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THE STROlI^- rock,

X.

"Sometimes we see a cloud that's dragonish;

A vapour sometime like a hear or lion,

A tower'd citadel, a pendant rock.

Shakespeare (Anthony and Cleopatra)
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PCRSlf^ORD.

\i7hile raaking inquiries early in 1944 about some aspect, of the con
struction of North Front's runway it was found that no narrative or acoonnt
existed in G-ibi'altar of that remarkable achievements
ascertained only by examination of many files.

This gave Air Headquarters thb idea of writing the story of North
Initial research quickly showed that story to be exceptionalry

and as the search of files proceeded it went further and
Soon it was clear that the story must be-

oome one of aviation on the Rock and not merely of a single event,

complete it sometning must also be told of Royal Air Force operations at
Gibraltar in the 1939-45 war, as Gibraltar was the essential stepping

between the United Kingdom and the North African campaign,
passed from files to published books, for the relation of modern events^_
to history is always worth examination. As a result the story of aviation
at Gibraltar begins in the year 1656I It is claimed that this connection
over the centuries is not too far-fetched. Reference is also made to .more

rt.;cent history because although the reason for building North Front can be
found without going further back than 194-G its existence cannot properly
bo appreciated without knowledge of its background in Gibraltar's^polit
ical, military and civil career, and of the private and public opinion
against which it rose to be one of Britain's greatest assets in the war
against Germany and Itccly,

The facts nould be

Front.

interesting;
further badx into the years.

To

Research
one

about Royal AirLittle appears to have been said or written anywh
Force operations from Gibraltar in the war against the Nazis and their

__ _ A great deal has been told about Malta, Sicily, North
Africa and other war areas in the Mediterranean where events vi/ere spectac
ular. The Rock's only spectacle has been its runway stretching 575 yards
into the sea, and it has produced little public drama, but has been con
cerned with secret things which were mportant enough but had to be con-

These gates were the Spanish

Italian followers.

oealed because of the eneuay at the gates,
frontier bohind which the enemy waited patiently in the hope that some of
the thousand.s of Spanish people returning each evenirig from work in Gib
raltar would doliberately or unwittingly provide info-tiaation about Allied
plans. That the enemy did not know what was happening in Gibraltar and
failed to find out through espionage is a tribute to the impenetrable
security barriers. He could depend upon little more than the eyes and
ears of Spaniards. It was important that those Spaniards should see and
hear nothing that would toll Germany what Gibraltar was doing in the war>
because on what Hitlor know about Gibraltar might depend the amount of

pressure 'no brought to bear on General Franco to afiroo
operations in Southern Spain.
Relations could produce anything except harmless
was happening on the Rock.

to or puooorb any
d of PublicTherefore, not o j. 'G.j,e ap^jU,--.*.

information about what

W

need for security has prevented the operational portion, of

stoi'y from becoming complete and accurate, for when research was
in the local records the lamentable discovery was made tnat soax'ce-

Such a

■'■ ’ris s

ly any detailed account existed of any of the operations of the Royal Air
Force. The official histories, bare and unexciting documents at any
time, had obscr'/cd a high sense of security and passed off groat events,
which they had to record at the time, with cautious sentenoes such as
"operations were continued in, connection with the No.rth African land!
Research was made into as many of Gibraltar's dooum.ontr: as were avaix-^
aile at Air Headquarters, Fortress Headquarters and the 0o3.onial Secret
ariat, and conversations were held with some of Gibraltar's long ucim

.  Service and civilian residents. Most of what the papers and the people
had to tell is here. It is admitted that gaps may exist which can be
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filled only from information available in the Far Office and Air Ministry
archives or in the memory of people who were in Gibraltar when events
happenods At the least, the story brings most of these events together
for the first time and con be accepted as a general account of how flying
and the Royal Air Force came to the Rock of Gibraltar.

Air Headcuarters,

Gibraltar,

1st August, 194-5.

(

"■A
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OFFICERS AW AIR GPFIOEES

CaaFiMDIMI

ROYAL AIR FORCE GIBRALTAR.

Air Adviser to Rear Admiral Gibraltar.

11th September 1939 - 26th September 1939»Wing Commander E.A. Blake M.M.
(officer Commanding No. 202 squadron).

Officers Cornanding No. 200 Group.

Iferch 1940.26th September 1939Group Captain F.E.P. Barrington

Group Captain A.D. Rogers, C.B.E, A.F.C. Augus t 194'1.March 1940

December 1941*August 1941Group Captain R. Halley, D.F.C., A.F.C.

Air Officers Connanding, Royal Air Force Gibraltar.

February 1944*M.C. December 1941Air Commodore S.P. Sinpson, C.B.E
(promoted Air Vice Marshal September 1943).

C.B.E

• >

DAir Vice Marshal W. Elliot, C.B♦ } • 9 .F.C. February 194^|. - June 1944.
v

June 1944Air Vice Marshal A.C. stevens, C.B.
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siHi/iigiiR o(majias»

These photographs illustrate the transformation vjrought at

Worth Front by the building- of the airfield,

photograph was taken just after the 1914-1918 war, and shows

the racoGoureo (upper right) and Viotoria Gardens (upper cen

tre), the destruction of which was necessary before the air

field could be built.

The upper

There was much official and private

argument about this between 1952 and 1940. The lower one
I

v7as taken in 1945*

■<£
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Progress, therefore, is not an acoidont

but a necessity —

Herbert Spencer.

/
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Pi^ET 01-®. 1901-1939.

I - Early Hia-torioal Ifedkgroiinjit

It is alviGys intriguing, if sometimes profitless, to observe how

modem events are influenoed by the deoisiona or notions of individuals
who lived msry centuries earlier,
claisQsi

One can imko s(u;h fasoiiiating

In the history of Gibraltar, for example, it nay be asserted vdth

son^ Juntit'iootion in fact, tkit tha Kqyal.Air Poroe v^ras able to operate
from the Rook daring the iy39"45 war, and make an invaluable contribu

tion to the defeat of Gerraary and Italy in Africa and the Mediterranean,

only’' because ons of Oliver Cr<»iiw©ll's ships \ra3 captured by the
ijpaniah in the year 1636, If tbo ship had not been captured, then
Gibraltar migl^t have been an island v/ithout the flat rail© of land
which connects it to Spain and on v/hich Britain vas able to build in
1942 the only aerodrome from v/hich its enemies could be reacted in
Afrioa and the Mediterranean* Oromwall v/anted to capture Gibraltar

and dig all the flat ground away until the sea came in. There is not
much on record about his scheme, but Samuel Pepys remarks in his Naval
Mintttoa tliat eitter sir Richard Haddock or sir John Narborough once
told hia ttot "had not tte ship which was sent by Oliver with spades and
v/teelbarrovfti been talcon, he bad certainly taken Gibraltar and made it
an island.

»>

L

,

t

It nry also be claimed as true that v/hen tte doughty British
Admiral, sir George Rooke, decided to capture Gibroltar in 170^+ in
order to give his marines something to do, cafter ttey bad failed to
land tte Ifepsburg ArchdiUce Cterles at Barcelona to obtain the Spanish
throne, he did his country a greater service tten aiyone realised until
nearly 24O years later. Without Gibraltar it is doubtful if General
Eieenhovrar in 1942 could have begun the African Eampaign which contri
buted so much to the end of the vrar and of tte evil doctrines v/hich

were destroying Europe, For it was only from Gibraltar that tte

aircraft could be provided to guard tte straits against U-Boats, assist
tte relief convoys to reach Malta, shoot down Gennan bombers, escort
the invasion forces and carry the paratroops to Africa and later to
Southern Prance,

craft could have got anyaytere near tte eneiiy.
If Gibraltar had not been British none of our air-

History shov/s that possession of Gibraltar tes not alv/ays been
appreciated by tte British, and here again.', these are facts wMch liave
an interesting beariiog on the circumstances under which the R.A.P came
to Gibraltar, For nearly 240 years the wisdom of Britain in capturing
and retaining Gibraltar tes boon argued in Western Europe and in

One side has stated ttot tte Rock has no oaBmeroial and very
little militai:y value, and should be returned to Spain in exchange for
wider and more manageable territory on tte southern shore of tte
Straits, Tte other has been accused of sentimentality because it has
insisted that Gibraltar is a syinbol of British strength and prestige
v;-ith a practical value v/hich will last to the end of tii’iie. It is a
fortunate thing ttot tte "sentiiiKjntalists" won.

America.

Prom tte earliest days tte "practical man" ves o^jposed to our

pos3 0.ssion of Gibraltar, He tod soiie argunjonts in his favour.
Trouble began after tto i^nglo-'jpanish Trcaly of Utrecht in 1713 which
gave the Rook, tethour and tovm to the British, but reserved for Spain
the territory round about. Once on the Rode the British clauned tliat it
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became theif property through conquest and not diplomacy. Tte Spanish
would not accept tlat point of view, although they yielded It foniBll^y-;
and thsy alvrays insisted thri t the treaty would be revoked if England
did not abide by its tejcmo*
until 1939, when S,:anish objections to the aerodrome construction at North
Eront might bate found it an excuse to allcw the Getmans to attack
Gibraltar.

This was never a serious threat

The British soon discovered that Gibraltar had little real value
as a military or ccmmercial outpost and that no solid reconciliation
with sjjain could be possible as long as Britain held it.
of Gibraltar did not preserve or promote Britain's trade with Spain,
but helped to engender no less than five ̂ nglo-spanish vrars betvi^en
I7I3 ‘'>1^ 1789, vrars that curtailed or eliminated Spanish trade for
extended periods. Contemporaries frequently criticised Gibraltar
as an expensive luxury for which Britain received no comraensurete
return. The siege of 1779-83 showed once more that so long as the
defenders of the Rock could conmind the; sea the place vras virtually
impregnable for axyonc v/ho vashed to retain it. One result of this
was to increase the British pride in Gibraltar and its strength, and
to end all

collapse.
Gibraltar in this latest war.

Possession

possibility of it being surrendered short of national
That -vras another circumstance which had a direct effect on

Informed "expert" opinion still said Gibraltar vras valueless.

The xcan in the street was of the opposite opinion, and the appeal of
the Rock to him had little to do v/ith rational arguments for or against

its utility. Public opinion exerted a pOTverful control over tlie

course of British policy in tho eighteenth century. Tlie conflict
between informed and general public opinion as to the merit of the
Rook influenced the ooumate of the Gibraltar question in British
diplomacy in a rather obvious manner. British statesmen proposed
restitution or exchange on a number of occasions, but tho hostility of
public opinion tov/ards such a step helped to check and frustrate the
consummation of every one of those efforts. 30 in the nineteenth

century we still possessed Gibraltar. The experts, politicians,
statesmen and economists continued to argue about its value, but the
w&rny and Navy continued to regard it as an asset, and the Rock's ■

appeal to the public became strongly romantic as Britain's military
gloiy advanced with tho century.

■A

In reality, of course, Gibraltar ^ras far from attractive or
comfortable, much less romantic. One of its troubles vras the series
of epidemics that sprang up from time to time, and increased with the
growth in civilian population. In 1865 the Governor, Lieutenant
General sir R. iiircy, K.C.B. decided to seek the co-operation of the
Spanish by asking their permission to erect a number of isolation huts
in the middle of the flat area of ground between the bottom of the Rock
and the S'panish frontier, v/hich vras then at the fishing village of
la Linea. It was the only way to pteck the spread of the current
epidemic. The Spanish readily agreed, and the huts Were erected. That
•was the beginning of the "acquisition" of the North Front ground which
continued steadily until the aerodrome vras completed in 1913.

In 1876 General Lord Napier of Magdala, K.C.B. who had Just become
Governor destroyed a number of farms v,-hich existed on the ground to
supply'' fruit and vegetables for the p^rrison.

sources of infection.
He believed that they

In their place he began to make
gardens v^hich were carried over a large portion of the area, with trees,
flower beds, lawns and walks, and v/erc patriotically named Victoria
Gardens.

we re

This vras a harmless amenity to which the Spanish, navi more
friendly than they had ever been, could raise no objection,
dens flourished quickly in the warm climate, sustained by water from
a well which was found on the ground, and, before long they gave the
military the idea of raking a racecourse so that -they could do something

The ^r-
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exciting vnth their horses than merely exercise them back and forth.
Again Spanish co-operation vras sought and was quickly forthcoming, for
the- pro-rince of Andalusia, which adjoins Gibraltar, is full of men v/ho
breed and love horses and are fine riders. The racecourse -vjas built,
spicy competition vras provided bjr the horses entered by the landovTners,
rancher's and soldiers of southern Spain, and for the first time since
■^704 there was friendship between the local representatives of the tv/o
countries »

mure

The British military mind, hov^ever, quickly saw another use for the
ruoecourse, and before long the Array began to exercise the troops of
the garrison there. The friendly Spanish pointed out, not unreason
ably, tint this r^s a technical railitary occupation of land which
really was neutral. The British replied that it would be foolish not
c ' use so wide a space of land to benefit the health of their troops,
and tliat they had strictly observed the terms of the Treaty of
r’-recht by erecting no building that v^as not of  a purely tonporary
nature and unsuitable for military defence. The truth of that can he
seen today, in a corner of North Front aerodrome, vdicre there is a
wcodon horse-trough resting on iron spikes to deraonstrate that it is
not built over a concrete pill-box or gun emplacement.

The Spanish response was to move their frontier forv^Jrd to the
northern edge of Victoria Gardens, on the other side of tlie fence®
They said t?-rat as the British had only to step beyond tte gardens into
what was, in effect, Spanish soil, they had better be there to meet

The British made no complaints, were satisfied to "possess"
Their portion of the neutral soil, and did not build fortifications

.  . upon it.» Neither did the Spanish on their side. Everything \i©s in
hajaaciy, and the Spanish military and private ovmers continued to race
ard. exhibit their horses at North Front.

t.iem
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PART 01®. 1901-1939.

II - Balloons Over the RocjIc.

The first flying from Gibralta
was considered to be too low, being
were flown from positions
Rook and

r was in balloons. As North Front
only just above sea level, they

,  . western and southern sloneR nf i-Via
created no territorial problene vnth Speinr ^

Towards the end of the 19th century a cerkin
achieved xn warfare by "ballooniiag", as it cabled,
ion^n^tr^i attacl-ied to tte Royal Engineers h^dion in tlie Bochuanaland Expedite
"The English have indeed

success had been .

In 1884 a

created some impresa-
ion and caused a native chief to observe,

sodan and the South IfrioaTwarr"'"’ “ ‘'-

bo? March, 1901, aliio years after the school of balloonin* had
Bistrlot Engineer at Gibralta^wrote _

TOmoranaum to tto Governor suggesting that a oaptlve balloon vrould bo
war 0f“”ior^4 forwarded tftL

apfarently v/ithout comment from the Governor, Field
.  f S. Y/hite, G.C.B., D.S.O., the defender of Ladysmith.

mHe?" '"'^ThrS^r^ Governor for his views on the
The letter toms one of Gibraltar's historic military

on black-edged notepaper in mourning for
Queen Victoria, m some senior clerk's careful hand, and was signed bv
Forces wood, V.O., G.C.B.,, ̂ jutaAt Geniral tte '
bSS'I famnf"" as a midshipman and becama one of '
this pTgL aoldierso 1 facsimile of the letter appears opposite

a
4r

diffil^l^v ^ r-eplied e:q,erience has shotm ne thedifficLilcy of imking accurate observations from  a captive balloon, but
bhe Mture of the _ infonietion v/hich might be obtained by this means
h  •, ^ Oi Gibraltar Rook would not require great accuracy ofdetail and would be of great -advantage to the defence." .  This letter

v/riting. It would also raise the observer above the Levanter cloud."

Leutere took a long time in those days and the Nar Office renlv
doted Ith July 1901. Thie letter, 4a.. the 4sLtoS“4rS?^

Master General, said the Nar Office proposed to send an Officer and 25
N.C.O s and men with balloon equipment. It asked for a small shed to
be provided as a gas factory and for storage. Loca 1 minutes which
went round the various Ro3ral Engineer unit headquarters following this
announcement show clearly that difficulties of service accommodation
existed as much in those days as at present. In reply to a query from
one staff officer, "Can we accommodate this additional number of R.E's
another replied, "No! Tfe already have men sleeping in tents owing to
insutricient accommodation." The GibraIta r Engineers admitted, '
tint they knew little about the technicalities of ballooning,
ply to a request for suggestions about how the hut for a
could be provided a senior officer asked,
gas works do?"

too,
In re-

gas factory
Yfould not gas from the local

By the middle of August, however, the matter had been settled and
a site was arranged at Bruce's Farm, with huts to be erected nearby.
Nothing .more vras heard of the natter from the Nar Office until the end
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of September when sir Evelyn Wood v/rote to the Governot that the unit
couldnnot be sent to Gibraltar and that it was proposed to vrork
balloons ard. the gas factory by the Royal Engineers already on the.
Rook. 7i/hen the Governor pointed out that no one in Gibraltar had
made ballooning a speciality the War Office explained that the officers
and men would be trained at jlldershot and sent out in due course
part of the Gibraltar establishment,
was done.

as

Two years passed before this
In December, 1903j the year and month when the brothers Wright

made their first aircraft flight of 284, yards, a party of t\70 officers •
and 16 N.G.O’s and other ranks arrived at Gibraltar by the s.s.
Golconda accompanied by balloons and equipment, including storage
cylinders and plant for manufacturing hydrogen.
Balloon Section of the Royal Engineers which became, on 1st April,
1911, the Air Battalion of the Royal Engineers, out of v/hich the
Royal Plying Corps was developed,
lining the experiments which they proposed to make -vjas signed by
Colonel J.E. Capper, who became superintendent of the balloon factory
at Aldershot in 190? and whose energy was responsible for the first
flight of the first British airship, the Null! secundus.

They belonged to the

The letter to the Governor out-

The unit was, acccmuodated on a site towards the southern end of

the Rouk, 640 feet above the sea. One of the first things they did
wias to ask for a. party of 15 volunteers to act as "aircrew" in the

balloonsa Infantrynaen were suggested and it was specified that they
should be "men; of light or irediura weight, vTho are good sailora and
possess intelligence and good sight." The volunteers v/ere selected
from the first lancashire Fusiliers, 2nd Loyal North lencashire and
2nd Royal Garrison Regiment, Vfer Office: authority was obtained for
a specia 1 allov/anoe of "vrorking pay" during the period of their
attachment to the balloonists,. On 1st llarch, 1904> the O.G,
balloonists reported that there had been an extremely small number of
days sufficiently calm to admit high altitude ballooning and very
little high altitude work ted been done. As it -vjas unlikely there
would be ar&j- better weather in the near future the section need not

remain much longer. He proposed to leave certain equipment behind to

ascertain the effect of the climate upon it. photographs and reports
'.vere taken to Britain, but five balloons and equipment were left
behind, one a 1000 c ft, balloon.

In October, 1904, it was proposed to send the section out again*
They arrived in November, 1904, and again spent the winter at Gibraltar.
It is not possible to relate in this narrative what the balloonists

did or v/hat v/sre the results of their experiments as no copies of
their reports exist in Gibraltar.
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PART ONE. igoi-j 939.

Ill - Airomft of 1914 ̂  1918*

With the departure of the balloons in 1905 nothing vraa heard of
flying at Gibraltar until the Great Tfer broke out in I914, Much had
happened, though, in the development of flying. Between I9I4 and
1916 even greater events ocourred. The Royal Plying Corps was en
thusiastically gaining in strength and achieveraurt; the Rcyal Navyi
■vvas regarding this modern arm of vrar with specudation and much doubt
but v;©s vailing to experiment. In I9I4 the first air reconnaissance
of the war was carried out by Captain Joubert de la Porte who later,
as A,0.C;.3 -in-C. Coastal Coirmand, was to have much to say in the
creation of the North Pront airfield in 1942. A British seaplane,
in 1915? sank an eneny ship in the Dardanelles in the first torpedo
attack from the^air. Tte Royal Naval Air service bonibed Constantinopleand Adrianople in I9I60 And so on. But no event worth recording in
the hist.cy books occurred at Gibraltar,

then, as it has always been, of more strategic value
to the Roya- Nhvy, and the possible assistance to be afforded by air
craft does not seem to have been given serious thought. Nor does
aryone appear to have troubled to record events. Tte only clue in
Gibraltar itself is a letter dated 1952 from a pilot who flew aircraft
6perating:from'the racecourse during 1 914-1018.
assist^Wing Gomimnder C.O.P. Modin, D.S.C., Pleet Liaison Officer,
Atlantic Pleet, (now Air Commodore Modin C.B.E., D.S.C.), to compile
plan and report on the possibilities of using Gibraltar as an emergency
landing ground for modem Fleet Air Arm aircraft. That plan is referred
to and illustrated later in this naarativck

The Rook was

It was written to

a

No dates are given, but the letter may be taken to refer to the
earlier days of the var as it mentions Caudrons ani B.E's, (Bleriot
Expcrimentals), which were among the first types of airemft to be used
in operavions. The pilot’s corrmients are interesting in their relation
to the problems which exist on North Pront airfield today, including
the tricky one caused by the proximity of Spanish territory,
to Gibraltar,'' said the writer of the letter, "three or four 80 h.p.
Gnome Gaudrons, about the same number of B.E’s (not B,E»2c‘a) with
JO h.p, Renault motors
used as such.

"We took

Both types wore tv;-o seatex’s and ^Tcce"normally
Although v/e lost a couple of each, the reasons were in

no way attributable to the aerodrome or the local conditions,
matter of fact, v/e only worked land nnehinea for about three months as
we got_into trouble with the Spanish authorities far dropping a 3.E,
on their side of the fence and going after it, so our e:<perience ?ras
not a long one," so, apparently, it vvas the Spanish v/ho brought our
air aolivitioa to an end,

As a

Some effort was made to operate with seaplnnes and flying boats,
including tv/o 2-ton Porte boats, one short two-seater and three l^i/hitc
tractors with sunbeam engines, but the writer made it clear that this
was not a success. "Our seaplanes and flying boats vrero so element
ary," he said, " that we got practically nothing done at all,
he wrote about flying seaplanes from Gibraltar might be added, without
alteration, to a current briefing of flying-boat'crev/s, "Th©i'e is no-
doubt," he said, "that in a Levanter it is quite inpossible to work
seaplanes v/ithin three miles or so of the Rock,
occasion get a Porte boat off inside the breakwater in a Levanter

Y/hat

We did on one famous
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A view of North Front from the air. The race track is clearly

pi-cpaz-ed strip" running across the course. The

strip ended at the Spanish Road, leading into Gibraltar, which

is the black line on the right of the picture. An aircraft is

seen with the tt
*•>

parked near the trees at the side of the Spanish Road. There

are now defences on the Spanish ground. (/th May,

f
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but shsr -was blown down from about 20 feet in very quick time." PJying-
boat crews v/ho IrBve operated all night in the Straits \Till appreciate
the next remark. "Our good iads - and we had seme very good ones -
used to complain.bitteriy of bumps even as far out as spartel up to a
height of 3>000 feet. I remember one speaking of dropping qbout 600
ft. in one act." It is a feQt that higher speed and greater power
have not lessened to any marked extent the effects of these local

conditions as they w.-re felt by our pilots in the days of "wood and
linen" aircraft.

