
Chapter 2

Naval activities

A
S SOON as war was declared on Sunday

3 September 1939, the Admiralty’s

plans for the protection of trade were

implemented. In fact, a number of measures

anticipated the event including on 26 August

assumption of control of all British merchant

shipping (Barnett 1991, 55). Somerset had

no major ports (Figure 1.1 on page 2); the

largest dock, an area separated by locks from

the effects of the huge tidal range in the Bristol

Channel, was at Portishead. This was a small

part of the Port of Bristol complex and special-

ised in coal and imported timber. The only

other dock was part of the Port of Bridgwater

which also included tidal wharves along the

Parrett at Bridgwater, Combwich and Dunball

and, further north, the railway wharf at High-

bridge. There was a scatter of minor wharves

and quays used increasingly less often by local

sailing craft at places like Lympsham Quay and

Wick St Lawrence. Watchet was the largest of

the other harbours (Porlock Weir, Minehead)

and was capable of berthing small coasters.

Piers for the Bristol Channel ferry services

were located at Minehead, Clevedon, and Birn-

beck at Weston-super-Mare.

The Admiralty’s main concerns in the

Bristol Channel were initially transportation of

supplies to Cherbourg, Brest, Nantes and St

Nazaire for the British Expeditionary Force

in France (both the British and the French

commands were anxious that these bases

should be as far as possible from threat of

enemy air attack) from Avonmouth, Barry,

Swansea and Newport (Roskill 1954, 63;

Winser 2009, 7), and the protection of the

south Wales coal and metal trades and the

important import trade of Bristol. In 1938

out of the nearly three million tons of cargo

imported through the Bristol dock complex,

about 940,000 tons was grain and 900,000 tons

oil (Brown 1945, 59).

To support this the RN Cardiff sub-

command was established ashore with its prin-

cipal base at the Fish Dock, Swansea, to cover

the Upper Bristol Channel. It formed part of

Western Approaches Command then based at

Plymouth (Roskill 1954, 37; Figure 2.1 on the

next page). Its main role was to ensure that

Bristol Channel shipping was integrated, where

appropriate, into the system of convoys, both

ocean going to and from the Americas, Africa

and the Mediterranean, and from July 1940

the vital coastal coal convoys to south-east

England. Speedy unloading and reloading of

vessels was essential to keep the whole system

operating efficiently. The pilot cutters of each

of the main ports maintained their station off

Breaksea lightship (see Figure 2.3 on page 8)

for inward bound vessels (Rich 1996, 132).

Flag Officer in Command Cardiff (FOIC)

proceeded with the planned establishment of

a Naval Port Service to work with the Haven

Masters, pilotage, towage and other services at

the major ports such as Bristol and Cardiff. To

process inward bound ships, a Naval Control

Service was established at Barry with an exam-

ination area off Lavernock Point covered by an

artillery battery on the Welsh side and a further

anchorage in Walton Bay under the gaze of

the Port of Bristol Authority’s Signal Station

(Figure 2.2 on page 7).
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Figure 2.1: Command areas of the Royal Navy, Army and RAF Coastal Command in 1939/40 (after Collier

1957, maps 4 and 5, pages 49 and 85).

Admiralty instructions for merchant ship-

ping and fishing boats issued in October 1940

did not allow any merchant vessel to approach

within three miles (5km) of the coast or ports

in the UK between sunset and sunrise except

as part of an organised British convoy. Vessels

on passage were permitted to use the main

coastal swept channel when this encroached on

the three-mile limit. Vessels inside the limit,

that could not make their destination before

sunset, had to anchor or proceed outside the

limit. In fog or low visibility merchant vessels

were not allowed to approach UK ports or

coasts unless permission had been received

from patrols or examination vessels. Fishing

boats were also subject to search before arrival

in port. If visibility deteriorated, vessels were to

anchor or proceed to seaward. Vessels failing

to comply with these instructions were liable

to be fired on by coastal guns. The Navy

also had authority to issue local restrictions

for fishing boats or to order their complete
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Figure 2.2: The Port of Bristol Authority’s signal station at Walton (David Dawson, 2008).

immobilisation. British or allied warships were

permitted to enter defended ports after exchan-

ging recognition signals. Elsewhere they had to

follow the rules and if they needed to approach

within three miles of the coast, the nearest

naval authority had to be warned.

