SERGEANT
REGINALD
FREDERICK
(ROLY) ROBERTS
566679

Pilot Hampden

Served with No. 49 Squadron, No. 5
Group, RAF Scampton

Killed on Active Service: 31 August 1940
aged 26

Number of Missions: 23

Roly began his career in the Royal Air Force on 26 September 1933 at the age of 16.
He enlisted in the Aircraft Apprentice Scheme which had been established at RAF
Halton in 1920. Roly took specialized courses in aero engines and airframes. In
addition, other activities were offered including sports, acting, debating, aero-modelling
and wireless building. Each Wing had a marching band, and in his service record it is
noted that Roly was a good trumpeter. Although he had “enlisted” he was really at
school, and his official military “service” did not begin until his 18" birthday, 25 January
1935. After completing his apprenticeship, Roly was posted to No.66 Squadron at RAF
Duxford. This was a fighter squadron, flying Gloster Gauntlets. Roly’s rank was
Aircraftman 1 and he was a Fitter Il by trade. A little over a year later, on 1 November
1937, Roly was promoted to Leading Aircraftman.

Roly remained at Duxford until the spring of 1938 when he was posted to Egypt to join
No.45 Squadron (nicknamed the Flying Camels) at RAF Heliopolis just outside Cairo.
No.45 Squadron was a bomber squadron. Its area of operations covered Egypt and
Palestine, and it was deployed when necessary whenever trouble flared, such as in the
Arab Revolt that was underway at the time of Roly’s posting. While in Heliopolis Roly
received training on the Wellesley airframe and its Bristol Pegasus engine. He spent
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almost a year in Egypt. In August 1938, he was recommended for Airman Pilot Training
and in March 1939 he returned to England. On 1 May, he was promoted to Corporal.

Flight Training

On 4 August 1939, Roly was posted to RAF Shawbury in Shropshire to begin flight
training at No.11 Flying Training School. The training aircraft at Shawbury were Harts
and Audaxes which were biplanes; and Ansons and Oxfords which were monoplanes
and more like the RAF’s more modern bombers. While he was in the middle of his pilot
training, on 3 September, Britain declared war on Germany.

Roly completed the Flying Training Course in November 1939 and upon graduating,
was awarded his pilot’s wings. He was then posted to No. 9 Air Observer School at RAF
Penrhos, North Wales which, at about that time, was re-named No. 9 Bombing &
Gunnery School. Here he received training in navigation, bombing and gunnery. The
aircraft used by No.9 AOS included the Westland Wallace, a biplane, the Handley Page
Harrow and the Fairey Battle.

The course at Penrhos lasted two months and, having graduated from both pilot and air
observer training, Roly was promoted to Sergeant on 6 January 1940. He could now
function in any bomber crew position — pilot, navigator/bomb aimer, air gunner.

On 31 January 1940, he was posted to No. 76 Squadron at RAF Upper Heyford, for
further “operational” training including night flying. In April 1940, No. 76 Squadron was
merged with No.7 Squadron to form No.16 Operational Training Unit. No.76 Squadron
was equipped with Handley Page Hampden medium bombers. The Hampden had gone
into service in 1938 at about the same time as the Wellington and the Whitley, the other
twin-engine medium bombers of the day, and, together with the Wellington and Whitley,
it bore the brunt of the RAF’s attacks against Germany in the early years of the Second
World War. The Hampden had a crew of 4: the pilot, navigator/bomb aimer, dorsal tail
gunner/wireless operator and ventral tail gunner.

At No.76 Squadron/No.16 OTU, Roly spent four months honing his piloting, navigation
and bombing skills in Hampdens, in both daytime and nighttime exercises. The last part
of Roly’s time with No. 16 OTU was spent at RAF Stormy Down in Glamorgan, South
Wales, an armament training school.

49 Squadron

At the end of May, Roly was posted to No.106 Squadron at RAF Finningley, a training
unit for No. 5 Group, Bomber Command before being re-assigned to his operational
squadron. Having completed all required training, Roly was finally posted to an
operational squadron on 2 June 1940. This was No. 49 Squadron based at RAF
Scampton, and part of No.5 Group.



He wrote home on Monday, 3 June 1940, saying that they had arrived by train at
Lincoln and a transport van had been sent to pick them up. It was driven by a young
WAAF (Women's Auxiliary Air Force). They had a hair-raising ride back to the camp,
nearly hitting a bus load of soldiers, and the cornering “had to be experienced to be
believed”. The accommodation at Scampton was not very good but a large country
house, the “Manor”, was requisitioned nearby to try to get the airmen in more pleasant
and quieter quarters.