All T/ho iBve flown modern aircraft from G-ibraltar will be inter

ested in the comments by this pilot of 1914-‘I9'18 on flying conditions
in his day. The distribution of the land and sea masses around
Gibraltar result in v/inds tending to bo from either easterly or vrest-
erly points. "Prom my recollection", he wrote, "there is only one
wind that is really trouble-some and that is so rare as to be practic
ally negligible. I think it v/ould be very difficult to put a machine
down if it were blowing from the north. There is, to my certain
knowledge, no difficulty in an easterly or v/esterly wind and I think,
with a bit of care, a southerly wind should not be impossible accord
ingly it is a bit east or v/est of south.II

The pilot’s final v/ords, v/ritten about conditions 18 years ago
and manifestly different types of aircraft, are the basic rules today
for flying from North Pront.
is quite possible to use North Proat in nearly all conditions of v/ind.
Also seaplanes, with the proviso that if the Levanter is blowing you
must give to the vsrest side of the Rock a wide berth when coming in to
land in any type of maohine."

I am inclined to think it
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B^ET 1901-1939.

4,

EviTirsency I'B'field on I^ce^ourse.IV

There is no clear e\’icience 'that on airfield for G-ibraltor vbs ever

seriously discussed boWoon 1918 and 1932. The Arv:iy T;as busy with its
nev/ schemas for defence;, and in bctv/een tir.ies
walthier G-ibraltoriam and the ocenish in the amenities of the North

Eront racecoursco now somewlmit sliobby and a poor substitute for an

English equivalent, even on days when it \7as crov/ded with people wearing
bowler hats and riding-boots or other forms of racing or "horsey" clothes.
Eolations v/ith the Spanish were excellent. North Front liad become

accepted as an Englislf'possossion", and both Spanish and English moved
freely betv^een the ontortaiirments provided by the Calpe Hunt and the
jockey Club and those available in the cork woods and otter hunting,
riding and picnicing areas near gan Eoque and llgeciras. somewhere in
the background far-sighted persons v/ere considering; hov;" to use Gibraltar

as an airfield for Scrv5,ce aircrafto LiOst]y5 they seem to have been

connected with the J^.dmiraIt^/o Little is to be found about their plans
in Gibral.tar documents and nethixg .Ua the neuvspapers, except the "Nev/
York Tiim^s", vd'.ioh soor.s to Ir.vc ted the services of a correspondent
closely In touch with those concornedc. This ’/veil knovai American nev,s-

paper tes al.vays sho'wn great interest in Gibraltar; and on 17th October^
1932, it published an crticj.a v/hich stated that  a scheme vras afoot to

tunnel a great British air base inside the Eock*

sharing with thev/as

The Gibraltar authoriti/js v^re not uisav/are of the progress of
aviation, and fin th-.; 1920's thm Governor and his opposite number at
Algeciras formnioted a Joint for an dnglo-gpanish airfield on the
Spanish side of f:.e fence., v.fnnro it ‘ijouf.d not interfere v/ith the race

course and other Gibraltar amenities- It was not approved by London or
Madrido In 1931 a local ai:n. r:.'.f t ernnpary v/as given permission to use
the racecourse as an airf5.o]d in t^.vir service between Gibraltar and

Tangier, a popular spet for the service and civilian ^habitants of the

Eock spending Icnvo and holid-'m^s^ The company v/as called Gibraltar

Airways, Ltd-, and exists today although its last flight was nBde in
January 1932r> It began its aern^icc towards the end of 1931 but was

compelled by maintenanco and repair difficulties to close dov/n after
only three and a lialf mcnth3<- The cor.ipony possessed only one aircraft^
a Windliover amp'n.ibiar naroed "Gi:.neral Godley", after His Excellency the
Governor, Goneral gio- Liexonder j.- Gcdleyr

Early in 1932 an instruction reached Gibraltar v/hich began a long
and confused dk^erssion., and much opposition, before it finally nede an
end to the ra c..-n.'r,rs ) and produced in its place the modern North Front
airfield w’nich we knew today*. The instruction came to General Godley
from the Ijar Cffice in the fore of a secret memorandum issued by the
Oomeiitteo of Irperial Defence in which it recomended that plans should
be ’.vorked out for tee establislmicnt at short notice of an airfield at

Gibraltcup The matter appeared to teve a certain urgency. Mussolini’s
activities in Abyssd'ia ted cau.sed sona concern and a reconsideration
of the disposition of the Mediterranean Fleet if there should be any
trouble r, Accoi.'diaglv’, Gern^X’-l Gedley suimnoned a
House, on 18i;h.-. February.', 1932,
These who attended teclr.dcd Liev-.tenant Colonel A.E. Beattie, C.B-E
the Colonial gecrata^.y^ vlio bad also received instructions from Lond.on*
The Eoyal wbs vopresonted by G-iptaln V.g. Butler, Chief of staff,
and the Air Ministry VGteg Co,a:'.ar.dor Hodin, whose presence v/as described

in an advisory- oapaci/’y cnlj/o"

meeting at Government
of the heads of the services in Gibraltar.

M.C.,•9
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Discussion -was based upon the Colonial ;:jecretary»s instructions^ j
duplication of Gibraltar's requirements that -.vas to cause some concern
and annoyance to future Governors, to consider a proposal
an aeroplaiio landing ground for service aircraft at Gibraltar.

"to provide

There was little arguinent and the meeting unanimously decided that
a landing ground at Gibraltar for service aircraft was essential. It
was also agreed that proper landing facilities from a broad strategic
point of view were no less desirable. On the subject of a suitable
site, the racecourse area at North Front ms deel^d to be the only
acceptable one. Windmill Hill was considered as an alternative, but
was quickly rejected, as was a suggestion to establish a floating air
field, like the deck of a carrier, at Europa Point. ilrmy representa
tives suggested that the use of a landing ground at North Front v/ould
prejudice v/oapon training as that was the only area v/here such train
ing could be carried out. The meeting agreed that such structural
alterations as might be necessary to the firing points and other rtnnge
fbcilities could be carried out v/ithout detriment to weapon training.
On the general question of inconvenience caused by aircraft using North
Front the meeting stated, these should be faced as being necessary in
view of the great need for a landing ground for service aircraft."

_The point was raised whether Gibraltar iiinvays and other civil
airlines should be permitted to use the landing ground, Tte Governor
decided that steps should be taken immediately to have the landing
grouM constructed "for use in emergency only." ?/hen tlxit ms in being,
he stated, its use by civil aircraft would be considered, 'ying
ConTOnder Eodin vras requested to assist the appropriate Soya 1 Engineer
officers to prepare a report on the method and cost of construction.
That report, with sketches, one of which appears on thp opposite page
was oanpleted and submitted to the Governor on 5th Itirch, 1932. *
cost was estimated at £573,

The

_ Meantime, His Excellency ted written to iidmiral Sir John D. Kelly,
C!. Mlantio Fleet, to ask his views on an emergency landing ground

at Gibraltar, He added in the letter, "In addition, I shouH be gtate-
have your opinion on the larger strategic aspect of the matter,

which vrould accrue in war, •^jere landing ground
facilities of some sort available in Gibraltar," Admiral Kelly's reply,written vathin t\7o days, T;as brief and decisive. " From a mval point
of viow^, he wrote, "it is most desirable to have an emergency landing
ground-in the vicinity of Gibraltar, In time of war it vrould be
essential.both^for any aircraft defences allocated to the Roeik and for
aircraft of ships employed on trade protection in the WesternMediter-
rocean and Atlantic, ^ landing ground would also appear to 'se of value
lu °^f°™stances as a link in passing aircraft reinfovci^ments to
the East by air. These were three of the uses to which North Front
was ̂ put ;en years later, when it was the corner stone of tte North
iiirican landings and one of the principal supports to the reliaf of
Jfelta,

Governor reported to the Under secstary
State for War, and placed the decisions and opinions before him, "i do
not consider", he wrote, in reooramonding a landing ground at North Front,
that v^eapon training would be interfered with to any considerable

extent by Service aircraft using the area as an emergency landing ground*
The Governor referred to Wing Camnandcr Modin's sketch plan and not^s,
which he enclosed, and stated that the estimated cost of £573 included
£210 for the re-erection elsewhere of the groundsman's quarters.

of

There is no record of arything further being done in Gibraltar dhout
the tending groute until October, 1932, when the General staff Officer,
Ifejor H.¥*R, Hamilton^ M*C.^ received a letter froni the l^r
Office v/hich referred to the Governor's tetter of 12th J/Iay and told of
a, difficulty which had arisen at home* The tetter explained that there
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The complete runway in Februaj:^/-ISiiij-* ' The Spanish defences

and the roads leading to tliem have also been ocmpleted.

(9th.February, i^if)
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had ’bep>'_i"oert?ir. rer'^rcussiosas" from the Governor’s proposal for a
"The iir Minia-try", said the writer,

"sent a eopv to the Colonial Office asking for ttieir views ard the
olonial Offico passed it on to the Foreign Office, The latter, being

doabtfnl about the intoma tional aspect of the affair, asked the
British fmbassacor at I/Iadrid for his opinion and his reply added to
their fears, Briefly he said that Spain had always claimed that the
"neutir,! gremd" TOtonded right up to the foot of the Rock (although
this claim, has always been resisted by us) and if we take the'ac-tion
pi-oposed the qy.ostion of cvmership might arise and lack of proof in

.  regard to our riglits might load to a request for international
arbitration from Spain

landing groun.d at jVerth Front,

J

The letter added that a copy of the
Ambassador’s despatch liad been fomardod to the Governor by the Colon
ial Offxc3,v/hOj at the same tiiuG, asked for his reimrks on the question •
of the title cf H.M, Government to the area within which it was pro- ^
posed that the landing ground should be constructed.

General Godloy had already received a coimunication on the subject
from sir Philip Cunliffo-Lister, Secretary of state for the Colonies,
Eo wrote to sir Philip on 26th November, -1932, "In your earlier
despa to ,U;'■ his letter said, " you ask for ry viev® on the question of
the title of ILHo Government to the area under discussion, I am

cpinion tliat it \Tould- be a great mistake to open up
on this point, and in aiy case, I would hesitate to

express my opinion on the iratter without’very careful research.
There is ..:uch old correspondence on the subject in the archives of the
Secretariat ard else’,where and as
collected and carefully examined.

strongly of th
any discussion

opportunity offers this is being
Per the present it would appear to

be suffacnent tc state that our length of tenure of the area in question
gives H.Mc Governr,’ont the strongest claims,"

This COinn^ ren of General Godley was evidently endorsed at home
because o,:.^2nd May, 1933, the Aclmiralty wrote to the C, in C, Home

in G, Ilediterranean, the Rear Admiral i/c Gibraltar and the
Rear Admiral i/c Carri.crs, to infom them tlmt the preparation of am
emergency Iciiding gr^^uari on the raccccurse, in accordance with the
proposals 'f the Goa-ernor, had been approved, "There is a proviso,"
said the ^Advlrally^ letter, "that the work to be carried odt should be
kept strictly within the limits of H.E's proposals and on the under
standing that the use of the landing ground by the Fleet Air Am shall
be restricted to emergencies onlyc"

Fleet, C
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An eap^y stage of the pi’esadt runv/ay shown on the light strip*

It has crossed the opanish road* Tho. "proparod strip" is

All that is left of thestill there and apparently in use*

raoe track is a faint outline at the bottom of tho pictvire*

( 7th. April, 1942 )
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¥ - Expense and Other Arguments.

The general question having been decided, argujnents began about
expense and other points» Although the imtter of the airfield had
been discussed mainly between the ISivy and Amy, the Air Ministry had
held a sort of rratching brief* Qn 9th June, 1933j teving seen the
original estimate, the Ministry v/rote to the Tfer Office offering advice
and assistance in preparing the airfield and said they v/er,e willing to
pay the cost* These offers vrere all accepted, and the Colonel, Royal
Engineers, Gibraltar, \t®s authorised to deal directly with Air Ministry
Directorate of Vorks and Buildings*,

\i/hen the Royal Engineers at Gibraltar began to consider the

practical vrork, ho\70ver, it became clear that the origiiral estimate of
£573 Ti/as inadequate* A ne\7 estimte vras made at £1450 and was cabled
to Air Ministry on 3rd December, 1935= In tv/o days Air Ministry
replied protesting against this increase and vrarning Portress Headquar
ters that they must not enlarge the scope of the airfield proposal
beyond its original basis* The O.R.E, explained that the increase was
a new estimate; and on 28th December fonTarded the details, stating
that the scheme had not been gone into in sufficient detail in the first

instance and tliat the groundman's premises, which it was proposed to
remove and re-erect elsevifhere, were too old for such treatment and v/ould

require to be demolished and a new building provided. It vras proposed
to invite tenders for the demolition of the building and to credit the

sum received to Air Ministry. He added, perhaps v/ith a tinge of
asperity, "This sum will, I think, be small." This increase must have
caused some discussion at Air Ministry because on 12th July, 1934, the
C.R.E, wrote to remind them that ho had received no reply to his
letter of the 28th Deceirilaerc A reply, dated 24th July, told him that
in view of the expense involved in tte re-provision of the groundman's
premises it liad been decided to rearrange the rurwrays so as to avoid
them. Wing Coiimander Mbdin had agreed to the modification. The

C.R.E. was requested to put the vrork in hand as soon as possible and to
forward an amended estimate. Thfjt estimate was xvorked out at £470,
loYar than the originall It was unconditionally approved by Air
Ministry in a letter dated 3fd September, 1934* By 14th September
work liad begun on the emergency landing ground.  . •'

One of the main problems had nov/ to be faced by the C.R.il,
rails, posts and starting gates of tho racecourse v/ould have to be made
removable by inserting them in sockets, so that ' *■ aircraft could ha-ve
room to land.

The

On 2nd October, 1934, he.wrote to the Prf
Gibraltar Jockey Club a brief letter, as follovYs:- "Eor military
reasons soiTe of the guaid rails and posts enclosing the course and also
a number of the starting gates at the North Front should bo removable.
It is suggested tlmt such posts and gates as may be required to be
removed should be carried in sockets (v/hich do not protrude above groixnA
level) so that removal can be affected in the shortest possible time.
Work to be carried out forthwith and completed before 31st Deoeraber, 1934."

-Giit of the

This brought a long letter of protest from the president, sir
Kenneth J. Beatty, tte Chief Justice, to the new' Governor, sir Claries
Ho Harrington,G.C,B
in their lease from the Gcli’ernnEnt of the North Front racecourse, v/hich
made them liable for the cost of removi'.ig any of the buildings and any
other structures for military reasons, tho Club complained that it vras

D.S.O.. T/hile admitting the existence of a claus•) e
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faced with a capital outlay of at least £150 and recurring -ejcpenditure
of an unknown amount on eveiy occasion tliat the racecourse had to be
prepared as a landing ground. "The stewards feel" the President v/rote,
"that the Jockey Club has played an important part and has already
disbursed large sums of money in adding to the general ariienities of
the whole population of Gibraltar, thereby contributing to the health
and happiness of the garrison and civil communities as a whole. In
addition to this, any profits nade by the club not devoted to improve
ments has been spent for the benefit of all - in charity and for the
support of other fonas of. sport - which would lave been difficult to
keep going vdthout assistance,
that Alt' Ministry had agreed to bear the expense of the original scheiae,
vz-hich v/ould have been much more costly, and \TOnt on to question the
probability of the airfield really being an "emergency" one*. "If the
landing ground is really an emergency ground," he argued, "it must be
ready at all tiraes at very short notice. If the ground is required at
all times, racing cannot be carried out at all and a very great loss
to the whole of the population of Gibraltar must ensuej vrhich the
Stev^rds feel cannot be the wish or intention of H.M. Government. If
required at short notice, tlae gtev/ards require to bring to your
Excellency's notice the fact tlaat .they are not in the position and have
not sufficient staff to ensure that tho ground can be rapidly and safely

-  converted for flying purposes and that under suoh oircumstanoes they
are not in a position to accept respumibility for tho safe landing
of aircraft.,....."

The President reminded tte Governor

’Then he received the president's letter General Harrington took
the matter up with the O.R.E. and Portress Headquartej^s. His
Excellency was advised that teolmioally the O.E.E, was right, and that
the Jockey Club ought to pay. "On the other hand," said the v/riter
of a minute from Portress Headquarters, "v/hen the lease was made in
1900 the question of the racecourse being used as  a landing ground
was beyond aryone's imagination." This minute suggested to his
Excellency that in view of what the Jockey Club had done for all
classes in Gibraltar Air Ministry might be willing to pay
cost.

General Harrington thereupon wrote officially to the secretary of
State for Air, the Marquess of Londonderty. At tho sanrs time ho sent
a personal letter to Air Chief fershal sir Edvrard L. Ellington, G.C.B
Chief of the Air staff, signed "Yours ever, Tim Harrington." In it
his Excellency said that the Jockey Club quite realised their respons
ibility but "It is a pity, as I got ttem, last year - the best year ‘
they have ever had - to give nearly all their profits to charities -
the Hunt, Polo, etc., and they also built mo a tea-room in the grand
stand, It is rather hard now, when they Icnow the money was provided
for by the Air Ministry, to tell them to pay not only now but in the
future. In addition, the Corinittee of Irperial Defonce mono said this
work was to be dons wJ-thout exciting the Spaniards. Now, unfortunately,
it has beceme the talk of the Rock as the racing season opened yesterday.
As the Emergency or Occasional landing ground will only, I gather, be
used for a few days in a year when the Pleet is hero, I think it would,
be a great pity to raise a stir and I should be very grateful if you
would allow the cost to be borne as previously arranged, by Air Ministry.
Corae out and sample the Emergency ground."

In his official letter to the Secretary of state for Air the

Governor said, "I an in the opinion that the reasons for this clause
were to implement the Treaty of Utrecht which demands ttot all buildings
and erections on the North Front should be of a temporary nature. I
submit, therefore, that their liability, although it is apparently a
legal one, is difficult from the moral point of view, to justify. I
have received an appeal from the President of the Gibraltar Jockey

I would point out that h^d the original scheme for the

preparations of the landing Grouid been accepted the Jockey Club would
The Jocke^^"in Gibraltar plays an

i t

Club

have been in no v/ay involved
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Important part in the life of those stationed in the portress and resi
dents in the neighbourhood and when able subscribes to charity and
assists financially military activities - in fact, without assistance
received from the Club, subscriptions by officers would, in certain
cases, have to be raised, which they could ill afford.

'  Ti/hilfi these negotiations were being conducted the Governor
received a communication from the Rear Admiral i/c, Gibraltar, Rear
Admiral T.M. Austin, dated 7th December, 1934? asking what progress
had been made v/ith the landing ground and if it v/ould be avaSable for
Use by the Fleet Air Arm aircraft in an emergency during the visit of
the Home and Mediterranean Fleets next spring. The Governor replied
that certain items lui the work of preparation were still the subject
of correspondence with Air Ministry, but that it '.vas anticipated the
vrork should be finished by the end of March, 1935.

On 15th December, 1934? 4ir Ministry v/rote to the Governor that
they Viere prepared to accept the expense of altering tte rails and
starting gates at a cost estimated at 5150 as a charge to Air Votes.
"I am, however, to add", the letter said? "that while in view of your
representations the decision has been taken on the grounds of policy,
the Air Council are of the opinion that in the event of any further
expense of this nature being involved in the future it vrould be
necessary to stipulate that the cost should be borne by the Jockey
Club and I am accordingly to suggest that in view of the establishment
of the landing ground arrangements should be made for consultation
with the appropriate authorities before the Jockey Club undertake the
erection of any fixtures which might constitute an obstruction." A
personal letter to the same effect vras written to the Governor by sii’
Edwa rd Ellington. .

Ifhen it vras knovm that an "emergency" landing ground for service
aircraft was being arranged, other interests began to consider the
possibility of renewing the civil air traffic at Gibraltar. Early in
1934 sir Alan Cobham came to Gibraltar to make a survey and report on
an air route to Tangier for passengers, goods and mail. He had flown

Alan argued that as Tangier had ample
facilities for constructing an airfield but none for flying-boats it
was essential for Gibraltar to take steps to provide an airfield,
his opinion the only site was the North Front racecourse, v/hich, however?
he thought could never become a public airfield,
dimensions to receive a full licenoa", he said,
considered suitable for a landing ground for strangers to alight upon^"
The Colonial gecretarj' sent sir Alan's report to the Governor, on 7th
March, 1934? and said tliat the benefits of the establishment of an
airfield vrere fully appreciated, particularly in connection with an

For that reason sir Alan's proposals had been
viewed favourably by the Colonial Government and the Department of Civil
Aviation in London. "The immediate and important point of consideration,
the Colonial secretary T/rote,"is whether the obvious objection from
the military point of view is of such a nature as definitely to preclude
this area of ground being used for the purpose indicated."

Within two days the Governor sent a reply through Fortress Head
quarters in which he refused to sanction the use of North Front ra ce
course as a landing ground. "The. Governor has arrived at a definite
conclusion," said the F.H.Q. comniunication, "that the proposed use of
this ground is undesirable from the military point of view in that the
arrival and departure of aircraft \70uld not only constitute a hindrance
throughout the vreapon training season but would curtail the very limited
existing facilities for exercising troops on open ground." At the same
time General Harrington wrote to air Philip Cunliffe-Lister and sent him
a copy of sir Alan Cobham^s report. "it v/ill be observed from the report?"
he said "that for the reasons stated an aeroplane service is the only
practicable one. such a service necessitates a lending ground.

from the Rock in 1927*

In

"It is of insufficient

'and could never be

expected mail service.

M

' Jk.-
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G-ibmltar
4-v,o I’aced^with the hard physlcax fact of lack of ground, and
th ono and oru.y site for a landing ground is tliat in the centre of

garrison msketry range.
G.eat^, as I should like to see civil a^/iation established here, there
d.e objections- from a military . int of view to the racecourse
siaa being used as a regular aircraft ground. During the v«3apon train-
ing_season_this^area is in constant use by both the Amy and Navy and
lu IS conoiaorca that the arrival and departure of aircraft constitute
a hindranceo The Civil /.viation scheme did not survive that objection-.

.Ic

\



The new ruravay has made good progress and is in

race track has completely disappeared and most

pared strip" is no^v a dispersal for aircraft.

('19-fch January, 1942^
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VI - Navy has. the last Word.

Throughoat the negotiatioa-iR opjoor.-'^n.nity h£id been taken to
The Arnyemphasise that the airfield Was to be an enoox'scr^'-;/

not wish to give support to any proposal that North 5’ront should
become a permanent airfield, involving the sacrifice of its training
ground are: sport to the Third Inn of vrarfare, unless for an incontro
vertible reason. That was ¥7hy, no doubt. General Harrington vrrote,
on 11th. parch, 1935, to the Rear Idmiral in Charge, Gibraltar, and
suggested that the time had come when some general policy should be
laid down. He pointed out that the North Front ground v/as in constant
use both for training and recreation, and emplTasised that the vrelfaro

of tho garrison v/ould suffer if such use was often interrupted.
Rear Admiral was asked to consider a suggestion that the policy on the
status of the ground should make it available occasionally for service
but not civilian aircraft, and that oa preliminary v/ork was required
before aircraft could land, its use should be regarded as abnoniBl and

a v/eek's notice given to Fortress Headquarters,

The\

Rear Admiral Austin referred -the matter to the Commanders in Chief
of the Mediterranean and Atlantic Fleets. The first reply was received
from the C. in C. Mediterranean, Admiral gir Nilliam 17. Fisher, who
iiBde it quite clear that he vrould liko North Front to be available always
and not only by giving adequate notice to the Amy, He pointed out the
value of having such ground available in war, and asked whether it vrould

not be possible to arrange tliat it could be used as proposed without
any preliminary vrork being necessary, pilots could then bo ̂ informed of
its existence but v/arned that ttey must not use it except in
emergency 0

General Barringtc.n's reply? on Bth Hay, 1935, stated that it was

not practicable for North Freni vo be usod as a landing ground with
out preliminary work. He gave a list of the work requiredl, including
the bridging over of firing trenches, and reiterated that the ground
in its norraal state was not a’-railab.le as a landing ground and prelim
inary notice was essentlVl, "It is not felt, hervever," he aaid, "
that this condition detracts, fnm its value as an en^rgency landing

It can only be required in this capacity while the aircraft
for more than a tevf

ground#
carriers are here and they are not norrBlly here
weeks in the yoar. Nor, from past expcrionco, have they flown off
their rachines on more than two or throe occasions in tils vicimity.
It would not therefore appear to be difficult to give notice of the

occasions on which the ground may be required for landing in an

emergency. The preliniinary work will then be done and service machines
which get into difficulties will he able to land and so nvcl'l the
neutral ground,”

The General's suggestion on this occasdon was a change in phrase-
It was that pilots should be informodlology rather than a concession,

that the racecourse could be rrade available as an emergency landing
ground, that a week's notice to Fortress Headquarters was required, and
that as the ground was in constant use for training and recreation they

Admiral Fisher'sshould ho v/arned to uso it only in an emergency.,
reply Was not received until soptenber
stated briefly that the Corxiander in C
Excellency's suggestion.

