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THE PURSUIT OF THE WARSHIPS

Bomber Command sent a very powerful force of bombers of all types

to find and attack the three German warships. But to most of the crews

it was as if each bomber was out by itself. There was no pitched battle

of aircraft in mass formation, and it is only from very many individual

reports, eachrecording no more than a momentary glimpse of the engagement,
that anything like a picture of the whole operation can be drawn.

Without the aid of weather that amounted to a vast and persistent

smoke-screen, the Germans would not have moved the Scharnhorst, the

Gneisenau, and the Prince Eugen through the English Channel. This

was a necessary condition of the operation, and one that all the crews

of Bomber Command had to accept. And so, for all the bombers, which

pursued the warships along the coast of France and the Low Countries, there

began in the afternoon a search among the clouds above the sea, with rain

or sleet drawing a curtain in front of the pilot as effectively as the

clouds screened everything below.

In places there were three distinct layers of cloud, none of which

the bomb-aimers could see through as they waited, with their hands on the

bomb-switches, ready at any moment to release their bombs. Always the

clouds were very low over the water.

Typical was the experience of a Halifax crew. The bomber had been

out for some time when there came from it a signal to base - "Engaging

warship". The pilot had almost given up hope of finding the ship when

he saw anti-aircraft fire coming through the clouds. He dived to

within 400 or 500 feet of the sea, which took him just below the cloud,

and then he saw a number of ships.

This is how his navigator's log book reads

16.39 hours. Flak through cloud.

16.42 hours. Sighted ships. Lost then again in cloud.

16.58 hours. We were fired at again.

17.05 hours. Saw ships again, one with large superstructure.
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Only very occasionally was high-level bombing possible. At

about 3 o’clock the crews of three Wellingtons, flying at 8,000 feet,
saw the eake of the ships through gaps in the cloud: all three bombed,
but the clouds closed again before anyone could see the bombs burst.

Ten minutes later a Wellington bombed from 150 feet, but, with

the cloud-base not much more than 100 feet higher, the pilot of another

low-flying Wellington thought it better, as the bombs might prove

ineffective when dropped from such a height, to circle and shadow the

warships and their escort of destroyers. This he did for some 20 minutes,

getting fixes to enable other forces to be sent against the ship. The

Hampdens and Manchesters coming later were a little more fortunate in

their weather and were able to see their bombs straddle the battleships.

Blenheims, too, were flying at over 10,000 feet when the clouds

parted andthe ships with their escort were seen below, in three lines

and steering north-east. In this brief interval the gunner of one Blenheim

saw a bomb burst either on, or just short of, one of the warships, which

was in the centre of a ring of destroyers. So, until nightfall, the

attack went on.

Always there were Messerschmitts, ready to dodge our own fighters
and engage any bomber the moment it broke cover from the clouds. There

was incessant anti-aircraft fire also directed against the low-flying
bombers at point-blank range.

At a time when a Manchester crew sighted the warships the aircraft

was only 300 feet above the sea and there were two Messerschmitts on its

tail. The rear end of the fuselage, the tail plane, and the rudders were

riddled with bullets from the Messerschmitts andwith fragments of light
anti-aircraft shells from the ships.

The Manchester made a safe landing, but the rear-gunner was

seriously wounded.

Unless the bombers took cover in the clouds, and so risked losing

sight of the warships, the low clouds gave the enemy fighters an advantage

and restricted the bombers' power of manoeuvre, yet in such difficult

combat conditions a number of enemy fighters had the worst of it. Another

Manchester, for example, met three Heinkel 11 3s: one dived away, but two

attacked. The Manchester gunners fired and bothHeinkels went downin a

perpendicular dive, one of them with smoke and flames coming from it.


	txu-oclc-35776857-1942-02-13-030-031������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������������
	Chapter�넁/㲲܄˭㊱�눃Ȃ±̀⼼눅Ђ눇ﰼ눁Ȃ㌑ℑ┡ᄡ䐂騂⋽�嗺ꭄ


