HERE HAS NEVER been much

doubt that the RAF and the

Luftwaffe pioneered the art of night:
fighting, and their innovations and
tactics were carried on long after the
days of World War Two. The US
learned from British experts, building
their newly-acquired knowledge into
the famous Northrop P-61 Black
Widow. However, a long period
elapsed between the days when an
effective night-fighter was needed
and the P-61 becoming operational.

The Americans were hard pressed
to deliver such a fighter to the Pacific
Theatre of Operations. The answer
was to convert the Douglas A-20
Havoc into a nocturnal specialist, and
in this guise it became known as the
P-70 — see page 90.

With the US becoming heavily
involved in northwest Africa, there
had to be another solution to the
problem. The answer lay in the
Bristol Beaufighter — and it proved
itself more than equal to the task.

Four US units were assigned to
combat duties in the Mediterranean
Theatre of Operations (MTO): the
414th, 415th, 416th and 417th Night
Fighter Squadrons (NES). All these

units were activated during the early .

weeks of 1943 and their training was
strictly limited to the Douglas P-70 in
the USA. Once the squadrons moved
to England, they were immediately
introduced to a new type of aircraft,
the Beaufighter VI. To the aircrews,
this was like transitioning to a racing
car and they rode it to a considerable
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An explosion and
fire in the distance
got the attention of
417th personnel.
DICK ZIEBART

An impressive line-
up of 417th
Squadron
Beaufighters at
their first major
base for operations,
Tafaraoui, Algeria.
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number of night kills over North
Africa and Ttaly. Some squadrons
had the opportunity of flying the
Mk.VIII at a later date.

The 417th NFS was activated in
February 1943, and quickly went
through the complicated business of
learning the night-fighter role. Most
of the training was conducted at
Kissimmee, Florida, a large air base
where more specialised aircrews
were trained during the first three
years of the war than at any other
base (Hammer Field in California
became the main training base in
mid-1944, after the P-61 became
operational).

The course was a comprehensive
4'/>» month package on P-70s,
including transition flights,

WWW.FLYPAST.COM @DD{)




navigation problems, precision-

targeted missions against opposing

fighters, ground controlled

interception, airborne intercept, and .

more. Flying at night became second

nature to these pilots, and by the

end of their training they felt ready

for anything they were likely to face

in Europe or the Pacific. i
After a ‘luxury’ cruise to the UK i

on the Queen Elizabeth, the squadron

settled temporarily in Ayr, Scotland

to await its aircraft. The unit’s stay in

Scotland was brief and its next move

was a short sojourn at

Twinwood Farm,

Bedfordshire, where

it began its much-

anticipated flight

training in the new night-fighter.
Records show that the 417th had
detachments scattered over several
English airfields at this time.

The usual difficulties which crop up
when a squadron changes from one
type of aircraft to another were
encountered, but its members
showed they were up to the task.
With an ample number of flight
hours under its belt, the squadron
left for Scorton, Yorkshire. This
proved to be one of its more
memorable moves as it was here
that it received a shipment of 12
Beaufighters it could call its own.

INTO HARM'’'S WAY

Finally, on August 7 and 8, 1943,
the squadron made the move into
harm’s way. Its first official base in a
forward area was at Tafaraoui,
Algeria: eleven Beaufighters made
the flight and all arrived in good
shape. (On May 22, the squadron
lost an aircraft in its first fatal
accident when one crashed along the

After taking refurn
fire from a Ju 88,
Lt Ray Jeffrey
brought his
damaged ‘Beau’
back to base with
his hydraulic system
and radar shot out.
RAY JEFFREY

Bristol Beaufighter
VI V8828 “Hi Doc’
of the 417th Night
Fighter Squadron,
USAAF.
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coast on its way back from air-to-sea
firing practice.) Its orders included
numerous fighter sweeps against
German airfields and road traffic,

combined with flying convoy patrols.

Heavy Luftwalfe air traffic coming
down out of southern France and
Ttaly, combined with what was being
launched from North Africa, gave all
the Allied fighters and bombers
plenty to do. In late summer 1943,
Algeria was no longer at the cutting
edge of the action as the war had by
then moved into other areas.

The concentration of friendly
fighters in theatre had reached a
point where the enemy was putting
a significant number of aircraft up at
night and at dangerously low

altitudes. Every night the squadron’s
Beaufighters ranged out in search of
these intruders.

A vivid account of an enemy
coming in at wave-top level is retold
by a squadron pilot. Operating [rom
their base at La Senia, Algeria, 2nd
Lt Rayford Jeffrey and his radar
operator (R/0) Lt Bill Henderson
tangled with a German Junkers
Ju 88 on the night of February
1-2, 1944. Lt Jeffrey recalled:

We had ranged out pretty far with no
contacts, and as we were about half-way
back to our base, I decided to fire my
20mm to check their dispersion pattern.
While firing at the water, I noticed that
the pattern was somewhat irregular,
being angled to the left.

short burst and saw

hits on his cockpit and down across

the wing...”