Minesweeping and minefields

Minelaying by enemy aircraft and submarines

was a problem from the first and, although in

the early phase from 1939 to 1940, emphasis

lay on anti-submarine forces the balance

shifted toward minesweeping as anti-submarine

defences in St George’s Channel improved and

as the threat of aerial minelaying increased.

A main swept channel was kept clear along

the length of the area with branches into, for

example, the mouth of the Parrett. All this had

to be achieved with a growing force of requisi-

tioned vessels, mainly trawlers and drifters

from the east coast, many of which originally

came with their own skippers and crew. By June

1940 the sub-command consisted of 45 vessels

which included three Anti-submarine Groups

and one Minesweeper Group (Figure 2.3 on the

following page). By January 1941 there was just

one Anti-submarine Group but a force of four

Minesweeper Groups.

The immediate noticeable effects on local

trade were the increasing numbers of vessels

large and small requisitioned for war service.

For example, ten out of P & A Campbell’s

fleet of eleven paddle steamers were taken

for conversion and commission into the Royal

Navy as minesweepers, for service initially

in the North Sea (Farr 1967, 265). Even

small coastal sailing craft were required for the

balloon service (Mote 1986, 8; Slade 1959, 98).

For those vessels still engaged in trade,

hazardous incidents increased as enemy

submarines penetrated the Bristol Channel:

on 21 January 1940, a mine laid off Swansea

by U-28 so badly damaged the 9577-ton Blue

Funnel freighter, SS Protesilaus, inward bound

for Barry, that she had to be beached and
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Figure 2.3: Royal Naval and Coast Artillery dispositions in the Bristol Channel in 1940 with coastguard stations

and Army observation posts (not shown in north Devon and south Wales).

the Bristol Steam Navigation Company Ltd’s

710-ton coaster, SS Cato, was sunk with the

loss of 13 of her crew of 15 on 3 March off

Bull Point whilst inward bound from Dublin

to Bristol in a minefield laid by U-29. On

the 28 May 1940, the Minehead lifeboat was

called to assist in the rescue of the crew and

passengers of Elders & Fyffes’ liner, SS Carare

of 6878 tons (Figure 2.4), which had struck a

magnetic mine, probably laid from the air, and

sank off Foreland Point with the loss of ten

lives (Parsons 1982, 49). In August the same

year, the Bristol tug, John King (now preserved

in Bristol, Figure 2.5 on the facing page), was

strafed whilst delivering pumping equipment

to Swansea (Parsons 1988, 68). In the face of

such threats from the air, P & A Campbell

withdrew and laid up Ravenswood from their

sole surviving Bristol Channel ferry service

between Weston-super-Mare and Cardiff on 4

July 1940 (Farr 1967, 248).

For coastal traders under sail, the minefields

laid by the Royal Navy were a further hazard

(Slade 1959, 96). Individual mines commonly

Figure 2.4: Elders & Fyffes’ liner, SS Carare,

mined and sinking off Foreland Point on 28 May

1940. Seven crew and three passengers were killed

(Ilfracombe and North Devon Sub-aqua Club).

came adrift in the extreme weather and tidal

conditions of the Bristol Channel and the mine-

fields were awkwardly placed for those relying

on sail and desperately short of skilled crew.

Laying the extensive minefield across St

George’s Channel from Hartland Point to the

Irish coast (Figure 2.9 on page 14) was under-

taken early in 1940 with the main purpose of

preventing U-boats penetrating the Irish Sea
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Figure 2.5: CJ King & Son’s tug, John King, which was strafed on route to Swansea in August 1940, now

preserved in the collections of Bristol City Museum and Art Gallery (David Dawson, 2007).
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Figure 2.6: Royal Navy and RAF Coastal Command boundaries and German maritime and air force dispositions

in 1941 after the fall of France (after Collier 1957, maps 9 and 11, pages 142 and 159).

and Bristol Channel. After Andrew Murdock’s

extraordinary feat in sailing the 120-ton ketch,

Garlandstone (now berthed at the Morwellham

Quay Museum, Figure 2.7 on the facing page),

single-handed over the minefields from the

small Irish port of Courtmacsherry to Lydney,

more traders took the risk of ignoring the mine-

field’s presence (Slade 1959, 100). This was

possible because of the light draught of the

vessels and the phenomenon of ‘dip’: a mine

is moored to be invisible from the surface at

neap (low) tide but the tide running against this

mine will pull it even deeper below the surface.