1935, as Itit ¥¥en.t missing*
ief' concurred with His

taken up by the G. in 0? Hone.A slightly different attitude rp-i



I

Fleet;,, as the Atlzjntic Fleet y/as nov/ norEd. Idniral si'e Roger
Backhouse d5.d not reply to the Governor's letter of Hthliarch, 1935f
until the Fleet \^s nearly due at Gibraltar for the 193*5 Spring cruisOi,
He asked in a letter dated 6tli February, 1936, for the landing ground
to be put at his disposal for an indefinite period fron 11th February,
General Harrington rcTolied, on 11 th February, "Bearing in nind the

many other purposes for v;hioh North Front is used I do not consider it

possible to maintain tire area prepared for use as an er.nrgency lainding
ground for indefinite period. Ylhile the ground, is prepared it
cannot be used for certain T.^apon training exercises nor for racinge
As you knovy,the Gibraltar ilockey Club are liberal supporters of all
Service Charities herf ,and I am laath to agree to any step v/hich vdll
interfere with racing. As regards vre:apon tr'aining, the programme of
shooting after 1st April is so full that it vdll be difficult to re

gain an^,; time lost ov/in^^ to the closing of the ranges after that date,
I would, thereforQ, be grateful if you would consider the possibility
of so arranging flying practice from H.M.3. ’Furious" that the emergency
landing ground is only required for certain clearly defined-'periods.ft

Admiral Backhouse rusponied by si,gnal through the.■'Pear.-Adhiral at
Gibraltar stating that he v/ished the larding ground available for the
follcayin;^ rreek, and would consult the "local authorities
representing further requirements,
Gibraltar the Admiral sent his Fleet Aviation Officer, wing Commander
A.W. Gallehav/k, A.F.C., ashore to North Front with Wo R.A.F, officers
fron H.M.S. "Furious" to r.nke a report, Alien tliey had done so he
vyrote to the Governor fron H.M.S. "Nelson", on 18th February, stating
that it was not necessary to do all the pr-epiaratory work suggested by
His Excellency. Aircraft could l£\nj:l without the rails being removed
if the firing trenches were covered by boarding flush w/ith the ground,
certain concrete posts" vdiich seem to serve no useful purpose" were
removed, one or two large holes filled in and some large stones re
moved.

before

Alien tlie Home Fleet reached

the AdmiralI propose, v/ith your Excellency's concurrence,
to issue an order irarning pilots tliat should a forced landingwrote

be necessary at Nofth Front they are to bear in mind tliat there may be
men v/orking there or in the firing trenches, that cattle may be graz
ing end people exorcising horses
quarters be warned tliat a pilot forced to land wrill do so as nearly
as possible in the centre of the racecourse,"

I suggest that Fortress Head-

Thore could be no argument against this. Debc^il.c! were discussed
by Fortress and Home Fleet Staff Officers and as  a result Porb
Headquarters r.nde the necessary "permanent" preparations

and issued a ^warning that aircraft were to be esq^ected.
emergency landing ground" I'jas fully avail-

suggested by
the Admiral,
By 10th March, 1936, the
able for the first tixie.



-■>

.  ̂ v .

M^l

't

->

'■Mu; il
<*» {

As "V?-,., js .■ ■'■-V' .■< •
'C -<< t ■-'~-s:-^ »^ • P-.

Gi'eat progress has been made with the extension of the runway

into the sea in preparation for Operation Torch. At the eastern

end part of the "prepared str'ip" is still bein^j used. The border

guiding lines and the centre circle are all that remain of ttiu

(5th October, 1942)strip elsewhere.
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PiiHT ONE. 1901-1939.

VII - 1936-1939 V/rangles and Uncertainty.

/ilthough the C. in G. Hoiae Fleet had taken such decisive action

that the eniergency landing grouni at North Front had in fact becorae an
airfield available at all tinies, the natter was by no r.©ans decided*
Europe becano more unsettled, further consideration liad to be given to
to the possible operation of land aircraft from Gibraltar, and it soon
becane obvious that North Front racecourse, Victoria Gardens and the am^y
training ground tvere likely to be replaced by a full-sized airfield*
There was hindrance to this in the fom of frank statenents of opinion
from the Governor, confusion and misunderstanding bet'vreen the three Serv

ices'and the Colonial Office, uncertainty in London about what vras realty
required at Gibraltar, and a reluctance to cause annoyance to the

Spanish Government in case they should appeal to international law and

hold up the entire business indefinitely. This last-raentioncd questiaa
becano less important early in 1935j v/hen Franco began to build fortil’i-
cations on his side of the fence with the aid of Gerran military engineers
as a protest against the British refusal to aid him when the Republican
warships bombarded Algeciras during the civil war. It was removed entire
ly early in 1940 when because of the break-dovm of international lawvit
could be said that the juridical status of Gibraltar vis-a-vis spa»^ 'waa

only of historical interest*

The opposition that cane from the I.n'.y, principally inside

Gibraltar, v®s not surprising, for the creation of a pcri:nnentAirfield
on North Front seemed an utter impossibility. No one could believe,
either, that the potential enemy would over get his a ire raft Within 500
miles of Gibraltar or, for that matter, that aircraft based on Gibraltar
vrould ever be able to reach the ener.y. There was an added iffitation in
the possibility that the amenities of North Front, which of such
high importance to those inside Gibraltar, includinr; the <ilvilians, were
to be despoiled for a scheme tlret night not be a success^^3 almost
certain to be abandoned after a few years. V/hen North eventually
taken up entirely by the airfield the loss to the pcopV of Gibraltar
was greater than the loss of Byde Birk and Regent's R'rk v/oulc. bo to tlio
people of T/est London. It can never be replaced unless by groujd. \-jhich
will have to be obtained by the goodwill of Spain. Chose who cepo^ed
the scheme on the argument tliat an airfield would ;)evor be of vea^ use
had much apparent reason on their side, sir Rian Oobhan, who h2.d am eye
fora potential airfield, if ever anyone had, thought little 0? No?';h
Front. General Godloy, v/ho retired from* the Governorship of fo-br&l^ar
in 1933, and v/ho bad been intiraately concerned with the oariiet't pLr
wrote in the "Evening standard" of 5th. December, 1935» that asropLnts
attacking Gibraltar "cannot do 30 in close proxiniity to the Rocic« N.t

OUtj j!-0only v/ould they hAve to enouuntor the v;ell-laiown

■•v

are inumerable air pockets v/hich ar.es to give the Ihck a
wide berth."

> « • « »

Rn unbiassed observer of some standing, Mr, G.T. Gar^tt; "Tines'
correspondent during the Rbyssinian war, wrote a book ontitlod"Gibra-tar
and the Mediterranean" in February, 1939, and in the little space ^he ^
devoted to discussing the piossibility of an airfield as i^art of Gibraltar 3
modem r^eans of attack and defence, criticised General Godley|s suggestion
that Gibraltar could not be attacked from the air but v^as definite that
little could be done to provide aerial defence against it. "The promontory
of Gibraltar," he v/rote "has no suitablo ground for an airfield and the
tricky winf.s round the Rock would be of far greater handicap to the
defending planes rising off the ground than to attackors, who couLl coma
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at heights entirely unaffected by the 1300 feet of limestone undemeathf"
These two opinions express the general attitude of mind of most people
when the need for a service airfield at Gibraltar was suggested.

First evidence of a scheme fora full-size airfield at North Front
came from the secretary of state for the Colonies, Mr. W. Ottusby-Gore,
M.P.» v/ho wrote to the Governor, General Barrington, on 1st. October,
1936, and asted his viev/s on a proposed air base at Gibraltar partly on
an.area reclaimed from the sea. On 2nd. November Mr. Orrosby-Gore tele
graphed the Governor that the lav? officers of the Grown had given a
"qualified" opinion to tho effect that there v,t)uld be no objection to
taking initial steps to carry out the project pending objection by the
Spanish Goverjmsnt. AirMiidstry v?aa pressing for Immediate authority
to proceed and the Cabinet wds goir^ to discuss the matter on 4th.
November^ A summary of tho Governor’s views were requested ty telegraph*
General Harrington, v?ho had already discussed the entire matter with
Sir Samuel Hoars, First Lord of the Admiralty, during his visit to
Gibraltar in October, agreed that an air base v?as essential and that all
other interests should be subordinated to it and the various difficulties
met at all costs*

Mr. Ormsby-Gore wrote again, on 26th. November, stating the
Government had decided that although the provision of an air base at
Gibraltar was essential for the needs of Imperial Defence they had
"reached the conclusion that the risks of alienating Spain and of
creating international complications and difficulties by taking action
at the present time to reclaha the land required for an airfield are of
such gravity as to outw’sigh any advantages to be derived from immediate
aotion. They ted therefore decided that the secretary of state for Air
should follov/ up certain possibilities of an emergency alternative
oonoemed with the construction of a windbreak \vall, 1100 yards long,
50 feet high aird 12' fest broad, from East to 1?est across the British

sphere of the neutral ground, aiiCi the levelling and keeping clear of
all obstacles of a strip 150 yards wide on each side of the wall, which
would be a steel framowork covered v.-lth slats. It would run from

Gibraltar pay (yostern Beach) to B-P
practica lljr through the centfs:! of the ra.cecourse. The scheme would
cost ,S35;500.

On 21st. January, 1937, General Harrington wrote to Mr. Omsby-
Gore detailing certain inconveniences v?hich the scheme would cause to

civilian and service lifo and work, adding " I am forced to agree on ny
present irdormation that there is no practical alternative, but it may
be taken for granted ttet the erection-of the proposed v/all will give
rise to representations from sp
Philip jeubert ds la Ferte (A,C,0f in Go Coastal Command) visited North
Front, A report of the Air Mars'nal’s opinion upon the "wall" scheme
v/as sent by General Harrington to Field Marshal Sir Cyril J. Deverell,
K.B.E., Chief of the Imperial Gonoral staffs In a letter dated 27th.
January, 1937, General Harrington wrote, " Air Marstel Jo’abert de la
Ferte went to examine this v?all scheme and I uteerstand was most definite

ly against it. He asked if it bad been examined by any really practical
flyixig erxpert and as far as I know it has not. He said that he would

prefer no wall at all. "

■citrap Bay (Eastern Beach)

late ttet month Air Marshal Sir.n.

The scheme for a wall vanished tomporarily into uncertainly, and
1 a further letter from the Colonial

August, 1937, when’a propassVwbi^lj.’.appsrent-
3 explained to reclaim from the sea on

the reclauEiticn plan reappeared
secretary, dated 23rd
ly -ori^-brnter. at iVir -.ns
tfte v/est side of the -penbosula an area ICOO yards by 300 yards - the first
hint of the plan, which was eventually to develop into the present IBOO

One feature abcu,t the reclamation that was 'perfectly cleat

. 9

yards riircayo
vras ttet it v?culd m.ean the abolition of Gibraltar’s only shipbuilding
yard, Messrs. Bland's, as well as some subsidiary'' firms,
hesitation in saying,
to the Chief of the imperial General staff, "ttet there wiH be great

I have no
wrote Ge:Tcral Harrington in an official despa'boh

II
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'.Thilst Ifeeling in Gibraltar against the uprooting of these fin'te.

entirely agree that the requirerents of the Comittee. of Inperial
Defence nust be paramount; I, as Governor have to consider the effect
of this decision on the local workers and on Gibraltar as a whole ani
I have no hesitation in saying that the whole schen^ will be most^
unpopular as it deprives Gibraltar of certein of its loresent amenities
and conveys no benefits to Gibraltar of any kindo"

The first intiiiction thait Spain knev/ what v©3 afoot was a state
ment obtained unofficially; dated 17th Deceiitoer, 1937, which sail that

If it was startedFranco's Government was expecting work to begin,
without consulting them; their reply would be to fortify the neigh- _
bourhood. This threat was forwarded by the Governor to the 17ar Office,

and on 3rd January, 1938, it reached the Foreign Office and^iir
Ministry. lill three were asked to make observations upon it.
replies, transmitted to the Under 3ecre|tary of state for the Colonies,
form an interesting contrast in character and attitude.

Tie

IThe i\rmy Council said; brusciuely, " The Council tos no comments
to offer on this matter." The Foreign Office was tart.
Mr* Eden is avrare" the reply said, " it never contemplated that
General Franco's /iteinistration should be consulted on this subject.
Unless, therefore, the fortification of tte neighbourhood of Gibraltar
represents a serious threat to the safety of that Colony, a ̂ matter on
v/-hioh Mr. Eden is not competent to advise, he does not consider it
necessary to make aj;]5r notification to the Salamanca authorities."

"As far as

The Air Council, being m.ore directly concerned, made more of it.
A letter dated 11 th February, 1938 said "whether or not, for political
reasoir;., the Spanish Republican Government or the fetiomlist Govern
ment, or both, should be informed that the Royal Air Force are taking
steps to enable aircraft to land and refuel at G-ibraltar as^a stage on.
the air route to the east., or v/hether T)erhax^s the infornation should

be conveyed to the local spn.iish authorities unofficially, are matters
on which the Air Council v/ould not wish to conxment. They are most^

however, to expedite the work as much as possible, and if it
or both of the existing,

the Council hope that it may be
which v/ould have the effect of

arsdous,
should be judged to be desirable that one
Spanish Governments should he informed,
piossible to avoid any negotiations .'
delaying the work.."

There these questions v/ero suspended, so far as Gibraltar vras.

concerned, until General Harrington xras succeeded in November, 1938,
by General sir Edmund Ironside, G.C.B.. At once the new Governor
reopened then in his characteristic brisk fashion by a cable to the new
Chief of the Inperial staff, General Lord Gort, K.C.B
who as it turned out became Governor of Gibraltar in 1941 and^vras then
able to bring the whole iratter to a conclusion. "Has this airfield
proposal,. " General Ironside asked, " really been considered carefully"?
later, having examined it more fully, he sent a further cable, "Hope
less conf'usion of ideas prevails here." The General discovered that
the 0,in G' Mediterranean Fleet had a plan for a seaplane ’dahe northi
of the Cammercial Mole aid that the Rear Admiral at Gibraltar had
another for catapulting seaplanes from concealed hangars in the Rock,
"No one here has any idea of what is being aimed at," General Ironside
complained. "I can start work on clearing the airfield, but until I
know definitely the final object to be aimed at I cannot act intelli-
-entlyo" General Ironside told the G. in C. Mediterranean Fldetwtot
he had done and received a reply from Admiral sir Dudley Pound v/hich
-aid "I an most thankful that you have taken this mtter up so strongly.

V.O• 9• 9

General Ironside bombarded Jar Office with cables am despatches
with -uch intensity that Air Vice Harslial Sir Richard E.C. Peirse, R.C.B
Mt; Chief of tli Air staff, v^as sent to Gibraltar,
in February, 1939, and d-inediately cabled to the Chief of Air S a _
onWnf the Governor's re-most for quick, decisive action on allo

• 5
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imtters concet'ned \7ith the airfield, inoludirig the Spanish Problem.
I^en he returned to London, i^ir iSsTshal Peirse called a meeting at
Air Ministry, on 28th February, v/hich Vss attended by representatives
of tire ^dmiraltj?-, War Office and Oolrjnial Office. Its, object was
■'to clear up uncertainty which existed concerning the requirements for
air facilities at Gibraltar,"
the assumption that land and air action in the next war would never
coBie near Gibraltar. The R.A.F

The decisions reached vjere based on

the meeting agreed, would only use
the laiTding ground for occasional visits in peace-time,

staging post for refuelling reinforcing units

• s

and possibly
vra r as a

on passage.
in

If a trade protection squadron were to be permanently based at
Gibraltar it vrould be equipped with flying boats or amphibians and, in

^^consequence, vrould use principally the sea alighting area
of the Fleet iir Am was different,
there wtbuld be a shore requirement for keeping tv/o squadrons on the
airfield.

The case

In these circaivstances the Admiralty agreed to provide

.
Ilien ca rriers came to Gibraltar

U 0

maintenance facilities at North Front including hangar acconiaodation.
The C? in C. Mediterranean suggested that the defence of the Rock
should be strengthened by a fighter s . uadron, but Air Ministry replied
tha t they did not consider that as an immediate possibility.

The R.A.F. requirements could be net by the present strip,
for the. continuous operation of tv7o F.A.A, squadrons, and for the
accommodation of any permanent unit, an airfield "with adequate space
for landing in all directions rras required. "The proposed reclamation
schemey said a report of the meeting, sent to' the Governor to clarify
his instructions," does not appearto give a satisfactory solution, /
an operatxona 1 airfield is required the reclarrration scheme must be re
examined to establish whether an airfield for use in all conditiom of
wind is practicable,
strip should continue.

It Tf/as agreed thiat the Spanish Natiorialist Govermient should be
informed of the proposed developments on the lines tliat the plan vras
nothing new, but that steps were being taken to perfect an already
existing emergency landing ground: that v/hen the improvements v/ere
completed, hov/ever, it would follov/ that the ground vrould be
extensively used, and that Fleet Air Arm units fror.r visiting carriers
would use it for training purposes.

But

If

In the neamhile work on the preparation of the

more

Air Vice Marshal Peirse v/rote privately to General Ironside to
assure him tlrat if he found alternative sites for Bland's and the other
vyorks, and for his a my barracks, it v®s unlikely that they vrould be
interfered’, with by any expansion of Air Ministry or Alairalty airfield
requirements,
it was studied the less practicable it seenedo
added that the Foreign Office had agreed to tell Franco
opportunity,
wrote to the Foreign Office suggesting t’nat "it would appear to be
desirable to cultivtste the good-vrill of the Spanish Government towards
the landing ground to suoh an.extent as

He remarked about the reclamation scheme that the more

The Air Vice Marshal
t the first

subsequent correspondence shows that the Air Council

Bay he practicableo

In a further effort to clear matter; up for General Ironside the
Council wrote to the iidiriiralty^ on 10th March^ 1939^ expressing the hopw
that their Lordships vrould co-operate in ensuring that any scheme for
an airfield vras a final one, " It seens clearl;^- desirable," said the
letter, "that it should be recognised that ar^r further scheme of
development vrould be framed on the basis of satisfying to the naximum
possible extent both Admiralty and Air Ministr^:^ requirements for air
facilities at Gibraltar, If their Lordships agree the Air Council
propose tiiat the Governor should be assured that this is the intention
of both departments."

As the scheme unfolded the problem of vyhat to do with Bland's works
became an aoute one for the Governor. On 6th April, 1939, General
Ironside wrote to the War Office and asked approval to leave Bland's works
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in thair present position until the reclamation v/as proceeded with.
The only deleterious effect of tlat would be to mrrov/ tlna landing
strip from 300 to 150 yards at the western portion. No reply waa
received to this letter, which the War Office forwarded to the

Colonial Office, until sep^-ember, 193-9s by y/hich tirae other clianges
had taken place in the plans for an airfieldt,

On 27th t'larch, 1939j Admiral sir Dudlay Pound vsent to the Governor
a copy of a report which he had made to the Admiiralty, following a
discussion v/ith the A,0.0. Mediterranean Command, on the provision of
aircraft at Gibraltar as a minimum short-term policy. sir Dudley
Pound said tliat it seemed to him, and the A.0*C. concurred, that with

comparatively little extra expense the landing ground at North Front
could be suitabl;^’- equipped and made available for the operation of
disembarked Fleet Air Am aircraft, reconnaissance airemft for patrol
of the Straits and for trade protection and fighters for the defence of

the Fortress. His comments appear to be the first appeal for decisive
action voiced by anyone v/ho might be expected to nnke practical use of
the airfield once it finished. "It is most strongly urged," he
said, "that the question of fitting out the North Front airfield so

tliat it can jjerfom the functions I Imve outlined should be taken up
with Air Ministry, quite apart from tlie provision of the reconnaissance

aircraft." The Admiral wcis not in favour of any proposal to establish

a seaplane or flying-boat base at Gibraltar, "Given a properly
equipped airfield and the necessar57- aircraft for reconnaissance,
said," the need for such a base becomes of less importance since it is
understood that v/ith the increased endurance of modern aircraft the

trend of development is towards the use of Innd planes for long-range
reconnaissance over the sea, when the necessary airfields exist,
rather tlian flying-baats or float plnnes." Nothing came of this
immediately aid the v/ork of clearing No^'th Front went on as fast as

equipment and labour permitted.

The,matter of fighters v/as raised agaira in July, 1939, when the
Royal llavy v/as considered to be in charge of the Airfield at North

Front,. The Aniy Oouncil wrote to the iiclmiralty to state that ttey
v/ere "very much oonoemed at tlie inadequacy of the facilities for air

co-operation which at present exist in Gibraltar." As a result, the
Council said, the training of anti-aircraft gunners and searchlight
units T/as seriously handicapped and the readiness of the garrison for
v/ar was being prejudiced. At a tiirn when Germany \yqs producing great
quantities of He, Ill’s and Ju. SB's, which had proved their effioiency
in the Spanish Civil War, the Arnj' Council had to confess to the

Admiralty ttot they could only obtain slow float-planes with which to
train their anti-airtjraft units, in modern defence. These aircraft

came from Malta and were available only for three months in a year,
and then at the expense of Malta's training, a circuiastance to which

the Council very v/isely stated that it was not prepared to agree.