RAF Scampton was also home to No.83 Squadron, also part of No.5 Group. One of the
young pilots in No.83 Squadron was Flying Officer Guy Gibson, later of Dam Buster
fame. Both squadrons, like all of No. 5 Group’s front line squadrons, were flying
Handley Page Hampden medium bombers at the time.

Besides bombing missions, the other major task for No. 49 and No. 83 Squadrons was
mine laying in German coastal waters. Mine laying in enemy shipping lanes was given
the term ‘gardening’. The mines were termed ‘vegetables’ and the target areas had
code names, usually the names of plants.

Two days after he arrived, on Tuesday 4 June, Roly flew on his first operational mission.
On this mission the target was Frankfurt, where there were oil refineries and storage
tanks. The normal routine for aircrews was to muster at mid-morning each day. Those
detailed for operations that night would go to their aircraft and tell their ground crews. A
tractor towing a string of bomb trolleys would drive out to each plane and ground crews
would load the bombs. Engines, radios and guns would be tested and the aircraft
thoroughly inspected.

In the afternoon, the crews assembled for detailed briefings on the night's operations.
Briefings included the aiming point and alternative targets; details of known defences;
home airfield identification beacons and the Very light colours for the day; bomb load
and distribution by type of bomb for each aircraft; fuel load and; the expected weather,
including cloud cover and wind speeds. Finally, take off times for each aircraft were
given.

After the briefing the crews studied their charts and maps in order to plot their own
routes. It was essential to establish a course which gave landmarks which would be
easily identifiable in moonlight and help the navigator plot any course corrections. The
crews would take a couple of hours rest and a pre-flight meal then then dress in their
heavy flying clothing in preparation for take-off.

In the early 1940s after take-off the crew were virtually on their own as far as route and
altitude were concerned. They could attack from any height from which the target was



visible. Also at that time, orders were on no account to bomb towns or villages
indiscriminately. If they could not find the target they were to bring their bombs back.
Consequently, some of these early raids were not very efficient.

On this first mission Roly took the position of Wireless Operator/Air Gunner. On
operations, the only communication was with base and radio silence was normally
observed until the returning aircraft was within 30 miles of the English coast. All
communication was by Morse code, another skill Roly had mastered, most probably
while still at Halton.

In1940, in-flight navigational aids apart from a compass and air speed indicator were
virtually non-existent. Navigation was by dead reckoning, i.e. flying on a compass
bearing for a fixed time at a fixed speed. If wind speed or direction was different from
what had been briefed, the aircraft could go significantly off course and it would be up to
the navigator to figure out where they were and get them back on track.

After dropping their bombs on the target they would turn around and head for home.
After landing they would pile into waiting wagons, to de-briefing and then to breakfast
and finally to bed.

This and all Roly’s other missions are listed below.



Date

4/6/40

6/6/40

10/6/40

12/6/40

13/6/40

17/6/40

21/6/40

23/6/40

26/6/40

30/6/40

5/7/40

8/7/40

Type of

Mission
Bombing
Minelaying
Bombing
Minelaying
Bombing

Bombing

Bombing

Bombing

Bombing

Bombing

Minelaying

Minelaying

Number of
Aircraft from
No 49 Sqdn.

11

6
(plus 6 for
bombing)

13

6
(plus 6 for
bombing)

12

11

14

8
(plus 7 for
minelaying)

12

12

12

Pilot

Sqdn. Ldr
Allen

Sergeant
Stretton

P/O
Campbell
P/O
Campbell

P/O
Campbell
P/O
Campbell

Sergeant
Stretton
P/O
Campbell

P/O
Parker

P/O
Parker

P/O
Campbell
Sqt.
Roberts

Role of Sgt.
Roberts

Wireless
Operator/Air
Gunner
Navigator/Bomb
Aimer.

Navigator/Bomb
Aimer.
Navigator/Bomb
Aimer

Navigator/Bomb
Aimer
Navigator/Bomb
Aimer

Navigator/Bomb
Aimer
Navigator/Bomb
Aimer

Navigator/Bomb
Aimer

Navigator/Bomb
Aimer

Navigator/Bomb
Aimer
Pilot

Target

Frankfurt oil refineries and storage
tanks.

Heligoland approaches (code name
Eglantine), two islands in the North Sea,
46 km off the German coast used as a
German naval base.

Charlleville, France. Bridges over R.
Meuse and railway marshalling yards
Kiel Bay (code name Radishes). Major
naval base.

Fargniers, France. Railway yards.

Dollbergen oil refinery

Bohmte and Diepholz, Germany.
Railway yards and junction.
Wismar. Dornier aircraft factory and
airfield.