In August 1940, in an assessment of the likely

effectiveness of these measures against surface

shipping, the Admiralty acknowledged that

with ‘dip’ and the lack of density of the field,

‘If the enemy use ships of over 14 feet [4.25m]

draught it is estimated that 20% would be sunk

or damaged. If ships of a lighter draught were

used the percentage of losses would be consid-

erably smaller. In low visibility or at night
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Figure 2.7: The ketch, Garlandstone, which Andrew Murdock sailed single-handed from Courtmacsherry to

Lydney through minefields, now preserved at Morwellham Quay, Devon (David Dawson, 2006).

a large force of enemy transports might pass

through the mine field and proceed towards the

Bristol Channel without being reported’ (TNA

WO 166/57: Letter GHQ Home Forces to

Southern Command 29 August 1940).

Auxiliary patrols

The local recipients of the above memorandum

might be forgiven for wondering how the Navy

with a minefield which was ineffective against

surface vessels and a cockleshell flotilla under

Vice-Admiral Tomkinson proposed to inter-

vene in an invasion attempt on the Somerset

coast. In fact Sir Charles Forbes, C-in-C Home

Fleet, was locked in a row with Churchill and

the Chiefs of Imperial Staff over the correct

disposition of his warships and their ability

to intervene should an invasion be launched.

Forbes always maintained (and Churchill later

asserted privately it was always his view too)

that if invasion came, which he considered

extremely unlikely given that a major part

would have to come by and be reinforced by sea

without any effectual support of the German

navy, he had 200–300 vessels at sea on patrol at

any one time to detect such a move and could

intervene within 24 hours with his major units

(Roskill 1977, 119; Grove 2005, 188).

The bulk of the 1000 vessels on watch were

vessels of under 100 feet (30m) overall organ-

ised into the Auxiliary Patrol. Most were

deployed on the east coast between Inver-

gordon and Portland but there were at least

three groups in the Bristol Channel based on

Port Talbot, Penarth andWatchet (Collier 1957,

135). Of the particular group based at Watchet,

relatively little is known. On 19 June 1940

Temporary Lieutenant LR Lord RNVR was

appointed to command a group of four vessels

based at the port and commissioned as HMS

Iliad (Navy List, December 1940). The patrol
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boats maintained a coastal night patrol from

the mouth of the Parrett to the Foreland. Lamp

or pyrotechnic signals would have been used to

warn of any invaders discovered at sea (TNA

WO 166/1317: Somerset Sub Area Coast Defence

Scheme, para 11a, appendix H, 15 August 1940).

The patrol is not mentioned in 1941 or later

Army documents.

After the fall of France

The fall of France changed the situation

markedly – the removal of almost the entire

striking force of U-boats to new bases on

the Atlantic coast of France, and of Luftwaffe

units to Brittany and Normandy. The English,

St George’s and Bristol Channels were now

within easy range of minelaying and bomber

aircraft and the losses of ships and their crews

increased. There were also more targets: from

July 1940, it was decided that, because of

the lack of capacity in the railway network

from south Wales, it was essential that coal

be shipped by sea to keep the power stations

and gasworks of south-east England supplied

(Roskill 1954, 323). Convoys of colliers from

south Wales would have to be fought through

the English Channel, no matter how appalling

the losses might be. Traffic in the Bristol

Channel was increased by these convoys and

also ships travelling to those ports of north

Devon and Somerset which were linked to

the railway system. Highbridge, for example,

handled 64,650 tons (3113 in 1941; 25,747 in

1942; 24,001 in 1943; 11,789 in 1944) reaching

a peak of 1500 tons per day (Handley 2001,

67). The convoys were however well-protected

compared to small local vessels, such as the

steam dredger Durdham, sunk a mile and half

(2km) off Lavernock Point on 27 July 1940. For

these ships, contact with a mine often meant

total loss and the death of most of the crew.

In July 1940, with convoys depleted of their

meagre escorts (withdrawn for defence of the

homeland), Britain suffered its greatest ship-

ping losses yet (over 200,000 tons, Roskill

1960, 92–93). Between July and October,

217 merchantmen were sunk (Costello and

Hughes 1977, 94). In August 1940 came

the first bombing raids on Bristol and Cardiff

(Collier 1957, 197). The only bright spot

was that among the many fishing and other

minor vessels that had escaped from France

and Belgium, some were allocated to FOIC

Cardiff.