" he

-#•

"We learn from the Air Council", said the letter, "tliat there is

no prospect of a material increase in the amount of co-operation which
can be provided fron^ R.A.F. resources until the 194O-4I training
season. It appears, therefore, tliat the onljr possibility of iraproving
the situation in the immediate future is by assistance .on the part of
H.M, ships carrying aircraft. In view, therefore, of the present
difficulties at Gibraltar the Council v/ould greatljr appreriate any
assistance which tte Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty could provide,
particularly during the part of the year (normally August to April)
when there is no aircraft flight located at Gibraltar,
agreed to provide Fleet Air Am aircraft to be stationed permanently at
North Front for the practice required by the Army,

TIe Adnira Ity

By now the Spanish were watching Forth Front' carefully and be-
This v/as one of the first problemsginning to make public cor’.imerrts•

to be faced by General Ironside’s suocesaor, Lieutemnt General sir
Clive Liddell, K.C.B An article appeared in Franco’s newspt^per
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"L rrlba in/lUgust, 1939; vrhich concluded,
QUIT^editorials5 ?/e expressed the hope that for the sake of good re
lations between Spain and Britain the old dispute about Gibraltar
\70uld no\7 be settled.

a few days ago, In one

Today v/e l^iave to confess that the attitude

of

expressed by England in establishing this
i:Btres from our lines is not the best way

military airfield eighty
 to arrive at an understanding

or to Gonfim an expressed desire for friendshiiD, particularly if these
militar^r defence v/orks are going to be built on land overv/hichwe have
today, always, unquestionable right of smvrcignty.as

General Liddell sent the report to the V/br Office. "The local
situation, no’.v tbnt the Spanish v/ar is over," ho v/rotej"is rapidly
becoming worse." The Spanish had begun to build defences in their port
ion of the "neutral" or polenic ground and had increased the guard at
the Eronticr. "I liavo reached the conclusion,'" General Liddell went
on, "that until His I'fejesty's Government establish a friendly basis of
discussion on the matter, if no' more, the series of pin pricks to
which Gibraltar is subjected v/ill increase and tlnit friendly relations
with Spain Y/i 11 be difficult, if not impossible of achievement."
General Liddell pointed out tliat before coning to Gibraltar he had
been instructed to do all in his penwer to os'l'ablish friendly relations
with spstn. He a.,,ked for early information as to the Govorment’s
policy in the mattere
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A Bleiilieim taxying to tho end of the runway. centre

V--

has been completed but road-rollers and bull-dozers are

completing the sides. It was on these sides that aircraft

(1Ath October ? i 9A2,wore parked before Operation Torch.
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'1901-1939.PART am.

VIII - An Enel of Argument - tlie Runvsiy Ocmpleted.

When vrar began, the situation so far as operations v/ere concerned
There v^ere no aircraftY/orked out very much as had been anticipated,

at North Front as the anti-aircraft -practice flying v®s being done by
three sv/ordfish of No. 3 Anti-Aircraft Qo-operation Il'nit from R.A.F',
Malta which ¥/ere fitted vdth floats.

Gibraltar li/ere three French float-planes.
September, 1939j the Royal Air Force arrived at Gibraltar from Malta
and formed No. 200 Group, with Headquarters in the Bris tol Hotel, and
began to opeiate flying boats of No. 202 Squadron from the harbour.
Tint activity is referred to in Part II of this n’rrative.

The only otter aircraft a;^
A feiY days after the 3rd

so far as North Front v;as concerned, the need for an efficient

operational airfield for the Royal Navy and R.A.F. ted become a matter
of some urgency. Very soon a new voice arose in the appeals for
unity of purpose and decisive action. It came frcci Group Captain
F.E.P. Barrington, who commanded No. 200 Group under jhe direction of
tie A.0.0, Mediterranean OoMnand. On 30th September, 1939* the
Group Captain reported to the A.O.C. that half the "prepared strip"
T/ould not be available under six months and that the otter half could

nover become available until tho garrison huts vifore vacated,

nav clear," he said " that no saretion has been given for the construct

ion of anything more than an-^morgency landii-og ground \7ith0ut hangar
or Y/orlcshap accommodation, and the Spanish Authorities have been told
that the -present construction is solely for that purpose, Further, it
is unlikely that the Foreign Office vdll consent to an alteration of
policy. It is apparent that even v/hen this landing strip -is completed
it cannot be used for any other purp'.ose tten as an emergency landing
ground and ttet until such tine as the -political situation vis-a-vis

Spain changes completely -the suggestion to o'perate land aircraft from
Gibraltar is impracticable." In viev/ of the urgent need for patrolling
as nuch of -the sea v/ost of Gibraltar as possible -the Group Captain
suggested operating a shore based squadron from Port lyautey in con
duction vdth the French, He v/rote his. letter after a conference at
Goverment House to discuss a cable from the War Office giving

instructions for Wo Belhran ten^-prs to be erected near the airfield

for the use of the Royal Navy.

"It is

After the conference the Governor cabled a reply to the War Office

suggesting that the order v/aa tte result of sir Dudley Pound’s re'port
to Admiralty of 27th March, 1939* "Possibly Admiralty, War Office
and Air Ministry are not -in closest co-operation on the problem of
working aircraft fraa Gibraltar," was General Liddell’s coment.

Ho pointed cut that the R.A.F. had arrived at Gibraltar and ttet he had
received inforiration from the Colonial Office that an -inter-do-part-
nental conference had agreed to ask the Adrriralty to give an assurance
ttet they v/ould not raise aiy further reo^uirenonts v/hich raight interfere

General Liddell alsovrith the scheme for the emergency landing strip,
took the opportunity to inform the War Office that as he ted ted no'-

repty to his request in August for something to be done about infoming
the Spanish vftet iras afoot he had done so hirself, "Having in mind iry
previous instructions," he said, " I have informed the Spanish Consul
General here that our only intention is to have an emergency landing
ground.

ThGi^e Vi/as no immediate reply froia the Y/ar Office to these poin’bs.
Instead, the Go-vernor ms asked tvTO questions which confirmed
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hia belief that something more tten an emergenoy landing -was visualised
in the near future*

possibility
On© vras a request for informtion about the

of towing or nan-handling aircraft with folded win^
along the roads leading to North Front,
opinion about the coat and advisability of eDccavating hangars in the
face of the Rook at the north eastern end. No t'one v^s wasted in

It vras found that aircraft oould be moved

and that tunnel hangars v/ere pmctioable,

The other asked for ̂ n

obtaining the ansvTOrs*
easily along the raads;
would cost ̂ e/+0,000 and take Welve months to build, but that they v/ould
have raai^'' disadvantages, including a vulnerability to fire from the
notth east. In forv^arding this information General Liddell sent a
personal cable to the Chief of the Iirperial General staff asking;; him
if he vras aware of what was l©pponing and requesting a definite policy
and instructions. The O.I.G.S. replied that he v^os ovraro of the

nntter and v/as trying to get a policy defined without delay.
V7!3 3 followed by a Yfer Office message that Adniralty and Air Minis tty
stated the early demolition of atty hutments was essential*

This

Meantime No. 200 Group's problems had been solved ten^ororily by
a letter from tte A.O.C. Mediterranean which stated tdiat no sv/ordfdsh
aircraft could be sent to Gibraltar and tiiat certain operational facts,
in addition to the political _implioation3, made it seem evident that
there v/na no likelihood of thb Group being called upon to operate
shore based aircraft in the near future*
the airfield the A.0.0. said, "v/hen tte I50 yards strip is ready it
will bo time enough to take up the question of using it."

On the general matter of

-#•

Tho Rear Admiral Commanding North Atlantic, Roar Admiral Dudley
B.N. North was the next to make hinsolf heard v^on he recalled in a
letter to Admiralty the sea reclamation solieme for a runway and a
naval seaplane slipway aid. pointed out that they v/ould be possible
from material being tunnelled out of the Hook, but ttet a decision^
would Imve to be mode soon otterv/iao the kbterial would be dumped into

He also reported that No. 200 Group had asked for tho slip-
I BUggoat," he said,

the sea*

vmy site to build a hangar for flying boats*
"di* this is approved it should be rc;gorded as an onoro.achmont for the
duration of tho \rav in view of tho projected allocation of the site
for mval purposes*
in la te r yea rs.

This KBttcr vms to produce some disagreement

While this was going on General Liddell had sent another cable to

Londbn drav/ing attention to 'hpressurc being brought by Admiralty and
Air Ministry to convert North Front to an operations airfield* _
Governor hoped the Colonial Office would press for tho limitations of
the larding ground for emergency landings only and discourage any
change of policy involving the breaking of his word to the Spanish^
authorities unless H.M. Government first arrived at an agreement v;ith
tho Spanish Government. He v/as assured, in a reply from the Colonidl
Office, ttot his views v/ould. be given full consideration at inter
departmental discussions v;hioh wore then proceeding on tho question
of oorcmunioating with the Spanish Government in regard to tho use of
tho airfield*

The result of these discussions became apparent on 4^^! December,
1939, when the Governor received a copy of a secret despatch from the
Foreign Office to the British Ambassador at Madrid, Siv Maurice
peters on, K.C.M.G
MacDonald to General Liddell in v/hich the Colonial secretary made the
surprising statement that an aide-memoire handed to tto Duke of Alba,
Spanish Ambassador in London, on 25th April, 1939, liad said the improve
ments to the landing ground v/ould not offoot the general uses to which
it v/as put ani that it would remain primarily an emergency landing
ground which would also be available for the perxddioal training of
disembarked aircraft of the Fleet Air Am. "It is not proposed," the
letter v/ent "to seek the assent of the Spanish Govommont for tho use

The

It \vas accoKipaniod by a letter from Hr. Maleolm• 4

■j-
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of the landirig ground for the purposes in viev/, and although it is not
the intention of Ilis., Majesty’s Govemnent to enpligr the landing
ground for operational purposes, it is not condidered desirable to
furnish the Spanish Govemnent vdth ary assurance on this point."
The letter added that the Govemnent v/ere advised ttot they iTere on sure
ground froia the legal point of vievr. They were not willing to corapron-
ise their position by seeking an agreement v/ith the Spanish Government
vrhich, for tactical reasons, would most certainly be refirsed.

*

On 21st November, 1939, the Governor received tire first definite
infoiTiatiom tliat the min reclamation scheme liad been abandoned. This

news, was contained in a letter frm Mr. MacDonald Yrhich referred to

General Ironside’s letter of 6th April I
tion T/ith tire Adrairalty, "Mr. MacDonald wrote, "Imve decided that only
the landing' strip should be proceeded with,
the Air Council Imd decided that Bland's Worlcs mat be moved, an inoon-

It referred to the

"The Air Council, in consultar-

The letter also said that

sistency that the Governor found hard to understand,
fact that in viev/ of the creation of an airfield at North Front the Amy
eatablislnent had been decreased, and made certain suggestions for an
alternative site for the worte. by the demolition of ].)art of the barracks»

A greater surprise followed. A Far Office cable of 7th March,
1940, said "Possible only northern strip of landing ground nay be required.
Postioone work on southern pending deojsion." This vas the result, it
turned out, of a letter sent by the Atolralty to the Air Council on
l(-th. March, 1940, in v/hich it ms stated that the Fleet Air Am require
ments in Gibraltar had been reoonaidored in the light of recent events
and their Lordships " now regard the full implemntation of their pro
posals at Gibraltar as a matter of less urgency than previously." Their
Lordships suggested ooirfining the work to the northern half of the land
in' strip and asked the Air Council if they would agree "consideration
being given to the execution of the remaining projects if future events
should require it." The vrork on the runvrdy vras altex’ed accordingly aixl
when it was completed the R.A.F. anl Fleet Air Armyrere able to use it

operatioraily v/ith fair success, although it vras scarcely adequate for
the Lockheed Hudsons anl the Wellingtons which the R.A.F. brought out
later and vas responsible for rany crashes. This is also dealt with in
part II.

■4

An extension to the runvay appeared to te ve been forgotten in London.
No more was heard of it until March, 1941, when the nev/ Governor, General
Lord Gort, received a copy of a letter v/ritten by one of the private
secretaries on behalf of Mr. Winston Churchill to air gamel Hoare, Bt.,
the British Ambassador at Madrid. It pointed out that'since the arrival
of the Germans in Sicily the risk of interception of British aircraft on
their vray to the '.Middle East ted been greatlj' increased. It Tuas proposed,
therefore, to nnke the journey with an inteimdiate halt at Gibraltar.
Mr. Churchill referred to the fact that the Spanish tovernr.ient ted been
told the landing ground would only be used in an or.ergjency and proceeded
to’ give a characteristic definition of the word,
itself constitutes an emergency," he v/roto.
emrergency is created by the fact that aeroplanes cannot safely fly direct
to the Middle East. In a third sense landings of these aircraft will not

In these cirouinataj-mps, Mr. Ghui-ohnll

In one sense the war
In a ir.rrov/er sense an

be re gular but intermittent,
informed the Ambassador, he had agreed to the use of the landing' ground
on condition that no violation of Spanish territorial rights would in
practice be involved, tViat landin,gs would be intenaittent and that so far
as possible the aircraft would arrive " singly ate unostentatiously."
The letter concluded, " I am satisfied that if the Spanish Government
object it can be pteusibly represented that the use of the landing ground
is compatible v/ith the assurances that have been given to then. I do not
consider that it is necessary or desirable to consult the Sjpanish author
ities or to inform them of v/tet is proposed.

transit aircraft tod arrived -By 6th. April the first of the
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Wellingtons and Boiribays - and successful tests te d been carried out for
take-off from North Front with full load®

remove certain obstacles the new O.C,, No, 200 Group, Group Captain ii .Do
Rogers, asked for assistance pending the arrival of a R.A.P. detach
ment from U.K,

Gibraltar, Rear Admiral G.P.B. Edvnrd-GoHins, v/ho approved and suggested
an Inter-services Committee to discuss the rrnttero
formed and met on numerous occasions, vdth the result that laany problems
v;ere solved satisfactorily and te moniouslye
inportant decision,
of tiie ruravay and create a nev/ exteaision v/estvvards at an angln to the
original strip*
was a big inprovement in effioiencjr,
the south-v^est with the existing strip and v/as actually the foundation or

beginning of the present runvEy*

Th imp rot/e tlie service and

The request vras put through the Vice Admiral at

This coiiimittee® vras

This committee took the

ter ooi;isulto tion -vith London, to deepen the widthCl 1

This meant the abolition of three recreation grounds but

The extension formed a V towards

Lord Gort was enthusiastic about the new plan and gave many details
his personal attention. The v/ork went ahead o± saiiofae^tory speed*
A quick method of building tlie mnvjay vns evolved with the use of broken
stone rolled, then cold sprayed with an emulsion of bitumen, A certain
amount of extension into the sea just above high v;ater nark was necessary

It -.ras vrith somjething of a shock,
received an orrier from Air

to be extended to
The cable

but nothing ambitious v&s envisagedo
therefore, that the Interr^ervices Committee
Ministry on 27th October,' 1941? that the new runway was
fina.l length of 1,550 yards and teve a vddth of 150 yards*

giving the order used the phrase,
Ludlow-riewitt (Director of Organisation) says the scheme is practicable®

a

Air Chief terslial sir Edgar

It v/ould appear to be a iir-jor eirgineeringLo^xL Gort’s reply said,
feat." The Governor explained in a cable to the Nar Office that it en
tailed half a million tons of filling and building the rurairay over 500

Ityards into the sea v/ithout any lee to protect construction work®
might take two years® He concluded, " as any such project must effect
essentia.l v/ork for the defence of the Fortress and involve personal
responsibilities I presume the y/hole question has been examined on the
highest level," Tlie Idr Office replied, "Matter te s been on high level.

On 3^d. November, the Governor sent to the War Office his plans and
The runv®y in the sea w'ould te ve a freeboardestimates for the v;ork«

of 6 feet 6 inches above high v/ater and 400,000 cubic yards of filling
would be required® He suggested the worm be given to a firm which
specialised in harbour v/orks of that type and magnitude®

The nev/ scheme alnimed the British;lAmbassador at Madrid®

cabled Lord Gort, "to embark on iteundation of so extemive a plan v/ill
raise most embarrassing questions with Spanish authorities®
and strictly limited reclamation'might improve landing ground witheutt

embroiling us v/ith Spanish Government or taking many months or

He

A discree

either

t

possibly years to complete.

the scheme v/ent ahead and 'v/ith it the erection of a
worked out

Nevertheless,

Royal Air Force station at North Front,
accurately it became apparent that the extension over the sea would be

The v;ork v/as beyond ary of the resources of

Idien details wc. i.

exactly 570 yards*
Gibraltar, but it v/as urgent, for the United states of America ted

Nortji Front -would be requirp>d
from West

joined in the voices from high quarters®^
" as a necessary insurance in the U.S® Air Ferry service
Africa to the United Kingdcjm" - the arrival of the first U.S. bombers
to assist in the bombing of Gerriiary® No trouble would be too much.
Lord Gort v/as promised labour and plant from Britain within throe months
and certain plant from America® Meantime, the completion of the orig
inal strip to a maximum length and efficiency became a work of the first
priority. There was dismay when it was realised that the road from
Spain could not be diverted and would required to cross the extended

This would mean some 7?000 neutrals slicing more or less a.crosarumyay.
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In February 1943 the liiait of the extension had been reached.

Trucks were tipping hundreds of tons of rubble into the water

All traces of tho race-of the enclosed area to fill it up.

an.d the "prepared strip" have vanished.course

(l4th February,
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the centre of the runwny twice a day on their my to work in Gibraltar,
It was too mch to hope that the skill and vigilance of the security
authoritiea VTould prevent the infiltration ofeneny sympathisers and
even of agents. It v«s an unheard of siJibation; but there was no
alternative. The only safeguard was to extt^nd the systcnt of security
Defence tegun in Gibraltar at the titrie of the /ibyssijiian war and to
ap)p]y it with an intensity unlcnovm at horre,
the three services v/ere not the "Cinderellas

but became men of supremo importance.

The security Officers of
they are at home stations.

The 'work was inspected by the A,0,G, in C. Coastal Connand, Air
Chief Marshal sir Philip Joubert de la Perte, towards the end of Nov-

ejjpressed the vieviT that the project being in any
major one it was v/orth considering, as a final ansvrer,

, ejctension of lialf a mile

length of 1800 yards.
T/orks -which successive Governors had sought to preserve. This
suggestion was approved by the Air Council in. December but as a long
term policy. The iojnediatc task, finally decided at a meeting in
London on 16th December, 194'!^ vvas-to extend the runvray to 1,550 yards.
Work could then begin on the further oxtension pro/ided that the run-
vray could be used with freedom at all times.* Preliminary vrork ms
begun a fev^ days Liter and started in real earnest when the first of
the plant and personnel arrived from Britain,.

ember, 1941. he
case a

an

seavrard so as to provide a runvTay with a total
Tint YTOLild involve the demolition of Blard.’s

Construction units ani

their fearsome equipment made life at North Front hideous with dust
.  Stones and rubble v/ere blasted from the Dock and dug from

tunnels at a phenomenal number of torn daily' and throTO into the''sea
to form the foundation of tlie extended runway* The extension began
to reach out into the Ray v/ith impressive rapidity: but to the fetw
seniors officers who Icnew the Very secret reason for the energetic
drive to get the job done the progress seemed slov/*
v/aa equally intensive activity*
trace of the precious racecourse and its
sprang up everyv/here. The humblest worker saw signs growing of im
portant events ahead, although even those -vv-ho were "far from humble
could not do more tlmn guess the re.ason for thi
plan. The political and other objections that seemed a.o important
in the 1930's van'ished, cas the intensive work liad begun, almost in a
night.

and noise*

Elsev/here there

Men working like ants obliterated all
lovely surroundings. Building

sudden and extensive

s.

Lord Gort was a tireless director of the v/ork. Early every morn
ing he iweiat to North Front and walked r.mnd the construction gangs
encouraging then and starting a comrpetitive spirit by telling each
that it was lagging behind the others. Work wen* on all day for
se-ven days a week. The trucks carrying the "spoil" and rocks from
the quarries. T/hieh had been begun at the north-east portion of the Rock
known as the"scree" were an almost continuous procession; those that
brought mterial from the tunnellings e.lsewhero on the Rock were given
30 minutes' for the round trip and v/orked to tine-table. The daily
"carty" of material to fill the runvray was in the region of 7,500 tons*

On 12th January, 1942, the runvmy biad been extended to 905 yards
and an undertaking ms given to the Air Council tkrt it would be II50
yards by the end of April. A request for even greater energy to be
expended came in a sigml from London on 24th March when it Y/as

pointed out that the scale of air attack on Malta vms causing heavy
casualties to aircraft reinforcing to the Middle East and India Ywhich

lead to make a stop there, Air Ministry yyss arranging to strip
Wellingtons as far as possible so that they could fly from Britain to
Gibraltar and thence direct to Egyp'k- It’.YYOUld mean taking-off from.
North Front wdth a very heavy load of petrol and that would he quite
impossible until tho runsf/ay been extended to at least 1150 yards,
"Request all energies on inmediate Yvork" said the signal "at the
e&pense if necessary of preparing the remaining distance," A now
estimate of the date when the 1150 yards extension Ywculd be completed

was requested.

one
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A close-up of the final reolamation work taken on the saiae

day. (iWh February, I943y
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Lord Gort replied at one., "vrithin ten days*" He then imde a

personal inspection of the v;ork, had a talk with the technical officers
and civilian experts, and cabled "Possibly 3rd April. Certainly 7^1
April." He redoubled his efforts to encourage the workers and then
drove his staffs until they reminded each other that he once had the
nickname "Tiger Gort". On 1st April ho sent a signal to the Chief

the imperial General Staff guaranteeing completion by the evening
earlier than the original estimte.

The G.I.G.S.

of
one

of 3rd April, tvrenty seven day
of the great constructional achievements of the war,
replied, "Please convey my congratulations to all concerned.

rr

After that the tempo slackened a little, but not much, for the
1550 yards extension had to be completed for a much more inportant ^
operation, one about which fe\T people at tlxit time had any inforaiation
-  ChDoration Torch, the Allied landings at Algiers, Oran and Casablanca.
^^2en this operation took place in November the runvwy ¥;a,s . under
1550 yards long. In January, 1943, tte extension "frame" to 1800
yards had been completed and the ruraray vras ready for use to its full
length in July. Hy that time nothing wlratever reiiained_of the
Victoria Gardens and the racecourse, a transformtion which the major
ity of the civilian population did not witness because they Had been
evacuated from tte Rock until the end of the v^ar.

-k.
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Above is a photograph of the tree-lined roadway that used to

lead past North Front racecourse to the frontier, which

be seen at the end of the road.

can

Below is the same road after

North Front aii-field had been cccipleted, rshowing
lights on the north side of the runway.

the traffic
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PART TWO -T.?®. JSL -^TAE.

It
It' 3 dogged as does it. airit

thinking about it —It

Anthony Trollox^e.
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This photograph, talcen from a Hudson, shows what North Front

airfield looked like during the last year of the war,

( 5th January, 1944)
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The stream of oivdliarx traffio, whioh aan only outer

Gibraltar by crossing the runway, is clearly illustrated in

this early morning picture*

craft can also be appreciated,

eight weeks after Operation Torch.

or lea

Parking difficulties for air-

Tho photograph was taken

(ist January, 1943)

ve
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vety fiirst nBjor orislc; erscountered on arrival at Gibiraltar 'vvas that of

accoramodationj a problem which inevitably could only be solved by
borrov/ing a small numher of antiquated barracks aiid a very linited
range of barrack equipment from the am^,' authorities*
neighbourly gesture the array are to be congratulated, because almost at
the, same period they themselves, began to find their oavn aoconinodation-
worries extremely harassing,"

In making this

The operational organisation ivas the comparatively simple one of
bringing Fo* 202 Squadron, to the Rock and mooring their aircraft in the
harbouro G-ibraltar Bay provided more than an Qdequato-^area for’ftaicc^ff
and alighting. H-lUch wad achieved in those flying-boat operations, a
great deal vras added to the glory of Coastal Command’s unique share in.
the war, and Fo, 202 Squadron, v/hich flevr from Gibraltar throughout the
war, made a reputation for itself that ranlcs with the highest and cr-^ated
a tradition the equal of anything done in the long history of wars in
the Mediterranean,

it could be said that the end had come of the vrar in the Yfes.tem
Medite rranean.

