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"THE LINE SIGNAL"

Following is postscript in 6 o’ clock News tonight,
September 14, by F/Lt Ennis, captain of the aircraft, of

the gallantry of one of our Coastal Command crows who wore

70 hours in tropical voters clinging on to the remains of

a small dinghy. For most of that tine they had no food

and very little to drink.

We were near Freetown, West Africa, on convoy duty when a tropical storm broke.

What we call a "line squall". It’s really difficult to describe except to say that

it's one of the most terrifying things that you con sec. There's an enormous wall

of Black cloud rising sixteen or eighteen thousand feet into the air. It forms a

definite line over the sea at about a thousand feet above water level, and there's

a succession of water spouts - one every hundred yards or so - running up to the

bottom of the cloud layer. The line of this stem was 120 miles long, and was about

30 miles thick.

When you meet a thing like that there are two things you can do. One is to go

straight through it at low level. If you do that you fly through something that

seems like solid water. It's as black as night and the wind will toss your aircraft

all over the shy, and then smash you down again to within a hundred or two foot

above the sea. In these terrific ups and downs your instruments stop working, and

you're practically flying blind with no instruments to help you; and when you come

down you do actually bounce on tho cushion of the ascending air currents.

Tho other way is to try and got round the storm, and that’s what I tried to do

on this occasion. I flow along tho lino math one wingtip actually in tho wall.

The line really is as sharp as that. And when you do that you can fool the

turbulence of tho inner edge of the wall. At one time we were flying along tho edge
of this immense wall with the engines throttled back, registering a fifteen hundred

feet a minute climb and a 175 knots on tho clock. And remember that our cruising

speed is about 130. That shown you what air currents were like.

Well, something went wrong with the engines and I saw that I should have to

cone down on the water. There was a 20 foot sea running, a sharp steep sea, and it

was quite impossible to land across it. I tried to stall the aircraft to come

straight down flat, but we bounced about 50 feet into the air and dropped about

70 feet between the next two seas, with such a crash that tho aircraft broke her

back just behind tho pilot's scat, and though I didn’t know it at the time I

fractured my spine. I’d given the eleven members of the crew the warning, and one

of them had gone along to the bomb room to try to put tho depth charges to safe

because they were all fused to go off in fairly shallow water. I’m afraid we never

saw him again. The rest of us climbed on to tho top of the aircraft which was

sinking rapidly.

When I got out on top of the aircraft, my legs collapsed. Tho hull was rapidly

filling and we had no dinghy to take us off. It was then that Warrant Officer

Shakes, of Wellington, New Zealand and Sergeant Brior, of Hove, dived inside the

aircraft into about eight feet of water to try to get one of the dinghies. They
went through tho midships gun positions and got that dinghy out, and I crawled off

the wing and paddled my way to it, and tho crew helped me in.

This was only a very small dinghy, pushed off as quickly as we could

because we were afraid the depth off at any moment. We had a couple of

aluminium paddles, and we used those, and tho rest of them swam alongside the

dinghy pushing it along, while the aircraft was carried away with tho drift of the

sea. There wasn’t much to take stock of on that dinghy, in fact the only

provisions we had were three tins of tomato juice between ten men.
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Our next disaster was two hours after when part of the rubber ballooned

and burst. So now only half the dinghy was left. We lashed up the deflated

side so that two people could lie in it, mostly under water, and one other

could lie on the inflated side. By this time we had evolved a system.

We decided that every man after three hours in the water could have

half-an-hour resting on the dinghy. Of course nearly every time that

anyone climbed on to the dinghy it was upset and the passengers were thrown

into the water. We lost the paddles this way, but fortunately not before

we wore two miles from the aircraft. And so when the depth charges blew

up during the night we were far enough away for safety.

The nights were the worst. They were eleven hours long. The only

thing good about the nights was that it was warmer in the water than, outside

it.

During daylight some members of the crew were a bit troubled at the idea

that there might be sharks about. I told them that it was too early in the

year for sharks, and as a matter of fact oddly enough we saw neither shark nor

barracuda, which are almost worse. The only living creatures that troubled

us were dog-fish and jelly fish. Flight Sergeant Hewitt got very badly bitten,
and some of the dog-fish came right up the dinghy when it was submerged and bit

me while I was lying on the inflated part. I wasn’t much use on this job.

My second in command plight Lieutenant Alex Espley, from Saskatoon, really

took charge of the expedition and set a magnificent example to the rest of the

crow. Time after time he sacrificed his rest period in the dinghy so that

someone could take it who needed it more than ho thought he did himself. I

reckon that of the first 48 hours he spent 45 swimming alongside in his Mae Vest,

and in the end I had to order him to the dinghy so that we could massage his legs.

He was suffering extreme pain, but he simply wouldn’t give in.

But they wore all very fine. It was 36 hours before we opened the first

tin of tomato juice. I shook it well and opened it myself, and you can guess

how much there was between ten men. It was just a matter of wetting the palate,
and we had another tin in the morning.

At verious times we’d seen aircraft and naval vessels even within half a

mile, but we had no distress signals as we hadn’t time to retrieve them from the

aircraft after the crash, and it wasn’t until we’d been at sea for 48 hours that

a Hudson found us. She’d been looking for us and she dropped four single seater

fighter type dinghies, and some emergency rations and some water bottles lashed

to Mae Wests. But the bottles fell off as they fell.

Everybody wan very weak by this time, but Hewitt and Shakes volunteered to

swim and get the dinghies and the food. I suppose the farthest of then was

about a quarter of a mile away, and we paddled the wreck of the dinghy after

them, and then we ate malt tablets and biscuits that the Hudson had dropped, and

we had some chewing gum. The Hudson told us that a destroyer would be along by
6 o’clock that evening, and on the strength of that we drank the remaining tin

of tomato juice. But nothing came in sight at 6 o’clock. And night fell.

It was 10.30 next morning when the Hudson and two Sunderlands found us

again, but by that time one of the crew had gone out of his mind and died. An

hour later the destroyer arrived and picked us up with its lifeboat. They

picked up the fighter dinghies too, and even the wrecked dinghy which had sup-

ported us so well.

Out of the elven men therefore we lost two. One who was killed in the

original crash, and this other one who drank salt water. All the others are

fit now and back on duty.
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