This major change in the strategic position

put Somerset in the position of providing the

last line of defence of the Bristol Channel and

its ports against aerial attack and finally crys-

tallised what was to be its major role. The

change was reflected in organisational changes

(Figure 2.6 on page 10). In early 1941 a

re-invigorated Western Approaches Command

was set up at Liverpool where it was better

placed to fight the Battle of the Atlantic

(Costello and Hughes 1977, 112). Although

its Cardiff sub-command retained control of

the Bristol Channel and its ports, the Somerset

coastline together with north Devon was real-

located to Appledore, a sub-command of

Plymouth. The main overseas convoy route

now avoided St George’s Channel and went

north about Ireland (Roskill 1960, 89–91) but

despite this the importance of the Bristol

Channel ports should not be underestimated.

By June 1945, the Port of Bristol Authority had

handled:

Vessels docked 53,723

Net registered tonnage of ships 22,990,800

Foreign imports tons 24,998,383

Coastwise imports tons 7,391,640

Foreign exports tons 1,138,220

Coastwise exports tons 5,256,474

Hospital ships docked 89

Troops and other personnel 247,232

Mail bags 577,320

(Parsons 1988, 70)

Between July 1940 and June 1944, naval

defensive measures in the Bristol Channel

steadily improved. By January 1942, Cardiff

Command’s allocation included six mine-

sweeping trawler groups, one group of
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Figure 2.8: Royal Navy and Coast Artillery dispositions in 1942.

modern purpose-built motor minesweepers,

three degaussing mobile wiping units for

providing protection for merchant vessels

against magnetic mines, based at Swansea,

Cardiff and Avonmouth, and a number of mine

detection ships and other ungrouped mine-

sweepers. In addition were the vessels of

the Examination Service, the more recently

acquired RAF rescue groups based at Porth-

cawl, Swansea and Barry and a number of

miscellaneous craft (Figure 2.8). Further

defensive minefields were laid, such as Fields

560, 130X, and 86Y between Foreland Point at

Countisbury and Nash Point which were noti-

fied on 29th October 1941 (Figure 2.9 on the

next page).

The Somerset coast

From 13 January 1941 on the Somerset coast-

line up to but not including Portishead, the

system of coast-watchers, the regular coast-

guard (Figure 2.3 on page 8), control of emer-

gency Coast Artillery and other naval concerns

(which included taking the salute at Williton

and Watchet Warship Week on 7 March 1942)

was brought under the command of Admiral

(retired) JM Casement CB, in the newly created

post of Resident Naval Officer (RNO) Watchet

(Navy List, June 1941). Casement was typical

of the many officers on the retired list upon

whom the Navy depended heavily to underpin

the enormous increase in its responsibilities

and personnel. He had commanded the light

cruiser, HMS Blanche, at Jutland in 1916, and on

being recalled for service, had gone to sea again

in 1940 as vice-commodore of convoy HGF 25

and commodore of convoy HX 86.

Casement’s arrival in the Minehead district

on 1 February 1941 is recorded by the Coast

Artillery group responsible for this part of the

coast (TNA WO 166/1757). As RNO he

would have assumed responsibility for control

of Auxiliary Patrol vessels, fishing boats and

shipping entering and leaving port, informing

the authorities when British or allied warships

approached within three miles (5km) of the

coast, operational control of Coast Artillery,

coordination and filtering of reports from

coastguards, auxiliary coastguards and coast-

13

David Dawson, David Hunt and Chris Webster.  
Somerset and the Defence of the Bristol Channel in the Second World War. 2011. 

Copyright SANHS and the authors.



Somerset and the Defence of the Bristol Channel

Figure 2.9: An extract of the chart accompanying the Notice to Mariners dated 29 October 1941 of the laying

of minefields 560, 130X and 86Y (UK Hydrographic Office).

watchers and finally port denial measures

(TNAWO 166/1275). Before his appointment

there had been problems for the local Coast

Artillery communicating with the naval officer

in command at Swansea (TNA WO 166/1757,

January 1941). Probably to ensure more imme-

diate contact with the local defensive artillery

at Minehead and Blue Anchor, who required

his permission to open fire on any target out

at sea, he established himself and a staff which

included four from the Women’s Royal Naval

Service (WRNS) at the Langbury Hotel at Blue

Anchor (Binding 2007, 75; Figure 2.10 on the

next page).

By the end of 1941, it appears that the

threat of invasion was believed to have receded.

HMS Iliad at Watchet had a change of

commanding officer on 23 July 1941 when

IHL King relieved Lord but by June 1942

the command had disappeared completely

(Navy List, January/February 1942, June 1942).

Casement moved to Weston-super-Mare in

December 1943, an indication that his respons-

ibilities there had assumed greater importance.