When the squadron left the Eock in September, 1944j

In 1938 the squadron was stationed Kalsfrana, Malta. IThen the
possibility of vrar was being considered it was decided that Malta vrould
became untenable, in all probability, for some time. The Mediterranean
Fleet Y/ould certainly move, and as the basic function of the squadrom at
that time was Fleet reconnaissance,, a mobilisation scheme vras catiipiled.
Gibraltar and Alexandria v/ere to be bases used by the Fleet and the
Bqaadron. The scheme was given a trial in September, 1938, when the
Squadron vras ordered to Alexandria. The move vias accomplished in four
days and the squadron remained there for four months. Experience gained
showed that the scheme required amending anl a further test, with the
squadron operating from Gibraltar, In February, 1939,Wing Coarmnder
E.A. B'lake, M.M,, the Commanding Cfficer, took four aircraft to Gibraltar.
He made arrangements for mooring sites and floeoiYmodation, carried out
several exer-cises to test conditions, and generally made all preparations
so that the squadron could operate from Gibraltar as soon as, it arrived
there. As a result when the squadron vas posted to Gibraltar on 9th
September, 1939j it vas operating within 24 hours of arriving at the Rock,

Orders to move to Gibraltar were received at Malta at 0^00 hours
on 9th September and the first aircraft was airborne at 0930. As tha
s^adron was then equipped v/ith Londons and each one had to be loaded
writh material necessary for immediate operations on arrival at Gibraltar
an overnight step had to be made at Bougie, The aircraft reached Gib
raltar the followxng day and the first operational sortie took off at
0700 hours on 11th September, That sortie -ms an anti U-Boat patrol
of the Straits, and the second was'an escort to the east of the Rock,
These v^ere two of the types of operations which vrere to keep the squadron
busy for precisely t\70 days less than the next five years, for No, 202
Squadron reimined at Gibraltar until 9th September, 191(4.
of the squadron’s personnel arrived at Gibraltar in H.M.s. Shropshire,
on 13th September, 1939s the arrangements made Yfing Commander
Blake were at once brought into force. There vras no slipway and no hangar.
No, 20 shed on the North Mole v/as taken over from the Favy, Offices v/ere
erected, the iiaintenance personnel iraprovised worl<3hops in the shed, and
adequate stores v/ere installed in odd corners, . To begin with all 60 hour

later the 60 hour inspections
Gun Wharf, the aircraft being lifted on to the wharf by a

\?hen Ita4^ entered the vsr major inspections at Malta became
inipossible and the v/ork v/as transferred to the United Kingdom.*
Londons were onl;)^ able to make the trip v/hen winds v/ere favourable, the
aircraft freely stripped of all removable equipment,and extra petrol
carried on board.

The renainder

and major inspections were done at Malta,
v/ere done a^:.
crane.

Tte

_Group Captain Barrington arrived at Gibraltar with his staff in H.M.S.
Hostile early in September, 1939. The v/ar really cane to Gibraltar in.
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A Gntalina of No* 202 Squadron on /i/U patrol over the Straits*

(6th S(^teniber,1943)*
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Oc.tober, 1939, when three nerchant vessels vrere sunk in the approaches
to the stmits and No. 202 squadron inade their first U-Boat sighting
and attack ivithout success. One of the early incidents of the squad
ron', s operations vras the sighting of the Genaani merchant ship
"Glucksburg" as she v/as leaving Cadiz, harbour,  A London shadov^d, her
until H.M.s. "Uishart", in signal conmunication v/ith the flying-boat,
intercepted the German v/hich then ran herself aground,
until the end of December, 1939, No. 202 Squadron carried out 95 anti-
U-Boat patrols, 5^ convoy escorts,
photographic sorties, a total of 102? flying hours.

Prom arrival

13 reconnaissance patrols and six

Maintenance vras assisted in December, 1939, vfhen the R.il.P, depot
little better

A search vths nnde

ship "Dui.iana" arrived at Gibraltar but it was still
than nBke-shift and quite unsuited to a long ̂ 'var,
for accommodation on which a flying-boat station could be established
It vras found early in 1940 on an area of land north of the docl^yard
v/hich was being reclaimed by the Navy and on which it was proposed to
build married quarters for civilian dockyard v/orkers.
vras given to the E.A.P. on condition that most of the buildings, some
of which were already being built, should retain their original design
as three-room flats. This v/as the matter referred to by the 'Rear
Admiral (page 2A. :) when he v/rdte to Admiralty and called their atten
tion to the need for naking over the land for -v-nr-time purposes only,
an attitude on v/hich there was some contention in later years,
the land w^as taken over work was begun on a slip\^,y, a hangar'and
other accommodation peculiar to a flying-boat station,
tirae ■ Wing Commander Blake relinquished cora-iand of No. 202 Squadron
and Yuas avirarded the O.B.E. for the services he had rendered in estab

lishing R.A.P, operations at Gibraltar.

The ground

Once

About this

It vraa not until July, 1940, that the squadroft experienced its

The French in North Africa were causing trouble andfirst air fight,
one of the more dangerous jobs assigned to Gibraltar aircraft was to

carry out reconnaissance of the African coast.
Sunderland attachad to No. 202 Squadron v^^s on such an operation off
Algiers and Oran and was observing a naval action vj-ith the French

Fleet T/hen an attack ivas made by three French Curtis fighters.
Sunderland shot dov/n tvro and returned to Gibraltar riddled by machine-
gun bullets and with a gunner badly vraunded.
loss occurred after it had been a year at Gibraltar,
3epteii±ier, 1940, a London \7as shot dovra by a French fighter \7hile it
vras on one of the reconnaissance patrols over Casablanca,
successes on anti-U-Boat patrols occurred during October, 1940, wrhen
the squadron co-operated vdth surface craft in destroying two Italian
submarines.

On 7th July, a

The

The squadron's first
On 14th

The first

Up to May, 1941, the squadron ’.ras still operating v/ith London
flying-beats, and swordfish float-planes which had been taken over from
No. 3 A.A.C.U. as a float-plane flight, both reliable ard thoroughly
respectable aircraft but by that tiime not capable of keeping pace v/ith
the progress of the air v/ar. In May, 194j, therefore, it began to re-

'■ ■equip v/ith Catalines, the first of v/hich was flovm from the United
Kingdom by squadron Leader G.A, Harger v/ho subsequently cemmnded the
Squadron and was v/ith it wben it left Gibraltar in 1944. Nine days
after its arrival the Catalina v/as attacked,by four P.¥. Kuriers while
carrying out one of the long-range convoy escorts into the Atlantic.
The way in which the nev/ aircraft acquitted itself against the Kuriers,
then a serious menace to shipping, v/as highly encouraging to ths
squadron. The Catalina fought with then for half an hour and drove
them off. The convoy was not damged. Two of the Kuriers, it was
discovered later, failed to return to their base,

A few days after this success, two Londons attacked the German
■passenger ship "Alsterter", gome damage v/as done to tlie ship, v/hich
escaped in thick v/eather. \'!bon sighted next day by destroyers she
scuttled herself.

/
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ii Catalina of Wos 202 Squadron taking-off,
the lefto

Algeciras is on

(nth November/ 1942)
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One of the Sinadnon's earliest decorations v/on in a venerable
swordfish which at the time had its
Worth Front*

v/heels'' bn and v/as operating from
On 20th July, 1941, a signal vras received frorti  a BlenhehTi

in distress v/est of the straits. Flying Officer F.E.G. Eashleigh y©s
sent out in a sv/ordfish and sighted the wreck of  a Blenheim about 20
miles south of Ixuracho, in Spanish Morocco* V/hlle the pilot circled
the v^reck he sav7 several hundred i^rabs in groups nearby. Three figures
detached themselves and waved frantically to him and Rashleigh concluded
that they jrere the Blenheim crev;. He flew away, found a suitable
landing ground out of sight of the irebs, and put the gTrordfish down
safely. The Blenheim crew raced to the spot and before the irabs

realised v/hat vras Its opening they had scrambled aboard the ST/ordfish*
The Arabs, however^ did not stand and gape at this daring rescue
attempt; they made-a spirited attack upon the gv/ordfish v/ith v/hat
appeared to be rifle fire and started to close in on it.. Rashleigh got
rid of them in a simple but effective manner by turning the tail of

the svrordfish tov/ards them and revving his engine. The resultant
sandstorm caused some inconvenience to the Arabs and Rashleigh vras able

to take off successfully without further opposition. Later Pl^^ing
Officer Eashleigh vras awarded a D.F.C.

tl-:

Finns to meet the increasing eneras-' threat to the Vfestern Meditor-

snnean and Gibraltar began to take shape. A Coastal ConmHnd Oper
ational Squadron had arrived at Worth Front, Work at the new flying-
boat station Yas making good progress. The large liangar rras nearing

completion in September, 194'1, uiid as the living acconTAodation became
ready the squadron and station personnel began to move in* Most of

them, including aircrew, had been living out in hotels and flats in
the town.

The laangar, a conjspicuous silvery building on the edge of the new
slipway, v/as occupied during the second week in September when the

squadron abandoned Wo. 20 shed,

passed on to newcorAcrs as fact, that the tengar had been built and

presented by the Americans as part of their memorial for the 1914
vra r,

leading to Line Wall Road, near the now station, to coriraemorate their

association with the Royal Navy in the Mediterranean,
the U.S. Ravj’ used as a hangar for their floatplanes the building
Y/hich is no'w the Naval Trust Cinema., but they had nothing to do Y/ith
the erection of the R.Ai.F. hangar.

In later years a belief groYV, and vras

18

The Americans did build a vrar memorial at the top of the steps

And at one tirme

Almost at once the thing happened to the ne?/ station vdiich vras the

common experience of those vdio occupied new R.A.P, stations arywhere at
home or abroad - it became too small* Operations at Gibraltar v/ere

Noo 200 Group found that the Tov/er was not big enough forexpanding,
the increasing staff and decided to move into the now buildiiigs*
number of Nissen huts had to be built to accommodate the squadron Offices,

Hovf great a difficulty it mist have been

A

stores and other equipment*

>*-

to find, room for the huts can be appreciated by anj^one v^-ho cares to

vralk round the present R.A.P. station, Wev/ Canip.
Wo. 200 Group occupied the ney/ operations, room,
briefed on the spot, instead of having to take transport to the Tov/er,

as transport for the R.A.P. in those days vras scarce,
distance, briefing at the Tower had to be done several hours before the
aircraft v/are due to take-offo

The controllers of

Crews could, then be

Because of the

iilf Commodore was appointed' to Gibraltar, A,ir Gornmod.orc S.F.
and on 21st December, 1941, soon after his arrival. Wo.Simpson, M.C

200 Group Y/as dlisbanded and all flying at Gibraltar came under the con
trol of R.A.F. Gibraltar, Y/ith the A.0.0. directly responsible to Kead-
quarters Coasta 1 Comroand.

the Navy at the Tovrer, from the operations room of v/hich orders were issued
to Worth Front and the fl^''ing-boat station, the organisation be:lng similar
to that of a Group at home*

* .9

An Area Combined Headquarters was formed v/ith
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This Catalinh has just rounded liluropa Point on returnin[s froa

(l1th November, 1942)patrol.
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II ~
North Front's Early Squadrona^

sauadM^f S„? h r opar,tioml ooKjem, with

carried out on a policy evolvod to meet the rapid
lu abSuf cf the discussions goin^.

'^svelopr.ient of North Front* Malta vras beincr raided
JS to the Axis was uncertain aJk mio-ht
G?Drai?ar ? '‘h ^lli^nce leading- to an attack upon“

d‘ >>tT^ -r- r/„si?.i5? ‘ihSrr r-^
Vd,ald tpread“eltv“ll"'**""® “ centra 1 Modi terra

a

at

nean

It Yj-as

frec'uent aTir^l frnnhi^^ in 1942 that the U-Boat attacks becarae.more
4hSir ®‘’^,*y“*>lcBoire in the vrestern Mediterranean, the straits of

S:st?i9i 3-™ “-£-rrrr ̂-J-Tn --tif
he£en the-idltTr “Brfta“if:nlTh: n4Sd
the -“^rr; al4:?4^Tr:4r^1fse^
ttot°hS'’h’°^^^’' " *®"'^cone dividend for the lives ani effortttot had been spent in retainins possession of it for 245 y“rr.
responsibilits- of the E.4.P. at Sibraltarims a heavy am.

No one

The

Photographic reconnai
There was

issance vras one of the big problems at
Africa and in -ra-i ought to be observed in North
i.irica, and in oirain^ too, as new fortifications v/ere
opposice Gibraltar and round the
\¥ere a

Gibraltar.

springing up
xmii-iKi +. 0, -1. V. . souch-west coast, but no aircraft

of o-tmiia^-iin ° ef^^iciently with the necessary speed and Inck
the Futoiars aM MaryJands of the F.A.A. did their best at
JanLS iqJ %r T ^^nt from Britain1942,_tha-G the wonc could be undertaken in earnest and v/ith

® H K ^^Ql^'^.ing interpreters follovred the Spitfires
interesting evidence of wtet ivas

ppenin^ on bo oh sides of the Mediterranean and the ijtraits.
Spiriire's value as a photographic aircraft was at that time \-ery much
a secret. It ’^ras particulnrjy mpoitant, then, ttet the soanish
should not know that photographic recoimaissance was an ur^nt and
aaijy part of rhe vrork at North Front. Accordingly the P.E.U. flight

mysterious Letters E.T.F.
Uuohwere generally believed to mean Eeconnaissance Training Flight.
Inis subterfuge was so successful, aided by the fact that the aircraft
flew from North Front while tte printing and interpreting v/as done at
the new flying-boat station, that the majority of personnel at both
stations v/ere quite

in their midst;

The

unav/are of the presence of the invaluable P.E.U.
a spitfire took off to photographand everjr time

recorded ib the boolos of the GeniBn
as a figbiter.

Spain or North Africa it was
observer at La Linea
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. Hudson on depth-charge exercises over the Bay.

(6th January, 1943)
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It vvas a double deception, too, because at that time Gibraltar

had no fighter defence. It ha.d, lio\'vever, anti-aircraft gun batteries
that were growing rapidly and, later in 1942, were described as the
best AcA. defence in the world. These defences v/ere tested for the

first time'on the early morning of Ist npril, 1942, when several
Italian aircraft attempted to raid North Front. The heavy A.A. fired
49 i rounds and the. Italians did not press home their attack. Most of
tho bombs fell in the Bay and on the eastern side of the Eock. One
hit the south border of the airfield and others broke a v/ater-raain.

The Gibraltar defences were surprised to find that they received
assistance from the Spanish A.4. batteries. but perhaps the surprise
was greater among the Italians. Axis reports afterTOrds said that
three aircraft had been lost.

The land air-craft squadron v/hich came to Gibraltar as assistance

for No. 202 squadron and its attachments of sunderlands and gv/ordfish
floatplanes vras No. 233 (Hudson) Squadron from Coastal Oomniand.
Hudsons began to arrive late in 1941, the first modern, fast aircraft

That was no joke for the pilots and

The

to use the "prepared strip",
doubtless T/as responsible for creating the bad reputation which

Gibraltar had among aircrew for a long time to coite «

accidents and their experience served to show, if any such evidence

Y/as then necessary, just how inad.equate the new runway vsas for modem
Y/ar aircraft] no one vratchod the growth of the ranviay v/estwords 'with

keener anticipation tlien the pilots of No. 233 Squadron. _  The Hudson
tliat tine 'tias. inclined to sv/ing on take-off at the slightest

provocation and the Yvinds at North Front provided provocation that v/as
,  Operations v/ere nede additiomllj’' hazardous because

diversion base at which a pilot couM land if he got into

on patrol over the sea, and the 950 yard "strip" ■’-/as
reel/ the place to inspire confidence in a pilot re .turning v/ith a

It is recorded that the arrival of an AiiK3rican

They had roary

at

far from slights
there was no

trouble once he T/as
sea

damaged aircraft.
20 passenger liner on 9th March, 1942, did much to improve the

pilots- confidence in the runv/ay. This aircraft v/as at tliat time
•the largest -twin-engine monopinne in the Y/orld and the fact that it
landed safel5.r ard. v/ithout trouble at Nor-bh Front was considered worthy
of conxaent -throughout Gibraltar.

In spite of these difficulties No. 233 Squadron v/orked hard and
It recei-ved much support from its "junior" partners in

operations, Nos. 807 (Fulrrar), 812, 813 and 624 (swordfish) (A)
Squadrons, Fleet Air.Am. All of these v/ere attochments to Gibraltar
except Nol 824 v/hich had been formed'specia lly for service b.n tte Rock.
In times of extra pressure the R.A.F. v/as able to call upon the
■^lalrus belonging to H.M.S. Malaya for convoy escorts and small anti-

The ST/ordfish were used to supply cover -to escort

Y7e 11.

U-Bcat sv/eeps.
■vessels which were successfully dealing v/ith the Pocke-Y/ulf Kuriers,

They freedoperating from French airfieIds against our shipping,
the Hudsons for distant operations more fitted to faster aircraft, and
thev/ were also entrusted, as lias already been mentioned, v/ith the de
fence of the Rock "in grave emergency". The Fulmars^did reconnaissance
and anti-'U'-Ecat patrols ani special meteorological flights.

In January, 1942, No. 233 Squadron carried out 85 sorties and^flev/
442 hours in anti-U-Boat sweeps and patrols, convoys anol searches for
their ov/n and other missing aircraft. That -fj£.s their busiest period
in the first four mon-ths of the year. They imde several promising

U-Boats the best of v/hich was on 23rd January v/hen explosions
No final result v/as

attacks on
v/ere seen pparently coming from the submarine,
observed as

a
the Hudson had to leave for base at the end of its

Tov/ards the end of April, when possible moves of French v/arslrips
the Hudsons -were sent on

It liras

endur-

a noe •

‘in Oran and Casablanca were causing concern,
special photographic reconnaissance sorties over those ha rb ours,
not a pleasant job but they did it well and found some rel-ief in being

n  to report on a nuiiier of occasions that the French flak vvas
'Then large convoys began to pass 'through the

an"-'-

'slightly inaccurate".

♦
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A Hudson returning fron pntrol off the North
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straits on their -way to the Middle East and-, later, to Italy, the
mny hours on escort. These convoys v/ere among the

st sailedMuring the first years of the -ftar and covered so much

sea area tliat the Hudsons v/ere only able to fly round thera three times

before having to set course for hoaie on reaching the Prudent Limit of
Endurance.

#
ron flev7Sqi

la

%

All this tiane the R.A.E. in Gibraltar t^s increasing in every
direction. It was being prepared to take a leading part in several
great events, the first of which •’<7as to assist in the relief of Malta.

The little island had been heavily bombed throughout April and had
been avifarded the George Cross for its valour. There v/as every reason
to believe, though, that it night not be able to endure much longer.
On 1st. May, 1942, an important step was taken to iixirease the siae and
pio?/er of R.A.P. Gibraltar in preparation for the future when the two

stations became separate units.

The new airfield ceased to be a Fleet Air Arm Establishnent and

became R.A.F. gtation, North Front, under the conmand of '{ling Oomrander
J.¥. Young. At the same tirae the flying-boat station became R.A.F.

Station, New Camp, under the command of Group Captain G. A. Bollard
and Tiss concerned solely with the control of operational and transit

f luring "boats, y/ith the Fleet Air Am aircraft at Gibraltar attached to
it. North Front took over control of all the R.A.F. Ibind a ircraf t from

an operations room of its ovm in half of a Nissen hut. Air Headquarters
continued to 'iTork administratively from its premises in Cathedral

square and operationally from the A.G.H.Q. at the Tovi^er. In a new

tunnel inside the Rock, hov/ever, an Area Combined Headquarters was
being built from which at a later date General Eisenhoy^sr was to plan
and control the invasion of North Africa.

M
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Passengers and crew abandoning the P.& 0. liner Cathay when

she began to sink after being torpedoed in the Mediterranean

on 11th November 1942.
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Ill iiid for Malta.

Six days after this reorganisation of tiie R.d.F.
the Governor, Lord Gort,
the Rook

in Gibraltar,
enthusiastic supoorter of all scheries to rake

ent to Malta to relieve General
Governor of that battered islancM He knoY/ of the

and had coiiFidence in the ability of
share. Lord Gort took over

May, 1942, General Bobbie passed through Gibraltar
sick laan, on his r/ay hoiae. The nev/ Governor

arrived at Malta in the middle of the great three-day battle and he had
time before it was

fomidable air base, vrasa
s

Sir 'Jillian Bobbie as

plar^ being made to helplvialta
Morth Front and llew Camp to carry out their
at o.vjce, and on 8th.
ill a R.i.F. Sunderland, a

renev/ed in the third vroek of the month to prepare
convoys and the aircraft that

although a certain amount of adjustment had
Roorol opened his Libyan campaign on 26th. liay, things
'‘according to plan".

for the relief

Gibraltar.
were to be sent from

to be j-.Bde vdicn

in general v/ent

iit Gibraltar there v;as intense activity,
the first part it v/as being prepared to take in

and Nevr Camp and North Front aircraft v^re grooimd for
opeiBtions that v/ould test them to the limit of their ability. No. 202
Squadron,
detachments

The relief of Malta was

the storming of the
i\x "back-door"

noYT flying Catalims and m under lands, liad assistance from
from Noe. 10 R.ii.imF. (sunilerlands) Squadron 0, anti Nos.

209 and 413 Squadrons, all with Cota lines,
flying-boat job.
on 13 th.

24

The main convoy, a
June under Rear-ddmira 1 vien and fought

,
for it v/as to be iargely a

everyone knov/s, loft Gibraltar
its Y/ay through a ir

Theta by l6th. June,naval attacics

o

south of Sardinia to reach Mal
operation was "Harpoon". The applies which the

a

code title of the

convoy brought helped Malta
up. several
remainder of

to carry on until the Germans finally
other convoys y/ere sent through from Gibraltar during^'tho
jiialta's siege but this v/as the one to v/hich Mr. Churchill

is reputed to have issued
The task o-

.qave

the order, '
iven to R.L.F, Gibraltar wat

the convoy mst go through I "
j to provide air escort aixl antio

U-Boat patrols v/est of the
as far into

"
-

StiBits, through the straits themselves and
the Mediterranean as 4° East in anticipation of Operation

2nd searches v/ere carried out early in June
■^1 west aril north to locate and attack ary U-

in the vicinity.
,

several attaclcs were mde during

Harpoon intensive sweeps a
from Gibraltar to the ea S 1/
Boat v/hich might be
that poriode The most successful occurred on 9th. Juno v/hen Catalim
J/2l:.0 l-iad a •twenty-minute fight in the Mediterranean with
Bc/it and sank ite

a surfaced U-
Many rxmbers of the crev/ jumxDed overboard. The Cata

lina. mnde an attempt to alight on the sea to pick up sown of
hit a sY/ell, bounced badty anb.
of the crew being bruj.sed or injured,
to base and alight safety.

them but

plit the hull above the v/ater-line, mos t
■  The aircraft v/as able to return

Ope ra tion Ha rpo on
tanker, as

itself consisted of escorting; five merebant
near to I'.felta as 'bhe endurance of the aircraft

on the night of which the convoy
d through the St'raits unbarmed, and continued for seven days until

the escorting Naval forces had returned to Gibraltar- New Camp and
North Front aircraft fle’w 105 sorties before and during "Harpoon" with
a total of 84s hours- The flying-boats distinguished thon'jsolves-nobly

take on enemy subrx'rinos which shov/ed fight and

'vessels and Cl

Would permit. it began on 12th. June,
pas

and did not henitate •co
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A Ivieditorranean convoy bomid for tho U.o. photo^x’aphcd from; a '

Oatal'ina of No. 202 Squadron on escort* (l5th April, 194^-)
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This convoy froia Britain to the Mediterranean was one of those

whoflo arrival at Gibraltar in the suianer of 1944 was so popular

they contained the amil, as Air Mail had been stoxjped until

after "B" day. (1st July, 1944)
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aircraft which attacked them in the belief that they v/ould be easy
victii-B^ There vrere seven U-Boat sightircs resultino- in five attacks.
One U-Boat v/as sunk, that attacked by j/2f0, and tv/o were seriously
damaged when they v/ere straddled by depth-charges while on the surface.
Thirty-eight eneny aircraft were sighted and there vrere three combats,
Ufo with JU. 88*s, on both of which Kits vrere clairred. A Sunderland
T/as damaged in one of the combats.