Schiphol Aerodrome, Amsterdam or
Waalhaven Aerodrome, Rotterdam and
“any marshalling yards, aerodromes,
trains and canal barges.”

Dortmund Aerodrome, a Luftwaffe base.

Heligoland approaches (code name
Eglantine)

Travemunde, a naval base on
Germany’s Baltic coast near Lubeck
(codename Hollyhock)

Result

Bombs dropped on target
area. Fires.

Vegetables successfully
planted

Bombs dropped on road bridge
over Meuse.

Success. Planted vegetables
in Radish area.

Bombs burst across railway
yards from E to W.

Unable to find the target.
Bombs dropped on Luftwaffe
base at Schiphol, Netherlands
on way home.

Bombs dropped on railway.

Weather bad. Bombs dropped
on Aabenraa Aerodrome and
the road and railway at
Bedebro, Denmark.

Bombs dropped on
Waalhaven.

Low cloud. Bombs dropped on
factory at Recklinghausen,
20km NW of Dormund.
Vegetables successfully
planted

Vegetables successfully
planted.



Number of

Date I'\I'n)_lpe_ of Aircraft from Pilot Role of Sgt. Target Result
ission Roberts
No 49 Sqdn.
18/7/40 | Bombing 14 Sgt. Pilot Duisburg in the Ruhr Valley. Armaments | Thick fog. Returned to base
Roberts factory with full bomb load.
20/7/40 | Minelaying 12 Sqt. Pilot The Sound, the straits separating Vegetables successfully
Roberts Denmark and Sweden, one of three planted
passages from the Baltic Sea to
Kattegat and the North Sea.(codename
Daffodil)
29/7/40 | Bombing 15 P/O Navigator/Bomb | Frankfurt petroleum depot. Cloudy conditions. Bombs
Campbell | Aimer dropped on "the assumed
position of the target”.
3/8/40 Bombing 14 Sqt. Pilot Battleship Gneisenau undergoing Bombs dropped on target
Roberts repairs at the naval dockyards in Kiel Damage inflicted.
6/8/40 Minelaying 12 Sqt. Pilot Oslo fjord approaches (codename Vegetables successfully
Roberts Tomato) and Kattegat, the body of water | planted
between Denmark and Sweden and the
route into and out of the Baltic Sea
(codename Undergrowth)
12/8/40 | Bombing 10 Navigator/Bomb | Aqueducts carrying Dortmund-Ems Aqueduct breached.
Aimer Canal over River Ems near Munster.
14/8/40 | Bombing 10 (49 Sqdn.) | Sgt. Pilot Bordeaux and Pauillac, France. Qil Target destroyed
and 14 (83 Roberts refineries.
Sqdn.)
17/8/40 | Bombing 3 Sqt. Pilot Krupps steel works in Essen, Germany Target bombed.
(plus 5 Roberts
minelaying)
21/8/40 | Bombing 5 Sqt. Pilot Emden, Germany. Shipyards. Bad weather. Bombs dropped
Roberts over canal lock gates.
Unsuccessful raid.
27/8/40 | Bombing 9 Sqt. Pilot Bordeaux, France. Probably oil Target successfully attacked.
(plus 3 Roberts refineries.
minelaying)
30/8/40 | Bombing 10 Sgt. Pilot Magdeburg, Germany. Synthetic oil plan | Poor visibility. Bombs dropped
Roberts on target. Last bomb on

Langenhagen aerodrome.




The raid of 12 August was particularly significant. By then the Battle of Britain was in full
swing. Germany’s objective was to gain air superiority over the RAF which was a pre-
requisite for the planned invasion of Britain. At the same time the Germans were
assembling a vast armada of barges from across Europe to ferry the invasion forces
across the channel. The barges were brought to the channel ports in Belgium, France
and Holland via the network of canals that criss-crossed Germany and the rest of
Europe. Quite apart from the planned invasion, the canals were very important to the
German war effort, and were protected accordingly. Hundreds of anti-aircraft guns were
positioned near the canals and at locks.

Of particular interest to Bomber Command was the Dortmund-Ems Canal in Germany’s
industrial heartland. This was an important part of the German canal system and was
heavily defended. At a point in the north-east outskirts of Munster there were two
parallel aqueducts that carried the canal over the River Ems. In July, a successful raid
on the canal was made, damaging one of the aqueducts. Scampton was given the job
of destroying the second one. Two groups, consisting of crews from both squadrons
(No. 49 and No. 83) were selected. One team of 5 crews would be the main attack force
and a second team would act as a decoy or diversion. Roly was on the second team.
Models of the target and surrounding area were made, and carefully studied. Nighttime
training was carried out on canals in Lincolnshire that resembled the aqueduct they
were to attack until all crews were highly proficient.