My R/O, who sat at the rear, directly
behind the weapons (and who had to
cock them manually before engagements)
clicked in and observed that we had only
20 rounds left in each of the four cannons
and that we still had quite a way to go
before reaching base. Thinking this was
pretty wise, I stopped firing the guns and
wouldn't you know — about five minutes
later, I received a call from ground control
that they had a ‘Bogie’ on radar and
gave me the vector to intercept, back
near Majorca.

It didn’t take long for Henderson to lock
on and start giving me headings for an
intercept. It was just beginning to get
daylight and I got a visual at about a
quarter-mile crossing right to left at
approximately 50ft altitude. I identified
the aircraft as a Ju 88. I was at 3,000ft
and started my attack from the rear and
above, rapidly closing the range to 300ft.

In the darkness, I saw flashes from the
tracer ammunition of the enemy as his
turret gun opened fire on me. Aiming just
forward of the nose of the ‘bogie’, I fired
a very short burst and saw hits on his

cockpit and down across the wing inboard
of the left engine. His left wing separated
from the fuselage and it rolled over and
dived into the water.

I circled above and looked for survivors
but did not see any. In checking the guns,
I had fired only ten rounds from each
cannon in making the ‘kill’.

En route back to base, the routine hum
of my engines decreased by half and the
‘Beau’ tried to roll on me. I'll be damned
if the enemy gunner’s fire hadn't taken
out one of my engines and these birds
didn't like to fly on just one! In fact, I
knew of several instances of Beaufighters

-

Late afternoon
patrols over the
Mediterranean
became a regular
event for the 417th’s
Beaufighters.

417TH NFS

BELOW: Three 417th
maintenarce crew
preparing their
aircraft for the next
night’s mission.
417TH NFS

BOTTOM RIGHT:
No.417 aircrews
being dropped off at
their aircraft for the
first flights due to
launch at dusk.
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failing to make it back to base because of
a single engine failure and the pilot not
being able to maintain altitude.

So much for the relaxing flight back! I
had to fight it all the way in an attempt
to keep it level. I did manage to make it
back for a safe, wheels-down landing —
no mean feat on just one engine! This
had been my first ‘kill" and it was also
the first one for the squadron.

The squadron stayed in Algeria for
about six months, which would have
normally have put it at a
disadvantage due to the lack of
enemy aircraft, but in this case, the
Germans were coming within easy
range due to their long-range night
missions against friendly shipping
in the Mediterranean.

G

THE CONVOYS

The Luftwaffe was determined to
observe all ship convoys operating in
the Mediterranean. If it did not have
the airpower to turn the ships back,
its aircraft served as spotters for the
German submarines which were
constantly on the look-out

for targets.




as a very

large force of enemy aircraft approached.

...the battle was on!”

Beaufighter pilot, 2nd Lt Rayford
Jeffrey, relates his experience with
a Ju 88 which was acting as the
‘pathfinder’ for a large force of
German bombers which was
attempting to attack a large convoy
which had been spotted.

Early in the evening of March 28, 1944, I
was on convoy escort patrol over the
Mediterranean between North Africa and
the Spanish coast when ground control
gave me a vector to intercept a single
‘bogie’ that was on course to intercept a
convoy of ships. About 20 miles northeast
of the convoy, my radar observer, Lt Bill
Henderson, got a radar contact, and
minutes later I got a visual confirmation
that it was a Ju 88, coming head-on at
an altitude of 50ft or less!

1 initiated a turn fto try to come in
behind him. The enemy was using this
type of aircraft as a ‘pathfinder’ to lead
a bomber force to the targets. He saw me
and started a 180-degree turn, which was
to my advantage because I could easily
slide in behind him.

I closed to within 700ft and opened fire,
feeling the drop in airspeed resulting
from the recoil of my four 20mm cannon,
which were loaded with alternating
rounds of armour-piercing, incendiary
and high explosive ammunition. Most of
my rounds missed, but a few hit solid. At
this time, I noticed an object being thrown
from the enemy aircraft.

1 moved even closer hearing the staccato
‘plunk, plunk, plunk’ of enemy fire
from the Ju 88’s top turret striking my
Beaufighter. Another ‘plunk’ and I felt
the searing heat of a round striking my
foot. I fired another long burst at him,
exhausting my 20mm, and was rewarded
with seeing parts of the ‘88 coming off the
fuselage and wings, among them the
canopy from the rear turret that had
been hitting me.

Its pilot could no longer maintain
altitude and fell into the water, sinking
quickly. I climbed to 3,000ft and reported
to ground control that I had shot down
the 'bogie’.