The third combat was between a Catalina and four C.R. 42's and is
T/orthy of detailed mention. The aircraft, b/240, t®s acting as escort
to the cruiser Liverpool, v/hich had been damaged near Malta and t®s
returning to Gibraltar in tov/ on 11.th. June, when the attack v/as made.
For 10 minutes the Catalina fought the enery^ and v/hen they flev/- off,
having had enough, the flying-boat v/as holed beloiiT the 'VTaterline and
the wreless operator had been wounded. The holes were plugged and
the Catalina continued with the escort for a further two hours.
Shortly after leaving the cruiser a dingliy with four men vi/as sighted.
In spite of the damage to the hull tlie Catalina captain alighted long
enough to pick the men up and bring them back to Gibraltar, They v/ere
the survivors of a Cant. Z 1007 'which had been sent out to locate and
shedovr one of the convoy forces,
mation about the eneny's methods and intentions.

Interrogation provided useful infor-

I

The new Governor of Gibraltar was Lieutenant General sir F.W.
Mason-Macfarlane, K.O.B., D.S.O
to hear a full account of the

f'rora the new RcA.F. stations.

and he arrived on the Rock in ti• ?

success of this first major operatio
me

n
General Mason-lvlacfarlane, who quickly

became knorm to Gibraltar as '’Mason-Mack’', took  a great interest in
North Front and sampled" the runv/ay in practical fashion by making a
flight in one of No. 233 Squadron's Hudsons. He had arrived by flying-
boat and said he wished to see for himself the methods of handling
both types of aircraft at Gibraltar. North Front by then v/as v/orking'
furiously in preparation for its next activity in the plan to help
Malta, still sorely, pressed and crying- out for fighters. There v/as no
vjay of flying off fighters to the Mediterranean and without Gibraltar

the call could Jprdly have been ansv/ered, for the only v/ay to get them
there v/as to cra'te then from Britain by sea, assemble them at North
Front and fly them to Malta.

iis tire beginning of this scheme there arrived at Gibraltar late in
July a group of N.G.O's and. airmen who were called the special
Erection Party,

laden with orates, containing Spitfires and Hurricanes. They v/ere un
loaded ancl seized by the Specia 1 Erection Party who started to assemble
then a t once.

In August convoys began to steam into Gibraltar

The work began in New Camp hangar under 13^ airmen but
test flights and dispersal were impossible. The required number of
aircraft, too, rose far beyond original expectations and the erection
party v/as increased by further-arrivals from Britain.
September.
Front.

On 1 s t

the entire party moved to an adequate but bare site at North
Workshops and offices -vi/e re .-improvised fren empty aircraft

cases and the party was ready for -work when the next shipment of
Spitfires and Hurricanes arrived on 15th September. This consisted of
70 Spitfires, 22 Hurricanes and f'ive Hurricane bonibers. Fifteen spec
ial tractors and six cranes also arrived to help speed up the handling.
In 11 days all the aircraft had been assembled, test flov/n and dispersed
to racant-areas throughout the station. The possibility of damage
frail an e-nery air raid v/as enorraous. Already, on 29th June, 1942, one
Hudsog. had been destreyed, one B<,0,A„G. Nhitley damaged, six personnel
seriouslj'' injured and. several craters made in the dispersal area in a
raid by Italian a'ii’craft. The question of fighter protection for the
Rock T/as re-opened. The answ'cr wQvS obvious. Eighteen of the newly-
assembled Spitfires v/ere withdrav/n from dispersal and formed into a
fighter squadron

On 29th September the next shipryent of aircraft arrived,
sis ted of 20 Spitfires,

It con-

^Ifeny of then had been damged during the voy-
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There is a U-boat in the midst of these depth-olu^ruo explosions,

attacked in the Mediterranean by a Sunderland on 29th May

19/i.2 and badly damaged in a fight ishioh lasted several hours.

It Vicio
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age and a

Infantry loaned soldiers to help in the non-teclinica 1 work and the
aircraft n-ere ready by 11th October.
cro.ft increased.

e;nbly pronised to be a long Job. The souersot Light33

Deriands noon the- assembled

Thirty vrere ordered to be prepared for aircraft

air-

carrier use at Malta and tvrelve spitfires had to be fitted v/ith over
load tanks foramimnediate direct flight to Malta,
quited for the carriers had to liave certain modifications v/hich did
not exist in Gibraltar.

The aircraft re-

These were flown from Britain with tv/o

specialist sergeants in charge and v/ork was begun on 24th October.
The aircraft had to be on boa.rd the carrier on the 28th.

all T/ere ready but one which had sbrnm an unsuspected defect,

was subsequent!^'- flown direct to Malta •v'dth the tr/elve others.

On that

It

date ^

During this period everj'-thing at North Front vras happening at
Accoramodation had to be provided for the increasing staffs andonce .

some of the empty cases v/hich had held the fighters, v/ere pressed into
service even as living quarters for the officers,
hut proved inadequate as an operations room and a move had to be nnde
to the stand of the racecourse - the ‘'Ira If-crown" stand, as the

Operational Records Book is careful to point out.
additional departments began to arrive on the station including a de
tachment of ground personnel ard aclministration from the U.S.A.A.F.
to deal with the -increasing nuEiber of American aircraft passing
through Gibraltar.

The half-Nibsen

All sorts of

This I'vas v^elcome because the air traffic problem Y^as becoming

acute, to say nothing about that concerned -v-jith ghephejsdJLft^^d.tlkSus-
ands of Spaniards acrods the runY/ay without danger to themselves or
the aircraft, and up to the beginning of August nothing had been done

to establish Flying Control on the station. On 20th, August, a
senior flying control officer arrived at North Front but the first fly-ing
control vratch vras not opened until the evening of -Ipth September.
Up to that time control vras exercised by duty pilots virith the assist
ance of an airfield control pilot appointed for the occasion by the
squadron or the E.N.A.3. Flying Control had its share of trouble,
not the least of v/hich was the -very elementary fLare path that v/ent
unserviceable fifty per cent of the time. One of the reasons vras that
aircraft, and traffic alon,g the Spanish road^had to cross the leads
lying exposed on the surface I Through some limitation of the elec-

trici-tj'- supply it often happened that when the traffic lights were
sT/i-tJched on at the Spanish road the flare path lights vrent out.

Telephones frequently went out of order at important moments and on
one occasion it v/as recoried that the crash tender could not tra-vel

at more than 15 miles an hour. In addition, the fl^/ing control

officers found that their control tov/er, the judge’s box, ga-ve an
excellent viev/ of the area which had once contained the finishing posts

but a very restricted one of the, runv/ay ^ . Miniature sandstorms
created by the fighters T/hic)a v/ere bein^'run up on the edge of the run-
v/ay after assembly, for there yjss no T/here^,plse to put them, provided
yet another problem of control. . Flooding just one liiore, for -when
the v/inter rains fell on the unfinished surface of the runway i’b; ws
necessarjr to call out upwards of^ 100 men to sweep and pump the runway
clear of"ca3ual v/ater" before aircraft could land.

The greatest problem of all yps the absence of diversion bases, T/hich
existed’'urutiluiftor ..th&. North African landings in November, 1942.
Pilots T/ere faced with the alternative of ditching or attempting to
reach the airfield,

concern oneday in October, 1942, when fi-ve Hudsons of No. 233 Squadron
returned from an anti-U-Boat patrol only to find Gibraltar unexpectedly
fog-bound.
■would clear v/ithin the endurance of the aircraft and orders v^ere -there
fore given to the aircraft to reniain in the circuit until a favourable
opportunity presented itself for an attempted landing. At the same

This caused muchThere v/os no -chird choice.

The Meteorological Officer TiOs of the opinion that the fog



A suooessf\j.l attack by Gibraltar aii'craft in September, 1943,

■wredced this U-Boat and drove it ashore oh the north oosst';--'-- Y

(l2th September, 1943)of Spanish Moroooo.
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tiiac tl:ie Wavy lirore asked to have launches standing by at intervals,
around the Rock in case any of the aircraft vrere forced to ditch.
In the event, one

to ditch but the crew were very quickly' picked up by
log aid eventually clear and the four remining a ire m ft were landed
safely after being in the circuit for three hours.

aircraft in attempting to land struck the sea and
a  launch. T

had
he

y

/
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One of the destroyers es lortirig the Eiaiarak on 29th Decwinhcr,

194-3^ vfas sighted by a Gtfbalina of No. 202 Squadron. In ■%'

spite of accurate fire wldch rocked and damaged the aircraft

the destroyer was kept ir. sight for seven hours mitil. a

Liberator arrived to take over.



THE R.A.T AT GIBRALTAR.

PART II.

IV - Operation Torch.

In October, 1942, Gibraltar began to approach the clinax of its
Tfork, On the 20th of the month the final decision v/as made on the de

tails of the no?;--faraous Operation Torc-h. This rras to provide air
cover for the convoys carrying the North African expeditionary force -

seven convoys and a naval force# The first convoy sailed from Britain
on 19th October and others on the 22nd and 23rd»

Y/ork at North Front T^as going ahead at breakneck speed in order
that everything, should be ready in tine,
yras aware that action of some sort was contemplated from Gibraltar - he

could hardly help but knov/, with his Spanish fjriends vratching events
from the other side of the fence.

It was known that the eneny

Air raids on a large scale v/ere an-r
ticipated and great haste was made in completing the newr Area Combined

Headquarters so that Operation Torch, could be controlled fromi'there
instead of from the Tovrer, a conspicious., exposed building on the quay
side,

eneiry reconnaissance aircraft approached Gibraltar at noon on 11th
October,

of them daimged a Ju. 88 in combat east of the Rock,
spitfire was hit by another eneny aircraft and was lost.

Operations were still in the Tower, hov/ever, when the first

Two Spitfires from the nev;- squadron v/ere "scrambled" and one
The other

As the new'A.G.H.Q. -wai.5 not ready it v/as considered prudent to
retire temporarily to the lagged staff tunnel. In  a few weeks, however,
the \7ar room and other premises in the nev/ tunnel vjere completed, the
Navy and R.A.P. moved in and everything ivas got ready for the arrival
of General Eisenhower and his staffs of the Qombined Services,

turned out, the expected air raids were not serious. During one on
20th October, apparently by Italians, an incendiary bomb fell in the
spitfire erection park at North Front and burnt out, and a stick of
anti-personnel bcmbs fell in la Linea and caused seme casualtiea and
dairage and a vast'amount of panic. During a raid the follov/ing night
a greater number of bombs fell in Spain and none at all on Gibraltar.
Other raids v/ere ev’en less troublesome to Gibraltar! the enemy v0s

not adept at long-range 'work and Gibraltar's guns v/ere many and fierce.
The LtifVv^affe did not come to Gibraltar, although on one day there
v/as much apprehension v/hen it was reported that 30-plus aircraft were

approaching Gibraltar from the east. They turned back some 40 miles,
from the Rock, for a reason which has not become knenvn, and never re

turned. This lack of attack upon Gibraltar caused much surprise - and
relief - to’the garrison. At one thne it vras feared that a large-

scale assault might be made through gpa'injand even the most optimistic
commanders had to admit that no matter how excellent their defence of

the Rock might be it v/ould hardly enable North Front to operate sded-oss-
fully as an airfield. It is now known that Goering in 1941 had plans
for a massive offensive in the Mediterranean and that they included an
advance upon Gibraltar through Spain and an attack upon the Rock: with
manj/ 80-cm. guns specially constructed for the purpose. Only a last
minute decision by Hitler stopped this plan. The purpose of this
narrative is not to theorise but to deal in fact; but it rmy be renerked
that if such an assault had taken place the results would have been, to

put it mildly, extremely serious for the Allied plans for the Iforth

As it
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Fighters parked on the edge of the runway extension*

(14th- February, 194-5)
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African canpaign.
\

At North Front a niimber of problenis vrere being faced and solved

swiftly. One vras concerned vath accoranodltion:, for in spite of the
nunber of en-pty fighter cases available there v/as still not enough
roon for all the aircrew and others ?/ho kept arriving at the station

in a steady stream. An arrangement \ms made with Fortress Headquarters
to take over Engineer House, in the town of Gibraltar, an 18th century
building that had once housed the chief engineer of the garrison. ’
later this became the administrative headquarters of the R.A.Fi A
subsidiary problem arose concerning the transport of evacuees from

Malta vvhich had been going on since August but v/hich became heavier in

October. It had been carried out by aircraft of 1425 Plight, mostly
Liberators,, vrhich had been operating a shuttle service between Britara
and Malta via Gibraltar. During October it was decided to convert

the flight into No. 511 Squadron and mke them responsible for the
Gibraltar-ilalta service. This gave added maintenance trouble to North.
Pr.'ont.

■*

To make natters \TOr3e, the weather began to deteriorate tov/ards the
end of October, On the 28th a Hudson of No, 233 Squadron came back from
patrol in a gale. On touching dovm on the easterm end of the runvray the
aircraft vras blo’wa into the air again. Keeping the nose down the pilot
managed to touch the runway.again only to be throvm up once more by
the wind. He finally touched davn and remained on the runv/ay but had
to apply full brake as he ’ras near the edge. The undercarriage
collapsed and the aircraft vras badly damaged but there vrore no casual
ties. A T/orae accident occurred from a similar cause on 3lst October
when a Liberator of No. 511 Squadron overshot the runvray virith 32
evacuees fraa Malta on board and crashed into the sea. The ccew:
escaped v/ith minor injuries, but fourteen of the passengers, v/ere killed,
either by impact or drowning. Great bravery vras shcrm by many of the
North Front personnel who plunged into the sea and helped to rescue
the passengers and crew.

The orders, about Operation Torch put a further strain upon tlie
Special Ere^ction Party, They had their heads more or less "above
Y©ter" in the task of supplying the requirements of Malta v;hen a
further and unexpected, supply of fighters arrived on.28th October'and
\rare ordered to be assembled, tested and held'for "ah unspecified .
■purpose" ■- Operation Torch, of course, being knovmL only to a select ■
fev/. An additional 86 men ' were promised from the United Kingdom: to
assist in the work but there v®s sane misunderstanding and'_ they-were
sent elsevYhere and never arrived at'Gibraltar, The original parly
vras short of several of its key personnel, who had gone to sea in the
carrier bound for Malta, The reminder of the party, with assistance
from 150 soldiers, set to work. Those who had been to sea returned
on 31st October and all of them worked from 7 a.m, until 10 p.m. in
all T/eathera, Scarcely pausing for meals, often soaked to the skin,
they completed 108 Spitfires and 13 Hurricanes, by 10 p.n. on 6th
November, They wore then eight short of the required number of Spit-

The shipment had consisted of II6 spitfires and 13 Hurricanes,
to be made into eight squadrons of 12 spitfires each (U.S.A.), three
squadrons of 18 each (E.A.P.), two squadrons of 18 Hurricaoae fighters
and one squadron of 18 Hurricane boiabera, D-Day for Operation, Torch was
fast approaching. The neYyly*^sseriibled aircraft were test floTWi, cannon
tested and dispersed throughout the station. The erection work then
ceased, as orders had been receiTOd to have all aircraft serviceable
for 7th November, The servicing personnel vrorked on the erected air
craft throughout the night, assisted by searchlights, and everything
vras ready at 4 a.m. on 8th November - which v/0JD-Day, 7/hile the
operation was in progress, a further shipment of aircraft arrived for
assembly into four R.A.F. sqixad.rons and for replacements. These were
got ready immediately. There is, unfortunatel^;-, no detailed record
available at Gibraltar of the difficulties, struggles and achievements

fires.
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Ships fron convoys escorted by Gibraltar aircraft disoharginc

troops and equipment in landii;g craft off Algiers during

(8th November, 1942)Operation Torch.
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that 'went into the assembly of these hundreds of aircraft in so short
a time.

[fhe extension of tlie runvi/ay had now crossed the Spanish road and
vras vrell into the Bay between Yfestem Beach and stone Jetty - a uniqu
achievement in airfield ens'ineering which added to the safety and
efficiency of North Front with every completed yard. Few persons
on the station knev/ tte reason for the sudden flood of aircraft and
the feyerish^anxiety in high quarters that drove the construction
units in their day and night work of removing the racecourse and
substituting a modem airfield. As, the special erection party com
pleted its job the station became a huge parking place for aircrafts
Even the runway ̂ vas Used. The safety aiergin _iven by its unugual
width of 130 yards had to be sacrificed and aircraft were parked upon
it, two lines of Spitfires on the North side and one on the South,
leaving just sufficient width for landing and take-off0

o

The road

leading into the station from the foot of the Rock, at the "Scree",
V7as full of fighters, and they were parked on the north side of the
Station almost up to tlie fence dividing the British and Spanish share
of the "neutral ground". Although absolute secrecy was observed about
the reason for such intense activity everyone knew that something v/as
about to liappen.
T/ere levelled on North Front night and day, and personnel at Ihe
station derived much fun from the presence of those "duty pilots",
they ca lied them.

The binoculars of the German observers in La Linea

as

But to those responsible for security the problem
of keeping secret the real intention behind the collection of aircraft
was an acute v/orryo They succeeded and the eneny was deceived.
Operation Torch began as an unpleasant surprise.

On 31st October all North Front was declared a protected area,
with extra guards provided by the Armj.’. Every civilian y/ho entered
v/as examined and hiid to produce a pass. At night the entire station
vi/as lit by searchlights and special guards kept watch behind the boam:’
ready to detect and investigate any unusual movement; it v/as feared
that the Germans in la Linea might attempt to smuggle spiea and sabo"
teurs into North Front,

preparatory work Imid been completed,
standing wing tip to wing tip. For a brief period the sand and dust
that had swept the station from end to end during engine tests had sub
sided. The feverish work on the runway had slackened temporarily:
the runway was then 1350 yards long. There was no trace of the race
course or of Victoria Gardens except a few lonely eucalyptus trees in
a corner. All that remained of Gibraltar's playground yrnsre a few out
buildings looking "horsey" and out-of-place and the judges' box in
which the flying-control officers were preparing to move that great
quantity of aircraft. There were the Hudsons of Nos. 233, 500 and 6O8
Squadrons, Mosquitoes of 540 P.R.U. squadron, spitfires of No. 4 P.R.U.
squadron and a special meteorological flight of 'two Hudsons, all ready
to take part in 'the cover to the convoys and the naval force, in addition
to the great quantities of freshly assembled aircraf t that liad another
part to play in Operation Torch. The to'tal muiiber of aircraft was in
the region of 65O. North Front was a Royal Air Force Operational ste.alcn
in the fullest sense of the word. The solemn discussions of a few years
ago concerned with preserving the racecourse and the other amenities of

Victoria Gardens would liave seemed insignificant and rather laughr.ble if
anyone had had time to recall them.

At 0618 hours on Oth November, 1942, a telephone call was received

from the newly-completed Area Oernbined Headquarters in the middle of the

Rock, where General Eisenhov/cr sat with his plans, ordering the barriers
on the gpanish Road to be closed until further notice. Aircraft moved

off for the normal operational sorties but the barriers did not open a'j
the end of each take-off, as was customary, and the Spanish people cc-rfmg
to work in Gibraltar had to remain on their own side of the road.. Uj

fighters began to talce off at 0800. First to move v/ero 17 Hurricanes of
No. 43 Squadron. They were follov/ed at 1020 by a similar number of

In the early morning of 8th November all the

The aircraft crov/dsd North Front,
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Spitfires from So. 8l squadron. other fighters left at intervals until
88 v*,re airoorne for a destination "East of Gibraltar”. During the day

Spitfire "soranblns” for unidentified aircraft. nir-
* operatioiBl sorties in support

f Torch and flcvr 320 nours. These aircraft operated over the three
I^ndmg areas of Torch - Algiers, Oran and Casablanca. The Fleet Mr
nrm contributed 13 sorties. During the day fl^ins- control recorded 213
movements of aircraft, which must compare .4ll witS the figures a
Coastal Coninand station in those day ^cj •

Hoveiier with the relentless force

and unfit for use. it ted to be made fit at the earliest
ment, as aircraft to be used in the landings
arrive. ̂ Everyone at North Front vath
was mobilised to svreep and pump the vra ter off the
everything was again ready,
east and 19 operational sorties
arrive until 10th November,
first a

possible mo
on North Africa v/ere due to

every available brush and pump.
At 0800runv/ay.

On ttet day 57 fighters took off for the
The heavy aircraft did not

Thirty-six 0.47 troop carriors r^re the
Ml the^e a foMov/ed by Fortresses, Bcaufighters aM Lightnings,

’^nt on again during the day in addition to 35 more
of the Crib ra Ita r-assemo led f ighte rs «

TO re made.

Operation Torch, as everyone knovTs, proceeded smoothly,
of the pressure on North Front was released on 12th Noveiaber when Gibral
tar aircrafi vrere able to begin oxjerating from Oran. But the Gibraltar
aircraft movements continued to be impressive. There were 4388 movements
during November, 1477 of which were 0£)erational, v/hich meant some 738
opera uioml sorties including meteorological flights. It is interesting
to note that v/hile 630 aircraft landed at North Front the number des
patched v/as 1049. It can be assumed ttet the difference of 419 vras
appr*oxiiiBte]y” the number assembled by the hard-yrorkin
Party.

A little

special Erection

The peak period
one every

a bad-weather day on which there
There wore several notable achievements in take-

01 i. For example, 37 0.47's took off at night in 93 minutes, 27 Light
nings landed in 17 minutes, 6 Fortresses and 6 Lightnings
off in six minutes, I6 Spitfires in four minutes
fires in 12 minutes,

aircraft, and 466
make aviation history.

O’
o

Operational hours during the month totalled 4OO3.
was bebyeen the 8th and 14th -whon there y/ere 1274 movements
7 minutes 54 seconds,
y/ere only 39 movements.

That included

as escort took

and 11 0.47's and 9 Spit-
The Special Erection Party assembled 4B5 fighter
despatched to North Africa,rye re

These figures must

Operationally, North Front aircraft nadc 63 attacks on U-boats.
Four were classed as definitely destroyed, four almost, certainly destroyed
and 2j clamagedo That, alone, was an ample justification for the con
version of North Front into modern operational station. New Camp also
had its stere of Operation Torch. During the first fortnight of Novem
ber, 1942, the tyyo squadrons then on the -station, Nos,
a total of 1311 hours which
ing Ope ra t i on Ha rp 0 on..

202 and 2j0y flevr
was more tlian double the nonral average exclixd-

♦-

_A11 these achievements were in spite of-.the rainfall v/hich was the
heaviest during November for 25 years. During November, 1942, it yras
12,48 inches, compared with 2.61 for November, 194I, 2.52 for.Noverfccr,
1940, and an average of 6,4 for the previous 25 years. Yet there was
not a single day in the raonth on which the re yyas no flying.
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H.M.S. Porcupine, torpedoed off Oran early in 1943, was towc:.

to Gibraltar where the damage amidslnipa Y;as cut away. The two

remaining portions were towed hone- .separately, one as H.M.S.

