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R.A.F. AIRMEN DRIVE OFF SHARKS

The crew of an R.A.F. Hudson aircraft which, after a long flight, force-

landed on the South Atlantic, many miles from the West African coast, had less

than half a minute in which to get clear of their aircraft.

One of them threw out the still-uninflated rubber dinghy, and the men jumped

after it, the wireless operator remaining long enough to receive an acknowledgement

of his S.O.S. signal.

The four airmen swam over to the dinghy, which was floating upside-down in the

water. Before they had time to right it, or to think about inflating it, the fins

of two sharks came cutting through the water.

The dinghy paddle was pulled hastily out and used to drive, the sharks away.

After a few minutes, however, it slipped from the grasp of the man who was using it,

and drifted away. The captain of the aircraft then ordered his crew to form a

square around the dinghy, clinging to it.

Each man watched over the shoulder of the man opposite to him, shouting a

warning whenever the fins moved closer. All the men then started violent splashing,

and in that manner they kept the sharks at bay for some time - none of them can

remember quite how long.

Meanwhile, the S.O.S. call had started an immediate rescue search by other

aircraft of the squadron, stationed in West Africa. Soon the men clinging to the

upturned dinghy saw a Hudson searching for them about four miles away. Their

distress signal in the dinghy had become so soaked with water that it was useless,
but they tried to attract the attention of the aircraft by waving hard. They

failed, and the efforts they made so shook the dinghy that the emergency rations

slipped from their fastenings and were lost.

Although by this time the four men were exhausted, they made a great effort,
and at last got the dinghy right side up. They found the inflating tube, and blew

the dinghy up by their mouths, as one blows
up a toy balloon, while they were still

floating in the sea and still driving off the sharks by splashing.

Whenat last the dinghy was inflated and they had all clambered into it, they

had to plug two holes in the floor with epaulettes from their tropical shirts before

the dinghy was watertight.

They then took stock of their position, They were many miles from, the coast,

and their only hope of rescue was that they should be sighted by the searching

aircraft. The dinghy contained four men, four lifejackets, one unserviceable distress

signal, one sea anchor, one empty tin, and one flask of brandy. And night was falling.

During the night they kept a watch of two men, turn and turn about, while the

ether two tried to sleep. The two on watch had to bale the dinghy out every half

hour. Once they saw a Sunderland flying boat come near them, and once the searchlights
of a surface craft on the horizon, but they had no means of attracting the attention

of either.

Several times next day they were tantalised by seeing aircraft near without

being able to contact them (it is amazingly difficult to see a small dinghy in the

ocean from the air.) One Hudson flew within 400 yards of them and did not spot them.

The men in the dinghy tried splashing the water to make themselves seen, but it was

useless.

/At last,
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At last, towards the end of the day, they were seen by a searching Hudson

as they waved their lifejackets and splashed in the water. The Hudson circled

and dropped a bag which they managed to reach. It contained three bottles of lime

juice, which were very welcome, for they had had nothing, to drink, under a biasing

tropical sun, except occasional sips of brandy. The bag also contained a message

which was even more welcome. It read, "Help coming. Navy on the job."

During the next clay - the third they had spent in their dinghy - another

Hudson found them, and brought up a destroyer to the area. The destroyer sent over

a launch and picked the four airmen up, all safe and well. That was 43 hours after

they had abandoned their aircraft and started their first struggle with the sharks.
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