances the author makes no apology. Firstly, the choice of
words is aimed to please not the military expert but the citizen, although
some of the generalisations enforced by lack of space may offend both.
Secondly, events and decisions are sometimes deliberately described as
they were made known to the men at the time.

One aspect which will probably be disregarded in other histories but
which is of great importance to Australia and is accorded some con-
siderable space is the story of the composition of the oversea force. In
particular the obvious disparity between the intentions of the Australian
Government and the eventual distribution of airmen is depicted. In the
event neither the “fully compact and easily identifiable” force desired
by Australia, nor the completely integrated British Commonwealth Air
Force advocated by some, was realised. There are lessons here to be
learnt for future emergencies. In addition some consideration is given to
the needs and aspirations of the airman as a human being and the
arrangements made to satisfy those needs.

As it is possible that at the time of publication this may be the first
account of one national contribution to the air warfare against Germany
and Italy there are some further considerations for the reader. Although,
naturally, emphasis lies continuously on Australian exploits, an attempt
has been made at frequent intervals to point out that, in most cases, con-
tribution to the total war effort was very small, and even at the decisive
level of operations was a mere fraction. It is for this reason that the
author has prepared frequent tables of bombing operations, so that the
eye, bemused by constant repetition of Australian achievement—and
Australian faults—may redress the bias in the record by quick reference
to the actual proportion of the total effort. These tables are basically
derived from individual raid reports made during or soon after the war,
checked and amended where possible. Their principal value is to depict
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the pattern of the whole offensive, and of Australian contribution to it;
and to give some comparison of estimated determination in seeking out
and bombing targets, and of losses sustained, between Australian squad-
rons and the whole force. As a measure of intention and of applied
effort they may also give a rough guide to the efficacy of bombing under
various conditions; but as they do not include raids in which Australian
squadrons did not engage, they do not purport to be in any way final or
comprehensive,

Special reference must also be made to the question of claims of
damage inflicted on the enemy. In a fast-moving action covering a large
area of sky it was extremely difficult for fighter pilots to assess the true
results of their combat. Sometimes pilots were seen parachuting to earth,
sometimes aircraft were actually seen to crash out of control on land or
in the sca—but there was always the danger of confusing friend and foe.
Claims could be duplicated when several pilots attacked one enemy air-
craft and in good faith each made a report which in time and space made
it appear that each had taken part in a separate action. In only a very
small percentage of cases was incontrovertible evidence of enemy loss avail-
able. It was inevitable, perhaps, at times of great activity when many
claims were under consideration, that the human factors of enthusiasm
and inability to give adequate considerations to each incident resulted in
many borderline and duplicated claims being officially recognised. Since
the war enemy records have made it quite clear that British wartime
figures were nearly always inflated, but in varying degrees.

This problem can be fairly readily resolved in a general history by
stating British claims over a period with actual enemy losses in paren-
theses, but this is impracticable in this sectional account. It would merely
introduce new absurdities to apply an average factor to Australian claims
and then make arbitrary selection of incident from the claims of many
individuals in each period.

The reader is therefore warned that the incidents related in the text
are based for the most part on the wartime assessments. Footnotes have
been employed on occasions to emphasise this, and the clumsy expedient
of reiteration of “claim”, “apparently”, “credited with” has been liberally
but not universally used. Wartime combat reports and assessments still
give the best reflection of the offensive spirit, general fighting qualities
and possible success of each individual. The precise tally of aircraft shot
down should be regarded as merely coincidental to the main task of doing
comparative justice to the Australian airmen and should be applied very
cautiously to any other context.

Fortunately the task of evaluating the results of air attack against enemy
naval and merchant shipping has proved much simpler because the fate
of each vessel can be decided, for the most part from enemy records. When
a number of aircraft attacked a single ship, however, it is still impractic-
able to establish definitely which was the vital torpedo, bomb or other
weapon, and this particular difficulty is especially apparent with the adop-
tion of wing-strike tactics against enemy shipping. The author is especially
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indebted to Captain D. V. Peyton-Ward, R.N., of the Air Ministry’s Air
Historical Branch, who has furnished valuable information concerning
attacks against U-boats and shipping, and whose generous guidance has
rectified many errors of fact and interpretation in the original text con-
cerning Coastal Command operations. For events in the Mediterranean
reliance has been placed in Allied and enemy records of shipping losses.

Some of the author’s indebtedness in the research and drafting stages
has already been indicated. To the General Editor, he, in common with
all the other writers, owes the inestimable boons of complete sympathetic
support, valuable advice and criticism which in no way limited the
writer’s freedom, and special help in the matter of sources, scale and
style. In the final long-drawn-out labours of compilation, checking, arrange-
ment, indexing, planning of maps and illustrations and a host of other
essential details, he owes much that is most successful to Mr W. R. Clark,
who for some years has acted as literary assistant to the three air writers
and who has gently but firmly eliminated errors and side issues. The maps
and diagrams were all drawn by Mr Hugh Groser. In more general fashion
members of the understaffed Historical Section of the Royal Australian
Air Force Headquarters have shown consistent enthusiasm and ability in
determining many facts which, because they were each relatively unimpor-
tant in themselves, were very hard to trace.

The author himself was an aircrew trainee under the Empire Air Train-
ing Scheme, left Australia in mid-1941 and did not return until the end
of 1947. His wartime experience consisted of operations as a pilot with
a Royal Air Force flying-boat squadron at Gibraltar; instructional duties
at a flying-boat operational training unit; Intelligence duties with a Royal
Australian Air Force squadron; education staff duties at Overseas Head-
quarters in London; and finally (extending until repatriation) historical
research.

J.H.
Melbourne, :
15th July, 1953
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