"Pork"and the other as H.M.S. ''Pine'', the missing "U" repsresent-

ing the araidships portion. This photograph of H.M.S. "Pork

\7as taken from a Hudson of No. 48 S-quadron. (22nd May, 1943)

tt

*
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:ffiE R.ii.P. AT GIBRALTAR.

PART II,

V - Other Operations.

IThen Operation Torch vras at an end and tte pressure on Worth Front
had been relieved by the co-operation of U.S. Wavy aircraft and detach-*
inents of the Gibraltar squadrons flying from French Morocco the station
settled doT/n to a busy but less colourful existence. ly December,
1942, the "resident" squadron, Wo, 233, had been reinforced by Wos. 6O8
and 48 (Hudson) Squadrons and Wo. 179 (Leigh Light Y/ellington) Squadron.
Those arrivals completely sv/amped the acconmodation at Worth Front and
Engineer House and necessitated building 74 extra Wissen hubs, v/ith the
"usual offices",
on 23rd December, 1942, shovred that there v/ere 210 aircraft on the air
field of which 77 v/ere operational and stationed at Worth Front,
three squadrons, v/ith the assistance of the flying-boats at New Caii^,
T/ere kept fully occupied and it was necessary on nary occasions to call
upon the Fleet Air Ami who augmented their Fulmars and swordfish with
y/a Irus a irera ft.

on the Spanish side of the station. A census taken

The

Statistics collected by Wo. 48 Squadron provide
example of the sort of work that was being done at Gibraltar, This
squadron became fully operational in January, 1943, during which they
carried out 245 sorties with a total of I626 flying hours, a squadron
record. They bettered that in Febniary by flying- 1777 hours, a record
for Coastal Gomnand. The squadron slxired with the other Hudsons in
the attachment at Agadir, on the north-west African coast, where they
had a number of attacks upon U-Boats.

an

^Early in 1943 _ opera tiona 1 sorties averaged 350 a month, including
^ flights and the sorties made by fighters of Wo.

1404 Flight, The fighter flight had been established at Worth Front
for the defence of the harbour and the Rock, in place of the swordfish,
■who were released from their responsibility in that direction should a

grave emergency'' arise. Further opers tiona 1 aircraft came to North
Front in June to help^deal with the Focke-Wulf Kuriers which had shov/n
a sudden burst of activity on the convoy route between Cape st. Vincent
and Lisbon. It v/as hardly the job for Hudsons, so. the new aircraft
v/ere .Beaufighters Mark X, a detachment from No, 248 squadron,
pilots of the Hudsons were: so moved at this assis-fcance being necessary
that they requested permission to use several Beaufighter II aircraft
belonging to the.Ple.et Air.Arm v/hich liad been left in a corner of North
Front because they hod gone unserviceable and the crev/s had been sent
elsewhe re.

The

- several, seniqr pilots of No. 233 and. Wo. 48 Squadrons were
allowed to tr§in in these aircraft and, af-ter a suitable period they took
them on operations against the Kur'iers. Those trips were so popular
that volunteers from among the other pilots besieged the squadron Oom-

The Beaufighters
which v/ere

manders, who were compelled to begin a v/alting list.,
had litt‘le opportunity to pit themselves against tte Kuriers,
ra rely seen, but one pilot who came back with-a. dansged aircraft claiirad
that he had been in combat with two of. them and had seriously dairaged
both.

■r

The Agadir detachments returned to North Front in August after an
historic farev/ell dinner at which senior French officers were honoured

The R.A.P, Ensign v/as Icrwered on 19th August anrl within t-wentygiests •
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This U“boat Vv’hile fully siorfaced was attacked on 8th July 1943

by depth-charf'es and gunfire from a Catalina of No. 202

Squadron. It submerged and left bubbles and oil in such

,  rquantity that it was assessed as having been destroyed.

V
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minutes the Inst aircraft had taken off for Gibraltar. Toivra rds the end

of 1943 operations at Gibraltar began to dwindle slowly and steadily.
The war vras moving farther away every day, U-Boats in the v/estern Med

iterranean had had enough and were retreating to the south of France,
those west of the gtraits had also given in temporarily, and the enemy
aircraft menace to convoys had disappeared beyond the Gibraltar areoc

The fi^^ing-boats detached frora other squadrons 'were returned to their
home stations and No. 202 Squadron was left in sole possession of Nev;
Camp. Although it v/as averaging 500 operational hours each month the
squadron h/ad fevr anti-IJ-Boat patrols to do and was adding to its offen
sive record of the first war years an equally ifaq^ressive one for accuracy
and efficiency in long-range convoy and. air-sea rescue v;ork. ly Dec
ember, 1943, the squadron's monthly score of U-boat sightings load
dv/indled to five, with none attacked. The squadrons at North Front
remained there for the time being but certain adjustments to organis
ation were made. These included the disbanding of the meteorological
flight aixl its reappearance as No. 520 squadron, T/hiohj-as things turned
out, v/as destined to be the last squadron left at Gibraltar after the
vra r 3

There is no story to tell, however, of reduction in activity among
the transit aircraft traffic; on the contrary. ,.In Iv^ rch,. 1943, when
General Giraud made his famous broadcast from Algiers and. the enerqy was

steadil;^'' retreating eastvrards, the 1800 yard rumay vras ncaririg .epmv
plction and aircraft movement figures had reached the exceptional total
of 4292 a month. ' In 14ay it rose to 5320. The runway:'Was extended to
its piresent length of 1800 yards toTO id-s the eixl of July, in time to
meet the clhnax of tramport traffic T/hich in August rose to 6386 move
ments. North i^ront was beginning to take on a nev/ character, one not
concerned with operations; it was becoming the Clapliam Junction of
Mediterranean air transport. The need for personnel and materials in
the liberated areas made greater demand upon North Front for transport
facilities. The route to and from Britain, necessarily carried far
west of the French coast, i:nad.e it essential for aircraft to land at
Gibraltar to refuel. The routes to tlx east and south being changed
alr.iost as soon as they -were devised, because of the speed at which the
war was moving, meant that irahy passengers had to alight at North Front
and wait for further transport. Dozens of famous people, their identity
hidden in the anonymous three letters V.I.P., passed through the staging
Post buildings which at that time wore scarcely' larger than those on
a wayside railvvay station at home. Hew to find out those names became
one of tlx problems of the Genians in La Linea.

There was no intention of allor/ing the operational organisation to
grow less or to cease- preparations to make North Front at least as
efficient as any horae station in spite of its disadvantages. During
1943 work Ixd begun on a new operations room and  a new f^'■ing-control
tower. The operations room was occupied in December, 1943, but the
control toTTer was not completed until late in January, 1944* It was
a tall, brick buildin,g on the edge of the Spanish i’oad and the coriXion
remark was that it looked exactly like a railv/ay juixtion signal box -
T/hich it does. Y/ith the tov/er there came a new system of stop-and-go
traffic lights for the Spanish road and a more efficient fLare path.

Early in 1'94^ the U-Boats began to reappear in the Gibraltar area
and it was believed tliat they would attempt to rtui the gauntlet of the
Straits into the Mediterranean, probably in anticipation of allied
Landings i-n the south of France, Gibra ltar was ready to, meet, the sit
uation and in co-opera tion with suriJice’craft'of the'Ebya 1'Navy and
aircraft of the United states from port lyautey gave an, intensive cover-*
age which resulted in several attacks and the complete failure of the
U-Boats' attempt. After a few weeks the U-Boats ?rithdrev/.

Those in high places who Icnew what was being planned were aware that
the next major operation of the allies v/ould be  t the newspapers
called the second Front. Accordijigly, v/hen the U-Boats vrithdrew out of

♦
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A hangar in the csourse of erection, early in i94i|- is lit up by

the senrohlights ',7hioh swept Worth Front every night as a

guard against sabotage and smugglers.

*

j0i-

'Ihis is the damage done to Gibraltar by the Italian air.

raid on 5th June, 1944-*
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rcnge of Gibraltar the opportunity was taken to send experienoed
squadrons hane v/here they were irequircd in preparation for the allied
landings in Prance. Nos. 48, 233
There v^ras no guarantee that a fev/ U-Boats night not make a further
attempt to get into the Mediterranean, so assistance vras obtained for
No. 179 squadron, which renoined at North Front, by posting No. 52
(Baltnaore) squadron frora Boriszo. ' Tov/ards the middle of April tv/o
or three U-Boats were detected outside the straits. The intense pat
rols were resuraed by aircraft and ships and it soon became evident that

the submarines had definitely withdrawn for the tine being. No. 52
squadron flev/ tteir airpraf t to North Africa, handed them over and left

for the United Kingdom by sea. They \rere succeeded by No. 17 (Ventura)
S.A.A.P. squadron vAio remained for only four days then v^ere ordered to

Bom. On 13th April a detaohinent of No. 500 (Ventura) squadron came
over from la senia and began daylight operations on the l6th. On 25th
April the last of the "original" squadrons at North Front, No. 179» went • ,
home, and left the station v/ithout a oonpletc anti-U-Boat squadron. The
U.3. Navy sent detachments of No. 114 (sea.rohlight Liberator) and No.
112 (daylight Liberator) squadrons from Port lyautoy to assist the No.
500 squadron, detaohmonti

The April opinion that all U-Boats had been withdravm to the North
ted to be revised early in May v/hen a few U-Boats began to reappear
outside the straits, and the three detachwehta became very busy* One
of two tJ-Boata attempting the passage of the straits,was sunk but North
Front aircraft did not share in the attack* That, however, was

positivoly the final appearance" of the U-Boats for nery months*
June, for the first tiiue in a year and. a half,  a month went past v/ith-
out a contact, sighting or attack. It vras decided to reduce operations,
in viev/ of the situation and to hold aircraft in readirKJss to search

definite areas of probability rather tten fly daily routine patrols.
The detachjnent of No. 114 Squadron left Gibraltar during June and No,
1l2 detachment followed early in July. "Gie long-range night meteoro
logical flight called "Nocturnal" was temporarily transferred to No.
202 squadron o\7ing to replacements in No. 520 squadron. Aircraft
movements fell to 2353, the lowest monthly figure since flying control
v/as established'at North Front. As much as 75fo of the total vras
accounted for by transit aircraft. Operations at North Front v/ere

virtually at an end. No. 500 Squadron's Venturas flew fev/er and fevrer

hours and finally left North Front on 15th July after having flown 33
operational hours since Ist July. They v/ere succeeded by No, 22
(Ventura) S.A.A.P. squadron.

On 5th June the last air raid of the vrar vras made on Gibraltar,

Encny reports stated that in spite of a smoke screen raised by ships in
the harbour a successful attack was nade by Fascist Italian torpedo-
bombers and that four merchant ships totalling 30,000 tons Tjcro badly hit"
and sank v/hile others were clamaged. The truth of the story is that the
operations staff at Ne?/ Camp, looking out of the T/indo’ws when the enemy
aircraft v^ere reported to be over Gibraltar, saw no sign of smioke,
flames or sinkings and heard only one explosion which turned out to be
from a torpedo which hit the detached mole. No ships v^re hit and
there vras no smoke screen. The facts are that tvASlve S.M. 79's set out

for Gibraltar from the youth of Prance; three probably flev/ over the

Bay and one of these dropped the torpedo which hit the mole. several
vrore lost on the return trip,

e

Excityent at Gibraltar declined after this event. The fighter
flight, v/hich hod been reorganised and remmed Gibraltar Defence Plight,
remained in existence until late in 194+ when the liberation of France

made its presence unnecessary. No. 202 squadron spent most of its time

on fruitless long-range anti-subn-Brine patrols. On several occasions
it v/as of value to Ifeval Contraband Control by searching for and inter

cepting neutral ships whose cargoes or passengers were suspect and were
required at Gibraltar for interrogation. On one or tv/o occasions the

ships attempted to dodge the Gatalinas during darlcness, or to ignore

v/ent hcane in February.

InIf
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In the summer of 1944- the U.S.Novy began to operate .Blinips on

the night Vu patrol of , the Straits. This one was photographed

(2bth Juiie, 'l9-*4)off the french Morocfjah Coast*!,.

h

(

U.S.NAVY t

ym,

Later, it was dcoidsd that GibraJ-toir would be a handy diversion

A mobile mast was erected at North Front andbase for the Blimps,

on 2nth. July, 1944, an 0jq,)erimi0-ntal trip was Riade.C2l3t July, i9ii4-)
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tlneir orders to shape a course for G-ibraltar but nnri(= •it'

i

The period vras narked by an exceptionally good air sea rescue
opera cion by lour Cata liras of No. 202 Squadron. It was officially de-cribed as -one of the finest ever carried out". ^he Search LJano^
p.h^June _or a aingny reported to be in a position 350 niles v/est of
Finisterre aM 750 from Gibraltar. Mrcraft of the squadron found it,
the finally brought an .(\nerican destroyer to

and waited until the occupants, the crev/; of a -19 Group Halifax,
^P* vTithout Gibraltar's intervention it is unlikely

Rm 'lu rescued as the position being approxin^teiy
which Iq^rn^ ? nea rest bases _ in the United Kingdom, Halifaxes, of
1? ich^19 Gioup despatched Wo, did not have endurance to remain in the
area lor a sufficient length of tjxie to hone surface vessels,
nore, to Irave r.® inta ined continuous air cover
would have nece

Further-

from the United Kingdom
could have beitated using more aircraft than en spared

of the "D''--day operations.from the urgent operational requirements
ss

I

f
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The Dakotas lanJing.

(19th July, 19^(4)

ik

!

These Opanish. ■vyoadcex’s on tiledr -vto-y "ko •G-ibvaltar havre beeii hel!^

Contmuy toup at the barrier to allow Dakotas to take-off*

the accepted belief that the Si^ardard is not energetic most of

them are running to make up for lost tiiae* (l9th July,
^•6
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THE E.A.P. AT GIBEALTAR.

PART II.

VI ~ The Last Phases,.

The station had a nev/ burst of activity-j associated Y/ith the plans
for allied landings in the South of Prance, in July, 1944*
n'jmbers of parachute and other troop-carrying aircraft passed through
North Front and put a severe strain upon the organisation for tv/o days.

Their

Grea t

In that time 196 aircraft landed, refuelled and took off again,
presence vras of great interest to the eneniy observers in Spain but
security triumphed once more and the belief vras spread that these air
craft T/ere bound for the Far East via the east coast of Africa. It vras

feasible story as the aircraft wore all Dakotas of the U.S.A.A.P,

The first batch of 98 arrived on the morning of 17th July and took off
again on the night of 18th/l9th while a second batch of 98 arrived a few
hours later and took off the following night,
quite literally, at only a few yards 'interval. A "batsmen" stationed
at the end of the runvray, dvrarfed by the size of the aircraft but imking
his presence conspicuous by waving two large yellow flags, directed them
to their parking places v/ith all the speed and efficiency of a policeman
at the 'Twickenham car park on the day of an International, (gee opposite
page)o

a

The aircraft came in,

Ninety-four of the first arrivals, plus a York and a 3.17^, landed
in 79 minutes, a record of vdiich North Front is proud. Nineiy-'two of
the second batch v/ere got down in 105 minutes but the wind vras. tricky on
'that davo . The onl^h mishap vras a burst tvrre v/hich occurred soon after
one of the aircraft had'toach&d-^l::.vni« A tractor dragged it of f athe ̂ run-
vray in a- few minute
in 104 minutes, 6if- in 56 minutes arid J"! in 33 minutes. " The-'-
caused when the 65 th. a ire raft s'.mng; on take-off and made a spectacular
crash into the flying-control' tovrar. The port w'ing s-truck' the'a mbu la nee

and fire-tender and wrecked them, although the crews nanaged to juiip
clearo part of the crashed aircraft caught fire and t’ne tower vras en

veloped in flames. Assistance vras obtained from the Gibraltar Fire

service but it vras 35 minutes before tbe fire was extinguished. Flying-
control personnel left the tovrar in some haste and with the exception of
a visitor who damaged an ankle in leaping from the outside platfom
suffered no injuries. Three of the crev/ of the aircraft vrare thrown

clear in the crash but the remaining five were killed. The structure of

the tower sustained surprisingly little damage and although delay was
caused by damaged telephone cormunications the remainder of the aircraft

■^^/•ere able to get off during the early hours of the morning.

In the night take-offs 94 Dakotas v/ere airbornes«

The departure of these aircraft for the Southern France offensive was
the beginning of the end of North Front’s short, busy life,
craft traffic rose to a nev/ high level in August, 19''-i4i-, vviien many of the
U.SoA.A.F. Dakotas passed through on their way home accompanied by an
accumulation of other aircraft which had been concerned in the landings
on the French south coast,
routes were reorgan'ised and Gibraltar traffic dropped until North Front
became, by comparison with its busy period, little more than a wayside
"Iralt" vn.th an avera.ge of 85O movements.
During June, July and part of August there vrare no sightings or attacks

Transit air-

3ut with the liberation of France the transit

Operations fell off, too.
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Over 100 Dakota troop-transport aircraft are parked at North

Front for re-fuelling on their vvay to take part in the

(i8th Jul.y^l9V+)invasion of Southern France in July 194^

N
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on U-Boats as the eneny had flod to the North, No, 202 Squadron had
its final U-Boat attack tovrards the end of iugust. It also proved to
be the squadron’s last operational incident at Nev/ Camp, Aircraft
K/202 obtained a radar contact nearly 400 miles from the coast of Port
ugal, It vras a dirty ni-ght. There was rain and v/ind and visibility
v/as so poor tlat the state of the sea could not be seen even when the

aircraft came as lo^v as possible and dropped a flare, Tdien the con
tact was a mile distant a second flnro was drorjped. It revealed, for
no more than a moment, the wake and stern of a U-Boat, The Catalina

captain kept on track and sav/ the U-Boat again for long enough to drop
depth-charges. But the weather closed over the enemj/ so effectively
that his gunners did not even see the explosions. The U-Boat was not
observed again. It ’was believed to be a 750-tonnor on its v/ay to the
Indian Ocean,

In September No. 202 Squadron v/as ordered to Britain, By the 8th
of the month all but one Catalim liad left Gibraltar, Engine and
equipment faults, weather and sickness among the crew kept the aircraft
until early in October, vdien, after se’^^sral attempts, it finally took
off. Uith the departure of the squadron R.A.P. station, New Camp, came
to an end operationally. The operations room was disbanded in October,
probably the first in Coasted Command to cease work finally and com
pletely, Opera.tions staff vrere posted an:l the operations room was left
in charge of an ainien clerk. After a period in the doldrums, v/hen all
sorts of runiours v/ere abroad about its future. New Camp Mess ras occupied
in October by officers of A.H.Q, who up to then hod enjoyed the luxury of
living-out in Gibraltar, The Gibttiltar Defence pligh.1^, vrith filters,
fighter control and S.T.P., vrorc also sent home; but a fevr of tte other
ra nl.es personnel who remained were accommodated in Nev/ Camp, New Canp
Officers' Mess, freed from the disturbance of operations, was redecorated
and reorganised in several vrays and became a pleasant residence for the
Headquarters officers and some who ovcrflov/ed from North Front, where
accommodation \7as bejuig used for transit pageengets in preference to
hotela. The station lost its status and became a satellite of North

Front later in the year.

The v/ar was not yet over, though, for R.A.P. Gibraltar, Admiral
Doenita had fitted his U-Boats v/ith the. sclonorkel uMer-watei^ breathing
apparatus v/hich enabled them to i their diesels vtelle sub

merged ancl so avoid detection to a much greater extent then.Mtherto.
It was expected tliat a. few long-range submarines would frequent the
Straits in the hope of datraging convoys bound to and from the United
States and the Mediterranean and North African ports. No, 22 Squadron
assisted the U.S. Navy in their extensive patrols by M.A.D, Catalinas
and Blirflps. Disappearing contacts and an occasional sighting of what
appeared to be the exhaust of a schnorkel became common but no U-Boat
was detected v/ell enough to be attacted. It was  a game of hide-and-seek.
There vrere some people v/ho argued that there were no U-Baats anywhere
near the straits and pointed as proof to the undeniable fact that con
voys passed through the Straits vdthout attack. They vrere wrong. On
30th Deceraber, Wo ships v/ere torpedoed some 350 miles north-east
of the Azores and one of them sanlc. There was no other attack in

December but tlie number of disappearing contacts, Schnorkel smoke
sightjjags and possible periscopes increased.

As a result it was decided to bring another squadron to North
Front and early in January No. 458 R.A.A.F. (Leigh Light Wellington)
squadron arrived from the Mediterranean. Further attacks on shipping
took ptece early in January, 1945. The B»a* Henry Miller (7,000 tons)
vras tor-pedoed in the Straits on the 3rd but managed to limp into Gib
raltar, Oh 9th the French escort vessel L’Enjoue vras hit v/hen off
the North African coast and blew up; and the following day the s.s.
Blackheatli (46OO tons) vras hit forvrard ‘while in the Straits, This
hip ran aground and broke in Wo.

daylight and tte U-Boats escapiod apparently without daroage.
All three attacte occurred ino
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(9551 GRT) was the last

She V7as hit at 1057 hours

ttThe British raotor tanker "Regent Lion

ship to be toipedoel in the Straits,

on 17th February, 194-5

on a rook approxiraatoly 5 lailes frora Gibraltar.

"Tugs took her in tow'

.. i

but she grounded

U.54-1 entering Gibraltar harbour-

(11th May, 194-5)
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Up to this tune No. 22 squadron had been averaging some 4oO hours ■
a raonthc But as No. 45G was not yet operational  a further call vras imdc
upon them and they raised the figure as high as 1003 hours. Convoy
escortsj as a results increased from Uj. in December to 101 in January,
In spite of this effort, and a similar one by the U.3.N. and the Royal
Navy, another sinking^took place during February. On the 17th. two ships
:.ere torpedoed right in the entrance to the gtraitss the British tanker
Regent Lionj (9500 tons), and an American Liberty shio Micliael stone,
(7000 tons). As in the earlier attackiy, the Michael Stone,

aground and gradualiy
made by the ships' escort of surface

craft, again without apparent result. On 22nd. Februaqj^, however, H.M.s
Recruit and an aircraft of No. 22 Squadron sighted a surfaced U-boat
some miles west of the Straits. The naval vessel sank the submrine
by guniire and took off 41 survivors who said it was they T/ho torpedoed
the ships on the 17th. anci that the subsequent attack by
damaged them so severely tlia t they ted been forced to surface.

one ship,
-was able to reach Gibraltar, but the other went
sank. An ixmediate attack was

the escorts had

Duriagg February there vras a further increase in operational sorties
from North Front, both squadrons between then accounting for 1242 hour
In Iviarch the U.3. Navy supplied a M.A.D. Catalina T/hich v/as based at
North Front as a strike aircraft and which carried out several sorties.
There were no m^^re attacks by U-Boats,ho\'/evcr5 and the "vTar caj-oe to an
end without any further sightings.

o •

In spite of VE-Day the R.A.F. did not re Ian its vigilance mch
and the tero squadrons kept a vratch for possible ’’pirate” U-Boats and flew/

579 operational hours betv/een them duriigg Hay, The last anti-U-Boat
sorties of the vrar y/ere flown on lOth. and 11th. May as escort to U-S-'fl
ani U’^-89 v/hich had surrendered at the Gibraltar datum point and made the
passage of the Straits on the surface, a circumstance, as some of the

Geri'rans said aftervrards, which caused them much chagrin. At the request
of the Navy the North Front squadrons kept up "look-out" sorties in case
further U-Boats should appear to give themselves up. These were abandoned

'vThen the Achairally announced tVmt all U-Boats kno-vm to be .at sea ted been
accounted for.