About ten minutes later, ground control
called me back and gave me a vector
towards multiple targets heading toward
me. At this time, I was with my wingman
and two RAF Beaufighters.

We were still orbiting the area of the
downed Ju 88 when the sky darkened
as a very large force of enemy aircraft
approached. 1 had never seen so many
aircraft in one place before, and the
battle was on!

Early on in the engagement, I noticed
fire coming from behind me, missing
me high. I turned my head and to my
amazement, it was my wingmarn,
attempting to lob fire over the top of me
at the enemy! Soon he left the area,
telling me later that he was chased out
by five of the enemy aircraft.
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An RAF Hurricane
was uised by the
417th for pilot
proficiency: all the
squadron’s pilots
enjoyed flying in it.
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Although I had only enough
ammunition for my light 0.303-calibre
machine-guns, I wanted to try to damage
as many of the intruders as I could.

All T could do was to fire a burst at one
aircraft, then move on to another. One

burst is all 1 could get at each of them,

and I did this until I ran out of ammo.
In all, 1 fired at four different ones.

The enemy finally gave up and started
departing the area in haste without
finding the convoy. It was approaching
total darkness, so it was time to head
back to base.

As I prepared to land, I realised that
the German gunner had knocked out my
radar and my hydraulic system, which
rendered me unable to lower my landing
gear. Getting my Beaufighter shot up,
taking a round in the foot, facing a large
enemy formation and ducking friendly
fire from my own wingman evidently
wasn't enough!

Now I had to make a wheels-up
landing in the dark! I brought her in,
hitting the ground hard — so hard that
one of the restraining shoulder straps
broke on impact, instantly dislocating
my shoulder. The props bent over and
stopped immediately as we slid to a halt
in a cloud of dirt, dust and grass from the
field. In the aftermath, I discovered that
the round I took in my foot had only
entered the thick sole of my flying boot,
coming close enough to my foot to burn
it, making me think I had been hit.

The Intelligence Service determined that
I had shot down the ‘pathfinder that was
supposed to have dropped a homing
device into the convoy to lead the
attacking force to the target. This homing
device was the object I had seen being
thrown from the Ju 88 when I first
made contact.




They also reported that 25 of the
attacking aircraft never returned to their
base. I claimed one destroyed and three
damaged. The official records state that
four Beaufighters had engaged and
repelled an enemy force of 70 aircraft
and kept them from attacking our
convoy.”

BACK INTO EUROPE
The 417th began its move to Corsica
in early 1944, with bases at La Senia
and Borgo. From there it ranged
deeper into Italy, as the Luftwaffe’s
operating areas were constantly
shrinking. By late April, was flying
nightly patrols off the coasts of
Corsica, France and Spain.

The invasion of southern France
began on August 15, 1944. The
American night-fighter units which
had been operating in the MTO were
called upon to cover the invasion
fleet and the beachhead during the
hours of darkness and in severe
weather conditions. This readily
stepped up their operational
requirements as they had been
somewhat short of things to do
earlier. The Germans also increased
their nightly reconnaissance flights
in an effort to gather accurate
intelligence.

The 417th was in the thick of
things and during the month of
August alone its pilots posted 171
sorties. The Allied thrust into
southern France was so successful
that the squadron was able to
move to Le Vallon, near Salon de
Provence, in southern France,
on September 12.

The Ninth Air Force had two P-61
squadrons far to the north, in

Syt Steve Perry takes
time out from his
maintenance duties
for a snapshot with
V8822 ‘Kissimimee
Cowgirl’ at the
squadron’s base at
Tafaroui. pick zIEBART

Sgt Dick Ziebart
(right), crew chief
with the 417th NFS,
poses with an
unidentified
member of the
squadron on the
Slight line at its base
in North Africa.
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France, and they were spread very
thinly. Because of this, the 417th was
assigned to this area, along with the
415th and 416th Squadrons: the
Allied ground forces would have
been in a dangerous situation
without an effective night defence
against the Luftwaffe’s marauding

Ju 88s.

On January 6, 1945, the squadron
sent a detachment to Florennes,
Belgium (A-78) on a special mission
to fly night patrols against a sudden
offensive surge by the Germans.
Harsh weather conditions prevented
its pilots from being effective and
they returned to Le Vallon on
January 22. This proved to be a
stroke of bad luck for the aircrews, as
there was so much nocturnal activity
by the Luftwaffe that things ended
up as a ‘feeding frenzy’ for the Black
‘Widows of the 422nd NFS.

From this point onwards, the
Beaufighter’s presence in the
squadron began to diminish steadily.
In late March 1945, the 417th began
transitioning to the P-61. Many of
these state-of-the-art night-fighters
received by the squadron had already
seen action with the 422nd NFS and
many had come over on ships.

Nevertheless, the squadron flew
numerous sorties deep into Germany
and by the end of the war it was
operating from bases on German soil.