Roly was the Navigator/Bomb Aimer on this raid. Over the target they encountered
heavy flak and they got badly shot up but, in spite of this, a successful attack was
carried out from 150 feet. The raid was declared a complete success. The aqueduct had
been breached. For this raid, a VC was awarded to Flight Lieutenant Learoyd of No. 49
Squadron in recognition of most conspicuous bravery. This was the first VC to be
earned by Bomber Command in WW2. The attack was a big set-back to Germany’s
barge transport and delayed the movement of war material to the invasion ports at a
most critical point in the war.

In his letter home on 18 August Roly wrote “We have now got a VC in the squadron
which pleased the CO. We are now easily the most decorated Squadron in the RAF,
and the VC came out of a job we did last Monday. | went on that job with two (it was
actually four) other machines as decoys and was it hot. Oh boy! A Brocks benefit (a
reference to free fireworks displays put on before the war by Brocks Fireworks) would
have looked very dull beside it. One of the other pilots won the DSO. | am still hoping for
a Victory medal and a month’s leave!”

On 22 August, obviously in response to an agitated and excited letter from his mother,
he wrote “Calm yourself, dear parent. | am in no need of congratulations; you must have
got me wrong. | certainly was on the same raid, but was acting as stooge to confuse the
defences and draw off the fire. They don'’t give gongs (medals) for that.”
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When he was not flying, Roly played rugby, went into Lincoln and attended the
occasional dance on the base where the men could socialize with the WAAFs. In a
letter home, he wrote: “The WAAFs on our squadron are a very jolly lot. We are lucky
really”. On Saturday 24 August, he was invited to a 21st birthday party for one of the
WAAFs. It was a group of six, three girls and three guys. They went to supper and a
dance at the Lincoln Assembly Rooms

Roly took about a week’s leave in July. He would have stayed with his parents in
Croyden and would no doubt, have taken the opportunity to play with his little nieces. It
would be the last time he would see them.

Sometime in July, perhaps when he was on leave, Roly bought a second hand motor
bike. He had arranged for it to be shipped by train to Lincoln. The only problem was that
he could not transfer the insurance from the previous owner because he was a pilot and
the Dominion Insurance Company wouldn’t insure him, perhaps because pilots were
viewed as dare-devils and therefore a bad risk.

In the third week of August Roly’s motorcycle finally arrived by train at Lincoln. It was a
1931 OK Supreme 350cc. He still had not got the insurance sorted out and wrote to his
step-father (who was an insurance agent) to ask if he could find an insurance company
who would insure a pilot. When the bike arrived he found that it had been damaged in
shipping and it would take him a week or so to get it in running order. Since he had
plenty of time on his hands during the daytime, he did not expect this to be a problem.

In his last letter home on 27 August, he reported that he was still working on the bike
and it would soon be in “fine fettle”.

The Fateful Day

During the Battle of Britain, it had become the practice at Scampton that if an aircraft
was not required for that evening’s operation, it would be flown over to the satellite
airfield for dispersal in case of attacks by enemy intruders. Scampton's satellite was at
Dunholme Lodge, just 2 miles to the East. Once at Dunholme the aircraft were
dispersed in such a way as to try and blend in with the countryside. And so it was that
on the afternoon of 31 August, Roly, who was not scheduled for that evening’s
operation, was detailed to fly P2135 the short distance to Dunholme.. As the aircraft
climbed out from base, it stalled in the left turn and came crashing to earth in a field
adjacent to the airfield, killing all on board. The others were AC1 T. Robinson, AC1
G.W. Snowden, and AC2 S. Hall. They were all ground crew and were probably just
hitching a ride.

And so Roly became a casualty of the Battle of Britain. The news of his death was
delivered to his mother by telegram two days later on 2 September, with the terse



words: Regret inform you your son, 566679 Sergeant Roberts, killed in flying accident
318t August. Letter follows.

The tendency to stall on low speed climbing turns was a characteristic of the Hampden.
If it inadvertently went into a skidding turn or sideslip, particularly when making a
climbing turn to port, the engine would cut out and, unless there was instantaneous
reaction from the pilot, the aircraft would turn on its back and get into a spin from which
recovery was virtually impossible. Many Hampdens were lost in this way, though not all
ended so tragically.

Roly was buried in Croydon Cemetery, not far from his parent's home, in the area
reserved for the RAF and tended by the Commonwealth War Graves Commission.

Anthony Kittridge, nephew
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