On 29th. May, 1945^ at 183OB. hours,
dovm "in Area Combined Headquarter

Operations staffs were sent home,
S'b-hour vratch at North Front. :
until 1st.

No. 453 Squadron was disbanded and left Gibraltar late in June after

havteg been given the honour of performing the historic Ceremony of the
A similar honour was given to No. 22 squadron before they left

North Front ted then s.pent its busy life and tepsed
into honourable retirement as far as operations "were concerned. It ̂
retained an interest in fl^^'ing by deali:ng with  a mere handful of aircraft,

500 transit movements in a month, and two or three meteorological sorties
claily by the sole renaining squadron, No. 520^

the Royal Air Force closed
The majority of the War Room and

,  sufficient being retained to keep a
R.A.F. Intelligence remained at A.C.H.Q,

June vdien it was moved to Air Headquarters at Engineer House.

o •

Key
Gib-raltar in .Tuly,
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iiXL air~sea rescue unit. No. 71 > was established at Gibraltar

From then until January, the unitin December, 1941.

rescued 74 British airmen and 17 allied airmen -  a total o

91. Five flying-boats which made forced-landings on the

were towed safely back to Gibraltar with their crews unhurt.

H.3.L. No. 142, which was at Gibraltar until May, 1944, re^,

No. 2582, between jipril, 1943 and January,

No. 181, photographed above on its way -o

search for a Halifax crow, haa rescued 14* (l2th iiU£^ust,19tJ '

P. ̂

cued 54 airmen.

1944, rescued 20.

V



In the upper picture a new slipway (right) d

It has been completed^ in thie lower picture, and oonta_.

a Sunderlcand#

4
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Those shovv a typical small LevajiterolouO* It is the only oloucl

~ the shade''S shov/ that there is sunshine ever3A7here elsecabout

iluoh more severe oases can ooour* The oloucl may extend ri^ht

across the bay to Alrreciras.

loTv as 2on feet above sea-level*

Tho cloud base is sometimes as

(25th July, 1944)
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MjYH'E- gRgi the; rock.

PART THREE GEI®RAL.

(t
Some rook which stretches into

the vast sea and which —-•

endures all the violence and threats

standing unmoved.It

Virgil (Aen).
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GENERAL.

FART III.

I “ Accidents and Weather.

The weather conditions and the geographical situation of Gibraltar
coi'iibined in the early days^ when tlie runway \Yas too short for modem
aircraft, to give North Front a bad reputation among pilots throughout
the Royal Air Force. But \7hen the runvray had extended to beyond 1150
yards the clanger v/as vastly less aixi it diminished even more once the full
1300 yards had been attained. Although there ivero 52,418 aircraft move
ments in 1943 aixi 34,231 in 19i2i- North Front had surprisingly few serious
accidents caused entirely by v/eather or the airfield's own peculiarities.

One of these, unhappily, -vras sufficiently startling to focus un
warranted attention on North Front as a ci-angerous place. It occurred on
4th July, 1943, and involved the death of General ,Bikershi, the Polish
prLue Minister and C. in C. of the Polish Force
which he vras to have returned to Britain crashed into the sea a few mo

ments after taking-off,. The crash occurred at night. Y/ith the excep
tion of the pilot the aircraft's eleven passengers anl cre-w of five were
killed

staff;

secretary to General sikorski;
officer vmth tlie Polish Forces;
General skiorski's cLaughter;
Kien, Messrs W,Ii. Loch and Finder.
R.xi.P. pinnace vras at the spot. The crew heard  a voice in the darlcness
and picked up the pilot but the aircraft sank before they could reach it.
The bodies of General sikorski and Iviaoor General Klimecki were recovei'ed

and artificial respiration was atterapted v/ithout success. The H.3.L.

ordered to the rescue picked uxd two more bodies. After lying-in-state
in the Gibraltar Roiran Catholic Cathedral of 3t. Mary tire Crowned the

bod;)'' of General gikorski vras tal-aen to England in a polish destroyer.
The aircraft vras subsequently raised and otter bodies and documents
recovered.

The Liberator inb •

The other passangers v/ere Major General Klinecki, Chief of
Colonels Marecki and Gralewski, staff Officers;.' M. Kulskowski.

Colonel Victor Cazalet, M.P., Liaison
Brigadier Y/hitley, Mme. Losniovrate,

Lieut, Prsewski, A.D.C.: and hvo English-
Vfitliin a fe'w minutes of the crash aI

One of the rare fatal crashes to operational personnel occurred on

.'’2nd April, 1941(-. On that date s/L. G.A.B. Johnson, O.G. of No. 520

.>quadron, was killed when landing a Gladiator II. The aircraft bounced,
swung off the runv/ay into a wooden hut and caught fire.

The greatest hindrance to flying and safety is the picturesq,ao cloud
formtion caused by the Mediterranean Levanter east v/ind and which the
Spanish call the suicide Cloud,
notioo ani can hang over the Rock for days,
sible for much arcciety in high places on 12th June, 1943 •
tho King, in a York aircraft, vras on his vray to Gibraltar v/hen the vdnd

changed to easterly and the Levanter came dovm. and remained over North
Front as strongly?- and stubbornly as ever it had done. The A.O.C., Air
CcEmmodore S.P. Simpson, who was in the control tower with the Governor
and the station Gormrarder, ordered the York and its escorting Liberator
to be diverted to Port lya^tey v/here the United States Navy made speedy
preparations to receive the distinguished visitor,
there safely.

It may descend on North Front v/ithout
The Levanter was respon-

His Majesty

Both aircraft landedi
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This layer of very low oloud, fonned over the sea, didjfted

slowly westward,

yery transitory.

This condition is rare and in this case

' Tlxoept ■during the short period shown by

was

the

photographs the oloud was poured over the Hook arid, was lower

and denser over the town -and harbour than .either to north or

^south of tte Rook. (13th Juno, 1944)
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It Jiay be a aurprise to most people to hear that from the aviators
point of view weather at Gibraltar is on the v/hole very good, ocoasiono
when the airfield or flying-boat 3andin,g area are unusable being very
rare in comparison v/ith home stations*
ibility is^ the most frequent difficuliy.
west winds exceeding about I5 knots there is a dangerous cross-wind on
the runway; and extremely violent eddies set up by the Rock add great
ly to the difficulties of landing. Even v/hen the Levanter is very low
it does not usually extend over the runway but it does mate the approach
difficult as an aircraft landing in an east wind has to fly through the
cloud aM only emerges v/hen it is verj'- nearly on the line of the runvray, '
Rain is sonetimes heavy enough to make landing difficult or impossible
simply because of the reduction in visibility but such conditions rarely
last^long. The majority of rain coi-nes with south-west -winds but the
cloud is seldom below about 1500 feet in these conditions,
"frontal" conditions, with continuous rain and cloud below- 800 feet,
■v'/hich constitute the main obstacle to flying in Great Britain are very
ra re in Gibraltar, The nain rainfall occurs dur’ing the five months
betvTeen November and Ivarch and is usually about 35 inches. Thunder
storms nearly always take place at high levels and the rmin cloud base
is at 6000 feet or mor'o. They are troublesome chiefly because of the
teavy ^rain v;hich_ they _ of ten give; as tk^y a Most alv/ays occur at ni^ht,
the efject of this rain on visibility is particularly se-vere.
about 15 - 17 thuiiderstoms each vear.

Tfind ra ther -tlian. cloud or vis-
Nith south-east or south-

The kind of

There are

•M

k
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Thia photograjph and the others- on the next page, taker, rn ';943«

show that only a fence divided Spain and North Pronto

Germany had attacked Gibraltar through Spain North Front would

have been in a precarious position. For several years on..u

In addition, there was the

kno\7ledge that enony agents could lean against the fence and

watch freely what -our aircraft wore doing, a unique situaticn

in war'.

If

threat hung over the station.
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GENERAL.

PART; III.

II - The Spanish Question.

Mention has been inade on several occasions in this rerrative of

the remarkable situation at North Prout where the Spanish and their

GerriBn friends could see vAiat was liappening on the airfield with no more

trouble than is required to look through a high fence of steel railings; and
of thiC still more remarkable circumstance where thousands of Spaniards
walked across the runway every day on their y/ay to and from v/ork in
Gibraltaro Everyone y/ho has had experience of the horror ttet vras
aroused at R.A.P. stations in Britain if a hannless civilian y/as found

peering through the barbed wire at an aircraft dispersal v;ill realise
hoviT the authorities at Gibraltar felt v/hen it rras announced to them that
North Pront vras to become an airfield y/ith a major secret -operation to

perform.,
as the fact that North Front; is next door to gpain.

of Gibraltar, yyith an important Naval dockyard, requires several hundred
skilled and unskilled y/orkmen in addition to its gervice personnel,
several reasons, one of y/h’ich is the Lack of living accommodation, and
another the dislike of the Gibraltarlnn for becoming an artisan, Gibral

tar has alvrays recruited its crafts’iien and other v/orkers from spain^
The civilian shopkeepers and residents,
get 'their assistants and servan'ts from Spain, v/here labour is cheapo
Normally the number of Spanish people who find jobs in Gibraltar is a
fe\7 thousand;

something well over 9000.

Rock and the Spanish authorities encouraged them,
that among those thousand-s there y/ould be soi;ie associated y/-ith the

Germans living in la Linea and Algeciras, or who y/ere anti-British and
YiTOUld- not consider it necessary to be reticent in cafes about yyha t they
saw and heard in Gibraltar.

The daily presence of Spaniards in Gibraltar is as unavoidable
A fortress the size

For

too, have found it necessary to

but shortly after this vrar began it had increased to
The Spaniards '.yere eager to find jobs on the

It yras not unlikely

■»-

\

The task which faced the British security defence authorities and
the success y/hich they achie-ved are not to be desycribed in this narrat'i-ve.
It is sufficient to point to the success of Operation Torch. Among
R.A.P. personnel the need for security -was realised and observed in a
manner vyhich must liave delighted those responsible for teaching it.
Attendance at a security talk was alm'iost the first thing that happened
to officers and airmen arriving at Gibraltar, Thait in itself seemed to
impress the nev/comers. In the hundreds of letters censored every day
it was rare to find one in -which the y/riter talked about his job and
conversation indiscretions ^yere negligible. Nev/ Camp provided an ex
ample of the sort of discretion that existed. It 'was a fairly common
experience for R.A.P. aircrev,’-who had escaped from occupied Europe to
arrive at Gibraltar through the Spanish frontier. Thejr were brought
to Nev/ Camp consp-icuous in nondescript civilian suits at first and even
more noticeable in ne’w R.A.P. uniforxis a short t'irae Inter. A number of
officers and airmen on the station, inevitably, had to knoy/ y/ho those
visitors 'were; in fact, the code yyord used was "visitors",
vast majority of the station personnel of all ranks ser-ved their allotted
span at Neyy Camp and saw these lost-looking people moving about without
Icnawing anything of y/hat yras happening.

There yyere, of course, several practical examples of the presence of

But the

*



It can be seen from these two photographs taken near the suiimit

of the Rock how the extensive ranges of hills in Spain could

(1943)supply cover for a bombardment of North Front.
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Everyone knev/ aboutthe eneny and his asents to encourage discretion,
the gentlemen on the top of the G-eman consulate at La Linea v/ho were
called, V7ith the English seme of humour which other races so seldom
understand., the "Geman duty pilots". These observers sav/^and reported
all movements of aircraft and shipping and as many other things as their
binocuhirs could pick up. lersonnel who v/ere permitted to go to iilge-
ciras and La Linea on short Inave saw Geraam in the hotels and cafes, ̂
heard nev® boys crying "signall", and other Genren propaganda publications
and a number got into conversation "with a noted Spanish journalist who

better loiown as a German agent and agairrst whom an official warning
It 'would have been a stupid officer or ain:3an indeed vrho savr

within sight of his own station and did not realise the dan-

was

was issued,

these things

ger of speaking or v/riting about his ¥/ork.

TheOther things occurred to discourage the possible Ghatterer.
Nothing ever happened to aircraft

Eires were started
alvrays present.danger of sabotage wa

but there were several incidents at the dockyartl.
discovered near the new operations room tunnel and the

Tv;o Spaniards vere hanged
Be-

O

and bombs 'frore

aninunition store about the thne Torch was due.
in Gibraltar for these crimes and nev/s of the hangings laade public.
t\7een 1940 and 1943 mysterioios attacks T/ere :

It was obvious tliat they v/ere not caning from U-BoatsJ
t until the Italian armistice that the disco\’er37 was made of human

the Bay from the Italian tanker Olterra lying
t’nan four miles from New

mode on shipping at anchor in
but i

the Biy.
v/as not

torpedoes being sent across
inside the outer break-water at dlgeciras less

t

Gamp 4.

Evety night anti-sabotage guards had to be mounted at both stations.
Nothing sensational ever happened. The reason why our aircraft ‘were pre
served from dama.ge is to be found in the report and files of the security
departments, the "cloak an;l dagger" men,
story being told for some tiirie to cone,
Gibraltar in those days will laave to be satisfied with Wing Comi-jander
pelhem-Groom's novel "Defend the Rock" which vras written arourrl Operation
Torch and in which a little fact has been blerkled with a great deal of
fiction.

but there is little chance of the
Those v/ho wish to read about

To the ordinary member of the R.4,E. aircre-ws the Spanish question
was bound up in the need to avoid flying over gpein in the vicinity of
Gibraltar or inf‘ringing the country's neutrality by respecting the three-
mile limit 'when near other parts of the coast of gpa in or Morocco,

eral of them had the importance of this emphasised by Spanish anti-aircraft
fire and at least one man was" wounded by a shell fragment,
scenes a great deal of correspondence v/as conducted betv;een Gibraltar and
the bpanish authorities, through the Brit'ish corisulate's and 'the Embassy at
Madrid, to tr^r aixl still the trigger-itch of the Spanish gunners until they
■■v-jtire sure tliat our aircraft v/er« antualOy'inside ‘ their precious three-
mi les of sea,

gev-

Behind tlie

In general, the Spanish were courteous and promised to
issue cautionary orders to'their battery officers;
Luia Orgaz, High Coniiiissioner for Spanish Morocco,
emphatically not only anti-British but also anti-R.L.P.

all except Genera l
General Orgaz v/as

The reason t®s supposed to be an incident v/hich occurred on 20th
Lpril, 1941-, when Gibraltar fighters intercep'ted a JIJ. 52 with Spanish
markings in which the General v/as returning to Tetuan from Madrid,
signal advising Gibra.ltar of the aircraft's proposal to fly across the
Straits v/as not received until after the Jll. 52 had been plotted and

TV/o spitfires di-ved on the ,JU. 52 from astern

A

the fighters sc re,mb led.
to identify it then climbed ahead and flew level with it at about 50
;7a rds»
he should keep av/ay froi-i
ra Ita r E igh te r Ope ra t i ons
aircraft, don't be rough with hii:i".
kept the JU. 52 in sight until it wa
off the Moroccan coast.

The fighter pilots waved to the Spanish pilot indicating tl-B

they received the instruction, "He's a civ

t
On reporting this on e/T to Gib-ib ra Ita r.

il
The fighters '.vent no nearer but
above spa.nish territorial waters

Their attitude, however, had annoyed the High
As soon as he lande.d at Tetuan biS compLnined bit'oerLy

n

OomnisBloner.
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Gatalinas of No. 202 Squadron in fonaationAn unusual si^ht.

on the A.3.R. search mentioned on the opposite page.

(idthJune, 1%4)
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to the British Consul and. allef'.ed ttet the fi'^iiters liad fo^yx^d Un.c, .a a'i'-

craft to clianse its course and liad violated Spanish territory. A Span
ish diplomat v/ho was also in the aircraft privately told the Consul that

the passencers vrore "frightened to death". The raatter ended vdth a re

port of the actual facts sent by H.E. The Governors Lt. Gen. yir T.

Ralph Eastv/oodj to the British Imbassador, Sir Samuel Iio£'.re^ at Madrid.;
but forever aftenrards General Organ had bitter feelings toiva rds the

R.ii.P. and a spate of Spanish A. fire on our aircraft v^henever they
came near the three-mile limit around the Moroccan coast aftenrards v/as

.  thought to be related to the interception incident.

Prom time to time a British aircraft crashed in Spain or made a

forced Landing. If the aircraft and crew survivedj the Spanish author
itics retained the former^ which they vrere entitled to do under interna

tional laW;, and an agreement rras reached-¥rith the British Government
whereby it became part of the Spanish Air Force, They invariably sent
the crew home after a suitable intervsil to satisfy/ their conscience if

anj'- inquiries should come from the Axis,
v/hich they need not observed a,nu which created a
wi th Gibra Ita r a irc revr gene ra lly >
that courtesy occurred in Gibraltar i.n December, 1942, to the pilot of
an American P.38 which was forced to land on the Spaninh side of the North
Front fence. The aircraft was retained but the pilot, who was slightly
injured, was quickly permitted to return to Gibraltar,

An incident occurred in June, 1944, vmen a Catalina of No. 202

Sqo.adron crashed and the crew T/ere killed in General Orgaz's ■ countrjr,
Spanish Morocco,
was reported as missing over the sea,
sea rescue attempts ever made by a flying-boat squadron,
produced an interesting’; nnnifestation of Spanish sympathies with Britain.
During the search for the aircraft, which was thought to have crashed in
to the sea near Al.boran Island, Gibraltar v/itnessod the unique sight' of
eight Catalims of No. 202 SqucCdron flying in forn.Btion as they set out
from New Camp. They v/ere recalled when the \7reclcage and the bodies of
the crev/ vrere found on the hills at Tres Forcas. There was some doubt

as to the T/illingness of General Orgaz to a llo\:.)- members of tte squadron
to attend the funeral and inspect the \7reGk. An approach vras made, how

ever, and the Spanish shovrod the greatest friendliness. They gave the
crevf a militasrjr funeral in Meli 11a and cro’^/ds thronged the streets.

In ter-the squadron Corriiaixle^ and other officers from Gibraltar flev/ to
Melilla ard. were received so cordially that they remained for three days.
The Spanish officers paid for the erection of a headstone and grave.
During a dinner given at the seapLine base the military governor of
Melilla proposed a toast to the friendship of Britain and Spain.
General Orgaz did not appear but sent greetings to the visitors.

Tliat was an act of courtesy
good impression

The first practica 1 experience of

This fc:®t was not Icnown for some time and the aircraft
resulting in one of the biggSst air-

It a Iso

Another of several further indications of Spanish frieiilliness to

the E.A.F, occurred in October, 19141-, when a 'Halifax from Brav/dy T/hich
was diverted to Gibraltar arrive;d only to find the airfield closed through
an unpredicted fog. The nearest fit base being beyo.nd the aireraft's

range of endurance several unsuccessful attempts were made to land at
Gibraltar, The only course nov/ seemed for the aircraft to ditch and as

it v/as dark the flare jjath was towed out to a given position for the
ditching, with the H.S.L. and other craft s'canJ.ing by. Unfortuna,tely
by this time the fog had become so thick and extensive that a clear area
couLl not be found and as a Inst resort plain Inngua.ge messages in Sp/-»n-
ish were sent by the station to Tetuan, in Spanish Morocco, asklmg
if they Imd airfieLl lighting and could Lind, a Halifax. This Tetuan

agreed to do, the Halifax was given full d.etails of course, distance,
and so far as they were known, facilities, and Innded safely,

retained at Tetuan but the crev/ returned to Gibraltar full

of Spanish hospitality.

The

Halifax was

of praise for the Livislmess

y

It was becoming clear ttot Genran ii'ifluence in the Spanish area
authorities were keen to be

19l|ih, when the
opposite Gibraltar liad gone and that the
friendly. This was demonstrated on 20th November,
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Officer OoniiBnding of No. 520 Squadron tod engine failure in a Martinet
on approaching the western end of the runway and ditched in the stollw/
water about 40 yards off the Spanish shore. He ’was rescued unhurt by

Spanish caribineros refused a R.ii.P. pinnace pemission to
salvage the aircraft which was within the agreed Spanish territorial
waters of Gibraltar Bay. A naval M.L. rath a R.4.F. officer on board
r;ent close in shore and negotiations v;ere conducted ’with a Spanish
official bearing the title Captain of the Port of la Linea.
verjr friendljj’- and asked that no attempt be rr.de at salvage until per
mission tod been received from the Spanish Governor. He said he under
stood this T/ould be granted if applied for in the usual fonnal nanner.
As this vras a precedent H.E. The Governor applied for permission, which
v/as granted on 22nd November,
back to North Front,

apparent unwillingness of the Spanish to allow us to salvage crashed
aircraft during; the last vrar.

H.S.L. 181.

He was

The Martinet vras then salvaged and tov/ed
The incident can go dowm in history against the

«>
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A French ounderl^nd in tow oi" a Spanish Schooner.
A Gibraltar H L. has arrived to take charge of the

aircraft but does not appear in the -picture.

(17 th. jVLly, 1943)
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\7hat will be the future of the airfield?

(27th Noveiaber,1943)
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i^TLYING ERai TI-B ROCK,
4

Ji£5iQ!m5. ::__JE.i®_SlS.LMv.

\7here stands a wingi^d sentry
(t

all skilful in the wars.It

Henry Vaughan,



6o*

EPILOGUE - Tm PUTDES.

SO erais a period in the history of Gibraltar as mementous as any
Once more the Rock has been an asset of high value to

The story of its service to the Royal Air Force, con-
since 1704*
Great Britaino

tained not so much in the incidents of flying from the Rock as in the
fact that the Rock vras there and in spite of apparently insurmountable

difficulties adapted to the use of aircraft, is a justification of
the romanticists and sentimentalists whose pleadings to retain Gibraltar

overcame the considered opinions of the "practical" experts*

With that observation this narrative might vrell come to an end.

Tet, having explored history and combindd it Y/ith the immediate past to
fom this narrative there is an irresistdhle temptation not to retire

without saying something about the future. This is more to emphasise
that there is still a problem in Gibraltar than to claim ability to
predict a solution. It can hardly be that Gibraltar's success ^pro
viding an airfield vital to allied victory in this latest -mar, in de
fiance of the opposition of thoughtful people, T/ill ̂ j^olish all suggest
ions to exchange it for some place else. The achievements of a vi/eapon
in one vrar is no reason to believe that it y/ill be invincible in the

next, although such an argument has been accepted on occasions, usually
T/ith unhappy results. There are many voices ready to be heard on this
subject though, and there is every likelihood of  a situation arising in
T/hich sentimentality, national pride, expediency and v/ise forethought
may find themselves at loggerheads. One of the principal factors then
in any discussion about Gibraltar's future will be its potentialities
as a base for air povrer and its ability to retain ryhatever advantages
these may contain. The ansv/er to that is hardly to be foUnd in the
achievements of the past feyr years but in a wise appreciation of

developments in avistion in the future.

The attitude of Spain, too, may have to be considered, although
at the moment Spain is in no position to be opinionative. It is ̂
extremely unpleasant, though, to have an unfriendly next-door neighbour
v/ho imy hurl stones and unpleasant words across the fence and who cannot
be persuaded to desist except by the force and not the majesty of the
lav/o. That has not happened to Gibraltar but it must always be borne in
mind that a neighbour with his hands in his pockets can alY^rays v/ithdrav/
then if he Yyishes.

Today's position is that Gibraltar possesses a modem airfield

with a unique runv^a.y. How will it be prepared to meet the next energ-
The decision to be made on this point v/ill not be the simple

^4.

one of virhether or not a racecourse is to be despoiled to permit aircraft
to Innd in yrar.

THE END.