One of the replacement pilots who
joined the 417th in the late autumn
of 1944 was Lt Robert Condon. His
recollections of learning to fly the
Beaufighter are classic. It must be
remembered that by this time, the
‘Beaus’ had been flown hard and
were getting slightly war-weary,
even with dedicated maintenance
personnel working on them night
and day.

At first, we were somewhat put out by the
appearance of the aged, over-used fighters
that were sitting on a field of rocks known
as Salon de Provence airfield. However,
knowing what the original cadre of pilots
had accomplished with these same ships,
we were ready and eager to learn.

I was the first in our little group to
check out in the ‘Beau’. One of the senior
pilots took me up as a passenger for my
initial ride and having reached 3,000ft
altitude, he started to crawl out of the
pilot’s seat! I yelled out: “What are you
doing?” and he replied that he was going
to let me climb into his seat and take over.
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For the edification of those unfamiliar
with the Beaufighter, there is a sturdy
steel pipe athwart the cockpit, right
behind the pilot’s shoulders. Getting into
the pilot’s station required climbing over
this pipe and lowering oneself into the
seat. Passengers riding in the front of

Sgts Tatum and
Gathright atop a
‘Beau’ of the 417th.
Note the Mk.IV
radar antennae.
417TH NFS— DAN WHITNEY

Original 417th the airplane stood behind the pipe, on
Night Fighter the hatch that was used to enter the
Squadron badge. Jfront area.

DICK ZIEBART Now getting out of the pilot’s seat was

neat. One disconnected from all the
equipment and grabbed a pair of the fore-
and-aft pipes on the ceiling of the space
behind the cockpit and did a backward
somersault onto the hatch!

Captain Deakyne [the senior pilot]

Night Fighter Sgn  4a4th 4asth 416th 4azth
Confirmed ‘Kills’ 8 1 4 9
‘Probables’ 1 5 2 2
Damaged 1 1 1 15
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didn't do the
backward
somersault
trick, but just
slid out in the
reverse of the entry
motion, thus able to
keep an eye on our
altitude throughout the
manoeuvre. He moved over and

allowed me to climb, feet first, into the
pilot’s seat.

I checked out the ‘Beau’s’ stall and slow
flight conditions, including a simulated
landing with gear down and flaps, and
proceeded to take it back to the airfield
and make a decent landing. The
unfamiliar air brakes and their thumb-
lever operation caused me no trouble.

Part of the familiarisation that Captain
Deakyne showed me was that the take-off
was made with wide open throttles. In
fact, it was a common saying that for
take-off, the throttles were pushed to the
firewall and bent over to stay there and
the pilot then devoted both hands to
getting the plane airborne without a
ground loop! Getting the tail up to gain

rudder control rather than brakes steering
was part of the process.

Omne of our pilots once took off with the
gun switch on, and his hands pushing on
the wheel had the cannon and machine
guns scattering rocks all over the field
during his take-off.

Keep in mind that by the time I rotated
into the squadron, the Beaufighters were
showing a lot of wear and tear. Several
were still flying because so many parts
had been cannibalised from others. One
of them was impossible to trim up to level,
forward flight. It always flew slightly
sideways when trimmed to go straight.
Another had one engine that had no
propeller feathering capability because
it was too old a model [from before
feathering was incorporated].

A very good example of their overall
condition was when I was sent over to
Rosignano airfield in Italy to bring back
a ‘Beau’ from another of our night-
fighter squadrons. They were converting
over to Mosquitos, which meant that we
could get the flyable ‘Beau.’

Well, it was not operable because of a
dead battery and a huge hole in the
exhaust manifold. It took a couple of days
of my nagging the line chief to get it fixed
up. After the necessary repairs, he refused
to go up with me on a test flight!

We used to check out the guns on the
deserted beaches on the Mediterranean.
There were no people living anywhere
near, so there were 1o protests to all the
noise and commotion.

It was here that I learned, first-hand,
Just how much the ‘Beau’ was slowed by
all the guns firing at once. I made
up my mind that I would
not make an approach
on an enemy fighter
from slightly
beneath because
the firing at

climbing
attitude would
cause too

much of a

speed loss.

So the one
time I had to
put this theory
into practice, it

saved our lives.

I approached from

directly to the rear of a

‘bogey’ and it turned out to
be a deadly Me 410 with the stinger

guns set to shoot down anything coming

in from low and behind.

Looking back, the Beaufighter was a
remarkable aircraft for its time and I
would have given anything to have flown
a new one in combat rather than the
ones we flew. They were nearly worn
out when we got them.”

Had the Beaufighter not been
available, it would have had to
operate either the Douglas P-70 or
the RAF’s Mosquito, and if this had
been the case, the delays would have
kept them out of combat for some
time. When members of the 417th
reminisce about their experiences
in World War Two, they are talking
Beaufighters!