Early in 1941, Birnbeck pier had been iden-

tified as a suitable site to test a forward firing

depth charge known as Hedgehog, which was

to improve substantially the offensive capab-

ilities of convoy escorts (Brown 2007, 115–

19). As an embryonic experimental outstation

of the Department of Miscellaneous Weapons

Development, it was regarded with some suspi-

cion by the rest of the naval experimental estab-

lishment but under Casement’s command the

situation was regularised (the pier had been

commissioned as HMS Birnbeck on 2 February

1942; Warlow 2000, 25), and when Casement

himself moved his command to Weston-super-

Mare, he ensured its rather maverick staff got

on with designing and getting acceptance of

a variety of new weapons and equipment (see

Chapter 6).
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Figure 2.10: The Langbury Hotel, Blue Anchor, HQ of RNO Watchet (David Dawson, 2010).

The invasion of Europe

By 1944 the war was moving into its third

phase: taking the land war back to main-

land Europe. The Bristol Channel ports had

a crucial part to play in operations Bolero

and Neptune, the build-up of troops and

supplies and the naval deployment to deliver

and support the invasion of France (Opera-

tion Overlord, Figure 2.11 on the following

page). Volume Four of the Orders for Operation

Neptune (ON4) designated the Bristol Channel

as the western base for the phase one build-

up (the phase before any permanent port

installations could be captured and restored to

working condition) to ensure the armies ashore

were supplied with all that they needed to

fight (Barnett 1991, 783–84). Between 4 and

26 May 1944, 132 coasters were loaded with

ammunition, vehicle fuel in jerry cans and other

supplies for delivery direct to Omaha and Utah

beaches in support of the landings that went

in on 6 June (Bykofsky and Larson 1990, 259–

60). A modest seven coasters at a time were

allocated to Portishead for loading ammunition

and stores (Winser 2009, 47).

The history of the US Transportation Corps

states that the Bristol Channel ports were ‘all

important in the shipment of Overlord cargo’

and goes on to acknowledge that between

May 1944, when loading began, and the end

of September, they loaded 868 vessels with

1,037,332 long tons of US cargo in addition to

routine discharges and loadings which ‘fluctu-

ated between 104,000 and 246,000 long tons

per month’ (Bykofsky and Larson 1990, 267).

Amongst this fleet of vessels running to

and from Normandy, and typical of many of

the smaller vessels requisitioned because, if

necessary, they could be beached to unload,

were two of the Osborn & Wallis Portishead

Power Station coal boats, the 456-ton sisters,

Downleaze and Rockleaze (Winter 2005, 55-60).

Downleaze had been taken up on 15 April

1944 for running cased petrol to the Amer-

ican beachheads from the English Channel

ports of Poole, Southampton and Weymouth

and Rockleaze on 9 April to run ammuni-

tion, first from Swansea to Omaha beach and

then from Southampton and Newhaven to the

British beachheads (Winser 2009, 78, 112).

Both suffered damage from collisions during
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Figure 2.11: The invasion of Normandy in June 1944 and the South West ports (after Roskill 1960, 367).

this service. A review of the supply system

in early July resulted in a reduction of the

number of vessels involved and a concentra-

tion of effort in fewer ports. In the Bristol

Channel, Portishead was one of those deleted

in favour of ports in south Wales (Swansea,

Port Talbot, Penarth) and the English Channel

(Winser 2009, 58).

With the successful invasion of France, the

gradual elimination of the Atlantic coast bases

of the U-boats and north French bases of the

depleted German airforce, the perceived and

actual threat of invasion and aerial minelaying

in the Bristol Channel diminished. However,

technical innovations in U-boat design which

potentially could see the introduction into

service of true submarines was perceived to

be a potent threat against which no immediate

counter remedy was to be found (Barnett 1991,

852–53). So from early October to November

1944, minelaying between Ireland and north

Devon intensified (Hinsley et al. 1988, 470–71).

The new deep-laid minefield extended in

a broad swathe from Hartland Point and
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Figure 2.12: Post-war aerial photograph of RNAS Henstridge on the Somerset/Dorset border, showing the five-

runway layout with outlying accommodation and technical areas. The dummy carrier deck can clearly be seen on the

most northerly runway (Somerset Studies Library, RAF CPE/UK/1974 4170, 11/4/1947).

