“THE BEAUFIGHTER IN NORTH WESTERN AREA®
by
Wing Commander C.F.Read DFC

Commanding 31 Squadron, Coomalie N.T.

This article covers all phases of operations by this Squadron during the period November 1942 to July 1943 - also items of

general and technical interest are included. The Squadron during this period was equipped with Beaufighter Mk.1 and Mk V1,
some of the latter being fitted with extra tanks. The maximum range worked on was 800 N.M. for the short range aircraft, and
1,000 N.M. for the long range, and 90% of sorties were up to the maximum range. The main difference between the Mk 1 and
Mk V1. Beaufighter was the performance, the older aircraft, the Mk 1. being superior in speed by 15-20 knots which

naturally made it more popular as far as the aircrews were concerned.

Shipping Cover

This was our biggest job and all convoys approaching or leaving Darwin were given cover between 1000 hours and 1500
hours, the period during which most enemy reconnaissance has been experienced. The Squadron to date has flown over 300
sorties covering convoys and each flight has averaged 5 hours. Usually one aircraft at a time was employed, relieved as
necessary. This would be immediately increased if the convoy was attacked. It was tound very dithicult to sight the enemy
aircraft before it dropped its bombs, especially with the usual broken cumulus cloud present. For this reason R/T between
convoy and aircraft became esssential, and is now being used. Only one enemy aircraft was destoyed during this period and
several others were damaged, but the presence of the Beautighter proved valuable in deterring the enemy’s attack and spoiling
his aim. It was found that the time over the convoy should be no longer than one and a half hours as after this period the

aircrews’ efficiency deteriorated rapadly.

Strikes

During the latter part of 1942, while the A 1.F. were still present in force in Portuguese Timor, many attacks were made on
enemy occupied villages and roads. These were usually hampered by difficulty 1n finding suitable targets. Villages generally
were “‘shot up™ without seeing any signs of enemy activity; however, reports indicated that many Jap casualties were caused in
this manner. The winding feature of the Timor roads, and the mountainous country made straffing attacks difficult, and on
occastons truck loads of Jap troops were seen but could not be attacked for this reason; this made us often wish in those days
that we had some small bombs to drop. However, the development of Jap Aerodromes in Western Timor brought about a
dicontinuence of these attacks.

Five attacks were carried out at intervals on the main Jap Aerodrome of Penfoei. The first four of these were successful and
many enemy aircraft were damaged and distroyed. There was one outstanding reason for these earlier successes; complete
surprise was achieved. On the fifth occasion, through an improved warning system, the Nips were warned of our approach,
and, as soon as the Beaufighter pulled up from ground level for the attack dive, intense A/A fire was encountered, and we
sustamned 50% casualties, and in fact those aircraft that did return were all extensively damaged.

In addition, the Nips had fighters circling overhead as base cover, and these chased and attacked for over 100 miles on the
home journey. If you cannot achieve surprise in low flying attack of this discription, it is not worth the risk; a Beaufighter can
be shot down by A/A fire the same as any other aircraft, and what is more important, is particularly susceptible to attack by

enemy fighters, and of course, cannot be expected to strafe efficiently in the face of both air and ground opposition.

We have encountered enemy fighters, ( Zeke, Hap and Rufe ) on many occasions, always at or near ground level, and the only
tactic 1s to turn into his attack as soon as possible, and then head for home at maximum speed; if you can get a start he will
have a hard job catching you, but remember both “Zeke” and “Hap” have a speed advantage, particularly the latter. The Mk .1
Beautighter will “wind up” to about 260 knots at sea level, at which speed both the above fighters have continuously attacked,
and 1t 1s interesting to compare this with a “Spitfire” at sea level, which has a marked inferior speed to the Beaufighter.

In several attacks on Taberfane, Beaufighters have “mixed it” with “Rufe” or “Pete”, but it proved very difficult to close to
eflective range against such manoeuvreable opponents, for it was found they would pull up into a loop or roll off as soon as
they were in danger of being attacked, and of course it was impossible to follow them in the unmanoeuvreable Beaufighter. .

Good co-operation between pilot and observer, violent evasive action, and a sharp lookout by both members of the crew got
us home from many encounters with fighters. Finally, every Beaufighter pilot is well advised to treat “Zeke” and “Hap” with
every respect, for in both these the Nips have a good aircraft; so avoid combat with them whenever possible.

Navigation

T'o every aircratt in the Squadron we installed an Astro Compass and Drift Recorder, and both these were used extensively by
observers. All our operations were carried out over long stretches of sea, and as the last 100-150 miles was always carried out

at 50 feet (to achieve surprise) , accurate navigation was essential. It was the custom of the observer in the Flight Leader’s






