A SHORT HISTORY OF NO 69 SQUADRON

On the 16th July 1916, the Australian Government decided to form a
second Australian squadron to send to Burope. The squadron was to be

known as No 2 Squadron, Australian Flying Corps. Plans were set in motion

alnost immediately and in October of the same year the squadron first

assembled with the Australian Imperial Forces at Point Cook. The

establishnent of the squadron was: 36 officers and 206 men, but the

actual strength was 18 officers and 230 men.

In the middle of October everything was judged to be ready and on

the 25th October 1916 the squadron, under the temporary command of
Captain H.H, Storrer, set sai} for England from Melbourne, On the 28th
December the squadron arrived at Devonport from where it moved to South

Carlton in Lincolnshire to complote further training programmes. During

the voyage over from Australia, Major D.V.J. Blake ook over command and

on arrival in the United Kingdom the squadron became known as No 69
(Australian) Squadron, RFC.

During the early part of 1917 the squadron settled in at South

Carlton and the training programe was in full ewing. Aircrews were
selected from mechanics and other ground trades and initial training was

carried out on BE 2¢'s. Those in the ground trades went on courses all
over the country, and returned to South Carlton with a thorough knowledge

vhich only needed to be completed by experience. In June and July, after

the role of the squadron had been decided, the HE 2e's were replaced by tho

fastor and more up to date RE8's. On March 31st an official War Office

Memorandun to the unit, declared that they would be known as No 69

Squadron,

On the 17th August 1917 the training was completed and the road
party sot out for Portsmouth, where they arrived on the 20th. The
air party, consisting of three flights each of eix aircraft left on

August 2ith for Lympne on the South Coast. Duo to bad weathor the
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party vas delayed here for several daye but eventually reached St Omer in

France on September 9th. On the following day it flew to Savy airfield,
which vas to become its first base in France, and so had the homour of
being the ‘first Australian Flying Unit in France. Meanwhile the road

party had gone on ahead and were at Savy on the 26th August.

At Savy the squadron was attached to No 1 Corps Wing and acted in
support with No 5 and No 16 Squadron RFC.  Its main duty was recce and
intelligence over the enemy lines. At this stage the squadron vas
Learning the ropes but soon became so proficient that they acted in

conjunction with and not in support of the other two squadrons.

On November 9th, 69 Squadron moved to operate in an area on its own.
Based at Baillent, where it arrived at the closing stages of the Battle
of Ypres, the squadron served alongside No 1 Anzac Corps. —Sixty Nine
just went into action here during the Battle of the Messines Ridge, but
throughout this operation the recce work was genorally unsatisfactory
Because of the terrible weather. Fog, low cloud and rain combined to
make any recce work hazardous and unprofitable. Despite this there was
a good deal of activity - mainly directing ground artillery onto
anmunition dumps and gun positions. Sixty Nine operated immediately
south of the main battle area. Heavy snow fell at the end of the year,
but during breaks the squadron carried out extensive photo-recce in
formation with 3 airoraft. These aircraft were protected by scout
aircraft during this work. For photographic work a small aerial camera
was fitted in the starboard side of the fuselage just outside the
observers cockpit. The observer operated the camera by hand, Generally
the results vere very satisfactory. In fact at times the work earned
considerable praise from the Army Comnander in the area. Before the
real value of the negatives were fully appreciated their distribution

was haphazard, but soon this was changed, and copies went out to
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all units from the campaign KQ to the smallest units concerned on the

front line. A Division Intelligence Officer was trainmed at this level

as an Tnterpreter.

On the 20th Jamuary, 1918, Sixty Mine Squadron became known as No 3
on

Squadron AFC, and as such served uatil the end of the war in France.

the 22nd March the squadron moved to Abeele and in April again to

Ponteinville where it finished the war. Thus ended the first period

of active service by No 69 Sqn.

The squadron was reforned in Malta in Jamuary 1941 from No 431
General Reconnaisance Flight, which had been established there since
September 1940. Equipped with Marylands its duties consisted of maritime
recce in an area covering the coast of North Africa, Italy, Sicily and

the islands of the Tonian Sea. Soon after the squadron became active

again Hurricanes were supplied for photo recce, and throughout the early
part of the year daily patrols were carried out, and in June 1941, the

squadron flew 601 operational hours. In addition to the general run

of reconnaissance, shipping strikes were carried out on a mumber of
In September the crew of a Maryland shot down the first enemy air-
At this

sorties.
craft destroyed by the squadron - a Cant 2506 and a Macchi 200.
time the squadron was commanded by Sqn Ldr E.A. Whiteley. In June 1942
Baltimores replaced the Marylands and later Spitfires and Wellingtons
were introduced, Tnis increase in numbers and efficiency of the
squadron resulted in eneny shipping in the Mediterranean being increasingly

harassed. And it was also at this time that Wing Commander A. Warburton
gained the reputation of being one of the most daring 'recce' aces of
the war.

The squadron continued in this role of maritime recce until April 1944

when it vas temporarily disbanded to be reformed in May.

On 5th May 194 Sixty-Nine reformed at RAF Northolt under Wing
/Commander




Commander T.M. Chennon. At the time there was a large number of personnel

with very little equipment. lMost of the aircrew had to convert from

Baltimores to Wellingtons, and the squadron's role vas changing from one

of daylight sorties over the sea to night recce over land. Amongst the

many problems to be faced were those of converting air and ground orews,

training them in a new role and modifying the Wellingtons for night

photography. The squadron was given one month to 'get operationall.