Boscastle across to the boundary of Irish territ-

orial waters off Brattin Head and Carnsore

Point in an attempt to limit incursions into

the Irish Sea. At least one U-boat, U-1169,

was caught and destroyed in the St George’s

Channel field as late as 5 April 1945 (Roskill

1961, map 41, 287–288, 298). The order to

the U-boats to surrender on 4 May which took

several days to effect may have marked the end

of hostilities at sea in the European war but

the demands on merchant shipping to supply

allied armies remaining in the field in Europe

and continuing fighting in the Far East did

not start to relax until after the surrender of

Japan and the consequent gradual demobilisa-

tion. The last FOIC Cardiff, Vice-Admiral AD

Read (retd), lowered his flag in July 1945, and

with him went the organisation of NOICs at

the Bristol Channel ports such as Avonmouth

and Barry (Navy List ). The base at Swansea,

HMS Lucifer, finally closed a year later on 12

July 1946 (Warlow 2000, 87). Somerset’s ports

and harbours had come through unscathed but

the same was not true of the vessels and their

crews who were once familiar to them.

Other naval activity

It is appropriate to acknowledge other uses

made of Somerset by the Royal Navy in its

wider prosecution of the war. The Depart-

ment of Miscellaneous Weapons Development

found an ideal location for its experiments in

its outstation based at Birnbeck Pier, Weston-

super-Mare, and commissioned it as HMS Birn-

beck (see page 85). Bath seemed to be an ideal

place to locate departments evacuated from

London in face of the threat from the air and in

1939 the Naval Constructor’s Department was

removed to requisitioned hotel accommoda-

tion in the city centre until bombing made it

clear that it was no safer place than London to

where the department returned in 1942 (Lavery
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2006, 74). By then it is also likely that pressure

to house the increasing numbers of staff, taken

on to cope with modifying existing vessels and

designing and managing the increase of new

types of vessel required for the war, made a

return to new more suitable accommodation

near the capital an urgent necessity. Before

the war, the Hydrographic Department had

planned to move its entire staff to the West

Country but the speed of events forced it to

move its compilation staff to Bath in 1940,

while the new site, initially only for printing

and supply, was being built at Creechbarrow,

Taunton. Plans to move the Bath staff to

Taunton came to nothing and they were moved

out of the city to a hutted camp at Ensleigh on

Lansdown Hill. The staff at Bath returned to

London after the war before the entire Depart-

ment was finally centralised, some twenty years

later, at Taunton where it remains (Adrian

Webb pers. comm.).

The Fleet Air Arm, though primarily a ship-

borne force, needed airfields to train air and

ground crews and receive disembarked flights

(ships normally flew off their aircraft before

returning to harbour). In 1939 it was hurriedly

decided that one of its first new air stations

(there were eventually to be three in Somerset)

was to be established in the county. The

reason for the hurried decision was that despite

accepting the recommendation made in 1937

of the prolonged inquiry by Sir Thomas Inskip

that the Fleet Air Arm be restored to Admiralty

command, it was not until 24 May 1939 that the

Admiralty took over full administrative control.

Even then the RAF only released five airfields

to the new service (Roskill 1978, 14; Grove

2005, 176). Lee-on-Solent (near to Gosport

and Portsmouth) was chosen as the HQ of

the new manning division. All five of the ex-

RAF airfields were either too exposed to enemy

bombing or too far from operational fleet bases

so the Navy launched its biggest civil engin-

eering project of the war to provide 31 new

Royal Naval Air Stations (in common with all

shore establishments these were commissioned

as ships) and 15 ‘tenders’ or dependent outsta-

tions (Lavery 2006, 207).

On 18 June 1940 HMS Heron, RNAS

Yeovilton, was the first to be commissioned

and it served as a base for naval fighter aircraft

(in 2010 it is still a major Royal Naval facility,

home to both the Lynx and Commando Heli-

copter Forces, to the Fighter Control School

and the School of Aircraft Control). It is

sited on a tract of relatively flat land alongside

the then course of the A303. An outstation

was commissioned as its ‘tender’ at Charlton

Horethorne in January 1943 utilising a former

RAF fighter satellite for Exeter (Berryman

2006, 26–27). A second station, HMS Dipper,

was commissioned at Henstridge in April 1943

(Warlow 2000, 47, 72). Given the need to train

for shipboard take-off and landing, runways

were always built with distinctive characteristics

but Henstridge (Figure 2.12 on the previous

page) is unusual in having five, two of which are

parallel (Smith 1989, 158). The northernmost

runway was equipped with a dummy carrier

deck including arrestor wires.
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