On the night of 5/6th June, 69 carried out its first operation just
prior to D-Day when two aircraft were sent on a reconnaissance flight in
the Roman area. This mission was a complete success and caused
astonishment in 34 Wing; - one month to the day since the squadron was
ro-organised. In fact the actual D-Day landings started when 69 vere
over their targets. In the next fow days there was mo rest; the
Normandy beaches themselves needed constant coverage and the Navy asked
for coverage of all the beaches between Ouistrenan and St Vaast for the
construction of Mulberry Harbours. ALl railvays and stations in the
area were photographed daily to detact German movements. Because of
the extremely high priority of these tasks they were often flown at low
level and in bad veather. This proved a dangerous operation as the

railvays were heavily guarded with light flak, Losses were heavy and

eventually SHAPE vere persuaded to ask for cover of only the most
important targets unless the tasks could be dome at high level. These
tasks were of great importance because the results emabled a steady

bombardment of strategically and tactically important points to be

continued by Bomber Command.

On these night Gorties the Wellingtons were equipped with additional

Navigational radar aids. Each aircraft carried 54 flares to illuminate

the target and the photographs were taken with a 7 inch camera taking
5 x 5 inch pictures. Bach length of film, extra high speed, had 125

exposures and started turning 2 seconds before the first flare cartridge
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was fired and finished 2 seconds after the last flare was due to burst.
These flares had a peak illumination of one million candle power and

could be fired in single sticks of twelve, or two sticks of six. The

coverage at the operational height of 800 to 1000 feet was a strip of

ground 13 miles by % mile. The squadron also illuminated areas at
night for AOP aircraft. This work was particularly successfu} over

the Rhine and Seine. In July,1944, when Wing Commander F.0.S. Dobell

took over the squadron, 69 carried out agood deal of this work for the
Canadian Army in the Candbec area, and messages of thanks and congratulations

were received from the Canadian Army Commander.

In hugust of 1944 the squadron moved to France to an American landing
strip designated A-12, At the time there was a serious problem concerning
supplies, and 69 were given the job of ferrying fuel and oil, Starting
on September 6th the squadron made i trips ferrying 15,590 gallons of
petrol and 1,180 gallons of 0i1.0n September 10th 34 Wing moved to Amiens
but 69 vas recalled during the move to ferry more fuel. At the time
night recce was at a standstill because the Armies were advancing so
rapidly that tasks could not be forecast. Towards the end of the month
69 moved to Melsbrook near Brussels and reverted to its normal role of
day and night recce.

In October Wing Comnander M.A.J. Shaw took over the command of the
squadron from Wg Cdr Dobell, who took over 140 squadron based at
Velsbrook with 69. The weather during the last monthe of 1944 did not
permit mich recce work and daylight sorties became more hazardous with
the advent of the Me262 and 163. During October and November however
the aquadron did carry out night reconnaissance on roads, railvays and
bridges, Favourite arcas seemed to be in the Northern Ruhr areas and

around Venlo in Holland.

On New Year's Day 1945, 69 lost 11 aircraft in the now famous New
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TYear's Day strike by the German Air Force. Melsbrook was badly hit
and the airfield was littered with burning Vellingtons of 69 and
Spitfires of 140, During the Ardennes Campaign the squadron tasks
becanme knit with the ground forces. Enemy movements were passed over
the R/T to the 12th US Army Group, but the lack of enemy movements
minimised the value of this work. At the end of January the squadron
bogan carrying bombs instead of flares on moonlight nights. There was
no bombsight in the Wellington so the crews adopted their own methods.
There was a oross marked on the Perspex nose and when the target was

in line with the middle of the cross, the bomb aimers outstretched finger
and his thunb, the button vas pressed and the bombs released. Special
oPs were sometimes carried out before the Rhine crossing by the more
experionced crews. These entailed flying up and down the Rhine carrying

One or two army observers equipped with very powerful night glasses.

On the 15th April the squadron moved to Eindhoven where it sat

around for a time waiting for something to happen. Additional watches
for submarines in the Scheldt Estuary were required at the time and 69
carried out these 'fishing trips' with a detachment at Knocke. Those left
at Eindhoven continued their watch on enemy movements, and this quist

work kept the squadron occupied until the surrender of the German Forces

in May 1945, At the end of the war a party from the squadron was

detached to Aalborg in Denmark to carry out survey work up there, whilst
those at Eindhoven carried out a series of low level cross countries,

scaring the 1ife out of the crews and the local inhabitante.

On August 13th, for the first time, the squadron got all its 18
aircraft in at one time and after a memorable beat up of Eindhoven town,
they flow to Diss in Norfolk to disband, It was the last squadron in the

RAT to fly Wellingtons on operations during the war.

On September the 23rd 1954, Sixty-Nine reformed again at RAF Vyton
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under Squadron Leader N.A.J. Mackie, DSO, DR,  Bquipped with Canberra
PR 3's the squadron's task vas high level photographic recomnaissance.
On the 4th October all the aircraft flew out to Gutersloh in West Germany
and came under the command of Second Tactical Air Force. On 13th
Decenber that year the squadron moved to its permanent base at

RAF Laarbruch situated on the Gernman/Dutch border. After being the last
squadron to fly Wellingtons, 69 vas now the only squadron in the RAF

to 11y 'Canberra PR 3's'. Laarbruch was a new NATO base in 1954 and 69
was the first squadron to move in, but it took only a matter of a month

or two before the squadron was fully operational. In February and

March 1956 a detachuent was sent to RAF Luga, Malta, the squadron's old

home in the Second World War. During the detachment, inder the command
of Flt Lt W.E. Bowden, the squadron flew over 100 photographic sorties

and over 600 hours.

In Harch 1957 the squadron was taken over by Squadron leader P.P.
Walker, and under his command remained in Learbruch until the early part
of 1958 when, under the comnand of Wing Commander P.E. Woodward the
squadron returned to Luga once again, In March 1958 the squadron

disbanded and was formed again as No 39 Squadron based at Luga.
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